Climbing Mt Feathertop with two huskies
A trip report of a solo trip by a Casting South club member, Mark McIlroy

This trip has been one of the highlights of my life so far, so I decided to write a trip report about it for anyone that was interested.

It all started in late summer 2002 or 2003 when I had been unemployed for quite a long time. 

With time on my hands and not having been bushwalking for close to 20 years, for some reason I had the urge to go on a serious walk.

So, laying the back seat down in my Holden Barina and putting by two Siberian Huskies in the back, I headed off towards Mt Bogong.

The walk started on the east side of the Bogong High Plains. For anyone not familiar with this area, it is quite unique.

Surrounded by steep mountain ranges in every direction and at alpine altitudes, the Bogong High Plains is a relatively flat area of land about 20 kilometers across. There are no trees apart from the occasional snow gum. Small tufts of grass are mixed with beautiful tiny flowers only a few millimeters in diameter.

I arrived late in the day and tied the dogs up at a tree.

Huskies are intelligent but there are extremely excitable and independent – the bottom line is that they aren’t under your control and they don’t come when you call them (at least mine didn’t and I don’t think that others do either). This is a real problem if you try and take them out of a backyard without them being tied to leads.

Once darkness fell, the dogs became terrified. I guess they could smell the other animals that came out after dark, and were smart enough to realize that if the were tied up and a predator came after them, they were dog meat.
I lay in the tent listening to them howl and struggle at the ropes, thinking that there was nothing that I could do until morning. Then, they both broke the considerable knots that I had tied and tore past the tent in the darkness.

Once free they were fine, and fortunately they stayed in the area of the camp until morning. 

The next two days was spent walking across the plains from east to west.
Although it was late summer the altitude was quite high, and it became very cold when I stopped for a rest. Fortunately the skies were clear through the whole trip though.

 The dogs walked ahead of me on the trail, running ahead for 10 or 15 minutes then coming back.

Stopping to camp at a cattleman’s hut, I was resting when several mountain cattlemen arrived with on horses with their cattle dogs.

It turned out that the grandfather of one of the riders, a woman, had built the hut many years before.

After two days I had reached the western edge of the plains. Unfortunately, it was necessary to descend 500 to 1000 feet into a ravine before climing up Mt Feathertop on the other side.

By the time I reached the bottom my knee joins were in extreme pain and I staggered down the last of the decline swearing at the dogs as I went.

A lovely campsite in the valley awaited me with flat land beside a mountain stream.
A group was stayed at a nearby hut, attracting the curiosity of the dogs. 
The dogs had run ahead of me for a long time on the track, and I had feared that they would not come back. 
It turned out, though, that they had run ahead to meet the other party on the track, who were terrified to see two creatures looking exactly like grey wolves bearing down on them at high speed!

Day three was the climb up Mt Feathertop - about 1,500-2,000 feet up from the bottom of the valley. 
The climb went well although with a full pack, including 10kg of dried dog food there was a lot of weight in the pack.

The ridge formed a very narrow and steep path near the top of the mountain, exposed to a long drop on each side, but fortunately the dogs and I made it to the top for a well-earned rest.

Stopping in a saddle near the summit on the way down, the first of two events in which a dog almost lost its life on the trip occurred.

There was a drift of ice on the mountain which formed an ice cliff. Curious, and not being familiar with snow, the dogs approached the edge of the cliff, over which there was a shear drop of 1000 feet.
The dogs were about 20 feet out of reach but it might as well have been a mile, I couldn’t reach to pull them back, least the ice give way and we all fall to our deaths.

Several terrifying minutes passed but eventually they returned to the track.

The next two days were spent walking back to the car on the other side of the plains, in a semi-circular route to avoid the horrific descent into the valley again.

At one point I left the track for some cross-country navigation over several kilometers.

However, we came across a region of large boulders many feet in diameter, and as I climbed over the rocks I realized that this was probably a stupid move, as if I broke a leg I would be in real trouble as we were not on a recognized track and the nearest that people would come could be kilometers away.

Fortunately we covered the long rocky region without incident.

When we were close to reaching the car, the second near-fatal event occurred.

With the road in sight, the dogs raced ahead in curiosity.

With no road sense, one dog ran into the middle of the road and stood there. I called out, but it was too far ahead for me to reach it.

Only the fog saved the dog’s life. A 4WD came around the corner at a reduced speed due to fog, and slammed on the brakes, stopping just short of the dog.

I soon caught up with them and attached leads to them both, for the final stretch which was a walk along some roads back to the car.

Overall, the trip of a lifetime and I would highly recommend a similar experience to anyone who has the opportunity. 

The scenery of the Bogong region is spectacular and the vegetation is unique. 

A serious solo walk is a unique experience and the dogs were good company.
