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The Victorian Outdoor 
Education Association 

The Victorian Outdoor Education Association (VOEA) is an incorporated body who’s aim is to promote 
and support outdoor education in schools and in the community. The association promotes a philosophy 
of conservation and positive attitudes towards the use of the natural environment.

The VOEA offers an advisory and referral service, book sales, a website and professional development 
programs. As a peak body it helps establish and review guidelines and standards in outdoor education. 
The VOEA is affiliated with the Outdoor Council of Australia and is a member of the Council of Profes-
sional Teaching Associations of Victoria. It supports the Bush Adventure Therapy (BAT) Network and the 
Tertiary Advisory Group. The VOEA will soon be encapsulated within the new Outdoors Victoria-Educa-
tion administration and organisation (see page 5 for statement by Peter Martin).

Journeys 

Journeys is the journal for the Victorian Outdoor Edu-
cation Association and will be aimed for publication in 
future issues under Outdoors Victoria - Education.

The views expressed in contributors’ articles are not nec-
essarily those of the VOEA, nor the editors. Permission 
to reprint any material from Journeys, for educational or 
other purposes must be sought from both the VOEA and 
the author/s, and appropriately acknowledged.

Editors

Managing Editor Beau Miles
Editor Mark DeFazio
Associate Editor Jade Warner
Associate Editor Amy Dewhurst

Cover Image 
‘Sunset Walk’ (Cam Williams)- Eliza Rowe, 2012. 

Contributors Notes

The editors welcome submissions of articles up to 3,000 
words that: 
-describe your unique program/experience 
-explore issues of significance to our profession 
-provide information about good practice

Submissions should be emailed to:
beau.miles@monash.edu 
in Microsoft Word format.

Photos for photo competition can be emailed to jade.
warner@monash.edu 
as PDF or jpeg files. 

Submissions are accepted on the understanding 
that:
-They are not under consideration for publication else-
where
-They may be edited for style or length
-They may  be additionally published on our website

-On publication copyright is owned by VOEA
 
Preference may be given to articles that are of a high 
standard and have a practical value to outdoor educa-
tors. Please include contact details, and a brief personal 
biography with all submissions. 

Call for Essays as part of ‘next step’ competiton 

5-10 references, 1000-1500 words. Prizes awarded to win-
ning entries and publication of Special Journey’s Edition.

Journeys will be at least twice yearly (Autumn and Spring) 
with a special edition surrounding the material gathered 
at the OV/VOEA annual conference (so when you present, 
write your presentation in word form as well as presenta-
tion format)
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Thanks to previous Journeys editor:

ANDREW MANNION

It is with “great trepidation” Andrew Mannion tells 
the readers of his decision to take on the role

of Editor for VOEA Journeys in October 2006. 

Since this time until the last hard copy of Journey’s

in August 2011, Andrew has challenged, surprised 
and informed us. His selection of content has

always been stimulating and relevant. He always 
sourced current and topical stories and when, 
after much cajoling and encouraging to the mem-
bership we failed to put pen to paper and tell out 
stories, he would deliver some wonderful pieces 
from his favourite sources such as Orion Magazine 
and Outside Magazine and a wide range of other 
sources. 

He was also a great contributor to Journeys long 
before he took on the role of Editor and has 
penned many informative and inspiring pieces.

The inclusion of poetry and quotes has always of-
fered us ‘food for thought’ or quiet contemplation.

As VOEA moves to the new format and mode of 
delivery for Journeys and EMUS it’s important to

acknowledge and thank Andrew for his wonderful 
contribution.

Sandy Allen-Craig, Feb 2013

VOEA Member

From the President 
Dear Members, 

It’s with considerable pleasure that I write this for-
ward to the autumn edition of Journeys 2013.
Beau Miles and his editorial team have done a fabu-
lous job at bringing together some great stories and 
important information for members in a new format.

As previously reported the VOEA has had it’s trials 
during the past 2 years. A significant step forward 
was made last June with a very successful confer-
ence aimed at re engagement with our members. 
From there we have slowly re built the VOEA in 
terms of services. A key element of which has been 
the establishment of an engaged and willing council.

During this process the ongoing investigation and 
commitment to establish a peak body for the broad-
er outdoor sector to engage widely and aid the de-
livery of outdoor focused activities by stakeholders 
in the profession. This process has come to fruition 
with the establishment of Outdoors Victoria (OV) 
and importantly the key partnering of these two in 
the delivery of services for the educational portfolio.

I look to 2013 and beyond with a knowledge that the 
possibilities for the outdoor sector and particularly 
the educational profession of outdoor education will 
be well supported.

I invite you to the Outdoors Victoria-Education, 
‘Learning Outdoors’ conference 2013 to be held 
on the 31st-1st June at the Somers Campus of the 
ROSA.

Thank you to all who have continued to support the 
VOEA and to the tireless work of the council, I hope 
that you enjoy this first edition of Journeys in its new 
format.

Regards,

Brendon Munge
President
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VOEA to Outdoors Victoria (OV) Transition

Following the decision from last year’s AGM the VOEA has now a signed MOU with Outdoors Victoria to 
operate the education portfolio of OV.  This portfolio is now called Outdoors Victoria-Education (OVE).  In 
effect the VOEA as an entity will ‘sit on a shelf’ for the duration of the MOU (12 months) and function as 
OVE.

Outdoors Victoria – Education will assume an identical mission and scope as the VOEA but will now have 
improved capacity for representation to various levels of Government, access to further resources and bet-
ter links to the wider Outdoors Sector.   All website, financials and day to day operations will transfer from 
the VOEA to OVE in coming weeks.  We anticipate that the current VOEA board will become the new advi-
sory committee of Outdoors Victoria –Education and this will be ratified at the upcoming OV Board meet-
ing.

Outdoors Victoria has recently appointed Cathy Acocks as the first CEO of the organisation.  Cathy has a 
long history in public service including managing the merger of Life Saving Victorian and the Royal Life Sav-
ing Society.  Her knowledge and links to government will be invaluable in helping position outdoor educa-
tion.  Outdoors Vic operates out of the offices at Westerfold’s Park.  While this venue is not as convenient 
as that occupied by the VOEA in Carlton, it is well equipped and financially advantageous for us. 

Charis Atlas Heelan is providing administrative and strategic support to Cathy in the office.  Charis has been 
working closely with Brendon Munge and Steve Mc Murtrie in transitioning the functions of the VOEA 
into Outdoor Victoria - Education. Phone calls, emails, booksales and all enquiries will now be handled by 
the OV office staff.  This is a significant step to re-establishing outdoor education support for teachers and 
members throughout Victoria.  The OV office support will also take considerable pressure from volunteers 
such as Colin Abbott who has given outstanding service in maintaining the VOEA through a very difficult 
financially unstable time.  

Volunteer time from dedicated outdoor educators will remain a mainstay of our association for some time 
to come.  As OVE gains momentum there remains many opportunities for individual members to be in-
volved in helping to grow our association.  The upcoming outdoors conference in May31/June 1st, support-
ed by OV,  signals a new exciting era of advocacy for outdoor education in Victoria.   We are keen to grow 
our support for OE teachers in schools and move to provide more professional development opportunities, 
and while OVE will be a valued resource, our vision can only be fulfilled through enthusiasm and ideas from 
members.  See you at the conference.

 

Peter Martin 
(Vice Pres VOEA)
Outdoors Victoria – Education (Board Member)
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The Journeys 
Journey 
Beau Miles

I write this amidst a record. More consecutive over-30 
degree days in Victoria, in succession, since records 
began. It’s a timely reminder of our beautifully brazen 
country. 
Sitting crookedly on my front porch, looking north, huge 
Strzelecki Gums streak the buzz-cut paddock in shade. 
They’ve experienced and survived, I presume, heat like 
this before. As a fingerling perhaps, green and bendy, a 
small version of their current beam and weight.  Juvenile 
specimens amongst many.  
It’s easy to be thoughtful at this time of day, summer 
porch-life in the evening. The Gums (I’m almost chatting 
to them now, allowing myself to go half-mad in the heat) 
simply survived, holding back on growth for a while. They 
internalize in a different way. 
The felt downturn in temperature slowly eases me into 
submission. A pocket within the day where air and skin 
temperature- having been almost liquid-like in their simi-
larity, separate to allow for cooling- skin-level evapora-
tion. Birds too find voice in the subtle change and the 
dipping of light. The scene, this feeling, is what so many 
of us crave and miss in winter. The thought of sheeting 
rain, thick layers of clothing and gray over green, of mud, 
seems a world away. A reverse world to the now brown 
and yellow, hard and dusty. 
Still musing, I ponder the origin of these thoughts. Fickle, 
or choosy perhaps, I’m really not sure ‘who I am’ when 
I think things. Boggling between the perspective of out-
door educator, farmer, a man who likes trees and wood, 
to simply a hot person finding balance at the end of a 
hot day. I find myself thinking of a time and place much 
cooler, of last winter.
As a multiple coincidence (a print-out draft of Journeys 
in front of me no doubt tipping me towards a VOEA way 
of thinking) of posing opposite thoughts, the memory is 
of the winter 2012 VOEA conference, staged at Bogong 
Outdoor Ed Centre- Fifteen Mile Creek near Benalla. 
Summer, and a streak of heat like this, being June, felt 
as far away as a seasonal feeling can get. It was the last 
time I felt ‘opposite’ to now, or at least when I remember 
thinking ‘Geeze, summer sure ain’t this! Iconizing as it 
were, my memory of that conference, of the VOEA, and 
winter, seems an age ago.  
It was also amidst another way of being, polarized to that 
of my alone, summer pondering now. The cold, amongst 
others, perhaps agitating a whole other way of thinking. 
It was in this company, an easy going hub-hubbing co-
hort, that created the best VOEA gathering (an ‘identity’ 
gathering perhaps) I’d encountered. Clustered around a 
red-brick fire in woollies, hats and scarves, the evening 

(and the conference either side of it) seemed geared 
towards being positive, outdoorsy, and low-maintenance. 
To use the overly used New York city analogy of being a 
social and cultural ‘melting pot’, it seemed as if we’d all 
been boiled up into a like minded soup. 
As an unofficial theme it suited the official call-to-arms 
for the VOEA, advertised as the ‘next step’ within the 
print collateral.  
Ian Stappletons inspired talk about home-spun, hard-
yakka outdoor living prompted me to question; what 
(really) is Outdoor Education? More so, where are we 
headed? It’s an easy spot to stop and dwell and ques-
tion the fundamentals of what we actually achieve when 
listening to an expert story teller. Wondering if we, or 
‘I’ can seemingly influence or endear ourselves towards 
outdoor learning and engaged outdoor life in a similarly 
raw, tangible way to that of our practical forebears. Or, to 
be blatantly critical, what (again really) do we actually do 
as modern OE practitioners? 
Alan Ewarts (1982) theory of OE “discovered as an 
educational black box; we know something works, but 
we don’t know how or why ” I think rings true (still) to 
many of us. If nothing else, it’s a question we should ask 
ourselves constantly when we find ourselves wayward, 
or lost within our work life.
If Ian’s presentation was about then, what, it begged, is 
OE now? And if I, amongst the other outdoor educators 
present were a part of this boiled-up-broth of healthy 
ingredients, who and what best represents this body? 
What amidst this, defines ‘us’? 
Could ‘we’, I asked myself (and perhaps others around 
the fire...it was getting late) be defined by the layperson 
on the street, as I suspect a carpenter, accountant or 
engineer could be? 
Over a hot cuppa with Colin Abbott and Brendon Munge 
the next morning, Journeys came into the conversation. 
It was perhaps this lack of (OE) clarity- this transitory 
next step phase rankling a foggy identity, that prompted 
me to have another coffee and continue the journeys	
conversation (and yes, perhaps stave off the wine from 
the previous evening that was still pickling). 
Harnessing these critical questions has prompted I work 
through these ideas within the new era of	Journeys.  So 
far, I must admit, it’s a slow start. Calling-to-arms our 
ideas, stories, writing and next-phase thinking  has been 
like digging out a deep splinter- bloody hard. 
And so, I put to you, the outdoor educators of Victoria, 
to take the challenge in engaging this process of renewal 
and workplace, reflection. From a you-beaut way to cook 
brown rice in the field, to selecting top student essays for 
submission, or- to be slightly abstract, comparing rainfall 
data to the quality of student outdoor experiences, I 
encourage you to write about it. 
This edition of Journeys is happy to have coffee stained 
rings added to its pages- a read-once and leave for 
someone else to peruse type affair. And there’s some 
good reading. Features include ‘What sorts of risks we 
should be talking about on OE by Mike Brown and Debo-
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rah Fraser; the stirring story of Australia’s most unusual 
adventurer Francis Birtles by Warren Brown; The ‘Ins 
and Outs’ of Wilderness Educational Expeditions By Pat 
Maher and American exchange student Samantha Shaw’s 
award winning essay on her walk across Snake Island in 
the Nooramunga Marine and Coastal Park. 
These authors however are not available to provide a cup 
of sugar if we run short, living and working further afield 
than the boundary waters of the Murray, and their writ-
ing, being of quality, has been published before. There 
are some local additions by Colin Abbott, Liesl Woods 
and Brian Wattchow, and there’s a coffee shop yarn with 
Malcolm Cowel that tells of yet another Yorkshireman 
mapping his way around our shores. We editors wax 
lyrical about this and that regarding outdoor life, but (as 
there must be a but brewing), the VOEA voice is seem-
ingly croaky, unwilling to chortle the life and times of our 
outdoor lives.
I look forward to musing on my porch in a years time, 
again in the throes of late summer, having just signed 
off on our 3rd or 4th edition of Journeys bursting with 
unpublished, innovative, real and engaged contributions 
from our strong body- voice, of VOEA/OV members. 
And lastly, I look forward to this process of transference 
with the great Journeys team; Mark DeFazio as editor 
with Jade Warner and Amy Dewhurst steering the ship as 

associate editors
Thank you also to Andrew Manion for so many years of 
loyal and engaged service to journeys. 
See you all at the conference…May 31-June 1. 

