
		
			[image: Cover of One step at a time]
		

		
    © Shalane Hopkins

    First published in 2012
Second edition published in 2025

    
      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.
    

    ISBN (print): 978-1-0671235-0-5
    
ISBN (ebook): 978-1-0671235-1-2

    Cover and interior design: Ayoola M. Cheakinah
    
Map design: Shalane Hopkins

    
      www.shalanehopkins.com
    




    
        
            [image: ]
        

        
            The trail line shown is indicative of Te Araroa. Our journey varied in places, and the route has evolved over time.
        

    


    
        Introduction

        
            The moment I learnt of Te Araroa, a little voice in my head declared: 
            This is it. There was something about it — its mystical draw to adventurers around the world. 
            Te Araroa captures New Zealand’s raw beauty, and explores more of the country than many locals experience in their lifetime. 
            Its pull for me was instantaneous — there was not a second of doubt that this was something I wanted to do. This trail was meant for me.
        

			Te Araroa didn’t officially open until 3 December 2011, but Geoff Chapple, who spearheaded the project, got the ball rolling in 1994. It took years of fundraising, construction, and negotiations with landowners to develop the official route. During this time, plans would be stalled or changed, and the responsibilities of maintaining it were left to a small team of volunteers. 

			When I discovered the existence of Te Araroa in 2009, promises were already being made that it would officially open very soon. This set a precedent for my own assumptions of the trail. I had grown up with stories of the Pacific Crest Trail in the United States, and because of this, already had preconceived ideas of what Te Araroa would be like to navigate. My expectations were high; despite the fact the trail was not yet officially complete. This resulted in an ongoing, internal battle between what I thought the trail should be, and what it was the season I stepped foot on it.

			Ironically, my initial attraction to the trail was its newness. There weren’t thousands of people walking it as there were on other long-distance trails. Only a handful of people had ever completed it when I decided I was going to be one of them. An Israeli tramper, who happened to be former military, shared that Te Araroa was the single most challenging thing he had ever done. Instead of being discouraged, his words energised me, and I remained in denial of the challenges I would face on the journey ahead. This was the path I had chosen, but I didn’t fully register the magnitude of what I was about to embark upon. 

			Walking Te Araroa in the 2010–2011 season offered many stark differences from the experiences of trampers today. Years later, I would talk to someone who also completed the journey and they eagerly shared stories of the ‘community’ they felt on the trail. For them, they encountered a multitude of dedicated ‘Trail Angels’ and met up to 20 trampers in a day. The season I walked, there were no more than 20 people who set out to complete Te Araroa. I only ever met four. 

			Locals didn’t know the trail existed. 

			These days, thousands of people set out to complete Te Araroa in its entirety every year. There is a fervently active Facebook Group, tramper registration, special pricing for Backcountry Hut Passes and even a documentary TV show called Te Araroa: Tales from the Trails. 

			People come from all over the world to walk Te Araroa. Some are highly experienced, long-distance walkers, while many are novice and learning as they go. There are solo walkers, those who walk in pairs and those who walk with people they meet along the way. Over the years people have raised money, written blogs, run the trail and walked it with their children. Titles have been claimed for the oldest or fastest walker. All gravitate to the adventure of it all.

			Some trampers walk Te Araroa north to south, as I did, while others start south and go north. Many locals choose to walk the trail over multiple years in sections. Frequently, people walk with a purest attitude, with the intention to step foot along every kilometre on the map, while many only do what they deem as ‘the good bits.’ Te Araroa boasts that it can be shaped into the experience you want it to be. I always felt it should be walked in its entirety during a single season. 

			Gear has changed since my experience of walking Te Araroa. The passion trampers have for lightweight backpacking has increased, with more trampers doing massive distances with minimal gear. The prevalence of digital technology has meant many trampers seek methods to maintain their Internet connection along the trail. Tablets, smartphones, and solar panels are often touted as necessary gear for the journey. 

			In the dedicated Facebook Group, GPS and personal locator beacons are advocated as standard gear to have in one’s pack while other discussions reveal many trampers walk with support vehicles that offer supplies, a hot meal, bed, and transportation at the end of each trail section. I often contemplate how these tools and support would have changed my own experience of Te Araroa. None were serious considerations for my adventure preparations.

			I walked Te Araroa with a healthy dose of naivety, a minimal budget, and the faith that the universe would provide support when it was needed. Challenges faced because of this were met with my own frustration. I blamed the weather, the rugged terrain, the quality of the trail or the company walking alongside me. It’s taken me a long time to realise my own faults and flaws in this. In the following chapters I have tried to maintain the perspective I had at the time, to share how this has shifted as time has passed.

			The first time I published this book, it was done in a rush, soon after finishing Te Araroa. Writing it was akin to reliving it, and I wanted to get to the end of the story as quickly as I could. I had written it with minimal effort put into the edits it so desperately needed. My first work was as raw and challenging to read as was my journey walking Te Araroa. As the years have ticked by, I have been able to process all that has happened and now see Te Araroa through eyes that only grow wiser with time and life experience. This new version of the book reflects a more holistic look at the 3,000 km journey. 

