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Great Walks looks at what it téke’s
to hike the iconic long-distance ;
- Australian Alps Walking Track.
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Our typical day started \\'11]1 muesli, ]'1.-_'1\\4_[‘ red milk and tea
for b ast, and a muesli bar for morning tea. Lunch consisted
of wraps (with salami or sardines, and c}
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[reeze-dried ve sles). I

oranges) made up afternoon tea, and an ,
Muhlsimmer,
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and spices were sourced from a local grocery
sed stores assisted with freeze dried ingredients
and fruits. )

We vacuum-packed, labelled and allocated our individual
portions over three weekends, to finally store them into tamper-
proof containers. These were allocated to nine designated food
drops, between four and nine hiking days apart. These locations
were dependent on the accessibility of roads and the inters
with the AAWT. It took nearly five days and 1,800km t
as we deposited the drops on the way down to the start. The
containers were hidden under branches and bushes — not
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It's worth the effort: Morning view from Long Spur.

BELOW: Romantic Huts like Mawsons provi
invaluable shelter, but should
overnight in case o

buried, because National Parks prefer soil to be undisturbed.
Thankfully, none of our food had perished or been touched by
either humans or animals,

Water

There are plenty of dry ridges along the AAWT and even though
there are water sources available away from these ridges they
can be depleted towards the end of summer. Taking this into

consideration, we started the hike in early spring and were able

to refill our bottles (about six litres per person) at least once a

day. However, not every source shown in our guide actually had
water. We spent 90 minutes searching for water in the gully below
Murray Hut Site in the first week of November, but in vain. Staying
at Mt Wills Hut six days later, the water tank was so close to empty
we had to “fish” water [rom the bottom with a rope and a pot

Navigation

A main misunderstanding about the AAWT is the notion that it is
a designated track that leads every step from its start in Walhalla,
Vic to its end in Tharwa, ACT. Instead, this 'track’ follows some
well-maintained trails, a lot of barely visible foot pads (a track - not
necessarily an official one - formed by wear and tear of multiple
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people hiking it) or heavily overgrown fire access roads, and it
very often goes through scrub and bush or wide grassy plains with
no pad at all — especially when choosing some of its most scenic

and rewarding variants in the Snowy Mountains’ region, as we did.

Quality of marking and cairning along the way varies
significantly. Thanks to a series of new AAWT markers, there are
now quite a number of sections where it is practically impossible
to get lost. On the other hand, all such navigational aid is lacking
along several stretches through Wilderness Areas, and will not be
there in the future either, as it is the Parks’ strategy to keep these
areas pristine. Here, [eral pig and brumby tracks can easily trick
hikers, leading them into nowhere.

A compass, altimeter and a set of topographic maps with a
scale of at most 1:50,000 are therefore necessary equipment for
the AAWT. Additionally, our adventure of 818km has shown
there is considerably less stress and uncertainty during the

hike when familiarising oneself with the route at home already.
Walking the AAWT in one’s mind by reading maps carefully and
repeatedly, and learning to translate their information into scenery
and natural conditions can help provide a knowledge of the walk
similar to having been there before.

When using a GPS, it can prove disastrous to blindly rely on
recorded tracks from the internet. However, taking such data as a
starting point for programming your own route by crosschecking it
with digital maps and satellite views (Google Earth) has shown to
be a smart and time-efficient strategy for us. Also, doing your own
programiming assists in ‘learning’ about the walk, and is similar to
intensely studying maps.

In the wilderness, the increased accuracy of most hand-held
GPS devices will even allow walking in fog — a no-no when using
traditional instruments. However, such a strategy is only safe
when displaying considerable respect to obstacles that might
conflict with the route: slippery cliffs, rocky sections, snow fields
or overgrown passages. To assist in finding a way not only around
them, but also back to the route, the via-points on the GPS should
never be programmed further than 50-100m apart.

Last but not least, taking a GPS onto the walk must not mean
saving the additional weight of a traditional compass, altimeter
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and paper maps. A GPS is a fragile device. It can break down
unexpectedly and depends on batteries that might run out.
Exclusively relying on a GPS in navigation can, when becoming
defunct, cause even more danger and uncertainty than it helps to
avoid when working properly.

Being lost ...

... along the AAWT demands no different behaviour than being
lost in any of Australia’s remote areas. Firstly, don't panic.
Secondly, if you still know the way back, make it to the last point
where you had orientation. Check out what went wrong there

(or afterwards). If you cannot make it back, take plenty of time

to figure out where you are. If you have an idea, try to prove it
wrong, as this provides additional certainty. If vou are in a group,
discuss opinions about scenic points you can see, comparing them
with the map, distances and so on, and try to establish a position
everyone agrees on. I it justifies the effort, head to a point with
views that might give more orientation. Thirdly, after heading on,
check the theory of your position at regular instances.

Bad weather

Except for turning a hike on the AAWT into a race, there is not

much reason against waiting for improvement, once the weather
deteriorates. Drying equipment, cleaning up the mess of a soggy day
causes considerable effort and often costs more time than what was
saved by walking on. Knowing some basic cloud formations and what
they mean in relation to forecasting helped us to plan ahead. Having
such foresight and, for example, pitching a tent at a safe spot before a
thunderstorm starts may perhaps not provide with as good a yarn as
fighting through a series of spectacular flashes and masses of pouring
water. But not everybody survives that, and only the living can tell.

Day to Day Life

Our alarm would go off at daylight around 5 am. We took plenty
of time getting ready and were usually on the track between 7
and 8 am. When possible, we pitched the tent an hour or two
before sunset so we could enjoy nature and the scenery, cook and
eat outside. Cold rivers and creeks replaced hot showers. Every
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BELOW: Resting helps lift the
mood and enhance endurance.

BOTTOM: Be prepared
for many obstacles!

6-8 days we had a scheduled rest-day and we managed to wash

our clothes twice during the trip.

There were literally no arguments on the track, because we
had allocated different responsibilities to each of us. Jakob was
in charge of programming the route and GPS, general navigation
and giving directions, while Sonja had the function of a scout,
finding the best route between two points. Sonja was in charge
of food and nutrition, while Jakob did the cooking. Jakob kept
a diary on the condition of the track, while Sonja focussed her
diary on the daily experience. 0

'1 JNEED TO KNOW

For info about hiking the Australian Alps Walking Track visit
www.australianalps.environment.gov.au. To read more about Sonja

and Jakob's trip visit www.hikeforhuts.org.
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