Beau Miles, 
Managing editor.

roadside journey, alaskan highway
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Stories from our new 
Editors

Mark De Fazio
I grew up in Warragul, Gippsland. I remember 
spending my childhood riding around on my push 
bike, going to the local pool and playing football 
- the type you play with your feet. When I finally 
realised that I wasn't going to make a living play-
ing sport, I signed up for University. After some 
work and travel, I studied for the next four years 
at Monash, Gippsland. Since graduating in 2002, I 
have spent the last 10 years in secondary schools 
teaching PE and Outdoor Education. I currently live 
on the Mornington Peninsula with my wife and one 
year old daughter. 

As an outdoor educator, I understand the pressures 
that OE teachers face. We are often forced to justify 
what we do to our colleagues and administra-
tions. I’m lucky enough to work in a school with an 
established program that is well supported by the 
Principal and school managers. Although OE pro-
gramming is still faced with occasional opposition, 
particularly when students miss class time whilst on 
camp.

There is also the challenge of improving the profile 
of Outdoor and Environmental studies (OES) within 

a school community. It is important that our sub-
ject is seen as one that students can achieve high 
results academically, and not just acquire skills in 
the field. High study scores are certainly achievable. 
This will not only help to improve our numbers, but 
attract the best students into our subject. VCE OES 
numbers have been steadily increasing over the 
last decade and so too are the number of schools 
offering units 1-4. Year after year there seems to 
be more schools coming on board. In saying this, 
whilst 2,971 students doing units 3/4 in 175 schools 
in 2012 is good, its only a fraction of the 50, 874 
students in the Year 12 VCE cohort (VCAA, 2013). To 
put this into context against other subjects, another 
1,000 students in OES would see us just scrape into 
the top 20 most popular VCE studies in 2012. I have 
my own theories on OES student numbers, though I 
will leave that for another time. 

I see Journeys, the voice of VOEA members, as a 
platform to showcase some of what is happening in 

Victorian outdoor education. I am looking forward 
to working with the editorial team on Journeys and 
I encourage unpublished, current, friendly, criti-
cal contributions. Whether it is resources, feature 
articles, teaching strategies, book reviews, photos or 
anything that you think may be useful or interesting. 
I hope you get something out of the first Journeys 
for 2013. Enjoy!

Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority. 
(2013) 2012 VCE Statistical Information. Retrieved 
from http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au

Amy Dewhurst
As a recent graduate from Outdoor Recreation/Edu-
cation at Monash University I am joining the Jour-
neys team as a creative co-editor with Jade Warner. 

I was privileged to have grown up slightly wild and 
generally barefoot, camping, swimming and surfing 
on the beautiful Mornington Peninsula coastline. 
My favourite memories are of summers spent lost 
in the Pt Leo sand dunes recreating the adventures 
of my childhood heroes. These early forays into the 
‘wild’ have inspired a desire to explore and a pas-
sion for the environment. Inevitably these passions 
led me into the field of Outdoor Recreation. 
 
Whether it is creating the Taj Mahal with a tarp and 
a rope, convincing teenage girls to poop in the bush 
or allocating the annual Outdoor Ed budget, I have 
discovered that Outdoor Educators are a bunch of 
world-class problem solvers. The seemingly innate 
ability to quickly assess a situation, weigh up the 
options and come up with a solution is essential for 
the smooth operation of any outdoor trip.
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I learnt this lesson first hand on a recent trip on the 
Murray as a leader. After patching up one of my 
students, and canoeing fourteen kilometres to the 
closest town, it was a blood soaked first aid kit that 
I brought home from my first trip as a souvenir. As a 
group we braved injury, missing gear, homesick kids, 
blazing heat and mosquitoes but managed to turn 
the mood around and end the trip with sixteen smil-
ing, proud and exhausted students.
 
I’m sure every Outdoor Leader has campfire stories 
of similar incidents in the field. As a new member 
of the Outdoor Education community I am keen to 
see the problem solving skills we use in the field 
adapted to the issues we face in our society today. I 
am excited to be in a position to share my love and 
knowledge of the outdoors in the hope of creating 
a more sustainable, healthy future for the students I 
teach. I look forward to becoming an active member 
of the VOEA and hope you enjoy the first edition of 
Journeys! 

Jade Warner 
A couple of dirt roads and a bush track back from 
the beach, lay my first family house. A modest white 
weatherboard covered in a wild purple wisteria 
with a big tyre swing and a couple of cubby houses. 
Our neighbourhood was surrounded by Austral-
ian native trees, and kids galore. My brother and I 
spent countless hours, days and weeks adventur-
ing close to home. At one end of our road was a 
quarry, where we climbed, fell and learned to get 
up. At the other end of the road there was a dam 
filled with tadpoles.  As the weeks went on, each 
expedition to the dam would reveal a new stage in 
the tadpoles lives, as we watched them morph into 

frogs. We spent the other half of our lives in, on and 
under the water (usually the latter, as long as my big 
brother was with me, I was allowed to dive deep, 
deep under the water.) We were always covered in 
something. Either mud, sat, dirt or sand, but usually 
a combination of the four, and it did depend on the 
season.  

As the years went on, the dirt roads we took to the 
beach became less bumpy, and less dusty. Potholes 
were smoothed, and then came the bitumen. The 
quarry was filled, now linking our dead-end to 
another road, thus making room for more houses. 
Then our beautiful dam was filled, concrete slabs 
were poured, and then houses went up. Every-
where. It was time to move.  

I still wonder what happened to all the frogs and 
fish that lived at the dam, and all the creepy crawl-
ies who called the quarry home.

If you asked the average person on the street for 
their opinions on outdoor education and the envi-
ronment, you might get some great answers, but I 
bet there would be some long pauses, too. If you 
asked the same person about the area they grew 
up in, or a place they had grown fond of (such as 
their family camping spot, or a place close to their 
hearts), I think the average person on the street 
would have something interesting to say about the 
way we treat our environment.
As professionals in outdoor education, we are in a 
critical position to help create those connections. 
Humans to nature. Nature to humans. Both are 
equally important to our future. 

billy buttons, vic alps
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An excerpt from:

Francis Birtles ‘Australian Adventures’ 
Warren Brown (2012)

xv 

Preface

Among Frank Birtles’ papers held by the Mitchell Library in 
Sydney is a hand-drawn map of the Australian continent on 
which the ‘overlander’ detailed his seemingly countless odysseys 
across and around the continent. Drawn with a paintbrush 
dipped in Indian ink and highlighted in red watercolour, the 
routes Francis Birtles has depicted trace his accomplishments 
with bicycle and later with motor cars through the dead heart, 
up to the Gulf of Carpentaria, down Australia’s west coast and 
across the Nullarbor.

At first glance the map is startling – blood-red lines crisscross 
the continent from all directions like a network of veins con-
necting to the arteries that are Australia’s ports. The freehand 
style in which Frank – as the artist – has drawn the map gives 
the illustration a kind of energy that professional charts drawn 
by cartographers simply don’t have. It’s as though a mad person 
has furiously scrawled red lines back and forth, up and down, 

Bh2179M-PressProofs.indd   xv 15/08/12   10:56 AM
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xvi • Francis Birtles

diagonally, latitudinally, longitudinally, all over a crude and 
simple outline of the Australian continent.

This very personal and energetic record of Frank’s travels 
tends to suggest the exploits depicted might be as imprecise 
as his hand-drawn Australian coastline. Yet a detailed study 
of every line drawn across the map reveals a specific escapade 
documented and accounted for during the period from 1906 
through to 1921. Every line represents a real adventure.

Exactly how many times Francis Birtles traversed Australia 
isn’t known. He made countless forays into the interior for the 
20 years after the map was drawn. When he grew tired and 
intolerant of city life – which was frequently – he’d just pack 
up and head bush for months or even years. Sometimes it was 
reported he’d crossed Australia 70 times; other accounts claimed 
as many as 88. As Frank’s journeys melded into a lifetime of 
continuous travel, it may have been difficult even for him to 
differentiate one adventure from another.

But the precise number of his transcontinental expeditions 
doesn’t really matter. Even today, one cycle ride across Australia 
would be considered the experience of a lifetime. But to run 
your finger along the red line following Frank’s adventure in 
cycling across the Nullarbor Plain in 1906 gives a chilling insight 
as to what an undertaking it must have been. There was nothing 
out there. No highway. No road. No track. No guarantee of 
finding food or water.

And then to follow another of the map’s many red lines 
retracing his 16,000 kilometre cycling trip from Sydney to 
Darwin and down the west coast of Australia, and another line 
from Sydney to Darwin and then south to Alice Springs, and 

Bh2179M-PressProofs.indd   xvi 16/08/12   10:22 AM
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Foreword • xvii 

then more lines heading in all directions throughout Australia 
reinforces just what Frank accomplished.

It was these cycling and motoring feats that made Francis 
Birtles famous in Australia. This young, fit, bronzed adventurer 
seemed to embody the excitement and optimism of a new country 
flourishing in a new century. This was a golden age where 
man was developing a relationship with machines, and people 
wondered whether Frank Birtles’ partnership with his trusty 
bicycle and cars might somehow finally lead to the subjugation 
of an untamable Australia.

He was seen at this time as a sort of conquering hero – a son-
of-the-soil bushman about to take on the heartless forces of nature 
and the elements, giving no quarter. Newspaper advertisements 
for various products sometimes depicted a brave broad-brimmed-
hat-wearing Birtles-esque figure riding a bicycle or driving a car. 
Readers knew who the figure was supposed to be because the 
cyclist was wearing shorts – a fashion Francis Birtles adopted 
while serving in South Africa and was said to have introduced 
to Australia.

The public held their breath when Frank waved farewell 
from the GPO in Sydney or Melbourne or Brisbane or Perth. 
His preparedness to undertake breathtakingly long rides into 
the never-never helped to foster a new-found interest in the 
Australian interior and began to demystify its reputation. Frank’s 
hand-drawn map provides some idea of the distances involved 
in his expeditions, but gives little insight into just how desolate 
and punishing Australia’s interior really was.

To put his exploits in true perspective, Australia during Frank 
Birtles’ time can’t be viewed through a 21st century prism. It 
was a vastly different world. Australia might have been brought 

Bh2179M-PressProofs.indd   xvii 16/08/12   10:22 AM
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xviii • Francis Birtles

together as a single, united nation during its Federation in 1901 
but the sheer size of the continent meant the major ports and 
cities dotted around the coast might as well have been on the 
other side of the planet. Perth on Australia’s west coast and 
Port Darwin at the top end were completely isolated from the 
rest of Australia and only accessible by sea.

To travel to these destinations from the eastern cities required 
booking a long sea voyage. Travelling overland to Perth or Darwin 
was out of the question. There was only endless desert and 
hopelessness. Even travelling along the eastern seaboard was prob-
lematic. The railways required changing trains at borders because 
of variations in rail gauges, so travel by sea was the preferred 
option for anyone travelling between Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne 
and Adelaide. Travelling by road wasn’t even a consideration.

Someone needed to turn their back on the sea as the way 
Australians interacted with each other and start figuring out 
how to use the nation’s interior. Someone needed to get out 
there and get cracking to start forging paths overland. That 
someone was Francis Birtles – adventurer.

Bh2179M-PressProofs.indd   xviii 16/08/12   10:22 AM

Francis	  Birtles	  
Warren	  Brown	  (2012)	  
Hachette	  Publishing	  
	  
This	  extract	  is	  from	  Warren	  Brown's	  book	  on	  the	  life	  of	  FRANCIS	  BIRTLES,	  a	  
fascinating	  individual	  who	  led	  a	  life	  of	  incredible	  adventure	  and	  exploration	  
in	  Australia	  and	  throughout	  the	  world.	  I	  caught	  the	  tail	  end	  an	  interview	  on	  
morning	  television	  with	  the	  author	  describing	  one	  of	  the	  many	  journeys	  
Birtles	  made	  on	  his	  push	  bike	  into	  the	  vast	  interior	  of	  Australia	  -‐	  and	  I	  was	  
fascinated.	  The	  fact	  that	  I	  had	  never	  heard	  of	  this	  bloke	  made	  me	  even	  
more	  interested.	  This	  is	  an	  amazing	  story	  of	  one	  of	  Australia's	  great	  

adventurers	  who	  is	  every	  bit	  as	  'hard	  core'	  as	  any	  modern	  day	  adventurer	  we	  read	  about.	  We	  will	  
include	  another	  extract	  from	  the	  book	  in	  the	  next	  edition	  of	  Journeys.	  	  M	  De	  Fazio	  
	  
Printed	  with	  the	  permission	  of	  Hachette	  Publishing,	  Australia.	  
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The Smell of Particular Woodsmoke 

Brain	Wattchow

Background	to	‘The	Smell	of	Particular	Woodsmoke’	

- from the author: I’ve led canoe trips along various sections of the River Murray for many years and have a long 
time association with it through my family’s heritage in South Australia. Between February 2005 and December 
2007 I undertook four paddling journeys that completed a descent of the 2500km of the River from summit to 
sea. I wrote a number of stories and poems along the way, resulting in the collection The Song of the Wounded 
River (Ginnenderra Press, 2010). ‘The Smell of Particular Woodsmoke’ is a poem that recollects the many trips 
I made through the Barmah Forest section of the River with tertiary outdoor education students. These were 
simple trips where we took time to experience the River as a community of travelers - cooking our meals on 
campfires and sitting around in the evening talking about the meaning and work of the outdoor educator while 

listening to the river and the forest. 

If you would like to purchase a copy of The Song of the Wounded River you can contact the author at: 
brian.wattchow@monash.edu

On the edge,
Between river and forest,

We circle.

Ringed by loud words,
Tucker box, billy,

Camp oven ‘n  old welder’s glove,
A shovel of red coals,

The smell of baking bread, and
The bitterness of tea
Meaty things sizzle
On an old iron plate

Swinging from its post, while
Beyond the firelight circle

The river whispers.
   

Yarns are spun, and
Stories ‘n even

Fireside philosophy,
‘til we run dry of talk

‘til the coals glow 
Ebbs with the dark tide.

Vaulting over decades
The smell of particular wood smoke

Will reach down and 
Pluck me from the years.