			In the pages that follow, I have tried to be as authentic as possible and no longer shy away from my shortcomings as a person, adventurer, and writer. I hope that my experience walking Te Araroa serves to inspire and encourage you with your own goals — whether you intend to walk a long-distance trail or not. 

		


    
        Prologue


			I no longer remember why I decided to do this. I know there had been a time when walking the length of New Zealand seemed like a romantic idea. An adventure — free from the confines of everyday societal existence. A unique way of exploring a foreign country. A goal to push my body and mind further than before. I had even gone so far as considering walking it as a solo journey into the unknown. But now? Now I can no longer fathom why I wanted to do this at all, let alone why I continued to move my feet forward.

			I look down at my feet. They plod along behind Alex, my only motivation being that we are in the middle of nowhere and must continue walking to reach any form of real civilisation. We might be surrounded by farm properties, but the land is still deserted and without any people or amenities. The flat, grassy paddocks appear endless, with the only marker of distance being the fences that define each section. Even the herds of sheep and cows are nowhere in sight. My mind is numb. I search the recesses of my brain for a justifiable reason to allow me to stop walking. There is none. 

			So, I keep going. 

			One foot in front of the other.

			I’ve lost track of how many days it has been raining. It seems like forever since Alex and I last spotted a glimpse of sunshine. The grey skies hang low, and raindrops plunge to the ground as though someone high above is making a game out of our misery. Everything is wet. My rain jacket is no longer of any use. Yet, I still wear it. I cling to the vain hope I will be dry underneath when we stop walking.

			The dirt road we walk stretches as far as the eye can see. All I can do is focus on the reassuring fact that every hour Alex and I try to find somewhere out of the wind and rain to set our packs down and stop. To breathe. To have a moment where our feet can rest and we can tell ourselves we are farther along than we were an hour before. 

			Barely a tree in sight, the closest thing to shelter are old farm buildings to huddle in. For the ten minutes every hour we break, I feel free of the suffocating confines I had created for myself by choosing to walk the length of New Zealand. Why I had thought it would be fun — I no longer remember. The dirt road certainly wasn’t what I had signed up for.

			Te Kuiti is two days behind us, and we are dead set on a mission to make it to Bog Inn Hut for a rest day. I am desperate for the bush again. Walking the endlessly flat road is doing my head in. 

			Alex and I press on in the rain, knowing full well that each day we walk, we are getting closer to the unavoidable — Christmas Day. With no clue to where we will be or how we will celebrate, I struggle with the idea that it may not be the happy holiday I usually look forward to. This thought nags my mind, but I have to shove it aside for fear it will pull me deeper into the darkness I am already battling. All I can do is focus on keeping my feet moving one step at a time.

			Right then — as I shuffle forward somewhere along Mangaokewa Road — I want to be done. I want to take off my boots and throw them away. I want to strip off the grimy tramping clothes I have been wearing every day for the past two months. I want to have a hot shower followed by a cup of tea. I want to curl up on a couch and watch TV for a week. I want to sleep in a real bed. I want to get out of the rain. I want to do anything other than what I am doing. I want an excuse for my feet to stop moving. I want to be done. 

			But I don’t want to quit. 

			I refuse to be the first between Alex and me to give in. Whatever had made me want to walk New Zealand — walk Te Araroa — is beyond me. I am tired. Tired of it all. My body, mind and spirit are screaming at me to stop. Yet, I continue to put one foot in front of the other and lean into the wind as I push through the wall of rain to keep up with Alex, who is only slightly ahead of me. My eyes look down at my feet — at the road — as I continue to inch my way along, my mental battle consumes my every thought. 

			When I glance at my watch, I note that we are approaching our hourly break. As I look up to see if there is any shelter in sight, my face is pelted with a new onslaught of rain. It is coming straight at us, in a near horizontal slant. The water hits my skin with tiny, wet slaps. My shorts cling to me as though I have emerged from a swim in a lake. My tramping boots are full to the brim with water and slosh with each step. 

			There is no escape.

			Through the heavy rain, I spot a building in the distance. It is close. We can make it. I signal to Alex that we should aim for it, and she nods her head in agreement. Words are no longer necessary.

			In slow motion, we move our way desperately towards the promise of shelter — all our energy is put into making our feet go faster. They don’t. Our legs fight against the severe wind and rain and we slowly make our way to a farm building used for storage. I no longer worry about the ramifications of entering private property without permission. My only focus is how we can get access to the only shelter around. There is always the chance the building is locked or the electrified fence surrounding the paddock is without a gate for us to pass through.

			I am struck with the sudden irony of it all. My adventure, which I had been fantasising about for over a year, has turned into a multi-day stretch of torrential rain along a dirt road. The highlight of each day is not blissfully walking among beautiful scenery, but in successfully finding an accessible shed to use as a temporary shelter. It feels absurd that this is what I agreed to do with my time. No one made me do this — I chose it. 

			I want to laugh. 

			I don’t.

			Instead, I wonder if Alex and I will ever reach mountainous wilderness where our tramping clothes and packs will make sense again. I wonder if we really will make it to Bluff. I wonder if I made the right decision to even start this journey. I wonder a lot of things as we focus on getting to the farm building — but most of all, I wonder if we will ever be dry again.

		


    
    


    
    
        PART ONE


        
        “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.”


