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CLIMBING T E WORLD'S 
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DICK SMITH 





In 1964 Dick Smith and fellow Rover 

Scouts hoped to become the first to 

climb Balls Pyramid, the world's tallest 

sea stack. Piercing the storm-swept 

Tasman Sea, this 561.7-metre rock 

spire had captivated explorers from 

the First Fleet to pioneer aviator 

Sir Francis Chichester. Little did Dick 

know that it would become his rite 

of passage and the launch pad of his 

entrepreneurial career. 

Balls Pyramid is a ripping yarn of 

drama, danger and persistence. 

A tale of a playboy boat owner, 

an eccentric expedition doctor who 

kick-started Dick's first successful 

business, the 'extinct' stick insect and 

gripping accounts and photos by the 

world's best mountaineers. It's also a 

love story, inspired by the honeymooners 

that Dick and fellow Scouts witnessed 

on nearby Lord Howe Island. 

Balls Pyramid details Dick's battle to 

keep a special dream alive as 

bureaucrats moved in to ban recreational 

climbing. This carefully-researched, 

entertaining story tracks the evolution 

of Australian climbing over half a 

century and an all-consuming passion 

for Australia's greatest rock spire. 
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Balls Pyramid Exploration: A Timeline 

1788 Logan reached 213 metres of an Australian Naval 

17 February in 3 hours. They reported seaman swimming onto 

Discovered by Lt. Henry gannets,* lizards and a the Pyramid. 

Lidgbird Ball, Commander silverfish-like insect. 

of H.M.S. Supply, on his 1962 

voyage to Norfolk Island 1931 March 

transporting convicts and 1 April A Melbourne University 

soldiers from Botany Bay. The famous aviator Sir Mountaineering Club plans 

Francis Chichester reports an attempt, but never 

1839 on the Pyramid's fragile makes it off Lord Howe 

26 November geology, as he uses it as Island due to poor weather 

The United States Exploring a navigation aid during and seas. 

Expedition under Captain his epic east to west 

Charles Wilkes, U.S.N. Trans-Tasman flight in the 1963 

visits Balls Pyramid. single-engine, Gypsy Moth Christmas Break 

biplane, Madame Elija. Bryden Allen and Dave 

1882 Lambert fly to Lord Howe 

First landing, by NSW 1936 Island to do recce of Balls 

Government Department of April Pyramid, but were unable 

Mines clerk and geological Gower Wilson carries to land. They put up a 

draughtsman, Henry Captain Morrissey of the new route on Mt Lidgbird 

Wilkinson, and two others. yacht Ariel, from Lord instead. 

They land on northeast Howe Island to Balls 

point to collect specimens Pyramid on the motor 1964 

and rocks. launch Venture. Morrissey 22 March 

lands on the east side and Rick Higgins of the 

Also, claiming first landing, climbs solo to about 122 Roseville Rover Scouts 

Captain Richard Armstrong metres before loose rock and geologist David Roots 

(Forest Ranger, Registrar, gives way and he loses his motor from Lord Howe 

Magistrate and Clerk of footing, tumbling down, Island to the Pyramid on 

Petty Sessions of LHI), before becoming caught in Carl Dignam's launch, 

C.W. Darley, of the vegetation. An ashen-faced Noddie. Just on dawn they 

Harbours and Rivers Dept Morrissey decides he's land on the eastern side 

and Alexander Morton, had enough. and climb 200 m, but must 

an American employed by return to the launch by 3 

the Australian Museum Early 1940s p.m. as previously agreed.

to collect specimens on An unconfirmed attempt They return a week later on

* Note, gannets are LHI & BP. during which an individual Viking, skippered by Max

not found on Balls (Frank Barlow) claims to Shick, and climb towards

Pyramid. The birds 1923 have failed at 'mid-height' Winkelstein's Steeple

reported here were First recorded attempt to and leaves ropes behind. above Gannet Green in

more than likely climb Balls Pyramid, by the a single-day push, but to

masked boobies, Morrisby brothers, Rokesby 1950S keep their promise to not

which look similar. and Logan. Climbing solo, An unconfirmed report spend a night on the rock,
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they must return to the the Southeast Ridge. At from Mudgee. In reaching 

launch. 2.30 p.m., Sunday 14 the summit, Rona became 

February, Bryden Allen and the first, and to date, the 

1964 David Witham, then John only woman to climb Balls 

November-December Davis and Jack Pettigrew Pyramid. 

Rick Higgins, David Roots, become the first to reach 

Dick Smith, John Hodsdon, the summit of Balls 1970 

Ian Gasking, Roger Pyramid, celebrating with 11-19 March

Whittaker and Dave Larkin champagne. The following 3rd Ascent. 

sail on Lloyd Williams' day Jack Pettigrew returns First ascent of North 

50-foot motor-sailor Tai to the top with Jack Hill for Ridge. A difficult landing, 

Hoa from Sydney to Lord the second ascent. Don swimming through shoals, 

Howe Island, pick up David Wilcox and Sydney Morning and a more demanding, 

Lambert, David Kingsford- Herald correspondent Ben direct line compared with 

Smith and expedition Sandilands in support. the Southeast Ridge. 

doctor Tony Balthazar and They were picked up on 17 Ledges with a cave 200 

continue to Balls Pyramid. February. feet up. The route was fixed 

After a challenging landing two-thirds of the way up the 

in high seas, the team 1966 ridge. Teetering gendarmes 

spends five days making Entomologist David (rock towers on the ridge) 

an alpine ascent of the McAlpine publishes David were avoided by abseiling 

South Ridge to the summit Roots' photograph and to ledges on the eastern 

of Winkelstein's Steeple. account of the discovery of side that gave access to 

Knowledge gleaned from dead phasmid remains on the summit pyramid, where 

the route they forge will Balls Pyramid. steep climbing (Grade 

assist in the Pyramid's first 17-18) on fair rock led to

successful ascent just over 1969 the top. Those reaching 

two months later. David February the top were Keith Bell, 

Roots' photograph of a 2nd ascent of the John Worrall, Howard 

dead Lord Howe Island Southeast Ridge. Bevan, Ray Lassman, Hugh 

stick insect (phasmid), up John Davis and Gary Steer Ward, with Keith Royce in 

until then believed to be are commissioned by the support. Bruce Rowe was 

extinct, will eventually play Australian Broadcasting radio contact on Lord Howe 

a role in having climbing Commission to produce Island. 

banned on the Pyramid. a movie. They reach the 

summit with Bill Zemek, 1971 

1965 Jonathan Pascoe, Jack March 

February Pettigrew, Rona Pettigrew, West Face attempt John 

First ascent. John Worrall, John Dennis, Worrall, Hugh Ward, Bill 

After being dropped off Wes Kilham, Jim Smith, Zemek and Pete Hackett 

by Clive and John Wilson Sid Tanner and Bob Fick. attempt the fearsome West 

from Pacific Chieftain, In support was Nancy Face. Pete injured during 

the Sydney Rockclimbing Maiden and her friend the landing and didn't 

Club expedition sieges Carol Williams, a nurse climb. The others attempt 
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a 'direttissimo' (Italian 1974-75 November 1978 

reference to the route a falling Reports recommend closure 6th Ascent, via South Ridge. 

drop of water follows) and are of rock to climbers Ross Vining, Don Fletcher, 

dogged by rockfall and lost William Blunt and Ian Brown 

gear. They establish route to 1975 fly to Lord Howe Island, then 

North Ridge to be used as A group of climbers initially sail on Melaleuca to Balls 

emergency abseil from upper plan to split into two teams, Pyramid. After an initial 

reaches of Face. Bill Zemek with one attempting the first attempt fails due to storms 

nearly loses his life while ascent of the West Face and and high winds, all climbers 

retreating directly down the the other, the first ascent of reach Winkelstein's Steeple 

West Face. He is swept into the East Face. Upon closer via the South Ridge. Don, 

a sea cave at the base of the scrutiny of their objective, Ian and Ross continue to 

Pyramid by strong seas. Only the West Face team decides summit where they see an 

quick thinking by Hugh Ward instead to attempt a double amazing waterspout 'sucking 

and a long line with plastic skyline traverse, heading up water up into the clouds' that 

bottle floats saves him. the South Ridge, down the abbreviates their summit stay. 

North Ridge, then reversing Team makes it up and back in 

25 February - 3 March 1973 the route up and down. In the two days. 

4th Ascent, 1st skyline end, the teams achieve the 

traverse, ascending via South following: December 1978 

Ridge, descending via North 7th Ascent. 

Ridge. Greg Mortimer and 5th Ascent, via South Ridge. Robert Staszewski and Trevor 

Keith Bell land on north end 1st One-day ascent to Gynther complete the first 

to cache supplies, before summit, by Kim Carrigan on-site, alpine style, clean 

swimming onto the south and Roark Muhlen via South (hammerless), one-day 

end. After a day preparing, Ridge. Ben Maddison and ascent. 

they climb alpine style to the Keith Lockwood reach summit 

summit via the South Ridge the following morning after On 10 December, Max Shick 

in little over a day, but their starting on South Ridge, then takes Robert and Trevor to 

descent and departure is traversing the East Face to Balls Pyramid from Lord 

delayed due to the arrival finish up the North Ridge. Howe Island in his 5 m 

of Cyclone Kirsty. At the runabout with 55 hp Johnson 

start, Dick Smith is on board 1st ascent of East Face outboard in a 3 m swell. At 

Lulawai, skippered by Clive to Winkelstein's Steeple the south end, they unload 

Wilson, and lands on both on South Ridge. Kevin 22 by 25-litre steel drums 

the northern and southern Lindorff, Peter Watson and of equipment and supplies 

ends to help Greg and Keith lain Sedgman retreat down for their planned two week 

transfer gear from the boat to original route in blistering stay. Starting at dawn, 12 

the Pyramid. heat. Dec, Robert and Trevor swap 

leads using twin 9 mm, 150 

4-14 February 1974 While waiting for storm to m ropes, reaching the summit 

Ross Vining and Nick abate to allow pickup from via the South Ridge at sunset, 

Bendelli's attempt is stopped the Pyramid, Keith almost with a full moon already aloft. 

at Lord Howe Island due to drowns after being swept off Abseiling down their ascent 

Cyclone Madge. rock during ablutions. route to Gannet Green, they 

pants-slide down grass ramps 

to their comfortable camp. 
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1979 and World Ecology. Thwarted his climb from the base of the 

On 19 December, Robert from the summit by heavy South Ridge to the summit 

Staszewski from Brisbane, rain and gale-force winds on took an incredible one hour 

Chris Larque and Phil Cullen, the fringe of Cyclone Paul, and forty five minutes, his 

both from Canberra, land they leave a proclamation in descent three hours. 

on the southern end of Balls a sealed container, dated 

Pyramid, well prepared 8 January 1980, in a large 12 February 1982 

for an attempt on the first cave near the base of the 10th Ascent. 

double, non-stop traverse south-east ridge. Lord Howe islanders Paul 

via the south and north Beaumont and Jim Whistler 

ridges. Unfortunately on Ray Lassman and others carry a Japanese expedition 

the first day of the ascent, sail by yacht to Lord Howe to the Pyramid on board 

Phil suffers a recurrence of Island hoping to climb Balls Santara. Details of the 

a severe stomach disease Pyramid, but turn back before climb are sketchy, but it's 

he contracted only months doing so. believed that three expedition 

earlier in the Kulu Himalaya. members reach the summit, 

Robert and Chris share 21-23 January 1980 possibly on their way to 

leads in high winds and rain 8th Ascent, via South Ridge. completing the second 

carrying 'overly large' packs John Worrall, Dick Smith and Skyline Traverse. 

necessary for the project. Hugh Ward begin ascent by

After leaving some gear at first jumping from a helicopter 31 July 1984 

the 20Cknetre level, they into the sea and swimming Army Alpine Association 

continue up to a table-sized ashore. On the summit, the application to climb the 

ledge below the imposing team raises a flag presented Pyramid is rejected, as was a 

Black Tower (Pillar of Porteus) to Dick by New South Wales second and third application 

and above the West Face. Premier Neville Wran and over the ensuing months. 

Having decided that the makes a mock claim of Reasons given for the first 

double traverse plan is Balls Pyramid for NSW. rejection were grounds of 

unrealistic, the following day David Flatman produces environmental impact, lack of 

they leave all food and water the expedition film for A Big medical back-up and the fact 

behind, the summit now Country. that approval 'could create a 

their sole objective. Near the precedent for other climbers 

top of the Black Tower and December 1980 seeking to climb the Pyramid.' 

less than 75 vertical metres 9th Ascent, first solo ascent The second rejection included 

below the summit, they 'feel The highly-experienced 'both environmental factors 

the loss of their original plan Queensland climber, Rick and the potential hazards 

most keenly' and choose to White, and five University of to the climbers' and finally 

descend. Queensland climbers ascend because of 'an adverse 

the South Ridge in three parties impact on environmental 

January 1980 of two: Rick White and Bruce factors of Balls Pyramid'. 

Joe and Tina Friend, Phil Springell, Chris Frost and Mark 

Stallard and Dave McGrouther Morwood, Jeremy Scriven and 18-26 October 1984

set out to claim ownership of cameron SChroder. 11th Ascent.

the Pyramid as a special According to a Sydney

province for the climbers and Rick White also makes the Morning Herald article

naturalists of the world in the first and only solo ascent of dated 12 October 1984,

name of Climbers International the Pyramid. It's believed that top French mountaineering
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team arrives in Sydney to indemnities and conditions This plan of management 

be told it needs a permit applied. Despite Robert provides that recreational 

to climb Balls Pyramid. It tearing ankle ligaments while rock climbing will not be 

quotes the expedition leader, landing, they summit via permitted on Balls Pyramid. 

Frederic Faure, saying the South Ridge and descend, 

climbers had been assured over two days. 17 June 1988 

by Lord Howe authorities Dick Smith and Australian 

that no permit was required. May 1986 Geographic file an affidavit 

Frederic disputes that he 13th Ascent. in the Land and Environment 

said this as they had written An expedition led by Keith Court of New South Wales 

to the Board on 24 July Williams of the Three Peaks seeking to have the Lord 

and received enthusiastic Outdoor Club, including Adam Howe Island Board and 

approval. Nonetheless, formal Darragh, Mike Meyers, Scott the Minister administering 

consent by the LHI board Ruddock, Mark Jones, Dave the Lord Howe Island 

was given on 17 October Drohan and Mike Wortley, Act, overturn the ban on 

and the French team left charter Alister Campbell's recreational climbing on 

for Balls Pyramid the next 6O-foot ketch The Wilderness Balls Pyramid. 

day on board Roy Wilson's and sail from Sydney on their 

Lulawai. Besides Frederic, the attempt. On board are four November 1991 

team comprised Dominique other crew and Alister's two- The Lord Howe Island 

Radique, Michel Zalio, Gilles year-old son, Sinbad. Adam Board resolves to seek an 

Sourice and Nelly Sourice. and Mike Meyers climb as a amendment to the Plan of 

The four men go ashore and single rope team, spending Management to allow limited 

over 4-5 days, reach the two days to reach the summit recreational climbing subject 

summit. Nelly stays on board via the South Ridge (although to a number of conditions. 

and returns to Lord Howe. An Mike stops 10 metres from 

envelope postmarked "Lord the top to maintain his August 1993 

Howe Island, 26 October philosophy of 'doing it for The Lord Howe Island 

1984, N.S.W. Aust. 2898" is the climb, not the summit'). board circulates Proposed 

inscribed with the words "First A day after Adam and Mike Amendments to the Lord 

French team to climb Balls start climbing, the other five Howe Island Permanent 

Pyramid" and signed by all set off up the South Ridge, Park Preserve, Plan of 

five team members. with Keith and Scott reaching Management, August 1993. 

the summit over the next four It includes the following: 

December 1984 days. It's believed that this is "The Board recommends 

12th Ascent. the last 'official' climb on the that part of Clause 13.2 of 

An application to climb Balls Pyramid. the plan which deals with 

Pyramid, lodged by Americans recreational rock climbing on 

Robert Anderson and Steve 30 June 1986 Balls Pyramid be amended to 

Sanford, was approved by the Neville Wran, Premier of NSW, the effect that the Board may 

Board on 2 November 1984 adopts plan of management approve of these activities 

on the basis of 'their for the Lord Howe Island subject to such conditions as 

extensive climbing CV's' and Permanent Park Preserve, it sees fit." Attached is a list 

that 'they would bring which is made up of 75 per of conditions proposed by 

favourable publicity' to Lord cent of Lord Howe Island, the Board, including number 

Howe Island. No fees were together with surrounding of landings per year, size of 

sought but the usual islets and Balls Pyramid. climbing parties, no climbing 



from mid-September to mid

February (seabird breeding 

times), no permanent belays, 

nothing left behind (including 

human waste), safety and 

indemnity conditions. 

18 December 1995 

Pam Allan, NSW Minister 

for the Environment, refuses 

to ratify the amendment to 

allow recreational climbing 

on Balls Pyramid, citing 

objections from the Australian 

Conservation Foundation 

and the National Parks and 

Wildlife Advisory Council. 

22 December 1995 

Judith Mortlock, CEO of the 

LHI Board, informs Fulvio 

Fabreschi that his application 

(submitted in June) to 

land on Balls Pyramid with 

the express purpose of 

searching for the phasmid 

and climbing to the summit, 

had been rejected. Fulvio's 

well-organised plan was for 

a team of ex-Commandos to 

paddle from Coffs Harbour 

to Balls Pyramid, and under 

the direction of a scientific 

panel from LHI, the Australian 

Museum and NPWS, search 

for the phasmid. 

5 February 2001 

New South Wales National 

Parks and Wildlife rangers 

Nicholas Carlile and Dean 

Hiscox find living specimens 

of the phasmid amongst 

melaleuca bushes on 

the lower reaches of the 

Pyramid's southern slopes. 
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30 November - 7 December 

2004 

40th Anniversary celebration 

of 1964 Rover Scouts 

Expedition. Dick and 

Pip Smith invite original 

expedition members on board 

Ulysses Blue to sail from 

Sydney to Balls Pyramid and 

return. On board were Ian 

Gasking, Dave Roots, Rick 

Higgins and Roger Whittaker. 

John Hodsdon joins the 

group on Lord Howe Island. 

Although expedition members 

hope to at least swim in and 

touch the rock, it is decided 

that unruly sea conditions 

create an unacceptable risk. 

The ABC's Australian Story 

covers the expedition in 

Rock of Ages, which airs 

on 11 April 2005. 

27 November 2013 

Wearing wingsuits, American 

Jeb Corliss and Brazilian Luigi 

Cani, jump from a helicopter 

at 1338 m, travel 200 km/h 

while close proximity flying 

near Balls Pyramid before 

landing in the sea. After six 

months of pre-production 

(they were accompanied by 

a documentary film crew), 

permitting and logistics for 

the 20-person team, three 

vessels and an airplane, they 

are stalled on Lord Howe 

Island for 10 days waiting for 

high winds and seas to abate 

to make their water landing 

practicable. 

Easter 2014 

14th Ascent. 

Two climbers, with two 

support crew sail from east 

coast Australia to Balls 

Pyramid. Landing in relatively 

calm conditions, the two 

climbers start up the South 

Ridge at midnight and climb 

straight through, reaching 

the summit at 4 p.m. They 

abseil down a short distance 

and spend the night on a 

vegetated ledge where they 

spy several live phasmids. 

The next day they descend 

to the bottom, are picked up 

by their crew and return to 

the mainland. 

December 2014 

The 1964 Rover Scout 

Expedition gathers on Lord 

Howe Island for a 50th 

Anniversary Celebration. 

Dick Smith, Dave Larkin, 

David Roots, Roger Whittaker, 

Dave Lambert, David 

Kingsford-Smith, Ian Gasking 

and Rick Higgins open new 

Balls Pyramid display in 

Lord Howe Island Museum. 

Four of the team make 

an unauthorised, 

commemorative landing 

on the Pyramid. 

I ' 
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The summit of Balls

Pyramid, photographed 
from my helicopter in 
January 1980. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

•• .
h. h ' ... JUSt expect anyt 1ng t at s 

any good to be banned." 

Comment from one of two anonymous climbers who 
reached the summit of the Pyramid in April 2014. 
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INTRODUCTION 

,�v hen I set sail from Sydney Harbour with

a team of fellow Scouts on 25 November 1964, our 

audacious plan was to climb Balls Pyramid, the 

highest sea stack in the world. I was 20 years old, 

recovering from an operation and with very little 

rock climbing experience. Nothing could stop me 

from going. 

On the expedition 

I would learn about 

responsible risk-taking, 

the camaraderie of fellow 

climbers and leadership 

skills that complemented 

those I'd learned in Scouts. 

These lessons would 

influence me for the rest of 

my life. 

This book is about my 

personal involvement with 

magnificent Balls Pyramid. 

So far it's lasted from 24 

May 1964, when I first read 

an article in PIX magazine 

about Rick Higgins's and 

Dave Roots's attempt to 

climb the Pyramid, to the 

50th Anniversary of our own 

expedition, celebrated on 

Lord Howe Island November 

2014. 

It covers our exciting first attempt, 

introduces Tony Balthasar, an eccentric 

anaesthetist who became my friend and 

supported not just our Scout expedition, but my 

first steps in a successful business career. 

While on Lord Howe Island after that climb, 

our team watched honeymooners arrive by flying 

boat and vowed that we too would come back for 

our own. Not long aft.er, while showing the film of 

our expedition, I met Pip McManamey, a 17-year

old Girl Guide from the Pittwater Rangers. On 26 

March 1969, we married and flew to Lord Howe 

Island for our honeymoon, 

staying at Leanda Lei, a local 

guesthouse. 

By then another team 

had completed the route 

up the South Ridge to the 

summit, and the race was 

on to make first ascents of 

other possible routes. 

The following pages 

contain the most complete 

history of Balls Pyramid 

climbing ever compiled. 

They include fascinating 

first-person accounts during 

the Pyramid's 'heyday', 

when Australian teams 

added routes up the North 

Ridge,,East Face, the Skyline 

Traverse (and an extraordi

nary attempt on the fierce 

West Face). 

I write about my own excitement in reaching 

the summit in 1980, just before the arrival of 

international teams from France, Japan and 

America. Soon after, government bureaucrats 

would begin their relentless drive to stifle the 

spirit of adventure. 
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Included is the story of the phasmid, a 

strange and primitive insect believed to be 

extinct, until Dave Roots brought back photos 

he took of its remains on our 1964 expedition. 

Those photos would help earn the Pyramid World 

Heritage status, and sadly, be used by bureaucrats 

to stop climbing on the Pyramid for decades. 

Those were the 'dark ages', thanks to 

the National Parks and Wildlife Service's ban 

on recreational climbing. They said it was 'in 

the interest of climber's safety and the public 

interest', but it was more likely because those in 

the bureaucracy gained satisfaction from being 

able to control and restrict the freedom of others. 

This book includes our campaign to keep the 

spirit of adventure alive by attempting to overturn 

the climbing ban. We fought the battle in court, 

lobbied politicians and encouraged the media to 

take up the fight. You'll read how we thought we 

were making headway, but then failed. 

Even today, Section 72 of the Lord Howe 

Island Regulation (2014), administered by the 

Board reads: 

"A person must not engage in any activity 

or recreational pursuit in the Preserve that 

involves risking the safety of the person or

the safety of other persons." 

What a staggeringly ridiculous regulation. Just 

about every worthwhile human activity contains 

some degree of risk! 

Fortunately climbers are a resilient bunch, 

and many are more 'leader' than 'follower'. I've 

found that if they see a situation that is unjust, 

they will do what they can to change it. And if 

the bureaucracy is too deeply entrenched or too 

unfair, they will simply work around it. 

Just last year, climbers frustrated by the 

arbitrary nature of the climbing ban sailed out 

from Sydney and climbed the South Ridge of 

the Pyramid without permission. They left no 

trace of their climb and recorded three healthy 

phasmids, well outside the range where National 

Parks and Wildlife rangers had been searching. 

Best of all, they showed that the spirit of 

adventure is still alive. 

Our Rover Scout Expedition sailed to Balls 

Pyramid from Sydney to avoid the restrictions 

Islanders had put on previous expeditions. 

Up until then, the Islanders would not allow 

climbers to remain on the Pyramid overnight. 

After our expedition the Islanders realised that 

more expeditions would probably come directly 

from the mainland unless they changed the 

policy. Over the next two decades, until climbing 

was banned, the Islanders were happy to carry 

climbers to the Pyramid on their charter boats. 

Fifty years later, we're back to square one. 

The latest expedition sailed from Sydney to the 

Pyramid and back again knowing they would 

get no support from the Islanders (this time due 

to the climbing ban). Wouldn't it be great if this 

brings about a similar change and the Islanders 

can once again charter their boats to carry 

climbers to and from the Pyramid as they did in 

the past? 

I hope that the exciting expedition accounts 

and historic photographs found in these pages 

will inspire others as well. Who knows what the 

next 50 years will bring? 

Sydney, 2015 
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A hand-coloured 
illustration taken from 
a rare steel engraving 
of Balls Pyramid that 
appeared in Arthur 
Phillip's The Voyage 
of Governor Phillip to 

Botany Bay. The original 
engraving was printed 
by John Stockdale in 
August 1789.

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

•• 

We first saw Balls Pyramid 

as a distant spire of rock, 

very like those which 

house the ogre's castle 

in a fairy tale." 
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History 

S
witzerland has the Matterhorn; Jackson Hole, Wyoming, the Grand Teton; 

while Nepal and Tibet share the undeniable bulk of Mt Everest. Around 

the world there are mountains so distinctive and inspiring, they have come 

to represent the country or region where they are found. 

Balls Pyramid, the world's highest sea stack, would be just such an icon 

- if it wasn't so remote.

Soaring 561.7 m above the Tasman Sea, way higher than the Empire 

State Building, some 770 km northeast of Sydney and 23 km south of Lord 

Howe Island, the Pyramid inspires and intimidates those lucky enough to 

see it. 

"We first saw Balls Pyramid as a distant spire of rock, very like those 

which house the ogre's castle in a fairy tale", wrote David Witham, a member 

of the 1965 Balls Pyramid Expedition. 

Thirteen years later, Queensland climber Robert Staszewski wrote: 

"Three hours after departure (from Lord Howe Island), the stupendous mass 

of the Pyramid's sheer walls loomed above. Its bulk at close quarters was 

most impressive. Its architecture, nothing short of amazing. 

"From a banana-shaped base, the north and south ridges rise from the 

points to an almost central summit. The convex West Face overhangs on its 

lower half whereas the East Face does so on its upper half. 

"Greys, blacks and browns predominate as colors, whilst patches of bird 

droppings add an overall whiteness as well as zebra streaks. Huge flocks of 

sea birds constantly wheel and shriek overhead. 

"The moment of truth was nigh." 

On 17 February 1788, Lord Howe Island was first mentioned in the log of 

British naval officer Lieut. Henry Lidgbird Ball, commander of Supply. Lidgbird 

was transporting a party of settlers and convicts from Port Jackson in New 

South Wales to Norfolk Island, discovered previously by Captain Cook. 

On the outgoing trip, Lidgbird mistook the twin peaks of Lord Howe 

Island as two separate islands. The larger he named after the Admiral of the 
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Right HMS Herald 

firing guns off Lord 

Howe so her boats 

could calculate their 

distance from the ship 

by timing the interua1 
between flash and 
report, May 1853. 

Watercolour by James 
Glen Wilson. 

Below: This sketch 
by Augustus Earle in 
1928, is believed to be 
of the brig Governor 

Macquarie caught in 
a southerly gale off 
Balls Pyramid during 
a voyage from New 
Zealand to Australia. 

Images courtesy Ian Hutton/Lord 

Howe Island Museum 
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1. HISTORY

Fleet, Lord Richard Howe. The smaller he named after himself. As he drew 

closer, he realised his error and called the entire island Lord Howe. 

On 13 March, while on the return voyage, Lidgbird anchored Supply 

off the southern end of the island and named the highest of Lord Howe 

Island's twin peaks after the junior Lord of the Admiralty, John Leveson 

Gower. He kept his own name on the lower peak. Clearly visible to the south, 

an incredible rock spire soared high above the ocean, which he also named 

after himself - Balls Pyramid. 

Rising from a Hot Spot 

While researching his excellent book, Return of the Phasmid, Rick Wilkinson 

attended a lecture given by Ian Hutton, Curator of Lord Howe Island's 

Museum, Leaming and Scientific Centre and Visitors Centre. 

I'd known Ian for many years, first as a meteorological officer on the 

island then as author and photographer when we commissioned him to 

write a book about Lord Howe for Australian Geographic. He was subsequently 

awarded an Order of Australia Medal for services to conservation and tourism 

on the island. 

Ian was presenting one of the regular lectures he gives at Capella Lodge, 

this time on the geological origins of Lord Howe Island and Balls Pyramid. 

Rick was there to record Ian's explanation. 

'lord Howe Island and Balls Pyramid are the most southerly and youngest of a 

line of nine volcanoes running northeast-southwest that begins with Nova Bank 

to the west of New Caledonia. 

"The chain was formed as the Australian crustal plate moved north across 

a stationary hot spot. When an occasional weak part in the plate passed over 

the rising plume of magma, the molten rock broke through the crust and spewed 

lava onto the sea floor 

"In some instances the volcano formed by the outpouring of molten rock 

did not reach the sea surface. Today on bathymetric charts these old undersea 

volcanoes are called seamounts. In other cases the lava mound rose above sea 

level and formed a volcanic island. 

"In time the erosive forces of wind and waves cut down some of those 

volcanoes so that they eventually became submerged fiat-topped structures 

known as guyots. Hutton says that the older, northern volcanoes in the western 

Pacific chain off Australia are now seamounts and guyots. 

"However, the two remnant volcanic islands closest to Lord Howe can still 

be seen as circular reefs at low tide, marked on shipping charts as Elizabeth 

Reef and Middleton Reef Ultimately, Lord Howe Island and Balls Pyramid will 

be planed down by erosion and join their northern cousins beneath the waves. 

Conservationist and 
writer Ian Hutton.films 
seabirds on Roach 
Island in 1982.
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Remnants of two

volcanoes, Lord 
Howe Island and 
Balls Pyramid share 

the same undersea 
pedestal, but are 
separated by a trench 
800-metres deep. This

view is looking south.

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

"Both islands are the above-water remnants of two volcanoes that sat 

upon the same huge pedestal about 64 km long and 24 km wide. Bathymetric 

charts show them enclosed by the one contour line at the 1,000 m depth level. 

There is, however, a deep trench between the two at the 800 m depth level. 

''.Although sitting on the same base, they were always separate volcanoes, 

certainly never connected above water even though sea levels of the past were 

much lower than today. 

"Balls Pyramid is clearly the final stages of erosion of a large crater island 

perhaps six kilometres in diameter which had its central vent, now covered by 

sea, to the southwest. Two remnant satellite islets called Observatory Rock and 

Wheatsheaf Isle lie about 800 m from the main spire. The original volcano was 

thought to have been active at the same time as Lord Howe." 

Riddle of the Pacific 

In December 1967, Australian Natural History magazine produced an issue 

focusing on Lord Howe Island. One of the articles explained: 

"Even though Lord Howe Island lies only 436 miles northeast of Sydney, 

geologically speaking it has little relationship to the Australian continent. It is 

separated from the mainland by a depth of over 16,000 feet of water which 

covers the vast, featureless Tasman Abyssal Plain. 

''Lord Howe Rise is a major physiographic feature of the southwest Pacific 

that joins the Coral Sea Platform in the north and the South Island of New 

Zealand in the south. The rise is covered by about 4,000 feet of water. Lord Howe 

Island is located near the western edge of Lord Howe Rise but is separated from 

the main part of the rise. 



1. HISTORY

"Lord Howe Island, which is about one mile wide and six miles long, is
located on top of a much larger wave-cut platform that measures 14 miles by
20 miles. This large flat platform has a depth of about 300 feet and was formed

by wave action associated with eustatic change (caused by ice-age cycles) of
sea-level during periods of glaciation.

"Balls Pyramid, which is only 0.2 miles wide and rises abruptly to a height

of 1,811 feet, is also located on top of a wave-cut platform nine miles wide and

11 miles long. Both Lord Howe Island and Balls Pyramid are part of a much

larger base which rises from the ocean depth. Geologically speaking, both Lord
Howe Island and Balls Pyramid may eventually be eroded away to form flat-top

seamounts similar to those in the Tasman Sea."

The article also mentions a 1959 paper by CSIRO entomologist (insect
expert) S.]. Parmonov, A Riddle in the Pacific. In it, Paramonov writes: •· L d H I 1 dor owe s an "A large part of this riddle is connected with the fact that, while Lord

Howe Island is closer to Australia than to New Zealand, a large number and Balls Pyramid 

of plants and animals, many of which are not supposed to travel over may eventually 
large distances of water, are more similar to New Zealand types than to be eroded away 
Australian types. to form flat-top 

"If we consider the size and distribution of the islands that existed
during the lowering of sea-level 300 feet, associated with Pleistocene
glaciation (the Ice Age, about 1.6 million years ago), this does not present

t ,, seamoun s ... 

Although Lord Howe 

Island is closer to 

Australia than New 

Zealand, its animals 

might have 'island
hopped' from the latter 

when sea levels were 

much lower, between 

10,000 and two million 

years ago. 
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•• 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

... by then, the 

true damage to 

Lord Howe Island 

had occurred as 

dozens of black 

ship rats escaped 

onto land." 

such a great problem. 

"An investigation of oceanographic charts reveals that Wangane!!a Bank, 

which is 274 miles north-west of the North Island of New Zealand, 426 miles 

southeast of Lord Howe, and 210 miles south of Norfolk Island, was exposed 

during the Pleistocene lowering of sea-level. 

"This island may have acted as a stepping stone for New Zealand ty pe 

fauna to migrate to both Lord Howe Island and Norfolk Island." 

One such immigrant could well have been the Lord Howe Island stick insect, 

a phasmid that would carry the scientific name not of New Zealand, but 

Dryococelus australis. 

Early Settlement on Lord Howe Island,

Following Lieutenant Ball's discovery and initial mapping of Lord Howe Island 

in 1788, ships of the Second and Third Fleet frequently stopped in on their 

return trips to England. Over the next 50 years, the island was often visited by 

whaling ships working the waters off Australia, but it wasn't until 1834 that 

the first attempt at permanent settlement was made. 

Three Englishmen, their Maori wives and two children arrived from New 

Zealand. According to Rick Wilkinson in Retum of the Phasmid, "They planted a 

variety of vegetables and fruit,fished and raised pigs and goats." 

They also took advantage of the easy hunting of flightless birds like the 

brown woodhen and white gallinule, as well as turtles and fish. Their aim 

was to trade with passing whalers, which they did so successfully that their 

operation was bought out in 1841. 

During these early years, whalers introduced pigs and goats to the island 

for food. As their numbers increased they began to destroy native vegetation 

and the nesting burrows of seabirds. Cats brought onto the islands as pets 

escaped and took their toll as well. 

"Most visitors to Lord Howe Island during the second half of the 1800s and 

into the early 1900s noted the disappearance of species," writes Rick. "Given the 

small land area, the docility of the land birds in particular and the attitude of 

sailors and then settlers in treating the wildlife as nothing more than food, it is 

little wonder that extinctions occurred so rapidly." 

On the evening of 14 June 1918, the threat was complete when the Bums 

Philp & Co. steamship, SS Makambo, struck a reef between the Admiralty 

Group and Lord Howe. While abandoning ship one passenger died, but all 

the rest made it safely to Lord Howe. The ship was refloated long enough 

to run it ashore at Ned's Beach. 



1. HISTORY

The cause of the accident was found to be that the skipper had lost 

consciousness due to a seizure. But by then, the true damage to Lord Howe 

Island had occurred as dozens of black ship rats escaped onto land. The 

newcomers nearly destroyed the recently-established kentia palm industry 

and they helped bring about the extinction of the phasmid on Lord Howe. 

First Footfalls on Balls Pyramid 

The first recorded landing on the Pyramid was by Henry Wilkinson, a clerk 

and geological draftsman with the New South Wales Department of Mines. 

His account was part of a submission to Parliament by J.B. Wilson (1882), 

entitled, Lord Howe Island - Report on Present State & Future Prospects. In it 

Wilkinson writes: 

"I visited the adjacent Admiralty Island on the north & Balls Pyramid on the 

south. They, like the main island, are also volcanic formation. Balls Pyramid, 

Linocut by artist 
Bruce Goold depicting 
rats swimming ashore 
from the stricken 
SS Makambo, 

14 June 1918.

Burns Philp & Co. 

trading vessel SS 

Makambo. Refloated 
from Ned's Beach after 
nine days. 
Inset Harold de 
C. Wethern!!, SS

Makambo's captain.
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which at its base is only about 60 chains long & 25 chains wide, rises abruptly 

from the ocean to a height of 1816 feet. Only on a point at the north east side 

can a landing be effected. At the time of our visit the sea was unusually calm, 

& three of our party succeeded in getting ashore, which, I believe, is the only 

instance known of any person landing on this remarkable rock. So far as an 

examination could be made, the formation is scoraceous lava. Large red-coloured 

masses of rock appears on the precipitous sides, but as they were inaccessible 

their nature could not be determined." 

Another claim on that first landing, was by Captain Richard Armstrong, 

a Forest Ranger, Registrar, Magistrate and Clerk of Petty Sessions on Lord 

Howe Island; C.W. Darley, of the Harbours and Rivers Department and 

Alexander Morton, an American employed by the Australian Museum to 

collect specimens on Lord Howe and the Pyramid. It's likely that Armstrong 

skippered the boat that carried the party to the Pyramid, and Darley and 

Morton were Henry's companions on the actual landing. 

In early 1923, two brothers, Logan and Rokeby Morrisby made the first 

1. HISTORY

attempt to climb the Pyramid, reaching a height of about 200 m in three 

hours. According to Wilkinson, "the previous year Logan had sailed around the 

Pyramid scanning it through binoculars. The southern sides were bare, perpendicular 

and, to his eyes, unscaleable. He noticed water trickling down the basalt cliffs. 

"Initially the pinnacle appeared bare of vegetation, but on closer inspection 

during his climb Logan found some short grass, rushes and tea-tree on the northern 

face. The adventurers saw an abundance of bird life, particularly gannets* nesting 

in caves that honeycombed the cliff sides. They also reported small lizards and what 

they described as a 'sort of silverfish', reasoning that there were probably many other 

insects on the rock." 

First Aerial Views of Balls Pyramid on Historic Flight 

In 1992 Lord Howe Islander Kerry McFayden, published a family history, 

Pinetrees, Lord Howe Island 1842-1992, A brief history of the Andrews-Nichols,

Kirby families. It's a wonderful account of life on the island, including the 

170° 175° 

North Tuman Sea showing the route of "The Elijah." 

------30°· 

*Note, many climbers

mistook masked
boobies for gannets.
The birds referred to
throughout this book

as gannets are in fact
masked boobies.

Route map of Sir 
Francis Chichester's 

historic trans-Tasman 
flight, reconstructed 
from his book Alone 

Across the Tasman. 
Note entries of 
'Sighted SS Makambo', 
'Sighted Balls Pyramid' 
and 'Engine trouble 

started'. 
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Art deco postcard, 
commemorating Sir 
Francis Chichester's 
flight, designed by 
Terry Moyle and 

Rosie Louise, Contour 
Creative Studio, 
New Zealand. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

development of the kentia palm industry to the 

start and growth of tourism, in particular the 

renowned resort, Pinetrees. 

As an around-the-world aviator, I was 

particularly fascinated to read what Kerry had 

written about the famous airman and sailor, 

Sir Francis Chichester: 

"In 1931 Chichester, in a Gypsy Moth, a fragile wood 

and fabric sea plane, crossed the Tasman from east 

to west, calling in for fuel at Norfolk and Lord Howe. 

''Young Phil (Tid) Dignam told us he was 

fishing near Rabbit Island at the time and could 

not believe his eyes: a biplane, the first plane most 

Islanders had ever seen, landing on the lagoon 

between squalls and gusting winds, as dusk fell and 

the weather closed in. Chichester stayed the night 

with Tid's father, Phil, but in the morning the plane, 

Madame Elijah, was capsized in Sylphs Hole. 

''An efficient salvage job was done by the 

Islanders and the engine was stripped. Chichester 

decided to repair the plane on the spot despite the 

lack of machinery, materials and expertise. 

"From the Islanders there was plenty of enthusiasm and offers of help. The 

women sewed the fabric back on the repaired wings. The men helped with all 

aspects of rebuilding the plane and reassembling the engine. Dad was allowed 

to paint the registration marks ZK-AKK on the wings. 

"Nine weeks later, Elijah took to the sky and completed the epic journey. 

When the book, Alone Over the Tasman Sea, by Francis Chichester (Temple 

Press Books, London 1966) was published, our father was portrayed as a red

haired, somewhat pompous know-all who was always berating Chichester 

for not doing things properly, when in fact they were friends and got on well 

.together. 

