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I am the man I am because of you






I love you Mom






Always and forever









	Thank You










	I have so many people to thank, and I don’t know where to start. I expected to write this book and have a few people read it, but for some reason, it has taken off, and Dude, Where’s My Walking Stick? has managed to squeeze into the #1 bestseller in many categories as well as a handful of countries across the globe. So, I guess, first off, I want to thank everyone who has taken the time to read my story. Thank you to each and every one of you. 


	


A huge thank you to all I met on my incredible journey that made it better than I could have imagined. You know who you are. Big thanks and big hugs!


Next, thank you to my family and friends for always standing behind me when I take off on wild adventures around the world. The support from you guys is all I could ever ask for.


		


Thank you to my editor, Becca Webster, who put up with my inability to make decisions and pushed me to complete this manuscript. To the ever-talented Michelle Bezanson at Bezanson Design for making the cover come to life. To the Te Araroa Trust, NZ’s Department of Conservation, all the “trail angels,” and the farmers whose land the trail cuts through. So many people are involved in making the Te Araroa a magical experience, and every one of them deserves a massive pat on the back. 






And finally, thank you to everyone who has hiked, is hiking or will hike this incredible trail. This long-distance trail exists because people like you want to get out there and experience it. 






Oh, and thanks to my feet for not falling off and surviving the abuse I put them through.









		Introduction to the TA and my Journey






	New Zealand’s legendary “Te Araroa” or “The Long Pathway” is a 3000-kilometre long-distance trail that spans the entire length of the Pacific Island nation from Cape Reinga in the far north of the North Island to Bluff in the far south of the South Island. Cutting a meandering line through some of the most incredibly diverse landscapes that “Aotearoa” has to offer, from lush, old-growth rainforests and active volcanic traverses to rugged alpine mountains and enchanting glacial lakes. NZ’s national trail displays the exceptional variety of nature and the rich cultural history that “The Land Of The Great White Cloud” is known for. 






The journey of a thousand kilometres begins with a single step. The story of a thousand pages begins with a single word.






Everyone has their own story on the same trail. This book is how I captured mine. 






I did not attempt the entire 3000-kilometre trail, even though I have completed some North Island sections on different New Zealand trips. This journey you are about to delve into consists of the 1304-kilometre South Island section, also known as Te Waipounamu, which some consider the most exceptionally beautiful of the two island sections. I was not a well-weathered thru-hiker nor an exceptionally fit person; I am a chef and enjoy travelling, eating, drinking and spending time with new and old friends. I am a big fan of sitting on barstools. The Te Araroa took me so far out of my comfort zone and pushed me beyond the physical limits I believed I was capable of. I would never have considered myself a writer, nor would I say I have a way with words. Writing this book took me even farther out of my comfort zone and pushed me mentally to a place I didn’t know existed in me. I started this journey after my mother died of extremely aggressive cancer. I thought, what better way to process grief than to go out into the wild and take a long walk? I love my Mom, and I miss her every day. I know she would be proud of me for getting out there and enjoying our short life on this incredible earth.






This is my journey on the Te Araroa. I hope you enjoy it! Life is short, so get out there and live it!













DAY 1 - 6.2 KM






	IT’S DECEMBER 12TH, and my first day on the South Island section of the Te Araroa, or The Long Pathway: New Zealand’s national long-distance trail. I hopped on the Matua, a small cruise ship run by Beachcomber Cruises, at 9:00 a.m. It was the start of a perfect day, weather-wise. The bright blue skies were full of little wispy, white clouds fluttering above with beautiful, clear, turquoise water flowing below.


The boat pulled away from Picton Harbour with maybe a handful of passengers. We were mostly tourists from possibly everywhere in the world. I couldn’t tell you how long the cruise over to Ship Cove was, as I was too enthralled by the beauty that surrounded me to pay any attention to the time. The perfectly blue waters of Queen Charlotte Sound, glinting in the bright sun's rays, were so gorgeous. The surrounding hills held contrasting colours of every hue of green that seemed to leap out of the calm waters. Queen Charlotte Sound is one of the largest and most beautiful sounds in the Marlborough Region. It sits at the top of the South Island in the beautiful country of New Zealand, or its traditional Maori name, Aotearoa.


I met an Aussie couple, and through our small banter, punctuated by moments of wonder and awe as we looked at the incredible scenery, I learned the difference between a fjord and a sound. A fjord is made by a glacier, and a sound is made by a glacial river. Fjords are deeper and steeper, and a sound is usually both wider and shallower, although they look incredibly similar to the naked eye, and it’s difficult to see the differences.


The Captain was on the mic, rambling on comically throughout the trip about the Marlborough Sounds and the surrounding settlements. The Queen Charlotte Sound has an amazing history dating back to when the Maoris first arrived and utilized its vast resources and sheltered bays and inlets. The area also has many historic tales of locals defending their holiday homes from weather, development and, most importantly, animals, particularly seals. Apparently, they like to fuck up human construction projects, so a little extra security is required near any fish farms on the calmer waters. 