        
        – Marianne Williamson –

    


		
			Chapter 1

Walking into the Unknown

			I grew up feeling bored with a life too predictable. Deep within the recesses of my soul, I knew I was meant to go beyond the norm of what everyone else did. My achievements in academics and athletics weren’t enough for me. I wanted more. Drugs, alcohol and the party lifestyle weren’t for me. I wanted something different. I didn’t want to read about adventures in books. I wanted to live them. They say the world is there for the taking — I wanted it all.

			However, my dream was never to strap on a large, heavy backpack and set off for a long-distance walk — I had enough trouble motivating myself to walk to school. I thought the idea of a bush walk was boring. It was well into my teenage years that I discovered the joy of hiking along a mountain trail. It wasn’t until after university that my mind opened to the possibilities of what I could achieve while walking a trail.

			I grew up in Canada and New Zealand wasn’t on my radar until I arrived in Australia. Then, I was 22 years old and had a working holiday visa to travel around for a year. On Sydney’s coast, I tried my best to morph into the cool, effortless surfer chick I always imagined myself to be. My olive skin might have tanned quickly, but the truth was — I was anything but a surfer chick. I had grown up in Calgary, Alberta and the closest I had to a beach paradise were the lakes and rivers of the Rocky Mountains. A set of surfing lessons quickly burst my fantasy of spending my days riding waves. I realised I’d rather face a grizzly bear than whatever was swimming under my board.

			Though my long dark hair and large hazel eyes might have turned a head or two, my focus was never on chasing a love interest. I was both taller and more athletically built than the average woman and was looking for the next adventure to tackle. I wanted to find something that few people had done before me.

			At the time, I lived in Bondi Beach among the countless tourists and worked at a local café overlooking the gorgeous coastline. While talking with a co-worker about the possibility of travelling New Zealand, an idea began to form in my head. By then, I was aware of New Zealand’s numerous multi-day trails, and I loved the idea of experiencing some of its rugged land on foot. I just wasn’t sure about doing it the same way so many other travellers had before me. 

			The Milford Track is one of the most popular Great Walks in New Zealand. Though stunningly beautiful — it felt overdone. You must book well in advance for the high season. Competing for a space to walk the trail didn’t appeal to me. 

			Only a few months prior, I had taken seven weeks to walk across British Columbia, from Sunshine Ski Resort to Vancouver. I wanted a new adventure. I wanted something raw. I wanted something that would be a challenge to anyone who walked it — something only a few people in the world had experienced. However, as I had never been to New Zealand, I didn’t know enough about its land to feel confident freestyling my adventure as I had done with British Columbia. 

			Shortly after these thoughts tumbled into my head, I found myself sitting in an Internet café and staring at a blank Google page. I typed in long-distance trails in New Zealand, and it brought me to the website of Eric Martinot, an American who had taken a sabbatical to travel New Zealand. He had decided to do it on foot and follow the newly built Te Araroa. After walking from 15 October 2003 to 8 April 2004, Eric completed his journey. 

			That’s exactly what I was looking for. I typed walk the length of New Zealand in Google, and it brought me to the website of Te Araroa Trust. I was hooked. The first paragraph on the home page told me everything I needed to know. Deep in my soul, I knew this 3,000-km trail was it. I wanted to walk the length of New Zealand.

			I needed to. 

			I was meant to.

			With excitement, I went to my next shift and told my co-worker what I had discovered. I was hoping she might want to join me. Though she was enthralled at the idea of walking the length of New Zealand, she wasn’t ready to commit to the adventure I proposed. I left an open invitation for her and began my research on the Te Araroa alone. I would walk the trail regardless.

			It didn’t take long to find out the best time to do it would be during the summer months. That meant starting around October or November. This took advantage of the best weather and lower river levels throughout the season. At 3,000-km long, I calculated it would take approximately four months of walking at 25 km per day. Four months of walking with no rest days, injury days or short days. 

			With the trail not yet officially open and sections still to be completed, there was uncertainty regarding the route. It was unclear how developed the trail would be for the following season, when I planned to walk. A lot of my initial planning was guesswork based on my own experience walking across British Columbia. 

			It was already summer in Australia, and I had just under a year to prepare if I planned to walk Te Araroa for the 2010–2011 season. My biggest concern was that I didn’t have any tramping gear with me. I had arrived in Australia with a small 45-litre pack on my back — enough for a camera, summer clothes, and a swimsuit (or two). All my camping gear was in storage back in Canada, and I wasn’t sure how to retrieve it before heading to New Zealand. It would have to be a problem for another day.

			In the meantime, I romanticised the challenges I might face while walking the length of New Zealand. I was in love with the adventure of it all. Call it naivety, the stupidity of being young, or my stubbornness, nothing was going to stop me from walking Te Araroa. Not even the many people who thought my adventure was too big or too risky. In fact, any doubts or concerns others had about my plans, motivated me to continue. I figured my own grit and determination would get me through.

			Walking across British Columbia was no different. 

			On 1 July 2009, I piled into my dad’s truck with my backpack, and we drove to pick up my sister. It would be the last opportunity to spend time with either of them. My decision to walk the width of British Columbia was the start of a bigger plan to travel the world. Hiking west to Vancouver was only the beginning. From there I would hop on a plane and go on a worldwide adventure. 