"When asked why he did it, Chichester replied, 'All good yams have to 

have a villain and, sorry Kirb, you're it'"' 

Today, the Lord Howe Island Museum display s a small exhibition of photos 

from the event and Chichester's writing about it, beginning with this 

introduction by Ian Hutton: 

Feeling quite depressed about finding the aircraft upside down, 

Francis Chichester didn't have much enthusiasm for attending to the wreck; 

but it was quite the opposite for the Islanders: 
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. Chichester's Top. .. 
h Madame EhJa , 

capsized in Sylphs 
Hole. 

Middle: Islanders 
d much help, offere 

· fabricincluding sewing 
back onto the wmgs . 

. Nine weeksBottom. 
. Islanders after capsize, .. 

LJ, Madame EhJah ease 
back into the lagoon. 
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Chichester makes final 
checks to Madame 

Elijah before she takes 
to the skies. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

"After breakfast, young Dignam rallied a salvage party. I think I only coaxed 

myself into it by promise of a sleep for seven days and seven nights afterwards. 

Everybody else, though, seemed as keen to help me as hounds to hunt, and three 

launches put off to the wreck. For the next hour or two I balanced precariously on the 

plane,fixing ropes to various portions of it. It depended on where I was fixing the rope 

whether I was standing ankle deep, knee deep or waist deep in the water. 

"In the end we towed it by the tail, bumping and dragging along the bottom, as far 

inshore as possible, and there le.ft it until it could be approached from the land at low tide. 

"A quarter of the island's total population of one hundred and twenty were 

splashing through the inch or two of water round the plane. And, by Jove, they 

were efficient! I expected the men who had never seen an aeroplane before to feel 

bamboozled if asked to unscrew rigging-wire turnbuckles, and wing-root bolts, or 

slack away control-cables and air-speed indicator tubes. Not they1 

''Whether the enthusiastic audience of three girls - in shorts and thin jerseys 

which adequately failed to conceal the fact of their possessing remarkably handsome 

figures - had any effect, I do not know; but it was the quickest salvage job I ever 

conducted. Like ants, one stream of people carried pieces to the shore, whilst another 

returned empty-handed. The plane was dismantled in twenty minutes. 

'We rolled the carcass, stripped of wings, on to its side, and then righted it with 

floats on the mud, when it was led round the shore by a party splashing knee deep 

through the water near the jetty." 
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1. HISTORY

Ian continues: At first Chichester didn't contemplate repairing the aircraft and was 

resigned to dismantling it and shipping the bits back to mainland Australia. 

"As I went to bed that night, Phil Dignam asked me: 'What are you going to do 

about the plane, Skipper?" 

"I suppose I must take it all to pieces, save everything saleable, and remove the 

relics when the boat calls. 

"I felt depressed. In the first place because I had failed; in the second place 

because I had a secret feeling of resignation over the wreck which was suspiciously 

like relief and made me despise myself for harbouring it; and thirdly because I knew 

I should now have the flight hanging over my head for perhaps years, until I could 

take another shot at it." 

Ian again: But gradually he realised that because of their isolation, the Islanders were 

very resourceful and had a great range of skills that he never dreamed of on a little 

settlement of 150 people in the Tasman Sea. 

"Next morning, I dragged up to the cargo shed, where Kirby and a visitor named 

Keith helped me continue dismantling the motor. It was astounding with what zest 

they attacked that engine and scattered it in a thousand pieces till the cargo shed was 

covered from side to side with nuts, bolts, screws, washers, pins, valves, tubes, plugs, 

pistons, tappets, magnetos and all the other different parts." 

In fact, Chichester's Gypsy Moth flight across the Tasman Sea was incredible 

for a number of reasons. He navigated with a sextant and a notepad strapped 

to his leg and even half a degree misjudgement would have seen him miss 

Lord Howe Island entirely. 

On his approach to the island, he was caught in a fierce storm and only 

a glimpse of Balls Pyramid through a break in the clouds enabled him to 

navigate safely to land on the lagoon. 

Of the first-ever aerial view of Balls Pyramid he wrote, "In several places about 

200 feet below the summit, I could see clean through - it was cracked right off' It 

looked as if very little were needed to topple it over ... " 

Of course it would be up to rock climbers of the future, including myself, 

to confirm that Chichester was absolutely right. And he was, those holes are 

still there over 80 years later. 

Early Attempts 

Five years after Chichester departed Lord Howe Island, Captain Morrissey 

of the yacht, Aria!, arranged for the charismatic Gower Wilson to carry him 

down to the Pyramid in his motor launch Venture. Morrissey landed on the 

pinnacle's east side and scrambled up some 122 m before the rock he was 
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Rumours of attempted 
landings on Balls

Pyramid in the 1940s, 
and aerial photos from 
the 1950s alerted 
Australian climbing 

community to a world 
class challenge. 
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stepping on gave way and he began to tumble down. Luckily, he got caught up 

in the vegetation and stopped. It was an ashen-faced Morrissey who returned 

to the boat, declaring that he'd had enough. 

Sadly, Gower, an accomplished sailor and fisherman, disappeared five 

months later when bringing his newly-built motor sailor, Viking, from Sydney 

to Lord Howe. On board the 32-foot boat, with an auxiliary 30 hp motor, was 

his son Jack W Hamill and crewmen H. Higgs, L. Hart and M. Wray. 

1. HISTORY

In the West Australian newspaper, an article titled 

Voyage in Small Boat, Sydney to Lord Howe Island, carries 

the dateline, SYDNEY, Nov. 1 and begins: "Undeterred by 

the tragic fate which it is feared overtook the actors Brian 

Abbot and Hay Simpson in their recent attempt to make a 

voyage from Lord Howe Island to Sydney in a small motor 

boat, a party of six men set out today in a 32ft. auxiliary 

cruiser under the leadership of Mr. Gower C. Wilson on a 

voyage to the island." 

After giving details of the boat and crew, the 

article finishes with: ''When last sighted, the Viking wa� 

making good progress, holding a course somewhat to the 

north of east." It was never seen nor heard from again. 

Gower was a much respected and loved leader on 

Lord Howe Island and this tragedy would have been 

deeply felt, particularly by those in such a close-knit , 

seafaring community. Was it possible that it would 

also make future leaders more conservative in their 

approach to risk-taking? I wonder. 

Over the next decade, several unconfirmed reports 

appeared of people landing on the Pyramid. In the early 

1940s, someone believed to be named Frank Barlow 

claimed to have climbed to mid-height and left ropes 

behind. In the 1950s, an Australian naval seaman was 

said to have swum to the base of the Pyramid from his 

vessel and clambered up onto a low platform before 

swimming back. 

"Photographs of the rock taken from the sea and from 

the air began to appear about the same time," Wilkinson 

writes. "They alerted the world's climbing fraternity to a 

new challenge ... A number of formal climbing expeditions 

to tackle the precipitous cliffs to try to reach the summit 

took place during the late 1950s and the first years of the 

1960s, but none succeeded in even making a landing. The 

would-be climbers either succumbed to sea-sickness en route or found the seas too 

rough to safely transfer themselves and their gear onto any of the Pyramid's possible 

access points." 

29 
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Rick Higgins' account 
of the March 1964

attempt on the 
Pyramid was sold 
to PIX magazine 
to help cover the 
expedition costs.
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•• 

... the pair turned back about 

200 metres short of the peak. 

They could see the way to the top, 

but realised that any successful 

attempt would entail spending at 

least one night on the rock." 



2 
Early 1960s: 

two very different attempts 

I
n September 1961, Jack O'Halloran and Bob Jones, members of the Victorian 

Climbing Club (VCC), came up with a plan to climb Balls Pyramid. They 

invited fellow club members Bernie Lyons, Gerry Hampel and Greg Lovejoy as 

well as photographer, Graeme McKinney. 

The team hoped to climb in the first few months of summer but 

couldn't find transport to Lord Howe Island, so the trip was deferred until 

March. Because of the delay, Jack, Bernie and Greg were unable to go and 

were replaced by VCC member Peter Dasey, and Lindsey Ingram, from the 

Melbourne University Mountaineering Club. 

According to the Melbourne University Mountaineering Club History 

compiled by David Hogg, "the Lord Howe Island Board was informed of the 

expedition, but no acknowledgement was received. Nevertheless it went ahead." 

Here is David's account of the Australian-Pacific Climbing Expedition to 

Balls Pyramid: 

"After a rather disorganised departure from Melbourne on Wednesday, February 

28th, during which the radio transceivers were almost left behind, the party 

arrived at Lord Howe Island the following day. That evening the expedition was 

discussed with the local Board, which adopted a very conservative attitude, and 

was not prepared to let the party stay overnight on the Pyramid unless weather 

conditions were perfect. 

"A forty-four gallon drum, half full of drinking water, and provisions were 

obtained the following day and the party settled in to enjoy the facilities of the 

island until conditions were right to attempt the climb. 

"On the Sunday night it was decided that the next morning should be 

suitable to set out, so gear was prepared for a 2 a. m. start. However, instead of 

getting a good night's sleep, the party stayed up talking until 11 p. m. A start was 

nevertheless made the following morning and two launches, Dawn and Dawn 

II, set out for the Pyramid at 3.20 a.m. The venture was far from successful. 

Bob and Lindsay were seasick on the way out and after circumnavigating the 
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From the moment Rick 
Higgins saw this photo 
of Balls Pyramid on 
Page 27 of Australian 
Women's Weekly 

(22 July 1959 issue), 
he was hooked on the 
idea of the first ascent. 

FROM TIIE AIR 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Pyramid it was decided that the seas were too rough to attempt a landing by 

dinghy. In addition, the party's packs were not waterproof- a bad oversight. 

"The next six days were spent snorke!ing, walking around the island and 

socialising, and then on Sunday, March 11 th, another attempt was made to 

reach the Pyramid , this time with anti-seasickness pills. However, again the 

boats turned back in heavy seas. The remainder of the time was spent enjoying 

the island and the departure of the party for Sydney on Thursday, March 15th, 

was accompanied by an argument over the accommodation rates and much 

ill-feeling arose between Bob Jones and the launch owner because of the lack 

of co-operation that had been received from the latter In all, the expedition left 

much to be desired." 

The following year my friend, Rick Higgins, a fellow Scout from the 1st 

Roseville Rovers, was flicking through an old copy of Australian Women's 
' 

' 

Weekly dated July 22, 1959 and saw on page 27 a fantastic picture of Balls 

Pyramid piercing the sky above the Tasman Sea. Rick was a keen climber, 

caver and bushwalker, always on 

the lookout for new adventures -

he was instantly hooked! 
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At the time Rick was studying 

economics and political science 

part-time at the University of 

NSW He joined the university's 

bushwalking club and spent 

all his spare time bushwalking 

and climbing. It was while 

participating in the rescue of a 

canyoner in the Blue Mountains' 

Kanangra Gorge that he would 

find the perfect climbing partner 

for his attempt on the Pyramid. 

In a story that Peter Hinton 

wrote for Sydney University 

Bushwalkers (who organised the 

canyoning trip), he tells how Rick 

set off with 10 others on 17 March 

1962, to abseil down Kanangra 

Falls. The descent took most of 

Saturday and they were almost at 

the bottom when Dick Donaghey, 

who I knew well as he was a 

few years ahead of me at North 



2. EARLY 1960s: TWO VERY DIFFERENT ATTEMPTS

Sydney Technical High School, slipped on wet rocks and slid some 10 metres, 

injuring his legs. By the next morning, he was unable to move on his own, 

so while two others stayed with him, most of the others continued down the 

gorge and Rick Higgins, Bob Masterman and Warwick Beddoes climbed back 

up to look for several other University Rovers in the area. 

By that evening, Rick and the other climbers returned with Dr Bob Binks, 

who found that Dick had broken one leg and probably fractured his foot on 

the other. He gave Dick painkillers and they all spent a relatively comfortable 

night. 

On Monday morning, a group of Sydney Rockclimbers and members 

of the Federation Search and Rescue 

Organisation abseiled down beside 

the waterfall. Supervising the rescue 

were Dave Roots and Russell Kippax, 

who concocted an "elaborate system 

of flying foxes, blocks and tackles, 

pulleys, sky hooks etc.", buckled Dick 

into a "strait jacket-like stretcher" and 

hoisted him to the top of the cliff where 

nearly 100 volunteer c limbers and 

bushwalkers took turns carrying him 

to safety. 

Wasn't it fantastic that so many 

would come to the aid of a fell ow 

bush walker? 

Dave Roots and Rick 
Higgins teamed up 

for the first time 
during the rescue of 
Dick Donaghey at 
Kanangra Falls in the 

Blue Mountains, on the 
weekend of 17 March 
1962. In this photo, 

the injured Donaghey 
is in the sleeping bag, 
with Dr Bob Binks and 

another rescuer resting 
alongside. 

Dave Roots's sketch 

of the complicated 
plan to lift Donaghey 
up steep cliffs near 
Kanangra Falls. 
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There is no place to 

land; the seas are 

too rough; even if 

you did land there 

is no guarantee you 

could be taken off 

again ... The list of 

negatives went on 

and on." 

I remember that weekend very well because Sunday, 18 March 1962, 

was my birthday. I turned 18 years of age. It was special for another reason, 

because during the rescue, Rick and Dave met and even though Dave was 

10 years older than Rick, they became close friends and climbing partners. 

Dave had grown up bushwalking. In 1931 his father, Walter, was one 

of the first bushwalkers to visit the magnificent Blue Gum Forest deep 

in the Grose Valley. When Walter and fellow members of the Sydney 

Bushwalkers learned that Charles Hungerford, a local farmer leasing the 

forest land planned to ring-bark and burn the trees so he could graze 

cattle and grow walnuts, they set up the Blue Gum Forest Committee to 

protect it. 

By the following year they had raised enough money to pay out the 

Conditional Purchase Lease on the block and eventually it was reserved 

for public recreation. In 1961 it became part of the Blue Mountains National 

Park. 

The Blue Gum Forest has always been one of my favourite places. I've 

enjoyed many wonderful nights camping there with Pip, our girls and friends, 

including the time we invited dozens of Australian Geographic Society 

members to spend a fantastic weekend amongst those towering trees. 

It was a year after the Kanangra Gorge rescue that Rick showed Dave 

the photo of Balls Pyramid from Australian Women's Weekly and asked if he'd 

like to try climbing it. Dave instantly agreed. 

Rick Wilkinson writes an excellent account of Rick and Dave's attempt 

on the Pyramid in his book, Return of the Phasmid: 

"Higgins and Roots were a well-matched team who had climbed in tandem several 

times. Both were fit, wiry in build with strong arms and legs, and had good balance 

and heads for heights. Higgins was the taller at around 6ft (185 cm), fair haired, 

fresh-faced and gregarious. A talkative prankster by nature, he was, even then,Jond 

of delivering his Jund of stories. At the same time, he possessed organisational and 

leadership skills beyond his 21 years. 

"Roots came in at around 5ft 6ins (155 cm) ta!!. With a leprechaun's mischievous 

grin, twinkling eyes, dark hair and a beard, he had a constant zest for action. At 31 

he was the more experienced climber who carefully thought out every move. During 

mountain rescues he invariably took overall charge of the mission. Importantly, the 

pair shared a positive, determined attitude: they were professional climbers who did 

not take unnecessary risks. They soon found they had a battle to prove this last point 

before they even set foot on the Pyramid. 

"Higgins' phone calls to the authorities on Lord Howe Island - the obvious jump

off point for the venture - enquiring about the hire of a boat to take them to the 

Pyramid were met with cold reluctance. "There is no place to land; the seas are too 

rough; even if you did !and there is no guarantee you could be taken off again; there 
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is no help available if one or both of you are injured in a fall while climbing ... "The 

list of negatives went on and on. It was some time before Higgins learnt that a group 

from a Victorian mountaineering club had queered their pitch a year earlier. 

"That group had met similar prevarication from the islanders and by the time 

they finally did go out on a boat the weather had turned nasty. The party members 

were all seasick and unable to !and on the rock let alone climb it. Back on Lord 

Howe, they vented their disappointment and hostility at the delays, a reaction that 

consolidated the islanders' unfavourable view of intruding mainlanders. 

"Undeterred, Higgins and Roots looked at the possibility of air-freighting their 

own boat to Lord Howe, but could not find one that would fit in the hold of Ansett

ANA's Sandringham flying boats that flew the Sydney-Lord Howe route at that time. 

Roots solved this by suggesting a three-metre plywood fold-up dinghy with canvas 

hinges. The pair tested one in the surf near Lion Island off Sydney and found that 

with a 14 hp Mcculloch outboard and a strengthened transom it would do the job. 

Another important factor was that it would fit in the flying boat. Before leaving 

Sydney with their equipment, Higgins also managed to persuade PIX magazine to 

take an article about the adventure for a 

sum that would pay all their expenses. In 

early March 1964, they set off confident of 

success. 

"On arrival on Lord Howe, however, 

Higgins and Roots discovered that the 

island authorities remained implacably 

opposed to the venture. They strongly 

advised against taking a flimsy boat out 

to the Pyramid across 23 kilometres of 

unpredictable ocean and pointed out that 

there was nowhere to !eave the craft 

even if they did make a !anding. Nor 

would any of the island's boat owners 

take them and certainly not allow them 

to spend three days on the rock as they 

planned. 

"The list of reasons, including 

changeable weather conditions and 

the strong possibility of climbing 

accidents with no help at hand, was 

again impressed on them. Above all, 

the island authorities did not want 

the responsibility for what they 

regarded as two inexperienced young 

men taking risks much greater than 

. 

The PIX magazine 

account captured the 
drama of Dave and 

Rick's 1964 attempt. 
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any reward. The Island Board went further 

and sent an urgent telegram to the External 

Affairs Department in Canberra asking 

that pressure be brought to bear to stop the 

project. This message was passed on to the 

University of NSW where both men were 

students. 

"Fortunately Higgins and Roots had 

spoken to the Pro Vice-Chancellor of Student 

Services, Brock Rowe, about their trip. 

"Rowe was fully aware of their 

climbing skills, their mountain rescue 

missions and professional approach. In a 

return telegram to the Lord Howe Board 

signed by the University Chancellor Sir 

Phillip Baxter, he had no hesitation in 

vouching for the project provided the pair 

took due care with the arrangements. 

Unaware of this correspondence and 

faced with all their preparations 

going for nought, Higgins felt his 

frustrations boiling over until Roots' 

greater experience diverted the anger 

along a more positive and practical 

course. The two adventurers set out 

to prove their credentials. 

''Assembling the plywood boat they powered into and out of the bays right 

around Lord Howe and went long distances out into the ocean so that everyone could 

see they knew how to handle a small craft. Next they went on a snorkeling trip run 

by a local tourist operator and astounded those on board by staying underwater for 

three minutes at a time. No one else could manage one minute. They were obviously 

at home in the water. The pair went finally with local climbing guide, Max Shick, for 

a trip up Mt Lidgbird, the island's most difficult ascent and not one for tourists. Shick 

tested them by asking where the best place to make an attempt would be. Higgins 

and Roots had no hesitation in choosing and then completing the route. Word soon got 

around that the two were proficient climbers. 

"By this time the university endorsement had weakened resistance to the Balls 

Pyramid trip, particularly among the younger islanders. The Board was still unhappy, 

but Max Shick declared he could organise boat hire as long as Higgins and Roots 

undertook to get on and off the rock in one day. There would be no overnighting. 

Agreeing to this compromise arrangement, the adventurers packed their ropes and 

climbing gear while they waited for favourable weather. 
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"It was still dark - the early hours of Sunday 22 March 1964 - when •• 

Carl Dignam's launch Noddie slipped from its anchorage just off Lord Howe's 

Lagoon Beach and made its way out to sea past Blackburn Islet. At the helm 

Dignam was assisted by crewmen Alistair Crombie and Richard Gwa!ter. Rick 

Higgins and Dave Roots sat near the stern checking their gear with barely 

suppressed excitement. Dignam told them it would take about three hours to 

reach the Pyramid and had timed the trip so they would arrive at dawn. He 

also told them what to expect. 

"The ocean around the base of Balls Pyramid is 10 metres deep before 

it suddenly drops off into 200 fathoms (366 m). The rock has a circumference 

around the waterline of about 2.6 km, but there are no beaches on which to 

land. Dignam said he would manoeuvre the launch between outlying bomboras 

as close to the chosen landing spot as he could safely. The two climbers would 

then have to don flippers and goggles and swim 70 metres or more in strong tidal 

currents and surging swell towing their heavy climbing equipment to reach a wave

swept platform at the base of the cliffs. 

"Higgins and Roots had prepared for the landing by stowing their gear in 

waterproof drums. They had also worked out that in relatively calm weather there 

would be no waves breaking towards the shore. Instead, the sea would rise up the 

vertical rock face. If they waited for the highest surge in a set, the water would elevate 

them to the level of the platform and they could quickly kick forward to make a landing. 

The hardest part would be removing their flippers once on the rock so they could turn 

and haul in the drums of equipment. Neither of the two men wanted to dwell on the 

fact that the waters around the Pyramid were a prime fishing spot teeming with 

groper, marlin, king.fish, salmon, trevally ... and sharks - hammerheads in particular. 

"Right on schedule, Dignam brought Noddie up to the eastern side of the 

Pyramid in the grey dawn. The cliffs towered above, but the climbers had little time to 

spare on the imposing sight as they prepared to go over the side. Although the rocks 

were razor sharp, the swim and landing went to plan. 

'They soon found, however, that Balls Pyramid is a haven for birds. Every hole 

in the rock, every clump of grass, even the 

smallest bit of dirt contained a bird's nest. 

They had to take extreme care where they 

placed their feet for fear of treading on a 

nest or its occupant. Bird droppings covered 

Thousands of terns, gannets, shearwaters 

and others wheeled and screeched around 

them. Completely unafraid, some even 

tried to land on the men's shoulders as 

they scrambled up above the waterline 

and assembled their climbing gear. Nor 

nearly every surface, adding to the hazard. 
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... the waters around 

the Pyramid were a 

prime fishing spot 

teeming with groper, 

marlin, kingfish, 

salmon, trevally ... and 

sharks - hammerheads 

in particular. " 

Below: Rick Higgins 

0eft) and Dave Roots 

as featured in PIX

magazine. 

Opposite: The photos 
that accompanied their 
story would fire the 
imaginations of several 
young Australian 
climbers, including 
my own. 
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On 22 March 1964, 
Dave and Rick made 
their first attempt 
on the Pyramid. 
They retreated after 
climbing some 200 
metres up the left-hand 
skyline. A week later 
they made it more than 
half the way to the 
summit. 

Right Noddies and 
Grey temlets feast in 
waters teeming with 
groper, marlin, king.fish 
and sharks. 
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did this attention cease as they made their ascent. The constant and noisy bird-calls 

made spoken communication difficult, so they often resorted to hand signals. 
"The condition of the rock itself also didn't make for easy progress. They discovered 

the Pyramid to be composed of alternating bands of basalt and ash. The basalt was 
weathered and friable on the surface. It crumbled in their hands, particularly on the 
lower reaches. The ash layers, some more than two metres thick, had turned to soft 
clay thus making hand and foot holds treacherous. From the start, the way up was 
close to vertical, punctuated by awkward overhangs. In many instances the rock was 
so soft they were able to hammer in the rock bolts without the use of the masonry 
drill. Some even pulled out when weight was applied and had to be relocated to firmer 
positions. 

"Progress was slowed by the need to retrace their steps frequently to find a more 
suitable pitch, or a diversion around a dangerous overhang. Buffeting by a strong 
wind and the lack of shelter from the sun as the morning temperatures rose added 
to the difficulties. By 1.30 in the afternoon they had only gone up about 200 metres, 

well short of the half-way mark to the summit. The promise to return to the boat 
by 3 p.m. weighed heavily on both men and reluctantly they turned back. But they 
had learnt a lot about the conditions and were determined to try again before they 
returned to Sydney. 

"On the way down they noticed a headland they thought might make a better 

landing place for the second attempt. From their vantage point they could also see 

down into the clear water where sharks and stingrays were clearly visible. With these 
in mind, Carl Dignam brought the launch in close enough to the bottom of the cliff 
for them to throw ropes attached to their gear across to the crew. Then, banishing 
thoughts of creatures of the deep, Higgins and Roots plunged in and rapidly overtook 
the drums being hauled back on board. 

"Apart from providing .first-hand knowledge of the conditions on the Pyramid, 
the .first attempt had demonstrated the climbers' skills to those watching in the launch 
below. There were no hesitations from the islanders in allowing the pair to try a 
second time. Even so, a spell of bad weather whipping up rough seas prevented a 
return until a week later. By that time, Carl Dignam had le.ft the island to attend to 

business in Sydney so guesthouse proprietor, Roy Wilson, supplied his boat, Viking, 

skippered by Max Shick for the voyage. Ken Hall, the officer in charge of the Lord 
Howe meteorological station, along with islanders Bob Whitfield and Jim Dorman, 
were the crew. Whit.field and Dorman brought spear guns to act as shark deterrents 
on the swim to the rock. 

"On arrival at the Pyramid they found the seas too rough at their first landing 
place, so Shick steered to the spot Higgins and Roots had seen around the headland 
on the lee side . This meant, however, that they couldn't use the bolts they had left in 
the lower cliffface to provide a flying start. It took nearly three hours to climb the first 
50 metres and traverse around to intersect their original route. At that point their 
climbing rate increased, but not enough to reach the summit in the allotted time. 
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"Frustrated, but mindful of their promise, the pair turned back about 200 metres 

short of the peak. They could see the way to the top, but realised that any successful 

attempt would entail spending at least one night on the rock. They also thought it 

might be advantageous to bring a larger boat direct from Sydney for anyone making 

another attempt. Back on board Viking, Max Shick told them he was surprised 

they hadn't kept going. They replied that a promise was a promise and anyway they 

had not prepared for what would have been a precarious and uncomfortable night in 

the open. 

"For future reference they had noted a widish ledge sheltered by a large overhang 

at about the one hundred metre level that could serve as a camping/staging point. 

They also saw a steep grassy slope with some stunted bushes higher up that made a 

Taking risks was so much easier in the 1960s! 

A
ustralia's climbers, canyoners and cavers have had 

a long tradition of testing both their nerves and 

skills on the man-made structures of our cities. 

Today, if a young person attempted to climb the 

Harbour Bridge on his or her own, their actions would 

be picked up by motion detection sensors or thermal 

imaging equipment and recorded on CCTV cameras. No 

doubt they would be charged with terrorism. It was very 

different when I was in the Rover Scouts. 

We used to climb the bridge all the time - in fact, 

one week I went up two or three times, but only at night 

between midnight and three a.m. We'd simply walk up 

the granite ramp near the bottom hinge (either on the 

north or south side of the bridge), clamber over the 

fence (being careful not to get caught on the barb wire), 

and then climb up the arch to the railway line. 

We'd climb above the line, then, with one swift 

move, dangle under the anti-suicide guard, swing 

around it and climb up onto the main arch, moving up 

the stairway to the very top. 

I loved climbing the bridge. I have no doubt that we 

were sometimes seen by the authorities, but they turned 

a blind eye to what we were doing. It was completely 

innocent and we couldn't hurt anyone other than 

ourselves. 

One time, when I belonged to the Sydney University 

Speleological Society, one of our members was playing 

the heroine in a musical being staged in Mosman. After 

the show, some of us decided it was time for a climb. I 

took along a carabiner and a sling because I wanted to 

try climbing the flagpole at the top, and I hoped that if 

I did slip, the carabiner and sling would keep me from 

falling to the roadway 80-metres below. 

It was about 1 a.m. and the flagpole was covered 

in dew. I pulled myself about two-thirds of the way up 

before the pole started swinging wildly. I gripped as tight 

as I could, but because of the dew, I slipped back down 

again. 

On another adventure, this time with the East 

Roseville Rovers, we decided to hang some washing 

on a line stretching between the Harbour Bridge and 

Kirribilli Point. 

I climbed to the top of the bridge with a reel of 

100-pound breaking strain fishing line and attached a

penlight to the end. I lowered it down to John Prince, 

who was waiting below to swing it over the footbridge, 

which extended further out from the arch. 
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stark contrast to the otherwise barren rock. Later it became known as Gannet Green. 

"Higgins and Roots left Lord Howe Island to return to Sydney a few days later. 

They were disappointed in not conquering the Pyramid, at the same time exhilarated 

they had been where no one had been before. And they were satisfied they had healed 

at least some of the rifts left by earlier climbing groups. Little did the two adventurers 

realise they would be back before the year was out." 

On the harbour down below, Garry Ewen was 

waiting in his canoe. He actually saw the penlight 

drop into the water because I didn't know when to 

stop lowering. Luckily the light stayed on and Garry 

was able to grab the line. He paddled across to a 

large fig tree (it's still there, 50 years later) while I 

fed out the line, and he fastened the loose end to 

the tree. 

That washing stayed there for three weeks, 

visible from the Harbour Bridge if you knew where 

to look, but because the scale of the bridge was so 

great, it was hard to know it was even there unless 

you were told. One day, a bridge worker (maybe it 

was Paul Hogan, who knows?) found the fishing line 

and cut it down. 

I loved climbing the Harbour Bridge. It was risky, 

but then that's why we would do it. I wonder what 

a young person would do today to get that same, 

innocent rush. It's now even prohibited to climb 

classic climbs near Sydney like The Fear on North 

Head, the West Wall of the Three Sisters and of 

course, Balls Pyramid. 

A team from the Sydney University Speleological 

Society atop the Sydney Harbour Bridge at 2
a.m., 14 May 1965. That's me on the far left,
shouldering a sling and carabiner I'd just used to
climb the flagpole.
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I found inspiration 
from this issue of 
PIX magazine, 
not from the cover, 
but from the story 
inside about climbing 
Balls Pyramid. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

•• 

I always glanced through PIX 

magazine to see if there was 

anything interesting ... it was the 

story of Rick Higgins' and David 

Roots' attempt to climb Balls 

Pyramid that stopped me .. " 



3 
1964 Rover Scout Expedition 

I
t was 24 May 1964. I had just dropped into the Roseville Chase Newsagency 

to see what new magazines had come in, when the latest issue of PIX 

magazine caught my eye -probably because its cover featured a girl with her 

bikini top falling off. I picked up the magazine and began flicking through. 

Splashed across pages 30 and 31 was a photo of a fantastic sea spire 

and the headline: A Grim Challenge to Man - TuJo Australians Try to Conquer a 

Rugged Mountain Peak off Lord Howe Island. 

"Like a great, jagged, decayed tooth, Balls Pyramid rises 1,843 feet out of the 

turbulent sea 11 miles south of Lord Howe Island," I read. "Even before any attempt 

to scale the near vertical peak, with its hazardous overhangs begins, there are 

dangers, seen and unseen" 

It was the first I'd heard of Balls Pyramid and the more I read, the more 

excited I became. By the time I reached the counter to pay for the magazine, 

one thought stuck firmly in my head - "one day I'm going to try and climb 

that!" 

Only a matter of a couple of months before, I'd resigned from Findlay 

Communications, a manufacturing company just five minutes from home, 

where I was building and repairing taxi two-way radios. I planned to start my 

own business based on a photoelectric device that I called the Dick Smith 

Warn Bell, which rang a bell when someone walked into a shop. I was building 

them at home in my Dad's Roseville Chase workshop for £10, and selling 

them for £20 (yes, this was before decimal currency). I had just turned 20. 

To make up for the fact that my Warn Bells weren't generating enough 

income, I worked for Brian Cleaves, an electronics engineer at Wentworthville 

in Sydney's western suburbs. As well as fixing TV sets in people's homes, I 

helped him wire and service Donnelly chicken incubators and install a P.A. 

system for the Parramatta Anglican Church, a dusty job that meant getting 

covered in cobwebs as I squeezed under the floorboards to run the speaker 

wires. Yes, I would do anything to earn a quid! 

I had no qualifications, which worried me, and I think I was a bit dyslexic, 

so I had great difficulty in formal learning. I grew up in Roseville Chase and 
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Growing up in 

Roseville Chase in 

the 1950s, I love the 

outdoors and kept 
snakes and lizards. 

Here I am with my 
favourite green tree 
snake and behind me 

is my father, who bred 
Australian parakeets. 

We had a real 

menagerie at home. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

I knew all the kids up and down my street. We mixed well together, catching 

cicadas, racing billy carts and waiting for the "ice-cream man" to arrive. I 

joined Scouts as a Cub when I was eight , never realising what an incredible 

impact the Scouting movement would have on my life. I love the out-of-doors 

and I collected snakes and lizards which I kept in my backyard. 

Ten years later, I was invested as a Rover Squire. I was also an Assistant 

Cub Master. As I look back, I can see how the Scouting movement taught me 

leadership at a young age. It also encouraged my love of the outdoors. 

By May 1964, I had just come back from a bushwalking trip, the Overland 

Track in Tasmania, and was spending my weekends canyoning, caving and 

rock climbing. I'd also just finished my first rock climbing lead, the West Wall 

on the Three Sisters near Katoomba - quite a decent climb for me. 

'Two years earlier, in 1962, I had introduced a most 

unusual person to Scouting. 

When I still worked at Findlay Communications its 

owner, Maurie Findlay, knew that I was trying to get my 

HAM radio licence and wanted to talk to anyone who 

could help me. He told me that one of the investors in his 

business, a wealthy anaesthetist named Dr Tony Balthasar, 

was a HAM radio enthusiast. Maurie gave me Tony's 

number and I phoned him, only to be met with a guarded 

response. I wasn't quite sure if my call was welcome or 

not, but it didn't stop me from asking if I could come over 

and look at his HAM radio equipment. 

Tony Balthasar lived on his own in a penthouse in 

Buckhurst, an historic building in Sydney's eastern suburb 

of Point Piper. His parents had passed away, but he still 

retained his Estonian housekeeper, Lina, who had been 

his nanny when he was a child. 

I'd never mixed with eastern suburbs people and 

probably thought that Tony would have been born with a 

'silver spoon in his mouth'. In his case, I would have been 

right. Tony went to school at exclusive Cranbrook and his father was the 

Belgian Consul and a major wool buyer. 

Tony was an only child and his mother was incredibly strict. She didn't 

want him using public transportation so he arrived at school each day in a 

chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce. He'd actually joined the Cubs and advanced to 

Scouts, but when it came time to go away on a Scout camp, he wasn't allowed. 

His mother didn't want him mixing with "rude mechanicals", meaning the 

typical boys in the Scout movement. He later told me that although he'd 

taken out several women while at University, his mother made it clear she 

didn't approve of them. 
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3. 1964 ROVER SCOUT EXPEDITION

The first time I met Tony there was an instant rapport. I didn't •• 
know it at the time, but Tony would have a huge impact on my life. He I joined Scouts 
would be Best Man at my wedding, give me an around-the-world air 

as a Cub ticket and lend me money to start Dick Smith Electronics. (Years later, 

Tony said to me, "Dick, you have had the most major effect on my when I was 
life - thanks for everything you have done for me". I was astonished!. 

Considering what he had done for me, I felt that the reverse was true). 

As I got to know Tony, I could see that he was lonely. So one day I 

invited him to our Rover Scout meeting to show slides of his recent visit 

to Europe. Tony had created a 35mm slide show connected to a tape 

recorder with music and voiceover that he could run electronically. On 

the night of his show Tony arrived at the Scout Hall and connected 

everything, but it didn't work! I was to learn that Tony was an eccentric 

genius, but whatever he tried would be incredibly complicated and 

quite often an important part would be missing. In this case it was just 

a small twelve-inch lead, but it meant that the slides had to be run 

manually. I think most of the Rover crew were saying to themselves, 

"who is this weird person Dick has brought along?" 

When I first met Tony, he was forty-six years of age. He wore a monocle 

and would sometimes break into French! I remember saying to him, "Tony, 

if you come to the Rover crew meeting, you mustn't wear your monocle and 

please don't speak French." 

"Why, Dick1", Tony asked. 

"Well," I said as diplomatically as I was able, "people will think you are 

a nutter!" 

Tony later told me that I was the first person who actually "said it how 

it is". I suppose I thought I had nothing to lose. I even talked him into taking 

some of our Rovers skiing at Perisher. We went in his 1963 Mark II Jaguar, 

doing 100 miles an hour on the 

way! 

Over time I suggested that 

he get more involved in Scouting, 

join our Rover crew and train to 

become our assistant leader. At 

first he said he didn't have the 

confidence, but eventually he 

agreed. 

Tony was required to spend 

about three months training with 

another crew - the 1st Roseville 

Rovers. They met not far from 

Roseville railway station - only 

eight, never 

realising what 

an incredible 

impact the 

Scouting 

movement 

would have 

on my life." 

Margaret Linney, 

Tony Balthasar and me 

camping at Wee Jasper. 
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Assistant Rover Scout 
Leader Tony Ba1thasar 
and Pip McManamey, 
after our successful 
descent of C1austra1 
Canyon in the Blue 
Mountains. After my 

parents, these two 
have had the most

influence on my life. 
Tony financed our Balls 
Pyramid expedition 
and Pip became my 

wife. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

a mile or two from Kalloona, headquarters 

of our First East Roseville Rover Crew, near 

the Roseville Bridge. It was the start of a 

relationship with the Scouting movement 

that Tony would maintain for the rest of 

his life. 

At about this time Tony loaned me a 

surfboard that I used off Dee Why Point, but 

I was never that good at it In fact, I wasn't 

really that good at many things. I seemed to 

try everything, from surfing to rock climbing, 

HAM radio to electronics, keeping lizards and 

snakes to canoeing and canyoning- a jack of 

all trades, but master of none. 

I absolutely loved magazines though, 

a passion that probably started when I was 

12 years old and worked for Mr Sadlier, who 

owned the Roseville Chase Newsagency. I was 

a weekend newspaper boy earning money for 

radio parts. 

By the time I was 20, I was earning quite 

good money, about £20 a week - £10 from 

selling at least one Warn Bell and the other 

£10 working for Brian Cleaves. Each week I'd pop into the newsagency and 

scan through the magazines, usually stopping at the ones covering radio, 

television and hobbies. 

Of course, at that age I would have denied that the reason I picked up 

a magazine was because of a beautiful 'bikini girl' on the cover but, in fact, I 

always glanced through PIX magazine to see if there was anything interesting 

in it The cost was one-and-sixpence and I could well afford it 

I would have flashed past the ad for a Philips TV set - black-and-white 

in those days and made in Australia - promoting the latest 'gizmo', an 

automatic remote control. Well, hardly automatic as it was attached to the 

TV set by a long lead! 

But it was the story of Rick Higgins' and David Roots' attempt to climb 

Balls Pyramid that stopped me. I quickly recognised Rick's photo - he was one 

of the 1st Roseville Rovers that I knew. 

The article stated, "both men intend to make another assault on the 

rock next year," and added, "it's impossible to reach the top in one day. We 

are convinced the only way to reach the top is to take our own boat out from 

Sydney and spend a week on the Pyramid". 

After I bought the magazine, I walked home dreaming about the 
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3. 1964 ROVER SCOUT EXPEDITION

potential adventure. I kept thinking, "how could I get enough money to be 

able to charter a boat to sail to Balls Pyramid?" Very quickly I thought, "I 

know! Tony Balthasar!" I knew Tony had lots of money and didn't really know 

how to spend it - at least that's what I thought. I didn't understand wealthy 

people - why wouldn't they be spending their money on adventures? I would 

if I had any!, Maybe I could convince him that this would be something 

worthwhile to sponsor. 

On 30 May, the First East Roseville Scouts Concert was being held in the 

Roseville Presbyterian Hall, as our Scout Hall had burnt down some eight 

months previously. The concert was our most exciting annual event and I 

was in charge of lighting. I asked everyone who was helping, including Tony, 

to be there by 7 p.m. When Tony didn't show up I thought it strange, but 

by 10 p.m., when the concert was over and he still hadn't arrived, I knew 

something bad had happened. 

Back home an hour later, I got a call to say that Tony had had an 

accident on the Harbour Bridge. In the rain and darkness, he'd run his Jaguar 

into the back of a broken-down vehicle and was now in North Sydney's Mater 

Hospital with a badly lacerated face. 

At 11 a.m. the next day, I finally got past the Catholic nuns to see Tony. 

He was very down in the dumps, so to spark him up I showed him the article 

from PIX magazine. "Tony, look at this, Balls Pyramid hasn't been climbed" 

I said and pointed out that the very Rick Higgins mentioned was in the 1st 

Roseville crew where Tony was doing his training 1 

"Why don't you come up with the money so the Rovers can have a go 

at getting to the top?" Amazingly, Tony looked at me and said, "Oh, Dick, do 

you think I could do that?" It was his standard answer to any proposal I came 

up with. 

"Of course you could- it can't cost very much and it would be a fantastic 

expedition for us to go on", I replied. 

He didn't make a decision just then 

nor did I have any idea what the cost 

was going to be, but I knew that I had 

sown the seed. 

