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The Routeburn Tack 

by Helen Mitchell in 1973 
 

“You must go on the Milford Track 
You must go on the Milford Track 
You must go on the Milford Track 

Even if you don’t go anywhere else ---  
- You must go on the Milford Track” 
says Bob Goodale, 
and he knows! 

 
From Aukland to Queenstown:-  

“Have you been on the Milford Track?” 
“Yes”,  “No”,  “No”,  “Yes”,  “Would like to”,  
`“Not interested”,   
“What’s it like?”. 
“Fantastic”,  “Tremendous scenery”,  

“Didn’t see anything for rain, just trudge through 
mud”. 
“OK, but the Routeburn Track is much better, 
cheaper, shorter, much more interesting”. 
 

The Routeburn Track ….. 
 
Lorraine Orme, Jan Plume and myself arrived in Queenstown at about 5:30 pm, Thurs 15th March 1973. 
 
It was raining and cold.  Getting thoroughly wet, we trudged with all our belongings, half a mile around the lake 
to the Youth Hostel. 
 
We had brought the sunshine with us all the way down the west coast – and Queenstown was not to 
disappointed us – three days of sunshine and glorious weather. 
 
It’s Friday – let’s get up early and find out what is involved in the Routeburn Track or the Milford Track – they 
were still just names to us. 
 
Information from the Tourist Bureau and Public Relations Office:  $57.00 for the Routeburn Track and $82 for 
the Milford Track.  These were paid guided tours which provided sleeping accommodation and meals and a bus 
trip back to Queenstown or TeAnau at the end of the journey.  A bit much for our pockets and we had met many 
people who had done the tracks on their own. 
 
Information from the Lands and Survey Dept:  Boat leaves Queenstown at 9:00 am on Mon, Wed & Fri and 
connects with a bus at Kinloch which drives you to Bryant’s Lodge and the beginning of the Routeburn Track.  
Cost $3.50.  The use of the National Park huts for $2.00.  You had to carry your own food and sleeping bag etc.  
Milford Track – no information – enquire at TeAnua. 
 
Thus, having at least some information on the Routeburn Track and it getting very close to the end of the season 
for doing these treks, we decided to start out on the following Monday – across the Humboldt Mountains. 
 
Using a rough map and details regarding the track, on a small pamphlet given to us by the Lands & Survey Dept, 
we began to prepare for the journey  -  

- Food:  Dried everything – as light as possible 
- Clothing:  Be prepared for snow!  Gosh- already had a windproof nylon top with a hood.  So, on finding 

a pair of baggy nylon trousers in a sports shop, I considered that was adequate. 
- Shoes:  Well my boots have always been most comfortable for walking in – they’re warm and fairly 

waterproof – had Tope souls and heels put on before I left Perth – so they were in good condition. 
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Well, even though I packed the bare minimum - one change of clothes, food for three days in dried packets, with 
my sleeping bag - I was carrying about 35 lbs (16 kgs).  Incredible!  Yet what could I throw out?  Nylon cord?  No, 
could come in handy.  Torch?  No.  Peanut paste?  Perhaps, but that’s good protein and I like it.  Well, in the end, 
we each managed to collect a small bag of goods we didn’t really need, and this we freighted to TeAnau. 
 
All set to go – it’s Sunday – a day to fill – wandered through Queenstown yesterday – well, it does say on the 
bottom of the pamphlet that you should contact the ranger in Glenorchy before setting out.  To Glenorchy!  On 
a Sunday!  No buses – literally a one-horse town – and about 30 miles (48 kms) away.  Hitchhike?  Never done it 
before – and three of us. 
 
Well, we set out – walked about three miles until we heard a car coming up behind us.  Tried to put my thumb 
up in the manner that hitch-hikers do – failed miserably and ended up waving in a friendly manner as the car 
passed by.  But – miracle of miracles – about 100 yards (90 metres) down the track, it slowly came to a stop.  
“Would you like a lift?  How far are you ?”.  Two dear old ladies who had been in the army together and were 
out for a few days picnic to chat about old times – and they never pick up hitchhikers; but weren’t those girls so 
friendly waving to them like that! 
 
