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Anthony Sharwood is a Walkley Award–winning journalist specialising in sports, the outdoors, weather and climate. He started his career writing longform magazine and newspaper features and has spent the last ten years as a writer and editor on leading Australian news websites. He has also presented television shows, radio programs and a podcast.

A skier, hiker and lifelong lover of Australia’s High Country, Ant’s brain was pretty much fried after a decade of digital journalism. The Australian Alps Walking Track was a chance to escape, to cleanse, to reset. From Snow to Ash is his second book and documents that trek. Ant lives with his wife and two teenagers in a Sydney suburb nobody has ever heard of.
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To the firefighters, park rangers, ecologists, trail-clearing volunteers, High Country hut conservators, and everyone who works in or out of uniform, paid or unpaid, to preserve the mountains.




Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;

We will grieve not, rather find

Strength in what remains behind;

William Wordsworth, ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’
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PROLOGUE

READING THE LEAVES

The moment I started worrying was when charred black leaves began twirling down from an uncertain sky, dotting the snow grass tussocks like chocolate shards on cupcakes. Where had the leaves come from? What did they mean? Were they a gentle reminder of distant danger or a sign of imminent peril?

The Grey Mare Trail in the north of Kosciuszko National Park traversed the sort of country I’d been dreaming about for weeks. The terrain was undulating but not steep, the trail well marked, the creeks still flowing after a month without decent rain. You could put a lot of miles behind you in country like this and I was doing just that. But those black leaves, crinkly and powdery to the touch. They worried me. There was ash too, gently floating to earth like grey summer snowflakes.

It was 31 December. My plan was to travel another 20 kilometres to Happys Hut by evening and have a Happys New Year, because there are worse ways to build an itinerary than on puns. I checked my phone one last time while I still had a flickering bar or two of reception. The nearest fire on the New South Wales Rural Fire Service Fires Near Me app was still 50 or 60 kilometres away, down near Tumbarumba on the western side of the mountains. To borrow from the old terrorism ad, I was alert but not alarmed.

About seven kilometres north of Mt Jagungal, by a narrow unnamed creek flowing through open heathland, I paused for the first brief break of the day, glugging greedy mouthfuls of water between strips of jerky. I wasn’t carrying much jerky. Always seemed to go for it when I felt uneasy. This little flesh-fest was a psychological boost as much as a protein hit. Hikers go to the wilderness to be humbled by nature, inspired by it. The jerky was a sign I felt threatened by it. Up the hill from the rest spot, the Grey Mare Trail met an offshoot called the Doubtful Gap Trail. I paused again to look at the sky. You’d better believe I was feeling doubtful as those singed leaves and ash floated to earth.

Throughout the trek, I wasn’t discouraged by the solitude, by the wandering mind, by the doubts that crept in daily, unstoppably, like bugs to a sealed tent. Even as fire spread around three states on the maps on emergency apps like pools of grey blood, its smoke often cloaking the peaks and valleys through which I walked, I never seriously second-guessed my plans because the Alps, mercifully, had not been directly threatened by the worst December blazes.

But that ash. Those blackened leaves. They were unnerving.

They weren’t snow gum leaves, that much I knew. Snow gum leaves have a distinctive grain, their veins curving along the length of the leaf in near parallel arcs. Even in their singed state, these leaves clearly had the pattern common to most eucalypts, where the veins fan out towards the edge of the leaf from one long central strand. That meant they were from a distant lowland forest to the west and had risen on hot updrafts, travelling my way on strong upper atmospheric winds.

I touched a leaf. Cold. Another. Also no warmth. These leaves couldn’t possibly start a spot fire, could they? And if they weren’t from around here, surely there was no immediate danger. Right?

I had no answers. All I knew was that the day felt wrong. Gloomy and wrong. You might think it’s easy to dramatise that feeling in hindsight, but I shared my mood on social media before setting out from O’Keefes Hut that morning.


Smoke from a fire near Tumbarumba has blown in. No danger up here for now, but the mountains have a very bleak feel today, which grabs hold of your mood. Onwards, and good luck to all firies and people in harm’s way today.



Turns out I was about to become one of those people in harm’s way. Much sooner than I could have imagined, those delicate black leaves helicoptering their way to earth would be swooshed aside by the blades of an actual helicopter descending to pick me up.

What I saw from that rescue chopper was terrifying.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BOY AT THE WINDOW

I am walking away from myself and towards myself.

Away from a workplace I can’t face anymore for reasons which are nobody’s business, but if you’ve ever repeatedly felt your good intentions evaporate as the working day groans into action, you’ll know exactly how I feel.