The following week I went over 

to Tony's house to operate his HAM 

radio equipment (I hadn't obtained 

my licence yet, as I had difficulty 

learning the Morse code). We talked 

about amateur radio for a while, then 

I suggested that if we sailed to Lord 

Howe Island we could use amateur 

radio on the way and wouldn't that be 

One of my interests 

in the early 60s was 
HAM radio. Here I am 
in my Morris Minor 
with my rig set up 
for 'fox hunting'. The 
directional TV-type 

aerial meant I could 
home in on a hidden 
transmitter - called a 
'fox'. It was great fun 
in those days. 
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Tony, look, it would 

only cost about 

£2,000 and you 

can't take it with 

you. Would you 

come up with the 

great? Tony seemed enthused, so I continued. "Tony, look, it would only 

cost about £2,000 and you can't take it with you. Would you come up with 

the money?" Within minutes I had talked him into it! 

We would call it a Rover Scout Expedition even though I knew full 

well, as I think Tony did too, that there were no Rovers at East Roseville 

capable of climbing the Pyramid. I was probably the most experienced 

climber, but even so I was still more of a second, rather than lead climber. 

On 12 June one of the original Balls Pyramid duo, Rick Higgins, was 

in the Royal North Shore Hospital recovering from an operation to repair 

cartilage in his knee. When Tony Balthasar recognised Rick's name on the 

admissions list, he called by to see him, taking along the PIX magazine 

article I had given him. 

money?" 

After chatting about the climb, Tony asked Rick if he'd like to have 

another go at reaching the summit. Rick said that he was more interested in 

trying new challenges than repeating those he'd done before. 

"Dick Smith reckons I should come up with the money", Tony mentioned 

and then asked, "would you go back if I paid for it?" It took Rick a moment 

before realising that this doctor, who he'd only met briefly when training with 

the 1st Roseville troop, was offering to fully-sponsor an expedition. 

"I could be persuaded," he replied. 

As soon as Rick was on his feet, we met and began planning the 

expedition. I found him to be a very good organiser and delegator. Rick was 

obviously going to be the expedition leader and his first task was to choose 

the team. From the East Roseville crew there would be my close friend Dave 

Larkin, me and, of course, Tony Balthasar as Expedition Surgeon! 

Rick quickly brought some talented climbers on board. First in was Dave 

Roots, his partner on his previous attempt on the Pyramid. Although not a 

Scout, Dave's climbing and organisational skills, plus his experience on the 

route, would be vital. 

Rick decided to invite two other Rovers: his friend David Kingsford-Smith, 

an accomplished climber, school teacher and grand nephew of the aviator Sir 

Charles Kingsford Smith and Roger Whittaker, an ABC cameraman. Roger 

asked that he invite David Lambert, a climber, camera operator and Scout. 

Rick also brought in John Hodsdon, a climbing friend from the University 

of New South Wales, and Ian Casking, a former Scout from Tasmania, with 

whom he'd shared numerous canyoning and climbing trips. Except for Dave 

and Tony, all of us were in our early twenties. 

As leader, Rick began delegating jobs. Dave Larkin worked as an 

apprentice in the engineering workshop of CSR Sugar Refineries, so he was 

asked to prepare the bolts and make dozens of steel plates that would slip 

over the bolt and secure a carabiner the lead climber could clip his rope into 

to protect him if he slipped. My job was to try to organise a boat. 
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On 8 August, I was sitting in the front room of Wally Goddard's boatshed 
on the Pittwater side of Palm Beach. Wally came from a renowned family 
of boat builders and I'd been told that he had a boat called Wongawill that 
made frequent trips to Lord Howe Island. As I laid out our plan and asked if 
he could take us, I realised that I was completely out of my depth trying to 
negotiate such a charter. 

Suddenly, I noticed that just across the bay a bushfire had taken hold on 
the cliffs of Commodore Heights in Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park. I quickly 
explained to Wally that I was a member of the Coal and Candle Bushfire 
Brigade and that I had to go. I jumped into my car and raced around to the 
park entrance where I met my friend, park ranger Peter Moore. We spent the 
rest of that afternoon and night fighting the bushfire with our McLeod hand 
tools and wet bags. It's amazing how effective such basic tools were, and for 
a few hours the idea of yachts and towering sea stacks seemed a world away. 

Up until now I hadn't even mentioned to Frank Jamieson, our Rover 
Scout leader, nor to Ken Ewen, our Group Scout Master, that I had convinced 
Tony to fund a "Rover Scout Expedition" to Balls Pyramid. When I finally told 
Frank, it wasn't to gain his permission, but simply with enthusiasm about 
how Tony had agreed to foot the bill. Not for a moment did he say, "hold on, 
Dick, we should get approval from the Scouting Head Office". Today I doubt 
such an expedition would be allowed due to the high risks involved. How 
fantastic were those days of freedom when risk-taking was encouraged, not 
restricted in so many ways. 

Rick also asked me to prepare the expedition letterhead and help with 
public relations. I contacted the Daily Telegraph newspaper, who said it was 
interested in covering the expedition. I also went to see Robert Meredith, an 
older Rover, who ran a printing business in Artarmon. Rob came up with the 
brilliant idea of using one of Rick's striking photos of the Pyramid, ghosted 
into the background, with "Balls Pyramid Expedition 1964" printed at the top. 
It made us look professional from the start. 

While all of this was happening, I made the decision to wind 
up my business. In its early days, I'd sold quite a few Warn Bells, but •· 
then sales dropped from one a week to one every two weeks, then to 
less than one a month. On 10 August I went back to work at Findlay 
Communications after four months in my business. Yes, I'd earned 

How fantastic 

were those days 

of freedom when 
a reasonable living, but I decided it was better to work for Maurie 
Findlay, especially as Tony Balthasar was a major shareholder. I could 
see great potential to be promoted in an tzxpanding business. It was a 
time when Australia actually designed and manufactured electronic 
equipment. At Findlay's, not only would I sit at a bench wiring 
components into two-way radios for the taxi-industry, but I would 
install and demonstrate them as well. I loved my job! 

risk-taking was 

encouraged, not 

restricted in so 

many ways." 
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Above: First taste of 
fame, the Ray Castle

column in the Sydney 
Daily Telegraph, 
20 August 1964.

Right: For fun, Ross

Cummings and I 
placed a 'For Sale'

sign on the third of 
Katoomba's Three 
Sisters. It's just visible

as a small white 
rectangle on the right
most spire, as seen 
from Echo point. 
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On 14 August, I found a huge, abandoned L J Hooker "For Sale" sign - I 

think it was about two metres by three metres in size - and for fun, tied it to 

the top of my F C Holden and drove up to Katoomba. It was very early in the 

morning when fellow Rover, Ross Cummings, and I, starting at Honeymoon 

Point, managed to climb around the first and second of the Three Sisters 

and bolted the "For Sale" sign on to the vertical cliff so it faced Echo Point 

Lookout. Six days later, a small article about the "For Sale" sign appeared in 

the Daily Telegraph's Ray Castle column - my first taste of fame! 

The next time I returned to Wally Goddard's boatshed, I got a shock 

when he said he wouldn't be able to take us to Balls Pyramid because it was 

too risky with such an inexperienced group. I was amazed as he'd originally 

shown such incredible enthusiasm for the idea. 

More than 48 years later, I may have found the true story behind 

Wally's reticence. I was told that it was Wally who built the small cruiser, 

Viking, for Lord Howe Islander Gower Wilson. In November 1936, Gower left 

Australia's east coast to sail to Lord Howe. On board were his son and three 

others. They encountered heavy seas and were never seen again. It has 

become an enduring mystery for the Lord Howe Island people, who are 

fundamentally a seafaring group. 

Wally did, however, have another good suggestion. He said that he'd 

spoken to a man named Lloyd Williams who had just finished building a 

SO-foot ketch and he might consider a charter. Thro days later, I climbed 

the stairs to Williams Business College, close to the wharf in Manly. I could 

hear the steady beat of a metronome and the sound of typing in rhythm. I 

went in the wrong door and found a group of very attractive 15 and 16 year 
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3. 1964 ROVER SCOUT EXPEDITION

old girls typing away and giggling at me. Eventually I found Lloyd. 

Lloyd was about 48 years old, had separated from his wife and gave the 

impression of being the ultimate "playboy". He lived on his SO-foot ketch, Tai 

Hoa, on Sydney Harbour and on weekends he would take groups out to teach 

them sailing, a handy way to meet pretty girls. When I arranged for Rick and 

the rest of our team to see the boat the next weekend, Lloyd had a beautiful 

young girlfriend named Carmen on board, and was playing a cassette of Cook 

Islands music. We all got the impression that Tai Hoa had just returned from 

sailing in the Cook Islands. I later became close friends with Lloyd's son, 

Graham, who said that the boat had never been to the Cook Islands and that 

it was all just part of his dad's "image". 

Lloyd quickly agreed to take us out to Balls Pyramid for the £2,000 (about 

$50,000 in today's money) that Tony offered. His one requirement was that we 

all took one of his weekend sailing courses on Sydney Harbour. Fortunately, 

Lloyd had arranged to have on board some very experienced crew who would 

accompany us to Balls Pyramid, including Harry Newton-Scott. Harry had 

built his own yacht and twice sailed around the world. 

That October I kept up my outdoor activities, including my first caving 

weekend with the Sydney University Speleological Society. The club had one 

great advantage over Rover Crew events - there were girls there! 

Then, on 9 November, just two weeks before we were planning to sail for 

the Pyramid on Tai Hoa, I woke with an extreme pain in my groin. I immediately 

rang Tony who said, "quick, get to the local doctor". Within an hour, I was in 

Dr Kellow's rooms where he diagnosed an inguinal hernia. I spent the next 

two days in hospital having it repaired, with Tony as the anaesthetist. The 

first thing I asked Tony when I woke up was, "Will I still be able to climb on 

Balls Pyramid?" Tony replied, "let's see how you go - but I think it's doubtful". 

On the same day as my operation, Prime Minister Robert Menzies 

introduced conscription for the Vietnam War. By sheer luck, I missed out 

because I was just over the age limit, otherwise I would have been in the 

ballot and possibly off fighting in Vietnam instead of, as time would show, 

setting up my own business. It was the start of a lucky streak that would 

continue throughout my life. 

November passed by in a blur of preparations until finally at 8 p.m. on 

the 25th, after we'd loaded all our equipment and supplies, Rick, Dave Roots, 

John, Ian, Roger, Dave Larkin and I clambered onto Tai Hoa from a small wharf 

in North Harbour near Manly. Along with our skipper, Lloyd, and four crew, 

we set off for Lord Howe Island. Tony, David Lambert and David Kingsford

Smith planned on catching the flying boat to Lord Howe where we would pick 

them up in a few days' time. 

Before we left, I had discussed my post-operation condition with Tony 

and he agreed that I should be safe enough going by boat, but he added, 

Lloyd Williams, owner 

and skipper of Tai Hoa, 

the ketch that carried 

us to Balls Pyramid. 
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Tai Hoa's route from 
Sydney Harbour to
Lord Howe Island. 
The 430-nautical mile 
sail took us about 
72 hours. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

NEW 

SOUTH 

WA LES 

LORD HOWE 
ISLAND 

SYDNEY TO LORD HOWE ISLAND - 430 NAtmCAL MILES 

"Dick, I think it would be very unwise for you to climb on the Pyramid." His 

words weighed heavily on my mind as we sailed out through the Heads, but 

as I glanced back over Tai Hoa's stem to see the lights of Beacon Hill shining 

behind us, excitement overcame my concerns. It was as if the lights were 

floating in outer space and we were setting off for another planet. 

Outside Sydney Heads I quickly came back to Earth. A northeast wind 

picked up and so did the seas. It wasn't long before our team began to 

feel the motion and most of us got pretty seasick. I think I lasted about 24 

hours, was sick for another 24 and then was okay for the rest of the 72-hour, 

430-nautical mile voyage. We averaged about six knots and, luckily, I could

take my mind off feeling queasy because I had to operate Tony's SWAN HF

HAM radio transmitter, chase weather information and communicate back

to Tony and others on the mainland.

Twice each day Harry would climb up on the cabin roof with a sextant 

and while the boat bucked around, would read off the angles showing the 

sun's altitude, check the tables for our longitude, then mark our position on 

the chart. It seemed to me that there was no way we could accurately reach 

tiny Lord Howe Island but, amazingly, when we were seventy miles out, Harry 

proudly pointed at the dim bulk of Mt Gower and Mt Lidgbird looming above 

the horizon. 

Before dawn on Sunday, 29 November, we secretly sent our dinghy into 

the Lord Howe Island lagoon to pick up the two Davids and Tony, weighed 

anchor and set sail for the Pyramid. The subterfuge was necessary because 

the Daily Telegraph insisted we communicate our progress to them first so 

they could beat the Sydney Morning Herald to the story. We did this by radio via 

HAM operators in Sydney, but we knew the Sydney Morning Herald had locals 

on Lord Howe Island who would report what was happening- if they knew. 
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The real adventure had now begun - but was I going to be left on •• 

the boat to be brought back to Lord Howe Island with Tony and the 

sailing crew? 

It took us about three-and-a-half hours to reach the Pyramid, 

accompanied at one point by dozens of dolphins that criss-crossed 

around us and filled the air with high-pitched squeaks. As we got 

closer, I couldn't believe how gigantic our objective was. I tried to relate 

the Pyramid to some of the tallest structures I knew and reckoned 

the Pyramid was three times the height of the TV towers that soared 

above Sydney. 

Although the seas didn't seem particularly rough, we could all 

see a huge swell sweeping up and across the rocks and ledges at the 

base of the Pyramid. I couldn't see how we could possibly land. 

Lloyd Williams was understandably conservative about how close he 

would take Tai Hoa, especially as there would be unmarked bomboras and 

rocks. We lowered the little Topper 12-foot aluminium dinghy over board. The 

small outboard was mounted and Rick, Ian and Dave Lambert headed in for 

the first landing attempt, with Dave Roots at the tiller. 

By now I'd made up my mind that there was no way I could climb the 

Pyramid because I still had pain from the operation, but I thought I should 

at least have the chance to land. So the next time the dinghy came back, I 

jumped in with David Kingsford-Smith and some equipment drums. As we 

headed in towards the Pyramid, David Roots looked at me in a kindly way 

- almost like a father (even though he is only ten years older than me) and

said, "Dick, what are you doing?"

"Just going in to have a look," I replied and jumped out of the dinghy. 

The sea felt cool as I swam in and caught a surge onto the rock platform. 

I climbed up and helped the others bring in the ropes and canoe tins with 

all our food and supplies. It was a sunny day with high clouds, but as the 

hours passed, I noticed that the waves were growing larger and larger. In the 

end Rick decided that the loading should stop and Tai Hoa would return to 

Lord Howe. 

I didn't say anything. I really shouldn't 

have been on the Pyramid at all. Instead, I 

began exploring around the landing site and 

found that by going below a rock dyke that 

Rick and Dave had climbed on their earlier trip, 

there was what looked to be an easier way up. 

Over the next 30 minutes I scrambled up to a 

small cave just below the flat area we later 

named Gannet Green. Happy with my pioneering 

effort, I yelled back to the others, "there's a 
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The subterfuge was 

necessary because the 

Daily Telegraph insisted 

we communicate our 

progress to them first 

so they could beat the 

Sydney Morning Herald 

to the story." 

De Havilland Marine 
loaned us a 12-foot 
Topper aluminium 
dinghy that proved 
ideal for ferrying 
supplies from Tai Hoa 

to the Pyramid. Dave 
Roots is at the tiller 
with me in the bow. 
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beaut cave here where we can spend the night." Over the next few hours, 

we levelled the cave floor, built a small rock wall and all the equipment and 

supplies that had been landed were transferred from drums to rucksacks 

and shifted up to our new base camp. 

When we all finally settled in, I didn't mention anything about the pain I 

was feeling in my groin. We had very limited food and only one sleeping bag, 

but fortunately a bottle of muscat was handed around to help ward off the 

cold. I took a double gulp and, not being at all used to alcohol (not liking the 

taste), the pain quickly started to go. I decided then and there that when Tai

Hoa came back in the morning, I'd make sure to be on the first dinghy back so 

that Tony could check me out. 

Later that evening I drank more muscat 

and was soon asleep. 

As dawn broke on Monday, 30 November, 

the seas had dropped considerably. By the time 

we made it back down to the landing, Tai Hoa

had returned and Dave Roots was ferrying in 

John, Roger and Dave Larkin. I waited until the 

latter three had come ashore before diving in, 

swimming out and changing places with Dave 

Roots. I then steered the dinghy back to the yacht. 
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It was a terrible disappointment not to be part of the climbing team. 

As Tai Hoa turned north to Lord Howe Island with Tony and the crew, I tried 

to make myself feel better by considering that I'd been lucky to even land 

on the Pyramid, and was probably the first person to fall asleep on its rocky 

flanks. It was a small "first". 

On the South Ridge, Rick had split the expedition into three teams, with 

at least one experienced climber in each. Rick and Dave Roots took the lead, 

followed by Ian, Roger and David Kingsford-Smith, and the third rope of Dave 

Lambert, John and Dave Larkin. 

Rick and Dave found the rock quality to be variable, from bands of clay to 

weathered basalt, to solid dykes. As the route went from steep to overhanging, 

they hammered in Dave Larkin's specially-prepared bolts and 'key-hole' plates 

to clip into to protect those following behind with heavy packs. 

By late afternoon, Rick and Dave reached the high point from the 

previous year and decided to make camp for the night. The second team 

joined them just after dark, sharing a narrow ledge and tying themselves 

together as they sat side-by-side, their legs dangling into space. Some 50 

metres below them, the third team camped on a more comfortable ledge. 

Dinner was cheese, salami and scroggin (dried fruit, nuts and chocolate) as 

stoves were not taken on the expedition to reduce loads. 

After a chilly, windswept night that 

allowed little, if any, sleep Rick discussed 

their situation with the others. It was 

decided that Ian and David Kingsford

Smith would take the lead rope, with Rick 

and Dave Lambert on the second. Dave 

Roots would lead the rest of the team back 

down to Gannet Green where they would 

assist him with his photographic survey of 

the plants and animals. 

David Kingsford-Smith later told me 

that when it came time to choose who 

would be on the summit attempt party, 

Dave Roots, although a stronger climber 

than himself, had made the gentlemanly 

offer. Dave had said to him, "this is 

supposed to be a Scouts show so why don't 

you take my place"? 

For the lead climbers, climbing the 

next morning, Tuesday 1 December, quickly 

became even more difficult. 

continued page 58

Opposite page 
(top): My favourite 
photograph of our 
!anding on Balls
Pyramid. Note waves
crashing on the
bombora between
our little dinghy and
Tai Hoa. (bottom)
From left, me, Dave
Lambert, Rick Higgins
and David Kingsford
Smith fix up our
wounds from the
!anding.

Below: Climbing below 
Winkelstein's Steeple. 
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Climbing protection on Balls Pyramid 

W
hen we first attempted Balls Pyramid, there 

were several ways to set up a belay - anchors 

fixed into the rock face or nylon slings looped over a 

projection. Either (or both) aimed to keep the belayer 

safe, should the leader or second fall. 

In the early 60s, Dave Roots and his climbing 

partners were using rock drills and expansion bolts, 

a technique first developed by Laurent Grivel, from 

Courmayeur, Italy, in the late 1920s. Using a twist drill, 

a hole would be drilled into the rock, a metal sleeve 

slipped in and a tapered bolt would then be twisted in 

to expand the sleeve against the rock. 

In 1963-64, top climber Bryden Allen developed 

a new bolt belay system that quickly became the 

preferred method and the one that we used. To create 

a hole in the rock, we used a flat-faced twist drill 

mounted on a large mandrel. Using a small hammer, 

we would tap, tap, tap on the drill, then twist; tap, tap, 

tap and twist, stopping occasionally to clear the hole 

of rock dust with a short polythene tube. 

Using a 5/16ths carbide-tipped bit, we'd drill a 

hole about 4 inches deep. Then, hammer in a 3/8th

inch bolt that was about 3 inches long. Dave Larkin 

had pre-prepared these tapered bolts using an angle 

grinder to create four flat sides of the tapered bolt. 

This made them easier to go in and helped ensure 

they wouldn't rotate in the hole. We then used special 

hanger plates, flat metal that fitted over the bolt-head 

with a keyhole for a carabiner to clip into. 

The amount of time it took to place each bolt 

depended on three things, the type of rock we were 

drilling (on Balls Pyramid it could vary from soft 

volcanic tuft, to hard basalt); the security of the stance 

one had when drilling and the endurance of the person 

swinging the hammer. 

Today most drilling is done using battery-powered 

percussion drills, bolts are stainless steel and glued 

into place, often with a hanger plate or metal loop 

built in. 

Of course there are also belays set up using 

spring-loaded camming devices (known as friends) 

and jambs (nuts, chocks, wires, RPs), a piece of 

metal attached to either a wire or sling and slipped 

into a tapering crack, so the harder the force applied, 

if placed correctly, the deeper it becomes jammed. 

Should climbing be once again allowed on Balls 

Pyramid, then most likely these 'clean' belays would 

be the preferred option. 

Above top: Hand-held impact drill with 

carbide bit. 

Middle: Using a hammer, we would drive 
a bolt into the drilled hole, then attach a 

metal plate and locking carabiner 

Opposite: David Kingsford-Smith 
approaches Winke!stein's Steeple. 
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Dave Lambert remembers: "After lunch Rick and I reconnoitered a possible 

route to the east. With DKS belaying, Ian Casking heaved himself up and over a small 

overhang and out of sight onto the west face. His rope snaked out inch by inch from 

David's belay. In the meantime Rick and I returned from our unsuccessful foray to find 

Ian was still climbing. Upon Ian's call of 'on belay' I changed places with DKS and 

followed Ian up to his precarious stance, trailing a rope for Rick and DKS to follow. 

For me now came the crunch ... to lead up the west side. The holds were minute, 

the rock basically smooth, no vertical cracks or line to follow. I was intensely conscious 

of the surging ocean way, way down between my feet. Exposure like nothing I had 

ever felt. Peeling off was out of the question. Suddenly I was in the sky. I found myself 

on the narrowest of perches, in fact, on top of a spire 400 metres above the water. 

Daylight was going. The others must come up. We spent a sleepless night tormented 

by centipedes, buffeted by strong gusts, and bolted to the rock." This spire was later 

named Winkelstein's Steeple. 

Of course I knew none of this as I spent the day resting on my own. Tony 

had set off in the morning hoping to find a spot on Malabar Hill with better 

reception from the Pyramid. He arrived back about noon. 

"Dick, I had a terrible fright," he said. "I could hear someone saying 

Dave is sick, Dave is sick. Then I realised that it was 'Dave to Dick"'. In fact, 

it was Dave Lambert thinking he was calling me, even though he was talking 

to Tony. The radio signal was so weak it was impossible to recognise who was 

speaking. 

Each night on the island, I rowed our dinghy across the lagoon to Tai 

Hoa, turned on the HAM radio transmitter and transmitted back to Jo Reid, 

a HAM radio operator in Sydney, who in turn would pass the news on to The 

Daily Telegraph. Because of the weak signals coming from the Pyramid, there 

was little news I could send. As I would learn from the newspaper cuttings 

about our expedition kept for me in Sydney, the media will simply make up 

news when they don't get it. 

The next morning, Wednesday 2 Decer_nber, the climbers were waking 

up to their fourth day on the Pyramid and I was keen to get moving myself. 

With daylight, the lead climbers could appreciate the heart-stopping 

precariousness of their bivouac. It was a sheer drop of some 400 metres 

on three sides, while the route ahead appeared to be a ridgeline with one 

crumbling rock tower after another, followed by a huge overhang. Although 

the summit was estimated to be less than 200 metres higher, the difficult 

terrain and a wind gusting to 80 kilometres an hour put paid to any chance 

of reaching the top that day. Rick felt the risk of continuing was too great and 

made the call to turn back. 

Their descent down the South Ridge turned into a nightmare of wind 

blown abseils and tangled ropes snagged on rocky outcrops. It wasn't until 

early evening that the four exhausted climbers stumbled into base camp. 
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While this was going on, Tony and I had set off early in the morning 

to climb Intermediate Hill for the daily radio schedule with the climbers. 

Rather than take the normal path, I led Tony around the eastern side of the 

mountain, then up a direct route through undergrowth and rainforest to the 

top of the hill. Tony couldn't believe that I found the way, but I've always been 

good at dead reckoning thanks to my experience on Scout and Rover walks in 

the Blue Mountains. It was handy to learn basic navigation skills in the days 

before GPS, using a simple compass and being aware of natural clues, like 

which side moss grows on trees. 

As Tony and I approached the top of Intermediate Hill, he asked me to 

stop for a second, that he had something to say. 

"Dick," he began, "you have changed my life. When we first met, I was 

quite lonely, and couldn't have believed that my life could become so fulfilled. 

I love being involved in Scouts and being a major part of this expedition is the 

best thing I've ever done. I wish to do something for you. I'd like to pay for you 

to go to University." 

For a minute I couldn't answer, I just stood thinking of my friend's offer. 

"Tony," I replied at last. "That's incredibly generous, but I would be hopeless 1
" 

"No, Dick," he replied. "You have the intelligence. You'd make a really 

good engineer. Please think about it." 

I did, for a few seconds. 

"That's a wonderful offer," I said and meant it, before adding, "Maybe 

one day you could loan me the money for me to start a business." 

Tony looked taken aback. 

Our team members 
that reached the 
high point. From left, 
Dave Lambert, 

Ian Casking, Rick 
Higgins and David 
Kingsford-Smith. 
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On 6 August 1968 

I opened Dick Smith 

Electronics in the 

Big Bear carpark at 

Neutral Bay. The rent 

was $15 per week and 

the beginning of the 

business will always 

be linked to my first 

expedition to Balls

Pyramid. 

Dave steadies our 

dinghy and Rick 

prepares to hand me a 

drum as the expedition 

leaves the Pyramid 

in ideal weather 

conditions. 
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"Well, maybe," he said, "but I'd rather you go to University." 

Less than four years later, after he'd given me an air ticket 

for the most extraordinary trip around the world, I started 

Dick Smith Electronics mostly with a loan from Tony. It was the 

beginning of my business success, and the start of a business 

that 40 years later, would turn over $1.2 billion a year. 

While on top of Intermediate Hill, we received a radio 

message that the team was ready to be pulled off the Pyramid. 

We couldn't quite understand whether they had reached the 

top or not, but we arranged for Horton Ward, Administrator 

of the Lord Howe Island Board, to come with us to pick up our 

group. We headed out of the Lagoon in Tai Hoa and around 

the island's north coast, but the seas were so bad the Administrator was 

almost green, and so was everyone else. We realised that getting anyone off 

the Pyramid in those conditions would be extremely difficult, so we quickly 

turned back. 

The next morning, Thursday 3 December, was completely different. We 

sailed down to the Pyramid in calm weather and, within an hour and a half of_ 

arriving, everyone was back on board. Although disappointed at not reaching 

the summit, our team was happy and exhilarated by the adventure. Rick and 

Dave estimated the bivouac on top of Winkelstein's Steeple, named after a 

bawdy song frequently sung throughout the expedition's long, cold nights, to 

be at about 1,200 feet. 

As we sailed back to Lord Howe Island, we were so excited. That night 

we had a wonderful dinner at the Blue Lagoon guest house, where we talked 

over our adventure from every possible angle. 

Although some of our team sailed back to Sydney on Tai Hoa, I was lucky 

enough to be chosen for a trip back on the flying boat. It was the first time I'd 

ever been on one and what a wonderful experience. I remember looking back 

on Lord Howe Island as we gained altitude and for some reason. I thought of 

all the young honeymooners I'd seen there. 

"If ever I find a girl that truly loved me," I vowed, ''I' ll bring 

her back here for our honeymoon. 



•• 

Left (and following 
page): Newspap_

er 
reports of our climb. 
I was in charge of 

arranging publicity 

with the Daily 
Telegraph. We sent 

information back by 

amateur radio. 

Below: This photo of 
Rick Higgins and me 
was the first time 
I'd ever appeared in 
the media. Little did 
I know what would 
happen in the future. 

As I would learn from the 

newspaper cuttings about
. 

d.· 
the media our expe 1t1on ... 

will simply make up news 

when they don't get it." 
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O

POSTSCRIPT: John Kingsford Smith, David's father, managing director of Kingcroft 

Productions, kindly agreed to review the footage of our expedition. When he finished, 

he exclaimed, "but you don't have any footage of the Pyramid 1" As David later said, 

it was a classic case of not being able to see the wood for the trees. There was the 

magnificent Pyramid right in front of us, but nobody thought of getting enough 16 mm 

footage for the film. 

Fortunately Tony Balthasar agreed to send David Lambert back to Lord Howe 

Island on the flying boat and to hire a boat to take him to Balls Pyramid to get some 

fantastic POV shots that were used in the film. Only a few people watching the film 

ever knew that the shots were taken a week after all the rest. In the end, Tony put up 

about £4,000 to fund the expedition rather than £2,000 as origina11y agreed. That's 

equal to about $99,000 today. 





)
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South Ridge. Route 
taken by the first 
successful team to
climb the Pyramid. 
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•• 
The climb had been harder than 

anticipated - crumbly rock and 

overhanging rock faces made 

the climb far more hazardous 

than anything the party had 

previously encountered." 

Ro
ut

e 
pr

ep
ar

ed
 b

y 
Br

yd
en

 A
lle

n



4 

1965 First to the Summit 

O
n 9 December 1964 within two weeks of our expedition, Lord Howe 

Island's local newspaper, the Signal covered our trip under the headline, 

Balls Pyramid Unconquered. It was a short, if not completely accurate account 

of our attempt. 

In particular, Rick Higgins was credited with reporting that, "all had gone 

well and he was very pleased with what had been accomplished. The climb had 

been harder than anticipated - crumbly rock and overhanging rock faces made the 

climb far more hazardous than anything the party had previously encountered." 

There was even a hand-drawn sketch of the Pyramid showing our route, 

with the interesting label "Climbers believe these cliff faces to probably be 

beyond Australian climbers." 

West Face of the 

Pyramid. The South 
Ridge route winds up 
the righthand skyline. 
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From left, John Davis, 
Bryden Allen and 
Jack Hill preparing 
equipment. I met with 
John in 1965,just 
before he left for the 
Pyramid. I couldn't 
believe the incredible 
amount of gear they 
were taking, including 
a heavy King.fisher HF

radio and two 12-
volt car batteries to 
run it. To the Sydney 
Rockclimbing Club's 
credit, they were able 
to get everything onto 
the Pyramid without 
anything being 
damaged. 
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No-one from our expedition had made such a statement. 

Beneath the sketch there was this odd addition: 

"Editor's Note. This attempt to climb Balls Pyramid was far different to previous 

belated attempts. It was thoroughly organized and the behavior of the party at all 

times was exemplary. Island authorities in the past have taken all steps possible to 

prevent poorly organized attempts to climb the rock (two young men were here earlier 

in the year and planned to make the sea trip from the Island to the Pyramid in a small 

dinghy !! 1) but there was no criticism of this attempt. Indeed, there was a general 

feeling of admiration on the Island for the efforts of the party, and a feeling that if 

Balls Pyramid is to be climbed then it would have been nice for Richard Higgins and 

David Roots to have been among the first." 

It almost seems as if the editor wasn't aware that the "two young men" 

he has a go at for planning the dinghy trip were actually Rick and Dave! 

We already knew that Bryden Allen, one of Australia's strongest rock climbers, 

had been planning an attempt soon after ours as he had already made an 

announcement stating this before we departed. Bryden certainly stacked 

the odds on Balls Pyramid in his favour by gathering together an incredibly 

strong team, mostly from the Sydney Rockclimbing Club. 

An item that later appeared in Rock, a climbing magazine produced by 

Chris Baxter (who was generous with advice when I was setting up Australian 

Geographic), gave a few details about the Rockies preparation for Balls Pyramid: 

"During his time in the UK, Allen had climbed near Cornwall where some climbs 

can only be reached from the water. This often entailed swimming from a boat 

and attempting to land on rocky shore lines . 
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"He insisted that the team practise getting ashore in rough seas. On the 

rocks of Sydney's foreshore they practised reading the conditions and seeking 

out areas where the waves would deposit them on the rocks so they could grab 

holds to prevent the receding waves from dragging them back into the sea. Not 

only were the seas rough, but the water around Balls Pyramid was populated 

with large numbers of sharks." 

The Sydney Morning Herald offered Bryden's expedition a grant of £200 and 

sent along their reporter and climber, Ben Sandilands, to cover the trip. Ben 

would later recall the expedition's departure to Lord Howe Island on board 

the Ansett flying boats, Islander and Beachcomber, from Rose Bay. 

"Taking off very, very fully loaded, we cleared the Milson's Point railway station 

on the northern end of the Harbour Bridge at less than the height of the top of 

the arch, then did a broad sweeping tum back across Broadway toward Bondi. 

We struggled up to 6000 feet at about 240 kmh, low enough to see dolphins, 

and fly through a squall in which water leaked into the upper deck cabin and 

trickled down the side walls, with hostesses handing out blankets and pillows 

to mop it up." 

Setting off from Lord 
Howe Island on Pacific 

Chieftain, the 1965 

team (from left) of John 
Davis, Jack Pettigrew, 

Don Wilcox, Dave 
Witham, Jack Hill, 

Ben Sandilands and 
Bryden Allen. 
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Fixed ropes between 
camps made it easier 

for hauling up gear 

and supplies. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Of course, having recently been on the Py ramid, I was keen to follow 

Ben's coverage of the climb and eagerly scanned the Sydney Morning Herald for 

news. After a couple of short articles announcing the attempt, the first real 

report appeared on Valentine's Day, 1965: 

Assault Begins on Ocean Peak 

From a Staff Correspondent with the Balls Py ramid Expedition. 

LORD HOWE ISLAND, Sunday - Rockclimbers Bryden Allen and David Witham have 

begun the assault on Balls Pyramid. 

Last night they camped high on the South Ridge of the Pyramid. 

Late yesterday afternoon we could see them moving swiftly along a ledge on the 

West Face. 

The two tiny figures then appeared on the skyline for a few minutes before 

vanishing from sight. 

Allen and Witham are believed to be camping at 1,200 

feet - higher than any previous party to attempt the climb.

Strong winds which have been blasting the lonely peak

have whipped up heavy seas which break on the rocks below 

our camp with a booming roar. 

If the first team fails to scale the peak, a second team 

comprising John Davis and Jack Pettigrew, is ready to attempt 

the perilous climb. 

During the next two days, while Allen and Witham 

attempt to solve the riddle of Balls Pyramid, the rest of the 

expedition will be carrying food to a higher camp. 

On Monday, 16 February 1965 the SMH carried Ben's 

following reports: 

Sydney Men Reach Balls Pyramid Peak 

From a Staff Reporter by Radio 

BASE CAMP, Balls Pyramid, Monday. - Four Sydney climbers 

yesterday became the first ever to scale the 1,843 foot summit 

of Balls Pyramid, the rugged peak near Lord Howe Island. 

After climbing for 500 ft along a jagged knife-edge ridge, 

Bryden Allen and David Witham stepped on to the summit 

at 2.30 p.m. 

John Davis and Jack Pettigrew joined them minutes later 

and the party drank a bottle of champagne to celebrate. 

The climbers built a large cairn and put a message inside it. 



Startled by the intruders, a pair of gannets flew off and soared high above the 

elated climbers as they stepped over the last rocks to the top. The last 1,000ft over 

rotten rock had taken the climbers eight hours. 

The three other climbers in the expedition heard of the successful ascent and of 

the tough climb when David Witham made a roped descent to the base camp today. 

He said the summit was a small level platform about 30 yards in diameter on 

top of the final steep tower of the Pyramid. 

The view down the turreted North and South Ridges and the East and West 

Faces was wild and steep. 

Across the sea 11 miles away, Lord Howe Island sparkled green and lush in 

the sun. 

The summit party left fixed ropes most of the way between the summit and the 

cave on Winkelstein's Steeple, which blocks the route to the summit. 

The fixed ropes were needed because of the rotten rock. 

David Witham said that when he and Bryden Allen reached the top of 

John Davis astride 
the cheval ridge, 
just above the crux 
of the route. 
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Opposite: Although 
the route above 
Winkelstein's Steeple 

appeared 'black, 
overhung and 
monstrous' in the late 

afternoon shadows, 
it looked a bit more 

reasonable the 

next day. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Winkelstein's Steeple the untrodden route ahead appeared black, overhung and 

monstrous in the late afternoon shadows. 

This was the highest point reached by an expedition last November. 

Pillars, Pinnacles Bar the Way 

A huge pillar and a series of pinnacles of rock blocked the way to the final spire. They 

were connected by formidable knife-edge ridges. 

Allen and Witham camped for the night, took another look in the morning 

sunshine - and saw a feasible route. 

But still ahead was the last 1,000ft that took eight hours. 

So rotten was the rock on the final knife-edge traverses that the wind had eroded 

tunnels from one side of the peak to the other. 

These wind holes occurred from five to 100 feet below the crest. 

Bryden Allen said on his return to the base camp: "There is much more climbing 

to be done on Balls Pyramid. 

"To future climbers we recommend the full skyline traverse up one ridge and 

down the other, and the direct ascent of the West Face." 

The four who reached the summit spent two hours on top. 

Darkness overtook them as they made a roped descent down the South Ridge, 

but they managed to spend the night in a cave. 

After they left the summit the two gannets returned and noisily reclaimed 

their home. 

On Tuesday, 16 February 1965, the SMH carried these reports from Ben: 

Climbers on Ocean Peak Again 

From a Staff Reporter by Radio 

BASE CAMP, Balls Pyramid, Tuesday-Sydney Rock climbers made a second successful 

ascent to the summit of Balls Pyramid yesterday. 

The 1,843ft summit of the rugged peak in the ocean near Lord Howe Island was 

reached for the first time on Sunday. 

Yesterday Jack Pettigrew, one of the four members of the expedition who made 

Sunday's climb, and Jack Hill climbed to the peak, which defeated attempts by eight 

parties in the past. 

Pettigrew and Hill reached the summit at 1 p.m. and stayed there about an hour. 

Hill, from New Zealand, had climbed the first 800ft alone to a cave where Pettigrew 

spent the night after his first ascent. 

The other three men who reached the summit on Sunday were the expedition's 

leader, Bryden Allen, David Witham and John Davis. 

David Witham, a chief instructor of the Outward Bound movement, said that 
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Opposite top: Front 
page headline of 
Sydney Morning 
Herald, 17 February 
1965, announces first 
successful ascent. 

Opposite bottom: 
Bryden Allen 0eft) 
and Jack Pettigrew 
share summit 
champagne with 
(out of shot) John 
Davis and Dave 
Witham. 
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despite five seasons climbing in the Swiss Alps he considered Balls Pyramid as 

impressive as anything he had previously climbed. 

John Davis also did a course with Outward Bound. 

Better communications today enabled details of the early stages of the first 

successful climb to be sent out from the base camp. 

Members of the expedition made two one-day reconnaissance trips towards the 

summit after the base camp was set up. 

Bryden Allen and David Witham, who made the first sortie last Thursday, had 

a lucky escape. 

Witham had belayed his rope around a 20ft spire of rock when the spire, 

weighing many tons, suddenly toppled off the ridge the men were on. 

Life on Balls Pyramid 
A Lonely Crag of Hardship, Beauty 

From a Staff Reporter 

BASE CAMP, Balls Pyramid, Tuesday. - Everything is steep on Balls Pyramid. Just 

setting up an aerial for the expedition's radio involved a desperate tooth-and-nail 

scramble between the odd foothold or two while clutching the wire. 

Our one ton of equipment proved too bulky for the camp at the base-campsite 

and some had to be stored on a shelf 500 feet above the sea. 

A 100ft rock step between this shelf and the base-camp cave is one of the most 

severe pitches of rock found on the Pyramid. 

To avoid this there is a long traverse around the base of the rock and up a 

grass ramp. 

This is easy except for a shelf of rock, which is unusually wide - at least six 

inches - but pounded by an unpredictable surf 

At this point the wind often catches spray and sends it hissing far up the side 

of the pyramid. 

Loose rocks rattle off the faces of the Pyramid without warning. The rock showers 

make a lethal whine as they pass. 

When a series crashes down close together one gets the impression that the 

whole Pyramid is falling into the sea. 

The stone showers and continual showers of bird guano have become a part of 

daily life. 

But the startling impact of this lonely, beautiful sea peak makes the hardships 

fade. 

At night one can hear outside the base camp cave a crescendo of screams and 

sobs ringing out from the black, plunging cliffs. 

The desperate, insistent cries come from the thousands of baby seabirds and 

their parents who live on the cliffs. 
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End of a Mission 

BASE CAMP, Balls Pyramid, Tuesday. 

David Witham, one of the first to reach the 

summit of Balls Pyramid, has sent this telegram 

to the Outward Bound school at Fishermen's Point ,

N.S.W.: "Champagne bottle on top - empty." 

It was fantastic news that the Sydney Rockies 

had climbed the Pyramid. There was one main 

difference between their expedition and ours. 

They were able to catch a boat from Lord Howe 

Island to the Pyramid to spend as long as they 

liked on the rock. This was a breakthrough. 