We had one stop to pick up more passengers before arriving at Ship Cove. As we pulled up to Motuara Island, a small pod of dolphins, maybe three or four of them, popped up and blew their spouts of water into the air as they bobbed past us. We quickly stopped to grab the few passengers from Motuara Island and headed straight across the water to Ship Cove, a historically significant place in New Zealand's colonization. Ship Cove was Captain James Cook's favourite landing during his first voyage to the Land of the Great White Cloud in 1770. He returned to this same spot time and time again. There is a big, white, awful-looking monument on the shore with a couple of old cannons facing out over the water. I stopped quickly for a glance and headed up the trail to officially start my journey. A journey that would end up taking me over 1,300 kilometres through some of New Zealand's most incredible landscapes.


Almost immediately upon entering the trail, a young German dude named Lucas caught up to me. We walked and talked for a couple of hours, and I learned that he had just finished the North Island, which explained why he was incredibly fit. The Te Araroa starts at Cape Reinga at the top of the North Island and winds its way to Bluff at the bottom of the South Island. The North Island section is about 1,700 kilometres, and the South Island section is about 1,300. Lucas had already hiked for months, and I was jealous of his superhuman level of fitness.


The trail that day was big, clean of roots and rocks, and seemed fairly flat, with only a few ascents up medium-grade hills. I struggled so hard to keep up, and when we got to Schoolhouse Bay, the first campground on the trail, I realized my motivation wasn't enough to keep me going. Lucas laughed and rubbed it in that I had only made it a little over six kilometres as he continued on. You see, I had made the mistake of meeting some epic people at the hostel the night before and went hard on the beers. I played pool and drank about a dozen beers until late that night. Of course, they were cheap, shitty beers, so I was horribly hungover from that and hiking in a humid, coastal forest with something like twenty kilos on my back. This was not my ideal activity for the day.


I dropped my stuff and went down to the water for a swim. The small campground had a few flat, grassy areas, a water supply and a drop toilet just a moment from the shore. I was absolutely ruined by the short but sweet day. I couldn’t believe what a horrible state I was in. I basically just flopped into the water like a dead fish; I was so exhausted. It was refreshing, and I got a shot of motivation to set up camp; I hadn't the slightest idea of what my tent would look like before now. I didn't want to cause any issues with biosecurity when I flew into NZ, so I hadn’t opened it until this moment. I dove into setting up my tent for the first time, and it was as easy as could be to set up. It was just one pole, and the entire thing was a mere 100 centimetres by 220 centimetres - small was an understatement. To put it into perspective, I am 180 centimetres and well built, with about 100 kilos hanging off my bones. At least it should be cozy! It’s my home for the foreseeable future, and it’s all I have, so it will have to do. Besides, it’s a wicked green colour and at least looked pretty cool.


Once I finished setting up my tent, I did what anyone does at their own private beach in paradise; I got naked, sunbathed, read a book, fished or at least tried to fish, and swam all afternoon. The water was absolutely stunning, although freezing. It’s a good thing there wasn’t anyone around to impress. Calm, rolling waves crashed softly on the multicoloured pebbled beach. The sun shone with all its strength and kissed my skin with its warm embrace. The brilliant, viridescent, bush-covered coast stretched for kilometres, contrasting beautifully with the swirling turquoise veneer of the calm waters. I had scored some chronic weed from a legendary friend in Christchurch, so I got super duper high all afternoon and soaked it all in. I was high as a kite in my own personal paradise. 


For dinner, I pulled off a bunch of green-lipped mussels from the rocks and boiled them up with seawater, chilli and garlic. Oh man, they were the most delicious mussels I've ever eaten. I also made some rice to round off an incredible first meal of the trail. I probably used too much fuel cooking it all, but fuck it - that's future Kevin's problem. 


I then watched an incredible sunset while smoking way too much cheeba. It was stunning. The sky seemed to light on fire with oranges, pinks, purples and blues. The water reflected the light show, and the hills seemed to glow like a giant bushfire was just on the other side. While I was chillin’ during the sunset, I found a big piece of driftwood and broke off a perfect walking stick. I planned to carve it up and make it my personal companion on this trail. I had only met one person so far, and I had no idea how alone or how busy it might be on the trail, but I know that life is always better with friends. I named my new walking stick Richard, aka Dick. Hopefully, Dick isn't my only friend along the way.


The mosquitoes came out at the precise moment the sunset finished. I bolted back to my vast and luxurious tent to squeeze myself inside. I had left the fly/waterproof layer off on purpose so I could sleep under the stars with hopes and dreams of a beautiful hike ahead of me. That is not exactly how it went. I was way too stoned and super paranoid. Every little sound, every time the wind blew, every crash of a wave, I was absolutely terrified. I was almost having a panic attack. At one point, I could hear a few creatures wandering around close to my tent. Suddenly, one started screeching and squawking like a dinosaur. I almost had a heart attack and admittedly may have peed myself a little bit. I tried to remind myself that nothing in New Zealand could hurt me, let alone kill me. It helped a bit, but I was on edge so much that I struggled to sleep for the rest of the night. I don’t know what it was that was outside my tent, and I’m not one of those people who go toward scary sounds in the night to find out.


I don't know if I actually fell asleep, but I do know that I would never get that high before bed on the trail again.