Away from a fidgety, alt-tabbing mind which has forgotten how to switch off.

Away from distracted parenting and partnering, from irregular sleep cycles, from a life lived around the clock yet in many ways not well lived.

Away from the looming threat of unemployment, a word which is cool and liberating when you’re in your twenties, with no one depending on your labour and the income it brings, but terrifying, humiliating and potentially catastrophic when you’re a middle-aged man in the suburbs of a major city with a mortgage, a wife, two teenaged kids and a whippet, and when you live in an age where knowledge and experience are commodities devalued by the day.

I’m walking away from certainty, from comfort, from familiarity, from ease.

And I’m walking on Australia’s toughest and most beautiful mainland hiking trail – the 660-kilometre Australian Alps Walking Track – towards a skinny, wiry-haired boy staring out a window.

When I was seven, my parents separated. My brother and I moved with our mother from Sydney to Canberra, a city where we had no connections, no history, no prejudices and no expectations. Our three-bedroom brick house on the western fringe of the city overlooked street upon street, suburb upon suburb, of similarly unambitious houses. Beyond them, the fledgling capital abandoned its flimsy pretence of being a real city, giving way to a range of low grassy hills, then dark mountains which dominated the horizon. I had never seen mountains before, or none that I’d noticed.

One winter morning, not long after we’d moved, there was snow on the mountains, reaching about halfway down. Like most Australian kids I had never seen snow, or even thought about it in my own country. But there it was. Snow. In plain sight through my window. The mountains had my attention.

As we settled into our uprooted lives, I learned the unwritten schoolyard codes. I wore shorts on even the frostiest days because wearing long pants was a crime punishable by social banishment if you were lucky, fists if you weren’t. I let the older kids win at handball because I wanted to feel the ball slapping my hands, not my face. I climbed the gravelly rock face in the cutting beside the freeway because falling would be bad but being ostracised for dodging the neighbourhood initiation rite would be worse. In spring, I joined the boys in the street throwing rocks at swooping magpies, a ritual I regret to this day. And in all seasons, I learned to stay in the blind spot of the school principal, a former military man who doled out the cane as routinely as the milkman delivered milk.

Home was a haven. I had my family and I had my mountains. After school, I would often retreat to my bedroom and spend hours staring at those dark shapes on the horizon. One day, I held a piece of paper to the windowpane and traced their outline. I practised drawing the pattern by memory till I got it right. I can still draw that crenellated outline today.

Like most Canberrans, we called those mountains the Brindabellas. In fact, they were the Tidbinbillas, which are lower and drier and one valley closer to Canberra than the much snowier and mostly hidden Brindabellas, but which are still a mighty range, high enough to catch snow and hold it for several days after each winter storm. Not that I knew their real name back then. Nor did I understand that they were the last of the Australian Alps, the end of a mostly unbroken chain stretching nearly all the way to Melbourne. And I had no idea that one day I would try to walk those mountains, all of them.

Throughout those early Canberra years, Mum worked seven days a week in the business she’d started to keep the family afloat. My dad visited occasionally from Sydney in his old red Datsun 120Y. One weekend, I asked him to take me and my brother to the mountains. He inquired about the route. I told him to get onto Streeton Drive, a major local thoroughfare named after the Australian artist Sir Arthur Streeton. ‘Don’t tell me to get onto the street and drive!’ he barked back.

We hiked a peak called Camels Hump in the Tidbinbilla Range. The view from the 1400-metre summit was even better than I’d imagined. In the distance to the east was our home suburb. Somewhere among those roofs, I thought I spotted our house, or at least the place where it likely stood. To the west was a deep valley and behind it the higher, more impressive Brindabellas. To the north was the rest of the Tidbinbillas, the range I’d stared at every day for five years, the familiar ridgeline unrecognisable from this angle, picket-fenced with spindly white-barked snow gums. That initial up-close encounter was enthralling. It was like holding hands for the first time with a childhood crush, delighting in the gentle clench of her fingers.

Dad had learned to ski when he lived in Canada. Back in Australia he bought a membership in a ski club with lodges at Perisher and Thredbo. Once each winter, he’d take us to the snow. I fell in love with skiing, a way of gliding across a landscape that felt close to flight, and I developed an obsession with snow itself – its feel, its texture, its depth or lack thereof, its very presence in a land that was so hot for most of the year.

In summer and autumn, we’d stay in one of the lodges and hike around the Kosciuszko area. In these years, I came to understand the mountains and how to walk them. I learned to avoid the candle heath, a wetland shrub with creamy flower spires which is also known as dragon bush on account of its pineapple-top foliage which could shred your legs if, like all the kids in my neighbourhood, you wore shorts to everything but weddings.