Well, they would take us all the way to Glenorchy and even to ‘Paradise’ after the Paradise duck.  Any time we 
wanted to take photos we were to just let them know and they would stop.  And – my goodness – I saw some 
beautiful scenery I have seen since I have been in New Zealand.  They even waited for me to do a few quick 
sketches.  (We passed an artist with his oil paints and easel merrily painting on the side of the road – a real 
professional.) 
 
It being fasting time for us Baha’is, I left the others having lunch and walked a half mile down the track to the 
ranger’s cottage – ‘Mt Aspiring National Park’.  “You want to do the Routeburn?  It’s a good track – well used – 
might snow though”  That was about all the information I got from the ranger – apart from another pamphlet 
exactly the same as the one we already had.   
 
Mon 19th March: 
 
Three smiling faces framed by assorted colours of rucksacks and 
sleeping bags appeared at the Queenstown jetty. 
 
While waiting to buy our tickets a very large ferry pulled in – it was packed with …. sheep.  As the sheep were 
bring off-loaded we assumed that we would be on-loaded directly after.  Pondering on the smelly conditions,  

we hardly noticed another, 
much smaller boat pull in 
down the other end of the 
jetty.  Well, that was it – about 
25 feet (8 metres) I suppose, 
and the deck some 2 feet (60 
cms) out of the water. 
 

There were 11 of us altogether heading for the Routeburn Track that day.  Since the boat was down there and 
we were up here, none of us knew quite what we were supposed to do about getting on.  And then it appeared 
– bounding with one step from boat to jetty - ”Morning.  Can I give you a hand?”  It took me a while to recover 
from the sudden appearance of this fellow in his blazing red anorak flashing ‘Carlton Science’ across his back.  
Yes, sure we needed a hand  - in fact a ladder would have been better – but somehow we passed our rucksacks 
down and then half-fell on to the deck of the boat.  There were sort of slat-seats that propped up from the side 
of the deck – just enough room as one was broken – and there we all huddled with our rucksacks piled in a heap 
in the middle, settling down with feet outstretched, relaxing on the rail, ready for a three hour cruise up Lake 
Wakatipu viewing the beautiful mountain scenery .   
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Isn’t this great! 
 
Wow – and then the wind 
hit us – it was like being on 
the ocean.  I hurriedly put 
on my nylon top and pants 
although I was already wet.  Our skipper threw us down a large canvas cover to wrap our rucksacks in.  Well it 
got so wet and rough that we all ended up squeezing into the cabin with the skipper - my eyes nearly popped 
out of my head – there he was perched on the high stool driving the boat with his feet.  Puffing away on a 
cigarette and twiddling with knobs with the other hand he chatted away – “… and there is Mount this and Mount 
that … and they had an avalanche there last winter and there’s Pig Island in the distance ….”   At this point he 
jumped off his seat and asked us if we would all like tea or coffee.  At the same 
time he grabbed me and asked me to steer the boat “between the big island 
and the little one”.  There being so much spray splashing over the front window 
of the cabin and me being short-sighted, I just couldn’t see “the little island”, 
so I headed for the big one – well, tried to – we zig zagged around for a while 
until I realized that the steering on the boat over-steers considerably.  
Eventually I got the hang of it  - between the two islands because I had at last 
caught sight of the little one – and there’s a sand bank on the left – and allow 
for the wind.  We made it – whew! – not bad with everyone teasing me 
constantly – every time I laughed the boat headed off in another direction.  My 
last effort at steering the boat was when we were nearing Kinloch – and then 
the skipper just disappeared and left me to it.  He seemed ages and the jetty 
was getting closer – and then suddenly the steering locked and I couldn’t turn the wheel – Oh boy!  Where’s 
‘Carlton Science’? – and then I heard a roar of laughter – a couple of boys were holding the chain that connects 
the wheel with the engine steering.  And then up pops ‘Carlton Science’ just in time to bring the boat smoothly 
into the jetty.  Wow!  And that was only the beginning. 
 