DAY 2 - 22 KM






	SO LAST NIGHT sucked. For one, I was paranoid and terrified, and I slept horribly. I also learned that not only did my pillow have a slow leak and ended up flat as a pancake, but my camp mattress also popped and was flat as can be when I woke up. Oh, and to top it all off, I fell asleep with a big mug of tea in my hand. I don’t remember drinking one sip out of it, and I ended up with a puddle in my tent in the morning. It did smell like sweet strawberry tea, though, so that was nice.


I made breakfast, had coffee and set everything out in the sun to dry. Three little Wekas were hanging around and trying to steal any morsels of food they could scavenge. I tried to scare them away, but they started squawking and squealing, just like the terrifying creatures from last night. It turns out I was scared shitless of a couple of defenceless birds that are basically brown, long-nosed chickens. They’re flightless, kinda dumb and notorious for their thievery. They will steal anything from a negligent hiker. Leave anything unattended that Weka can carry, and they will come and take it. But they are certainly not a creature to be threatened by. I felt a bit emasculated by the little creatures that had put real fear in my heart last night.


After an hour or so, the sun had dried all of my gear, and I packed my bag. I set off on the trail and hoped I would accomplish more than 6.2 kilometres. The trail that day was fantastic. This section of the Te Araroa, or TA, is called the Queen Charlotte Track. A seventy-two-kilometre track that was soon to be one of New Zealand’s Great Walks. NZ has an ever-growing list of its most popular multi-day hikes that are well-suited for almost every level of fitness, from the world-famous Milford Track, set in one of the most beautifully remote locations on earth, to the Tongariro Northern Circuit, which is the setting for Mordor in the Lord of the Rings movies. The Queen Charlotte Track is a favourite track among mountain bikers, and I could see why; the track was extremely well-maintained and was wide enough that a small car could drive down it. The native bush was thick and luscious, with Nikau palms reaching up between the Manuka and Kanuka bushes. The songs of Tui, Bell and many other native birds that I haven’t a clue the names of could be heard amongst the trees.


There were a few trees down across the trail, but nothing impassable. The trees that were down added some fun obstacles. However, the views out into the sound were where the real magic was. The bays, inlets and coves with their glittering blue and turquoise waters swirled together as the colours changed so drastically from the shore into the middle of the sound. The coasts seemed to stretch out forever, and the luscious bush appeared to grow right out of the water on both sides of the sound. It was beautiful, to say the least.


The walk seemed like a lifetime had passed when I got to the Fourneaux Lodge. My halfway point for the day. Fuck, was I feeling unfit. I was soaked to the bone with sweat, and my legs burned like I had just run a marathon. I had been walking for only a few hours and was relieved to chill and take a break. I pulled into the well-manicured lawns and gardens of the lodge and immediately noticed a large, inviting sign that read 'Bar.’ I almost cried; I was so happy. I ordered a beer and some wedges. I had done zero research on the Queen Charlotte Track and the entire TA, for that matter, and had no idea there would be lodges with bars and restaurants along the way. I thought my first beer would be in Anakiwa at the end of the track. I thoroughly enjoyed my beer and wedges, packed my bag, and moved on. My feet were really killing me, and I assumed this was normal and would be expected throughout the Te Araroa. I was definitely weak and unfit. I’m not sure I would have made it this far if it weren’t for Richard. At every step, he was there for me to lean on. Although he was fucking heavy, he saved me from rolling my ankles too many times to count already and was turning out to be more than worth his weight in gold. And his weight was a lot.


I survived the three-hour walk to Camp Bay Campsite through breathtaking scenery with never-ending views out over the water. For over an hour, a few fantails, named accordingly because of their easily distinguishable fan-like tail, kept me company. They fluttered behind me as if they were playing a game of tag. They would get so close and stop for just enough time for me to take some snaps of their very photogenic selves. Then off they would go, darting like aerobatic dancers back into the bush.  


At the camp, I popped my tent up, made tea, smoked a bowl and made some ramen. I had no idea ramen could taste so good. I went to the beach and stripped down to soak up some sun. I was either progressively getting a sinus cold, or my allergies were kicking my ass. Either way, I was starting to feel like garbage. The sandflies, my soon-to-be arch nemesis, were also horrendously bad, and I couldn’t take being naked very long. I went back and grabbed my little handline, then threw out a few casts off a little, rundown jetty. The wind had picked up, and it started to drizzle rain. This put a bit of a dampener on the moment, and I gave up fairly quickly, as I hadn’t gotten any bites either. Other than the dozen or so sandfly bites. I was slightly prepared for that, though, since I’m a horrible fisherman.


Back at camp, what do you know? Not one but two campers were setting up. Emma, a middle-aged woman from Nelson, and Allen, a slightly older man from Dunedin. I struck up a conversation with them both. They were both doing the TA, although in very different ways than what I had planned. Emma was only doing this section this time around. She would complete sections at her leisure and eventually complete all sections over many years. Allen, on the other hand, was going hard as fuck and planned to smash the entire South Island in only fifty days. I was thinking sixty to sixty-five days was a good pace to finish. But who knows? Maybe 50 days are all I will need, too. We all made dinner together and sat around chatting, sharing our hatred for sandflies and telling stories of travels that were both good and bad.