Where I find myself
Staring into middle distance,

Seeing myself sitting, 
Inside that circle of friends,

The whisper of the river, there 
Beneath the everyday.
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Footprints of Co-Existence
            

Nature involves a web of connections that 

allow the complexity of life to exist. Each part of 

the web is crucial to the totality of planet earth. 

Human beings are a part of the web, so failure to 

respect nature is failure to respect yourself. It is 

buried within the Australian lifestyle to gravitate 

towards the coast to experience a sense of pleasure 

and freedom. Perhaps the overpopulated coasts are 

a valid indicator of this; like ants crowding around 

a single crumb, the beach is filled with individuals 

seeking the peaceful rays from the sun above. 

“Your footprints 

are no longer rigid and mediated 

by the plastic souls but appear 

soft and rounded, reflecting a 

smooth sense of connection.”

Crawling to the very edges of the country, 

the human eye meets the sea and is seduced by vast 

openness. The coast is an ultimate destination for 

those seeking freedom; it is a haven for intersecting 

lives. Reacting on an overbearing hedonistic desire 

for freedom, you hop in a travel van packed with 

eager students and head towards an intimate 

interaction with Snake Island, Victoria. This entails 

four days and four nights of trekking through 

bushes, across beaches and ultimately through 

the depths of your own thoughts. Let your mind 

reach to the stars in the illuminated sky; swim in 

your thoughts as they dance around, free from the 

constraints of gravity.

Imagine walking down a long stretch of 

beach and the fine sand reaches far beyond the 

capable comprehension of your eyes. There is so 

much to observe: the rhythm of the trees as they 

dance in the wind or the pulse of the water as 

waves rise and fall upon the helpless grains of sand. 

The sky could engulf your mind for the duration 

of an afternoon, as the fluffy mixture of clouds 

cushions your thoughts. Despite an abundance of 

tempting distractions, you are consumed with the 

trail of footprints shadowing your experience. Fairly 

new sneakers, manufactured and shipped for greedy 

consumers, shelter your vulnerable feet from the 

possible threat of nature. Ten toes lack the exposure 

that your ten fingers greedily engulf. How liberating 

to feel the intimacy of nature meet your palms and 

finger tips that you would deprive your own feet of 

that experience… The black sneakers mark a harsh 

distinction against the fine crème sand, and with 

each step they leave a rigid line of imprints on the 

damp surface.

 A wave sneaks up and unexpectedly breaks 

the steady rhythm of the tide, threatening the 

idealized safety of your dear feet. Hopping around 

and dodging the imagined coolness of the water, the 

dichotomy between human and nature is blatantly 

real. The landscape is admired as a separate 

existence from yourself, one you have yet to truly 

inhabit. The whirling water is retracted back to sea, 

and a wave of relief sweeps over. Dry feet. The trail 

of footprints still remains in the distance behind, 

because the sea has yet to stretch that far. The 

water remains separate from you; it is something 

to be observed, beautiful and free, yet wishfully 

distant.

 Without your approval a sizeable wave 

crashes well over the height of your ankles, and 

the pores of your sneakers and cuffs of your 

pants absorb the presence of water. The tide 

decrescendos again, and the uncomfortable 

presence of soggy socks and sneakers interrupts 

your thoughts. You decide to betray your sneakers 

as they betrayed you, so you peel them off in a swift 

motion. Your feet are freed from the constraints 

of consumerism, and the manufactured pair of 
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shoes becomes the responsibility of your selfish 

hands, for once. So as you clutch your shoes with 

your hands, your feet marvel in the intimacy the 

earth’s surface has to offer. You sink into the earth 

with each step you take and the soles of your feet 

silently appreciate the gentle touch of nature. Your 

footprints are no longer rigid and mediated by the 

plastic souls but appear soft and rounded, reflecting 

a smooth sense of connection.  A wave thrusts itself 

upon you and the trail of footprints is wiped away, 

once again.

“A footprint reflects the 

unity between humans and 

nature, temporarily allowing us 

to immerse ourselves within the 

earth”

The height of the waves reach above knee 

level now, and your feet burrow into the thick sand 

with each step you take. You have begun to embody 

the landscape, allowing the pressure from the sea 

to taunt your stability. Nature is often vulnerable 

to exploitation by humans, but instead you have 

surrendered yourself to the strength of mother 

herself. The trail of footprints is submerged beneath 

the water’s surface, so there exists no visual 

transition between observation and inhabitation, 

besides that engraved in your mind. The offbeat 

rhythm of the tide has gracefully cleansed the sand 

of your presence. Life on the coast is defined by a 

sense of marginality, which suggests that the edge is 

always being redefined. A footprint reflects the unity 

between humans and nature, temporarily allowing 

us to immerse ourselves within the earth, but 

possessing the ability to wash away the evidence of 

our presence. The earth is willing to share its natural 

beauty, but expects to restore its original condition, 

so as to offer the same experience to the next set of 

footprints to come along. 

 Arriving at the end of the long stretch of 

beach, you look back at the few footprints that 

have yet to disappear into the depths of the sea, 

and you embrace the moment of symbolized unity. 

An anticipated wave reaches over the last of your 

presence with the might from an entire ocean. 

No longer is the spacious beach just a landscape 

to observe, but it is a specific spot on the earth 

that you have given meaning through intimate 

experience. While it may be just a countless array of 

sand grains to one person, to you it is a special nook 

on planet earth. It is a place that stole your thoughts 

and turned them into feelings, it is a home for the 

mind. It is a place that wipes away your physical 

presence of footsteps, but a home that will preserve 

your thoughts until you someday return.

 The transition from sand to pavement is a 

stark realization of the significance a footprint holds. 

The sand, so soft and delicate beneath the arches 

of your feet enhances your connection with nature. 

Allowing a temporary mark to reflect a sense of 

unity, the footprint is evidence of co-existence. 

The pavement is itchy and unwelcoming on your 

heels and toes, and it is stressful and painfully real. 

The surface unnaturally sustains your body weight, 

refusing to allow any imprints to reside. You hop 

into your travel van once again, but no footprints 

shadow your struggle across the paved parking 

lot. No footprints reflect your temporary presence, 

because humanity has already marked its place. The 

paved road that encourages travel simultaneously 

interrupts the potential of that natural landscape. 

Embrace the footprint not as a dominance of 

humanity on planet earth, but as a sense of unity 

between the two. Appreciate the footprint, because 

there are few places left for them to exist.

	

	 Samantha	Mika	Shaw
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ACROSS

1 3 4 5 6
1  What New Zealanders call bushwalking.

7
5  Who is the educator credited with the founding of Outward Bound?

8 9 10 11
7  What is the twelfth letter of the Greek alphabet equivalent to our letter "M"?

12 13 14 8  In golf the predetermined number of strokes that a good (very good) golfer should require for a given hole.
15 16

10  Long adventurous journey.
17 18

12  What the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration calls its full service including charts, tides and weather for seaman. (Abbr.)
19 20

14  Teach Yourself Irish.
21

15  In biology what is the classification level of which plants and animals are two major examples.
22 23

16  What did Thor Heyerdahl name his papyrus reed raft with which he crossed the Atlantic?
24 25 26

18  Promise of things to come? Steven Spielberg's movie which attempts to bridge the gap between robots and humans.
27 28

19  First tackled by rock climbers in 1963 what mountain is considered by many to be the best climbing site in Australia (if not the world!)?
29

21  This is what you get when you interbreed a tertiary institute and a university.
30 31

22  A movie audio recording not from the original shoot sometimes also called wild sound.(Abbr.)

23  Climber's dream? Check out Teenage Cambridge boy … wall climbing Spiderman machine and scales vertical wall on two cheap vacuum cleaners!

24  Veteran football coach Kevin Sheedy recently suggested that drugs in sport were "an … issue".

26  National Fitness Council, Department of Sport and Recreation and YMCA have all been key players in the evolution of Howmans …?

27  Who was the first Australian to climb all fourteen of the world's 8,000 m peaks?

28  Pilots generally measure atmospheric pressure using a system where sea level pressure is defined as one …
T R A M P I N G H A H N 29  If only it was this easy, tie a few thousand balloons to your home and head off to see the world and the movie was called …?
R L E M U O 30  Also in 1963 the first Outward Bound course in Australia had a serious accident on what weir?
A P A R E T R E K 31  What term is given to the mechanical equivalent of a prussik or other friction knot?
N O S S A C T Y I

S K I N G D O M R A DOWN
O V S E M A I

M O U N T A R A P I L E S 1  Stern of a yacht.
U T E N A E K 3  Combining eleven National Parks and Reserves the Australian … National Parks is a magnificent example of multi-organisation cooperation.

W T I N V E N T S I 4  This word describes one of the great qualities engendered by outdoor education programs.
E G O T S I G A P 5  Amazing how a one hundred year old building can look as good as Mawsons … does having been preserved in the dry cold Antarctic weather.
L O C K S B A R P 6  Definitely great phones but this crossword wasn't going to work without one!
S U P L I E 9  Showing a keen interest - a fantastic quality to have in your kids on a program.
H U M E A S C E N D E R 11  What is a Bay in Antarctica, an eagle's nest and a climber's perch?

13  It is suggested that our way of life and our long term survival on the planet are in…

17  One of the institutional players in Victoria's tertiary world of outdoor education.

18  After a long paddle on a hot day nothing like a good …

20  Who's in charge of the boat?

22  Faith, Hope and Charity are three traditional climbs in a valley that might be considered the birthplace of rock climbing - sometimes referred to as "Classic …… Rock".

26  It seems there is true north, magnetic north and … north.

Crossword devised by Colin Abbott.

Outdoor Education Crossword #2 Solution

Outdoor Education Crossword #2

ACROSS

1 3 4 5 6
1  What New Zealanders call bushwalking.

7
5  Who is the educator credited with the founding of Outward Bound?

8 9 10 11
7  What is the twelfth letter of the Greek alphabet equivalent to our letter "M"?

12 13 14 8  In golf the predetermined number of strokes that a good (very good) golfer should require for a given hole.
15 16

10  Long adventurous journey.
17 18

12  What the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration calls its full service including charts, tides and weather for seaman. (Abbr.)
19 20

14  Teach Yourself Irish.
21

15  In biology what is the classification level of which plants and animals are two major examples.
22 23

16  What did Thor Heyerdahl name his papyrus reed raft with which he crossed the Atlantic?
24 25 26

18  Promise of things to come? Steven Spielberg's movie which attempts to bridge the gap between robots and humans.
27 28

19  First tackled by rock climbers in 1963 what mountain is considered by many to be the best climbing site in Australia (if not the world!)?
29

21  This is what you get when you interbreed a tertiary institute and a university.
30 31

22  A movie audio recording not from the original shoot sometimes also called wild sound.(Abbr.)

23  Climber's dream? Check out Teenage Cambridge boy … wall climbing Spiderman machine and scales vertical wall on two cheap vacuum cleaners!

24  Veteran football coach Kevin Sheedy recently suggested that drugs in sport were "an … issue".

26  National Fitness Council, Department of Sport and Recreation and YMCA have all been key players in the evolution of Howmans …?

27  Who was the first Australian to climb all fourteen of the world's 8,000 m peaks?

28  Pilots generally measure atmospheric pressure using a system where sea level pressure is defined as one …
T R A M P I N G H A H N 29  If only it was this easy, tie a few thousand balloons to your home and head off to see the world and the movie was called …?
R L E M U O 30  Also in 1963 the first Outward Bound course in Australia had a serious accident on what weir?
A P A R E T R E K 31  What term is given to the mechanical equivalent of a prussik or other friction knot?
N O S S A C T Y I

S K I N G D O M R A DOWN
O V S E M A I

M O U N T A R A P I L E S 1  Stern of a yacht.
U T E N A E K 3  Combining eleven National Parks and Reserves the Australian … National Parks is a magnificent example of multi-organisation cooperation.

W T I N V E N T S I 4  This word describes one of the great qualities engendered by outdoor education programs.
E G O T S I G A P 5  Amazing how a one hundred year old building can look as good as Mawsons … does having been preserved in the dry cold Antarctic weather.
L O C K S B A R P 6  Definitely great phones but this crossword wasn't going to work without one!
S U P L I E 9  Showing a keen interest - a fantastic quality to have in your kids on a program.
H U M E A S C E N D E R 11  What is a Bay in Antarctica, an eagle's nest and a climber's perch?

13  It is suggested that our way of life and our long term survival on the planet are in…

17  One of the institutional players in Victoria's tertiary world of outdoor education.

18  After a long paddle on a hot day nothing like a good …

20  Who's in charge of the boat?

22  Faith, Hope and Charity are three traditional climbs in a valley that might be considered the birthplace of rock climbing - sometimes referred to as "Classic …… Rock".

26  It seems there is true north, magnetic north and … north.

Crossword devised by Colin Abbott.

Outdoor Education Crossword #2 Solution

Outdoor Education Crossword #2

Crossword Challenge
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a snowgum in the aftermath, mt.howitt, victoria
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Outdoor Education as 
the Ultimate Learning 
Environment

Liesel Woods

This is a reality that encourages the smallest of 
dreams and expands the faintest of thoughts. This 
is where ordinary people sense the worth of their 
existence.

This place is about slow learning.

Today, we are caught up in speed. We eat fast food, 
we get instant messages, we drink instant coffee, 
we struggle when energy-saver lights take more 
than a second to light the room, we use machines to 
make 100 of what we could’ve by hand, and we take 
vehicles to cover distances we couldn’t attempt to 
cover by foot in a lifetime.

“Sensing the shade of a thick 
forest canopy, rather than 

switching on the reverse-cycle air-
conditioning”

Let me introduce you to outdoor living. I’m not 
talking about a style of Bunnings furniture that 
will make your house look like a Home & Garden 
advertisement, but rather, a lifestyle that is 
not guided by alarm clocks and timetables. An 
experience of living outdoors is more than just 
surviving with a limited wardrobe. 

It is sensing deeply; sensing the snow or river 
beneath you, and using the equal and opposite 
reaction to manoeuvre yourself, sensing the shade 
of a thick forest canopy, rather than switching on 
the reverse-cycle air-conditioning, sensing a true 
tiredness accrued from a manual day’s efforts rather 
than falling drowsy from looking at a computer 
screen all day. It is taking time; time to talk, listen, 
and be listened to without interruption, time to 
learn from mistakes and self-correct without being 
criticised, time to enjoy the process of cooking and 
time to let your body clock recalibrate rather than 
consuming a can of Red Bull and working your body 
overtime, time to appreciate the little things, time 
to revel in the natural happiness of play, and time to 
wonder, yet not necessarily conclude.

