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Sunrise over TeWaeWae Bay – 
from the summit loop track.
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HIKING  
THE LONG 
WHITE CLOUD
Fiordland’s Hump Ridge Track takes you through 
the native forest, exploring historic viaducts and 
dazzling summits.
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THE climb is relentless, getting steeper, 
colder, gnarlier. I’ve been going for six hours 
already, gaining nearly 1000m in elevation 
from ocean towards the summit and the day 
is taking longer than I expected. Patches of 
snow start to dot the track and old-man’s-
beard moss drapes from twisted tree trunks 
as I hike further into the misty heights. An 
icy wind bites into my bare hands and even 
though I’m exerting myself, my body is 
getting uncomfortably cold. I stop to pull on 
a jacket and gloves.

When I think it can’t get much harder, it 
does. I use my arms and legs to haul myself, 
and my food-laden pack, up sizeable rocks and 
ladders of tree roots. Where is the flat sunlit 
boardwalk I saw in all the adverts?

Finally I rise above the treeline to reach a 
boardwalk through the snow but it’s a whiteout 
and the reputed panoramic view from Stag 
Point is invisible to me. Eventually Okaka 
Lodge emerges from the mist, a hefty hut that 
sleeps up to 40 people perched on the edge of 
the ridge. During summer months the lodge 
is fully operational with heating, hot showers 
and even a licenced bar but I’m here in winter, 
foregoing the crowds and cost to share the trail 
with three other brave souls. A simple bunk 
room and kitchen has been left open for our 
use but there are none of the other mod-cons. 
A thermometer says it’s three degrees inside 
and one degree out. I eat dinner quickly and 
bundle myself in layers of fleece and down for 
the long evening ahead.

During the night the howling winds 
subside, the skies clear and in the early hours 
I step outside to see the Hump Ridge in all 
its dazzling glory. Huge granite tors rise 
behind me amongst patchy snow and in the 
distance the waters of Te Waewae Bay ripple 
out towards the Southern Ocean. The rising 
sun dominates the landscape, an orange ball of 
fire rendering everything within its reach the 
colour of burnt butter. It was worth the climb.

Tors and tarns
The Tuatapere Hump Ridge Track is a 62km 
loop tucked away in the southeast corner 
of Fiordland NP on NZ’s South Island. It’s 
run and maintained in conjunction with the 

Left: Francis Burn 
Viaduct – a short 
detour off the Hump 
Ridge track.

Below: It’s a tough 
climb to the top.
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“ HUGE GRANITE TORS RISE 
BEHIND ME AMONGST 
PATCHY SNOW AND IN THE 
DISTANCE THE WATERS 
OF TE WAEWAE BAY.”



Department of Conservation by the 
Tuatapere Hump Track Charitable 
Trust who also manage the two 
private lodges enroute. Opened in 
2001, the track passes over Maori 
and privately owned land and offers 
a varied and stunning Fiordland 
experience.

The trail’s literal crowning glory 
is a 45 minute boardwalk loop that 
circles the summit ridge. I wander 
it slowly, past ice floating on tarns 
and pockets of snow nestled between 
huge craggy rocks. Below me, the 
dark green of Fiordland forest 
spreads toward distant snow capped 
ranges. The loop is so good in fact 
that I walk it twice, captured by the 
landscape’s changing colours as the 
sun rises higher into the sky.

The summit feels a special place and you 
could spend much time just soaking in the 
views and ambiance, but day two is another 
fairly long day so reluctantly I leave the 
stunning summit views behind me, hoist my 
pack and head south for the next 21km stage. 
The route today follows the undulating spine 
of the Hump Ridge, eventually descending 
to the sea.

The first few hours alternate between 
rough trail and boardwalk through stunted 
beech forest giving commanding views in all 
directions of Southern Fiordland and beyond 
to Stewart Island, floating in the distant ocean. 
It’s an incredible piece of track with views that 
dazzle at every turn.

Luncheon Rock provides the ideal place for a 
rest and to soak up the 360° panorama. The air 
is still cool but the sun has warmed me enough 

to peel off the morning’s layers.
Where the trail re-enters the forest it 

becomes steeper, descending a stepped 
boardwalk hovering over a vast green carpet of 
moss. In all, there are over 10km of boardwalk 
on the trail, built to protect the fragile 
environment beneath it. Eventually it peters 
out to a rough trail winding through stands of 
towering rimu, rata and totara trees.

My passage disturbs a handful of fat kereru, 
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“ THE SUMMIT FEELS A SPECIAL PLACE 
AND YOU COULD SPEND MUCH TIME JUST 
SOAKING IN THE VIEWS AND AMBIANCE.”

Percy Burn Viaduct – the 
largest wooden viaduct in 
the Southern Hemisphere.

Gnarled beech trees 
create a tunnel on 
the descent.
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the native wood pigeon, a sizeable bird with 
shimmering green and purple head feathers 
and prominent white chest. Further on 
something big, dark and fast crashes through 
the undergrowth and I suspect a stag.

It takes concentration to safely descend 
the rocks and slippery tree roots that soon 
cover the trail but unfortunately I’m not 
focused enough. One of the tree roots 
catches me out and I fall heavily on my 
backside, delivering a sizeable bruise that I 
won’t discover for another week.

Walking through history
After five hours of fairly tiring hiking it’s a 
relief to reach an old tramline that will lead 
me the nine kilometres all the way to Port 
Craig and my next stop for the night. In the 
1920’s this region was the site of an ambitious 
logging project and Port Craig housed the 
largest sawmill in the country employing over 
150 men and felling up to 1800 cubic metres 
of timber each month. Logs were transported 
to the mill via the tramline that follows a 
fairly level path except for the four deep 
ravines that cut it. Enormous viaducts were 
constructed to bridge the ravines, of which 
the Hump Ridge Track passes over two.