Previously, the Lord Howe Islanders had 

refused to allow anyone to camp overnight 

on the Pyramid because they were concerned 

about getting them off again should the weather 

change. But after our expedition sailed from 

the mainland on our own boat, the Islanders 

realised that they could choose to either be a 

part of future climbs or be completely left out. 

In fact, our December 1964 expedition 

reported our progress by amateur radio straight 

back to Australia. The only way the Islanders 

could find out about what was happening was 

via reports in the Daily Telegraph that 

arrived by flying boat. 

Most likely because of this, from the 

Sydney Rockies' expedition until climbing 

was banned, the Lord Howe Islanders 

readily took climbers to the Pyramid and 

left them for as long as they wanted. I 

don't think this would have occurred if not 

for our expedition from the mainland. 

Meanwhile, we were keen to find out 

more about the Sydney Rockies' trip. David 

Witham who, with Bryden, made up the 

first pair to summit, later wrote the most 

comprehensive account of the first ascent. 

Photo Bryden Allen 
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Beautiful Lord Howe

Island from the north, 
with Mt Lidgbird 0eft) 
and Mt Gower at its
southern end, and 

Balls Pyramid in the 
distance. 
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It begins on Wednesday, 10 February 1965: 

Lord Howe Island, of which Balls Pyramid is a small but spectacular satellite, is an 

isolated outpost of New South Wales, lying 430 miles E.N.E. of Sydney in the midst 

of the Tasman Sea. It is the most southerly coral island in the world, yet there can 

be no more magnificent specimen of that form of earthly paradise as it possesses all 

the accoutrements which one imagines when dreaming of South Sea islands in the 

confines of a Manchester smog. 

Curving palms line the beaches and gradually give way with heights to denser 

vegetation, which seems to clothe even the dripping black walls as they plunge to the 

sea on three sides of the island's mountainous head. The long spit of land issuing from 

the fourth side, perpetually shoulders the pounding surf to the east, and is protected 

from the west by the reef, which enfolds a long lagoon whose crystal waters magnify 

the vivid colours of its bed. 

The transition from the soft, indolent atmosphere of the island to the stark 

isolation of the pinnacle, 12 miles to the south, was marked. After moving cautiously 

through a gap in the reef and rounding the spur of Mt. Gower, itself a precipice of 

1,500 feet, we first saw Balls Pyramid as a distant spire of rock, very like those which 

house the ogre's castle in a fairy tale. 

It took a further hour and a half in the fishing boat to reach its northern end, 
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time taken up for me in making final preparations to pitch out a ton of equipment 

and stores into the sea. With head bent over the piles of rucksacks, waterproofed 

drums and polythene jerry cans, which carried our 80 gallons of fresh water, I received 

the full fishy stench of the bilges and became sick after a while, but found time 

intermittently to admire the slowly approaching needle. Inevitably doubts welled up 

as the imagination played on the now solid evidence for the failure of eight previous 

attempts to reach the summit. "C'est magnijique, mais ... " 

The Pyramid is not named, as might be expected, after the first mate's expletive 

when the lookout proclaimed that he had sighted the Jin of a gargantuan shark. It was 

discovered by Lt. Henry Lidgbird Ball when voyaging from Sydney to Norfolk Island 

for Governor Phillip, who had been instructed to settle that island at the same time 

as he founded the mainland colony in 1788. It is a slightly crescent-shaped blade of 

rock about a half-mile long, 1843 feet high and never more than 200 yards thick at 

the base. A remnant of the rim of an old volcano, the ridge rises from both ends in a 

series of huge pillars to the final pinnacle in the centre. 

The western wall, or the 'inside' of the volcano, is just about vertical, and the 

eastern side is a series of shorter; crumbly walls with very steep slopes of sword grass 

in between. The former looks like a loose equivalent of the direct on the Cima Grande, 

rising straight from the sea, and the latter like a climber's nightmare. 

The north end of the Pyramid also rises immediately from the water in a 

Balls Pyramid rises 

from the ocean to the 
clouds, like a magical 

illustration in a 

children's book. 
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buttress of some 700 feet, so the obvious route is up the South Ridge which has 

an accommodating little promontory at the foot, affording about the only chance of 

getting an expedition established on the rock. 

From the reports which could be garnered, it appeared that most of our 

predecessors had failed through not treating the undertaking as a full scale expedition, 

some of them even failing to set foot on the rock. This accusation could hardly be leueled 

at the party of twelve who had sailed from Sydney in a 52-foot ketch in December 

1964, but they related stories of rough seas, high winds in exposed situations, very 

loose rock, hordes of angry, troublesome sea-birds, and six inch centipedes with a 

mildly poisonous bite. They had reached the top of Winke!stein's Steeple, half way up 

the Pyramid in vertical distance, but after five of them had spent the night belayed 

in a circle round the summit rock, they gave away any thoughts of tackling the huge 

overhangs which they described as encircling the next pillar. 

Consequently our party of seven, which renewed the assault two months later, 

was equipped to lay siege to the Pyramid. We had food and water to last at least a 

fortnight, 2000 feet of one-and-one-quarter inch manila for fixed ropes, and enough 

ironmongery to batter our way through every overhang on the rock, providing it could 

be used. We practised making flying-foxes for hauling heavy stores up cliff faces and, 

most important of all, practised landing techniques for both men and stores in fairly 

heavy swells. Provided you pick a steep rock over which the sea is not breaking and 

can hang on to the greasy holds when you are lifted up to them, landing in a 12-foot 

swell is not very difficult and much less dangerous than it looks. 

Although seas were by no means perfect, the landing went well. The seas had 

calmed sufficiently after the passage of Cyclone Judy, which had delayed our arrival 

by flying-boat at the island for two days, to allow Clive Wilson to bring the Pacific 

Chieftain within 40 yards of the rock. 

We were in an angle of the southern promontory, sheltered from the full effect of 

the surf, and our two best swimmers were quickly ashore spurred on by the thought 

that their thrashing limbs would be visible to sharks a hundred yards away in the 

clear water. Two more followed, tied to the other ends of the light lines and taking 

with them a hemp rope which enabled us to establish a giant circle of rope between 

the boat and the rock. Knotting it at intervals and having a karabiner in each knot 

allowed us to transfer our fifty separate packages to the shore quite quickly, mouing 

the rope in a circle all the time. 

Finally the remainder of the party were dragged through the water and the 

boat stood off to get on with the main business of the day -fishing. The gear was 

carried on to the top of the promontory, some 70 feet above the waves, and the tasks 

of establishing the base camp and starting the climbing were begun. 

A very full first day ended with the route established as far as the cave at 250 

feet, where we found such relics of the previous party as precious water and bags of 

'scroggin', a potent, nourishing brew of chocolate, nuts, raisins and various additives 

(chiefly rum) beloved by the Australian bushwa!ker, together with one of the only 



4. 1965 FIRST TO THE SUMMIT

two centipedes which we saw during the 

whole week. 

The following day, Thursday (11 

February 1965), Bryden Allen and I set off 

up the ridge with 700 feet of hemp in tow, 

establishing fixed ropes up each section of 

the cliff after we had climbed it. This made 

for hard work and slow progress, but it 

proved to be a major factor in our success. 

The strain of leading on steep, friable and 

exposed rock was restricted to the _first time 

that a pitch was climbed, abseiling became 

a very speedy procedure and climbing back up even with a pack was quite fast, as one 

could moue independently, with a prusik loop round the fixed rope. Given a ten minute 

gap between climbers, the danger of wiping one's partner off the ridge was practically 

obviated. The possibility of doing just this was soon brought home to us. 

After leading up a loose chimney and line of cracks for 70 feet, I arrived at a 

stance, where I found a bolt in the wall placed by the previous expedition. I belayed 

to it, but there being too much of its warped body protruding from the rock for my 

liking, I sought extra security by jamming a nut in a perfect crack in the comer. I

made my second belay and, almost as an afterthought, decided to test it well. My 

Climbers and supplies 
are dragged from 
the Pacific Chieftain, 

anchored some

40 metres offshore, to
the rocky landing. 
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... half a ton 

of masonry ... 

shattered before 

reaching Bryden, 

who was crouched 

under a wall with 

his helmet pulled 

perfect crack began to open and half a ton of masonry moved outward with 

a slow, disdainful majesty. Luckily it missed the rope and shattered before 

reaching Bryden, who was crouched under a wall with his helmet pulled down 

to his boots. 

We ran out of rope by mid-aftemoon, with some 700 feet of the Pyramid in 

the bag. Initially there had been a series of walls interspersed with sloping grass 

ledges, but the relief afforded by the latter had given out as we had reached the side 

of Winkelstein's Steeple proper. The situations were extremely good and the rock in 

places extremely rotten, being almost like pumice at times with crumbling basalt 

dykes. On the whole however, it was by no means unjustifiable. 
down to his boots." 

Meanwhile the party below had set up a flying-fox between the base camp 

and the cave. Our ship's radio and two 12 volt batteries were already installed 

there and a start had been made to establishing a reserve of provisions in the cave 

in case a further cyclone should materialise and swamp our base camp. This hot work 

continued the next day while John Davis and Jack Pettigrew, our other rock climbing 

team, took more stores and another bale of hemp aloft. They explored further and 

established another hundred feet of the route. 

We were now in a position to think of tackling the upper ramparts, now 

previously untouched. Bryden and I set off again from base on the Saturday moming 

(13 February 1965) with more stores and the intention of spending the night on the 

east side of the Winklestein. With little extra searching, we found a suitable overhang 

which would allow us to stretch out end to end on its floor. What we envisaged as 

being the first of the upper camps was relatively commodious, once a retaining wall 

had been built on the appropriate side. 

We then followed our predecessors' route to the top of the steeple, a diagonal 

line round the west wall to the notch on the ridge behind. This was the most delightful 

climbing on the Pyramid, the rock being firm and the situation superb. 

Expectancy mounted as we approached the ridge and our first close view of 

the vaunted difficulties. Late aftemoon shadows made it hard to read the angle of 

the pillar facing us as we gained our objective, so our hopes were neither raised 

nor lowered. Certainly there were overhangs, but there might be a feasible line. We 

abseiled down the east wall to the cave for a fitful night's rest in unique surroundings. 

First light (14 February 1965) saw us making our independent ways back to the 

top of the Steeple, one by the east and the other by the west, to dismantle the fixed 

rope on that side. The face of the 'Chossy Pillar' as I came to name the next obstacle, 

looked more promising that moming. 

The sunlight etched out an arete which was no more than vertical in its steepest 

middle section, and there was a ramp above it which made its way through the bulges 

at the top of the pillar. The 'great obstacle' Jell in 3.5 hours of quite good climbing, 

apart from the ramp which was absolutely rotten. Not a single bolt or peg had to be 

used for aid, but this fact made for relief rather than disappointment. 

The ridge then gained a lot of horizontal distance, with fewer steep pitches to 
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the base of the summit pinnacle. The situations on this final 

arete became stupendous. Stones from our 'gardening' Jell 

straight into the surf 500 yards below, and the rocky sea-bed 

way beneath the surface, could be clearly seen between the 

foam of the waves and the reflected sparkling of the sun. The 

tiny awnings of base camp were visible at one extreme of the 

concave wall, and the guano-crowned Wheatsheaf rock at 

the other Again no major difficulties presented themselves, 

and careful climbing of about severe standard brought us to 

the summit at 2.30 p. m. on St. Valentines Day. 

John and Jack, who had been tailing us since mid

moming and indulging in a photographic spree, soon arrived 

to join the friendly gannet and ourselves. In true Mummery 

style we broached a bottle of champagne and, as we drank, .:

the limitless horizons of the Pacific seemed to possess a 

quality of the effervescent liquid inside our helmets. As 

usual, too much time was spent in summit rituals, but our 

fixed ropes allowed of a speedy descent to the radio cave and 

our support party in little over two hours. As darkness Jell at 

6.30, celebrations began anew. 

One could write a complete story 

about life on the Pyramid, and on Lord 

Howe when the conquerors returned 

in the midst of the Founder's Day 

celebrations and the beauty contests. 

Suffice to say that this proved to be 

perhaps the most memorable two 

weeks of my life. What had been a 

forbidding rock in prospect became 

an idyllic situation as the winds 

abated and the weather settled, the 

compulsion of the climb ended and the 

fishing proved to be good. Since the 

nesting season was over the birds gave 

no trouble. Rather were they a source of interest and wonder The gannets and bosun 

birds gained so easily the height for which we fought, and the ecstatic, loving calls 

of the muttonbirds in their burrows was a major source of amusement. Sharks on 

our fishing lines, porpoises swimming within touching distance of the bows as they 

escorted our boat back to the island, and above all the warm sun and the restless sea 

- it was a far cry from the frozen wastes which are chosen for most expeditions, but

it was all the better for that."

Above top: A masked 
booby watches John 
Davis apply sunscreen. 

Above: Dave Witham, 
John Davis and Bryden 
Allen relax on the 
summit before their 
challenging descent. 
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Bryden Allen has also written an excellent account of their successful 

expedition, and includes information and some perspectives that were new 

to me. I wasn't aware that Bryden and Dave Lambert had been on a recce to 

Lord Howe Island during Christmas holidays in 1963. 

Bryden is truly a pioneer of modem Australian rock climbing. He put 

up the first face climbs of Frenchman's Cap in Tasmania, Crater Bluff in the 

Warrumbungles in New South Wales and literally hundreds of first ascents 

around the country. But it was his climb of Balls Pyramid that really stands 

out for me. Here is his story of the climb: 

First Ascent of Balls Pyramid 

In the 1960s Balls Pyramid was the most obvious challenge for all the young aspiring 

climbers of the day in Australia. After all, the peak was 1,843ft high and had never 

been climbed yet. So many people wanted to claim the first ascent of this most iconic 

pinnacle. 

In the middle of 1963, I finished the two major projects I had undertaken - to 

develop a good safe bolting system (the Carrot Bolt Belay System) and to write a guide 

book (The Rock-Climbs of N.S.W). So I also started thinking of making an ascent 

of this significant peak myself 

The interested party at that stage consisted of Jack Pettigrew, John Davis and 

Dave Lambert and myself This would be a reasonable party. But there was a problem 

about getting a boat to land us on the Pyramid from Lord Howe Island. (fhe main boat 

owner thought that, if he landed us on the rock, then he would become responsible for 

our safety. So he wouldn't agree to land us.) 

As the time approached, we found we probably wouldn't be allowed to land. 

Jack and John sensibly decided not to go. Dave and I decided we would still go and at 

least we could study the problems of the ascent in more detail. So we still went - but 

we couldn't land . 

We had a pleasant holiday (which was over the summer break). We put up 

a new route on Mt Lidgbird, which was quite pleasant. And I had my first very 

close friendship with a girl who was working on the Island. So this was a very good 

experience for me. 

Dave was more successful than I with the girls in general because he played 

the guitar. So when I returned to Sydney, I bought myself a ukulele. After a bit of 

practise, I became red-hot at playing Hell Bound Train. I liked the song - but I'm 

afraid the girls didn't exactly cluster around me because of this new achievement 

of mine. 

All the members of this first attempt agreed that we would try again next year, 

when Clive Wilson's boat might be free to take us to and from the pyramid. 

But in October 1964, disaster struck. A rival party was going to beat us to the 
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New route in the Warrumbungles 

E
arly in 1965, I became a member of the Sydney 

Rockclimbing Club and during Easter, I went on 

a club event in the Warrumbungles. John Davis, one 

of the strongest rock climbers in the country, was the 

organiser of the four-day trip and we traveled there in 

a hired VW combi. With John, was a young climber not 

long out from England. His name was John Ewbank and 

he seemed keen to have a go at just about anything. 

He would go on to become one of Australia's most 

accomplished rock climbers and even invented the 

system of grading climbs that is still used today. 

Back then we teamed up to climb a new route on 

the West Face of the Breadknife, an amazing basalt 

dyke left standing when all the volcanic ash around it 

had eroded away. Although the Sydney Rock Climbers' 

Above: John Ewbank, 
one of Australia's great 
climbing pioneers, belays 
John as we put in a new 
route on the Breadknife. 

guide to the Warrumbungles lists John Davis and me 

as making the first ascent, John Ewbank was with us as 

well and led most of the difficult pitches. 

The climb is called Major Route, 150 metres long 

and graded 13/ 14. The description reads: "Supposedly 

good value as there are seven pitches crossing 

Heartstopper and finishing up Minor Route. Four bolts 

and four pitons were left." 

I remember it as being very challenging and it 

remains one of the most difficult climbs I've ever done. 

I was indeed fortunate to have climbed it, if only once(!) 

with two of Australia's leading climbers of that era. 

Below: From left, John Davis, myself and 
John Ewbank on a Sydney Rockclimbing Club 
trip to the Warrumbung!es, in New South 
Wales, just before we set off on our new 
route on the Breadknife. 
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first ascent. 

We should have prepared for this possibility, because climbers often do 'pinch' 

other people's intended climbs. This is an accepted part of the climbing game. And 

specifically Ted Batty and I had 'pinched' the first ascent of the 'West Face of Crater 

Bluff from Russ Kippax and Dave Roots two years ago - and they were most incensed. 

So we should have remained silent about our possible ascent. But we had forgotten 

that there could be rivals to make this first ascent. 

The rival party was a large powerful party - it included Dick Smith himself. 

They had obtained a large boat, which meant they could take the whole party all 

the way from Sydney. So, unlike us, this party did not need to hire a boat from Lord 

Howe Island. 

Their principal climber was a guy called Rick Higgins, who had just put up a 

new very imposing route in G!enbrook Gorge. So he was pretty good. Dave Roots 

joined them (possibly in revenge for me pinching his route on Crater Bluff). And Dave 

Lambert from our party joined them as well. We all expected that this rival party 

would make the first ascent. 

But, joy of all possible joys, this party failed. They came back with glorious 

stories about how they had to stay awake all night, with piton hammers raised, in 

order to destroy the huge centipedes, which were always advancing upon them during 

the night. 

According to them, Balls Pyramid provided a wicked environment and the 

climbing was very hard as well. (But, as far as I can make out, they simply used 

a sledge-hammer approach to the climb. The whole party were trying to get to the 

top. In any large party, some good climbers must lead ahead, while the rest of the 

party must support them with supplies. This party seemed to ignore this most 

basic principle.) 

But of course this big failure was wonderful for us. We would get far more 

publicity when we made our ascent a few months later. 

Our own party now consisted of Jack Pettigrew, John Davis, Dave Witham and 

myself as the principal climbers. Then Don Wilcox and Jack Hill were our support 

climbers. Ben Sandi!ands was our reporter from the SMH. But he also was a genuine 

climber. 

Ben in his articles refers to me as the leader of the expedition. I was the principal 

and most experienced climber of the group and I had been involved in this ascent idea 

from its very inception. But I wasn't the actual leader. The expedition had no leader. I 

have always been a democrat and in any group of people I will always follow what the 

majority of people want to do. So I cannot be a genuine leader of any group of people. 

It is not part of my nature. I will always seek a consensus opinion. 

As regards the details of the ascent, the many photographs or the newspaper 

articles describe the progress of the ascent reasonably well. I will limit myself to my 

own persona! involvement with the ascent over the four principal days. 
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DAY1 

This photo (1) shows our party packing our gear in Clive's 

boat before leaving for the Pyramid. I, as often, am being idle 

- contemplating the future.

The _first item one sees is the north end. This is very 

intimidating. Keith Bell led a team up here a few years after 

our ascent. So on this day, Clive Wilson _first took us all out to 

the pinnacle. 

This photo (2) shows the two Jacks, with lines attached, 

ready to swim ashore. 

Then we swam to land on the most convenient of the 

various rock ledges. It was very dangerous for the boat to get 

too close to the pinnacle. So we had to swim a fair way and 

there were a lot of sharks about. 

This photo (3) shows us landing our gear. I _finally am 

using my muscles. 

We also had a huge amount of gear to land as you can 

see in the pictures. So the landing all took a while. 

The camping situation is quite good. This photo (4) 

shows one of our tents. If the weather gets bad, then a party 

could move and camp on the grass higher up. 

Then we had to set up our camp among the rocks. From 

here we found we could scramble around to the right for a 

few hundred metres and then scramble up to some fairly flat 

areas about 100m above sea level. We could camp here if a 

bad storm arose. There was a cave here, which we used to set 

up our receiver and transmitter. 

The whole camping situation was actually very pleasant. 

There were protected rock pools where we could swim in safety 

and admire the sea-life. And we could even _fish, if we wanted to. 

DAY2 

I am afraid that this is the only climbing photo I have (see next 

page at top). This was my fault. I didn't want to waste any 

time taking photos until the ascent was complete. And then we 

mostly forgot. This photo shows Don climbing using the fixed 

hemp rope for protection. It wasn't very safe because the wind 

can cause the fixed ropes to wear very dangerously. 

I was very fortunate to climb with Dave Witham. He was 

a bit like me - small, innocuous and he just enjoyed climbing. 

We climbed very well together. So on the _first day we climbed 

to the top of Winkelstein's Steeple, which was as far as the 
Photos courtesy Bryden Allen 
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previous party had got. This took awhile because we had taken enough cheap hemp 

rope to put fixed ropes on all the climbing pitches. Then Dave and I had the huge extra 

task of carting and dragging all this extra rope up the pinnacle. 

DAY3 

Next day it was Jack and John's tum to take over at the front. I thought that they 

might go all the way to the top on that day. But they didn't go any further than Dave 

and I had gone on the previous day. 

As opposed to Dave and me, Jack and John are both natural leaders. And they 

both have had very successful careers. Jack became FRS (Fellow of the Royal Society) 

and ran his own research institute. John started up his own large film company. 

(Whereas Dave and I have gone nowhere as regards normal worldly success.) But, 

alas, two natural leaders don't necessarily form good climbing partners. 

I spent the day down at base camp doing the normal camping chores. Late in 

the afternoon, Dave and I climbed up our fixed ropes to the little bivouac cave below 

Winkelstein's Steeple - ready to have a long day on the following day. 

DAY4 

Dave and I then climbed on up to the top. The harder pitches on the climb were mostly 

of grade 15 (or grade 'severe' as we called it then). Most modem climbers could cope 

with these grades fairly easily. We were slow again because we still had to drag all 

the extra ropes with us. So both Jack and John could join us at the summit by just 

prusicking up the various hemp ropes we left in place. So they arrived at the top of the 

pinnacle just a few minutes after us. 

Some people feel great elation when they achieve a great goal. Sometimes I do 

as well - for example, when I made my first clean ascent ofToyland I was very elated 

indeed - after so many attempts. But not so at the top of Balls Pyramid - mostly I 

just felt relief Also I was worried about the state 

of hemp ropes because the winds were causing 

them to wear out. I was very keen to get down 

again to complete safety. I had allowed myself 

to become a bit over-stressed about the whole 

ascent. 

The bird life is fantastic. This photo shows 

Jack Hill playing with a chick 0eft). 

The way we did this first ascent was just 

plain wrong. We shouldn't have taken all that 

extra hemp rope. Instead we should have put in 

much better anchor belays for abseiling at the 

most suitable locations. If we had done this, then 

the climbing would have become much more pleasant. I had just allowed myself to 

become a little over-neurotic about being certain of getting to the top of the pinnacle. 
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Jack playing around on the raft which I am proud to say I built "'

(right). I was going to use it to avoid the sharks on the way out. But it was 

commandeered on the way out to carry our various wireless gear. 

If the climb was done in this natural modem way, then this whole 

expedition would become a really pleasant holiday for all normal climbers to 

enjoy. This whole climb provides some superb situations in a very different 

kind of surrounding i.e. the gannet gulls squawking all around you. 

And mostly the climbing itself is of a very pleasant grade. Besides 

this, the camping at the bottom and in the various higher caves is most 

enjoyable. Several parties have since made several ascents in this manner. 

And all these parties have enjoyed this total experience enormously - Balls 

Pyramid is simply a wonderful feature to climb on. 

If the current ban on climbing was lifted, then this pinnacle 

would once again give a huge amount of enjoyment for many Australian and 

international climbers. And the impact of the climbers on the local wildlife of the 

pinnacle would be absolutely negligible. 

So it would be wonderful if this climbing ban could be lifted on this unique 

superb pinnacle. 
Below: From left, 
Bryden Allen, John 
Davis and Dave 
Witham celebrate with 

a helmet of champagne 
after reaching the top. 

Jack Hill is taking 

the photo. 
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Photo Ian Hutton 

Bottlenose dolphin 
surfaces near 

Balls Pyramid. 
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In the distance it's a fairy tale 

castle wreathed in clouds. 

It's a medieval fortress, 

protected by an ocean moat 

and guarded by a ridge of 

towering battlements." 



5 
Expeditions from 1969 to 1980 

"We were standing atop Australia's remotest summit, 

the greatest prize for an Australian climber; 

a ten-square-yard patch of real estate that barely a score 

of people had trodden." 

Keith Bell, 1973 Skyline Traverse 

FEBRUARY 1969, 2N° ASCENT, SOUTH RIDGE 

F
ollowing the success of his 1965 climb with Bryden Allen and crew, John 

Davis was keen to return to the Pyramid to make a documentary film. A 

chemical engineer and cinematographer, John teamed up with Gary Steer, 

another climber/cinematographer from Sydney. 

Together they pitched their film idea to the Australian Broadcasting 

Commission and in 1968, the ABC came to the party, agreeing to supply 

film, processing and editing facilities. Their plan was to spend three weeks 

shooting on the Pyramid in early 1969. 

Gary later wrote that John persuaded him to come along by describing 

the Pyramid in these magical words: 

"In the distance it's a fairy tale castle wreathed in clouds. It's a medieval fortress, 

protected by an ocean moat and guarded by a ridge of towering battlements. It seems 

to drift on the water supported by a shroud of clouds. It is so unreal. Another world, 

mysterious and unknown, where the air is filled with the pounding of the waves and 

the wild yells of sea birds." 

Jack Pettigrew, who summited with John on the previous climb, joined the 

team, as did Rona, his wife. Rona was an extraordinary climber and bush walker 

who carried on the tradition of her mother, my good friend Dot Butler. Dot 

was a renowned conservationist, 'barefoot bushwalker' and climber. Dot was 

one of the original Trustees of the Australian Geographic Society and in 1989 

was awarded the Society's highest honour, Adventurer of the Year. 
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Food and water were 

hauled ashore from B
Centauri, while some 

gear arrived by the 

specially-made canoe. 
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John Worrall, fast becoming one of Australia's strongest rock climbers, 

joined up - it would be the first of several trips he'd make to the Pyramid. 

Also on board were Bill Zemek, John Dennis, Wes Kilham, Jim Smith, Sidney 

Tanner, Bob Fick, Nancy Maiden and Carol Williams. 

An expedition this size, especially one with ambitions to make a 

climbing film, takes time, equipment and supplies. They left Sydney with 

walkie-talkies, seven still cameras, four movie cameras and a professional 

tape recorder. 

Along with containers to hold 300 gallons of water and three weeks 

of food and fuel, they carried a specially-made canoe that could be broken 

down into two pieces to fit in the hold of the flying boats that would carry the 

14-person team to Lord Howe Island.

'Two boats, one towing the other, were used to ship the team and their

supplies from Lord Howe to the Pyramid. Simply moving the equipment from 

ship to shore, then shifting it to a secure base camp was a logistical nightmare. 

The team sieged the South Ridge (see page 156), carrying vast coils of 

hemp rope for fixed line and to haul up gear. Not all of it reached its intended 

destination. The footage that John and Gary shot is spectacular, with fantastic 

close-ups of pitons being driven in, John Worrall climbing on lead and others 
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following. It also captures the incredible wildlife, including masked booby in 

flight and on the nest. It's interesting to see that Dunlop Volleys, my choice for 

a bushwalking shoe, was the preferred climbing shoe of the day. 

At the start, the expedition enjoyed spectacular weather, which made 

it possible for those not climbing to enjoy rock fishing and the chance to 

shoot dramatic underwater snorkeling. But the Pyramid was saving up 

some dramatic storms, with winds that threatened to flatten the base camp 

followed by tremendous rains. 

And while the climbing footage is dramatic, the most heart-stopping 

footage has to be when Gary Steer dives off a cliff into the storm-tossed 

ocean, followed by his struggles, in the heaving swell, to make it back safely 

onto the rock. 

John Davis's account captures the climb not just from a climber's 

perspective, but uniquely from a filmmaker's as well: 

I had been part of the Sydney Rockclimbing Club ascent of Balls Pyramid in 1965. 

Bryden Allen and David Witham were on the first rope to reach the summit, with Jack 

Pettigrew and myself on the second. 

After that first ascent, the magic of the place had captured us completely. The 

ever-restless waves, the towering majesty of the peak, and the high-spirited screeching 

of the birds as they dived and rose again on the air currents that follow the contours 

of the rock. 

By 1968, I had left chemical engineering and had become a freelance photo

journalist, in a business partnership with Gary Steer. We were teaching ourselves 

film making and were earning $16 a time for news stringer jobs with the TV stations. 

With almost no film experience we approached Kip Porteous, legendary head of 

features at the ABC. Looking back I now see what he was faced with. Two young lads 

with no experience in filmmaking, who had a wonderful story to tell about a magical 

fairy castle rock rising majestically out of the ocean. He could be reasonably sure that 

they would be able to climb it, but could they make a film? He dithered back and forth, 

frustrating for us, but understandable in hindsight. Finally he compromised and gave 

us $2000 and 13,000 feet of film. Enough for six hours shooting. 

We set about collecting a team of climbers, 'hi�h altitude cargo technologists', 

and support crew. 

There was movement at the station for the word passed around ... 

Jack Pettigrew was the first to join us. We'd climbed together in the SRC and in 

the original summit team. His wife, Rona, was part of the package. An extraordinary 

mountaineer and bush walker, Rona carried on the tradition of her mother, Dot Butler, 

renowned conservationist and 'barefoot bushwalker'. 

Jack was a doctor, maybe lacking a bit in bedside manner, but then what we had 

in mind was someone to look after broken bones and the like. We were lucky to enlist a 

second doctor, Jonathan Pascoe, a New Zealand mountaineer. We couldn't have made 
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a better choice. 

Other members of the Sydney Rockies were Wes Ki!ham, Bill Zemek, Jim Smith, 

John Worrall, and his mate John Dennis. We found Brisbane climbers Sidney Tanner 

and Bob Fisk, as well as Nancy Maiden, my girlfriend at the time, and Caro! Williams, 

a nurse from Mudgee. 

We travelled by flying boat to Lord Howe, then waited a few days in an old 

boatshed until the weather cleared. It was a good chance to walk and climb, and get 

our gear in order. 

Clive Wilson took us to the Pyramid in his boat, the Pacific Chieftain, with 

most of our gear towed behind in the island's steel surfooat, which was also used to 

unload cargo ships that could not get into Lord Howe Island's lagoon. We had a tonne 

of water, and a half-a-tonne of food, plus equipment and cameras. 

I have a theory that rock climbers who are 

good with static balance tend to get seasick more 

easily than mere mortals. Well, right or wrong, we 

got seasick. The two doctors conferred and brought 

out the needles and handed them to Carol the nurse. 

First, a full-dose of anti nausea and anti-motion 

sickness medicine. When that didn't work they 

increased the dosage many times. We still felt like 

Green Death. 

When we landed, two people swam ashore with 

a rope each. When they hit the cliff they helped each 

other up. The idea was to land in deep water where a 

cliff is vertical because here the waves simply go up 

and down. If the seafloor is shelving and the waves 

break, you will be thrown against the rocks. 

We assembled the canoe for the cameras. Water 

and food we simply pulled through the water on a 

continuous loop of rope. 

Every time we looked up, the rock towering 

above us instilled in us a great sense of fear. We felt 

extremely hot, nauseous, confused and full of doubt. 

I suddenly felt the full weight of my responsibility 

to the ABC, the borrowed money, climbers lives and 

the rest. 

With extreme effort we carried everything 

up to our camp 70 feet above the waves, and then 

struggled to put up shelter. I vividly remember 

people trying to crawl into the shade of a rock, only 

managing to get one arm out of the sun. It required 

a supreme effort, a bit like putting up tents in a 

Opposite: A human 
conveyor belt shifts 
three weeks of supplies 
from the landing to 

base camp. 

Below (top): Extreme 
heat and the after

effects of seasickness 
medication make 
establishing base camp 
a challenge. (bottom) 
Nancy Maiden sets up 
a drying line for sea
soaked clothes.
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Above:(and inset): 
"From base camp we 
could climb straight up 
or do an easy traverse 
along to the walking 
route to Gannet Green," 

John Davis explains. 
"At high tide during 
stormy weather it was 
a lot of fun." 

Right: John Davis 
captures sound using 
a super-directional 
Sennheiser 814

microphone into a 
Nagra 3 tape recorder 
while filming an ABC

documentary. 

Opposite top: 
John Davis sets up 
a position for one of 
the Expedition's three 

Bolex 16 mm cameras. 

blizzard. It was still full daylight when we crawled into our tents and fell asleep. 

Next morning the doctors looked a bit sheepish and came clean. The drugs were 

experimental, they told us, and the side effects included extreme sensitivity to heat 

and an inability to make decisions. Sadly we couldn't kill them as we might need 

them later. 

Feeling refreshed and relieved, we set off to perform the very normal tasks before 

us. Two people took turns on the lead rope fixing the route and leaving behind fixed 

ropes. The 'high altitude cargo technologists' followed behind with a prusick loop on 

the rope and supplies on their back. The idea was to siege-climb the Pyramid. Nothing 
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was going to stop us. We wanted to have food 

and water in several places along the way in 

case of bad weather or injury. Most of our effort 

involved carrying water. 

We were there to make a film. Sure we 

wanted to enjoy ourselves, and everyone wanted 

to do the climb, but the film came first. It was 

difficult to film the lead climbers as they soon 1.

disappeared around the comer. The other problem 

was simply trying to keep up. The cameras, tape 

recorders and tripods in those days were very 

heavy and awkward. The film alone took two 

men to carry. The tape recorder was a one-man 

load, as was the camera and the tripod. 

Because of the difficulty of filming the 

lead climbers, we organised John Worrall and 

others to do some stunt climbing. It may be 

great footage, but there was nowhere in the 

film that we could honestly use it. 

We were soon in a routine. Rotating 

leaders kept taking the rope forward, while 

others were rostered to rest (fishing, snorkeling 

or cooking) or carry gear to the highest camps. 

We had about 3000 feet of sisal rope - sisal is 

cheap and would rot quickly - which we fixed 

along the route for those following and returning. The idea was to climb as high as 

we could, but sleep as low as possible to minimise the water carrying. 

Yes we had the obligatory expedition storm. The protected little hollows 

protecting our tents became pools of water. The A-frame tents without any floor 

collapsed of course, and we had the usual battle to keep dry. 

During the storm we couldn't climb, so Gary Steer did a high dive into the 

sea as a stunt for the film. Suddenly around the comer came a huge wave. We 

weren't sure if it would take him to New Zealand or bash him to death on the 

rocks. It was okay though, he just got the bashing. 

When the rain stopped, the wind continued so it was climbing in mortal 

terror. Wind plucked at the rope, our clothes, our hair, and all the time the birds 

wheeled around us, screaming in what we could only interpret as wild adrenaline

filled joy. 

Finally the day came for the summit push. We headed up the fixed ropes 

individually, then roped up properly near the top. We ran out of light, so found a 

small ledge beneath an overhang to spend the night. It was quite cold, so we filled 

our jackets with grass for insulation. All night, centipedes and other crawlies, walked 

Above: Nancy Maiden 

contacts Lord Howe on 

the Kingfisher radio. 

It needed a car battery 

to operate, which spilt 

acid and bumed holes 

in their clothes. 
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Previous pages: 

Page 96. Bill Zemek 
(top) and Wes Kilham 
near the summit. 

Page 97. John Pascoe 
abseils back to base 
camp with fantastic 
exposure below. 

Below: Using 
vegetation for 
insulation, John Davis 
prepares for a cold 
night out just a few 
hours climb below the 
summit. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

around on our skin, occasionally escaping out the neck and wrists. Birds tried to land 

in their normal nesting spots and in one instance, nearly-sleeping climbers simply 

passed a bird from one to the other, the last one tossing it out into the blackness. 

The final ridge provided one of those magic moments that will live with us for 

the rest of our lives. It was narrow and dropped some 1800 feet on either side. Always 

below us, the ceaselessly-clutching waves were clawing at us. The birds wheeled 

around us. And a sense of vertigo mixed with our adrenaline. The last pitches were 

up an enchanting peak straight from a fairytale. 

None of the climb was particularly hard, but I've never been on anything so 

thrilling. The continual scrabbling of the waves, the sense of isolation being on a 

peak surrounded by sea, the b irds soaring above huge drops on either side, the cry 

of muttonbirds, the smell of their droppings and the sheer adrenaline of pure 

adventure. 

One regret is that I decided to leave the ropes behind to rot quickly away. It was 

to reduce the risk of rockfall from pulling the ropes down, and the delay, and difficulty 

of carrying the ropes. Those ropes remained there for years to be seen by tourists from 

the boats. It's something I wish I hadn't done. 

My other regret is that it's now illegal to climb on the Pyramid. We all received so 

much from the Pyramid, and I would like others to experience the same. I propose that 

each year, the best youth leaders should be awarded a special prize by the Governor 

General - permission to mount an expedition to climb Balls 

Pyramid. 

Not long after returning to Sydney, John and Gary 

edited their footage into a rough-cut simply titled 

The Second Ascent of Balls Pyramid. It was shown as a 

studio presentation on ABC television, rather than 

broadcast as a finished documentary. 

What had little airplay was the fact that Rona 

Pettigrew (Butler) became the first (and as time has 

proven, the only) woman to climb the Pyramid. Rona 

has taken the name Iluna Bluewater and has kindly 

provided her own account: 

The adventure started with a roar of spray at the Rose 

Bay j!ying boat terminal in Sydney Harbour. Later in the 

day, another roar of spray landed us, plus climbing and 

photographic gear, in the lagoon at Lord Howe Island. All 

our gear was unloaded and taken to the guesthouse where 

we were staying until we were ready to be taken out by 

launch to the Pyramid. 

The object of the trip was to take a movie of the climb. Ph
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John Davis and Gary Steer were our cameramen. 

A few top rockclimbers were to be the heroes, 

selecting the route up the South Ridge and leaving 

fixed ropes each day on the section of rock just 

climbed. With fixed ropes they could quickly 

descend for the night and quickly move up to the 

next section the following day. 

The next challenge was to land all our gear 

on the Pyramid. We had worked out a system of 

having a long loop of rope, one end on the boat and 

the other on the rock, clipping our waterproofed bags 

of gear onto the rope and hauling. This conveyor 

belt system worked very well. We, of course, had to 

swim (through shark-infested waters). We chose a landing spot where the rock was 

vertical, very close to the southern rock platform. As the swell lifted us up we grabbed 

hold of the rock and hauled ourselves out. The southern rock platform became our 

base camp. 

Rona Pettigrew on her 
way to becoming the 
first, and only woman 
to climb Balls Pyramid 

While the cameramen and heroes got to work, the rest of us entertained 

ourselves at base camp. One of my favourite occupations was watching gannets •• 

diving - arrows plunging from great height into the water. Snorkelling in the 

ultra clear water and fishing from the rocks also kept us busy. It was strange 

to go snorkelling and watch from underwater fish taking the bait of the rock 

fishermen. 

Gannet Green, a few hundred feet up from the base, was a wide ledge 

with a little vegetation and room to camp while we waited for the fixed ropes 

to be installed all the way to the summit. We had heard that a previous party 

had had problems with very large centipedes here. Our supplies contained 

centipede repellent, but no hundred-legged monsters appeared or attempted to 

carry us off into their holes. 

Summit day- a beautiful fine day' Following up the ridge we occasionally 

came to ledges where the wind had eroded out small overhangs causing 

difficulties in getting past. The most exciting parts of the climb were where we 

had to moue out onto the great concave western face to get past obstacles. This 

happened in two places, once to get past Winkelstein's Steeple and another 

place higher up. Hair-raising exposure with more than a thousand feet of air 

between feet and ocean below! Rumour had it that one of the heroes lost his 

nerve and was shivering in a cave refusing to go any further - until he saw 

me coming. Couldn't lose face - such are the strange cultural attitudes about 

the comparative abilities of men and women. 

Upward and onward. The last bit of ridge to the summit was a cheual ridge 

- uery narrow and very exposed, dropping steeply to both east and west. As we

approached the summit we could see Lord Howe Island to the north. This had not been

... it's now 

illegal to climb 

on the Pyramid 

. .. I propose 

that each year, 

the best youth 

leaders should 

be awarded a 

special prize by the 

Governor General 

- permission

to mount an 

expedition to climb 

Balls Pyramid." 
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Previous pages: 
Worried that a big 

storm would make 
living on the rock at 
base camp unlivable, 
expedition leader John 
Davis built a flying 
fox with rope loop and 
pulley to lift food and 
water up to Gannet 
Green as a refuge. 