I developed a reverence for the sphagnum bogs, the delicate, spongy, fluorescent yellow pillows of moss which are the secret to the everlasting streams of the Alps, storing precious water and releasing it drop by drop in its own good time. To tread heavily upon sphagnum is vandalism. To destroy it, as the wild horses do, is worse.

By assessing the shade of green, I learned how to gauge from a distance whether bushes were knee high and walkable or two metres tall and impenetrably scrubby. My favourite bush was alpine mint, a neat shrub with a deep menthol aroma and dark green leaves tightly bunched like flower buds. It’s easy to walk through and resilient enough to flourish from valleys to peaks, thumbing its nose at the other alpine plants with their strict altitudinal zones.

I found mountain music in the squeaky-gate cry of the gang-gang cockatoo, the ‘faaaaaarrrk’ of the ubiquitous little ravens, the lonely squeal of yellow-tailed black cockatoos who somehow stay aloft despite their impossibly languid, apathetic wingbeat. I was ever on the lookout to catch a fat spotted alpine grasshopper in my hands, always trying but failing to scoop up translucent mountain galaxias fish from a gravelly high alpine stream.

And, of course, I fell in love with snow gums. If there’s one thing that makes the Australian Alps unmistakably and irreplaceably the Australian Alps, it’s snow gums. From the gnarled, tortured stumpy midgets on all but the highest peaks, to the slender, ribbony, long-limbed beauties lower down, these unique eucalypts are the emblem of our Alps. Their best feature is their bark. It can be bright orange, red, or yellow, beige or dark chocolate brown or olive green or white. It all depends on the altitude and weather conditions.

Here was a part of Australia that looked and smelled like no other, in both summer and winter. And I knew that I’d spend a lifetime walking and skiing as much of it as I could.

But life happens and dreams often don’t. And though I visited the mountains most years to ski and hike, I more or less stuck to the same familiar areas, never venturing out for more than a night or two. Then, a few years ago, I read about a trail called the Australian Alps Walking Track, which traverses the entirety of the High Country between Gippsland and the southern outskirts of Canberra. The idea formed quickly: I would walk the track one day. I would piece together the puzzle that lay behind the dark mountain range of my childhood, mountain by mountain, stream by stream, valley by valley, range by range.

People fly around the world these days and Instagram themselves with all sorts of spectacular landscapes in the background. They’re on the rock tongue at Trolltunga or in a thermal pool in Iceland or on some beach in Thailand staring at an offshore island that looks like the cocktail umbrella in their drink. I wanted to plunge deeper. I wanted to immerse myself in the landscape of my dreams rather than just touch it. To know it, not just observe it. To cross it in its entirety, not just visit the photogenic sections. The project felt particularly urgent because the mountains themselves, like me, were entering a precarious phase of life. The Australian Alps are like our inland Great Barrier Reef. Morbid as it seems, I wanted to see them before they became something else.

Even as a boy, I understood that the mountains were fragile. Long before talk of a changing climate, I understood that this tiny part of Australia – which comprises a mere sixth of 1 per cent of the landmass of the world’s hottest, flattest and driest continent – was a hiccup of nature, a remnant, a miracle. There are so many threats to the mountains, from the modern human development of ski areas to the cattle which denuded the grasslands and muddied the clear waterways from the early 1800s until they were finally banned in the mid-twentieth century, to the feral deer and horses which do the same damage today, to a warming climate. And then there’s the biggest enemy of all, which is of course related to the changing climate: fire.

The Australian bush burns. This is normal and necessary in most places, as the bush relies on periodic blazes for regeneration, for life itself. But the eucalypts of both the subalpine and alpine areas of the High Country are different. They must burn less frequently because they take longer to regenerate. Before this century, the High Country typically burned every 50 to 100 years. Tragically, the recurrent alpine megafires of the 2000s are turning snow gum woodland to grassy meadows, and tall, elegant alpine ash forests to scrub.

Dr Tom Fairman of the University of Melbourne undertook part of his PhD research into snow gum forests. He found that high fire frequency increases snow gum mortality, and that grasses overtake landscapes formerly carpeted in heathy bushes. He and his supervisors coined a term for the denuded alpine woodlands: ‘subalpine savannas’.

Fairman’s research on alpine ash trees on the lower slopes of the Alps paints just as bleak a picture. The alpine ash and its close cousin the mountain ash are the world’s tallest flowering plants, soaring as high as 90 or 100 metres and living up to 500 years. But it takes an alpine ash tree 20 years to produce seed – and it can’t resprout like other eucalypts. If an ash forest burns twice or more in that time period, forget it. With no seed in the canopy or soil, you’re very likely looking at a future acacia shrubland. This is now happening across the mountains, and it’s hurting not just the forests themselves and the animals which depend on them, but the people who study them, live in and around them, visit them, hike through them, ski through them, love them.

