Jo Per cival spends eight days in the saddle
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the ridge line down from Port
ackson; Swimming the horses
at Waikawau Bay; An early
morning river crossing.

- Feature

r as long as | can emember,
I have harboured a fantasy of
galloping along an idyllic beach on
horseback. Despite the factthat the
sum total of ny riding experience is limited
to a few hours in the saddle
So, it is with a gut-twisting combinaion
of nervousness and fierce excitement
that | join the cavalcade of 210 people
+ split between 105 on hoseback, 80
mountain bikers and 25 intrepid walkers
+ to complete stage three of the Gred New
Zealand Trek.
| am paired up with Shaman,a young,
but bullet-proof horse. She will be my
companion and mode of transport over
the eight-day, 140km journey from
Port Jackson at the top of Coromandel
Peninsula down to Tairua.

Shaman seens far less interested in me
than I in her, perhaps picking up on nmy
novice nerves.

On day one, we climb from camp to the
ridge above Port JacksonThe long grass
shimmers and ripples in the wind. As
we reach the top, the clouds blow off to
reveal the pristine weather that will last
all week. The sea is whipped into white
caps and the Barrier Islands form hazy
blue shadows in the distance.The wind is
so strong it tugs at my riding helmet and
makes my eyes water.

From the top we drop down a sheltered,
sticky clay track, gouged between stumpy
gorse bushes and arches of tea tree fragrant
in the baking late-summer sunshine

As we push on into the afternoon, |
am lulled into relaxation by the gentle
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undulating sway of Shaman's gait.The quiet
of the remote landscape is interupted only
by the staticthrum of cicadas, the creak of
leather saddles, the dull staccato claps of
the horse's hooves against the earth,and
the almost audible sizzle of the sun beating
down on us.

Reaching camp | hastily pitch my tent
before joining the throng heading to the
beach at Stony Bg. The farriers skilfully
skid around on boogie boards in the
crashing surf. | sink into the salty ocean,
easing the day out of my poes, and
then spread myself out to dry in the sun
afterwards. The beach, aimost in the middle
of nowhere, is lined with sunbathers.

Daily life soon settles irito a comfortable
rhythm of pitching and striking camp.

Each day, we are numbered out of one
camp and checked off the list as we arive
at the next. Marshals hum past on quad
bikes, checking on stragglers and carrying
supplies of fresh water. The caterers are
busy producing delicious smells, as we
arrive in camp each night.The showers
are hot, clean and so paverful it feels like
being sandblasted. The massage tent does
a roaring trade as the week progresses.

After a couple of days in the saddle, my
confidence begins to increase, bolstered
by time spent with experienced horse
people. Each day | ride with a group of four
other women * our horses are buddies and
are determined to stick together. Shaman
and | also start to bond.As | learn how to
groom, feed and saddle her up, she seems
far less disdainful of me.

Finally, the opportunity to do some
beach riding arrives after a shorter day
on the trail. An empty sweeping crescent
of powder-w hite sand stretches before
us atWaikawau Bay. My heart pounds in
anticipation and the horses are itching to
run. The others turn to grin at me +2Are
you ready?° And we're off £ radng along
next to the frothy surf and gleaming
expanse of turquoise oceanWind whistles
past my ears; Shamanthunders and chuffs
excitedly in a fluid rolling gallop. | brace
my feet in the stirrups, tighten the reins and
resist the urge to fling an arm back in joyful
abandon. | can't help laughing out laud at
the over-the-top perfection of the moment
* the reality is so much better than even my
most ardent horse-riding fantasies

We canter to asheltered cove at the end
of the beach, shed our boots chaps and »
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The Great New Zealand Trek
began at Cape Reinga in 2006, and
will travel the length of the country

to reach Bluff over 12 annual

stages. The aim of the trek is to
raise money for Multiple Sclerosis
research.