Through experiencing a “Life in the Woods”, Henry 
David Thoreau pondered an objective view of 
society. “When we are unhurried and wise, we 
perceive that only great and worthy things have any 
permanent and absolute existence, that petty fears 
and petty pleasures are but the shadow of reality” 
(Walden, 1854)

Many Greats of human history have been inspired 
and educated by nature. Astrologists, Physicists, 
Chemists, Philosophers, Emperors. We have learnt 
much from nature, and will continue to do so both 
individually, and as a society…if we allow ourselves 
the opportunity.

Dare to pursue this scene within which you can 
explore your life and its true bounds;
the outdoors, the journey, the stimulus for finding 
your questions; the catalyst for finding your 
answers. This is the ultimate learning environment.

Liesl Woods
Outdoor Education Coordinator
Strathcona Baptist Girls’ Grammar School
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Camp Kitchen 

Camp cooking doesn’t have to be soggy scroggin, 
charred toast and tuna wraps. We have channelled 
our inner Jamie Oliver to bring you the latest in 
gourmet camp cooking. We would love suggestions 
of winning recipes for our next journeys issue.

Clear	Soup	of	Noodles,	Eggs	&	Veggies
 
Serves 2 (or one after a big day of adventures!)
 
Ingredients
60g vermicelli rice noodles
2 fresh eggs
1tsp olive oil/butter
1 red onion
1 clove garlic
2 medium carrots
¼ pumpkin
1 small zucchini
1 yellow squash
(really, you can use any vegetables you have- be 
creative!)
2 stock cubes (vegetarian, beef or chicken)
Chilli flakes (if desired)
1L of water (to be boiled & consumed)

Method
1. Bring ½ pot of water to the boil. Take pot off heat 
and set aside. Place rice vermicelli in hot water and 
put trangia lid on top. The vermicelli will cook as it 
soaks in water.
2. Chop the garlic & onion
3. Put the other pot on the heat. Add olive oil/but-
ter to the pot and let it heat. Add the onion & garlic. 
Whilst this is cooking, begin chopping the rest of the 
veggies into fine slices.
4. When the onion & garlic is cooked, fill the pot ½ 
full with water, (taking care when adding water to 
the oil) add stock cubes and bring to the boil.
5. Add the finely sliced veggies and drop the eggs 
into the pot gently, making sure they do not crack. 
Cook until veggies and eggs are to your liking.
6. Take eggs out, peel the shells off and add them 
back into the soup as whole boiled eggs. Drain the 
vermicelli noodles and add them to the soup. Add 
chilli flakes as desired.
Enjoy!
 
Stuffed	apples	on	the	campfire

Serves 1
 
Ingredients
1 apple (can be substituted for an orange)
4 ‘squares’ of chocolate
2 marshmallows
dried fruit (as desired)
cinnamon
 
You will need:
A camp fire with coals
Tin Foil to wrap your apple
A good knife
Something to retrieve your apple from the coals 
(perhaps a big stick!)
 
Method
1. Cut the core from your apple
2. Plug one end of the hole with a marshmallow
3. Put all the goodies (chocolate, dried fruit, cinna-
mon, etc) inside the hole
4. Plug the other end of the hole to seal the apple
5. Wrap apple securely with foil, find a hot spot in 
the coals and keep an eye on the
apple, rotating it as needed

6. Take the apple off 5-10 minutes later, being care-
ful not to burn yourself! Enjoy the deliciousness!
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Bush	Burritos

Serves 1-2
 
Ingredients:

4 tortilla (or preferred wrap)
4 bean mix
Taco seasoning
Chilli flakes
Onion powder
30g long life cheese
1 medium tomato
1 medium cucumber
 
Method
1. Slice cheese, cucumber and tomato into thin 
slices
2. Heat 20mls of water on pot, add 4 bean mix and 
desired amount of seasoning, onion powder and 
chilli flakes to mixture. When hot, remove from 
flame.
3. Place Trangia ‘lid’ on heat (as frypan), fill one tor-
tilla with bean mix and cheese and place on pan for 
30 seconds. Do this for each tortilla.
4. Fill tortilla with tomato and cucumber, wrap and 
enjoy!

Delicious	Tuna	Risotto	

Serves 1-2

Ingredients: 

Arborio rice 
1 red onion 
1 zucchini 
1 green pepper 
1 handful of dehydrated mushrooms 
1 cube of vegetable stock 
1 sachet of tuna 
Water
Parmesan cheese 

Method

1. Chop the onions, the zucchini, the green pepper, 
and the mushrooms and fry them in the pan.
2. Cook the risotto rice in the vegetable stock and 
let it cook until the rice is done. 
3. Add the vegetables and tuna and Parmesan 
cheese to the mix. 
4. Slop into some bowls and serve with the remain-
ing Parmesan cheese. Bon appetite! 
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Photo Competition

The photo above was taken by Eliza Rowe on the Larapinta Trail, 2012. 

The	Hikers	Delight	-	“After	six	days	of	rugged,	undulating	terrain	we	reached	a	point	in	the	eleven	day	hike	
that	featured	zero	climbs.	Although	the	climbs	never	went	un	-	rewarded	we	appreciated	our	seemingly	flat	
day	by	taking	in	the	smaller	things	nature	had	on	offer”.

Have you got an eye for a good photo? We are calling all VOEA members to enter their best trip photo-
graphs into our bi-annual photo competition. Photos can be sent as an attachment to our email address 
jade.warner@monash.edu with the subject line PHOTOCOMP and a small (50-100 word) description.

The major prize winner recieves 
a pair of Australian made 
Spotters sunglasses! 

www.spotters.com.au
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May	  
31st-‐
June	  1st	  	  

Outdoors	  Victoria	  
(VOEA)	  -‐	  Education	  
Conference.	  	  
	  
Somers	  School	  Camp	  	  
	  
	  

Learning	  Outdoors	  -‐	  Connect	  &	  celebrate	  	  
	  
Open	  for	  presentation	  abstracts/proposals	  now.	  
Please	  email	  education@voea.vic.edu.au	  with	  your	  
session	  abstract	  
	  
http://www.voea.vic.edu.au/	  
	  

19th-‐	  
22nd	  
Novem
ber	  

The	  World	  Outdoors	  
Summit	  Tutakitanga,
	  Rotorua,	  New	  
Zealand	  
	  

The	  value	  of	  the	  outdoors	  to	  society	  
New	  Zealand	  is	  a	  mecca	  for	  the	  world’s	  outdoors	  
adventurers.	  Rotorua	  is	  its	  Maori	  cultural	  heartland	  
and	  a	  hotspot	  for	  the	  outdoors,	  making	  it	  the	  ideal	  
location	  to	  discuss	  contemporary	  issues	  
surrounding	  the	  value	  the	  outdoors	  brings	  to	  our	  
society.	  
	  
http://www.outdoorsnz.org.nz/world-‐outdoors-‐
summit	  
	  

26th-‐
29th	  
Novem
ber:	  	  
	  

Sixth	  International	  
Outdoor	  Education	  
Research	  
Conference	  2013.	  	  
	  
St	  Margaret’s	  
College	  and	  the	  
University	  of	  Otago,	  
Dunedin,	  New	  
Zealand	  	  
	  

This	  conference	  will	  continue	  to	  promote	  and	  
develop	  an	  international	  community	  of	  researchers	  
whose	  work	  critically	  examines	  outdoor	  education	  
theory	  and	  practice.	  
	  
http://www.otago.ac.nz/ioerc2013/	  
	  
	  
	  

4-‐6th	  
Decem
ber	  

	  

	  11th	  Biennial	  
ANZALS	  conference.	  	  
	  
Monash	  University,	  
Peninsula	  campus,	  
Australia	  

Theme:	  Understanding	  leisure	  in	  a	  complex	  world:	  
Promoting	  a	  Critical	  Leisure	  Studies	  

This	  conference	  will	  examine	  how	  leisure	  
academics,	  policy	  makers	  and	  practitioners	  can	  
develop	  and	  harness	  their	  subject	  area	  to	  help	  
address	  significant	  issues	  in	  an	  increasingly	  
complex	  world,	  with	  its	  varied	  and	  contrasting	  
challenges.	  
	  
http://education.monash.edu.au/research/confere
nces/anzals/index.html	  
	  

	  

Conference Calendar 2013

Its an exciting year ahead with the outdoor community coming together for professional events 
throughout Australia and New Zealand. Follow the weblinks listed below for more information 
on each event. If you know of a conference or professional development event please forward it 

on to the editorial staff for inclusion in our next issue. 
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Pre Conference Action 
1st—4th July 

Check out what the Far North  

Outdoors has to offer. 
 

In the days leading up to  conference, 

the organising committee are working 

together to develop an array of       

options, including:   
 

4 Day Paddle Expedition4 Day Paddle Expedition  

Pre Conference Training EventPre Conference Training Event  

(e.g. High Ropes, Facilitation)(e.g. High Ropes, Facilitation)  

Crystal Cascades Abseil ExploreCrystal Cascades Abseil Explore  

Far North OE Centre Tours Far North OE Centre Tours   

Venue: The Northern Outlook 

646 Redlynch Intake Road,  

Redlynch  

“An awesome new facility, set in the  

rainforest equipped with fantastic           

resources , complete with  

engaging and very friendly staff”. 

Are you keen..to present, attend or volunteer? 

Contact: Ginny Mitchell   (e) oeaq@live.com.au     (p) 5484 5433    (m) 0459 335 506   www.oeaq.org.au 

OEAQ 2013 State Conference 4th—6th July Cairns  www.oeaq.org.au 

Conference Snapshot 

Be a part of a wonderful opportunity 

to share new ideas and inspire your 

fellow Outdoor Education  

professionals in a family friendly  

atmosphere amongst the beautiful 

North Queensland rainforest. 

 

Keynote presentations from  

Dr. Ian Boyle,  looking at intricacies of 

the brain plus an inspirational tale of 

resilience from Paul Hockey’s Everest 

adventure will  motivate & encourage 

you to “Think Outside.” 

 

Concurrent sessions with other  

educators will explore mindfulness, 

solos, using art in the outdoors, risk 

management reviews, site visits to 

local Outdoor Environmental centres 

and more…. 

Think Outside: No box required 

Transport 

Daily scheduled transfers are available to 

and  from The Northern Outlook, Crystal  

Cascades Big 4, Cool Waters Holiday Park 

and  Cairns CBD. 

Online Registration:  Opening Soon 

 *Full Registration Members $500  * Full Registration Non Members $570      

*One Day Registration Members $200 * One Day Non Members $270              *Registration cost is negotiable for volunteers. 

Accommodation 
Delegates have the option to camp 

onsite at “The Northern  
Outlook” (included in registration), 

BYO camping gear. 

Alternatively if this isn’t your style you 

can arrange own accommodation. 

Suggested sites: 

 Crystal Cascades Big 4 Holiday Park 
(1.5km from The Northern Outlook) 

 Cool Waters Holiday Park 

 Many options in Cairns CBD 
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Conference program to include:

Gear displays
Practical workshops
Risk management
Technology in the Outdoors
Accreditation, qualifications and activity 

standards
Outdoor Education abroad

For further details and to register follow the links at 
www.voea.vic.edu.au

2013 VOEA State Conference
Learning Outdoors 

Friday 31 May - Saturday 1 June
Somers School Camp, Somers

3/24/13 120 Lord Somers Road, Somers, Victoria - Google Maps

maps.google.com.au/maps?hl=en&tab=wl 1/1

Map  data  ©2013  Google  -

To  see  all  the  details  that  are  visible  on  the
screen,  use  the  Print  link  next  to  the  map.

Somers School Camp (193 H9)
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The refusable reusable: 
from little things big 

I drink an average amount of coffee. Recently, my 
1-2 a day has gone though the roof. Granted, I’ve 
been in, at, close-to, or anticipating an airport and 
the people-stuffed cavities of all things air-travel for 
20 odd days. For it, I’ve slept in fits and prolonged 
coma’s and covered (or at least the alien ships I’m 
travelling on) 44,000km’s. Mostly, I’m flying standby. 
I have to reinvent my route each sector, looking for 
spare seats, low listings and bulky planes with a 
higher incidence of no-show. No real down-time with 
caffeine needed to keep the itinerary ticking. I’m an 
outdoor contractor of sorts (or was) and it’s ‘hay 
time’, being the northern hemisphere summer. Co-
incidently, in Iceland this expression would be used 
when things are bad- the summer grasses having not 
sprung during the short season, meaning no hay for 
the winter and stockpiles then have to be used in the 
very months where grass is cut for bailing. 

It’s a time consuming/committing and shuffling affair 
that makes transit a tactical dance between service 
desks and ticket counters. I’ve cleared customs in 7 
countries over 4 continents- a ridiculous schedule to 
attend a brief work commitment in the U.S, a bi-an-
nual international conference in Europe and a guiding 
obligation to a group of walkers across a section of 
the Australian outback. More of a tea man, I’ve gone 
against my nativity, opting for the louder, visceral 
pumping effect of coffee to get me through. My bulg-
ing wallet of receipts tell me I’ve slid my camping mug 
(440ml) over grubby, ubber, reclaimed, bespeckled, 
advertised, drip-trayed, wipable, (nearly always about 
400mm wide), counter-tops no less than 32 times. 
Varying between flat-white (preferred) short-black, 
macchiato, latte, and in Pontefract (West Yorkshire), 
an absurdly strong ‘Irish’. All the usual suspects, even 
a few soy combos just for the novelty of tasting two 
beans go at it. 

Relatively new to the black stuff, I figure its giving 
me more of a kick in the pants than tea-totalling. I’ve 
swashed down a further 15 cups of ‘soup of the day’ 
and filled it with a medley of juice, water, cask wine, 
arching water-fountain splash, toothpaste spit and old 
apple cores. I’m not fussy. Bad, boutique, burnt, warm, 
dish-waterish, tide-out, skinned, plain bad, even 
American (just). I’m no connoisseur, just tight. When 
not used on the trail, in a kayak, canoe or up-righting 
a few pencils, the clunky khaki mug is as important in 
my carry-on as my computer, toothbrush and spare 
undies. 