‘There’s a sense of loss seeing the forests in transition,’ Fairman told me. ‘I try not to dwell on it.’

‘We risk losing the Australian Alps in the state they’re in. It looks like all the natural controls have been switched off,’ another leading alpine ecologist, Phil Zylstra, explained.

‘The old snow gum forests I remember are becoming rare,’ High Country volunteer firefighter Cam Walker despaired. ‘I’ve seen the Alps burn, and burn hot, three times in 15 years. It’s terrifying that one person can witness so much change in 15 years, which is a blink in the life of these mountains.’

The spring of 2019 was unusual in the Australian Alps. A weather pattern over Antarctica called the polar vortex broke down, forcing stormy weather systems in the Southern Ocean further north than usual for that time of year.

‘The breakdown of the polar vortex in the spring of 2019 was remarkable. The phenomenon that caused it – a process called sudden stratospheric warming – has only been observed a few times in the southern hemisphere,’ meteorologist Ben Domensino from Weatherzone explained. The upshot was repeated cold snaps in the Alps. Ahead of the cold snaps, hot winds blew. In the unstable zone between hot and cold air masses, dry lightning storms brewed. Heat, fire, snow. This was the story of the 2019 spring in the Victorian High Country, well after the ski lifts closed and long before the first alpine flowers bloomed. Heat, fire, snow. Sometimes the unseasonal snow flurries extinguished the fires. Mostly, they didn’t.

The first fires started in October. In November, a severe outbreak of dry lightning struck Victoria’s alpine region. Fires soon raged around the state’s highest peak, Mt Bogong. On 1 December, yet another storm dumped snow 50 centimetres deep at the ski resort of Mt Hotham, one of the heaviest out-of-season snowfalls anyone could remember. Firefighters would be desperately defending Hotham village barely a month later.

While the weather danced its crazy dance, I stayed focused on my preparations to walk the Australian Alps Walking Track. This would be my summer on the track, fires or no fires, blizzards or no blizzards. Or would it? Even without the threat of extreme weather, was I really capable of this walk?

There’s a strong argument that the Australian Alps Walking Track should be as well known as Spain’s El Camino, America’s Appalachian Trail, New Zealand’s Milford Track or Tasmania’s Overland Track, to name just a few of the world’s most famous hikes. But most people have no idea the AAWT exists, and that includes most Australians. It may surprise you to learn that no peak on the Appalachian Trail is as high, or as likely to see snow in summer, as the top dozen peaks along the AAWT. The AAWT runs beneath one of the world’s busiest domestic air routes between Australia’s two largest cities, yet it traverses five designated wilderness areas, where even the most basic timber signs are forbidden as they constitute a human incursion. Along the predominantly north–south axis of the AAWT lie the bones of numerous ghost towns from the nineteenth-century gold rush, one of which – Kiandra in New South Wales – was the site of the world’s first ski club, the Kiandra Snowshoe Club, formed in 1861. The AAWT passes by dozens of restored cattleman’s huts, vestiges of the grazing era, which are wonderful emergency shelters. And it passes through the traditional country of at least 18 distinct Aboriginal clan groups.

The AAWT is a track that deserves to be attempted by tens of thousands of hikers each year in the warmer months. (Only a handful of people can handle it in winter, as it requires cross-country skiing expertise and elite survival skills.) Yet the full five-to-seven-week hike is attempted by as few as 100 groups or individuals annually. On my trip, I met just three other parties, two of them soloists like me.

Why so few hikers? And why so little recognition? Partly it’s because the AAWT is tough. Seriously tough. Its total vertical ascent and descent is more than 28,000 metres, which is like climbing and descending Mt Everest from sea level three times. The track is also extremely remote in places. For much of its length, you can’t just hop on or off the AAWT. Though it passes close to several ski resorts, the official route passes through no towns or settlements, and often goes days without crossing even the quietest back road. That means you must supply yourself with food drops in predator-proof containers hidden in the bush. The famous American and European through-hikes are dotted with towns, serviced huts or resupply facilities at least every few days. On those hikes, the principal requirements are good planning, resilience and shoes as comfortable as gloves. On the AAWT, you need those things and much, much more.