			I don’t remember any of the conversation that morning — my mind was overwhelmed with thoughts of what would happen once I stepped foot on the trail. We drove from Calgary to the Rocky Mountains, and as they loomed closer, the significance of the adventure I was embarking on started to sink in. 

			Up until that point, I had only two back-country camping experiences. That’s it — two. My first was with a friend who provided our tent — a much-too-roomy, six-man tent that left us shivering in the night. That experience was filled with lessons on what not to do while back-country camping. However, the highlight was our day hike to the border between Alberta and British Columbia. At the signpost between the two provinces, something clicked for me when I realised a person can walk anywhere if they have the time.

			The second trip, I went solo. With upgraded gear, I quickly fell in love with walking into the wilderness with everything I needed on my back. I was hooked.

			When my dad, sister, and I turned off the main highway towards my intended starting point, Sunshine Ski Resort, we came across a grizzly bear. He was on the side of the road, and his hump between his shoulders was visible as he casually walked through the long grass. My dad slowed down as we passed by and the bear looked up at the truck and stared. 

			Stared at me. 

			I couldn’t have asked for a more significant moment to drill home the reality of what I was about to do. Any ideas of romanticising my adventure were left with the grizzly bear as we drove on. I was moments from entering the Rocky Mountain wilderness for weeks — alone — the rugged and wild wilderness where many people never make it out alive. It was time to take off my rose-tinted glasses.

			By the time we found a spot to park, I was unsure what to do. This was the moment I had been planning for and fantasising about for months. Was I crazy? I didn’t know. I said my final words of parting to my dad and sister. And then I walked away. 

			Once I had gone far enough that I could no longer look back and see my starting point, I was surprised to find myself a little afraid. I had been thinking about this adventure for months, and now it was here. It was challenging to process the notion that I would be alone in the wild for weeks on end.

			That first day was fantastic, but also incredibly tiring. The sun beat down on my back continuously. It wasn’t until I had climbed a snow-capped mountain and walked down the other side to eat my lunch at a gorgeous lake that I realised I had taken the wrong fork in the path. I was going down the route that travelled east along the mountains. I wanted to go south. I was going the wrong way. I could choose to turn around or find another way forward.

			For me, there was no turning back.

			I scoured my maps and found a route where the path reconnected, but that would mean I would have to push my body harder than I had initially planned. I needed to make up for lost time, but that meant my seven-hour day had automatically turned into at least ten hours. That pissed me off. How could I be so foolish as to think I had been going the right way? I had trusted my new digital compass watch to guide me. When I compared my watch readings to my manual compass, I discovered my digital one needed to be recalibrated.

			Hours later, I contemplated whether I should set up for the night at the next campsite or push through to a further one. Shortly after, I encountered two men who intended to walk to the second campsite. I had seen them earlier on the trail and already knew they had been walking the same distance as me. My competitive nature kicked in. If they could continue walking, then so could I. The fact that my pack felt like a sack of bricks and my body was screaming at me for not doing any training in preparation, didn’t factor into my head.

			Twelve hours after my start at the base parking lot of Sunshine Village, I made it. I was exhausted. I couldn’t muster the energy to cook dinner. I set up my tent, crawled inside, and fell asleep.

			On the second day, I still had to make up some distance after going the wrong way. I needed to return to my intended hiking route because at that point, no one knew where I was. I had promised to be in Invermere within five days. This deadline motivated me to push my body beyond what it wanted to do so early in my adventure. My blistered feet were already protesting.

			I left Lake Og early that morning and headed towards Mitchell River. The route looked good on the map, but I had zero knowledge of the current trail condition. I set out, and a couple of hours later and a significant descent down the mountain, I found myself wishing for any other route but that one. The trail was an overgrown horse track. It didn’t look like anyone had been on it for months. 

			The struggle of trying to stay on the trail was challenging, and I frequently lost sight of where it led. I backtracked. I compared my topographical map to the mountains around me. I put down my insanely heavy pack, explored different directions, and looked for any clue to tell me which way was forward. 

			Nine hours after my start time, I arrived at a hunter’s cabin. It was the most beautiful sight I had seen. I stumbled inside and found the shelter was fully stocked — four bunks, one extra-thick foam sleeping pad, a table, stove, cooking supplies, cooking gear, a propane tank and even a mirror. I was ecstatic and decided I would spend the next day recuperating there. 

			My rest day was absolute bliss as I lounged around in the remote wilderness, enjoying the comforts of the hunters’ cabin. I wished I could stay longer, but the deadline to arrive in Invermere taunted me. The following morning, I woke at 5 a.m. and wolfed down a bowl of oatmeal. Then I heaved on my pack and set out. It was to be a long day. I had eight kilometres of horse trail to cover before I reached a logging road. From there I would walk another 20 km to reach the next campsite.

			I was full of gusto until I got to my first river crossing. There was no bridge. No logs to balance on. No rocks to tiptoe across. I reluctantly removed my shoes, socks and pants then gingerly stepped into the glacier-cold water before carefully making my way across. On the other side, I put my clothes back on and continued down the trail.

			That was only the first river crossing. As I continued, I quickly realised the trail criss-crossed the water and would force me to repeatedly remove the bottom half of my clothing each time. I loathed the idea of walking in wet clothes. 