Right: Jack Pettigrew 
photographs the 'top 
gannet' on the summit . 
Behind Jack is the cairn 
they built and empty 
champagne bottle with 
note for future parties. 

Below: Having 
survived the exposure, 
days of storm and 
'the sheer adrenaline 
of pure adventure', 
the 1969 expedition 
members reach the 
summit 'in a glorious 
conga line' in one day. 

visible until the very last. We shared our triumph with a couple of fluffy baby gannets 

that lived right at the summit. 

On 27 March 1969, the day after Pip and I were married, we boarded the 

Sandringham flying boat for our honeymoon on Lord Howe. This was only a 

month after John's filming expedition and he had a special request for me. 

The fibreglass, Canadian canoe specially designed to fit in the hold of 

the flying boat was cut longitudinally at about the halfway point and was 
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connected with about twenty small nuts and bolts. When John and his team 

had flown back to Australia they had left their canoe behind, so John asked 

me to dismantle it so it could be shipped back. 

He said, "by all means, Dick, take the canoe anywhere you want". Pip 

and I accepted his offer and paddled around the lagoon and out to Rabbit 

Island, with its resident goats. We had a wonderful time. 

As the 1960s drew to a close, interest in the world's highest sea stack 

gained momentum. Over the next decade, climbing on Balls Pyramid would 

enjoy its 'Golden Age' as parties attempted not just harder routes, but lighter, 

faster, 'cleaner' styles. 

Clockwise from top: 

Just over four years 
after I vowed to return 
to Lord Howe Island 
for my honeymoon, Pip 

and I stepped ashore. 
It was the day after 
we were married. 
During our stay, we 

paddled about and 
then dismantled John 
Davis's Canadian 
canoe. It was specially 
designed to fit into the 

hold of the flying boat 
like the one seen here 
in the lagoon. 
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... the lads took the 

path to decadence, 

fronting along to 

dances, checking out 

the island's birdlife 

(very interesting), 

drinking the grog 

they unloaded ... " 

The '70s - a Golden Era on Balls Pyramid 

At the start of 1970, John Worrall returned with a small, strong team of 

climbers under the leadership of Keith Bell. Other members of the party 

included Hughie Ward, Ray Lassman, Howard Bevan and Keith Royce. They 

set their sights on the unclimbed North West Ridge, a significantly more 

technically demanding route than the South Ridge. 

Keith Bell's excellent account of the climb was published in three parts 

by the Australian climbing magazine, THRUTCH. It's interesting to see that 

the last two instalments were posted from Chamonix, France, where Keith 

was climbing in the Alps. 

Here is Keith's story, enjoyable for his dry humour: 

MARCH 1970. 3RD ASCENT. 1ST ASCENT OF NORTH WEST RIDGE 

The flying boat took off from Rose Bay to the tumultuous roars of the multitude of 

well-wishers - Sue Royce, John Dennis and a lone seagull. It was early, very early 

morning on Friday 6th March 1970, as the pilot banked the craft and headed for 

Lord Howe Island with its bevy of passengers; the more important ones being John 

"Waffling" Worrall, Ray Lassman P. U.S.A. (Practically Useless Self Admitted), Bruce 

"Rowetund" Rowe, Keith Royce, Hughie Ward, Howard Bevan and "Ding Dong" - self 

styled leader elected on his ability to cover a tape measure to a height not attained by 

other members of the expedition. The trip proved uneventful and the plane touched 

down on the lagoon at 5.30 a.m. 

Taxiing along the lagoon we looked out to see the locals numbering hundreds 

standing near and around the jetty. No brass bands but still what a welcoming 

committee for seven prospective intrepid pyramid climbers. Unfortunately, we later 

learned that the locals, having nothing else to do, come down to watch the flying boat 

arrive as we watch TV What a way to get your kicks at 5 o'clock in the morning' 

Organisation was now building up to a crescendo. Plans were afoot to leave 

for the Pyramid the same day, thus hopefully missing out on accommodation 

· fees. However, this was not to be. Our baggage had arrived at the island but was

locked in the hold of the ship, which was still anchored outside the lagoon and

our 30 two-gallon jerry cans, that we had been assured had arrived three weeks

before, were still back at Rose Bay buried beneath a mountain of parcels.

Accommodation was thus found and the team took on the job of wharfies 

unloading the ship, the Islanders being short of manpower and, more important, 

whether unloaded or not, the ship was leaving next day for Norfolk Island. 

Food for the Islanders came off the ship first, then 44 gallon drums of petrol, 

then grog, and more grog, and more grog still, a quantity quite remarkable for an 

island of 'teetotallers', but perhaps more than the average 'Rockie' could imbibe. 
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Eventually on the last load and eight hours later, our gear came off (expedition gear; of 

course). The locals, scheming bastards, had shoved it to one side to retain our services 

and get their gear off first. 

With nothing else to do but sit and wait for our jerry cans in the most glorious 

of sunny, windless, swell-less, ideal landing condition days, the lads took the path 

to decadence, fronting along to dances, checking out the island's birdlife (very 

interesting), drinking the grog they unloaded and gorging themselves with food as 

though every mouthful eaten was going to be the last. 

Clive Wilson, skipper of the boat we had chartered, suggested that we take some 

five-gallon detergent drums for our water in lieu of our jerry cans as very soon the 

weather was going to break. Acting on this suggestion, these tins were washed out in 

the lagoon which was tumed into a foamy, chunderous mass, but the smell of detergent 

still remained and thereby rendered the need for purgatives on the trip unnecessary. 

Wednesday, the 11 th, dawned bright and clear and our boat the 

Lulawai, a 45 ft. fishing boat, was ready to go as soon as Clive finished 

unloading the flying boat on board which, much to our delight, he found 

20 of our jerry cans. We filled these smartly and by midday the Lulawai 

was on its way to the Pyramid with a load of climbers and tourists. 

Inevitably we were asked the same useless questions and with the 

Pyramid in sight, it was rather hard to answer truthfully. ''Why do you 

climb?" - "Buggered if I know" - ''A.re you ever scared?" . . .  "Of course 

not!'!" (trying to convince yourself it's possible or how you can organize 

a trip back without losing face). 

With the Pyramid 200 yards ahead, we discussed the landing 

advice given to us in Sydney by previous climbers. Tales of desperation 

ranging from "Steep, bloody steep" to "Bloody impossible - can't be done" 

with a sprinkling of intelligent information suggesting a boulder beach 

Islander Clive Wilson, 

on board his cousin 
Roy Wilson's boat 
Lulawai. Clive has 
been a major supporter 
of Balls Pyramid 
expeditions, taking 
the first successful 
expedition across from 
Lord Howe in 1965 and 
many others since. 
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Photo Ian Hutton/Lord Howe Island Museum 

From left: Hughie 
Ward, Howard Bevan, 
Keith Bell, Keith Royce, 

Bruce Rowe and John 
Worrall with supplies 
for an attempt on the 
Pyramid's North Ridge. Ph
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From left: Hugh Ward, 
Keith Bell, Howard 
Bevan and teammates 
board Lulawai for their
1970 North Ridge
climb. 
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on the N.E. side. This was checked accordingly, found ideal from the landing point of 

view, but huge encircling overhangs would have barred further progress. A sweep 

round to the N. W face showed a site with promise and so with the boat anchored 

forty yards off the pyramid, Hughie Ward, hard man and all round athlete, plunged/ 

was pushed into the shark infested ocean to establish a position on the rock. The swell 

near shore carried him high and dry onto a platform; he had only to walk to safety 

before the next wave. 

A circular line was then pulled ashore by the single line which Hughie had 

taken in on his swim. This circular line was fitted with an overhand loop knot and a 

carabiner every 30 ft. Onto these were clipped food drums and climbing sacs which 

were then thrown overboard, dragged to shore in a huge conga line, unclipped and 

stored in a safe place above the breaking water. 

Less than an hour after Hughie plunged overboard, all the gear and climbers 

were on shore. The sea, although placid, sent in a bodgie wave in every 10 sets. 

Hard man Hughie was clutched from our midst on one such set and ended doing 

a JC although at times he used the cliff for aid, finally coming to rest in the ocean. 

Fortunately, he was unhurt and swearing and cursing, rejoined us back on the ledge. 

From this position, there was a series of ramps leading diagonally left onto our 

line and culminating in a sizeable sloping ledge above the reach of the sea. Directly 

above this was another series of ledges and a small cave. This was dubbed by John 

as Base Camp and was accepted by the rest, no doubt because of its originality (Base 

Camp Grotto and Ledges). 

Carrying food drums and gear between sea level and base camp was extremely 

tiring, the drums were awkward, the rock steep and the sun beat down mercilessly 

upon salt encrusted skin. By dark, however, drums containing food, fixed rope, 

climbing gear, personal gear and water, were stacked on the base camp ledges. Other 
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food drums were on the sloping ledge below and the five-gallon detergent •• 

drums were stored high on the landing ramp. The friction 
Platforms for sleeping were levelled out on the ledges and the centipedes 

evicted; immediately after this job was completed, supper was cooked in two 

groups of three, one group occupying the cave, the other the ledges. The group 

in the higher cave acquired the nasty habit of kicking boulders over the edge 

which invariably landed in the soup of the group below. The friction between 

the two groups became intense, with the higher lot throwing stones, the lower 

lot obscenities. 

between the two 

groups became 

intense, with the 

higher lot throwing 

stones, the lower 

lot obscenities." 
Peace soon reigned and bed rolls were laid out to the intermittent 

stonefall from above. Suddenly, without warning, some rather large stones 

clattered down from the cave, scattering the occupants on the ledge in all directions 

and knocking Ding Dong's 'Bogong' sleeping bag over the edge into the sea. 

At 10 p.m. the party settled down quite happy in the result of their day's exertions 

and wondering what tomorrow would bring climbing-wise. Already the forces of 

nature were gathering in the N.W, huge banks of cloud crackling with electrical 

disturbances sat on the horizon spearheaded by a rising wind. Despite the successful 

establishment of the base camp in good time and contrary to all expectations - the 

weather now seemed to present an extra challenge, the resolution of which would be 

determined on the morrow. 

To be continued ... 

Balls Pyramid from the 
north-west shows the 
unrelenting steepness 
of the North Ridge. 
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1970 BALLS PYRAMID EXPEDITION REPORT PART II 

By Keith Bell (written in Chamonix) 

On awaking and looking around, we congratulated ourselves on landing the day 

before the weather broke, for above the roaring of the wind, the swell below could 

be heard smashing and chuming itself heavily against the rocks. Fortunately though, 

the stormy conditions of the night before had cleared somewhat leaving a blustery 

northerly wind below an overcast, threatening sky. After a quick breakfast and 

sorting out of gear "Ding Dong" was thrust into the lead to climb the steep SO-foot 

wall leading out of base camp. 

Climbing on small holds with lousy jamb and thread protection he soon 

negotiated the wall to be confronted with a 30' smooth, unprotected slab. From here 

the line took a rising traverse up left along a natural ramp (Cock Robin Ramp). 

Another 20 feet of smooth slab and the climb up the ramp began in eamest. Following 

mainly grooves with a small overhang thrown in every now and again, another 80 

feet was gained before a peg belay was made on a small !edge. Since the leading was 

done on a 380-foot mani!a fixed rope, the slack was hauled up and the rope tied off 

(this also accounts for the long lead). Hughie then ascended to the ledge using a prusik 

loop for protection. 

"Ding Dong" sallied forth once more up the ramp, delicately using bird nests 

for footholds and slings tied around tussock grass for protection. Approximately 100 

feet or more had been run out when a small stunted tree was reached. An attempt to 

force a line above the tree ended in failure due to the broken nature of the rock. About 

this time mother nature intervened, the wind intensified and it started raining. "Ding 

Dong" traversed out to the left 20 feet or so to an exposed nose (both to the elements 

and the sea) but on trying to ascend, found the friction too great. A quick retreat to 

the tree and tying off of the rope saw a wet and bedraggled Hughie join an even worse 

apparition belayed to the lone bush. 

Hughie then tried to negotiate the 'directissima' but after a peg came out and 

many broken handholds later, decided to try the traverse. This he successfully did 

climbing a short difficult wall above the traverse, then bridging up a comer till he was 

about 70 feet above the belay. A 20-foot traverse to the right took him around a huge 

boulder to a small stance in a col (Birdsnest Col) where the end of the rope was tied 

off to a peg. The two were now confronted with a steep wall (Oceanview Wall) rising 

up to the top of the first section (Spinnaker Point). 

A 90-foot lead by "Ding Dong" brought him to a ledge capped by a 10-foot 

smooth overhanging wall. A leeper hammered in, the rope tied off and Hughie was 

on the !edge followed by the others ferrying loads from base camp. The overhang 

was successfully negotiated on the right-hand side using two pegs for aid. A tricky 

traverse leftward across the top of the overhang to a 30-foot-!ong, leftward sloping 

catwalk brought "Ding Dong" to a small !edge where a 1 ½ inch angle piton hammered 
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home provided the anchor. Hughie led through to complete a 90-foot pitch finishing 

on a fairly wide ledge. The pitch featured some hard initial overhung moves and was 

completely devoid of protection throughout its length. 

With Hughie belayed on a jamb, "Ding Dong" led a 90-foot pitch to another wide 

ledge barred behind by a smooth vertical wall. Because of the lateness of the hour and 

the apparent ferocity of the above said wall, it was decided to beat a hasty retreat. 

Twenty minutes later a rather shattered climber arrived at Hughie's belay ledge after 

abseiling from a tied off bugaboo and a loose lost arrow. Both retreated down the fixed 

lines to base camp where the day's effort was celebrated with rum, curried meat and 

Lead climbing was 

shared between John 

Worrall, Howard 
Bevan, Hugh Ward 

and Keith Bell. 
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Kraft cheese. In less than two days a landing had been made and the first section of 

the Pyramid had been climbed to within 100 feet of the top. Stores also were dumped 

on a !edge about 250 feet short of the top of the first section. 

Next day, Howard and John started up the fixed lines ahead of the rest of the 

group to do the sharp end work of the day. They soon reached the high point of the 

previous day and proceeded to climb past it. The smooth wall was cut out by a 25-

foot traverse leftward around a corner, then up on 30 feet of broken rock to a ledge. 

From here a series of jambing cracks threaded 50 feet through some hard volcanic 

rock to a large ledge, nestled beneath a huge red amphitheatre (The Orchestra Pit). 

A small overhang on the right at the back of the !edge provided Howard with some 

sport before !anding him on another !edge backed by a 20-foot vertical wall. With a 

4-inch bong as an anchor, John led the wall to a big ledge on the point of the arete.

Howard joined John on the ledge and belayed to a bollard anchor.John then led a 130-

foot diagonal traverse from the point of the arete around the corner onto the West Face

to a ledge 40 feet below the col formed by the first section (Spinnaker Point). The last

35 feet to the ledge involved some very delicate slab climbing. An interesting juggy wall

led up onto the col where a large, comfortable bivvy ledge was found on the east side

(R.I.P. Ledge).

John then led a 60-foot pitch up the left side of a huge flake (The Obelisk) 

butting the face at the end of the ledge. At the top of the flake he placed a bolt and 

belayed Howard. Rope management was found to be impossible with the force of the 

wind, so no further progress was attained that day. 

Meanwhile the others had been moving food, water and fixed rope up to the 

ledge under the red amphitheatre (The Orchestra Pit). Ray took some food supplies 

around to the lead climbers on the col and then returned to bivvy with Keith in the 

red amphitheatre. Hughie and "Ding Dong", after ferrying supplies, returned down 

the fixed ropes to base camp. The third day finished with three pairs of climbers 

scattered over base camp, 2nd camp and advanced camp ledges. All the ledges were 

adequately stacked with supplies and climbing had begun on what looked to be the 

easier second section. 

Day number four saw Howard and John still out in the lead. They climbed up 

the flake to the bolt anchor then traversed 20 feet to the right, around to a small 

!edge on the West Face. A 30-foot diagonal traverse to the right took Howard to a

bollard anchor below an imposing grey wall. Howard then led the extremely steep

fine wall to a wide ledge about 120 feet above and to the left (The Spiral Staircase).

At this point they ran out of fixed rope but decided to continue and reconnoitre the

route ahead. A short difficult 20-foot wall was negotiated and the grade of the climb

eased off Easy broken pitches on the western face just below the arete (Quarterdeck

Arete) led past a high tower (Pelorus Pinnacle) to a small col (East-West Slot) on

the Pinnacle's southern side where the day's climbing ceased .

Ahead however the route did not provide a pretty picture. A jagged line of 

tottering towers (Chichester Gendarmes) ran between the slot and the base of the 
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summit block. The 400-foot high slender summit block looked like the crux pitches of 

Cornerstone Rib when viewed from Lugh'sThrone (a viewpoint in theWarrumbungles, 

NSW). The day finished with four climbers bivvied on R.I.P. Ledge with Keith and Ray 

down below in The Orchestra Pit. Climbing had been completed on the 2nd section and 

only the fixed roping of this section remained. 

Sunday the 15th saw "Ding Dong" and John fix rope the second section while the 

others carried loads in the morning then rested up for the remainder of the day at the 

R.I.P. Bivvy. An abseil rope was set up in the slot to give access to a line of vegetated

ledges (Babyloni an Traverse) below on the eastern face. The summit block could be

reached by a long traverse along these ledges. All was set for a summit push the next

day except for a team and a plan of action. It was decided that John and "Ding Dong"

would lead, while Hughie and Howard would form a back up combo. Keith and Ray

were to climb to the East-West Slot to photograph the action and lend assistance if

needed.

Early next morning the team climbed up the fixed ropes to the abseil slot.John and 

"Ding Dong" went down first, the two H's followed as planned. From the perspective 

offered on the ledge the summit block appeared to lose some of its difficulty. Ray who 

had come up with the summit team was called down the abseil to join in on the "kill". 

A huge race across the ledge by the two teams began, the prize of course being 

the honour of leading the summit block. The decision was in favour of the sharp 

end team. They negotiated the traverse along the ledge and a 100-foot lead up a 

hard volcanic dyke (Intrusion Wall) to a wide ledge (Northern Sundeck) about 15 

minutes before the others. When all reached the ledge it was decided to have lunch 

before climbing the summit block. From this perch the view straight down the western 

face into the vivid blue water was very impressive. The Wheatsheaf (a 150-foot high 

rock pinnacle off the N. W end) looked like a submarine smashing its way through the 

heavy swell. Lord Howe Island, a haven, a paradise lost, squatted on the horizon to 

the N.E., so close and yet so far. 

After lunch,John led out 90 feet from the ledge up a steep broken wall (Resolution 

Buttress) to another ledge below an overhang. "Ding Dong" dragging 360 feet of no. 

3 nylon and polypropylene rope, joined him on the ledge. To save time it was decided 

to fix rope the climb with the nylon and then, if need be, with the 9 mm lead perlons. 

"Ding Dong" then traversed 20 feet to the left, pulling up over a difficult mantleshelf 

onto a large recess. After climbing a short overhanging wall, a section of easy rock led 

to the arete where a belay was secured on a cunningly placed jamb. John continued 

up the arete (The Gangway) set at 30° on friable rock. The exposure on either side 

was sickening. At the base of a steep, badly eroded, lichen covered wall he belayed to 

a leeper. 

"Ding Dong" led through, gently picking his way up the wall on small holds, 

after 40 feet and seemingly hours later, he reached a traverse line across to a small 

ledge. A lost arrow hammered home provided the first runner, 20 feet higher up, a 

leftward diagonal traverse up a broken dyke, led to a good stance in a small col. A 
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Right: John Worrall 
and Hugh Ward by the 
summit cairn erected 
by the successful 
1965 expedition. 

Below: Note left in 
champagne bottle by 
second party to climb 
Balls Pyramid. 
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long lost arrow which pinged all the way in provided the 
anchor. The perlon rope was tied off and all four remaining 
climbers prusiked up. John traversed left from the stance for 
20 feet on really solid rock, then climbed to the summit 100 

feet above. 
Soon all five climbers were on the summit holding 

hands and dancing around in their jock straps and sandals 
waving drill bits and singing, "we knocked the bastard off' 
while the sun blazed down on their antics. After the frivolity 
ceased, one enterprising climber produced a notebook and 
pencil while an even smarter climber produced a half j!ask 
of rum. A note recording the climb was written and the 
contents of the rum bottle were consumed, the note then 

· taking over its place in the bottle. On examining the note left
by last year's photographic expedition, John found what he
"Proclaimed" to be a long lost "Lord Howe Island Phasmid".
The others, realizing that it was a common Lord Howe
Island Garden Grasshopper, decided they had best humour
John. With the interests of science involved, John was not
satisfied until at least two dozen photographs were taken of
the rather bewildered insect.

(Part III next month). 
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1970 BALLS PYRAMID EXPEDITION REPORT PART III 

from Keith Bell in Chamonix 

Around 3.30 p.m. the first of the climbers began to descend from that hallowed piece

of Australia. Ray, H and H, descended first, leaving the other two to strip the fixed 
rope and in situ gear. After abseiling down the three managed to cross the traverse 
then follow the fixed rope back to R.I.P. Ledge before darkness set in. Hughie - the 
last of the trio, managed to lose some skin while prusiking up to the slot when a 
huge block he was hanging onto decided to plunge into the sea via his leg. Limping

back to advance camp, Hughie arrived, sat down and took his boots off After a short 
rest he stood up on some rather sharp stones and then proceeded to do a tap dance 
towards the edge of the ledge, the grand finale being a 1000-foot plunge into the 
ocean! Howard fortunately tackled him before he could finish his act. 

Meanwhile "Ding-Dong" and John were tying off bollards with polypropylene

rope and abseiling off it down the summit block in darkness. At the start of the 
traverse it was getting too dangerous to climb so two small ledges were found and 
both climbers bivvied. All went well until it started to rain heavily. John dived for a 
muttonbird hole, displaced the protesting muttonbird and proceeded to climb into the 
hole with all the skill of a contortionist. The rain ceased after 15 minutes and a call

was put out to S & R to bring in a D9 to get John out. At first light, after spending 
the night fighting birds and centipedes, both climbers started on their way back to
advance camp ledge. Howard met them at the abseil slot having come up to check out 
how both had fared the night. He then followed them down, stripping the fixed 
rope as he went. •· 

Keith and Ray retired back to base camp that day while the others stayed 
overnight at The Orchestra Pit. Next morning (18th March) the top four started 
descending back to base camp. Hughie stayed behind to strip the fixed rope.

The rest of the day was spent packing and resealing drums. These were then 
carried down to a lower ledge ready for an evacuation the next morning.

That afternoon during the radio schedule, a message was given to Bruce 
to bring the boat out next morning. The swell, although very high, looked as 
though conditions would abate overnight. Next mom.ing contact was made 
with the climbers after the boat rounded Mt. Gower to find out if it was 
feasible to get them off 

The 1970 Balls Pyramid Expedition was drawing to a close. There had 
been many humorous incidents during the eight day stay, most of them 
involving the prolific bird!ife to be found on the Pyramid. 

One example was when a large muttonbird misjudged its approach to
R.I.P. Ledge and crashed into the back wall. It fell to the ground still alive but in
a rather concussed condition. Another concerned a bird which consistently used John
for a perch, much to his annoyance, during his stay in on the same ledge.

Soon all five 

climbers were 

on the summit 

holding hands and 

dancing around in 

their jock straps 

and sandals 

waving drill bits 

and singing, 

"we knocked the 

bastard off ... " 
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Above: Rough 
seas hampered the 
North Ridge team's 
evacuation. Hugh 
Ward made the long 
swim first and dragged 
a line behind him for 
the gear drums. 

Right: Keith Bell's 

diagram of the North 
Ridge route, from 
the north-west. 

Photo Hugh Ward 
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The real gem took place on the last night in the Base Camp Grotto. Four of the 

lads were sitting around waiting for the brew water to boil, when a bird decided to 

use the billy for a perch. Needless to say, it singed its tail in the near boiling water, 

squawked , _flapped and kicked the billy over. 

Events from here happened very fast, the billy of boiling water plummeted 

towards the occupants on the ledge below, the bird landed on the burner of the prim us 

threatening to upset it and the occupants of the cave were desperately trying to save 

the primus and the bird (in that order). The incident finished with (a) much shouting 

from below (b) maniacal laughing from John due to the circumstances concerning 

the loss of his billy (no small achievement because it was the first billy he had ever 

bought) (c) the smell of burnt feathers pervading the atmosphere with its 'sweet' 

fragrance, and (d) a rather distraught bird flying off into the sunset with smoke 

issuing from its tail. 

Next morning (19th March) contact was made with 

the boat at 8 a.m. as it rounded Mt Gower. Conditions 

were reported as still rather rough but not rough enough 

to hamper the evacuation. An hour later, the boat was 

hove to about a hundred yards off-shore. Hughie swam 

out to the boat dragging a line behind him. Once he made 

contact with the boat Keith swam out to join him. The 

other four remained onshore to attach drums to the line 

so they could be pulled out to the boat. As the operation 

progressed the swell began to build up. When all the 

drums were safely on board the remainder of the group 

began their arduous swim to the boat. The waves were 
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really huge, breaking at least 20 yards offshore. 

Soon all six climbers and their gear were safely on 

the boat. The engines revved and the boat was underway. 

Clive circumnavigated the Pyramid for his load of weary 

climbers, then set the boat on a N.E. heading bound for 

L.H.I. This was to signify the end of an epic and the

beginning of a monumental drinking spree celebrating

that epic - the first ascent of the North Arete of Balls

Pyramid.

THE END (AT LAST!) 

Just a year after their first ascent of the North 

Ridge, John Worrall and Hugh Ward returned to 

the Pyramid, accompanied by Bill Zemek and Peter 

Hackett, this time to attempt the fearsome West 

Wall. Not only was their plan to climb the West Face 

audacious, but John was keen to do a 'direttissimo', 

an Italian term referring to climbing routes that 

approximate, as closely as possible, the path a water 
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Compare Keith Bell's 

diagram (above) of the 
North Ridge route from 
the north-east, and Ian 
Hutton's photograph 
0eft) to understand 
the challenges of this 
first ascent. 
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droplet would take when falling from the summit to the start of a climb. As 

it turned out, the climb was an epic on a number of counts, not just John's 

near fatal fall while abseiling, but Bill's unlikely rescue after having been swept 

deep into the jaws of a Balls Pyramid sea cave. 

The first report of the West Face expedition appeared in the March/ April 1971 

edition of THRUTCH: 

John Worrall's Balls Pyramid team has returned unsuccessfully from the West 

Face of the Pyramid Jailing only 400 feet short of the summit and a mere 200 

feet from the crest of the West Ridge. Bad weather, injury and lack of support 

and time (only four climbers were actually on the face - John Worrall, Hugh 

Ward, Peter Hackett and Bill Zemek) cut down their chances of success. A great 

effort on what must be the most courageous line yet attempted on the Pyramid. 

A more detailed account would come later, when Sydney architect, adventurer 

and climber, Bill Blunt, drafted a story of his own South Ridge climb in 1978, 

and included a short account of the West Face climb. (Among Bill's many 

accomplishments, he sailed to Heard Island to climb Big Ben and was the 

leader of Project Blizzard, an expedition to Antarctica's Commonwealth Bay to 

preserve Mawson's Hut. Jonathon Chester's fantastic story and photographs 

of the trip became one of the feature stories in our inaugural edition of 

Australian Geographic). 

Here is an excerpt from Bill's story about the first and only serious 

attempt on the West Face of Balls Pyramid: 

MARCH 1971. 1ST ATTEMPT OF WEST FACE. 

We weren't the first climbers to be heading for the rock. Everyone who sees it has a 

yeaming to explore its ridges and spires and to stand on its summit. By the time we 

set out it had already been climbed five times, as well as recording a Jew failures, 

including one attempt which failed because the climbers attempted the hardest face, 

at that time unclimbed. 

The leader of that party, John Worrall, had been to the northern end of the rock 

as a member of a Sydney party, which had already climbed that ridge to the summit. 

He had been able to view the West Face for several weeks and couldn't wait to attempt 

a climb. 

He assembled a group of friends, held trammg weekends on the Blue 

Mountains cliffs in NSW, sorted, packed and repacked gear, worked out plans 

of attack and studied photographs. The group believed the route was possible and in 

March 1971, climbers Worrall, Peter Hackett, Hugh Ward and Bill Zemek set out. 

They cruised under the West Face and found a small rock platform providing 

a landing and a starting point for their direct line. Peter Hackett's first climb on the 
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Pyramid was also his last. Cut and bruised from the swim onto the platform, he spent 

the rest of the trip at the base of the cliff, avoiding all climbing. 

The rest of the team spent three weeks on the rock before they retreated, pushing 

fixed ropes up the cliff, across crumbling ledges and up the rotten rock. The ropes were 

eventually pushed to a point level with the spires of the North Ridge and directly 

below the summit. 

The route seemed to be theirs, but a series of mishaps followed, probably the 

result of the strained and strenuous climbing of the previous weeks. Hugh was 

ascending a fixed rope with a load for a higher camp. While traversing, he pulled a 

block, the size of a room,from the cliff It went over the top of him, turned him upside 

down and wrenched a joint in his arm before it plummeted to the sea below. 

Not long after, Worrall was descending from the fixed ropes high on the face 

when, because of a misunderstanding, he abseiled off the end of the rope Gohn later 

explained that he'd completed his abseil and had pulled his ropes through a hot 

descender when he lost his balance). Only a rope coiled over his shoulder saved 

Once the Pyramid's 
south and north ridges 
had been scaled, 
attention turned to the 
near-sheer West Face 
(below). In 1971, 

John Worrall, Hugh 
Ward, Peter Hackett 
and Bill Zemek made 
the only attempt. 
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Over 18 days on 
the West Face, John 
Worrall's team engages 
in an epic battle. 
From base camp they 
climbed to (A) then 
to Upper Camp. Then 
establish a route to 

the North Ridge (B) as 
an emergency abseil 
route. On the main 
route, Bill Zemek falls 
(C) can't regain high
point, so abseils to sea,
is swept into cave and
disappears. From the
landing point, Hugh
Ward JI.oats two empty
20-litre water bottles,

current and wind carry
out and into cave. In
time he detects three
tugs and team pulls a
shaken Bill safely out.

him. Later he told how, as he was sliding over ledges and small cliffs, grasping at 

the grass and rock, the rope caught on a piton driven in the rock the previous day. He

decided enough was enough and was going home. 

During the retreat from the face, Bill Zemek dropped his haversack. 

It bounced only once before hitting the sea and was swept under the 

rocks. On reaching the lowest rocks, Bill dived into the sea to rescue his 

haversack. He was immediately swept by big waves into a sea cave. The 

others waited for his reemergence but, as the minutes passed, they feared 

the worst. They found a plastic bottle, tied it to a line and dropped it into 

the cave entrance. It swept in and the line slowly drifted out. 

It was a long time before a tug came from inside the cave. Bill was 

hauled out through the monstrous waves to the safety of the rocks, 

exhausted and nearly drowned. 

Each of the party had had a close brush with death and,fearing further danger, 

eventually called up a yacht. No one has since set foot on the face; it remains unclimbed. 

Photo Pip Smith
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Our respect for Worrall and his companions would grow over the coming weeks. 

In 2014, John Worrall joined us on Lord Howe Island for the 50th Anniversary 

of our Rover Scout Expedition. While there, he explained to Howard Whelan 

that in fact Bill Zemek had fallen while leading high up on the face and had 

been unable to climb back up to his highest point. Instead he pulled the 

lead climbing ropes through and then descended the West Face in a series 

of horrifying abseils that deposited him into the big seas below. Thanks to 

quick-thinking on the part of Hugh and Pete, who worked out the best place 

to throw the rescue line so it would eventually get swept into the cave, the 

story had a happy ending. 

In 1973, my business was turning over nearly $500,000 a year and 

starting to expand. I had moved from selling and servicing two-way and car 

radios to selling electronic components, the basis of Dick Smith Electronics for 

all the years that I owned it. 

I continued rock climbing and, while in the Blue Mountains, I met Keith 

Bell, a top climber, who said he was planning to attempt a complete traverse 

of the Pyramid. By coincidence, he and his teammate would be arriving on 

Lord Howe Island when Pip and I planned to be there on holidays. 

And so it was that in the last week 

of February 1973, Pip and I travelled 

over on the flying boat and met 

Keith and, for the first time, a young

looking, 19-year-old Greg Mortimer. I 

was 28 and little did I know it at the 

time, but Greg would become one 

of my closest friends over the next 

thirty years. 

Pip and I had a lot of fun sailing 

down to the Pyramid with Keith and 

Greg. I even swam in to land on the 

northern end and help them leave 

supplies and then swam onto the 

southern end when we dropped 

them off to start their traverse. 

None of us could have predicted what awaited them in the days ahead. 

Keith's wonderful account of their epic climb originally appeared 

in SUMMIT the journal of the British Mountaineering Council, in May the 

following year. In 1999 it was reprinted in Jim Perrin's Mirrors in the Cliffs, an 

anthology of mountaineering stories by some of the world's best climbing 

writers. 

Here is an excerpt from Keith's article: 

Keith Bell, Greg 
Mortimer and me after 
swimming ashore at 
the base of the North 
Ridge. By coincidence, 
Pip and I were on Lord 
Howe for a holiday 

when Keith and Greg 
arrived to attempt 
their skyline traverse 
of the Pyramid. While 
helping them cache 
supplies, I swam 
ashore on both the 
north and south 
landings. 

Photo Pip Smith 
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FEBRUARY-MARCH 1973. 4TH ASCENT, 1ST SKYLINE TRAVERSE 

•• 

A sense of isolation engulfed me as the boat disappeared behind the edge of the 

pinnacle. Memories flooded back as I gazed at the lonely sea. Three years before I had 

stood on the summit of Balls Pyramid, one of a party of six who had pioneered 

a new route up the North Ridge. Now I had returned with Greg Mortimer to 

attempt the first skyline traverse of the Pyramid. We intended to climb the South 
At 3:30, Tuesday, 

we were standing 

atop Australia's 
Ridge to the summit, then descend the North Ridge. I had planned to do the 

traverse in 1972, but postponed the attempt due to an extraordinary amount of 

cyclonic activity. remotest summit, 

the greatest prize 

for an Australian 

Balls Pyramid has unique approach problems. There are no bays, inlets or 

beaches to facilitate landings; bare rock rises sheer from the sea. The boat moors 

as close to the Pyramid as the swell will allow. It is up to the climbers to swim 

to the rock and climb to safety above the level of the swell. Previous expeditions 

had members put out of action before they landed. We landed twice - on the 

I. b 
,, c 1m er ... 

Although only 19 when 
I met Greg, he already 
had a reputation as a 
hard climber. He would 
confirm it again and 
again on the world's 

highest and most 

dangerous mountains. 

north end to cache supplies and on the south end to begin the 

climb. Fortunately, both landings were on the sheltered side of the 

Pyramid and the sea was like a millpool. The windward side was 

a different story,fifteen-foot waves smashing against the rocks. 

By one o'clock Monday afternoon, February 26th, we had 

finished the preliminaries and begun the long climb up the 

South Ridge to the summit. Nightfall saw us safely positioned. 

in an incut horizontal fault a thousand feet above the ocean. 

The weather that day was fine and sunny with a strong north 

easterly wind. Overnight it deteriorated and we awoke to find 

leaden skies. Towering above was one of the South Ridge's major 

features, Winkelstein's Steeple. Alternating leads, we were soon 

on the Steeple. Some horizontal ridge climbing was encountered, 

during which we were subjected to unpleasant buffeting by the 

wind. The next major obstacle, the Pillar of Porteus, was followed 

by another au cheval ridge up to the final summit tower. Some 

hard and exposed climbing was covered as the Pyramid threw 

down its final challenge . 

At 3:30, Tuesday, we were standing atop Australia's 

remotest summit, the greatest prize for an Australian climber; a 

ten-square-yard patch of real estate that barely a score of people had trodden. It felt 

good to be back. Little had changed in the intervening years. Lord Howe Island, now 

in view, straddled the horizon to the north, its two major peaks, Gower and Lidgbird, 

rising like beckoning sirens from the sea. We found the rum bottle left by the 1970 

expedition, and added our jottings to the enclosed note, finishing with a confident, 

"and now attempting to descend the North Ridge." If we looked confident, we certainly 

didn't feel it. 
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Two airy rappels were made from the summit; I felt like a spider hanging •• 

from a fine thread 1,800 feet above the sea. Some roped scrambling followed 

to a series of terraces. On the end of these terraces and out on the East Face we 

found a comfortable cave, a fortunate discovery as it was late and the weather 

was threatening. For the first time since landing, we were able to contact Lord 

Howe Island by radio, only to be told that a cyclone was mouing south from 

Queensland. 

A comfortable night was spent protected from the wind and rain by the 

large roof of the cave. The advance of the cyclone was heralded by low-lying mist 

and intermittent rain. The wind had ceased blowing in gusts and bore in at a 

constant velocity, fetching great waves before it. These waves smashed with 

frightening ferocity against the base of the rock. Our contact advised us to sit 

tight until the cyclone had passed, but our food and water were running low. 

Two long rappels took us from the cave to the start of a traverse along 

the east face. Four roped pitches along ledges poised above a 1,500-foot drop 

to the sea, led to the base of a crack system. It was raining heavily and the 

rock was running with sheets of water. I started leading up an incipient crack, 

bridging on minute slippery holds to a point where the crack opened up. I jammed my 

hand deeply into it, my first secure hold in thirty feet. One hundred feet above Greg, I 

came to a good ledge and set up a belay. Greg joined me. Shaking with apprehension, I 

moved up the crack until it petered out into a bulge. This I pulled out over, teetering on 

small holds, the top barely feet away. My eyes wandered down 1,600 feet to the sea; 

fear welled up inside me. Suddenly I had it: reach for the loose flake and friction with 

my boots. The key was turned, the ridge reached and the traverse was almost ours. 

Dropping down and traversing under a huge gendarme, we then broke out onto 

a knife-edged ridge. It was an eerie sensation to sit astride the Pyramid with 1,500-

foot voids on each side. Certainly it was no place to linger. A minute later we were 

off the ridge, preparing to rappel. As we swung down past all the familiar places, my 

mind moved back three years, reliving the moments I had shared with five others on 

the very same ground. The weather had been fairer then, warm and slightly overcast; 

perfect conditions for climbing. No cyclones, no wet clothes and shivering bodies; just 

the sensations of a pleasant, enjoyable climb. 

Suddenly I was jolted back into reality as Greg landed on the ledge beside me. 

Now only 350 feet above the sea, we tried to retrieve the rope. We heaved and pulled 

to no avail; the rope was securely jammed. Greg jumared up, disappearing over the 

overhang sixty feet above me. Minutes later the rope moved, but his descent brought 

another problem. Under the overhang he touched some loose flakes, caused a barrage 

of rocks to come hurtling toward the ledge. I braced myself as they clattered around. 

A stab of pain shot through my leg as a rock the size of a man's fist crashed into my 

knee. 

Two agonizing rappels followed to reach the 1970 base camp ledge. It was a 

relief to get there, as my leg was collapsing under my applied weight. Up and twenty-

... he touched 

some loose flakes, 

caused a barrage 
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five feet to the left was a small cave, our home for the next three days. We retrieved 

our ropes, climbed up to it, and collapsed, the rigors of the day having fatigued us 

both mentally and physically. 

Proving that you can 

have a mountaineering 
epic in Australia, Greg 
and Keith survive 

It was 5.30 p.m. Wednesday, February 28th, Already a gloom had settled over 

the sea. Two hundred feet below us, on the shoals at the northern end, the sea was a 

turbulent, seething white mass. Waves were crashing in from all directions, sending 

froth and foam radiating out into a SOO-yard circle. Right before our eyes, birds 

were plucked from their perches on the rock, to be pushed before the wind, their 

wings useless, twisted appendages of their bodies. They were gathered up by the 

sea and drowned. Only the graceful gannets had the necessary strength to ride out 

the wind. The wafer shape of the Pyramid was dividing the wind into two streams. 

These collided violently at the north end with a resultant vortex three hundred feet in 

width zooming up the face, its edge only yards from the mouth of the cave. We had a 

grandstand view of the awesome power of the cyclone. Never before had I seen such 

a release of natural energy. 

Darkness came and clothed the drama in inky blackness. We prepared ourselves 

for the long ordeal of the night. Over our saturated clothes and shivering bodies, 

we placed our waterproof vests and pants, then slipped into large plastic bags that 

encased our bodies; scant protection against the rigors of the storm. Knowledge of 

the fact that our cached food and sleeping bags lay only 130 feet below did little to 

a multi-day cyclone 

to complete the first 
skyline traverse of 
the Pyramid. 
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humour us. As the night progressed, the storm intensified. The mouth of the cave was 

the lip of a waterfall. On nearby Lord Howe Island roofs were tom off houses and 

palm trees flattened. Many people had their sleep disturbed by the violence of Cyclone 

Kirsty that night. 

Dawn _filtered through an oppressive mist and we again resumed our grandstand 

view of the _fight below. We felt heartened by the weak light that now enveloped us. 