And there we were – this was Kinloch – which seemed to consist only of a house and bus shelter.  Anyone living 
here?  Ah!  A hand was waving out the window of the house and a voice echoed down the hill – “Cup of tea 
ready!”  My stomach leapt with delight at the thought.  But it was only for ‘Carlton Science’ who immediately 
bounded up the hill, calling back to us as he went, “The bus will be here soon – the bus driver’s gone for a short 
run”.  A run?  Where?  I couldn’t see any roads that went anywhere?   
 
It was noon and the sun was shining, so we all settled down 
on the ground, resting against our packs.  And then it 
appeared!  THE BUS.  A 1942 Chevelot bus.   Well kept 
celluloid windows but no roof!  Painted red with a neatly 
painted label on the side.  Water leaking profusely from the 
radiator and running down the hill as if to greet us.   
 
And then the door opens – and out jumps friendliness itself – 
all dressed up in cap, tie, white shirt, polished shoes as any 
proper bus driver would be.  Tottering on his feet a little and with a smile from ear to ear, he walks over to tell 
us he is the bus driver and that is his bus – but – we will have to wait until he has had his cup of tea – and there 
was the hand waving out the window again.   

 
After half hour, Harry reappeared (we learned later, that was 
his name).  Ceremoniously he opened the door and tells us we 
can now get on – but no rucksacks on the seats – as they may 
tear the upholstery.  As we were loading on, Harry was 
constantly disappearing behind a clump of bushes and then 
reappearing with cans and buckets of water – Ah! – He tells us, 
“… the only thing wrong with this bus is that it has a leaky 
radiator”  - did it ever! 
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Well, radiator full, Harry seated like a king at the front, one turn of the key and we’re off.  As we rattled from 
side to side Harry proceeded to give us a conducted tour of the countryside.  “… and there’s Mt Earshaw”, he 
would say, taking his hands off the wheel and not only pointing but turning right around to chat away about 
every inch of history concerning every landmark that appeared on the horizon, while passengers gazed 
concernedly at the road and the approaching narrow gateway. 
 
Harry had been driving this bus for precisely 431/2 years – along the same road, backwards and forwards – 
approximately 12 miles.  He had named every pot-hole in the road and spoke to the sheep and cows we passed 
as if he knew them individually. 
 
We were informed that he had the only truly air-conditioned bus in NZ – and it was delightful on a sunny day, 
looking at the scenery without glass reflections, we looked over the windows in this bus.  But what happens 
when it rains?!  That’s what the hood at the back was for – one of those fold-down types like they have on prams 
except it was extendable – and I have since been told by a friend that it really works! 
 
Whoops!  We’re stopping.  Engine trouble?  No.  Nothing to worry about, “ … just have to fill the radiator before 
climbing the next hill – a bit of a steep one”. 
 
Eventually, we arrived - at Bryant’s Lodge (after Harry Bryant – the one and only bus driver on the Routeburn-
Kinloch Road) and the start of the Routeburn Track. 
 
Note:  The Routeburn-Kinloch Road was part of a route originally planned as access to the pioneering settlement 
at Martin’s Bay, but the road was incorrectly routed and no further construction was carried out.  
 
My first attempt at putting my rucksack on laid me flat on the ground with all that 35 lbs on the top of me.  
Amidst much amused laughter and the help of a friend I managed to load up.  Feeling decidedly unbalanced, I 
tottered forward like a child learning to walk – 23 miles! 
 
Discovery number 1 was that they don’t make mountains out of sand here – they make them out of rocks! – and 
thin-soled high-heeled boots weren’t exactly designed for this kind of rambling. 
 
Discovery number 2 was that I was quite unfit or I was carrying too much weight – or both.  Only 200 yards down 
the track and I’m puffing – and oh boy! – my shoulders – they’re aching! 
 