The first viaduct I reach is over Edwin 
Burn. It’s a 50m long, 22m high wooden 
bridge that carries me over a lush ravine filled 
with ferns and a rushing river. Further on the 
Percy Burn Viaduct is over twice as long and 
another 13m higher, but in 2013 it’s ageing 
wooden structure was declared unsafe to cross 
so the trail now diverts down into the Percy 
Burn itself, giving an impressive view from 
underneath this enormous bridge.

Between the viaducts the tramline 
through the forest is prone to boggy 
conditions though the remaining railway 
sleepers embedded in the ground offer some 
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“ DURING PEAK SEASON PORT CRAIG LODGE 
IS OPEN FOR BUSINESS HOWEVER I STAY 
IN THE MORE BASIC BUT EXCEPTIONALLY 
CUTE OLD SCHOOLHOUSE.

”

The trail is accessed via the small 
township of Tuatapere, a 2hr drive south 
of Queenstown. Buses are available from 
Queenstown, Te Anau and Invercargill, and 
the Hump Ridge Shuttle Service will transfer 
you the 45 minutes from Tuatapere to the 
trailhead itself for $45 return.

The trail can be walked year round, 
weather permitting, however the private 
lodges are only open from late October to 
end of April. Go independently in winter and 
you can hike it for as little as NZ$40 with the 
possibility of clear crisp days and blue skies. 
In summer, bunk share packages start at 
NZ$175 including porridge for breakfast, 
or upgrade to a private double room with 
hot showers and fluffy doona for an extra 
$100pp. Fully guided options are also 
available. humpridgetrack.co.nz

NEED TO KNOW
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means to avoid the worst of the mud. An 
assortment of rusting relics lay scattered 
amongst grass and moss along the way, 
reminders of another time.

During peak season the waterside Port Craig 
Lodge is open for business however I stay 
in the more basic but exceptionally cute old 
schoolhouse, now converted by the Department 
of Conservation into a hut for hikers. With 
its boxy weatherboard construction, brick 
chimney, white walls and red window trim, 
it looks like a doll house nestled amongst the 
flowers in a grassy clearing.

Port Craig is a ghost town. The Marlborough 
Timber Company over-invested in their 
infrastructure, the demand for timber 
declined, and barely five years after the Percy 
Burn viaduct was completed in 1925 the 
mill had closed. At the peak of operations 
there was a blacksmith’s shop here along 
with a cook shop, bakehouse, wharf and 
accommodation for the many workers. 
Now there lies only a smattering of brick 
walls and foundations, rusting old boilers, 
the baker’s oven, the remains of the massive 
Lidgerwood Log Hauler and a few other 
assorted remnants hidden amongst the trees.

A short walk complete with interpretive 
signage leads walkers on a tour through 

Above: Mighty granite 
rocks at the summit 
face the rising sun.

Opposite: Stunning 
tarns dot the summit.
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the remains of the settlement to Mussel 
Beach where supplies were once shipped in 
via the now crumbling wharf.

Hector’s dolphins are frequently seen around 
Port Craig, along with seals and the occasional 
penguin, though unfortunately everyone seems 
to be lying low during my visit. The sea views 
however are there for the taking. Blue ocean 
backed by distant snow capped mountains has 
always been a winning combination in my mind 
and it’s worth suffering the hordes of sandflies to 
sit on a rock and soak up the serenity.



Ocean wanderings
The final leg of the trail is 20km of which 
half are spent retracing steps walked at the 
very start of the hike to complete the loop. 
The track winds through easy forest with the 
sound of the nearby ocean filtering gently 
through the trees, eventually emerging 
onto Blowholes Beach for a short stretch of 
beach walking. I find a perfect specimen 
of the iconic New Zealand paua shell – the 
Maori word for abalone – lying in the sand, 
iridescent in shades of blue, green and silver.

The route re-joins the coastal track I 
began on, an open grassy path running 
parallel to the ocean. This is a rugged 
coastline and there’s nothing down here 
except the occasional ramshackle fisherman’s 
hut and the Southern Ocean with the next 
stop being Antarctica. Every now and again 
I duck through the grass to stand on the 
beach itself to get a closer look. Deep banks 
of round pebbles accumulate at the high 
tide mark, littered with waterlogged and 
weather-dried driftwood. In the distance, 
dark banks of cloud begin to roll in and as 
I near the end of my hike the drizzle starts 
to fall.

Overall, I’ve been lucky with the weather. 
This is Fiordland after all, a region notorious 
for highly changeable conditions and its 
average seven metres of annual rainfall. But 
my journey has shown that in any season you 
can get a whole range of weather – snow, 
sun, rain or wind.

The Hump Ridge Track is a fairly energy-
consuming hike – harder than your average 
Great Walk, easier than the many other 
backcountry hikes strewn throughout New 
Zealand. This level of challenge though, 
combined with the variety of terrain, 
stunning views and history, make it a unique 
and highly recommended Kiwi tramp. 
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WALK NOTES | TUATAPERE HUMP RIDGE TRACK, NZ
Distance: 62km | Time: 3 days | Grade: moderate

Day 1: Rarakau carpark to Okaka Lodge, 7-9 hours, 21km

Day 2: Okaka Lodge to Port Craig, 7-9 hours, 21km

Day 3: Port Craig to Rarakau carpark, 5-7 hours, 20km

NEW ZEALAND

“ THE TRACK 
WINDS THROUGH 
EASY FOREST 
WITH THE SOUND 
OF THE OCEAN 
FILTERING 
GENTLY THROUGH 
THE TREES.”

Right: Incredible views from 
the undulating Hump Ridge.

 

NZ 
WALKING 
SPECIAL

HUMP RIDGE 
TRACK