The night had passed slowly. It was the worst bivouac I had sat through, including 

those in the European Alps and on the highest peaks of Africa. It was Greg's third 

bivouac, all of which had been on the Pyramid. At least he had probably had his best 

and worst bivouac on one trip. 

By 10:30 a.m. as the clouds scudded overhead, patches of blue began to appear. 

By 12.30 p.m. the sky was almost clear, though a trace of wind remained. Thirty 

minutes later, I was sitting sunning myself on the large ledge twenty feet below the 

cave. One could scarcely believe that there had been a cyclone. I was looking across 

brilliant blue water toward Lord Howe Island basking under a clear sky. 

Late Friday morning an island _fishing boat appeared, but it was too rough to 

attempt an evacuation. The afternoon was passed in dejected silence. Whereas before 

we had been _fighting cold, the sun now bore into our cave, broiling us in a natural 

oven. 

Midday Saturday another fishing boat came into sight. We had no choice this 

time; lack of food and water meant that we would have to attempt the swim. We 

packed our gear and ferried it down to the stowage ledge. Our confrontation with 

the surf at the lower level was frightening. Huge _fifteen-foot waves, breaking thirty

.five yards out from the rock. Getting our equipment off was out of the question; we 

would find difficulties enough without the added problem of valuable gear. 

The boat anchored about 130 yards out. Greg and I stood on a platform with 

the surf boiling around our legs, waiting for a calm moment. When I dived at a 

wave's high point, the water level suddenly dropped, revealing a mosaic of rock 

and water. Miraculously I landed in water, surfacing only when I could hold my 

breath no longer. Continued diving to avoid crashing waves left me exhausted, 

but the thought of sharks spurred me on. At last the boat, only yards away! With 

my last ounce of energy I dragged myself to its side, where friendly hands hauled 

me to safety. Greg arrived and was lifted aboard in the same fashion. We both lay 

in the bottom of the boat like gasping _fish, too exhausted to speak. The boat turned 

and headed for Lord Howe Island. 

Keith and Greg's successful skyline traverse was reported in the March 1973 

issue of THRUTCH. The short article includes a rare (and typically briefj 

account by Greg: 

Reached the summit at 3.30 pm on Tuesday. It was very windy but the climbing 

was exposed and enjoyable. We got about 250 feet down the North Ridge that 

afternoon. Reached the bottom at 5 .30 pm on Wednesday. The descent was a bit 

As usual, the media 
highlights the drama 
rather than the success 

of Keith and Greg's 

climb. 
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tricky because the weather was so appalling. Sat through cyclone that night in 

wet clothes and bivvy sheets 200' above the water. We retrieved our flea bags 

and food from the bottom on Thursday moming, then had to sit and wait till 

Saturday aftemoon till the boat could pick us up. We have left all our gear on the 

Pyramid because the seas were too big. It was a desperate swim through a huge 

surf to get off and it would have been too dangerous to get the gear off as well. 

Of course not all parties that set off to climb the Pyramid were successful. As 

mentioned, some never made it off the island. Today we take nearly precise 

weather forecasting for granted but, in the 1970s, observation points in the 

Coral Sea were few and far in between and forecasting an inexact science. 

Ross Vining's story of his 1974 attempt with Nick Bendelli highlights not 

just the challenges of putting together a team in the first place, but dealing 

with a fickle cyclone season as well. As for those who've had to wait out 

weather on Lord Howe have discovered - it's not a bad place to do so: 

FEBRUARY 1974. VINING-BENDELLI ATTEMPT 

The origin of my desire to climb Balls Pyramid is difficult to ascertain. I simply 

remember having heard of this "most incredible rock spire rising straight from the 

ocean." I also remember having heard that its most impressive feature was its West 

Face, this face having been attempted by Worrall et al some years previously. 

It seemed only natural to have a go at the West Face, but after canvassing the 

climbing community for some months without finding anyone willing to attempt it 

with me; I decided to set my sights a little lower, and consequently decided to see 

if anyone was interested in the South Ridge. Dave Gleeson decided he would come 

with me. With less than one month to go, Dave informed me he could not come. Alan 

Nutley then expressed interest in joining me and for various reasons (which I can't go 

into here) I accepted him as my climbing partner. 

Shortly after Nick Bendel!i also joined us to make it a threesome. Approximately 

1 ½ weeks before we were to leave, Alan decided to drop out. That left Nick and me. 

Nick at that stage had done virtually no leading, so it promised to be an interesting 

trip. 

The trip to LHI on the old flying boat was a memorable experience. We arrived 

at LHI late one aftemoon (4 February 1974). The flying boat we arrived on was the 

last for nine days (normally two flights per day). Why? You may well ask - because a

bloody cyclone arrived about four hours after we did. For the next nine days the winds 

blew, the rain fell and the seas pounded. Nick had to enrol! at Uni and so we were 

strictly limited to a 10-day stay at LHI. We had a delightful time, walking, snorkeling 

and a bit of drinking until our time was up. 

For the first few days of the cyclone, we most certainly could not have landed on 

the Pyramid, but by about day six or seven, Nick and I were willing to have a go at 
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it- (at our expense of course), but Clive would not even consider taking us out- the 
ninth day saw the arrival of the first flying boat since the one that had brought us. 

Day 10, and we had to catch the flying boat home - as Clive Wilson 'boated' 
us (together with the other passengers) out to board the flying boat, he commented, 
somewhat sarcastically, "I could have taken you out to 'The Rock' today", (Note. The 
LH Islanders refer to Balls Pyramid as 'The Rock'). 

It is probably significant that our only real attempt at rock climbing whilst on 
the island was singularly unsuccessful too. We had bivied in 'the Goat House Cave'* 
with the intention of having a go at climbing the ridge above the cave. 

The next morning when we were all 'geared up' and ready to go, Nick went off 

to have his morning 'nature call' and in the process, managed to fall down a 
small cliff, thereby sustaining a number of cuts and abrasions. We were then •• 
forced to retreat to the island's casualty house to get him patched up. 

We were rather fortunate in that we had stayed with Sheila and Harry 
Ackers whilst on LH and as we were leaving, Sheila had a talk to the flying 
boat captain (who was a friend of hers) and he made a detour after taking off 
and flew us out past the Pyramid for a close look. We went so tantalizingly 
close to it, I knew I must return one day - and I did, but that is another story. 

*NOTE: I was lucky to make the first ascent of the ridge above Goat House
Cave on Mt Lidgbird with Greg Mortimer on Sunday, 14 August 2011 (see
page 238).

By the mid-70s, the two mam faces of Balls Pyramid remained 

unclimbed. Although John Worrall and Hugh Ward had climbed most of the 

West Face in 1971 and the upper reaches of the East Face had been traversed 

by parties from both the south and north ridgelines, no one had climbed either 

face from sea level to the summit. In 1975, an ambitious team put together 

by Kim Carrigan, one of Australia's most accomplished rock climbers, set its 

sights on achieving the first ascents of both. 

Theirs is a story of flexibility, changing goals, a fighter jet and how 

important it is to take care during one's 'ablutions' when close to a grasping 

sea. Fortunately, two excellent writers were on the expedition team. Even 

better, Keith Lockwood was on the planned West Face team, while Peter 

Watson was on the East Face team. Here is Keith's account: 

1975. 5TH ASCENT, VIA SOUTH RIDGE. 1ST ONE-DAY ASCENT, 

1ST ASCENT OF EAST FACE 

A letter from Kim Carrigan tracked me down in Alice Springs, where I had been 
working on the top-secret Jindalee over the horizon radar installation north-west of 

Theirs is a story of 

flexibility, changing 

goals, a fighter jet 

and how important 

it is to take care 

during one's 
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After inspecting the 
West Face (top), the 
expedition changes its
plans. Looking along 
the intimidating West

Face from base camp 
(bottom left). 'Noddy' 
Lockwood approaches 
the belay halfway 
up the South Ridge 
(bottom right). 
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the town. He wanted to know whether I was interested in going to Balls Pyramid. 

Of course I was, but I couldn't help organise the trip because I was on my way 

to the highlands of Papua New Guinea. No trouble, replied Kim. Just bring your boots 

and harness. 

So later that year, 1975, I joined Kim and five others on a combined NSW

Victoria expedition to climb Balls Pyramid, the world's biggest sea spire. 

Kim Carrigan, Roark Muhlen and Ben Maddison were from NSW and Kevin 

Lindorf!, Iain Sedgman and Peter Watson were from Victoria. I was from Natimuk, a 

'climber sans frontieres', so was invited to join the NSW mob. 

The expedition could also be distinguished along east-west lines - NSW was 

going to attempt the West Face, while Victoria had the East Face in mind. 

We drove to Port Macquarie, flew 

to Lord Howe Island and took a boat to 

Balls Pyramid. I was disappointed not to 

go by flying boat from Rose Bay, after Ben 

Sandi!ands had regaled me with tales of 

the flying boat service and how water 

spurted in through the Sunderland's rivets 

when it !anded on the lagoon .. The flying 

boat service ended a year before our trip. 

The approach to Balls Pyramid was 

awe-inspiring and somewhat intimidating, 

especially when Kim pointed out the West 

Face. All I could see was decaying red 

volcanic ash overhangs, vertical grass and 
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seabird rookeries. 

The landing was easy. We swam from the boat to the rock in a gentle swell, 

hauled the gear in plastic drums and set up camp on the Pyramid's south-eastem 

promontory about 50 feet above the waves. 

Kim was still keen on the West Face, so he, Ben, Roark and I set out on a sea

level traverse to reconnoitre the route. Wet, black, salt-slicked rock, seaweed, surging 

waves at our feet and gloomy shadows soon evaporated the team's enthusiasm. 

Not to be daunted, however, Kim blew up a lilo and paddled seaward for another 

look at the West Face. Even his enthusiasm evaporated when he saw shadows below. 

Sharks! He withdrew dangling arms and legs from the water and paddled back as 

quickly as he could. In hindsight he was lucky the lilo voyage was curtailed - he could 

easily have been swept away by wind or tide to Tahiti or Tonga. 

Back at camp, plans were revised. Kim, Roark, Ben and I decided to try a double 

skyline traverse - up the South Ridge, down the North Ridge - then back up and over, 

while Kevin, Peter and Iain prepared to investigate the East Face. 

Re-organised, the skyline team of four headed up the South Ridge. A feisty 

overhang on the first pitch relented to grassy ridge climbing, which became more and 

more spectacular the higher we went. 

At one point, I was on a ferociously exposed pitch traversing out on the West 

Face, with the others on belay on a saddle in the ridge above. Suddenly an almighty 

clap of thunder shook the Pyramid and frightened the living daylights out of us. It was 

an Fl 11 doing a flypast, breaking the sound barrier and snapping our nerves. 

Above left: left to right, 

'Noddy Lockwood', 
Roark Muhlen, Kevin 

Lindorff and Peter 
Watson. 

Above: Strategic 

planning, Peter Watson 

and Kim Carrigan. 

Photos Ben Maddison 
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I peeled off the 

electrical tape and 

found it joined two 

ends of the green 

tape ... If we hadn't 

checked, the first 

man down would 

have taken a 1000-

Eventually we ground to a halt for a bivvy high up on the ridge, nestled into 

some grassy ledges, birds' nests and giant centipedes for the night. During an 

evening conference, we agreed to head down in the morning - our expedition was 

a bit arduous as a team of four, struggling under heavy packs. 

As we descended, Kim tied off lumps of the ridge using a reel of half-inch 

green tape for abseil anchors. At one point I asked him about some electrical tape 

around the green tape. "Oh that's the halfway marker
,
" Kim said. Unconvinced, 

I peeled off the electrical tape and found it joined two ends of the green tape. We 

hastily tied the two ends together! If we hadn't checked, the first man down would 

have taken a 1000-foot dive into the ocean - leaving the rest of us marooned 

without a rope. 

The rest of the descent was uneventful. foot dive into the 

ocean ... " Meanwhile, the East Face team was embroiled on the sunny side of the 

Pyramid. Kevin, Iain and Peter pushed their way up the unexplored, unclimbed 

face until topping out on the South Ridge not far from the summit. We were back at 

base camp by then, and it was obvious the others were doing it tough. They were 

Kim Carrigan and 

Roark Muh!en on 

Gannet Green, two 

pitches up South Ridge. 
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seriously short of water and fading fast. We 

shouted encouragement as they struggled down 

the abseils in an epic descent. 

Meanwhile, the West Face team discussed 

options. A double skyline traverse was too cum

bersome, and a simple skyline traverse up the 

South Ridge and down the North Ridge would 

leave us stranded on the other end of the 

Pyramid. Let's just bag the thing. So we split into 

two pairs and romped to the top. 

Actually, it was a bit more complex than 

that. Kim and Roark started off in the moming, 

while Ben and I lazed around at base camp, 

giving them time and distance. Kim and Roark 

summited that day and bivvied on the descent; 

Ben and I followed, but instead of following 

the original South Ridge route all the way, we 

decided somewhere high above Winkelstein's 

Steeple to explore the East Face. So we traversed 

starboard across the face along a natural break 

until a bivvy and a short pitch led us to the North 

Ridge, which we climbed for about three pitches 

of steep grass and rock to the summit. 

We soaked up the tiny spot, which accom

modates a summit caim, nesting gannets and 

stupendous views in all directions. 

Then it's back down, down, down to camp, 

a swim, some fresh oysters off the rocks and 

some fish in the rock pools for dinner. 

Our lazing around was rudely interrupted 

by a storm which blew up, crashing heavy waves 

onto our promontory and lashing our tents and 

plastic shelters. That's okay, we'll ride it out until 

a boat from Lord Howe Island can pick us up. 

Unfortunately the call of nature intervened. As I picked my way down the rocks 

to a suitable site, I counted the waves - knowing that every seventh wave was a 

'killer' . For dexterity, I also shed all my clothes except for a blue woolly jumper. 

Mission accomplished, I was about to head back up the rocks when a roar and 

a massive wall of green water hit me like an express train. In a split second, I was 

thrashed against the rocks and half drowned. I was full of seawater, one leg didn't 

work, my buttocks were cut to shreds and I was plummeting down through the 

foaming maelstrom. 

Above: 'Noddy' 
Lockwood leads 
steep pitch with 
Winkelstein's Steeple 

soaring up behind. 

Top: Kim Carrigan 
bonds with the locals. 
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The expedition 

prepares to depart the 

Pyramid after cyclone. 
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Then my luck changed. The current was so 

strong that it took me away from the rocks and 

out into the deep dark sea, where the water's 

greater density pushed me to the surface. I 

gulped some air and went under again. Second 

time up, then down under again. Third time up, I 

managed to stay up. 

Not feeling the best, I yelled for help. No luck. 

I yelled again. Someone heard - but they looked 

everywhere except out to sea. I yelled again, and 

they looked my way- but I had disappeared from 

view in a trough between waves. I yelled again, 

this time when I was in a trough so that by the 

time they looked, I was visible on the crest of a 

wave. It worked. Someone thought I was a goner; 

someone else thought it was worth having a go 

at trying to save me. Someone ran over the rocks 

to the others, they grabbed a rope and Kim swam out to where I was listing in the 

heavy seas. 

'Shark bait' Sedgman was rapt to test his first aid skills on a live victim, so he 

swathed me in bandages and dumped me in a hammock to recover 

The expedition's final drama came a day or two later, when the storm eased and 

seas abated enough for the boat to come and take us off The captain gave us a big 

hurry-up, and a lot of gear was abandoned in the rush to catch our ride. He parked 

some distance clear of the rock so we had quite a swim to the boat - pretty much in

the same place where I was fighting for life a day or two earlier. This time, my swim

was a bit slower but a lot more under control.

So ended our eventful expedition to Balls Pyramid. 

Three years later, in his inaugural edition of Rock magazine, Chris Baxter 

published Peter Watson's account of a new route on the East Face, A Dream of 

White Pointers. The title_ of Peter's story is a play on the name of a classic sea 

cliff climb in the UK, A Dream of White Horses. Here is Peter's tale: 

A dream of white pointers 

Balls Pyramid appeared on the horizon as a phantom against the vastness of the 

Pacific Ocean. 

From our descending plane, it seemed more a fairytale castle in the clouds than 

the crumbling, bird-infested spire of rock we had come to climb. There were seven of 

us in the small cabin - Iain 'Sedgie' Sedgman, Keith 'Noddy' Lockwood (an honorary
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New South Welshman for the trip), myself and the NSW contingent - and we were 

all looking forward to finally getting to grips with the Pyramid after so many months 

of preparation. 

The Piper Navajo landed roughly on the new airstrip at Lord Howe Island (680 

km NE of Sydney). There we were met by the proprietor of the 'Ocean View' guesthouse, 

who drove us at the shattering speed of 20 kmh to his guesthouse where we stayed 

for a few days waiting for the seas to calm. While waiting we became friendly with 

the employees (all of them leaving the 'Chalet' girls for dead!) and talked with John 

Pickard (a former climber working as an ecologist) who told us that although Mts 

Gower and Lidgbird on Lord Howe were both over 750m high, the climbing on them 

was worthless. 

Just as we were settling in for a long wait, the weather cleared and we were 

woken at 6 a. m. by Clive Wilson and told to be ready as soon as possible. Half an hour 

of frantic disorganization later we had loaded all our gear and water (all in six gallon 

drums) aboard the Lulawai (Clive's boat) and were headed towards Balls Pyramid. 

At first we were in a sheltered lagoon, but on hitting the open ocean we encountered 

our first problem - sea sickness! Only Noddy and Ben escaped completely, with Sedgie 

making the most determined effort to die. 

Clive stopped Lulawai about 10 mfrom a rocky ledge. Kim and I were volunteered 

to unload the drums from the boat while the others swam ashore, trying to grab holds 

on the rock whenever the 3 m swell lifted them high enough. 

One end of an enormous loop of rope had been taken ashore, and we began 

clipping the gear drums to this and heaving them overboard. Surprisingly all the 

drums floated (even the water drums!) and they only had to be guided ashore. As 

one or two drums had no handles, Clive riskily put the bow of the boat only inches 

away from the rock while we jumped ashore with the drums - we didn't even get our 

feet wet! 

A short celebration and the establishment 

of base camp commenced. Drums were carried 

in relays to a ledge 20 m above the water. Our 

ledge was an exposed platform at the foot of 

the South Ridge, devoid of any vegetation. The 

island population took to the air and welcomed 

us with their raucous screeching and continual 

bombardments that le.ft us looking like dalmatians. 

The next day an early morning reconnoitre by 

Kevin and Iain disclosed a feasible line up the East 

Face, while the other team took one look at the West 

Face and decided to do a skyline traverse instead. 

That afternoon Kevin, Iain and myself set out with 

80 kg of supplies. 

Iain led the first pitch, but forgot to take a bolt 

Lulawai rocks gently 
in the lagoon, in 
stark contrast to the 

stomach-churning trip 
to the Pyramid. 
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Kevin Lindorff 
launches out along 

East Face traverse. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

drill, so I had to lead the pitch again to bring it up. I led through on some crumbly 

rock, and finally Kevin led a steep, loose comer up to a huge, sloping ledge where we 

bivvied for the night. 

The climbing had been somewhat unpleasant, and helmets were a real necessity. 

We were not looking forward to the rest of the climb. Hauling two packs and a five

gallon plastic jerry can proved unjustifiably awkward, so it was decided that the two 

'seconds' would carry packs and only the water drum would be hauled. 

Throughout the night we fought off muttonbirds, which persisted in landing on 

us. After a while, most just sat beside us complaining about us sleeping on their bit 

of a ledge. Eventually morning came, and with it our first half-inch centipede (half 

an inch between legs, that is!) Later on, a radio call to the other party revealed that 

although they were much higher than we were, they had decided to retreat as they 

had too much gear and not enough water. 

Sedgie led a vegetated ramp to a ledge, I led a dyke and wall to a smaller sloping 

ledge, and Kevin led another vegetated ramp to a belay off a nut, peg and skyhook! 

Surprisingly, both the rock and the climbing itself had improved considerably, and 

only the ledges presented problems now. Most were occupied by territorial gannets 

who objected strongly to our presence. The young, almost as big as the adults, that 



5. EXPEDITIONS FROM 1969 TO 1980

is about two feet tall, couldn't fly, so they attacked us with their beaks in a very 

deterring fashion. 

Suddenly a distant rumble could be heard which increased to a roar. Since there 

were no clouds in the sky, our thoughts were of avalanches, but it was only an F111 

piloted by a former Lord Howe Islander who knew we were on the Pyramid, and who 

had been given permission for a flypast. The local wildlife was not amused, and for a 

few minutes the sky went dark as seemingly every bird on the island took to the air. 

Two more pitches brought us to the foot of a chimney. Kevin led up, and 

announced that it turned into a beautiful jamb-crack above. (This pitch was probably 

the crux - about grade 16-17.) At the top of the crack he put in a bolt and brought 

up Iain. Finally I climbed the pitch to find Kevin and Iain in the most tangled semi

hanging belay I have ever seen. 

By default, being the only climber not in the tangle, I led the next pitch - a short 

bulge to jam, then a superb corner which brought me to the top of a buttress and gave 

me a breathtaking view of the East Face and of the perfect shadow of the Pyramid 

cast on the ocean. Another two pitches brought us up underneath a huge overhanging 

headwall, leaving us with two alternatives - to go left to the South Ridge, or right 

into the unknown trying to find a way through the overhangs. As devout cowards, 

In 1975, Peter Watson, 
Iain Sedgman and 
Kevin Lindorff 
established a new 
route up the Pyramid's 
East Face. 
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BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Sedgie was left 

hanging in space, 

but was able to 

we went left. 

We were moving past a series of caves under the overhangs, so that when 

we were benighted after the next pitch we simply put up hammocks in a small, 

birdless cave for a really good bivvy (except for Kevin who had left his hammock 

swing into a small 

cave with six 

inches of rope to 

back at camp, and who had to bolt himself to a small ledge). 

Next morning we traversed left for two more pitches which were murder 

for the second who had to carry the water across the traverses, and then Sedgie 

led a face pitch which was possibly an equal crux. Some more traversing, and 

finally Kevin led up to the South Ridge just above Winkelstein's Steeple, a 60 m 

pinnacle on the ridge. We were about 400 m up and the exposure on either side 

of the two-metre wide ledge was incredible. 

spare!" 

At this stage we decided that since we were running out of water, and 

we would not be climbing any new rock, that it would be better to descend. We 

radioed the others for instructions on the descent route down the ridge. Unfortunately, 

we misinterpreted their instructions about the very first abseil - a diagonal abseil to 

the right, on the West Face. They had meant us to almost do a tension traverse when 

they had said 'diagonal', whereas we went only about 15 m right. Sedgie was left 

hanging in space, but was able to swing into a small cave with six inches of rope to 

spare' Due to the position, he put in two bolts, and Kevin and I came down, and then 

I abseiled another 40m to a semi-hanging belay on a tiny ledge. 

At this stage we realised that not only were we off route, but in serious trouble 

as well. The next ledge was 200 m below us and below that was the sea, with base 

camp some 300m to the right of that point. To complicate matters, while Kevin was 

trying to lead a traverse to get us back to the ridge, I almost passed out from sunstroke. 

Only quick-thinking action by Iain prevented any serious consequences. Luckily, Kevin 

had found a ledge in shade where we all had a long rest. 

Further radio calls to base camp revealed we were in a serious position in the 

middle of a huge amphitheatre on some of the steepest rock on the face. Hope was 

raised when they spotted a possible traverse line leading to the ridge. Iain led one 

pitch, and then Kevin reached the ridge to the cheers of base camp. That night we 

doled out the remains of the water from a Sigg bottle (the water drum having been 

left behind when it was emptied) with spoons' The following day we were down by 

one o'clock after 20 hours without food or water in extremely hot weather - tinned 

pears cooled in the sea never tasted so good. 

Many years later on one of my many visits to Lord Howe, I was speaking with 

Stan Fenton, an islander who had left Lord Howe to join the Royal Air Force 

when just 15, eventually flying in Vietnam. I mentioned the stories I'd heard 

about climbers getting buzzed while on the Pyramid. Stan mentioned that 

he'd once flown around it. When I asked when that flight took place, he said 

he'd try to find out. This is his response: 
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Morning Dick, 

I've narrowed it down to 10 Dec '75. A few corrections: I didn't have 'permission' 

from anyone. The (F)111 in those days had UHF only, no VHF, so I couldn't talk to 

anyone. I didn't know that the Pyramid was 'inhabited' at the time and I wasn't 

supersonic - only about 500 knots. 

Cheers, 

Stan 

In 1978, Ross Vining returned to Balls Pyramid, hoping to get beyond Lord 

Howe Island this time. With him were Sydney climbers William Blunt, 

Don Fletcher and Ian Brown. William's account of the climb was originally 

published in 1980, in Ken McMahon's magazine, Mountain Climbing Australia 

and New Zealand. Here are some excerpts: 

NOVEMBER 1978. 6TH ASCENT VIA SOUTH RIDGE 

The yacht bumped the coral bottom of the lagoon as we found the channel through 

the reef The water was clear and still as the engine drove the boat into the breakers. 

A storm hung over the peaks of Lord Howe Island, a fine drizzle misting the lower 

slopes. The sun filtered through a break in the clouds and lit the island for a few 

minutes, while the blackness of the dawn receded. 

Floating innocently in 

the lagoon, the yacht 

that will carry the 

1978 South Ridge team 

to the Pyramid. 
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A sea-challenged 
William Blunt, 
approaching Balls 
Pyramid with its
characteristic 
cloud cap. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

We hoisted the sails and a nor' easter pushed the yacht into the long, low swell, 

past the southern end of the reef, and beneath the cliffs of Mt Gower. 

Two Sydney climbers, Greg Mortimer and Keith Bell, had once set out on the 

southern ridge, rising in a clean vertical knife-edge for 3000 feet, to merge with the 

jungle of the plateau hidden by the morning storm. Their epic retreat must have been 

amazing. We sailed past the area where they swam in huge seas which pounded the 

island during the cyclone which forced their retreat. 

The wind died and the engine again spluttered into life. As we rounded the 

point and headed for the Pyramid, the sea became first a short chop, then a long swell, 

which swept the island. It wasn't long before I was looking for the rail. Don was 

feeling the same - green and glassy eyes. Ross went below to sleep it off, while Ian 

continued to take photographs. I took refuge in the scuppers; it was easier to hang 

over the side. The four of us were rock climbers from Sydney, not ancient mariners or 

old sea salts, and we seemed especially susceptible to seasickness. 

We'd seen the Pyramid yesterday, as we flew into Lord Howe. From the air it 

seemed a long way off, like a fairy castle you read about as a child, all turrets, spires 

and faces, and that misty haze that seemed to shroud the rock. It seemed unbelievable 

that a rock could rise straight from the sea to that height, so sheer and narrow. 

Fortunately, not all climbs are 'horror shows' such as this (Bill is referring to 

John Worrall's West Face attempt). Our trip was a pleasant jaunt compared to 

theirs. We wanted a climb that was challenging, but not too dangerous; after all, it 

was a holiday. 

The Pyramid had not grown any bigger as I looked up between reaching for the 

rail the umpteenth time. It still seemed a long way off, and I resigned myself to the 

scuppers for a few hours more. We had not come to tackle a new route, only the South 

Ridge, which was becoming a popular climb. Only Ross had seen the 

Pyramid before, but now I think we all felt a fascination with its 

shape and unimaginable beauty. 

It was an age before the yacht came about into the final tack 

towards the rock. The West Face loomed large, darker, and more 

inspiring as we approached. We could even make out the features of 

our route - the South Ridge starting from the bivouac cave, Moses' 

Head, Gannet Green, the Three Steps and the spire of Winkelstein's 

Steeple, the Pillar of Porteus, the long knife-edge ridge and the summit 

tower. They all seemed so much bigger than we imagined. 

The boat hove to some 100 yards offshore and dropped anchor 

in 10 fathoms. The rubber dinghy was made ready as we scrambled 

into wet suits and packed the cameras and remaining gear. 

Ross and I were the first off, with five drums of gear, and with 

Peter driving the small craft towards the shore. We'd come prepared 

for crashing waves and a pounding on the rocks. It was ironic that I 

stepped ashore in seas like a mill pond. We pulled up the drums and 
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sat them on the terrace on the southern tip. 

It was early afternoon. We had to recover from sea sickness, and also wanted 

to establish ourselves in the cave . . .  up over the first few cliffs and ledges. We knew 

there was an easy way to the cave, but Don wished to climb the ridge from bottom to 

top and set off, while we sorted the gear. 

Don seemed to be having a few problems just where the rock became rotten and 

loose, and the cliff went vertical to overhanging. An old rusty expansion bolt provided 

an aid, and a tuft of grass and a bush landed him face to face with a squawking 

gannet chick and its annoyed parent. We started hauling the gear. 

It was just on dusk, and I was about to follow the others up the pitch to the cave 

when a cry from above focused my attention on a red object spiraling seawards at 

great speed. It bounced only once before disappearing into the waves. My bivvy bag 

and sleeping bag - those four layers of nylon and a few feathers - were committed to 

the deep. Only the thought of my insurance kept me calm. The others were apologetic, 

and a few down jackets would suffice as sleeping gear for the two weeks. 

Ross was up at sunrise. Fruit cake, an orange drink and some nibbles were all 

we had for breakfast. We soon got into the swing as we led the pitches to Gannet 

Green, passing through a 'keyhole' in the ridge below Moses' Head. We were carrying 

heavy haversacks with food, water and gear for a few days; pulling up the walls 

was strenuous. The walk across Gannet Green gave an excellent perspective of the 

narrowness of the Pyramid. 

Hauling supplies 
up from the base. 
Bill Blunt and Ross 

Vining on left, 
Don Fletcher below
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Above: Ross Vining 
leading 'cruxy' 
overhang out of biuuy 
cave low on the ridge 

Right: Ian Brown and 
Ross in middle ground, 
Don Fletcher on point. 

Below: Ross leads 
above the bivvy cave. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

As we began lunch, the wind started up, a storm arrived, and soon engulfed us. 

We were high on the narrow ridge between Winke!stein's Steeple, with the exposure 

increasing. Rain and wind buffeted us as we edged over the blocks of the ridge; there 

was no protection. The route was blocked by a series of overhangs, so we dumped our 

loads and retreated to the cave. We took three hours completing the abseils, making 

sure the rope didn't jam, and being careful of the loose rocks. That night the cave was 

a refuge from the wind. 

Two days later, at 9 a.m., we reached our loads again. It was easier to climb 

without haversacks. Ross was soon over the overhang and disappeared up a gully 

on the face of Winkelstein's Steeple. We all followed, climbing in two ropes of two, 

retrieving the protection placed by the leader as we moved up. 

The following pitch continued up a wall to a ledge on the ridge. Above right was 

a huge overhang; to the left the West Face went straight down to the sea for more 

than 1000 feet. The route, it seemed, was to traverse to the left across the face, and up 

a series of cracks, to the Steeple at the top. Ross was on the sharp end so, leaving his 
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haversack for us, and with some trepidation, he launched himself out over the void. 

From stories we had heard we thought this was the crux - the hardest part. 

Each in his own style followed the pitch, feeling excited. Lunch on top gave us ample 

opportunity to contemplate the horror of the Pillar of Porteus, some three pitches 

above. That was surely the crux. 

It was Ian's and Dan's tum for leading, and Ross and I sat back to enjoy the 

situation - high on a ridge, exposed, isolated, a complete wilderness view through 330 

degrees to the horizon. Sounds of hammering from the Pillar told us Ian was placing a 

new expansion bolt for a belay, with a few clumps of grass and only the soaring birds 

keeping him company. 

Don led the crux to the top of the Pillar, then abseiled back to our ledge for the 

night. The rocky ground gave us a restless night, and as the sun crept up, we were 

thankful for its warmth. The pleasant feeling was, however, short-lived as dark clouds 

were massing to the west and approaching rapidly. 

The sea was turning a murky grey and the sunny colour of the morning was 

receding as we set off The ropes we had fixed up the Pillar yesterday gave us an easy 

passage over the top and we reached the start of the long summit ridge. A bivvy 

ledge from an earlier climbing attempt was passed as the ridge narrowed, capped 

by a series of loose, uninviting blocks. Belays were impossible, so we moved together 

Don Fletcher follows, 

low on the South 
Ridge. 
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Left: Abseiling down the South Ridge. 
Above (from left): Ian Brown, Ross Vining 
and Don Fletcher early in the climb. 
Below: Don abseils from summit pillar. 

Opposite: Ross (foreground) and Ian 
on the Cheva1 Ridge. 
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across the rocks and ledges, until we reached the base of the last pyramid. 

The final pitches were climbed as the mist swirled over the ridge, obscuring the 

frightening exposure. The summit gannets took flight and left us to the view as the 

clouds disappeared as quickly as they had come. Drops to the ocean down the North 

Ridge and an unbroken horizon stretched all around, except for the outline of Lord 

Howe Island. Above our heads the sky was blue. 

When Queensland climbers Robert Staszewski and Trevor Gynther set out to 

climb Balls Pyramid in 1978, their goal was focused as much on the 'style' of 

the climb as reaching the summit. Here is Robert's descriptive account: 

1978. 7TH ASCENT. SOUTH RIDGE. 

Balls Pyramid - Climb with a difference

Glen Booth's words rang clearly, 'If you lads are prepared to risk that, Rheem Australia 

will be only too glad to help out with as many steel pails as you need.' A face-wide 

Opposite: Ian Brown 
leads exposed summit 
pillar while Ross Vining 
belays. 

Above: Masked booby 

mother and chick on 
summit with Don 
Fletcher 0eft) and 
Ross. Lord Howe Island 
behind. 
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By 1978, the Pyramid 
had been climbed six 
times, with the South 
Ridge the preferred 
route. For Robert 
Staszewski and Trevor 
Gynther, their focus 
was on the 'style' 
of climb as much as 
reaching the summit. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

grin nearly split my head. 

Our Balls Pyramid trip was on. The 25-litre steel drums, so essential to the 

landing, were in the bag. Perhaps the biggest organizational obstacle had been crossed. 

Frostbite and visions of blizzards howling across icy wastes stud accounts 

of most mountaineering adventures. Flocks of sea birds, pounding surf, sharks, 

centipedes, and fishing so good, that one person warms the pan as another baits up, 

seem anomalous tales to the pages of an Alpine journal. 

Balls Pyramid, however, is such a mountaineering adventure, where one's 

qualities as a swimmer are taxed prior to any attempts to 'walk the vertical.' 

With a vertical height of 600 metres, Balls Pyramid holds the 

distinction of being by far the largest isolated 'sea stack' on Earth. A 

barren fang of basalt rising straight out of the azure Pacific depths, it 

resembles a monolithic floating cathedral of Gothic times. 

With Sydney over 600 kilometres away to the south-west across open ocean, this 
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5. EXPEDITIONS FROM 1969 TO 1980

rock can truly be said to be isolated. Only its lonely palm-fringed neighbor, •• 

Lord Howe Island, 20 kilometres to the north, belies any clue of other land. More feet have stood 
Except for the hardy cut grass, a few strange insects (some extinct on 

the rest of our planet), the unpleasant poisonous centipedes, and what may 

be the largest bird rookery imaginable , Balls Pyramid is uninhabited. 

Since its first ascent in 1965, via the South Ridge, it has been climbed 

only seven times, with nearly three times that number of attempts. More 

feet have stood on Everest's wind blasted summit than among the nests of 

gannets adorning the rounded grassy hump which caps the summit tower 

of this unique leviathan. 

Until 1973, large parties had always attempted the Pyramid, using 

expedition-style tactics to achieve success. In that year, Keith Bell and Greg 

Mortimer completed the first 'alpine style' ascent (two people, no fixed ropes) 

as well as the first Skyline Traverse - up South Ridge, down North. As Keith 

had previously climbed the rock with a larger party, the pair had useful 

on Everest's wind 

blasted summit than 

among the nests of 

gannets adorning 

the rounded grassy 

hump which caps 

the summit tower 

of this unique 

leviathan." 

route knowledge. As climbers in this era, we were always seeking to climb things in 

increasingly better style. 

If we succeeded, ours would be the first 'on sight' alpine style ascent. We knew 

nothing more than what the single black and white print Keith had lent me showed. 

We also hoped to snatch the first one-day on-sight ascent, thus enabling us to bivouac 

on top in what would surely rate as one of the top 10 penthouses in all but the 

trendiest of glossy magazines. 

To top it off, and make our ascent as ethically pure as possible we would also 

climb hammerless. This meaning we could not use pitons as anchors, since they 

require a hammer to be driven into cracks. As an alternative, we would 'climb clean' 

using aluminium blocks called nuts, as artificial chockstones, thus leaving no piton 

scars on the rock to deface the natural environment. The nuts can be removed by hand 

as the second man follows where the leader has climbed. The South Ridge route is all 

free climbing, where climbers use only natural holds to gain progress - using artificial 

gadgets eg. nuts, only as safety anchors or belays.* See note below.

*Note: After the proof reading of my book by top climbers in Australia, a number

have commented about this paragraph and those above it. The following has 

been pointed out: 

• An on-sight, alpine style ascent had already been made in 1973.

• From 1970 on, all expeditions had adopted 'clean' climbing techniques to a

greater or lesser extent.

• Almost all ascensionists of this era climbed the Pyramid 'on sight' including

Bell and Mortimer as they had not climbed the South Ridge before their ascent.
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A sun-bronzed Max 
Shick, with Balls 
Pyramid behind. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

There is no easy way up, or down, Balls Pyramid, to date there are only two 

routes leading to its summit - the North and South ridges. Both the major faces, 

East and West, have been attempted by strong parties only to be thwarted at around 

half height. 

We had decided upon the first ascent route, the classic saw-toothed South Ridge, 

which involves about 1200 metres of climbing to gain the 600 vertical metres to the 

summit. Descent would be via the same route. 

Access to Balls Pyramid is somewhat involved. Four days after our three

hour flight from the Australian mainland in a Piper Navajo Chieftain we were still 

incarcerated on sedate Lord Howe waiting for the south-easterly wind to drop so the 

seas could calm. Both the island's large charter launches were out of action. Such a 

set back being entirely unexpected, it was with shortened fingernails that our ears 

pricked on end when Max Shick's salt encrusted face drawled his willingness to assist. 

Since he was going fishing in that direction any way, we would hardly be a 

burden. Max feared little, least of all the sea. He knew, loved, and respected it. 

Our original intention had been to leave Australia by yacht, approaching the 

Pyramid in the same, thus solving many of the travel problems in one swoop. However, 

this was not to be the case, for adventurous yachtsmen, sympathetic to our cause, 

were rare. In fact, most were left agasp at hearing of our intention. 

One yacht squadron replied by mail to our naive request. 

Dear Sir, 

After discussing the matter with various authorities and considering the dangers 

involved for any yacht to approach Balls Pyramid, an area very well known to me, I

feel that I should not be a part in any of such a dangerous expedition. 

I advise serious reconsideration of the venture in view of the great dangers 

involved. 

Yours faithfully, 

Legendary Australian lone sailor Dr David Lewis, an old mountaineer himself, had 

agreed to help but no longer had his trusty yacht Icebird, in which he had been the 

first man to sail around Antarctica alone. 

True seamanship was Max Shick's trademark, a life of fishing around Lord Howe 

as well as four years in the Navy had taught him well. His squinted eyes glistened 

from a leathery, sun-bronzed face, which had felt the slash of pelting sea spray more 

than once. Like a little boy, his ever-present impish grin would broaden infectiously at 

the slightest hint of involvement in danger or mischief 

'What's the matter boys?' would be his languid comment to our every paling at 

danger, which was often, to say the least. 
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So it was, that his familiar grin greeted us in the lagoon at dawn on the 10th 

of December. His look of surprise at all 22 of our red 25-litre steel equipment drums 

was only outdone by ours at the sight of the diminutive single-engine, half-cabin,five

metre runabout he had just moored near our little beach depot. 

The leaden sky darkened as the clouds dangled their ugly tentacles still lower 

into the three-metre swell beyond the reef 

Loading, having been effected with a 

minimum of fuss, was soon complete . Drums 

were rearranged to trim the groaning craft. 

Jovial Father O'Donnell tumbled aboard to keep 

Max company after our departure. 

Riding low, with no chance of planing, the 

Johnson 55 pushed the hull through the ever

increasing swell, until we were soon crossing the 

bar out into the open Tasman Sea. 

Room aboard was minimal, Trevor huddled 

atop piles of drums within the half cabin whilst I 

swayed alongside Max who unerringly manned 

the helm. As the voyage; for it seemed a voyage 

to us landlubbers; progressed, the ocean did not 

calm at all. The tiny craft constantly pitched and yawed as it rode out the rolling 

swells sent from the Sou them Ocean. Trevor donned his climbing helmet as protection 

against the cabin roof during the most violent lurching. Above, I tried my best to die. 

Anyone who has ever had bad motion sickness knows there are two stages. One 

where you are so ill you are frightened you may die; and the second, where you are 

sicker, and frightened you will not die. 