			My nerves were also on high alert. I hadn’t had much experience crossing rivers on foot, much less while solo hiking in the bush. The many stories I had heard over the years of people being swept away by rushing water were at the forefront of my mind.

			I made my way down the river slowly, and lost track of the number of crossings, as the water became more powerful and deeper the farther I went. Eventually, I succumbed to the fact that taking off my pants would no longer be enough to keep me dry. The water was too deep. I worried the undercurrent would wash me away like a leaf and I would never be seen again. 

			At one such crossing, I tried my luck balancing on a few large trees that had fallen over and bridged the gap across the river. I walked to the other side and was immediately overjoyed with my successful crossing; I then proceeded to slip on a rock and fell into the water up to my waist. 

			I had only walked seven kilometres, when I lost the trail completely. I was pushing my way through the forest, climbing over logs, and hoped to find something that would give me direction. The only thought that kept me sane, was that if I continued following the river, I would arrive at something to indicate civilisation. I took a deep breath and pressed on. 

			Soon after, I spotted a bridge in the distance. I cried out in relief. I had reached the end of the horse track. I knew that the remainder of my day would be walking along a logging road. The flat surface with a sure direction sounded like heaven.

			As I continued hiking my way to Vancouver, my lack of experience was glaringly obvious and taunted me with each challenge I came across. However, I learnt from my mistakes and gritted my teeth through situations I wanted to escape. Each day I grew stronger as I climbed mountains, crossed rivers, and encountered wild animals. As the weeks wore on, Vancouver started to feel like an achievable destination, not a vague direction I was headed in.

			Precisely 49 days after starting my journey, I made it to Canada’s west coast, and the feeling was astounding. I was on a high that I had never felt in my entire life. Though utterly exhausted, I was left wanting more, but not right then.

			I was thrilled to focus on less life-threatening endeavours such as lazing on a beach. My one-way ticket to Australia was burning a hole in my pocket. Between the white sandy shorelines, exotic terrain, and down-under lifestyle, I was convinced I would get to Australia and never look back.

		


		
			Chapter 2

Better Things Are Coming

			By the time I arrived in Australia, I had settled into the lifestyle of a backpacker. My journey from Vancouver had been a mini adventure exploring the western coastline of the United States by train. Hopping from bus to train to plane fed my desire to travel the world. I was free to explore wherever my heart wanted to go. It wanted to go to Australia.

			In Sydney, I left the plane with the satisfaction of knowing I had just made the 16-hour journey from LA without a hitch. I was exhausted and disoriented from jet lag, but I had made it. Upon reaching my accommodation, I promptly unpacked and then fell asleep. 

			The following days quickly blended as I found a job at a café in Bronte Beach and a shared flat in Bondi Beach. Living on Sydney’s beaches packed with people, shops and various events was never a dull moment. But after five months, it was time to move on. There was so much more of Australia left to see. So much more to discover. I wanted to experience all I could.

			From Bondi Beach, I set off for a five-week adventure in a campervan with a friend from Germany. Anja and I packed all our possessions into the campervan, and we were off. Preparations for Te Araroa were in motion by this point, but for the time being, I put my focus towards exploring Australia. Before long, Anja and I found ourselves zipping our way through Australia’s outback.

			The flies saw us coming.

			No one told us about the flies. No one. Not one person thought to mention that there might be buzzing black insects annoying us on our journey through the outback. Not even our treasured (and dog-eared) Lonely Planet Australia book thought to mention we should be prepared for the black monsters.

			It resembled what I would imagine a plague of biblical times. Yet, the locals strutted around, going about their day as though they hadn’t a care in the world. They had gotten used to them. 

			Anja and I didn’t. 

			Once we entered the Flinders Ranges, we understood why the tourist shops back in Adelaide had been full of wide-brimmed hats with fly covers. At the time, we had laughed at the idea of wearing one. It wasn’t long before we wished we had them.

			The flies were everywhere. And by everywhere — I do not mean that they kept to a respectable area outside a person’s zone of living/breathing/eating. I mean they were everywhere. On our backs. Our feet. In our clothes. Ears. Mouth. Nose and yes, even our eyes. They wanted our food. They wanted to explore our nostrils. They wanted to sing in our ears. There was no escaping them.

			With the flies all around, snakes were not our worry. Running over kangaroos was a minor distraction. Mosquitoes could do no wrong. Flat tyres, getting lost, or running out of fuel were all low on the list of concerns. The flies were our sole obsession. This is how we came to develop our outback rules.

			First, windows and doors remained shut while we were in the vehicle at a standstill. If Anja and I started the campervan to go somewhere, we would wait until we reached a speed so fast that the flies could not keep up to us. Then we would frantically roll down our windows, and gasp for fresh air as a dog might while on a joy ride.

			Secondly, food was only eaten in the campervan. One evening, I stood far from the van, holding our dinner, as I spun around in circles to avoid the flies becoming part of our meal. Anja then opened the doors and we ran as fast as possible to the protection our campervan provided. We’d jump into the van and shut the doors with one fluid motion. Once we’d finished our meals, we would open the doors, stumble out, and gasp for fresh and ‘cool’ air to breathe. This was our nightly ritual.