Eventually, they went off to bed. It was only 9:00 p.m., but I might as well follow suit. My head was throbbing, and my nose was as red as Rudolph’s from blowing it so many times that day. On top of that, my body was falling to pieces. Everything hurt, from the crown of my head to the bottoms of my feet. Especially the bottoms of my feet. I had developed heavy-duty blisters on the balls of my feet, and they were painful. In bed, I realized I hadn’t fixed my pillow or my mattress and was way too exhausted to do anything about it. Another comfy night ahead, but at least I’m not having a panic attack from smoking too much weed.













DAY 3 - 17 KM






	I WOKE UP in the middle of the night, stifling hot and soaked to the bone with sweat. I had fully mummified myself in my minus-thirty-degree sleeping bag, which was probably fifteen degrees outside. I almost boiled myself alive. It was really gross being so wet and slimy, so I rifled through my bag in the tiny confines of my mini tent to find my towel and dry myself off the best I could. I ended up just opening my sleeping bag entirely and using it as a poorly used blanket. It seemed to cool me down a bit, and I eventually got back to sleep. It seemed like the blink of an eye, and Allen hollered, ‘Good morning’ over to me. I got up thinking it was late, even though I had no idea what time it was. I didn’t have a watch, and I had buried my phone in my bag and planned to only pull it out in emergencies—no need to use GPS. I had printed paper maps, and I was going to either quickly learn how to read them or I was going to be lost.


It was only day three, but I already had a solid morning ritual. Starting with a breakfast of muesli, a big mug of black, sugary coffee, a couple of puffs of weed, and a big, fat, hand-rolled cigarette. The latter leading straight into nature calling. Afterwards, I would pack my bag and head off, but today was a little different because my feet were hurting so much. Yesterday, they hurt, but it was tolerable. Today they were fucked. My blisters had grown immensely overnight and were incredibly painful to the touch, let alone putting the pressure and weight of my entire body, as well as close to twenty kilos of gear on them. I popped an ibuprofen and some paracetamol for the pain and pushed through. Every step was painful, but I just told myself to suck it up and kept on moving. Thankfully, Richard was always there to lean on. I found that my physical pain was a nice distraction from how my head was feeling. I was coming down with a heavy dose of man-cold, and I just wanted to stay in bed and eat my Mom’s famous chicken noodle soup.


Most of the day seemed like it was uphill, but nothing too steep. Although it was exhausting, it turned out to be a bit of a blessing. My feet hurt so much more going downhill than uphill, and the views were so enthralling that I forgot about my feet for most of the day. Most of the morning and early afternoon consisted of a broad, smooth track that wound through thick Manuka bush with Beech trees reaching up into the brilliantly blue sky above. The Manuka were in full bloom, and small white flowers carpeted the landscape. The pollen from Manuka flowers is where the crazy expensive Manuka honey, which has super healing powers, originates. The healing powers come from the honey, only after bees do their thing, of course. Every shop in NZ sells this very expensive honey that claims a ton of health benefits. Maybe breathing in the air around here will fix me up.


My lunch stop, which was not my first stop, was at the Bay of Many Coves Campsite. I had stopped quickly every thirty minutes or so to rest my feet, but I was taking a proper break for lunch. The campsite was about three hours from Camp Bay, up on a beautiful lookout with an incredible view of the pristine coastline of the Queen Charlotte Sound. I hadn’t seen a single soul all day and figured the trail must be empty. I have to be the only one out here. The sun was shining, and I wanted to catch some rays. So, I got naked and made lunch. While eating my ramen and a can of tuna, an elderly German couple came waltzing past. I quickly popped on my pants, but not quick enough, and they had a good laugh. We ended up chatting for a bit until they sauntered off.


Once they were gone, I thought they would be the only people on the trail. How many people could possibly be out here? I stripped down again, and almost instantly, a crowd of four ladies around the age of fifty came strolling up from the opposite direction. I think I managed to clothe myself in time to avoid indecent exposure and ensure none of them had a heart attack. I wasn’t doing so well with the whole nudity thing and decided that maybe I should slow down on the nakedness. They stopped for a break, and we all chatted about the area for about thirty minutes. They were locals just doing a three-hour day hike to Furneaux Lodge to drink some wine, then take the boat back out.


We all headed out in our respective directions. I was starting to realize my feet were really bad. I was struggling to take every step. At this point, I was popping Ibuprofens like they were Pez. Because of my massive blisters, I was overcompensating with every other part of my feet. It was like I had stubbed my feet a hundred times on each toe. The sides and heels of my feet were the worst. They were bruised, battered and swollen. It felt like my feet had been smashed with a sledgehammer or run over by multiple cars.


I pushed up to the Kenepuru Saddle, which was the day's highlight. Thank fuck I had something to distract me from my screaming feet. It was hot and exposed for several hours, but the narrow ridge overlooked both sounds. The Queen Charlotte Sound, with its shimmering, deep aquamarine waters and many bays and coves on my right, and the Kenepuru Sound, with its emerald green waters outlined by a winding coastline. Both bodies of water were drastically different and only a few hundred metres from each other, though they seemed worlds apart. Kenepuru Sound is an arm of the Pelorus Sound, the largest of the drowned river valleys that make up the Marlborough Sounds system. All of which were made from glaciers carving out the landscape over 10,000 years ago.