Stage Four is scheduled for March
14-22, 2009 travelling down the
West Coast of the North Island

from Port Waikato to Kawhia.
www.greatnewzealandtrek.com

If eight days in the saddle seems
too epic, there are many horse
trek operations around the country
where you can ride for a few hours.
Tasman Rides, north of Auckland,
operates four-hour beach rides,
where you can gallop along
spectacular Muriwai beach.
www.tasmanrides.co.nz

www.thecoromandel.com
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saddles and ride bareback into the sea.The
horses wade through the water, cool against
our bare legs. Shaman is almost swimming
when she tries to jump over a large wave.
She rears up on her hind legs and | slide
straight off her slippery back into the sea.
Laughing, | swim back to shore next to
her, wary of her huge "ailing hooves in the
water, and we stand together in the shallows
where she playfully paws at the waves, just
to make sure I'm completely saturated.

Lying in my tent before dinner, freshly
showered and content, | watch a goup of
walkers experiment with their walking pole
technique. Clearly, it's far more complicated
than I'd thought. | catch wisps of their
conversation about muscle extension and arm
angles, as they stride purposefully around the
paddock in the late afternoon sunshine

There is a kind of organic camaraderie
that develops between a group of like-
minded strangers. From the two people who
wordlessly help me to wrestle my thrashing
tent-"y into its bag in the howling gale of the
®1st morning to when | manage to tear an
integral tent-pole tab off the corner, and a
man appears with a repair kit and promptly
stitches the rogue tab back on.

The high percentage of greying and
snowy hair around the camp marks me
as one of the younger participants,and
my whinging about aches and pains is
kept to a minimum by watching in awe as
walkers in their 70s stride cheerfully into
camp after a full day spent sweating wer
difficult terrain.

At the opposite end of the age spectrum is
a 12-year-old boy from Northland +another
trek veteran. He has been part of the
journey since the beginning at Cape Reinga
+ taking time off school each year + and
rid es bareback, in shorts and bare feet.

Each day our trail varies from barren
forestry country, dusty and scarred with
broken trees, to cool paths weaving
through dense native bush, to rolling
emerald farmland and razor-like ridge
tracks, with some of the most breathtaking,
expansive views I've seen.

The hardest day is spent traversing the
very steep terrain along the Coromandel
ridgeline. The horses claw and stumble
their way up almost vertical, slippery clay
gorges, blowing and drip ping with sweat.
| can feel Shaman's heart hammering
through my legs * clouds of steam fising off
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her even in the scorching heat.

The route is muddy in the places that
it's not steep and we splash through thick
wallows of it + the cyclists forced to push
their clogged bikes. Everyone is flushed
and gasping, and expressions get more
glazed with dogged determination as the
stinking-hot day wears on.

When we stop to rest, | don't nofce that
Shaman is asleep on her feet until she
blankly ignores my proffered apple core.
She wakeswith a surprised start, as | tap
her gently on the nos.

Our route leads down to Coromandel
town and Ged, a marshal and unoficial trek
bagpiper, escorts an impromptu parade
through the main street.We make quite a
sight £ a cowd of muddy, sweaty people
on horses, bikes and weary feet marching
to a Scottish fling played by a man riding
a mule. The bemused locals peer curiously
over their fences and several run out with
buckets of water for the tired horses

The well-earned rest day in Coromandel
is blissfully indulgent: oysters and wine
at a restaumnt in town for lunch. Then,
back at camp, the caterers have thrown
bucketloads of succulent local mussels on
the barbecue before dinner. Satiated by
seafood, | indulge in an hour-long massage
and then wobble out of the tent, fragant

“ My heart pounds in

are itching to run... 7

and sleepy, to a dusky-blue sunset sky and
a rising full moon, with a solitary hawk
circling lazily high above camp. Again, itis
almost too perfect.

In the final days, | battle against the
encroaching tunnel vision of fatigueg
coercing my aching, sunburnt body on
to the end. It has been an enduance
feat, but | am giddy with pure, virtuous
exhaustion and elated by the enomity
of my achievement, as | arive at the final
checkpoint in Tairua + fantasy completed.

anticipation and the horses