Distances were measured in walking times – 21/2 hours to the Routeburn Flat Huts, and 4 hours to the Routeburn 
Falls Hut – and it says in the pamphlet that most people make it to the Routeburn Fall Hut on the first afternoon!  
Well – never say die!  I had to think out a way of doing this without killing myself. 
 
I found that I could walk for 15 minutes before feeling absolutely compelled to collapse on a rock and allow my 
poor muscles to recover.  So I would not allow myself a rest until 15 minutes was up.  And the only way I got 
through was to aim for a log or bend and say to myself, “Look Helen – just a bit further – only from here to there”, 
and then I’d look for another point to aim for.  What a miserable way to enjoy the countryside! 
 
About an hour passed and I had well and truly arrived discovered number 3.  Warm woolen slacks and jumper 
were not quite the thing for tramping, no matter how cold the temperature was.  The perspiration was trickling 
down inside my clothes and I frequently stopped by the cool mountain streams to cool my face and gulp down 
some water.  Shorts and light top would have been quite adequate.   
 
The supposed 21/2 hour walk to the Routeburn Flat Huts took me 31/2 hours and there were all the others resting 
against their packs laughing and talking and having a bit to eat.  “How come you took so long?” they said.  I just 
pulled my shoulders in, and let my pack fall to the ground – and almost fell down with it. 
 
“I can see the Routeburn Falls Hut!” someone was saying, pointing vertically upwards, as if at a cloud. 
 
“Where?” 
 
“See, just on the side of that waterfall near those dump of trees.”  
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And there it was – a neat wooden speck shrouded by mountain mist.  The sign said casually ‘11/2 hour walk’. 
 
“Oh God!  If you have any angels to spare today could you just allow them to lift me to the top of the mountain!” 
 
Another 1000 feet almost straight up!  Well it took me 3 hours.  It was dusk by the time I got there – and my 
goodness! – I nearly didn’t - 20 steps up and a 5 minute pause to pant and puff – it is difficult to estimate progress 
at that rate. 

 
The Routeburn Falls Hut consisted of a central cooking-eating 
area with two small bunk rooms, one on each side – quite 
civilized with kerosene, two-burner cooker and a washing 
sink with water laid on.  Even tables and benches for meals.  
And luxury of luxuries  - a mattress to sleep on! 
 
As I was last in line to cook my tea, it was about 9:30 pm 
before I sat down for a meal – just as well, because I couldn’t 
have eaten before that. 
 
Everyone else seemed to have had trouble climbing the last 
bit and so we all sat around discussing our sore backs, aching 
feet etc.  In the midst of it, the assistant manger, who lived in 
a room attached to one end of the hut came in and collected 
our $2.00 fee for the huts. 
 
Well, to bed, but not much rest – it rained all night, and there 
was a wild party going on in the ranger’s room until all hours.   
 
The dawn brought the Kea parrots with their wild screeching.  
Time to rise and stoke up the energy supplies again. 
 

The pamphlet warns that the next bit of the track is very exposed and dangerous in bad weather and you are 
not supposed to tackle it unless fine weather prevails.  Luckily it had stopped raining – even a patch of blue sky.  
Still, a bit misty up there but the ranger assured us that the forecast was fine. 
 
By the time we had cleaned up and packed it was 10 am.  Well, off we trudged again, to climb from 3,300 feet 
to 4,200 and cross what is known as the Harris Saddle. 
 
It wasn’t long before my feet were soaking – the track was only made of rocks – it was a stream.  You just waded 
through water, mud and rocks - all the way.  On one occasion I slipped in a mud patch.  One leg fell knee deep 
in mud and I could feel the mud trickling down the inside of my boot.  One hand landed on a sizable rock which 
was all that saved the lot on me from sliding in.  I felt like just sitting in the mud and crying – but there was no 
one around to listen!  Oh gosh!  Struggle up – and on again – all muddy and wet – yuk! 
 
And now we’re climbing up – puff, pant -and up a bit further and a bit further. 
 