The sun was harsh, and with my feet being so haggard, I was running out of energy and motivation for the day. I swore, spat, screamed and cursed every little rock and root that made my steps hurt even worse. Thankfully, I had a ton of weed to keep my head swimming and a view like no other to keep myself distracted. I thought about my mom a lot as well, and I think that helped me tolerate the physical pain better. The pain was easier to accept than how I felt inside. My Mom had passed only months ago, and I was attempting the Te Araroa in hopes that the time in the bush would help me process the loss of the most important person in my life. I was devastated and at a complete loss as to what to do. Some of my family accused me of running away, but grief has no set parameters to follow, and I was hoping “my way” was the method that would help me. Everyone grieves differently, and I don’t know, but I don’t think any one way is right or wrong.


I finally got to a big sign pointing towards Black Rock Camp, my final destination for the day. Seeing that sign fired me up, and I got a new pep in my step. I chugged along for maybe another ten minutes before I came to another sign that read, ‘Thirty minutes to Black Rock Camp.’ I lost all hope and slowed down so much. It was mostly downhill, so I was in agony for about forty minutes before I got to the camp. Allen was there, and as I approached, I think I woke him up. The first thing he did was apologize for waking me so early that morning, then went on to tell me it was just after 5:00 a.m., not 8:00 a.m. like I had thought. I got out my phone to check the time, and it was only early afternoon. I would have kept going with him if my feet weren't so destroyed, but I had to stop for the day.


Black Rock Camp was up on another lookout that had sweeping views of Queen Charlotte Sound, reaching all the way to Picton. Little boats looked like dots surrounding a colossal cruise ship that sat idle in the middle of the shimmering blue water. The bright blue sky with little, fluffy white clouds looked incredible above the glinting waters. I washed up, set my clothes out to dry, stretched out and lay in the sun for hours. I had a book and a couple of pipes of cheeba and enjoyed the freedom of solitude in a place that felt worlds away from anything I knew.


Eventually, a Czech dude named Alesh came up. He was also walking the TA but would only make it down to Queenstown; then, he would run out of time on his visa. We sat around chatting and had dinner together. I had brought seven days of food in order to overweight my pack and prepare for the next section. The Richmond Alpine Track was going to be ten days and would be the longest section of the entire TA. It was directly after the Queen Charlotte Track, and I was a bit nervous. All the extra food meant I could eat two dinners. Alesh thought I was crazy to carry extra food when this was only going to be a five-day section. My hunger was insatiable, and I devoured both rations of food like a starving dog. 


The sun was setting, and the sky lit up with such stunning colours. The layers of lush, rolling hills slowly faded into brilliant dark greens, sandwiched between the light blue of the water and the darkening blue of the sky. All the while, orange, red, pink and purple clouds dusted the sky. Picton Harbour seemed so glamorous in the distance, as I could still feel the pulse of the town trailing out across the water. The bright lights and the thrum of civilization seemed another world away. Not a bad way to end a long and painful day.


Just as the sunset was finishing, two middle-aged Kiwi dudes came up, huffing and puffing. They said they had walked all the way from Ship Cove that morning. They had walked something like fifty kilometres. They didn’t talk much; they just ate, set up their tents and went straight to bed. I don’t blame them. I was barely managing around fifteen kilometres a day, and it was a struggle.


I doubted my feet would feel much better tomorrow, and of course, I didn’t fix my mattress or pillow. When I got into bed, my calves, knees, hips and, most of all, feet throbbed like they were at a drum and bass concert. I popped some heavy-duty prescription pain pills I had gotten when I blew my knee out on Mt. Ruapehu a few months back. I’m not sure how or when I actually fell asleep, but I must have drifted off at some point. 













DAY 4 - 14 KM






	I WOKE UP to Alesh packing up next to me. We cracked a few jokes about having sore feet, and then he went on his way. I made a glorious breakfast of the exact same thing I had yesterday and will be having for many days to come; fucking muesli. At least a nice, strong, black coffee was never disappointing.


After enjoying the views over a big fat bowl, I started to pack my stuff. I had set everything outside my tent, and a cheeky little Weka came racing by and stole my fishing line. I tried to chase after it, but it took off like a bat out of hell. I didn’t have my boots on, and my feet hurt too much to catch the little bastard. Just like that, my chances of catching a fresh fish dinner disappeared.


When I did finally get moving, the first couple of hours were a lot of uphill struggles. Near the Mahia Saddle, it got really exposed, and I was cooking in the sun, but it didn’t matter. The views were incredible. In fact, both sounds, the Queen Charlotte and Kenepuru, were spectacular. It was another perfect blue sky day with big, fluffy, white clouds. The water seemed extra calm, with only a few boats causing tiny ripples through the mirror-like reflection of the sky.


I met up with Alesh later in the day, and we shot the shit for a bit before I pressed on. My feet seemed to hurt the most after a little break, so I tried to keep moving or take long breaks. I met an entire high school group while I was entranced in a spot with an amazing view. I chatted with a few of the kids, as well as their teachers. I really appreciate how New Zealand's school system is geared towards outdoor education. It is very different from Ontario schools, where I grew up. Maybe I went to a shitty high school, but we were barely allowed to go outside, let alone head out into the hills to go on a hike. In New Zealand, they have physical education, similar to gym class, and outdoor education, where the kids get to go kayaking, hiking or tramping (as the Kiwis call it), surfing, mountain biking, and all kinds of cool outdoor activities. I think Ontario needs to step up its education system.