			Thirdly, we became skilled in the art of fly killing. Every night as we got ready for bed, we would spray the inside of the van with Raid and douse ourselves with bug spray. We would then hop into our cosy metal box of a home and settle down to read our books. In between chapters, we would focus our attention on killing the remaining flies within our tiny environment. 

			The flies might have been a big focus in the outback, but there were other highlights too. We climbed mountains, spotted kangaroos, avoided cows roaming the highway, experienced beautiful sunrises and sunsets, saw the most unusual birds and caught a glimpse of Uluru/Ayers Rock. After the outback, we made our way to our end destination — Broome. 

			In Broome, I bid Anja goodbye. It was bittersweet as Anja was leaving Australia for her next adventure, just the same as I was staying in Broome to plan for mine. As she set off, I turned my attention to focus on life in Broome.

			Broome would be my base to do final preparations for walking Te Araroa. I was eager to wrap my head around the nitty-gritty details of the 3,000 km trail. A quiet town on the north-west coast of Australia, Broome allowed me the peaceful serenity to focus on organising my next big adventure. First, I needed to find work. I had arrived with $10 in hand. My last ten cents was spent on printing my CV.

			Unbeknown to me, Broome was a massive hotspot among tourists and backpackers, and I had arrived shortly before the high season kicked off. This meant all businesses were preparing for hiring the staff they needed to get them through the busyness of it all. 

			A local resort took me on as a housekeeper, and I was thrilled. Then I secured a second job at a restaurant. My home for the next few months would be a tent at a nearby campground. With the beach a short walk down the road, I had everything I needed. What I did not expect was to find another person who was willing to walk Te Araroa with me.

			Alex and I met when she set up her tent next to mine at the caravan park. We quickly got along. Soon after, she noticed my obsession with my laptop and that I had been avoiding the beach and instead was furiously working in my tent. I was finalising my website that would document my progress walking Te Araroa. Alex asked me what I was doing, and I explained my intention to walk the length of New Zealand. Her response was to ask if she could join me.

			Initially, I doubted her sincerity. I suggested she check out the official Te Araroa website. I thought she would be scared off by the mammoth adventure. Anyone else I had met up to this point was. Instead, the following day Alex came back, still wanting to join me. 

			We sat down to hash out the details and how to approach the journey. We discussed what we were willing to put into it and what we wanted to get out of it. Backed by a common interest in adventure travel and our own experiences of long-distance walking (Alex had done the Annapurna Trail in Nepal), our team was quickly born.

			Five months is a long time to travel with anyone, let alone while sharing a two-person tent. It is vastly different from flying to a tropical paradise for a couple of weeks and staying at a resort. We would be living in conditions more intense than many married couples. Even lifelong friends would rarely consider committing to what we were about to embark on. At that point, I did not know if Alex had siblings. 

			Te Araroa would be hard work mentally, physically, and emotionally. It would mean pushing ourselves to the limit. We would have to trust each other with everything — even our lives. I worried Alex and I wouldn’t get along well enough to make our partnership worth it. I wasn’t sure if it had been a good idea to say yes to Alex joining me. Would I have been better off on my own? I didn’t know, and I didn’t have time to entertain the doubts at the back of my mind. I had to trust that it would work out.

			Alex was my opposite in so many ways. She was from England, four years older than me and had spent time exploring exotic countries I had only ever dreamt of visiting. Where I carried more muscles, Alex was long and lean. Her wild mop of curly brown hair constantly rebelled in the Australian humidity. She exuded the image of a bohemian yoga instructor and it didn’t surprise me that’s what she wanted to do as a career. I was already organised and focused on plans for Te Araroa, whereas Alex was more extroverted and social among the other backpackers. The contrast between us balanced our partnership like yin and yang.

			In the days that followed, we put our heads together to develop a plan for our journey. Alex got her own website up and running to host her blog and highlight her perspective on the trail ahead. We also decided to raise money and awareness for a charitable cause. 

			There was a mix of reasoning behind our choice to raise money. Every challenging adventure I had read about in books, the author linked their journey with a cause. I had also grown up doing my share of walkathons, fundraising events, and charity. I felt like walking Te Araroa would be a waste of an opportunity if we didn’t use it to gain people’s support in bettering the world around us. 

			Secondly, we needed to get all the gear for the adventure ahead without blowing through our minimal savings meant for covering food and ongoing expenses along the trail. Sponsorship came to mind, and having a cause greater than ourselves would help us gain support quicker than if our only purpose were to walk 3,000 km. 

			At least that was our theory.

			We chose to raise money for the Indigo Foundation. This Australian-based organisation helps communities worldwide develop a better quality of life. Indigo Foundation was suggested to us by one of our friends in Broome, Dean, who had worked with them in the past. 

			Our hearts went out to their Solomon Islands’ project, based on the Guadalcanal Coast in a small community called Turusuala, that focused on improving quality of life through education. Indigo Foundation was working together with the community to develop programmes for people of all ages to learn better hygiene practices and life skills. The project had a holistic approach and focused on the physical, mental, and spiritual needs of the people.

			We were drawn to the fact that this was a project run by the Turusuala community-based training centre — not by Indigo Foundation. This meant the programme would be designed by the community for the community. It wasn’t Indigo Foundation coming in to dictate what they should do. Instead, Indigo Foundation’s role was to ensure funding continued to cover the costs of the programme. This was exactly the type of project we were looking to support. We set our target to raise AU$10,000.