After 7 weeks abroad, the slick landing of a Qantas 
flight into Brisbane has me back on home soil, one leg 
away from being home. One more transfer lounge; 
one more haggle with the service desk for a board-
ing pass; one more transit coffee before I can flick the 
kettle at home. Drinking instead from a thin lipped 
porcelain job I gifted from my 15-a-day, tea drinking 
mother. Of coarse, once home, I’ll revert back this 
birthright fetish of tea. After such a heavy dose of 
distance, a tour de force of jet-fuel, a pocket full of 
worldly change, and so close to home I can almost 
smell the lawn, I find myself deeply pissed at the 
world. I know fully well that it’s because the coffee 
vendor- during my first attempt at a hot drink on 
home soil, wouldn’t use my camp mug. My patriotism 
for my landscape, our relaxed and genuine people, 
diversity, beauty, all down the drain with a categori-
cal, albeit friendly, refusal to use my cup. What have 
I come home too? More-to-the point, do I deserve 
to be pissed off? After almost two laps of the world, 
my middle seats (standby), on a variety of aircraft, 
are responsible for an approximate 5.5 metric tonnes 

things grow?  

Beau Miles 
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of CO2. I can’t help but compare this ‘barista experi-
ence’ to my previous 31 purchases. Europeans, who 
literally bath in coffee (one particular coffee festival in 
Italy has people sitting, bathing, face-masking in coffee 
products for a weekend of caffeine induced revelry) 
are served their particular brand of coffee experience, 
by university graduates. Engineers, nurses, actors, ac-
countants- not baristas aka, wankers pretending to be 
anything but great coffee makers. I compare my ter-
minal experience to the coffee stands, street vendors, 
ubber bistros, train-stations, vending machines (where 
in Denmark beer is as prevalent in a vending machine 
as Coke- and it asks if you have your own cup!) café’s 
across dozens of cities, towns, ports, stations and 
streets. Not once, not even in the U.S, did I have my 
mug refused- not even close. A country so strangled 
with uncommon laws that I have to further screw the 
world with a take-away. Ahh, I sense you ask; do I have 
a righteous leg in the world to scream bloody murder 
after contributing half a dozen tonnes of CO2 into our 
earths lungs? Australia is the 14th largest, per person 
consumer of coffee. The Norges, Danes and Swedes 
are the top seed, drinking on average 10kg a year. Ac-
cording to the Australian coffee federation we average 
2kg per person (adult) per annum. In cup terms, this 
is 2-3 cups a day- which if you do the math, means 
the beautiful people of northern Europe drink up to 
15 cups of coffee a day (and still look like that!). I said 
to a good friend of mine once that I/we/you could do 
all the little things in the world- in terms of living an 
ethically abiding, swidden existence, only to book an 
87 dollar flight to NZ to go bushwalking…blowing away 
the righteousness (and impact) of the whole thing. 

Maybe, to maintain my ethical status quo, hiking the 
hills that overlook my town is the only feasible, ethi-
cally moral piece of trail I should wander? Maybe, 
after saying this, I should stop writing? But this is not 
really my gripe, as I fear it reeks of being overzealous. 
No, it’s about the simple fact that here in Australia, 
so clinically and unabashed, something so beautifully 
reusable was refusable. It’s beginning- I think we fear, 
to shape our nation. I had to return to the coffee lady, 
who, as I mention was very nice about her refusal. 
It turns out she is under explicit, direct orders from 
management. Overseeing this are several cameras and 
according to her “there are consequences if I made a 
coffee in your cup”. I needed further clarification. Was 
my mug dirty? No. Was it presentable? Yes. Would 
it fit under the beautifully spouted coffee beaks of 
the 4 bayed coffee machine? Yes. Did I expect to get 
all 440mm of capacity? No. And, the most litigious 
question of all; would I, having 70 degree c coffee and 
80 degree c milk served into my alien vessel, get ill? 
Maybe, but most probably not. I’m willing to take that 

chance and wish the businesses would also, especially 
as the price of a typical take-away cup is around 12 
cents and a sleeve of 100 is the paper equivalent of 
a 500 sheet ream. I’m finding this out as I bang away 
at my laptop in the airport terminal, ranting away, 
Google searching statistics, rates and organisations- 
continually shocked at the sheer amount of accessible 
information that is available at my fingertips. 

My name doesn’t get called. I don’t get a seat on the 
early flight. No longer in a rush, I opt for a thick mug 
of ‘drink-in’ and sit back down. Rant mode seems to 
ebb as the warm brown liquid slides down and melts 
in to my blood. What’s my gripe I ask myself? What’s 
the source all this ethical angst? Our shortcomings- 
it seems, our hypocrisy at the little things (reusable 
refusable coffee mug??!!) is an understandable but 
lop-sided anxiety. Our undoing is really the muddy 
footprints of unconscious undertakings; cars, air travel, 
urbanisation. More than the tip-toeing, frontline and 
overly peevish small things that- case in point, tend 
to makes us see red. As the musing continued, what 
started out as a rant against Australia, our uncommon 
litigiousness and the company-line coffee lady, has 
turned into a self sobering, critique of our worldly, 
large habits. My attention turned to my own actions, 
on a home front, grassroots scale, is fairly wholesome. 
But is it really? Am I making a difference with small, 
conscious fuelled actions such as lumping around a 
banged-up camping mug? Is it rational to ask that 
corporations, businesses, societies and individuals 
conform to greener, better, common sense laws and 
ethics? What is the equation- the actual outcomes, of 
our small, ethically sound motives in terms of the big 
picture? ‘Paging passenger Miles. Mr. Miles to gate 23’. 
I slide my coffee mug over the counter, rushing toward 
the gate. The aerobridge cuts me off from the ground 
world and stops my train of thought. I'm none the 
wiser after all the musing. Food, or coffee, for thought.

(NB: This first appeared in the authors blog in Dec 2011. The 
stew was written at Brisbane International Airport in July that 
year. No offence intended to actual, and very good Baristas) 
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Another Shireman’ and 
his boat; Malcolm ‘Mal’ 
Cowell
Interview by Mark De Fazio 

Unfortunately, the weather conditions were not 
conducive to big days on the water during a recent 
sea kayaking trip to the Nooromunga Marine 
Coastal Park with my outdoor education class. It 
did however, give me the opportunity to hole-up 
with Mal at the Foster Bakery and discuss Mals 
favourite topic; by default, the life and times of his 
mixed 35-year career. Geologist, roofing insulator, 
teacher, field training officer for the Australian 
Antarctic Division, instructor and guide and recently 
part time as an Australian Naval Officer to name 
but a few. Mal’s career has taken him to all corners 
of the globe. Growing up in a small town in North 
Yorkshire England, the logical career path for Mal 
was to follow his father’s footsteps as a labourer 
into England’s heavily industrial North. He had, it so 
obviously turns out, other plans. With a few bakery 
treats and a coffee in front of us (Mal is renowned 
for not being fussy, nor overly caring, for food), Mal 
tells us of his life as an educator, guide and mentor 
in the industry of outdoor life. 

Mark: Where did the interest in the 
outdoors come from and how did you 
eventually get into the Industry?

Mal: It’s a cheap activity in Britain, 
walking, so back in the 60’s you 

could jump on a bus and go 
walking in the hills and that 
was it. It was a cheap way of 
spending days when you weren’t 

at school. I was walking in the hills 
from seven or eight years old until 

I went to Uni, and it was never 
an intention at that point to 

work in this industry. Because 
of this interest I went 

on to study Geology and 
Environmental 

Science at university. 
While studying, 

the weekends 
became climbing 
weekends, to get 

away from Uni and it 
fitted in well with the Geology, 

and it was all just for recreation. 

At this point I had every intention to work as a 
Geologist, so I went off to London to work for the 
Institute of Geological Sciences in London. But after six 
months, Maggie Thatcher shafted the whole Geology 
department, so I spent a year putting in roofing 
insulation and driving buses. At which point I decided 
to become a teacher, which was an idea from about 
ten years earlier. While I was doing teacher training, 
I got voluntary work in the holidays at the National 
(mountaineering) centre in North Wales and that was 
5 quid a week, and that gave me the basis to decide 
that I actually liked teaching in the outdoors. After 
which, I basically left teacher training as a qualified 
teacher and by pure fluke, I ended up working at Plas-
y-Brenin, North Wales as my first job and that was it.

From the National Mountaineering Centre in the late 
70’s, how did you end up here in Victoria in 2013 and 
what’s happened in between?
Well, you’ve actually got to go back a little bit further. 
Realising that Outdoor Pursuits might be one place 
that I wanted to get to, I did an Outdoor Pursuits 
skills course before I did my teacher training. That 
was where I was introduced to Barry Smith and Jim 
Hargreaves, the first Cape Horn sea kayakers and the 
guys from the early Nordkapp days, some of the early 
mountain and ski guides who basically introduced 
me to all these other activities. So when I got to the 
Brenin, I ended up developing the skills from not only 
the mountaineering and the rock climbing which is 
my speciality, but in sea kayaking and white water 
kayaking and all those things. 

After working at the Brenin for a year, I decided to 
take a trip around the world, the plan was to travel 
to Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the States and 
back to the UK. I didn’t get any further than Australia. 
I landed a job at La Trobe Bendigo, Outdoor Pursuits 
course, became a resident, that lasted a few years. I 
was then operations manager for World Expeditions 
in Sydney, started the first wind surfing school on 
the east coast in the early 80’s. Then I went back to 
climbing and guiding in New Zealand and climbing 
in the Himalayas, solo climbing in India as well as 
the expeditions in Pakistan - that was into the mid 
80’s. I set up the business in 1984, specialising in sea 
kayaking and mountaineering. I have worked as a 
sessional for the University of SA for 25 years, along 
with other tertiary and secondary schools.
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Who have been your role models/mentors over 
the years?
I was incredibly fortunate that when I started, the 
models that I was looking up to still sit in my brain. 
There was an army sergeant, this is in school days 
when there was no cadets or anything, but there 
was a thing called the army youth team. It had 
nothing to do with the army but they used to send 
out people to schools that couldn’t afford outdoor 
activities or outdoor pursuits to basically get kids 
that were interested out doing things. There was 
a sergeant in there, Les Sampher who was the all-
round outdoor enthusiast, just a great model, I 
remember him from 1969. And when I started the 
outdoor pursuits stuff, I was fortunate enough at 
my first course at Dunfermline College of Physical 
Education in Scotland, we had John Cheesman 
who was one of the top climbers and instructors 
in Britain. We had Barry Smith from the Cape Horn 
expedition, sea kayaking, who ended up lecturing in 
Canada for twenty odd years. Liam Carver director 
of the Scottish National Mountaineering centre as 
role models, I mean they were good things to base 
on. Which meant when I went into the Brenin, I 
could see what a good leader was all about. So 
people like Ray Rowe who is still the director of the 
British canoe union was my mentor for sea kayaking 
- suggested I should get into it. Nick Banks who is 
still president of the Guides Association in Britain 
who is a Kiwi, second Kiwi to climb Everest - I used 
to climb with. 

There was a whole group of them that worked at 
the top level who you aspired to be as good as, but 
you know you could pick 5 per cent of each one of 
them and come up with a nice little package at the 
bottom end. You know you’re never going to be 
as good a climber as Nigel Shepherd who is an ex 
Welsh international gymnast, but you could climb 
with him. There was a whole range of people like 
that. There haven’t been many in the last thirty 
years in Australia unfortunately, who have struck 
me, they are around but I just don’t run into them. 
So my models are still the old British and European 
guides from the late seventies. I ended up working 
with them all again in the 90’s back in Chamonix 
in France guiding, when I was working for Plas-
y-Brenin again as a guide in Europe. You know I 
worked with some of those guys fifteen, twenty 
years later as a fellow guide and you are still looking 
up to them as models. These guys could put the 
package together, the package was you’re not just a 
climber; you are a guide, instructor, leader, manager, 

teacher, total package.

When working with the new generations of 
Outdoor leaders, are there any key elements that 
you want them to walk away with?
Well, you know it’s not about trying to get them to 
model or take any of your attributes away. It’s just 
giving them some models of behaviour, activity, 
skill that they can look at and decide they might 
or might not want. So, how does it go, you’re not 
setting yourself up by saying this is how you should 
do things; but this is how I do things and it works for 
me. You want them to look at every instructor and 
every guide they work with in the next ten years, 
twenty years or even thirty years and pick the eyes 
out of them and come up with their own model. 

Has the clientele changed over the last 30 years?
The groups that you really notice are the University 
students, the kids at school, I don’t have the 
ongoing contact with them all the time - I haven’t 
taught in a school for 25 years. Back in the 70’s and 
early 80’s when I started with Uni. age groups it was 
very much hard skills, hard learning, put everything 
into the activity and that lasted all the way into 
the 80’s. The groups that came out were all highly 
skilled, both soft and hard skilled. Then we had this 
ten or fifteen years where it went to easy options, 
they tried to 
get the same 
outcome with 
less effort. 
There was 
a few years 
there where 
you didn’t really 
want to teach 
that group, it was 
paid learning. Then 
recently it’s almost gone 
back, there’s a whole group 
coming through that want to get 
back into real skills. They are 
not willing to put, perhaps 
the same effort in as 25 years 
ago, though they don’t need 
to put the same effort in as 
before. It so much easier to 
get places, the equipment is 
better, it’s softer if you like, 
though that has been going 
on for the last 150 years. If 
we compare what we do in 
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mountaineering nowadays to what Whymper was 
doing in the 1800’s, it is soft. It doesn’t take you 
three months to get somewhere, it takes you thee 
hours in a plane.