But the main thing that makes the AAWT so taxing on both mind and body is not the terrain or its inaccessibility. It’s the misleading word in its title. That word is ‘track’. The AAWT is not that. Not as one unbroken entity anyway. It’s more like an accepted route. An idea. A join-the-dots of existing fire trails and hiking trails in varying states of repair and disrepair and, sometimes, no trail at all but just a spur or ridge or creek or valley to follow. To undertake the AAWT, you need a compass and at least a dozen local maps. GPS is also extremely useful, but you need to understand that even with your navigational aids you will lose the trail at times, and be forced to rely on bushcraft and common sense. You must prepare for swift river crossings with no bridges, weather that can and will do what it wants in any season, and drinking water that is not always easily found. And you should know that every single day on the trail, you will face moments of decision-making that will impact your distance travelled, your comfort level and perhaps even your survival chances. In short, an attempt on the AAWT should be classed as something between a long hike and an expedition.

Accomplished outdoorsman and leading trekking guide publisher John Chapman, along with his wife, Monica, and friend John Siseman, wrote the official guide to the AAWT, simply called The Australian Alps Walking Track. It’s an impressively thorough book containing detailed track notes, maps, suggested walking itineraries, history and more. Attempting the walk without it would be unthinkable.

‘The AAWT was never created or envisaged as a maintained, easy-to-follow walking track,’ Chapman told me. ‘The real issue has always been that the walk has the word “track” in its title and many walkers therefore expect it to be an easy-to-follow, well-marked track, like they find in many other places. We have always made it clear in the guide that this is not the case. Monica regards it as more of a concept of bushwalking though our alpine country. It really is more a traditional bushwalk that requires certain skills rather than a long-distance trail like the great American and European routes.’

The British author and mountaineer Robert Macfarlane, who has written extensively and elegantly on wild places and why we visit them, wrote in his book The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot:


Paths are the habits of a landscape. They are acts of consensual making … without common care and common practice they disappear: overgrown by vegetation … Like sea channels that require regular dredging to stay open, paths NEED walking.



He’s right. Paths do need walking. They also need maintenance. And despite the best intentions and ongoing hard work of many, the AAWT has barely enough of either. A National Parks employee I met on my hike said his office would love to devote time and resources to maintaining their particular section of the AAWT, but they have other priorities, like controlling feral animals which degrade the sensitive alpine environment, and feral humans who are even worse, treating national parks as their personal rubbish dump, fire pit, hunting ground and off-road rally course. Then there’s fire prevention and fighting, which is pretty much a full-time distraction outside of the four-month snow season.

As things stand now, the AAWT still has some sort of identifiable trail on the ground for about 80 to 90 per cent of its length, due largely to the dedicated work of volunteers who organise weekend sorties with brush cutters and machetes. Will it ever become a clearly marked trail for its entire route? Possibly not. It certainly won’t happen anytime soon.

The idea of a track across the Australian Alps was first floated in the late 1970s, as an extension of what was then the Victorian Alpine Track. But who would be responsible for a track that passed through two states and a territory? The breakthrough came in 1986, when Victoria, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory signed a memorandum of understanding with the federal government to co-operate in managing the alpine national parks. The Alps had never previously been managed as one biogeographical entity. The Australian Alps National Parks Co-operative Management Program changed that.

The Program soon settled on a route for the Australian Alps Walking Track. It would run from the small town of Walhalla in Gippsland to the Namadgi National Park Visitor Centre near the village of Tharwa on Canberra’s southern outskirts. Distinctive yellow trail markers were made. Signage was erected at key points. On the ground, not too much else changed.

Every few years, the Program updates its AAWT strategic and operational plan. The current plan explicitly states that the AAWT is not intended to be an Overland or Milford style of track where facilities are provided along the way. It says the bulk of the walk will continue to be a ‘remote natural’ experience for people ‘with extensive overnight bushwalking experience and the skills to navigate and be self-sufficient’.

But there’s a difference between a remote, natural track and a track that’s often just not there. And here’s the rub: despite the existence of an overarching body, state managers remain responsible for their respective sections. Politically, there are no votes in maintaining hiking tracks, so the upkeep of the AAWT remains in the classic bureaucratic crack of being everybody’s and nobody’s business.

John Chapman’s book warns hikers about the toughness of the AAWT. It calls it a ‘serious and strenuous undertaking’, cautions against walking alone, and stresses that it should definitely not be attempted by people with no previous experience of a long through-hike.

People like me.

I took that on board and decided to give it a crack anyway. And as I tweeted from the trail head in Walhalla the day after that early December High Country blizzard: what’s the worst that can happen on a 660-kilometre track half-covered by snow and blocked by fires in two places?

That’s the point where you’d expect a line like, ‘I was about to find out’.

And yeah, I was.
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