Eventually, I got to the turnoff to the Onahau Lookout. It was a steep and steady thirty-minute climb up a well-maintained path. The views from the top took my breath away. A 360-degree view of both bodies of water, all the little islands and fingers of land stretched out as far as the eye could see. I chilled out, admired the view and rested my poor feet. I met a group of Acadians from New Brunswick and mistook them for Quebecers. They didn’t take too kindly to that. They were speaking a mix of French and English, which threw me off, but they were so friendly that they let my mistake slide since I was from Ontario. Also, there was a group of German women and an Israeli chick. They all seemed to drill me with the same questions about the size of my pack and why I had so much shit. None of them had heard of the Te Araroa but were all very intrigued. It was a bit inspiring that they were all so impressed and encouraging of my decision to walk such an insane distance. I failed to mention how horribly destroyed I was and tried to pretend I was a badass. I know my mind could truly handle another fifty-something days, but my body was in all kinds of pain and agony. It was only day four, so let’s hope somehow my body could shape up and keep going.


I knew it wasn’t far to Mistletoe Bay and a campsite that I could stop at. In about thirty minutes, I was down from the lookout. I guessed about an hour until the campsite, but I was moving at a snail's pace. I reached a point where a sign read, ‘Thirty-five minutes by road or thirty minutes by a bush trail.’ I took the trail, and of course, it was tough. The trail was a private trail not maintained by the Department of Conservation or the DOC, called the James Vogle track. It started with a very steep downhill track loaded with roots and rocks, and I struggled all the way down. The landscape eventually tapered off and flattened out. It wound through some really gorgeous forest with big trees and tons of signage that had information about the flora and fauna, as well as the area’s history. It was an incredibly gorgeous forty minutes to the campsite and was well worth it. However, my feet were screaming out in pain the whole time.


The Mistletoe Bay Eco Village was situated on the Onahau Arm of the Queen Charlotte Sound. The water in the bay was a brilliant turquoise and looked so inviting. The campsite seemed to be pretty empty, so I stripped down on the dock and hopped in. I almost went into shock; it was so cold. Gasping for breath and flailing around to get back up on the dock, I thought I was going to drown, but I made it back out and decided sunbathing was a better activity for the afternoon.


After catching a few rays, I found some old, tattered couches in the camp kitchen/lounge room and chilled out with a book. I tell you, it's all about the little things in life. A couch never felt so comfortable. My feet were up, my tea was hot, and I bought a bag of chips from the canteen that was a few days past their best before but crunchy and delicious nonetheless—luxury at its finest.


I met a radiant couple from the Netherlands, Mark and Afra. We chatted for a while and were joined by an energetic Frenchman named Etienne. We were all doing the TA differently and decided to have dinner together. Mark and Afra had just begun their trek at Ship Cove, but Afra had injured her knee and wasn’t sure they could continue on the TA. Etienne had started at Cape Reinga but was taking months to complete the TA because he was backpacking around New Zealand and doing sections as he went. 


Later, after dinner, a well-manicured, tall, skinny Polish dude with the most incredible blue eyes named Jarek came up. He was drenched with sweat and full of energy. He didn’t seem like the outdoorsy type and actually seemed like he would be more comfortable in a suit at the office. He instantly befriended us all, and we sat around, continuing to trade stories of how much our bodies hurt. All of us had some sort of injury. There were swollen and sprained knees and ankles, bruised hips and shoulders, pulled muscles and strained backs, battered and blistered feet, and everything in between. It must have been a strange conversation to anyone who overheard us. All jokes, smiles and laughter, even though most of us could barely move.


Eventually, I went to bed in my tiny tent and hoped for a foot-healing miracle.













DAY 5 - 13 KM 






	IT HAD RAINED the entire night, and my beauty of a tent was dry as a bone when I woke up. I was thrilled that at least the waterproofing worked well. It might be a tiny tent, but the rain poured down, and it was holding up to the elements. I quickly tried to get out of my tent and ended up slipping on my ass and soaking my clothes. I grabbed everything in as few trips as possible and brought it all to the covered lounge area to pack what I could out of the rain. I noticed Etienne squirm out of his bivvy sack and instantly had a new appreciation for my tent, which was now looking like a mansion. Bivouac sacks or bivvy sacks are even smaller than a tent - like a coffin made of tent fabric. They are extremely efficient and lightweight, but must be a bit claustrophobic inside. 


After coffee and breakfast, I decided I was going to leave, whether the rain let up or not. Only Jarek, the eccentric and suave Polish man, also agreed to leave in the rain. We set off using the bush as a bit of cover from the weather, and within only thirty minutes or so, the rain completely stopped. The sun came out in full force. It was gorgeous. All the little waterfalls and streams were bursting and surging with fresh water. The smell of fresh rain mixed with the salty ocean air was almost intoxicating. My feet were killing me, but it was going to be an easy, relatively flat, three or four-hour walk to Anakiwa, and I knew I could push through the pain.


We chatted all the way to Davie’s Camp, where we had a nice break. I learned a lot about Jarek in those few hours. He was an accomplished architect in Warsaw, but decided he needed a break from everyday life and came to New Zealand to do the TA. He was not a big hiker and wasn’t extremely fit, but he was super positive and held a happy, warm attitude towards the challenge ahead. He loved to drink, as most of my Polish friends do, and he was funny as hell. I liked him instantly and knew we would get along swimmingly. 