How have you seen the industry change?
In terms of private clients doing activities, back in 
the 80’s we ran cross country skiing tours for adults, 
everything from sail boating, all the way through. 
It was people wanting to get out there and actually 
get cold, wet and miserable. Well perhaps not 
miserable, cold, wet and do hard work and you had 
really pretty intense trips with adult clients from 
here to NZ and Europe. And then all that died off, 
basically nobody wanted to go out and camp, and 
ski tour, it was all day stuff. This lasted for quite 
some time, through the 90’s and the ‘naughties’ or 
whatever you call it these days. There was hardly 
any back country, hard tripping and into the last 2 
or 3 years it is starting to come back again, there’s 
groups actually wanting to get out and do things 
and it’ happening in sea kayaking, ski touring, snow 
shoeing, people are actually getting out there. It’s 
noticeable also in Europe and North America, there 
are a lot more people going back country again after 
a gap of nearly 20 years. The hard core people were 
doing it anyway, your 5 per cent that actually get 
out and do it, that hasn’t changed, but the people 
that used to do it occasionally just vanished. Now 
they all seem to be realising that there needs to be 
something more than just the day tripping.

How have you been able to stay motivated in a job 
that is notorious for wearing people out?
The bottom line is that no two years in the last 30 
odd years have been the same, programs change, 
activities change. Having the repertoire of sea 
kayaking, white water kayaking, rafting, cross 
country skiing, alpine skiing, snow shoeing, rock 
climbing and mountaineering has ensured every 
year is different and you get an incredible amount 
of variety. The groups you work with also give you 
that variety, from Grade 5 kids all the way up to 
senior secondary, tertiary and private clients. It is all 
variety, you’ve got to have the variety.

One of the methodologies that I have used is to try 
and pick up a new skill and activity every few years 
or whenever I can. So, from the word go, I started 
rock climbing, I expanded into ice climbing, into 
mountaineering, took up white water kayaking, sea 
kayaking, cross country skiing and its built up over 
years and years, alpine skiing, sail boarding. The one 

that I have missed out is surfing, so far. And then 
suddenly I decided to get into sailing, I ended up 
just buying a yacht and taught myself to sail for five 
or six years, you just expand and expand on each 
activity and it keeps you ticking over.

What do you see as the biggest challenge for the 
industry over the next decade?
Keeping staff. Basically you have got the problem 
now of lots of people coming in at the bottom end 
and a relatively small number of people staying in 
the industry. There’s no career structure, unless you 
are in a school - you are basically going to work as 
an instructor for the next twenty five years at one 
level. In Europe and North America they have a 
much bigger industry therefore you do have options 
to go to national centres or develop further...it’s 
difficult to put into words. It is very hard to pay 
someone who has got 30 years experience any more 
than someone who is first year out with a degree, 
that’s pretty much the standard in the industry. 
There’s no real acceptance of on-going experience 
unlike in most educational areas.

What do you do in you time off/holidays?
Well, most of the time it is spent keeping the skill 
levels up, which is a good motivational tool. When 
you’re working you are teaching at level 1, but 
you have got to keep your skills at level 3, there’s 
got to be a gap between the two. I am teaching 
at a bottom level of skiing while I am in Australia, 
I go overseas and ski at as high level as I can. Sea 
kayaking, do big trips. Sailing, do big trips. That’s the 
way the motivation is maintained. So, two months 
sea kayaking to Alaska, three months sailing up to 
Glacier Bay in Alaska last year and the year before. 
I taught myself solo, single handed sailing in big 
yachts. It’s basically what I have been doing for the 
last 30 odd years, from solo mountaineering and 
ski touring in the big mountains to now doing the 
sailing and the sea kayaking. 
What has been your most interesting find in the 
field?
A1920’s European ice axe at Hochstetter ice fall in 
New Zealand, the questions you ask yourself.
What book/s are you currently reading?
Bernie Gunther novels and a book on celestial 
navigation
Best ever bargain?
Full Gore-Tex expedition down jacket from an op 
shop in Colorado for $10

Mal Cowell is the owner and operator of Spindrift 
International Guiding based from Port Welshpool. 

http://www.spindrift.com.au
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Eating out with the Elders

Colin Abbott

The next exciting ‘meal’ in a series of occasional 
articles in which the author connects
gastronomically with well known personalities in 
the world of outdoor and experiential
education; bringing us a glimpse of the personal 
story behind their impact on our
profession.

Dining	with	Deb	Distantly

[With assistance from Alistair McArthur and David 
Petherick]

[Deb Ajango was the director of a program on which 
a major accident occurred on
Ptarmigan Peak near Anchorage, Alaska in 1997. 
She has documented and reflected on
her experience as someone who has had to carry 
the responsibility for a serious fatal
incident in the mountains. She has made a signifi-
cant contribution to our understanding
of the psychological impact on those who must 
carry some of the ongoing pain of
such traumas. She now works as a risk management 
consultant from her home near
Anchorage.]

Have you ever had a long distance Skype conversa-
tion? In some ways you feel
connected, but in some other ways it is like an un-
real computer game. One half of the
table in front of you is in a lounge room in Mel-
bourne, Australia and the other half is
a table in a local Café in Anchorage, Alaska. My 
Skype discussion with Deb Ajango
was the very sort of interview that I suspect would 
be Deb’s least preferred option. So
I figured with a little creative writing and some artis-
tic licence, I could imagine myself
talking to Deb in a more favoured place perhaps 
having a meal in the snow halfway up
Mt McKinley where Deb has done a lot of guiding 
and climbing.

So relax and enjoy Dinner with Deb in her (and my) 
preferred environment.

I was giving the MSR just a few more pumps (they 
seem to need a bit more pumping as
they get older; although there’s nothing like a good 
MSR to give you a reliable feed in
the mountains) I think as much to warm me up as 
to increase the intensity of the flame.
Deb was telling me about growing up in Wisconsin, 
about being a keen sportswoman and
about some of her family trips to America’s amazing 
National Parks. These trips were
certainly not at the highly adventurous end of the 
outdoor spectrum. She also mentioned
that her major studies had been in psychology. I 
was keen to get a handle on what Deb
loved about being in the hills and what she was like 
behind her professional exterior.
What had inspired her to be as honest and as open 
about her personal journey in having to
carry the responsibility for a trip which had gone so 
terribly wrong?

My first impression of Deb was one of integrity and 
a huge commitment to her profession
and to her students. She clearly wanted to make a 
contribution. When she had moved
to Alaska later in her professional career in the mid 
80s she felt “She was home”
mesmerised by this vast wilderness; she talked of 
the huge caribou herds in Alaska and
close encounters with bears and wolves. She talked 
of enjoying the very remote corners
of the planet; especially when she was able to travel 
with a light pack in remote and
rugged terrain – a sort of minimalist approach.

Gradually, as I was struggling to balance the MSR on 
its tiny snow supported platform,
and stir the pasta, I tuned in to some of the passion 
which drives her and her intense
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engagement with the outdoors. In the process I was 
also beginning to appreciate how
intensely she would have felt the huge tragedy 
which propelled her into the limelight.

I have always been interested in what types of per-
sonalities make good outdoor
educators. Often it is those who are genuinely inter-
ested in people and also often in
making a contribution to society and to world at 
large. Somehow I felt that Deb has
many of those qualities. When I asked her what 
inspired her in her work she said “I am
an environmental advocate, I enjoy introducing 
people to wild places, especially the
mountains, the oceans, and deserts – the wide 
open vistas”.

I also wanted get my head around the full story of 
her internal journey in relation to this
tragedy, now fifteen years ago in 1997, which was 
at the heart of her writings. What was
it really like, and how had she coped?

But she didn’t really need much encouragement; I 
sensed that each time she told the story
there was a little bit more therapy going on; and a 
little bit of pain being shed … still.

So there it was "… it was a mountaineering acci-
dent. I was designated the overall
trip leader (even though I was on another trip some 
20 km away), working with
several experienced mountaineering instructors. It 
was actually just three weeks after
I had started in this new position at the University 
of Alaska. It was a beginning
mountaineering course. The goal was simply to 
introduce the students, some as young as
17 and some up to about 40, to the mountains of 
Alaska; a low key introduction to some
basic mountaineering techniques, kick step, plunge 
step and basic ice axe use.

“This was on, I believe, their third outing, they had 
kick stepped up a steep gully, and
had put in a lot of protection; snow anchors, which 
had worked fine. But on descent, the
instructors decided that using a fixed line or running 
protection would take too much
time; so they improvised an anchor system that 
they thought would be quicker and the
whole anchor system failed catastrophically.

“It was a top anchor that failed and so the top rope 
team, like each of the other teams was
made up of three students and an instructor. They 
knew they shouldn’t stack, put one
team above the other, but it was a pretty narrow 
gully.

“The top rope team, when they fell, fell into the 
second rope team, and that sent both rope
teams off.

“So if you’ve ever seen a climber fall, they spin, and 
they cartwheel, and they get
wrapped up in the rope, and stuff’s falling all over; 
then they went over a little bit of a
ledge and they wiped out the two rope teams be-
low.

“In all there were twelve students and two instruc-
tors - all fourteen people fell. The top
rope team, from the top to the bottom, fell 2,000 
feet.

“Two students were killed on scene, everybody was 
hurt; and there they were, probably
in an area no bigger than a large meeting room, 
fourteen casualties on a steep tower
slope. It made national news, television, helicopters 
dropping down, hovering and putting
down a basket. There were 200 rescuers on scene. I 
can see the gully from my office -
right on the outskirts of Anchorage!”

Just getting my head around the hugeness of this 
tragedy was incredible. It was hard for
me to imagine the scale of the incident, the injuries 
and the vastness of the rescue effort
and the ramifications of this event; although I was 
still cooking, and trying to control
the heat output of the MSR, I was doing it almost 
sub-consciously, Deb’s story had me
transfixed.

But what was just as huge in my eyes was what fol-
lowed. In the days and months to
come, even though Deb would say: “……. it didn’t 
just destroy me professionally, it
really destroyed me personally. I had had a pretty 
high professional trajectory; I was on
my game; you know, I was at the peak. I had gotten 
to the point where I was quite well
known. I had taken what was considered a step up 
professionally – I was in a pretty high
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profile job; and three weeks after that job, the worst 
climbing accident in the history of
the United States happened on my watch”. She not 
only worked her way through the
personal angst, and distress and depression that 
such a painful event like this produces,
but she went a step further and in the end made a 
huge contribution to the profession by
being incredibly open and honest about her own 
feelings and processes.

Despite some of the pain of the story, over our meal 
which was beginning to emerge out
of the, by now, hot glowing MSR, I asked her what 
were the greatest difficulties of the
time after the accident.

“The first year was horrible. The first year, I don’t 
think I slept a whole night; the hyper-
vigilance, the nausea, the depression, feeling 
ashamed and feeling isolated. That was the
first year. The second year became a little better, but 
I never laughed; I rarely smiled.
It took about two years for me to get to the point 
where I felt like I was sort of a human
being again.

“But the bottom line is, that it was, without a ques-
tion, the hardest single year of my
life. It was very difficult socially; difficult for my hus-
band and I. I was very depressed,
although a lot of my awareness has come in hind-
sight. At the time, it was just intense.

“I stayed on at the University for six years; and so 
then in the next few years, I made
a much more concerted effort to learn from it; to 
give back. That’s when the first book
came out; in 2000.

“Then we had the Wilderness Risk Management 
Conference in Anchorage. So I felt like,
you know, ‘Let’s learn from this; let’s start sharing.’ 
And that made all the difference in
the world to me.

“So as soon as I started doing that, I realised how 
healing it was. So for the next few
years, I got stronger and stronger. Probably some-
where around five years post incident, I
noticed that I could laugh again and that I felt 
lighter.

“While I don’t mean to be negative towards the 
University; it was when I left the
University that I got back to the kind person I think I 
used to be.

“I still don’t like to go back in the field. I typically 
guide one trip a year, maybe two; and
I don’t know if it’s fun.

What I was to learn later was that the University did 
not do a good job of supporting
Deb, in fact she was excluded from much of the 
meetings and discussions, and this
exclusion and their treatment of her and their han-
dling of the process was probably a
major contributor to her ongoing trauma. She also 
chose to keep her husband out of much
of the process.

I was by now just finishing a beautiful pasta with 
some amazing sauce that Deb had
brought with her, and was looking forward to a hot 
drink. I felt blown away by the whole
story. I asked her about the idea of the hypervigi-
lance that she had mentioned several
times.

“Well the hypervigilance and to me, the cynicism, 
kind of go together. The
hypervigilance is - there’s always a fear that some-
thing bad is going to happen.

“When I go out with people in the field, I’ve seen 
bad things; and it’s not just the
Ptarmigan incident, but its like, ‘You guys don’t get 
it.’

"One of the things I say in my talks is, ‘If I had a 
magic wand, and I could touch you, and
if the feelings that I have could go inside of you, it 
would change you and you would be a
much better risk manager. Because you only get the 
benefit; you get the benefit and you
understand the benefit; but you downplay the risk. 
You downplay the damage that can
happen, and I don’t blame you; because I used to be 
there. But now that I know what that
pain is like, I am so much better as a risk manager. 
Because it’s not like, ‘Boy, we should
make sure that doesn’t happen.’ Its like, ‘We can’t 
let that happen.’

“But because I know it can happen, it makes it not a 
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lot of fun to lead trips, and so that’s
why I became a consultant, right?

This seemed like a good place to stop talking and 
start eating. The pasta was fantastic,
the brew really warmed me up ready for a cosy 
night in my four seasons bag and the
ever present snow just millimetres away through my 
Thermarest; and there was lots to
think about before I really drifted off to sleep with 
the prospect of a McKinley summit
the next day. …….. Well not really, but the fantasy 
was there, in reality I finished my
Skype conversation still thinking that it would at 
least be nice to be in Alaska rather than
Melbourne, but to some extend the technology had 
helped us bridge that gap.

Deb was recently awarded the Charles (Reb) Gregg 
Award, which recognizes an
individual who has made significant contributions in 
risk management to the outdoor
education and adventure industry

My hat goes off to Deb and the great contribution 
she has made. Thanks Deb.