Whew!  Time to collapse on a rock.  And, as I looked back, I saw what looked like a blue shirt with a back-pack 
and legs.  He was leaping up the mountain side - literally running up the mountain. 
 
I knew there was a guided tour in front of us. They have their own huts with meals cooked for them, properly 
made beds, showers etc and so, as he approached, I asked, “Are you on 
the guided tour?”  Quite unpuffed, with a fresh smile, he replied, “I am 
the guide!”.  He had cleaned up the hut while the party went on ahead 
and then he ran to catch up with them.  There were other guides to who 
stayed with the climbers.  He paused and chatted for a bit – this was the 
30th time he’d done the trek from one side to the other.  He laughed at 
my high-heeled boots saying that the next bit was hard going and I’d be 
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lucky not to break my ankle or worse!  And off he leapt up the mountain again, leaving me still gasping by the 
side of the track with that pleasant thought of what was ahead. 
 
Plodding on and on, up and up, wading through mountain mist until – my God, the sign! – ‘4,200 feet – the 
highest point of the track’.  One would expect here to gaze out upon infinite horizons but, alas, only mist and 
vague rocks. 
 
Another few hundred yards of crawling inch by inch around the face of the cliff and I managed to catch up with 
the others – the guided tour party was there as well – all eating, drinking and talking.  The blue-shirted guide I 
had met on the way up took pity on me as I stumbled up over the last few rocks – he came and lifted my pack 
off my back – RELIEF. 
 
It was about 12:30 – 1:00 pm and the sign stated, ‘31/2 hours to the Lake McKenzie Hut’.  If I made the same rate 
of progress as previously I would be lucky to get there before night-fall.  But of course – it was more-or-less 
downhill from now on  - 1000 feet almost vertically down.  At least when you’re going up you can’t see where 
you might fall! 
 
Hanging on to trees and gradually lowering myself to the next rock – truly – it was worse than the steepest climb 
– much greater chance of slipping – and controlled bending brings into action muscles I don’t think I have every 
used before.  Every  muscle in my body was tense, trying to control what could have been a rather rapid descent. 
 
The Montane Beech forest with it’s large exposed roots and damp bark covered with lichens filtered sunlight 
over the rocky ground form a multitude of half-lit patched – just the right setting for elves and leprechauns – 
and ghosts. 
 
About half-way down there was a sign pointing nowhere stating, ‘Deadman’s Track’ and then a little further on 
a plaque nailed to a rock, ‘In memory of …. who died of exposure on this spot …’  Oh dear! 
 
I was now starting to tremble with the tension of controlling each well-aimed fall to the next rock below.  If I had 
landed wrongly I certainly would have “done an ankle in or worse”.  And my feet were so sore – every rock 
seemed to be pressing on bare skin.  And my shoulders were aching. 

 
The afternoon light was 
fading when, slipping and 
sliding in mud, I emerged 
from the Beech trees into a 
cleared, grassy space, with a 
lake in one corner and – and – 
over there, a hut! – with 
smoke coming out of the 
chimney!  The wonder of that 
sight will never be forgotten.  
If I could choose the eighth 
wonder of the world, that 
would be it. 
 

My spirit danced in front of me as, painfully, I put one foot in front of the other, and dropped my burdened body 
another 100 yards. 
 
The MacKenzie Hut was much more primitive than the previous one – there was a small cooking and eating 
room with most of the space being taken by a large wood stove.  There were two small bunk rooms off this, the 
bunks being wooden frames with a piece of heavy matting slung across from one side to the other – no 
matresses. 
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‘Washing’ – there was a sign at the front of the hut – down at 
the lake.  Being covered in perspiration and mud, I gathered my 
soap, towel and clean clothes – down to the lake – stripped off 
– and dived in.  I’m sure the water was close to freezing point 
because I was quite numb by the time I had finished washing.  
But, it certainly relieved my aching muscles.   
 