At Davie’s Camp, we made some lunch, and as if out of nowhere, Etienne came up rapping some 90s gangsta rap as he joined us. He was a little ball of French energy and loved American hip-hop. He had an awesome accent and a funny gangster way of talking. Just like Jarek, I liked him instantly. Jarek and I left him behind since he wanted to chill for a bit longer and have a smoke, and we made the last few kilometres to Anakiwa, a sleepy little town that marked the end of the Queen Charlotte Track. We were both so disappointed that there wasn’t a single shop or pub to get food or a beer to celebrate completing our first section, and we set off to hitchhike to Havelock, our destination for our first rest day. 


We only got a few hundred metres up the road when a young Israeli dude picked us up. He was a tour guide in the area and was always stoked to pick up trampers. He dropped us in Havelock, and we quickly found the Top Ten Caravan Park, where Jarek had booked us a cabin for four. Tonight was going to be Jarek, Etienne and me, then tomorrow, Etienne was leaving, and Mark and Afra were coming to join.


Without showering, we headed straight to the pub and dove headfirst into a beer or two. On the way to the pub, we bumped into Lucas, the German dude from my first day, and invited him for beers with us. Jarek and Lucas knew each other. Strangely enough, they had met in a hostel in Wellington. We all sat around drinking and chatting over a few cigarettes, all while smelling terribly. Etienne came and joined us, too. Then, we all went for fish and chips before heading back to the park. I felt a bit sorry for anyone who waited on us. Walking the seventy-two kilometres took me five days, and I believe everyone else was similar. We all smelled awful.


I spent the rest of the day utterly immobile in bed. I only got up to smoke weed, pee or find more snacks. I was easily asleep by 9:00 p.m.













DAY 6 - REST DAY






	I SLEPT IN and got up slowly. My body ached all over. It was like I had been hit by a truck—every single muscle hurt. My knees throbbed like they were going to burst. My back and shoulders felt like I got into a fight with Bruce Lee. My core felt like some kids used my stomach as a trampoline. Worst of all, my feet felt like they were shattered into a thousand pieces. I was destroyed. I’ve done some hiking, but I must have been in better shape before because I’ve never felt so beat up in my life. Thank fuck, it was a rest day.


I got coffee and a pie at a small cafe with Jarek and then went back to bed. It was pissing down rain all morning, which made it even easier to stay in bed. I read a book all morning and into the early afternoon. All I did until late afternoon was get high, read and eat ibuprofen like they were Skittles. I eventually got up and forced myself to stretch my sore, aching muscles. Stretching never felt so good. Every movement was sheer bliss. Limbering up gave me some motivation, and I banged out the few tasks I had to complete.


I purged all nonessentials from my pack to lighten my load. Not only would less weight help my poor, ravaged body, but I also wanted to load up on some holiday treats. I ditched anything I deemed worthless and headed to the Four Square grocery store and did my resupply. For my next section, I was planning on putting two sections together - the Pelorus River Track and the Richmond Alpine Track. Collectively, it should be nine or ten days; therefore, I needed a lot of food and fuel. It was almost impossible to fit everything in my pack, and the weight of it all was almost too much. I didn’t have a scale, but I don’t doubt it weighed at least twenty-seven kilos.


Both Christmas and New Year would pass in the mountains, and to preserve my mental health, I needed to make it a bit special. This is a very different year, and I was expecting it to be hard. It’s not that I care about some dead dude’s birthday, but this time of year is always a good time in my family. We have some pretty epic Christmas festivities in my large and ever-growing family, and it’s always tough being away. This year would be the hardest as it’s the first without my Mom, but I knew my family would be proud of me for attempting the TA. 


Etienne didn’t end up leaving and set up his bivvy sack in the tent area of the campground. Mark and Afra had also shown up. They had hitchhiked from the Mistletoe Bay Campsite and hoped Afra’s knee would improve. It wasn’t looking very promising. Her knee was severely swollen and did not look comfortable. We all sat around staring at our phones like zombies until someone mentioned beer. Beverages were acquired, along with a couple of kilos of fresh green-lipped mussels, to have a big dinner. We ate dinner together, drank a couple of beers and played some cards for most of the night. A few others at the caravan park joined us, including Alesh, the Czech, and Micheal, a middle-aged German man who was so out of shape but was more determined and confident in completing the Te Araroa than any of us. I was so proud of him for attempting such an incredible journey and abruptly changing his life. Only a few days ago, I thought it might be just me and Richard, and now I’ve met almost a dozen individual souls from all different countries and different backgrounds with different reasons for attempting a long-distance tramping trail.


I was up until 11:00 p.m., which was the latest I’ve been up in a week. A bed never felt so good.