Ajango, Deb “Lessons Learned: A Guide to Accident 
Prevention and Crisis Response”
[2000]
Ajango, Deb “Lessons Learned II: Using Case Studies 
and History to Improve Safety
Education” [2005]
http://www.safetyed.net/

“There but for fortune;
Go you or I”[Phil Ochs, 1963]
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Xanthorrhoea Australis
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tacular, after a blaze. And like all things that seem 
resilient through age, a glacial metabolism or 
sense of the ancient, the Australis is a patient, 
often taking 20 years for a trunk to form. To rise, 
just to be considered a tree, takes a human gen-
eration.
This particular Australis, growing on the shoul-
der of Mt.Hunter, stopped us in our tracks. The 
smell and its unworldly protrusion, seemed- so 
bizarrely, to possess imagination. It had, I felt, 
personality, attracting of the curious. It made me 
want to know more about it. Dig a little into its 
past. I took a stack of photos like we tend too, 
preoccupied with the image and not the scene. It 
was a highlight of the off-track walk.
Descending to the beach, the bewitching quali-
ties of the Australis made me thoughtful. I would 
learn, I told myself, more about that marvel-
lous tree. And truth be told, I’m not sure where 
such a fondness, a curiosity, comes from. Pick-
ing through a fire-spared thicket of Tea Tree, a 
famous President Regan quote came to mind; 
‘A tree’s a tree. How many more do you need to 
look at’.
Emerging on the coast, spinning back to look 
up at the firezone, bare as it was, I couldn't for 
the life of me think of how a person can not be 
curious about the life-and-time of trees. Like all 
things in abundance, they can, I suppose, sim-
ply congeal to form a background of brown and 
green, ‘a landscape’ and not an individual entity, 
particular to themselves.
As I pushed back out to sea in my sea kayak, 
Prom country sliding away from my bow, I turned 
to a fellow kayaker; ‘Geeze, how bout’ that big ol 
‘grass tree!’
 
Postscript: I’ve returned to that big ol’ grass tree 
several times, (bloody hard to find!) and continue 
to marvel at it’s keep-on-keeping-on resilience in 
the world.

Tree Hugger

Some great Tree/Gum books are:
Cronin, L (2007) Cronin’s Key Guide to Australian Trees, 
Allen and Unwin
Brooker & Kleinig (2012) Eucalyptus: An Illustrated guide to 
identification, Reed Natural History

 

We all have a favourite tree. It might have been a 
tree-house tree, a particular stone-fruit tree that 
sent you to the loo in summer (getting in before 
the birds I used to think), a beautifully symmetri-
cal specimen worthy of a Greenpeace logo, or 
best yet, one you planted yourself. To be honest, 
I have many favourite’s, so can’t really claim just 
one. Pedestalled in some particular way because 
of their unique, personal-to-us, qualities. Be it 
a seasonal crush when an elegant red-stemmed 
maple turns Newton-apple red, chlorophyll by 
some earthly wisdom being withdrawn from the 
fine capillaries of the leaves. Perhaps it was shock 
driven, an almighty thwack of fragrance from a 
box gum, bogging your head full of pollen. Buzzing 
honey bees, in awe, might provoke a momentary 
‘chop it down- bottle it!’ like a Dr.Zuesss Once-ler. 
Or, More likely in my case given I’m a redhead, a 
specimen that simply provides uncompromising 
shade.
The curious, strange, prehistoric marvels that 
don’t really fit the tree mold might be last on the 
list as head turners. And, being Australia, a land of 
‘strange trees and weird smells’ an Israeli student 
once told me, our old dirt island seems to produce 
its fair share of odd Botanicals.
 
This particular scene is not long after an acciden-
tal/on-purpose fire at our most visited park in Vic-
toria.  Northeast Prom country is stubble. Black, 
clumby, exposed rock dot the flanks of Mt. Singa-
pore, Mt.Margaret and Hunter, the three princi-
ple elevations of the area. It’s apocalyptic at first 
glance, especially having been there a few months 
earlier. Comparing then and now was remarkable. 
Yet, as with no other forest on earth on such a 
grand, recognized scale, signs of life, self-renewal 
is everywhere. Millions of new promises pro-
truding from stumps, clumps, rock crevices, and 
stream sides. Even the tortured, clanging limbs of 
trees themselves are in outbreak. The landscape, 
so old, seemingly devastated, becomes new again.
Epitomizing this uniquely Australian, born-again 
scene, is the Xanthorrhoea Australis, called once 
the politically incorrect ‘blackboy’. The trunk itself, 
a bristled old spout of past fronds is as tough as 
goats' knees, thriving after fire (and just as hardy 
in drought). Flower development, as often a giant 
spike send skyward, is at its most intense- spec-

Tree Hugger 
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Introduction
Outdoor education has been part of the New 
Zealand education system for many decades and is 
generally considered to be an integral component 
of the broader school curriculum (Cosgriff, 2008; 
Lynch, 2006). Understandings of what outdoor 
education ‘is’ or can achieve have however altered. 
These changes in approach and emphasis are 
evidenced in evolving practices that reflect broader 
shifts in the both the New Zealand education system 
and the discourses surrounding the outdoors/
environment and adventure.
From early notions of the outdoors as a site for 
recreational extra-curricular activities to the more 
overt educational focus of the 1980’s and 1990’s 
with a greater emphasis on the skills and values 
associated with employment (Zink & Boyes, 2006), 
to the present where outdoor education is offered 
as; a form of cross-curricular enrichment, a key 
learning area within the HPE curriculum, and 
as unit standards within the NZQA framework, 
the positioning and understandings of outdoor 
education practice continues to evolve. 
In this article we would like to focus attention 
on notions of ‘risk’ in outdoor education. This 
discussion is timely given the introduction of the 
new curriculum and the impending release of 
the 2009 version of the Ministry of Education’s 
Safety and EOTC guide. We want to take the 
opportunity to briefly outline how the educational 
aspect of outdoor education has (arguably) been 
overshadowed by an emphasis on ‘risky pursuits’ 
and the associated safety management policies 
and procedures. What is considered acceptable 
risk (in terms of physical/emotional well-being) 
has altered over time and will likely continue to 
change as the socially acceptable margins of risk 
diminish (Nichols, 2000). A continued focus on 
risky pursuits, as a means to learning, does not 
adequately address the fundamental question that 
should be addressed by outdoor educators: what is 

the sound and defensible educational rationale for 
conducting this programme? The debate around risk 
needs to be moved from a focus on risky activities 
to a broader conceptualization of education which 
prioritizes holistic and authentic learning in the 
outdoors rather than what often amounts to little 
more than adventure holidays (Beedie & Bourne, 
2005). By reframing what we understand by the 
term ‘risk’ changes both how we might talk about 
risk in outdoor education and most importantly how 
we conduct our programmes. 
The positioning of risk in OAE
The role of risk is taken-for-granted and treated 
in an unproblematic manner in many definitions 
of OAE. For example, Miles and Priest (1990, p. 
1) stated that, “Adventure education involves 
the purposeful planning and implementation of 
educational processes that involve risk in some 
way”. More recently Ewert and Garvey (2007) have 
noted that “inherent in adventure education is the 
inclusion of activities and experiences that often 
include elements of danger or risk and uncertain 
outcomes” (p. 22). Priest and Gass (1997) have 
claimed that risk is an integral component of the 
OAE model and one of the reasons it is popular and 
successful. Whilst Wurdinger (1997) has argued that 
risk “is the element that distinguishes adventure 
education from other educational fields (p. 43).
Risk has been associated with both positive and 
negative learning outcomes for students. For 
example, risk is often been defined as the potential 
to lose something of value. This loss can be physical 
(broken bones), mental (psychological fear), social 
(peer embarrassment), or financial harm (lost or 
damaged equipment). On the flip-side taking risks is 
also seen to positively contribute to the growth and 
development of individuals and teams. For example 
Haddock (1993,  p.1) has stated that, “It is widely 
accepted that adventure-based outdoor educational 
programmes offering risk are a medium for personal 
growth and development and team building” 
[emphasis in original].
The role of risk as a teaching and learning strategy in 
OAE is exemplified in the following passage:
To maximize safety, adventure professionals 
structure risk in a manner that causes participants 
to perceive it as being enormously high, while in 
actuality it is much lower than perceived and more 
acceptable as a medium for producing functional 
change and growth. By responding to seemingly 
insurmountable tasks, participants often learn 
to overcome self-imposed perceptions of their 
capabilities to succeed. (Priest & Gass, 1997, p. 17)

Outdoor adventure 
education: What sort of 
risks should we be  
talking about?

Mike Brown & Deborah Fraser
School of Education, The University of 
Waikato
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From this perspective, personal growth is 
dependent on the participant being placed in a 
setting of stress where there is, at the very least 
the perception, if not the reality of risk and the 
chance to lose something of value (Estrellas, 1996). 
The belief that taking risks leads to growth is 
clearly evidenced in the practices of many outdoor 
education programmes offered in New Zealand 
schools. The use of activities with a high level of 
perceived risk is widespread in many outdoor 
education centres (e.g. the abseil tower, the high 
ropes course, rock climbing walls).
The desirability of risk and uncertainty to aid 
learning is evidenced in some New Zealand outdoor 
instructors’ beliefs about the inherently positive 
benefits to be gained from activities which involve 
risk (see Zink & Leberman, 2001). It is also visible 
in some outdoor education centres’ promotional 
material which often reiterates many of the 
assumed benefits of risk-taking to learning. The 
‘positives’ of risk taking are echoed in the popular 
media where those who take risks and overcome 
adversity are frequently hailed as heroes and role 
models. 
Whilst many textbooks used in tertiary programmes 
promote notions of adventure, risk, and uncertainty 
few attempt to provide a sound educational 
justification for the use of risk as an effective 
learning strategy. Extended discussions concerning 
risk tend to be centred strategies relating to the 
reduction and management of physical harm to 
participants and the associated legal liabilities (e.g., 
Brookes, 2007; T. Brown, 1999; Dickson, 2005; 
Martin, Cashel, Wagstaff, & Breunig, 2006).
Disrupting notions of risk as inherently positive and 
‘necessary’
A small but growing body of literature has critiqued 
the role of risk and the use of stress/anxiety as a 
beneficial teaching and learning tool (Berman & 
Davis-Berman, 2005; M. Brown, 2008; M. Brown 
& Fraser, 2009; Davis-Berman & Berman, 2002; 
Leberman & Martin, 2003; Zink & Leberman, 2001, 
2003). Wolfe and Samdahl (2005) have questioned 
whether risk and challenge necessarily lead to 
positive outcomes. They suggest that there are 
several underlying assumptions regarding the value 
of risk in OAE: Firstly that learners need to learn 
how to deal with risk and that this will be beneficial 
for them; secondly, that “the potential benefits from 
an adventure experience outweigh the potential 
risks… The overt assumption is that participants 
have the ability to recover from negative situations” 
(Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005, p. 33). 

Structuring tasks to heighten the perceived risk and 
increase stress to create a state of disequilibrium, 
requiring resolution, can be dysfunctional and 
impact negatively on both individuals and groups 
(Estrellas, 1996). Manipulating stress to create 
disequilibrium is educationally questionable and not 
a valid rationale for using risk as an aid to learning 
(Berman & Davis-Berman, 2005; M. Brown, 2008; 
Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005). A New Zealand study 
(Leberman & Martin, 2003) has highlighted that 
the activities in which students had been pushed 
outside their ‘comfort zone’ were not necessarily 
the activities that lead to peak learning experiences. 
Thus, Berman and Davis-Berman’s (2005) assertion 
that contemporary understandings of change 
conditions suggest that people are more likely to 
respond positively when they feel safe, secure and 
there is a level of predictability in the environment, 
not only has resonance but suggests an alternate 
model for fostering growth.
 ‘Other ways’ to talk about risk 
Nichols (2000) has suggested an alternate approach 
to conceptualising risk in OAE. He stated that:
the predominance of activities associated with 
physical risk have had the unfortunate effect 
of diverting the focus of adventure education 
from understanding the most important types of 
risks involved. Focus has been concentrated on 
the physical risks associated with activities... [i]
n contrast, some have argued that… the most 
important risks in adventure education are the risks 
involved in experiments in self concept. These are 
central to the process of personal growth. Thus 
the process is risky, but not in the sense so often 
associated with it, and these risks need particularly 
sensitive handling. (p. 126)
Beedie (1994) has argued that we should view risk 
as part and parcel of everyday life, rather than 
the potential for physical harm. He suggested that 
the educator’s role should be to assist students to 
manage the risks associated with learning. It is the 
educator’s role to encourage and support students 
to take the risks of dealing with the uncertainties 
of the unknown, to move beyond what is currently 
known and to experiment with constructions of 
identity. Beedie suggested that one such ‘risk’ is 
to encourage and equip students so that the locus 
of responsibility for learning rests with them. He 
claims that this approach has the potential to 
lead to empowerment and the development of 
life skills and the enhancement of dignity. It is the 
process of taking a risk to learn which is central to 
development rather than the nature of the activity. 
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Creating an environment where students feel able 
to move beyond what they know, to question and 
to speculate without fear or condemnation for 
being wrong is the educational challenge. Given 
the embodied and holistic approach to learning in 
the outdoors the outdoor educator’s role might 
be to facilitate conditions where the taking of 
risks in group situations is managed in such a way 
to provide opportunities for students to develop 
skills in a manner which will contribute to positive 
identity formation. 
Educational theory also attests to the value of 
taking responsible risks (Costa & Kallick, 2000; 
Sternberg, 2000) with the aim of building resilience 
in the face of setbacks and frustration (Claxton, 
2002).  Resilience requires the learner to manage 
and recognise risks, persevere at things that are 
challenging and tolerate the feelings that inevitably 
accompany difficulties. As Beedie (1994) has 
suggested, building resilience empowers the learner. 
The focus might therefore shift to how the learner 
perceives the situation and how they can manage it, 
rather than how the outdoor expert might provide 
and manage risky activities. 
Concluding thoughts
Clearly risk can be reconceptualised as described 
above, as part of a process that is integral to the 
development of autonomy and authentic decision-
making. Too often in OAE risk taking, through 
physical challenges and novel activities, is presented 
as beneficial for all learners at all times. What is 
‘hidden’ is that the taking of physical risks is a highly 
orchestrated and structured endeavour. The ropes 
course, the abseiling event, the flying fox are all 
chosen, planned and controlled to a large extent by 
an ‘expert’ instructor. As Brown and Fraser (2009) 
have noted, “The rhetoric of risk is highly appealing, 
as surmounting one’s fears through risk taking has 
the lure of mastery, survival, accomplishment and 
immense satisfaction. However, mistaking the thrill 
of taking risks and the relief of surmounting these, 
for deep learning is tempting but fraught” (p. 9). 
Berman and Davis-Berman (2005) have suggested 
that “when participants are placed in situations with 
little perceived control and high perceived risk, they 
may change some behaviors in order to cope and 
better conform, but these changes will probably 
not be internalized very well” (p. 20). While risk 
taking has a part to play in learning a focus on 
activities deemed to be ‘risky’ potentially limits the 
learning possibilities for participants. In activities 
that are ‘risky’ experts provide specialist advice 
and controls on participation, thus opportunities 