			Time ticked on, and every spare moment was spent preparing for Te Araroa. There was so much to do. Alex had committed to a wedding in England, which shortened our time together. She would leave Australia in August, then meet me later in Auckland, New Zealand, for September. We still needed to secure our visas, save money, organise necessary gear, and work out important details before we parted ways. 

			Sponsorship was a massive focus during this time. Both Alex and I had been living a backpacker lifestyle for over a year. This was akin to the student life, only we usually had a better view, less attachment to a mailing address and were constantly stressed about our immigration status. At the time, our budgets were tight and we didn’t have gear that would be useful along Te Araroa. I arranged for my existing gear to be sent over from Canada, but there was still a lot we lacked. Obtaining sponsorship would help us bridge the gap with what we needed.

			My understanding of how sponsorship works was based on the travel adventure books I read and previous employment where I organised fundraising events. It wasn’t a lot to go on. It was challenging to determine who to target first. I am Canadian, and Alex is from England. Our preparations to walk the length of New Zealand were happening in Australia. We were unsure which companies from which country would be most interested in backing us. 

			The sheer number of companies we could contact was overwhelming. It felt like throwing out multiple fishing lines without having any idea which one would catch a fish first. All we could do was reach out to as many as it took to get that first yes.

			As the days passed, I struggled to hold faith that sponsorship would come through. I worried I wouldn’t have enough money to purchase all the gear I needed. My savings was earmarked for both on-going costs while walking the Te Araroa and payments to my student loans back in Canada.

			

			Then, my relationship with money was guided more by intuition than by practical skills to manage it. My student loans were an example of this. Had I remained working in Canada to pay them off, I would have done so within six months. 

			Instead, I had quit my job and left home. I wasn’t interested in staying still — I needed to move. To travel. To get out and explore the world. Money management felt boring, restrictive, and not part of the adventure of life I wanted to focus on. Strapping on my backpack and walking the length of New Zealand was much more fascinating than student loan payments.

			Eventually, Alex and I started getting replies from the hundreds of contacts we had reached out to for sponsorship. One by one, they all said the same thing — that it was great what we were doing, but as they got ‘so many sponsorship requests,’ they were unable to help us. Every day, I was obsessed with checking my email in the hope someone would be interested in supporting us.

			They weren’t.

			While I stressed about how we would get sponsorship, daily life in Broome continued. My days consisted of beach-going, sun-tanning, working two jobs, sleeping in a tent, and eating yet another bowl of tuna and rice. One night, after finishing a shift at the restaurant, I checked my phone to find a text from Alex saying I needed to call her immediately. I was already walking back to the campground and would see Alex in a few minutes, but her text worried me. Something was wrong. I called her.

			Alex said she had received word from Swazi, a New Zealand-based outdoor clothing store and they had agreed to sponsor us. The news hit me with full force and I started jumping and dancing right there in the middle of the street — I was overjoyed. We ended our phone conversation and I ran back to the campground.

			Within two days, we received word from three additional magazines that agreed to print articles about our walk along New Zealand. What started as Adventure Travel Magazine doing a single article on our journey quickly turned into a multi-magazine event. We added Australian Geographic, Women Sport Report and Endurance Sports magazines to our list of sponsors that were helping us spread the word.

			They all asked us to draft the articles.

			It was exciting and equally intimidating. I thought back to all the articles I’d read about various adventurers out there who had done amazing things, and I was in awe of how inspiring their words were. They sounded as if they knew what they were doing. They appeared as though all their ducks were in a row. They were all focused on the adventure ahead. No one mentioned they had to write their own magazine article.

			I took a deep breath and got busy writing. 

		


		

Chapter 3

I Can and I Will. Watch Me

			After Swazi came aboard to provide us with some much-needed clothes for our journey, others soon followed suit. All were New Zealand companies. Once this realisation hit, Alex and I focused our energy on New Zealand sponsorship and secured agreements with Macpac, Bivouac, and the Interislander Ferry. We were on cloud nine. 

			Through this process, there became an expectation for us to provide photos of ourselves. As Alex and I had only recently met, we didn’t have anything that was appropriate for large names such as Tourism New Zealand. We had to get creative and enlisted the help of our friend, Kirsten, to help us with a mini photo shoot. 

			Kirsten was also from England and she had quickly become friends with me and Alex. We were tent neighbours at the campground. I got to know Kirsten early on, as we had been among the first backpackers to set up camp that season. Her love of nature, travelling, and having a good laugh made her easy to be around. She was the perfect person to be our photographer. It became an afternoon of laughter as the three of us worked to produce photos that would depict both Alex and me as adventurous women ready to take on Te Araroa. 

			The scenery of Broome resembles something closer to the desert meeting the sea than it does to tramping, mountains or living in the bush. We had to get creative. Alex and I walked around the campground with our packs on as Kirsten clicked the camera, and other campers looked on with curiosity. Hundreds of photos later, we chose a selection of suitable ones that would work for sending to magazines or posting on our websites.