DAY 7 - 22 KM






	IT WAS RAINING heavily, so the morning was slow and steady. It had rained all night long, and the weather reports did not recommend going on the trail. I got coffee and then met up with everyone in the outdoor lounge area. I was dedicated from the start to venture out in the nasty weather, even if it meant putting my life in danger. Afra had realized the seriousness of her injured knee, so she and Mark decided they were giving up the trail. Your health is your wealth, and nothing is worth permanent injuries. Etienne was hitching to Nelson and meeting friends for the holidays, and Lucas was also going to Christchurch to meet friends. Alesh was keen to go on, but he wanted to wait out the rain and was going to leave later in the day. Micheal and Jarek were very hesitant to go because of the dangerous water levels of the Pelorus River and tried everything to convince me to have another rest day. 


I wasn’t budging on my decision, and while I was stretching out and preparing to head off, Jarek decided to throw caution to the wind. Micheal couldn’t make up his mind, so Jarek and I left without him.


The first thing we had to do was hitch to the little village of Pelorus Bridge, which is where the trailhead started. I don’t think we got more than 200 metres up the road when a lovely old Kiwi man picked us up. His name was Dave, and he was towing a wicked old 1970s caravan for his son in Nelson. He dropped us off at the cafe in Pelorus Bridge, and we called in for a final barista coffee and some scrumptious baked goods.


While eating, I was complaining about my feet, and Jarek told me to rip my shoes apart and see what was going on inside. I pulled out all the fabric and ripped up the inner soles. They were snapped in pieces, right where my toes and injuries were. The plastic had perfect little triangles that gouged into my feet with every step. I discarded them and hoped my boots would still be alright. I was embarking on a ten-day section through some of the most challenging terrain on the trail. There was not much more I could do at this point. After tearing apart my boots, it was almost instant relief. They were much more flexible, and although they barely had any solid support, at least I didn't get a practically immobilizing pain in my foot with every step.


Off we went to the trailhead, a gravel farm road leading towards the Pelorus River and Mt. Richmond National Park. By this time, the weather had cleared up, and it was a beauty of a day, although extra humid. The sun was out in full force, and big, fluffy white clouds filled the bright blue sky. On each side of the road were rolling hills of farmland full of cows and sheep. The sheep were scared shitless and scattered in every direction as we passed. The cows, on the other hand, were very inquisitive. They followed us with their big, dopey faces and stared at us with their cute baby cows in tow. They were chewing the cud and looking blank and emotionless the entire time. Funny beasts, cows are. Adorable, but clearly not exceptionally bright.


Suddenly, a small, white, dusty car pulled up with Micheal’s smiling face peering out the window. The driver, Tony, was the owner of the caravan park, and Micheal had paid him to drive him up to the Pelorus River or as close as the little car could get to it. We jumped in, and Tony brought us quite a few kilometres up the road. When we got to a big sign that read ‘Mt Richmond N.P.,’ we hopped out and gave our most sincere thanks for the ride. Micheal wanted to hike with us; hence his scoring a ride to catch up, and the three of us ventured off into the unknown together. It had been raining heavily for the last few days, and the Pelorus River was extremely flooded. All the tributaries were bound to be raging as well. It didn’t take long before we came to our first little crossing. It wasn’t very deep, maybe ankle-deep, but it was racing across the trail from an engorged waterfall. I tried to figure out a way across without getting wet feet, but it was pretty much impossible. I quickly slipped and got a massive, freezing soaker.


We got our first glimpse of the mighty Pelorus River in all its glory shortly after that first stream crossing. It was glorious. Raging, emerald-green water rushed downstream at incredible speeds. The water level was almost overflowing, sounding like a thousand horses racing to war. It was a force that was most definitely unstoppable and extremely dangerous. I did very little research, and I had just hoped that we weren’t supposed to somehow cross this beast of a river without a bridge or a safe way across. I was starting to think we should have listened to the weather reports and waited for the water level to recede to normal.


The hike from that point was pretty short in the grand scheme of things. There were only another six hours or so for the day. The forest was so alive with water everywhere, and the many greens of the foliage were breathtaking. I was having so much fun. The danger also added an extra element of excitement for me. This, compared to the Queen Charlotte Track, was like another planet. Thick bush with a massive canopy reaching high into the sky lined the winding trail that followed the banks of the river. Giant boulders as big as houses littered the forest floor, creating wild detours, and maybe fifteen or so freezing cold and surging streams that flowed into the Pelorus River cut across the muddy, waterlogged track. We navigated all the obstacles, including a few almost waist-deep, heavy-flowing streams. We scaled up and over slick, wet rocks, sidled along root-filled cliff edges that dropped steeply into the river, and crossed a few swing bridges over the roaring, cloudy green waters. We successfully managed all the slippery and muddy trails that nature could throw at us that day.


Finally, after many breaks and many struggles, I could see the first hut. The Captain’s Creek Hut, on the bank of the tumultuous Pelorus River. The little red six-bunk hut was like heaven on earth in my eyes. It was the first of many huts that we would stay at on the TA. New Zealand has over 950 backcountry huts, ranging from two-bunk bivvies teetering on the summit of a mountaintop to eighty-bunk huts squeezed into stunning rainforests. Most of the huts were built in the 1950s and the 1960s to accommodate deer cullers before helicopters became the preferred method to control the population of invasive species. Because of New Zealand's lack of large predators, deer exploded in population and began to run rampant when they were brought to NZ for sport shooting. Now, huts provide safe, secure and weatherproof places to sleep when out in the depths of nature. This adds to the reasons why New Zealand is one of the best places in the world to go for a walk.
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