Nothing was dry, for now the tops were boiling off the rollers which often 

foamed over our bow. The spray-laden wind whipped our faces and made us shiver. 

On the horizon the miniature spire, disappearing behind swells, seemed too distant 

to contemplate. 

The choice of the name Pacific for an ocean on this day so rough, baffled me. 

Three hours after departure, the stupendous mass of the Pyramid's sheer walls 

loomed above. Its bulk at close quarters was most impressive. Its architecture, nothing 

short of amazing. From a banana-shaped base, the North and South ridges rise from 

the points to an almost central summit. The convex West Face overhangs on its lower 

half whereas the East Face does so on its upper half 

Grays, blacks and browns predominate as colors, whilst patches of bird droppings 

add an overall whiteness as well as zebra streaks. Huge flocks of sea birds constantly 

wheel and shriek overhead. 

The moment of truth was nigh. 

Since Balls Pyramid rises sheer from the ocean there is no landing place worthy 

of that description. Landing is effected by a brisk swim through shark ridden swells, 

Robert and Trevor 
lay out their gear in 

Brisbane "for a short 
climb, and a week's 
stay on Balls Pyramid." 
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Within 15 minutes 

of landing, Trevor 
Gynther hauls all the 
expedition drums 
ashore. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

followed by a scratching struggle with barnacle covered rocks between tide levels. 

Because of the incessant pounding swells, boats are best kept at a safe distance. 

The landing procedure commonly used involves hauling the drums from boat to 

rock on an endless rope swum across by the first person. Before the boat departs, the 

rest of the climbing team also swim ashore. 

Locating what appeared to be a calm place, sheltered from the worst winds, 

near the southern end, we set to the task of landing. Max's small craft had at least the 

advantage of being able to be manoeuvred fairly close to the rock; about 15 metres 

was all we had to swim. 

Somehow Trevor had engineered that he swim over first and fix the haul over 

line. Wasting no time after Max's 'go' signal he was soon ploughing through the 

crystal clear water. Since we were on the lee side, there was no white water here; and 

within moments Trevor was safely on dry rock. Cautiously, we had decided to haul 

the drums across individually so each was duly clipped to the haul-over line then cast 

overboard. Hauling each across the void, thence allowing it to float to his grasp on a 

swell, Trevor soon had all the drums. 

Within 15 minutes the entire operation 

was completed, except for the last detail -

me. Shaking hands with Max and Father 

O'Donnell I clambered onto the gunwhale 

preparing to dive. 

Suddenly, it became apparent why 

Trevor had been so keen to swim over first. 

A nasty looking shadow lurked where I 

had intended to dive. The commotion of the 

drums splashing overboard had attracted 

a small bronze whaler shark. Small only 

by Jaws standards he could still prove an 

unfriendly dinner guest. Max grinned as I 

stepped back down. 'What's the matter, 

Rob?' he drawled through a spread of pearly 

teeth matched only by those lurking in the 

depths below. 

Having waited a few minutes whilst 

discussing the plentiful natural food supply, 

it seemed my fears were unfounded. A final 

'Gracias,' and I was in, hardly touching the 

water before being hauled onto the rock 

under Trevor's firm grasp. 

Since we had food and fresh water 

for two weeks Max would return then, 

unless advised otherwise in one of our radio Ph
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schedules which were to be every third night at 1900. Trevor was a gadget- •· 
Like children in lover and had bought a couple of small hand-held walkie talkies. 

It was now barely afternoon; with our little taxi boat only a silver speck 
bobbing in the distance. It was time to set up camp and explore this strange 
new place. 

Like children in a wonderland, we leapt about the shoreline rocks and 
pools, marvelling at such an isolated, unspoilt paradise. At this level, the red 
basalt was frothy, jagged in the extreme, it precluded barefoot travel and 
comfortable seating. 

Within a half hour we had located the ideal camp site. Search high and 
low as we may, the caves just above our landing site had the most to offer. 

Protection from the blazing sun being a high priority in this region,

we soon erected a bright red nylon fly sheet over what was to be the drum store

and kitchen. To the side of this were some wardrobe-like platforms which afforded 
convenient storage for personal items. This entire set up was little more than four 
metres above high water, but nonetheless, provided sufficient margin from all but 
the most cyclonic seas. Roughly 10-metres vertically above this area was an ideal 
platform for our sleeping quarters. With an overhang as a roof, this platform would 
be chic indeed, once we fitted the green rain fly over the eastern aspect. Large enough 
to park a small sedan on, there should be little chance of our rolling out of bed off the 
edge, thus disturbing anyone below 1 

All in all, the whole shelf we now occupied was quite comfortable. Water was 
handy; the view superb. The South Ridge loomed above. The wrinkled Pacific stretched 
in front. Its swells rising and falling as rhythmically as they had for centuries. It was 
so humbling to think of the sea's expanse, its incessant energy, and its independence 
from Man. 

Luckily, we were on a predominantly leeward sector.

Following further explorations of the shore line with its animated crystal

pools, and a brief probe up the intended climbing route, our thoughts turned to food. 
Tomorrow, providing the weather held, we would climb. Now we would eat. 

The fishing tales from previous parties were all fact. Within moments of casting 
a hand line we had a three kilogram fighter. Frank Alvey of Alvey fishing reels in 
Brisbane had indeed been correct; all we needed were hooks and line. In future, one of 
us would prime the Shellite stove whilst the other baited up. Our pan never overheated 
awaiting fresh fillets.

Luckily, grey skies had changed to blue as the 11 th dawned perfectly. Our 
intention had been to go onto the route then, but the previous day's exertions had 
taken their toll. At every effort to awake and rise our eyelids clanged shut like wind 
blown doors. 

A rest day would be beneficial; it passed quickly. 
'Up, up,' came the cheery call from Trevor. Soon we both organized ourselves in 

the lessening gloom of the 12th's pre-dawn. Sacks with food and water for three days 

a wonderland, 

we leapt about 

the shoreline 

rocks and pools, 

marvelling at 

such an isolated, 

unspoilt paradise." 
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Rusting anchor bolts

and steel carabiners 
spoke of climbs

decades before. 
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had been prepared the day before. Everything was ready for a perfect start. 

Spoonfuls of my home made muesli with long life milk were gulped down in 

a calorie-packing effort. Tinned fruit flushed by capacious amounts of orange drink 

followed as a thirst holder. 

Still before sunrise we left sea level at 0500 moving together in what American 

climbers call third class (unroped) up the first easy ramps of the route. 

Eastern rosiness greeted us at the first true rock climbing at the 120-metre level. 

A glowing red ball popped from the watery horizon to the east. 

As is common practice on mountains where no easy descent route exists, we 

were using two, nine-millimetre diameter, SO-metre lengths of kemmant!e climbing 

rope. Leading on these double ropes, the first man can only climb a maximum of 50 

metres, before anchoring himself to belay the second man up that pitch, ready for the 

next. 

We had decided to swing leads, thus sharing the pleasure of taking the greater 

risk. I led the first pitch; Trevor the next; which proved a little more formidable. Gannet 

Green now stretched before us; an almost horizontal two-hectare field of waving cut 

grass hiding hundreds of honking, squealing gannet chick fuzz balls al! eager to defend 

their territory. 

From here the South Ridge proper speared skyward in a clean sweep of grey 

basalt, culminating in a spire named Winke!stein's Steeple, some 400 metres above 

sea level. Above that, we could not see; but knew that the 100-metre high Black 

Tower (also known as the Pillar of Porteus) thence held 

the key of access to the razor-backed cheva! ridge which in 

turn, rose over a series of gendarmes until the final Summit 

Tower. 

Route finding on Winke!stein's Steeple proved testing, 

huge overhangs barred many possibilities. Linking the 

correct series of crack systems, comers and ramps was 

imperative. The solution to this involved problem had foiled 

many of the pre-1968 attempts. Why, became al! too evident 

to us in a short while. 

Occasionally, we came across old relics of past climbing 

adventures - a piece of frayed hemp here, a faded old nylon 

sling there. Even some antiquated old rusting anchor bolts. 

Shortly, the rapidity of our progress indicated we had indeed 

selected the correct route. We swung leads like yoyos with 

the sun-warmed rock flowing past us like a stream. 

Sometimes, our rucksacks proved burdensome but 

mostly the climbing was on steep open faces where they 

hindered little, other than continually threatening to turn 

us upside down. 

After one lead which culminated in a grassy ramp, we 
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were confronted by an unlikely-looking bulging grey wall. It was Trevor's lead. After 

awkwardly heaving his way through a stacked series of caves, the roofs of which 

constantly threatened to overbalance him, he disappeared from view around an arete. 

The best climbing technique here was to Western Roll from cave to cave - a bit like a 

high jumper. The ropes continued to snake upward; shortly Trevor's signal indicated 

my tum to follow this most awkward pitch of the entire route. 

Lunch time saw us atop the Winkelstein's Steeple. Only now did we stop for 

a break, food, and water to quench our now raging thirsts. The weight of our sacks 

was puzzling. Mine seemed by far the heavier, yet we had the same food, water and 

bivouac gear. A solution was soon forthcoming. Trevor a huge eater, had forgotten his 

food share! Now that the one-day ascent appeared a realistic expectation, the matter 

was not of grave concern. Perhaps the lighter loads were even advantageous. 

The decision to go for the one day had been made for us, so we hastily nibbled 

nuts and sweets swilled with water; then faced the rather daunting Black Tower, a 

rock feature which now reared above us. 

Perhaps the most enjoyable pitches on the whole South Ridge are on the Black 

Tower. Three steep pitches on solid bubbly rock with adrenaline-pumping traverses 

left toward the West Face will be long remembered. Nearly 500 metres below, down 

a sweep of rock so steep it could not be seen except at sea level, the swells pounded 

Trevor approaches 

Robert's stance to 

complete a magnificent 

pitch on Winkelstein's 

Steeple, about 400 

metres above sea level. 
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foaming!y at the Pyramid's very foundations. 

You could drop a stone into the sea from here. 

Contrasting blue, white, and emerald drew the eye down away from the du!! 

oneness of the hard rock at our fingertips. 

Tiny edges flowed freely from finger to toe-hold so quickly that the Black Tower 

was soon below us and the sunlit Cheual Ridge led forth now to the summit like a 

silvery sunlit road to the sky. 

Now, by mid afternoon the sun had begun its long western plunge. The crawling 

ocean far below glowed electrically blue. 

There was so much ocean - horizon to horizon, I wondered why we called our 

tiny planet, Earth, and not Ocean! After all, 70% of it is ocean. 

Shaded by the Pyramid itself, heat and sunburn no longer taunted us. Up, down, 

and around the gendarmes; two, three, four of them, then an exposed scramble along 

the airy knife-edge, which dropped off so violently on the west. 

Shade to our right, bright yellow afternoon glow on our left. The Cathedral's 

shadow cast long and distorted into the sea. Beyond the tiny coloured specks which 

were our tent jlys at base camp. Innumerable birds wheeled inquisitively as they 

returned from their day's feeding at sea. 

No wonder so many people before us had spoken of being humbled by Nature 

in these sorts of surroundings. Man chooses these type of experiences to gain inner 

strength from conquering - but walks away most strengthened if he allows himself 

to BE conquered. 

Were not most of the World's problems caused by an excess of physical strength, 

and a shortage of moral strength? 

Finally, only one obstacle confronted us. The proud summit tower which rose 

steeply for two pitches as a final challenge to intruders, in this very remote place. 

Mouing gingerly, over massive loose blocks and stacked pillars, Trevor soon put 

paid to this spectacular pitch. Following his lead, I marvelled at the bravado of the 

first ascentionists. Thirteen years ago they had pulled up on this jigsaw of stone, not 

having the benefit of knowing that others had passed this way from one tottering 

block to the next calming a racing mind with the consolation that others had used 

these rickety holds and not met their doom. 

One pitch to go as the reddening western sun appeared ready to fizzle itself 

into the sea. Taking the lead climber's equipment rack from Trevor's shoulder I moved 

upwards on large blocks interspersed with steep grass. Before too long, it rounded 

off; there was the small cairn, and a darkening Lord Howe to the north, no more 'up' 

remained. Searching for an anchor point on which to belay Trevor; it soon became 

evident there was none. Wedging myself behind a large boulder I called the familiar 

'Safe, on belay, climb1' Trying to keep my voice low, not to be the overwhelming 

creature in this environment of peace. 

For the first time today I could now relax to absorb Nature's wonderland. 

Hauling in the slack rope as Trevor climbed could be done unconsciously. Already, a 
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full moon had risen and shone in the paling blue heavens as only a full moon can. Cat 

Stevens' Moonshadows would certainly leap and hop tonight' 

Blood-red setting sun and gleaming full moon provided spectacular backdrops to 

our escapade of handshakes, grins and backslapping. 

We were up! 

Scores of seabirds left their rookeries to wheel and gallivant as if in acknowl

edgement. Even the resident summit gannets honked, gawking at their new neigh

bours. Our self-timed camera clicked as the _final crimson flares exploded in the west. 

Moonlit silver cast itself across the Pacific as we searched out two body-sized flat 

spots amongst the gannets, grass, guano and boulders. 

Exquisite late 

afternoon light on 
the summit ridge as 
Trevor and Robert 

near the summit 
where they camped 
for the night. 
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Candy bars washed down with water never tasted so good. Ropes and rucksacks 

were laid out as mattresses on the individual spots we had chosen. Our bodies 

collapsed upon them. 

In order to travel as light as possible, the only bivouac equipment we had were 

waterproof anoraks, light Dacron jackets (which would maintain a high degree of 

insulation even if wet) and the flimsy white cotton shirts and trousers we wore on the 

climb, primarily as sun protection. 

Already, light zephyrs gusted as heavy cloud banked up to the west. It was now 

2030, just half an hour after we had both reached the summit. 

Sid Tanner had previously recounted his numerous encounters with the giant 

Pyramid centipedes during the second ascent. So far, we had not seen any; though it 

appears someone omitted to tell us they are nocturnal, as well as being uncontrollably 

attracted to warm bodies. 

The peace of deep sleep known only to those who work hard physically, the dead, 

or unconscious, was to elude us. Gannet chicks apparently never sleep. Their constant 

honking proving not too compatible with slumber. Much to our cost, they were our 

constant cacophonic bedside companions. 

Slightly before midnight, Gynther's first squeals echoed across. A centipede was 

on his face1 Somehow, as he leapt afoot (or perhaps six or seven feet) the 15-centimetre

insect was cast off, not to be seen again. In half-sleep, the incident hardly affected me 

until an hour later, it was my turn. 

Awakened by footsteps on my cheek, I lay silently frozen, in order not to offend 

the visitor, lest he nip me. I had time to reflect upon these crawly creatures over

friendliness toward us. They were indeed, inquisitive. Twice more, during the dragging, 

lonely early hours these villains visited us. Once inside a trouser leg, heading north 

of course, set me standing in panic, which caused a painful bite to the calf before 

evicting the devil. Thence, again on the face as before. Needless to say, my eyes would 

no longer close in trust in the morning gloom. Neither of us had experience at sleeping 

with centipedes. 

Trevor snored on. (And so passed the first-ever summit bivvy on Balls 

Pyramid). 

With cloud hanging all around like wallpaper, the sunrise was not to be viewed. 

Squalls danced about the Pyramid as night parted to day. The last of the chocolate, 

nuts and water would have to fortify us for the entire descent. Down we went, 

retracing the steps of the previous day's exertions. 

Rather than down climb, we would rappel. Looping our ropes over a suitable 

anchor, we would slide down thence, by hauling down on one of the ropes they could 

be retrieved after being hauled through the last anchor above. In this manner, it was 

possible to descend fairly effortlessly. Anchor failure, of course, is to be avoided. In the 

main, we used spare rope, brought especially for the purpose, around rock spikes as 

our anchors. Several necessitated sacrificed nuts. 

Avoiding overhangs, lest we should be le.ft adrift, gyrating in space, the familiar 
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Gannet Green appeared welcomingly below us after 14 heart-pumping rappels. To 

no avail, we noted it was lunch time. Groaning stomachs and parched lips kept us 

company as we peered through reddened sleepless eyes at the third class ground 

between ourselves and the inviting coolness of the sea. 

For the final time, the rappel ropes were pulled and coiled as we whooped 

and pantslid down the grass ramps to food, water, a swim, then our very welcome 

comfortable beds. 

Robert Staszewski on 
the summit enjoying 
the calm before the 

'insect' storm. 
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Siege Tactics vs Alpine Style 

I
n 1964, our Rover Scout Expedition climbed 

alpine style to just above Winkelstein's Steeple. 

A year later, John Davis and Bryden Allen's mob 

used siege tactics to reach the top. What was 

the difference? 

Traditionally, big mountain expeditions 

applied a near-military approach to reaching the 

summit. Accounts of early Himalayan climbs are 

filled with references to 'the march in', 'hauling 

loads', 'staging camps' and 'attacking' upper 

slopes until the mountain is 'conquered'. 

John Davis is very clear about why they 

chose the latter approach. "Being an engineer," he 

explains, "we designed this expedition to succeed no 

matter what. 

"We planned each stage like scaffolding up a 

building, so that we would have well-stocked camps as 

high as possible. 

"We were from the Sydney Rock Rescue team and 

we knew that no one was going to be able to rescue us. 

We took our own doctor and each camp was capable of 

supporting an injured person in a storm." 

This approach requires more people, more 

equipment and invariably the need for a fixed line along 

most, if not all the route. As David Witham writes in his 

account of the climb, "we had food and water to last 

at least a fortnight, 2000 feet of one-and-one-quarter 

inch manila for fixed ropes, and enough ironmongery 

to batter our way through every overhang on the rock, 

providing it could be used." 

At about the same time we were making our 

attempts on the Pyramid, a young Italian climber named 

Reinhold Messner was inspired by Austrian superstar 

Hermann Buhl. Buhl aimed to climb fast and light and 

with a minimum of outside assistance. It became known 

as alpine style. 

Over the next two decades, Reinhold promoted 

this philosophy of 'climbing by fair means'. It 

Reinhold Messner promotes climbing light and fast. 

included making the first ascent of Mt Everest without 

supplementary oxygen (with Peter Habeler), then making 

the first solo ascent of the mountain in the same style. 

When climbing alpine style, a small team usually 

sets off from the bottom of a route with a couple of 50-

60 metre climbing ropes and a selection of devices for 

protection (pitons, slings, camming devices, jamb nuts). 

As the lead climber ascends, he or she places 

protection to stop their fall should they slip. As they near 

the end of their ropes they secure themselves to the 

rock and bring in the 'second', or following climber, who 

removes the protection along the way. This process is 

repeated on each rope length. 

This is how John Worrall, Hugh Ward and I climbed 

the Pyramid in 1980. Descent is normally achieved 

by abseiling off simple anchors and pulling the ropes 

through, but on that occasion I couldn't resist the thrill 

of a helicopter ride. 

The upside of alpine style climbing is that it's 

fast and light. No need to drag up reels of rope and 

equipment, which means it can be done by small 

parties. But as I discovered on our 1980 climb, it 

increases not only the risks, but the absolute sense of 

commitment to the climb as well. 
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The following year, Robert returned to Balls Pyramid with two Canberra 

climbers, Chris Larque and Phil Cullen, this time hoping to complete the 

first double, non-stop traverse via the South and North ridges. Here are some 

excerpts from Robert's account: 

DECEMBER 1979. 'ETHICAL RETREAT' 

On Wednesday, 19 December 1979, we landed on the southern end of Balls Pyramid, 

well-prepared for an attempt on the first double traverse of this unique sea stack. This 

monolith, the largest of its kind in the world, is somewhat sail-shaped. Its height of 

600 metres and width of 100 metres, both being less than its 1000 metre length. 

Both the spectacular 'blade' ridges, north and south, have been climbed, as well 

as the East Face. To date, only one traverse has been completed - up the South, down 

the North ridge. 

Our concept, ambitious in retrospect, was to complete a double, non-stop 

traverse ie. up south, down north, up north down south. Time to complete the project 

was estimated at four days. They would be tiring ones too ... 

Our happy group consisted of Chris Larque (30) and Phil Cullen (22) both 

from Canberra, and me (26) from Brisbane. Both had proved themselves to be great 

partners on many earlier occasions. 

Unfortunately on the day we began the ascent, Phil suffered a recurrence of a 

severe stomach disease he had contracted only months earlier in the Kulu Himalaya. 

Not to sacrifice the entire venture, we continued as a pair, with Phil left at Base Camp 

to suffer alone. 

Leaving our comfortable sea level Base Camp at 6

a. m. Chris and I shared leads up the impressive route,

hampered by high winds, regular drizzle and the overly

large packs which, of course, were essential for the four

days travel. Realising the size and weight of the packs to

be a considerable disadvantage we jettisoned valuable gear,

water, and food at the 200-metre level. The situation most

certainly was a classic 'dog/tail chase,' with no immediate

solution forthcoming.

At 4 p.m. we found ourselves on a table-sized ledge 

below the imposing Black Tower some 150 exhausting metres 

below the summit. Utterly spent after the day's toil with 

the rock, but perhaps more so from the continued struggle 

with the exasperatingly heavy packs, we collapsed to gorge 

ourselves on the fruits of our persistent mentors - the packs. 

Considerably strengthened by our first food and water 

in nine hours of vertical ascent, we both still felt so emaciated 

that it appeared unreasonable to continue climbing that day. 

Chris Larque checks 
supply drums 
from bed in the 
1979 expedition's 
comfortable sea 
level camp. 
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Our total lack of strength and sound judgment leaving us less than elated at the 

prospect of wasting time resting, during daylight hours. We perched on the ledge like 

hungry crows. 

Since we had 

traversed slightly 

onto the overhanging 

section of the 

stupendous West 

A brief conference left no doubt in both our minds that, under these 

circumstances, the double traverse was clearly unfeasible. In 1978 we had 

reached the summit in one day and had certainly aimed to do so on this attempt. 

With one accord, of reviewing the situation the following day, the ledge 

was prepared for that night's bivouac 450 metres directly above the rippling 

Pacific far below. Since we had traversed slightly onto the overhanging section 

of the stupendous West Face it was our fortune to be able to drop stones directly 

into the sea. Rather sobered by this, as well as the lack of a single sound 

anchor point for our belay we quickly settled ourselves to peaceful sleep amid Face it was our 

fortune to be able to a multitude of squarks and gawks from myriad friendly, feeding sea birds that 

drop stones directly 
nest on the Pyramid. 

Since some bivouacs have a reputation for being rather uncomfortable 

and sleepless, it was with surprise that we both awoke briefly at 4 a .m., only 

to crash once again into the sleep which only anaesthetic or hard work can 

induce. Eleven hours after falling asleep we awoke to a shining dawn and a 

into the sea." 

Phil Cullen prepares 
breakfast at the 
expedition's 'camp 
by the sea'. 

new day! Stiff limbs were massaged into action over the welcome breakfast of sardine 

and cheese sandwiches. 

Our feeling that the double traverse plan was unrealistic with these tactics ie. 

huge packs and non stop - no rations cached at the north end - was unanimous. In 

particular, the huge packs made the climbing unjustifiably perilous. 

At this stage, all plans for the original attempt were abandoned. 

Leaving all the food and water on our bivouac ledge, we led 

off towards the summit with that as our sole objective. Near the 

top of the Black Tower, less than 75 metres vertically below the true 

summit our dejection at having to shelve the original plans got the 

better of us and we decided to retreat totally. 

Physically we were very tired, but morally we were devastated. 

The trip was over. The adrenaline pumped into our bodies at 

the challenge of the double traverse now subsided as we realised 

the lack of feasibility of these plans, for us. The urge to visit the 

summit at all vanished with the adrenaline high, which had kept us 

so charged up the previous day. 

Collecting our supplies from the bivouac ledge, we descended 

the rest of the South Ridge to our base camp. As all who have been 

there will realise, descending Balls Pyramid or any convoluted climb 

with complex route finding, traverses, loose rock and poor anchors is 

at least as difficult as the ascent. 

All in all, we feel we had a rewarding adventure on one of 

Earth's very unusual features. In this respect, we all wish to forward Ph
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our sincere thanks to all who helped our little adventure to fruition, especially our 

dignified dear friend Balls Pyramid herself. 

It is always easy to blame such a failure on something like weather or heavy 

packs; but the reality is the undertaking was harder than us. It is that simple. 

In reviewing our failure perhaps Richard Bach's marvellous words from Jonathan 

Livingston Seagull deserve thought: 

'Without challenge there can be no failure.' 

By the end of the 1970s, it wasn't just climbing style and ethics that were 

changing. A decade that began with pioneering climbs that forged new routes 

up Australia's most spectacular peak would end in the shadow of a growing 

Robert Staszewski 
prepares for the day 
ahead in the team's

wonderful upper 
bivouac some 400

metres above the 
Pacific Ocean. 
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bureaucracy that threatened to narrow access to the Pyramid itself. But 
before the legal battles could begin, there was confusion as to who 'owned' 
Balls Pyramid in the first place. 

January 1980. 1st Attempt to Claim Balls Pyramid 

More about ownership of the Pyramid will be covered later, but to finish off 
this decade of climbing, Joe Friend's 1980 expedition deserves a mention. 
Joe, an avid climber and owner of THRUTCH Magazine Productions, which 
produced a local climbing magazine as well as guidebooks for several 
Australian climbing areas, had planned to climb the Pyramid. 

According to Gordon Brysland, a lawyer and keen rock climber from 
Canberra, an article in the Sydney Morning Herald OIJ. 27 November 1979 'added 
the possibility of a further dimension to the trip'. 

Apparently my friend Vincent Serventy, who was a wonderful conserva
tionist, discovered that Balls Pyramid had 'technically gone unclaimed for two 
centuries since European discovery.' In the SMH article he wrote: 

" . . .  it is an important seabird breeding site and on my return I suggested 

that it should be declared as a nature reserve and so obtain protection 

from visitors who might cause damage. To my surprise I found that 

neither the NSW nor the Federal Government claims any ownership of the 

Pyramid! I would, therefore, like to declare ownership of this unwanted 

rock on behalf of the conservationists of Australia!" 

Most likely this inspired Joe and his team, his wife Tina, David McGrouther 
and Phil Stallard, to make their own claim. Rick Wilkinson reports, in Return 

of the Phasmid: 

"At the time, incredibly, Balls Pyramid had never been claimed by any nation or state, 

including Australia. McGrouther and his fellow climbers decided that they would set 
out specifically to make a claim on the rock. This they did, swimming from a hired 

boat and landing on the Pyramid with a small amount of gear, claiming it as the 

world's first 'international biosphere reserve for rock climbers and conservationists 

of the world'. 

"They had prepared a document to this effect and put it in a water-tight container. 

Their climb was aborted when, unfortunately, an unexpected storm blew up stranding 

them fo.r several days about halfway to the summit. Concerned that they may miss the 

pre-paid return boat ride if they continued to the top after the storm, they decided to go 
back, but not before attaching the canister with their claim to the Pyramid in the name 

of all rock climbers and conservationists. 
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"Back in Sydney, McGrouther formed a 'Pyramid Committee'. He was interuiewed 

by NSW Government officials whom he said seemed unhappy that the rock had been 

claimed by climber-conseruationists. He also appeared on ABC TY. A legal point at 

the time suggested that such a claim might need to be tested subsequently became 

submerged in the publicity surrounding the exploits of another expedition to the 

Pyramid several months later." (That other expedition was, of course, John's, Hugh's 

and mine.) 

According to Gordon Brysland, when Joe "first notified the Board of an intention to 

climb the monolith, it frankly conceded in reply that it did 'not have jurisdiction over 

Balls Pyramid' (its legislation didn't extend that far)." 

Joe and his fellow members of the 

Wondabyne Climbing Club, set out to claim 

ownership of the Pyramid as a special province 

for the world's climbers and naturalists in 

the name of Climbers International and World 

Ecology. While attempting the South Ridge, 

they were thwarted from summiting by 

heavy rain and gale-force winds on the fringe 

of Cyclone Paul. They left a proclamation in 

a sealed container, dated 8 January, in a large 

cave near the base of the South Ridge. 

According to Gordon, "The document said 

those signing it (the Pyramid Committee) took 

'possession in the name of world climbers'. It then 

went on to detail the Pyramid's ecological needs, 

adding a stem warning - 'Anyone attempting 

permanent habitation of the Pyramid shall be evicted'. 

"Friend foresaw a threat to climbing access by NPWS (rightly, it turned out) and 

myriad other dark forces (including the Russian Navy). He thought the RAAF might 

have used Balls Pyramid sometime in the past for target practice and suggested the 

only way to preserue the 'essential freedom of climbing' was to ensure the Pyramid 

remained 'truly international'." 

Sadly, bureaucratic antics over the next decade would put paid to any 

chance of this ideal. 

Gordon Brysland 
climbing in Thailand 
in 1996.

Photo Glenn Tempest 
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I lead the last pitch 

to the summit. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

•• 

My mouth was dry, 

my breath quick, 

but my fear turned 

to exhilaration. 

What an incredible 

place to be!" 
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6 
I Reach the Top ... 

O
n Sunday morning, 19 January 1980, co-pilot Rick Howell and I departed 

Port Macquarie, NSW, in Bell JetRanger VH-MIS, hoping to make the first 

helicopter flight from mainland Australia to Lord Howe Island. 

In the cabin behind us was a special 44-gallon (200-litre) drum, made 

up and fitted by John Cameron Aviation at Bankstown as an additional fuel 

tank. I'd read reports of complex tank arrangements and electric pumps that 

had failed on oceanic ferry flights, sometimes resulting in the plane ditching 

and pilots drowning. 

My auxiliary tank installation was built to Civil Aviation Authority 

requirements and certified by an aeronautical engineer. Most importantly, at 

my insistence, it was utter simplicity- gravity drew fuel from the drum down 

through a fitting in the bottom of the JetRanger's tank. 

This was my first-ever, over-ocean helicopter flight. I was 36 years old. 

Not only were Rick and I taking off on an historic flight, I was also hoping 

to complete what I'd set out to do 16 years earlier- reach the summit of Balls 

Pyramid. Strangely enough, it was all due to a flightless bird, the Lord Howe 

Island woodhen. 

As we put the coast behind us, I climbed Mike India Sierra to about 9000 

feet, hoping to gain benefit of a strong westerly wind. Rick and I both wore life 

jackets and we also carried a small life raft and survival beacon. 

From Port Macquarie, it's 315 nautical miles across the Tasman Sea to 

Lord Howe Island. The total range of a JetRanger with a normal fuel tank is 

about 330 nautical miles. With our 44 gallon auxiliary tank, we had enough 

in reserve for at least one hour's flying time. Of course this would only be 

needed if we had a headwind or difficulty locating the island. 

These were the days before Global Positioning Satellites (GPS), but we 

did have a distance measuring equipment (DME) unit. This picked up and 

locked onto a signal from Coffs Harbour, which gave us the good news that 

we had about a 20-knot tail wind. 

Also on board was an Automatic Direction Finder (ADF) receiver. From 

Rick Howell and me 

on Lord Howe Island. 
As an experienced 
National Parks and 
Wildlife Service pilot, 
Rick was the ideal 
person to fly with 
me on my first long 
helicopter flight over 
water. 

Photo Pip Smith 
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Rick Howell flies an 
ABC film crew toward 

the Pyramid in the 
Jetranger, registration 
VH-MIS. 

Photo Dick Smith 
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the moment we took off, its needle 

pointed towards the very strong, non

directional beacon on Lord Howe 

Island. As clouds began gathering 

beneath us, I scanned the instruments 

more frequently. 

I felt excited more than nervous, 

but with less than 500 hours flying 

helicopters, I was glad to have someone 

of Rick's experience by my side. When 

we were about two and a half hours 

out of Port Macquarie, I calculated we 

were about 50 miles from Lord Howe, 

and began descending from our 9000-

foot cruising altitude when we were 

forced to enter clouds. We bounced 

around a bit until emerging into 

smooth air at 1500 feet. There in the distance about 50 nautical miles away, 

was Lord Howe Island-what a relief! 

Landing at the island's small airport, I completed the first of what 

would become many ocean crossings in a single engine aircraft. Yes, it was to 

become an addiction, the adrenaline pumping excitement of flying a small 

aircraft over the ocean! 

It took about 30 minutes to remove the spare fuel tank and that 

afternoon, we made a number of flights to scout conditions on Balls Pyramid 

only eight minutes flying time to the south-east. It's incredible how quickly I 

put our historic flight behind us once I saw that jagged rock spire rising like a 

twisted hand out of the ocean. 

As we circled the greatest sea stack in the world, taking in its dizzying 

walls, precarious ridges and the seas crashing against its base, I could barely 

contain my excitement. Was it really possible that I'd soon be down there, 

searching for hand and footholds on my way to the summit? It looked 

unclimbable to me then and still does today whenever I see it from the air. 

Over the next 24 hours, the entire Balls Pyramid team gathered on Lord 

Howe Island. My climbing partners, Hugh Ward and John Worrall had flown 

over from Sydney on an Advance Airlines flight. 

I had met John in 1965 when I joined my friend Colin Putt and other 

members of the Australian section of the New Zealand Alpine Club on a snow 

and ice climbing weekend at Watsons Crags in the Snowy Mountains. John 

and I became good friends. He was an incredible climber and had climbed 

the Pyramid by the normal route on the South Ridge, and had also made an 

extraordinary attempt on the most difficult West Face. 
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When I asked John about joining me on the Pyramid, he suggested that 

his mate Hugh Ward, also a top climber, should come along and I agreed. In 

those days approvals from authorities weren't required - we just organised 

the trip. 

Two weeks before leaving, on 6 January 1980, Hugh, John and I went 

climbing in the Blue Mountains to see how we went as a team. It was a 

beautiful summer day as we parked at Echo Point, Katoomba and made our 

way down the ladders of the Giant Staircase past the Three Sisters. At the 

bottom, we walked around to the base of one of Australia's classic climbs, 

the 290 m, West Wall of the Middle Sister. It was a joy to make our way up 

steep slabs and traverse bushy ledges to the upper pitches. The exposure was 

fantastic near the top, as we pulled over the lip of a small roof, then squeezed 

up a chimney before angling left to the summit. There's so much to see from 

the top: Mt Solitary, the Scenic Skyway, Sublime Point and of course tourists 

waving to us from the lookout at Echo Point. 

John, Hugh and I climbed really well together. Many years later, John 

would recall that, "the climb and the ascent of the West Face of the Three Sisters we 

did as a preliminary training climb, are among my fondest climbing memories." Sadly 

climbing on the Three Sisters was banned in 2000, and it's a pity that young 

climbers in the future won't have the same opportunity to experience the joy 

of this mega-classic. 

The final days of preparations passed quickly, and there was a great 

The Three Sisters, as 
viewed from Echo 
Point, Katoomba. Hugh 
Ward, John Worrall 

and I warmed up here 
before our Pyramid 
climb. Now it's illegal 

to do so. 
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Hugh Ward, John 

Worrall and me on

Gannet Green near 

the bottom of the
South Ridge. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

sense of excitement when John, Hugh and I met again on Lord Howe Island. 

Our two scientists, Dr Tim Kingston from the Australian Museum and 

NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service ornithologist Ben Miller were 

already on the island. 

Also joining us was the ABC film crew shooting a documentary on 

the climb for A Big Country. It included producer/reporter David Flatman, 

photographer Paul Guthrie, and soundman Max Frank. 

We discussed the order of trips Rick would make to ferry us across to 

the Pyramid and finished our preparations. 

MONDAY, 21 JANUARY 1980 - 9.15 A.M. 

A strong wind buffeted the grass around us as John led the first pitch from 

Gannet Green. Previously, Hugh and I had jumped from the helicopter into 

the ocean and swum through the surf to the Pyramid. Fortunately, the seas 

were relatively flat and it wasn't difficult. We scrambled up to Gannet Green 

- it only took about 15 minutes.

It was great to be back after 16 years. While Hugh belayed John, I had 

time to recall what it had been like when I'd been there the first time. As I 

looked about me, I could see that the Pyramid had changed very little, but I 
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6. I REACH THE TOP ...

knew that I had. I was glad that this time I wasn't suffering the pain of •• 

a recent hernia operation. 

When our film crew asked me about how I felt coming back 

after failing the first time, I said, "I think it gave me tremendous 

determination. When it was over, I decided that I'd failed at something 

I could have done. 

"There are lots of things that I suppose I'd vaguely like to do, but 

I have no chance. I could never compose music, so I don' t even bother. 

But Balls Pyramid has always remained. I think, 'I might have made it 

in business, as some say. I might have been able to make some money, 

but gee, I failed at Balls Pyramid'. And since then people have climbed 

it. I knew I just wanted to go back, and if I wasn't successful, I'd go 

back again." 

And now I was back, slipping into my kletterschues, fastening my 

Whillans harness and soon was tying into the rope. 

"On belay?" I shouted up to John. 

"Belay on, climb when ready," came the distant reply. I made my first 

tentative moves, but soon was climbing smoothly up steep volcanic rock to 

John. Once Hugh joined us, I led the second pitch, careful to find the best holds 

in sometimes loose basalt. At the next belay stance, Hugh came through and 

led the third pitch. 

We had chosen to climb alpine style, that is, without fixing ropes along 

the route. Certainly having fixed ropes was necessary when siege tactics were 

used, as in the 1969 filming expedition. But our aim was to travel fast and 

light. 

We climbed until noon, mainly on the eastern side of the south-eastern 

ridge, until we reached a decent cave. Near the lip of the cave I could see 

the bolt previous parties had used to clip in their etriers, slings used in 

surmounting overhangs. For the moment, though, it was lunchtime. From 

the cloth bags we carried, we brought out Vita Wheats, jam, bully-beef and 

Staminade. 

Before leaving Gannet Green John expressed his feelings to the film 

crew about the climb. "It's long and hard, with a fair amount of danger built 

into the exercise," he said. "We're taking it slow. We' re not sort of looking for 

trouble. Unfortunately trouble is always there on this thing." 

Looking about him, he continued: "You're surrounded by sea. If the 

weather turns foul you're here. You're stuck, in almost the classic European 

sense, except that there would be no rescue party. You are on your own." 

When asked as to how I was feeling, I replied, "When you're climbing it's 

a combination of everything. It's exhilarating, frightening in a sort of a way. 

It's incredibly exciting, just you and the rock and your team members." 

After lunch, we climbed together, past the stalagmite cave and around on 

There are lots of 

things that I suppose 

I'd vaguely like to 

do, but I have no 

chance. I could never 

compose music, so 

I don't even bother. 

But Balls Pyramid has 

always remained." 
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Steep climbing from

the start. Hugh Ward 

leads a pitch just 

above Gannet Green. 

Photo Dick Smith 
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the eastern side to just below the base ofWinkelstein's 

Steeple. 

The next pitch was going to be a beauty. We 

considered it the second crux of the climb as it 

traversed right out over the West Face of the Pyramid. 

The exposure was frightening, over 1000 feet straight 

down to the windswept ocean below. Considering that 

John had spent some 18 days hanging off the West 

Face in 1971, it was decided that he should lead it. 

As John set off, Rick brought the helicopter around 

with Paul, the cameraman, filming. He continued until 

John reached the saddle between the Steeple and the 

main ridge. Meanwhile, Hugh and I waited at the base 

of Winkelstein's Steeple for, radio contact with John. 

After 30 silent minutes, we realised that we had both 

radios with us! 

Hugh volunteered to second the pitch, even though we didn't know 

whether John had us on belay. I wasn't going to miss my chance and agreed 

to take the pack and go. Hugh belayed me from behind as I began to traverse 

out onto the West Face. John, as usual, had placed hardly any protection 

(either nuts jammed into cracks or loops of nylon webbing draped over rock), 

so I knew that if I fell, I could be up for a huge swing across the face. 

Stepping from a secure stance I eased my left foot out onto a small ledge, 

and followed with my left hand, finding a secure crack to slip my fingers into. 

My right foot and hand followed. Although the quality of the rock had ranged 

from pumice-like stone to crumbling basalt dykes, it now felt good, but I still 

tested each hold before shifting my weight onto it. I could see the rope ahead 

of me looping up diagonally. Around me I heard the calls of masked boobies 

and shearwaters, and the "whoosh" of wings as they swooped past. 

Nearly a thousand feet beneath my feet, a skirt of white foam marked 

where the waves dashed against rock platforms, a distant roar filtered up 

the face. I'd been on a few challenging climbs in the Blue Mountains and 

the Warrumbungles, but nowhere compared to the absolute, breathtaking 

exposure of the West Face. 

I continued up the route John had forged. Occasionally I dislodged a rock 

and watched it fall with increasing speed, until it disappeared silently into 

the ocean below. In places I had to search for tiny edges that thankfully held 

the smooth, very hard rubber of my climbing shoes. Elsewhere my feet were 

secure, but handholds were little more than fingers pinched into pumice-like 

holes. 

Although I'd always had exceptional balance and absolutely no fear 

of heights, I lacked the strong arms and fingers necessary to climb at the 
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high standard enjoyed by John and Hugh. I'm like that in just about anything 

other than the one thing I'm good at- starting a business! 