for genuine learner-based decision-making may 
(rightly, for safety reasons) be largely absent. When 
equipment is highly technical and strict operating 
procedures are required students may be “put 
through” a series of elements (e.g. a ropes course) 
where opportunities for authentic decision-making 
and negotiation are limited. If we are not careful 
the emphasis on ‘risky’ activities will place students 
in a ‘binary decision-making corner’: to attempt or 
to not attempt. The current emphasis on activities 
involving risk as an integral component of OAE has 
created a paradox that potentially removes agency 
and authentic decision making from students. 
This paradox has led Wurdinger (1997) to describe 
the field of OAE as schizophrenic. The technical 
expertise required to manage risk activities 
potentially reinforces power and knowledge 
differentials in OAE settings that are evident in other 
educational settings. 
If, as Brown and Fraser (2009) suggest, “the 
instructor shifts their focus from providing thrilling 
experiences to connecting with learners, and the 
social and environmental context, then a more 
contextualised approach to learning can emerge” (p. 
9). 
A more subtle and responsive pedagogical approach 
would be to focus less upon risky activities and their 
perceived effects for everyone, and more upon the 
learning opportunities that holistic engagement 
in outdoor activities provide (e.g. cooking a meal, 
making decisions about where to camp, sharing 
the workload). With a focus on learning, educators 
might shift their focus from “what novel/risky 
activities can I provide?” to “what educational 
opportunities can I provide?” This question is far 
more difficult to examine with any certainty yet 
it should be the ‘touchstone’ that we continually 
return to when planning programmes.
Outdoor educators should rightly celebrate the 
many and varied learning experiences that are made 
available through OAE - it is important that these 
should not be dismissed. We are not suggesting that 
the management of risks be ignored. However, there 
is great potential for enhancing the educational 
aspects of outdoor experiences when educators 
acknowledge the complex nature of learning rather 
than relying on the use of risky activities as the 
defining feature. 
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moment of our lives, much as water surrounds a 
fish.” These quotes seem to support the argument 
that expeditions are far from singular, disconnected 
experiences, but rather, are inextricably linked to 
a ‘real life’ future at home. Not surprisingly then, 
many wilderness programs purport to create 
behavioural and attitudinal change in individuals 
in their home environments. In fact it is home that 
is the place where individuals (or their families 
or teachers) may desire the most evidence of 
transference – especially in terms of meaningful 
action and behaviour around topics such as 
sustainability..
Studies of the recreation, leisure, and tourism 
experience have argued that “an experience” should 
not be considered as one-dimensional, but as a 
multi-phase entity (see Hammitt, 1980; McIntyre 
& Roggenbuck, 1998; Borrie & Roggenbuck, 
2001). The experience on site interacts with and 
is influenced by many pre-visit (anticipation) and 
post-visit (recollection) factors. Characterising a 
complex and multi-faceted wilderness expedition 
as “an experience,” particularly an extraordinary 
one, is therefore problematic. Furthermore, few 
studies have tracked  holistic experiences such as 
a  typical wilderness expedition to remote settings. 
To contemplate the “transference” that can occur 
in conjunction with “experience” then, we need 
to more carefully consider the complexity of 
“experience”. While a full inquiry into the nature 
of “experience” is far beyond the scope of this 
paper, an overview of some conceptualizations of 
experience may help us to think about transference.
As defined by early recreation theory (see Clawson 
& Knetsch, 1966), experience is thought to be 
defined by five sequential phases: 1) anticipation; 
2) travel to site; 3) on-site activity; 4) return 
travel home; and 5) recollection. The dynamic 
nature of experience is also well cited in literature 
from psychology and experiential education. 
Beedie and Hudson’s (2003) model of adventure 
tourism in mountain locations conceptualises this 
“extraordinary experience” (see Fig. 1).

Transitions and 
Transference:
The ‘Ins and Outs’ of 
Wilderness Educational 
Expeditions

By Pat Maher

Introduction
When I think back to all the wilderness educational 
expeditions (WEE) that I’ve led, one thing sticks 
out in my mind: While I know these were amazing 
experiences for the students (primarily university 
undergrads), could I have done more to help 
them transition into the experience and out again 
afterwards?  Many times I, and I presume others, 
speak to the way that these sort of educational 
expeditions transform students – they’re often ‘sold’ 
as once-in-a-lifetime event. But how do we know 
what transitions and transference happen? How 
do we connect these seemingly singular (and often 
isolated) events with the many years of ‘real life’?
This notion of transference was one aspect of my 
doctoral research when I worked with a group of 
graduate students who visited the Ross Sea region 
of Antarctica (see Maher, 2010).I’ve also continued 
to contemplate “transference” during three 
expeditions to Haida Gwaii (the Queen Charlotte 
Islands), one on the Stikine River, and another 
in the Antarctic as well.  All of these subsequent 
expeditions were run as a field courses at the 
University of Northern British Columbia, and in the 
following paragraphs I will try to draw out theory as 
well as examples and lessons from practice which I 
feel are potentially valuable in re-shaping the way 
we, as educators/instructors/mentors, conceptualize 
transition and transference in our programs in the 
future.

A wee glance at theory
Turner (1986) discusses the word experience with 
regard to its Greek and Latin roots, those being 
linkages to fear and peril. From these roots, Knapp 
(1992, p. 24) said that “in one sense, all of our 
interactions with the environment are experiments. 
We can never completely know—or accurately 
predict—the outcomes of our actions.” Caine 
and Caine (1991, p. 104) would contend that “life 
immerses us in some type of experience, every 
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Transition Transition Experience 

Take urban frame in         Bring Mountain frame out 

• Check itinerary 
• Meet new people 
• Measure experience of 

self against others 
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hierarchy 

• Self testing: challenge 
• Doing the physical 
• Heightened senses 
• Alignment with new 

community 
• Uninhibited discourse 

• Rites of passage 
• Validation of 

achievement 
• Validation of identity 
• Reassessment of 

social status 

 3  4  5 
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	    7 
 6        Home 
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  Home  2 

Prepare      Celebrate 
Worry      Reflect & 
Relax 
Assess Risks     Consolidate 

Figure 1: The extraordinary experience. (Adapted 
from: Beedie & Hudson, 2003, p. 629)

This model describes a continuum of recreational 
experience based on how mountains may act as a 
“special place away from home” with a series of 
transitions to and from the mountains. Aspects of 
this model include the taking in of an urban frame, 
which would include worrying, preparation, and 
assessing the risk; and leaving with a mountain 
frame, one filled with celebration, reflection and 
relaxation, and consolidation. This leaving signals to 
the potential benefits or transformation that may be 
derived from the experience.
Beedie and Hudson’s (2003) model is unfortunately 
uniformly positive, whereas experiences in the 
mountains or elsewhere may not always be. 
Abrahams (1986) also recognised that experiences, 
no matter how extraordinary, are in fact made 
up of a number of ordinary acts, and perhaps an 
anthology of such acts needs to look at the way the 
ordinary acts coexist. Arnould and Price (1993) also 
used the terminology extraordinary experience to 
describe a “newness” of perception and process 
gained. 
There is a long theoretical history of examining 
experience across fields such as sociology, 
psychology, wilderness management, tourism, 
recreation and leisure.  What I’ve noted above is 
but a scratch of the surface. However, the key is 
turning this theory into educational practice.  How 
do we develop curriculum, or even simply activies, 
that allow us to infuse wilderness educational 
expeditions with a greater sense of “real life”, 
or take an extraordinary experience such as a 
wilderness educational experience and learn from 
it and apply those learnings to our lives in other 

situations.?
None of this is rocket science to outdoor educators.  
It is directly in line with John Dewey’s thinking that 
, “when we experience something we act upon 
it, we do something with it; then we suffer or 
undergo the consequences” (1916, p. 163). Many 
outdoor educators are at least somewhat familiar 
with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle (see 
Fig. 2), which describes four phases of experiential 
learning as experience, reflection, generalization, 
and application. Aldous Huxley (as cited in Henton 
(1996, p.39) insightfully articulated the importance 
of actively processing and subsequently acting upon 
an experience: “Experience is not what happens to 
you; it is what you do with what happens to you”. 
Huxley makes a point for examining experience 
beyond one temporal moment,  simila to the 
multi-phase/extraordinary approach. I believe 
his statement is a key to justifying wilderness 
educational expeditions., Yet while many of us know 
and use Kolb’s (1984) cycle, we quite often forget 
the front and back ends to it, forget how it may 
relate to the cycles of others and society, and forget 
that we may need to assist students in dealing with 
the transitions.

	  

Experiencing 

Generalizing 

Applying Reflecting 

Figure 2: A simplified version of Kolb’s (1984) 
Experiential Learning Cycle
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Creating Practices to Suit
At the end of the day, the key question is how 
do we create practices to match the theory, and 
essentially to assist what we know “is” and “should/
could be” happening.  From my experience with 
the expeditions I have worked with at UNBC and 
in other places, the transition into experience is 
far easier to effetively facilitate than transference 
of learning to new situations post-expedition. 
This transition in can simply be a discussion early 
on; a discussion of what changes will there be on 
expedition, what affordances there are not, what 
connections this time on the wilderness educational 
experience will have with home, and what 
differences there are.
Some of this entry transition is simply good 
expedition planning – for example knowing your 
participants’ background stories.  It could be that 
during transition into the expedition experience, 
this information might need to be brought out for 
all to hear-particulalry in higher education settings.  
Knowing that Tina has only paddled twice, but her 
father taught her, or that John is afraid of paddling 
because he nearly drowned once while swimming, 
and that Sarah has worked at a paddling-focused 
summer camp for 10 years all when combined 
drastically shape a trip on the Anywhere River. The 
same could be said for many other parameters 
or examples.  The whole picture of transition – 
missing partners, feeling sick from expedition food, 
having a certain set of skills, etc. all transfers to the 
expedition itself. An effective wilderness expedition 
leader is not only aware of all of this sort of 
information, but intuitively understands how these 
factors may influence the trip and what he or she 
needs to do with the shared or private information 
in order to shape the experience of participants 
towards a positive and educative one.
Transference of participants’ learnings from 
expedition experiences to post-expedition life is 
a different beast all together, mainly because as 
expedition leaders we may not always have the 
opportunity to interact with the participants in their 
daily lives once the course ends.  As facilitators our 
influence on student experience usually ends once 
the participants leave the course. As such we often 
find ourselves in the situation of trying to address 
the application of learning to new situations prior 
to participants actually encountering those new 
situations. The practice I will outline now is one 
example of how an expedition leader could set 
up some authentic post-course communication 
or engagement with participants prior to their 

departure from the course in order to facilitate the 
process of transference. I presented this activity 
to other wilderness educators during the Mara-
Burnside conference in 2010. It is a simple exercise, 
easy to run, and just one idea, the practice is as 
follows:
1.  More than halfway through the expedition 

(perhaps the last few days) sit the group down.
2.  Initiate a discussion regalling all the good things 

that have happened, all the points to remember, 
all the key catalyzing moments, etc.

3.  Pull out a stack of postcards (one for each 
participant).  In the case of the 2010 conference 
– all my postcards were of Yellowknife, where we 
started, so just seeing the picture when it arrived 
in the mail would have an effect.

4.  Have the group divide off into pairs, and then 
have small group disccusions as to the most 
important things they want to take away from 
the expedition. In my case in 2010 those were: 
1) slow down, 2) watch life, but experience it to 
its fullest, 3) don’t get caught up in day to day 
minutia – the academic lifestyle.

5.  Have your partner write you a postcard to 
that effect – remember your important WEE 
moments.

6.  Once all pairs are done, collect the postcards, and 
perhaps open to a large group discussion for any 
last thoughts.

7.  Get the postcards home safely – and remember 
where you put them until the agreed upon 
mailing date.  In this case it was 6 months later 
when I put all those postcards in the mail.

I can’t speak for the others on that conference, but 
for me, just pulling those postcards out of the box 
I had kept them in to mail gave me a significant 
sense of reconnection.  It reminded me of what 
was important during the conference-canoe trip – 
the reflective conversations around the campfire, 
thoughts that came to mind while I was sweating on 
the portage trail, or unanswered questions posed by 
my paddling partner. When I re-read the postcards 
I thought about how those “ah ha” moments from 
the canoe trip had become relevent in other areas 
of my life as an educator and where I might still have 
transference and learning to go. I saw the picture of 
Yellowknife on the postcards, but also thought back 
to where I was on the river when my partner wrote 
the postcard and thought about him too. While 
sitting in my desk chair at the office I experienced a 
poignant reconnection to place and time.
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Conclusions
To conclude, transference is a complex process that 
significantly influences what we learn from our 
experiences. It is more than a unique consideration 
for our students; We as instructors and experienced 
outdoor educators should also become skilled 
at considering our own transference processes 
before we go into the field.  With a new son (now 
18 months), I think about the risks of wilderness 
expeditions a lot more than before.  With myself 
and many of my colleageus we always seem to bring 
in those popular culture nuances – quotes from a 
movie, song lyrics stuck in your head.  And then 
those shape what our expedition is like.
When we return from expedition we are 
immediately hit with popular culture and real life 
again – emails to check, news to catch up on, etc.  
However, we’ve had some sort of experience that 
we’ve learned from, but perhaps we don’t know 
what we’ve learned until months or years later.  We 
need that postcard to arrive so that we rmember 
our need to still connect to that learning, whenever 
it may come.
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