			During all our preparations, there was never a moment where we considered developing a support crew for our adventure. Despite intending to walk 3,000 km to raise money, write blogs and promote our sponsors, we always assumed we would do it all ourselves. I refused to concede that it would be next to impossible to walk remotely in the bush and try to market our efforts at the same time. Instead, I stubbornly pushed on, convinced that we could make it work.

			One underlying worry on both our minds was the issue of our New Zealand visas. Within a week of applying, I had received mine without a hitch, but Alex was another story. As she had spent quite a bit of time exploring South East Asia before she arrived in Australia, Immigration New Zealand (INZ) wanted Alex to get a chest scan to confirm she had not picked up tuberculosis. 

			Alex had the scan done in Darwin, as Broome didn’t have the required X-ray, and sent off her application. However, the doctor’s office forgot to stamp the X-ray to confirm its authenticity. INZ sent it back to the campground in Broome, but Alex was no longer there. She had already gone back to England for her friend’s wedding.

			Fortunately, someone spotted the returned package at the campground office and told me about it. I went immediately to pick it up. Then, I phoned Alex in England while I opened it. Sure enough, it was the original X-ray with a letter saying it needed to get stamped before INZ would accept it. We were running out of time before we had to meet in New Zealand — this was the last problem we needed.

			After a series of investigative phone calls, I determined the X-ray needed to be sent to Perth to get stamped and then on to New Zealand. I hoped the next time we heard from INZ; they would confirm Alex’s visa. Otherwise, I would be forced to walk alone.

			After all our months of planning, I had grown accustomed to the knowledge that I had someone else to carry the burden of the adventure with me. Someone with whom to share the journey. Someone other than just me. By then, it felt as though everything was up in the air. Each day that passed without news was only a reminder that my departure date from Broome to Auckland, New Zealand, was looming closer. With or without Alex.

			I knew without a doubt that I would continue without Alex if she could not get into New Zealand. I would walk Te Araroa on my own if I had to. I knew I had it in me to do it, but it was no longer my first choice. I tried not to entertain the idea of walking solo as a possibility, as it wasn’t worth the energy to plan for something that might not happen. 

			Soon, it was time for me to leave Broome. There were glorious sunset goodbyes and hugs all around as I left my newfound family of choice and boarded a plane. Only two days before we planned on meeting in Auckland, Alex got her visa. She booked the first flight she could and would arrive in Auckland the day after me. I couldn’t have been happier. The idea of walking solo no longer hovered over my head. 

			In Auckland, we had given ourselves a month for final preparations before we started walking. Some details had been too challenging to complete from Australia. There was still a lot to organise.

			We settled into our accommodation at City Garden Lodge in Parnell. The hostel was a quaint, multi-storey house with a wrap-around deck and numerous rooms to explore. The outdoor space was expansive, private, and we had free reign to choose our desired campsite. We pitched our two-person tent on the front lawn, tucked under some large trees that provided shade. We immediately set about the random tasks we had to complete on our to-do list. The other backpackers weren’t sure if they should befriend us or steer clear of us as we were an anomaly. 

			One of the major tasks we had to organise was food. With Te Araroa being 3,000 km long, we had to plan specific places to restock our supplies. I loved the idea of relying on freeze-dried meals, because I thought this was the simplest way to ensure Alex and I got enough calories and nutrients to sustain us without compromising our backpack weight. 

			However, I was also used to the wide selection of freeze-dried products available at outdoor stores in Canada. There, multiple companies competed which drove down the price and made them an affordable option for long-distance hikers. In New Zealand, I was faced with the realisation that the smaller country offered limited options in the way of freeze-dried foods. There was one company that monopolised the market — Back Country Cuisine. The cost of eating their meals regularly throughout the trail would be akin to relying on takeaways. It wasn’t feasible on our budget. 

			I reached out to Back Country Cuisine and told them of our plans to walk Te Araroa. I asked if they could support our adventure in any way. They responded promptly and told me they would be happy to offer us a discounted rate on their products and deliver orders anywhere in the country. We were thrilled to have food security for remote locations across New Zealand.

			We then set about the mammoth task of securing food drops. These locations would be prearranged and we would send the freeze-dried food orders and other supplies there. Alex and I would then pick them up as we walked past on the trail. On well-established trails like the Pacific Crest Trail, these locations have often been pre-designed through years and years of walkers traversing the path. Te Araroa didn’t offer this and so we had to arrange our own. 

			We chose to contact numerous businesses along the trail, and secured agreements with many of them that also offered us a place to stay when we got there. We were overwhelmed with the generosity of the local people, and we hadn’t even started walking.

			Blake was one such local who didn’t hesitate to support us. He lived in Auckland and knew Alex. We had been in contact with him since the beginning of our preparations, and he had quickly agreed to be our address of contact in New Zealand. For the past few months, we had been directing all parcels to his address. By the time we met up with him in Auckland, there was a pile of packages that Blake had been storing for us. All our sponsored gear had been delivered to him. Alex and I took great delight in opening the many boxes.

			Not everything ran smoothly during the last preparations. Within our first week of being at the City Garden Lodge we ran into issues with our tent. For a few days it rained, which was fine, but we soon noticed the inside of the tent was wet. Upon further investigation, it wasn’t caused by us forgetting to zip up a flap or bringing water in from the outside. The waterproofing on
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