Back at the hut, everyone was cooking tea so I prepared my billy 
of dried everything and joined the throng of starving faces 
sitting on benches almost leaning on the stove or in it, 
occasionally rising amidst the smoke and steam to stir their 
brew. 

 
Bloating our stomachs with cup after cup of 
billy tea, we chatted away of nearly falling 
down waterfalls and just thank God I didn’t 
rain or snow – well, I’m sure I wouldn’t have 
made it if it had.  Anyway, the worst was over. 
 
And as the embers began to lose their warmth 
and the candles dwindled, we all slowly drifted off to bed – not so much to sleep though, with those cold, hard 
mats and the guy above me constantly turning over and over as if we was caught in a washing machine – nylon 
scaping of matting makes the most awful noise – and there were the snorers sounding like pigs trying to 
harmonize. 
 
The morning air was freezing cold in the valley when we set out again, but the day soon warmed up – or I did, 
anyway. 
 
The next hut was at Lake Howden – not quite as far – a drop in altitude of about 1000 feet but over a much 
longer distance than the previous descent with much milder grades.  There was a little more time to stop and 
enjoy the scenery – the Earland Falls were certainly a wonderful sight – the water must have dropped from some 
300 to 400 feet above us.  My feet and muscles were aching before I had even left, and had barely recovered 
from the previous day’s ordeal, so it was again with much relief that I stumbled my way into the Howden Hut. 
 
This was even more primitive than the previous hut – just one big room – old stove in the middle and matting 
bunks around the wall.  Anyway, it was cosy. 
 
After a couple of hours on the track, the following morning, we made it to the Milford-TeAvau Highway.  Flagging 
down an empty bus, we caught a ride to Milford Sound – Wow! – What magnificent scenery – the road was 
bordered by high, snow-capped mountains, the stony ground being illuminated by brightly coloured lichens.  The 
road took us through the Homer Tunnel – one-way for a whole mile or more of rocky mountain.  You can only 
go through at certain times each end.  A real engineering feat – they started tunnelling at each end and met 
exactly in the middle – not bad at a slope of 500 feet per mile. 
 
Milford greeted us with a swarm of sand flies – they really eat you alive.  However, Milford Sound is really a 
beautiful spot, situated on the margin of Fiordland National Park.  Barren, rocky peaks rising steeply out of the 
cold, still water, continuously changing colour with the time of day.  The occasional boat is seen chugging it’s 
way in or out of the fiord. 
 
Well, it’s the Baha’i New Year’s Day for me!  A little confused, the others wished me “Happy New Year” without 
asking too many questions.  Jan bought me a 10 cent bar of chocolate and a cup of tea in the café.  What a way 



The Routeburn Track - page 8 of 8 
 

to celebrate Naw-ruz (new year) – filthy dirty, wet feet set in muddy boots, and plastered with Aeorguard in an 
attempt to allay the onslaught of sandflies. 
 
We caught the last bus back to TeAnau that afternoon.  It was just our luck to find that the hostel was full, and 
after a quarter-mile trek to the caravan park, no room either and to have to walk with all our luggage around to 
the motor camp one mile down the lake.  But who should we meet on the way – ‘blue shirt with long legs’ – the 
Routeburn guide – just couldn’t believe that I had made it in my high-heeled boots.   
 
Well, at last, hot showers, good food and a mattress to sleep on – luxuries or necessities?! 
 
Epilogue:   
 
At 11:30 am we discovered after getting up late, that there was no room is the motor camp the following night 
and the bus for Invercargill left at 11:45 am.  We ran down to the phone and asked the bus company to put the 
luggage we had sent on, on to the bus and ask it to stop at the motor camp on the way through.  Well, 10 minutes 
to pack! – just threw everything in – to discover that my billy of chicken broth had emptied itself over everything 
– yuk! 
 
So Invercargill was a day and a half of washing and drying – it was raining all the time so we had to use heaters 
inside.  And thus, clean clothes in our packs, and muscles in slightly better condition, we left Invercargill ready 
for the next adventure – up the east coast. 
 

..ooOOoo.. 