Over the next 25 minutes, my focus was complete. I thought of nothing 

but the next move, of carefully unclipping the protection as I reached it, then 

clipping it into the rope behind me for Hugh. My mouth was dry, my breath 

quick, but my fear turned to exhilaration. What an incredible place to be! I 

was glad that John had led the pitch and that Hugh was belaying me from 

behind. 

I reached John at his belay stance on Winkelstein Saddle, and then we 

free climbed to the top of the Steeple. There I found a green champagne 

bottle left behind by a previous expedition and held it aloft as the helicopter 

shot past with David and Tim on board taking still photographs. 

After setting up a belay, I gave a few tugs on the rope to let Hugh know 

I was ready. He took the hint, because soon I was able to bring in the slack. 
Our route up the South 
Ridge of the Pyramid. 
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John Worrall belays 

Hugh Ward in the 
lower part of our route. 
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In less than 20 minutes, his white helmet appeared and he followed it onto 

the top of the Steeple, yelling in excitement, "Wow, what a fantastic climb! 

The Pyramid is the best place in the world." 

I couldn't agree more. 

We were making good time, so we abseiled back to the Saddle, then 

climbed up and along the ridgeline north of Winkelstein's Steeple until just 

before 7 p.m., when we arrived at the base of the awe-inspiring, 100-metre 

rock formation named the Pillar of Porteus by John Davis a decade earlier, 

and the Black Tower by Robert Staszewski more recently. It would be the crux 

of our climb. 

With nightfall less than an hour away, we chose the best spot to bivouac, 

a ledge only about 18 inches wide. We were each carefully tied on, anchored 

to the rock to prevent anyone from rolling off in their sleep. As John and I 

sorted gear, Hugh prepared dinner. 

While we ate, we looked across the spectacular blue ocean as it began 

turning pink and in the swells below, we could make out patrolling sharks. 

Closer to us, we saw shearwaters returning from fishing and an adult masked 

booby walked up and down our campsite, completely tame, wondering as to 

who we were. It was the most magnificent place I'd ever camped. 

It had been a beautiful day, with the wind easing. In fact, there was 

virtually no wind on the Pyramid's east side. After dinner we squirmed into 

our sleeping bags, still roped in, and tried to somehow stretch out on the 
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6. I REACH THE TOP ...

ledge. I had little sleep that night, but without a tent, there was the fantastic 

glory of the heavens, with the Southern Cross and the pointers and the Milky 

Way brighter than I had ever seen them, and the overpowering noise of 

hundreds of birds flying around and calling into the night. 

TUESDAY, 22 JANUARY 1980 

Up at 6 a.m., we had a quick breakfast of Milo and muesli, then John set off 

on the first pitch of the spectacular tower. His first moves were on the arete 

straight above us, before angling around to the west, where he set up the first 

belay. Hugh followed, and I watched in awe from our camping ledge as they 

moved up the Pillar of Porteus. 

From my vantage, the rock looked solid, but the holds seemed to be 

minuscule. Hugh led off the second pitch, placed a high runner, then 

returned to the belay ledge. John swapped places and climbed up the steep 

overhanging rock, placing protection as he went . I watched Hugh feeding 

rope out as John climbed. Suddenly I heard the crashing sound of metal on 

rock, followed quickly by John's laughter. A hold had broken off iI: his hand 

and he'd dropped about six feet. Fortunately he had an adequate runner in 

place and was well-belayed by Hugh. I shook my head in wonder. John once 

said that he never enjoyed a climb unless he took a couple of falls 1 

The slip must have triggered something in John, because he moved 

quickly up and out toward the left of the tower, where he set up a belay and 

Our bivouac site just 
above Winke1stein's 

Steeple, at the end of 
our first day. It remains 
one of the most 

magnificent campsites 
I've ever experienced. 
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Hugh belays John on 
the first pitch of the 
Pillar of Porteus - the
hardest part of the 
climb by far. 

brought Hugh, who trailed a rope, up to his stance. Hugh took over the lead, 

climbing expertly across a short traverse left. There seemed to be few places 

for protection and if he'd come off he'd have taken a huge pendulum across 

the face. 

By now it was nearly noon. John quickly followed Hugh, then led up the 

nearly smooth rock slabs on the Pillar - a massive effort! Hugh followed and 

soon disappeared from my sight. I knew that we were way behind time, so 

decided to climb up to the first belay with the pack, food and water. Initially 

I free-climbed, then used my jumar (ascending device) for a safety belay on 

the fixed rope Hugh had left behind. 

When I reached John's belay, I discovered that the others had left their 

radio behind. For the next 40 minutes I waited. With no radio contact, nor any 

shouts from above, I had no idea what the hell was going on. Shortly after 1 

p.m. Hugh abseiled down to my ledge.

"Dick," he said, "I think there's no hope of getting to the summit today." 

Maybe I'd been standing around too long and was impatient, but I'd have 

none of that. 

"No, no problems," I said. "To the top 1
" 

Hugh headed back up and I followed, using my jumar for protection 

until I reached the crux pitch near the top, where I accepted a belay from 

above. The rock was incredibly smooth, with some parts overhanging, and I 

knew that I'd never have been able to lead it myself. I free climbed the short 

but steep ridge to the top of the Pillar, joining John and Hugh at 2 p.m. We 

discussed the route ahead and all agreed that reaching the summit that day 
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6. I REACH THE TOP ...

was feasible. 

I led off along the knife-edged Cheval Ridge leading toward the saddle 

below the summit tower. W hat an exhilarating scrabble! In some places I 

could literally have straddled the ridge with one leg on the West Face, the 

other on the East. The exposure was tremendous and I loved it. As I moved 

delicately along, testing each footstep before shifting my weight onto it, the 

helicopter appeared to film our progress. 

I reached the Summit Saddle in about 15 minutes, with John and Hugh 

close behind. We enjoyed a late lunch of a few sandwiches and at 2.45 p.m. 

John led up the summit block. He set up a belay after about 60 feet as we 

only had one rope left. I followed, removing the runners and Hugh came up 

behind. We all were packed onto a tiny ledge, about 12 inches wide, with a 

drop of some 1600 feet to the ocean on either side of the Pyramid. Incredible! 

John led another 80 feet slightly towards the East Face to an old bolt belay, 

and we followed. He continued up an easy pitch that Hugh and I followed and 

after another 50 feet, we were within a single pitch from the top. 

We could hear the helicopter approaching 

- perfect timing - and John kindly allowed me

to lead the last pitch to the summit. It was an

easy climb on good rock and I quickly took in

the rope as John and Hugh followed me up. We

were all on top at 4 p.m.

Talk about exciting! I couldn't believe I'd 

climbed the Pyramid at last. We congratulated 

each other and held out the NSW flag that had 

been loaned to us by Neville Wran, the State 

Premier. Over the years I'd become a good friend 

of Neville's. He regularly spent his holidays on 

Lord Howe Island, as did Pip and I and our two 

girls. We would often get together. Before we'd 

left to climb the Pyramid I thought it would 

be fun to confirm that Balls Pyramid was part 

of NSW and that Australia had a claim on it. I 

didn't think for a second that it was serious as 

I'd heard that the Pyramid was already part of 

Australia and you couldn't make a claim on it. 

But just weeks before we arrived, well-known 

climber and guidebook author Joe Friend had 

led an expedition to claim the Pyramid in the 

name of Climbers International and World Ecology. 

Unfortunately they were thwarted by Cyclone 

Paul, although I learned later that they left a 

Top: Hugh Ward 

follows along the 

precarious Cheval 
Ridge. 

Bottom: Hugh belays 
John Worrall on the last 
pitch to the summit. 
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Above: Hugh and 
John on the top of 
the Pyramid. I shot 
this photograph to 
show how small the 
summit is. 

Opposite: The ABC film 
crew shooting for the 
Big Country series, took 
this shot of us on the 
summit (main photo). 
We had just enough 
time to unfurl the flag 
of New South Wales 
(inset) as part of our 
lighthearted 'claim'. 

proclamation in a sealed container near the base of the south-east ridge. 

As Hugh and I held up the flag and John took photos, the helicopter 

appeared and David Flatman took some fantastic shots of us standing on the 

summit holding the flag, with Lord Howe Island in the background. 

We'd initially decided that we'd all be picked up by helicopter and flown 

to our base camp at the bottom of the Pyramid. But with the late afternoon 

so glorious, John and Hugh changed their minds. 

"No way, Dick," John said. "We want to abseil down. We love the Pyramid 

too much." 

I was tempted to join them, but decided to be different. The helicopter 

approached and hovered about a foot above the summit. I shook hands with 

my teammates and jumped in through the open door. We hung motionless for 

a few moments, enough for me to scan sections of the long and challenging 

route we'd just climbed, then Rick dropped the nose and we swooped down 

to Gannet Green. 

John and Hugh made their way down to our bivvy camp that night and 

the next morning we all met up at the base. 
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Helicopter rescue of a flightless bird 

-yi,ousands of years ago, ancestors of the Lord Howe 

I Island woodhen flew from island to island across

the Pacific Ocean, eventually reaching the subtropical 

island they would be named after. With food easily 

accessible from the ground and no predators, there was 

no need for the woodhens to fly. 

Today, the Lord Howe Island woodhen is
thriving, thanks to the breeding program 

instigated by Peter Pigott in 1978. 

By 1788, when the HMS Supply anchored off 

Lord Howe Island and a small party came ashore for 
food and water, they had lost that ability. Unafraid of 

humans, the woodhen were easy prey. When the island 

was settled in 1833, the woodhen was again hunted for 

food and fell prey to introduced pigs, cats and dogs. By 

the late 1970s, fewer than 30 birds were left, and these 

were confined to the remote summits of Mt Gower and 

Mt Lidgbird. 

Pip and I were fortunate to be able to see one of 

these rare birds when we climbed Mount Gower on our 

honeymoon in March of 1969. 

In 1978, a detailed study of the wood hen began, 

with the help of the National Parks and Wildlife 

Foundation (NPWF). At the time, my good friend Peter 

Pigott was Chairman of the NPWF. Pete had already 

helped develop a captive breeding program for the 

parma wallaby after it had disappeared from Australia. 

When he learned how endangered the woodhen had 

become, he lobbied the NSW government to fund a 

captive breeding program on Lord Howe Island. 

After two years, a captive breeding facility was built 

in a stand of natural forest in the centre of the island. 

The plan was that three pairs of woodhens would be 

airlifted by helicopter from their remote mountaintop 

home to the new breeding facility. 

At about this time, Dick Smith Electronics was 

turning over $17 million a year and making a healthy 

profit. On 23 February 1979, I got my helicopter 

pilot's licence. Two months before, I had bought a Bell 

JetRanger, which I then used to fly to work every day, to 

heli-camp with my family, and to make a documentary 

series about Australian explorers for Channel 7. 

Sadly, on 2 April 1979, Tony Balthasar died at the 

young age of just 63 years. He had been on a scuba 

diving trip to Port Vila, Vanuatu, became ill and on his 

return to Sydney was admitted to St Vincent's Hospital. 

I went in to visit him and remember saying, "You'll be 

getting well, just think positively!" But because of his 

medical experience he knew differently. He looked at 
me and said, "no Dick, I'm dying." Within two days he 

had passed away. 

That same year, Ken Burslem, a young television 

journalist who had heard of the woodhen's plight, 

approached Pete about doing a story. Pete explained 

that there were no helicopters on Lord Howe Island to 

transport the birds from the summit of Mount Gower 
to the breeding enclosure. It had been decided that it 

would be too traumatic to simply carry them down, nor 

did National Parks have a helicopter capable of flying 
from the mainland to the island. 

Shortly after, I was approached by Bob Wilson 

from Channel 10. The station was interested in covering 
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Ken's woodhen story and Bob wanted to know if I was 

prepared to have a specially designed tank fitted to my 

helicopter and to fly it to Lord Howe Island. 

National Parks would supply their own experienced 

pilot, Rick Howell, who would co-pilot our flights to and 

from Lord Howe Island, and then fly the helicopter to 

pick up the woodhens. Suddenly I saw my chance. 

With an experienced mountain pilot like Rick involved, 

here was a way of combining an attempt to climb the 

Pyramid with making an adventure documentary and 

assisting with scientific research. 

In those days no approval was required. I offered 

to take two scientists with me to do research on the 

Pyramid, perhaps even find the phasmid. Everyone on 

Lord Howe Island and in National Parks were totally 

supportive, and why wouldn't they be? 

I also contacted the ABC to see if they were 

interested in making a documentary about our climb 

and the scientific work on Balls Pyramid, if I supplied 

the helicopter at no charge. They jumped at it. David 

Flatman was appointed the director/producer. 

I planned our flight and climb to coincide with when 

the woodhen enclosure was to be finished. I clearly had 

little knowledge in those days of bureaucratic delays! 

As it happened, the enclosure was still not ready by 

the time we'd finished our climb and returned to the 

mainland. 

Fortunately, Channel 10 owned an identical 

JetRanger to mine and I readily agreed to loan them my 

tank. About a month later, the Channel 10 JetRanger, 

with fitted tank, made the second helicopter flight to 

Lord Howe Island and successfully lifted three healthy 

pairs of wood hens from Mt Gower. They settled into their 

enclosure and laid eggs within weeks of their arrival. By 

late 1980, 15 healthy chicks had been hatched. 

Ken Burslem directed and produced the 

documentary (shot by cameraman Bruce Hogan), The 

Birds That Wouldn't Die. It appeared on Channel 10's 

John Laws' World. David's film about our climb, Hands 

Upon the Rock, was shown on the ABC's Big Country. 

Captive breeding facility for the woodhen 
(top), located in the forest of Lord Howe

Island. In 1980, Glen Fraser (middle) feeds 
chicks and (below) works in the lab. 
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Mike Myers rides the 
bowsprit of Wilderness 

on approach to Balls 

Pyramid in May 1986.
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•• 

The Pyramid soars 

548 metres above sea-level, 

making it the world's greatest 

and most isolated sea-stack." 
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Post 1980 Climbs 

I
f the 1970s was the 'Golden Age' of Balls Pyramid climbing, the '80s was the 

decade of 'Freedom Lost'. 

Al though it started off wonderfully for me with our successful expedition 

in January 1980, we had no idea that the small-minded bureaucrats were 

about to go on a power trip. 

In December that same year, the highly-experienced Queensland 

climber, Rick White and five University of Queensland climbers ascended the 

South Ridge in three parties of two. Although information on their climb is 

scant, the rope parties were Rick White and Brian Springell, Chris Frost and 

Mark Morwood, Jeremy Scriven and Cameron Schroder . 

From what little information we could find, it was on this expedition 

that Rick White also made the first and only solo ascent of the Pyramid. It is 

believed that his climb from the base of the South Ridge to the summit took 

an incredible one hour and 45 minutes, his descent three hours. 

Two years later, in February 1982, Lord Howe islanders Paul Beaumont 

and Jim Whistler carried a Japanese expedition to the Pyramid on board 

Santara. Details of the climb are sketchy, but it's believed that three expedition 

members reached the summit, possibly on their way to completing the 

second Skyline Traverse. 

By the middle of 1984, the Lord Howe Island Board and National Parks 

seemed to be moving toward a more entrenched stand against climbing on 

the Pyramid, but their reasons for this were inconsistent. Gordon Brysland's 

account of how the Board dealt with an Army Alpine Association application 

to climb the Pyramid explains: 

The story of how the Army Alpine Association waged paper warfare with the Board 

for over two years in an attempt to climb the Pyramid shows how patience can slowly 

degenerate into despair. The impact, lack of medical back-up and the fact that approval 

'could create a precedent for other climbers seeking to scale the Pyramid'. 

No sooner was the ink dry on that letter than Captain Terry Mccullagh applied 
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Ian Hutton's interest 
in philately led him to 
gather the signatures 
of the French climbing 
team the day they left 
Lord Howe Island. 

Photo Ian Hutton 
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again, this time with the secondary objective of BASE jumping from the summit. 

An aerial reconnaissance from on-board a RAAF C130 Hercules had already been 

conducted for the purpose. 

The Board duly rejected this for 'both environmental factors and the potential 

hazards to the climbers'. Not to be deterred, Mccullagh kept the pressure on Jim 

Lacey (the Board's administrative officer). The door opened a little early in 1985 with 

a letter from Lacey saying that climbing approval in the future would be subject 'to 

a number of minor conditions' and suitable indemnities (the AAA were all covered 

by the Department of Defense). Detailed proposals followed from both the AAA and 

another army section wishing to hold training exercises. These the Board rejected 

again by reason of'an adverse impact on the environmental aspects of Balls Pyramid'. 

Captain Jim Truscott pleaded with Lacey for a change in attitude. As a result, 

Lacey did in fact recommend the Board approve the AAA application. This was 

thrown out by the Board, however,for the previously unheard of reason that climbing 

requests wouldn't be considered unless they would 'prove beneficial to the Island 

Community and/or present evidence of scientific value'. No doubt this provoked 

much sabre-rattling back in the barracks. Ron Moon (editor of Action Outdoors 

magazine) complained to the Board about 'secret criteria', pointing out that the reason 

finally given for refusal bore no earthly resemblance to any conditions appearing in 

the draft Plan of Management for the area. Had the Board (apparently all at sea 

in its administration of Balls Pyramid) simply changed the rules to suit itself? It 

certainly seems to have paid scant regard either to its own policies or to traditional 

environmental concerns. 

Even more bizarre, in 1984 the Lord Howe Island Board first gave permission 

to a French expedition to climb the Pyramid, then rejected it, then let them 

climb in the end. On 12 October, 1984, the Sydney Morning Herald published 

the following article: 

French climbing team barred 

A top French mountaineering team which flew into Sydney yesterday has been told 

it needs a permit before it can climb Balls Pyramid, a 600-metre rock tower 

which rises steeply from the ocean near Lord 

Howe Island. The climb was to have been filmed 

for a French documentary on mountain-climbing 

on ocean peaks. A spokesman for the group, the 

well-known climber Mr Frederic Faure, said the 

climbers had been assured by Australian mountain 

climbers and Lord Howe authorities that no permit 

was required. 
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Frederic later disputed that he said this as they had written 

to the Board on 24 July and received enthusiastic approval. 

Nonetheless, formal consent by the LHI board was given on 17 

October and the French team left for Balls Pyramid the next 

day on board Lulawai. 

Besides Frederic, the team comprised Dominique Radique, 

Michel Zalio, Gilles Sourice and Nelly Sourice. The four men 

went ashore and over four to five days, reached the summit. 

Nelly stayed on board and returned to Lord Howe. An envelope 

postmarked "Lord Howe Island, 26 October 1984, N.S.W. Aust. 

2898" was inscribed with the words "First French team to climb 

Balls Pyramid" and signed by all five team members. 

According to Gordon Brysland, "Americans Robert Mads Anderson 

and Steve Sanford were approved by the board on 2 November 1984 on 

the basis of their extensive climbing CV's and that 'they would bring 

favourable publicity' to Lord Howe Island. No fees were sought, but the 

usual indemnities and conditions applied." 

At the time Robert was living in Auckland, New Zealand and had set his 

sights on climbing the Seven Summits solo. He would later write, "We had 

lots of trouble getting permission, lots of good old fashioned letters, agreements to not 

leave anything, not step on eggs, not take anything. In the end we got there. I was still 

amazed they let us go - it is an environmental treasure. The permission was more 

troublesome than professional though,just wanted to make sure we were serious and 

wouldn't need to be rescued." 

As Robert put it, "it was such a crazy adventure that I squeezed it into a 

chapter in my soloing the world's Seven Summits book, To Everest via Antarctica." 

Here is Robert's chapter: 

AUCKLAND, BALLS PYRAMID, SYDNEY 

It all started with a small grainy photo I saw in a book, Scenic Australia. I'd moved 

from working in Auckland, New Zealand to Melbourne, Australia, trying to balance 

my need for gainful employment as an advertising copywriter at Ogilvy, with my 

incessant quest for a climbing adventure. 

As I searched through the old book, I happened upon a blurry postcard 

reproduction of Balls Pyramid. The picture showed a black rock poking out of the 

equally dark water. Only the figures in the caption gave a clue as to its true size, 'a 

monolith jutting nearly 600 metres straight out of the sea'. It said it was the tallest 

free-standing sea tower in the world. Whatever that meant I wasn't quite sure, but 

drawn to the superlative of it all, it immediately captured my youthful interest. 

Robert Mads Anderson 
sporting smashed 

glasses, sunburnt 

forearms, squashed 
toes 'in good old EBs' 
after just one day 

amongst the 'loose 
grass hummocks and 
crazy nobbly rocks 

with loose holds' of 

the South Ridge. 
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The more I searched out scraps of information, the more it seemed to be the 

ultimate climbing adventure in Australia, a vertical version of the Great Barrier Reef 

It had been climbed, mostly by bigger teams who had laid siege to it. It seemed an 

alpine style ascent with a small team, starting in the sea and climbing quickly to the 

top, would be a worthy goal. 

As I began to look for more details, the Pyramid remained elusive, with a host 

of unknown factors. Just getting information on how to get there involved convoluted 

phone calls, talks with various island families, good old fashioned letters, cash 

payments to charter a fishing boat, and finally a stamp of approval that we would 

indeed be okay to come over and climb it. 

Knowing no Australian climbers at the time I enlisted a friend, Steve Sanford, 

from New York, with whom I'd climbed the Diamond in Colorado and new routes 

in Norway. As he was cooped up in the city after a move from Colorado, I rightly 

surmised he would rapidly succumb to the pure adventure of this discovery. 

The closest land to Balls Pyramid is tiny Lord Howe Island, several hours' flight 

east of Sydney. Our plane, a twin-engine Beechcraft, was very weight restrictive, 

with a baggage allowance of 15 kilograms per passenger. The solution was to wear 

climbing overcoats and stuff the pockets with the heaviest of climbing equipment. 

Steve stepped on the scale and it shot up to 88 kilos. The flight attendant looked 

suspiciously at his slight frame and the clanking overcoat. 

"Climbers are often quite heavy for their size," I volunteered, "very dense 

muscles."We snuck on the plane, pitons and carabiners tinkling away in our coats. 

Two days later, on 2 December, we departed Lord Howe on a chartered fishing boat. 

As we rounded the comer of the island, Balls Pyramid rose like a shark's tooth from the 

azure sea. The boat crested one rolling swell after the next, the Pyramid growing until it 

didn't look earthly, a black castle rising in tiers straight up from the sea. 

As we drew closer it blocked out the sun, casting a dark shadow over the boat. 

Six hundred metres in print and 600 metres in reality were a long way apart. Six

football fields stacked end on end straight into the sky, circled by sharks at the base. 

The Tasman Sea frothed in angry crashing waves against the cliffs, swells 

breaking over the rock, swirling in writhing pools of foam. The small flatter area 

where previous parties had landed was deemed too dangerous as the waves breaking 

in the shallow water didn't allow the boat anywhere near the shore. What was left 

was a deep bay with waves crashing against the cliff that the Captain thought we 

may have a chance getting up. 

What had started as a lighthearted adventure was suddenly looking deadly 

serious. Jumping into the frothing sea seamed suicidal. Our arrival was heralded by 

Steve succumbing to seasickness, leaning over the side to lose his breakfast. With my 

own stomach in turmoil, I was happy to depart the rolling of the fishing boat for the 

sea, a rope around my waist, and swim for the cliff There was no beach or even a flat 

rock, just a black cliff rising straight out of the waves. 

On the uplift of a large swell, I grabbed the rock and climbed up quickly to secure 
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the rope. The boat pulled away, waves threatening to sweep it against the cliff •• 

The rope came tight around my waist and the deck hand held tight. For a split 

second I clung to the cliff, the rope ripping at my waist, knowing I was going 

to be dragged bouncing back down the rough rock and into the swell. 

The wave_s had now receded into a frothing mass of submerged rocks ten 

meters below on the outgoing swell. I realized I had no choice, I didn't want 

to be dragged over the sharp and fractured rock and into the water - there 

was no way the huge boat was going to give an inch. The only way I had any 

control of my exit from the rock and back into the sea, was to push off the rock 

as hard as I could and hope the water was deep enough. 

I jumped as far out as I could, hovering in the air before crashing into the 

sea. The water engulfed and rushed past me as I plunged through the waves. 

I seemed to be going far deeper than I thought I should. One foot struck a 

submerged rock and my ankle twisted, slicing open my foot. 

I came to the surface still attached to the boat by rope, riding the swells 

while the surf crashed against the rocks, threatening to throw me back against 

the cliff My glasses had disappeared and with them the world. A blur of big 

boat, crashing waves and black cliff floated past. 

"Let go the rope, let go the rope," I screamed. I was filled with fury at the 

deck hand who should have just released the rope. 

I drifted in the 

water, my foot 

leaving a stream 

of blood, pulled 

around behind the 

boat like a piece 

of shark bait ... I 

scrabbled up the 

rock, only to be 

torn off by a higher 

wave, bumping and 

scraping my body 

back down the cliff 

into the froth." 

After my lucky flawless ascent of the cliff, returning for a second try looked 

improbable. I drifted in the water, my foot leaving a stream of blood, pulled around 

behind the boat like a piece of shark bait. I swam for the cliff; the swell carried me up 

and back. Twice I scrabbled up the rock, only to be tom off by a higher wave, bumping 

and scraping my body back down the cliff into the froth. 

Then the swell receded. I clambered up and found a notch in the rock, wedged 

Robert Mads Anderson 
plays shark bait as 
he's towed, foot 
bleeding around for 

his third attempt to 
ride the swells onto the 
Pyramid. 
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Steve Sanford's comical 
expedition letterhead. 
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into it as the next wave roared over, then climbed madly for a tiny ledge on higher 

ground. Barefoot , bleeding, half blind, I was at last on the Pyramid. 

Steve followed quickly, diving into the sea between bouts of seasickness, happy 

for the relief Equipment drifted in on a long line with our specially inflated kayak 

bags bobbing through the sea. We climbed to a flat terrace, the sea crashing below. 

We'd wanted adventure in Australia, and we were being amply rewarded. 

We felt stranded, the black rock a haven only for bird life and tiny scuttling 

lizards. There was no sign of humanity; no water and the only escape the fishing boat 

which could retum only in good weather. We had a radio, but it only worked if the 

fishing boat came around to our side of the island. And they'd amply wamed us that 

if there was a storm, we were on our own until it cleared. We gave ourselves four days 

and crossed our fingers. 

We started climbing the next day at dawn, the black rock rough, skin-shredding 

and salt-covered as we headed out, leading us up through bands of grey crumbling rock. 
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We swung around vertical ridges, and were soon looking straight down 500 metres 

between our feet into the sea. We climbed over the clumsy-footed baby booby birds, 

already the size of full-grown turkeys, which pecked curiously at our rock shoes and 

chased the climbing rope. The climb was varied and steep, sections of ridge leading to 

terraces and then back out onto a face on one side of the ridge or the other. 

The view south was devoid of islands. The blue of the Tasman Sea extended to 

the horizon while grey shadows circled far below, shark fins breaking the water in 

crisp wakes of white. We climbed hard all day, changing leads, weaving up through 

towers, chimneys, across grassy ledges. Occasionally there was a shred of rope or 

a rusting piton to mark the route of earlier expeditions who had fixed ropes up the 

ridge, but they were only infrequent affirmations we were heading upward in the 

right direction. 

As we got higher the ridge thinned and we had one foot on one side and one on 

the other. At dusk we spied a tiny ledge, opened a can of tuna and sipped our water. 

It was as remote as one could be, straight up and down on all sides, perched between 

the sea and the sky. The birds circled curiously around us, unperturbed by our passing. 

We spent the night with our legs straddling 

a rocky outcrop so we didn't roll off in our sleep, 

the weather breezy but calm, stars reflecting into 

the sea like a second sky. The waves were now so 

far below they were only a gentle foam of white 

and no sound reached us. 

We thought we were over half way, but 

above the route steepened further. The sense of 

commitment was frightening, I hadn't really 

thought through how far away we would really 

be, how there was one boat to come and get us, as 

long as the weather held. And any small mistakes 

would quickly become very serious - there were 

no climbers on Lord Howe to do any sort of rescue 

and we had water for five days. If we tossed and 

turned on the ledge, we would roll off, so we sat 

hunched in balls and watched the moon rise as 

we drifted in and out of sleep. 

The sun shot out of the sea in the morning 

and we were up and climbing, bodies stiff and 

hands raw, but the rock now familiar. The heat 

poured back into the cliff, steam flowing from the 

stumpy green plants clinging to the ledges. A final 

rotten rope showed the way up and out onto the 

West Face, we could look back down and the sea 

frothed between our feet 500 metres below us. 

Following the twists 
and turns of the South 
Ridge, from the black 
'bowls' and overhangs 
on the right, to vertical 
stretches and swathes 
of steep, but very 
unprotected climbing 
on the left. 

185 
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From high on the South 
Ridge, looking back 
down and across the 

terrace to the small

camp ringed by frothy 
sea. 

On the summit, our water supply running low, sweat dripping from every pore, 

while lizards eyed us suspiciously, we turned and set off as quickly as we'd arrived, 

following the swooping seabirds down with a rush of air. There was a palpable sense 

of relief in descending, but this was overwhelmed by the sense of a storm in every 

cloud, a shark in every watery shadow and having to rappel off rocky nodules and 

bits of bush to save our gear. 

On the second rappel, the rope stuck far above us, forcing us back up to free 

it. Hand over hand we climbed with the hope that it was truly wrapped around 

something solid and wouldn't just pull out. Then rappel after rappel, the rope catching 

and sticking and doing nothing to alleviate our fears. The sea slowly came closer, then 

we landed back on the terrace, waves smashing around us. We spent the last night 

atop a prow of rock, roughness digging into us and the sea crashing around, the roar 

of waves intruding on our dreams. 

Mid morning the fishing boat trundled heavily around the corner. Our escape, 

a flying jump into the sea and swim back to the boat, was a leap back into real life, 

escaping the deserted desert isle of rock. 

In May 1986, an Australian team made what is believed to be the last 

'sanctioned' (by the LHI Board) climb of the Pyramid. Scott Ruddock's account 

of the expedition was published in GEO magazine: 
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TO THE TOP OF THE PYRAMID 

Text and Photographs by Scott Ruddock 

CEO magazine, November 1987, (Vol 9 Number 3) 

"At first perfect and of stupendous height, then changing 

to a colossal statue of good Queen Bess, with hoops and frills, 

and then into anything you like." 

R.D. Fitzgerald writing about Balls Pyramid 1869.

An Australian team reports on the view from the summit of Balls Pyramid. 

Many earlier parties had experienced major problems in merely gaining a foothold on 

Balls Pyramid. The problems of access are unique. Bare rock walls over a kilometer 

long emerge sheer from the sea, and there are no beaches which offer a sheltered 

landing. The sole landing platform is often menaced by breaking swells which roll in 

from the Tasman, and it is usual for climbers to swim with their gear to the safety of 

the rock platform - a daunting prospect if one is to believe the tales about the prolific 

shark population existing around the rock. But now, leaping from the bow of our 

Zodiac inflatable, I was pleasantly surprised to find myself standing on dry ground, 

feeling somewhat overdressed in a full wetsuit. 

Located 700 kilometres north-east of Sydney and about 20 kilometres south

east of Lord Howe Island, the Pyramid soars 548 metres above sea-level, making it 

the world's greatest and most isolated sea-stack. Its inaccessibility has enabled the 

Pyramid to remain an environmental oasis, free of the camage against wildlife which 

has been a feature of human settlement on Lord Howe Island. 

Left: Wilderness at 
anchor beneath the 
foreboding walls of the 
Pyramid's West Face, 
with the Wheatsheaf 

and Observatory Rock 
in the distance. 

Opposite: The North 
Ridge rises like a gothic 

spire, with Wheatsheaf 

in the foreground. 
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Top: Masked booby, 

one of several sea bird 
species breeding on the 
Pyramid. 

Above: Juvenile red
tailed tropicbird. 
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Since 1788, three species and jive sub-species of birds endemic to 

Lord Howe have been exterminated - due to deliberate hunting, land

clearing and the accidental introduction of rats following a shipwreck 

in 1919. 

In recent years man has tried to compensate for his earlier excesses 

through such schemes as Project Woodhen. From a mere six breeding 

pairs, careful management has seen the woodhen population rise to 

approximately 160 (see GEO Vo! 8 Nol). Nevertheless, many species 

remain endangered - particularly a native subspecies of currawong. 

The Pyramid itself is home to an abundance of bird life. Species thought 

to nest there include the masked booby, Australian gannet, red-tailed 

tropicbird, providence petrel (endemic to the Lord Howe Group), sooty 

tern, common noddy, and grey tern let (see GEO Vol 2 No 1). 

The rock is also home for the only colony of Kermadec petrels 

in Australian waters. There is still a possibility that the phasmid, 

Dryococelis australis, a huge terrestrial stick insect, once abundant 

on Lord Howe Island, may survive on some remote ledge of the Pyramid. 

(Though recent attempts to locate specimens there have proved fruitless, 

and like Tasmania's thy!acine, its existence or extinction remain a 

tantalizing mystery.) 

As befits a lady of such stature, the Pyramid has a long and 

distinguished history. It was first sighted on 1 February 1788 by 

Lieutenant Henry Lidgbird Ball commanding the HMS Supply - who 

promptly named the formation after himself The Supply's Shipmaster, 

Blackburn, provides us with our first description,: 'the Beautiful 

Pyramidica! Rock which I think a Mile or More Perpendicular [in] Height' 

{Blackburn's estimate was an obvious exaggeration, but it does convey 

something of the dramatic effect of the Pyramid when seen for the first 

time} The Pyramid was also used as a navigational reference by British 

solo aviator and yachtsman, 0ater Sir) Francis Chichester in his epic Trans-Tasman 

flight in 1931. 

Today the Rock continues to evoke a variety of responses from each visitor -

whether climber, sai!or,jisherman or tourist. Frightening, beautiful, majestic, awesome 

- but never disappointing - this lonely obelisk remains a sobering testament to the

titanic subterranean forces which shaped it.

Although the first tentative landing took place in 1882, no attempts to scale its 

heights were made till the 1930s when an impulsive tourist managed to scramble to 

a height of about 100 metres. Thirty years (and ten serious attempts) were to pass 

before a group of Australian climbers led by Bryden Allen and John Davis gained the 

summit in 1965 - a feat toasted with champagne sipped out of a helmet. 

Since then the Pyramid has attracted many climbers - mostly from Australia -

although in recent years there have been expeditions from Japan, America and (more 
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recently still) France. As a result both major ridges have been climbed, and a complete 

traverse and solo ascent have been achieved. Today only the intimidating and imposing 

West Face remains inviolate - despite one major attempt on its overhanging walls. 

In 1980 Dick Smith, following an earlier unsuccessful attempt, returned to the 

rock armed with an official letter from the then Premier, Neville Wran. After raising 

the New South Wales flag on the summit, the Pyramid was officially claimed as part 

of the State. 

Our plan was to follow the 1965 ascent route via the south-east ridge. Although 

of a technically straight-forward nature, it is nevertheless a climb made serious by 

the brittle rock, the unpredictable nature of the weather and the obvious difficulties of 

carrying out a rescue should one prove necessary. 

We divided into two parties, Adam Darragh and Mike Meyers (the most 

experienced climbers) forming the first team with Keith Williams, Mike Wortley, Dave 

Drohan, Mark Jones and myself forming the second. This procedure was adopted as 

the difficulties of the route were unknown, and we wanted to ensure that the summit 

was reached by at least some of our number. 

Our first objective was to ferry loads of gear from the landing platform to a cave 

about one 100 metres up the south-east ridge, which was to be our base camp. By 

organizing a complex series of pulley-like devices, we were able to haul loads of 80 kg 

up the overhanging first pitch. Three hours and some frayed nerves later, we stood in 

the cave, having transported over 230 kilos of food, water and equipment. 

Secure in our possession of a forecast which promised four days of good weather, 

we settled into our sleeping bags and contemplated the days of climbing that lay ahead. 

Sleep was a somewhat intermittent affair - punctuated as it was by seabirds eager to 

roost in their favourite spots only to find them occupied by recumbent climbers. After 

several collisions between man and bird, both sides finally gave some ground. 

Team members 

relaxing at Base Camp 

cave. 
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Clockwise from top: 

One of the many 
centipedes, up to
15 cm long, that 
deliver a nasty bite. 

Keith Williams on last 
abseil down to the 
landing platform. 

Scott Ruddock takes in 
the view near Gannet 
Green. 

Dave Drohan just 
above Gannet Green 
low on the South 
Ridge. 
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Next moming we awoke to the steady 

drumming of rain. After several slippery 

pitches climbing we reached the 'Keyhole' -

an unusual breach in the rock - and peered 

tentatively down the awesome West Face. 

Soon after, we stood on the broad ledges of 

'Gannet Green' home to a multitude of those 

most ungainly acrobats, the gannets. 

After ascending another hundred metres, 

and with the weather closing in, it was decided 

to climb one more pitch before establishing a 

bivouac for the night. David Drohan began to 

lead up a difficult overhanging section, when 

a large block of stone came away in his hands: 

plummeting backwards he managed to parry 

the weight of the boulder as he landed on a 

ledge some four metres below. Although badly 

shaken and grazed, he escaped serious injury. 

It was resolved to establish a bivouac site 

immediately. We were forced to divide into 

two groups due to the scarcity of a ledge large 

enough for four people, and David and Mike 

retumed to a lower platform. 

During the night both our parties were 

bitten by insects, although it was not until 

the following morning when we lifted our 

packs that the culprits were revealed - about 

20 centipedes, some up to 15 centimetres in 

length! Suffering no ill-effects however, and hastily 'roping up', we climbed three 

pitches of astonishing exposure before standing on top of towering Winkelstein's 

Steeple (approximately 420 metres) which guards the upper reaches of the Pyramid. 

Soon after the Steeple, we met up with Mike and Adam, who had reached the summit 

some hours earlier. After a brief exchange both parties continued their separate ways. 

Then, following some steep and sustaining climbing on the Pillar of Porteus, 

we stepped onto the summit ridge. Looking back down the route was awe-inspiring: 

Adam and Mike, now ant-like below us,formed a strange contrast with the shadow 

of the Steeple, which split the Tasman almost to the horizon. That night was spent in 

a small cave perched on the very edge of the daunting West Face. With a SOO-metre 

drop immediately below us, we secured ourselves to the cliff - this was certainly no 

place to sleepwalk! 

Next moming, yet again we awoke to the sound of rain lashing the Pyramid: 

we made our way gingerly along the ridge towards the final summit spire. In places 

Keith Williams 
negotiates a stretch 
of vegetation low on 
the South Ridge. 
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No place to s leepwalk' 
Keith Williams at the 
second bivouac, near 

the Pillar of Porteus. 
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the ridge leaned ominously - huge blocks of stone teetering over the void. (It was 

here that an earlier party had a narrow escape when a six metre spire of rock toppled 

from the ridge). As we traversed the ridge we observed that the wind had drilled 

several enormous holes through the Pyramid: we were not the first to take note of 

this phenomenon. Chichester flying by in 1931, wrote: 'In several places about 200 

feet below the summit, I could see clean through - it was cracked right off' It looked as 

if very little were needed to topple it over . . .  '

A final series of intimidating moves and the summit was ours - or was it? On 

the grassy summit dome a solitary gannet cast disdainful glances, unimpressed by 

our efforts. The weather seemed to close in around us, reducing visibility to a few 

metres, and increasing our sense of isolation. Summiting always evokes a mixture of 

emotions. The elation of success, and the sense of emptiness that follows, were both 

tempered by the realization that we still had a long way to go to get back down. 

Climbing is a humbling experience; one is constantly confronted with the 

immense scale of the natural world, and reminded of man's own insignificance in the 

scheme of things. Standing on the summit we felt privileged indeed that the Pyramid 

had tolerated our presence. 

After the mandatory photos, we descended as quickly as safety would permit -

eager to reach the relative comfort of the base-camp cave before nightfall. This did not 

prove possible, as our efforts were hampered by high winds which twisted our ropes 

and made their recovery a time-consuming business. By nightfall we had only reached 

the site of our first bivouac, and it was not until early the following morning that we 

rejoined our companions at base camp. 

The next day was spent lowering our gear to the landing platform. Securing our 

equipment in water-tight drums, we donned our wetsuits and prepared to leave the 

Pyramid. Our prearranged departure time passed with no sign of our pick-up vessel, 
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Wilderness, and we contemplated yet another night on the rock. The sound of a •• 

small plane came as a timely boost to our flagging spirits: reaching for our radio, 

we made contact with Hoss and John, two of our support team, who informed us 

that Wilderness had been stranded within the reef at Lord Howe by an unusually 

low tide. As a result we could not expect a pick-up until she was floated free in 

a couple of days' time. Disappointed, we made our way back up the cliff to the 

cave. 

We spent Friday and Saturday .fishing in the rock pools, attempting to 

supplement our dwindling food supply. The marine life was prolific and in no 

Climbing is 

a humbling 

experience; one 

is constantly 

confronted with 

the immense 

scale of the 

natural world, and 

reminded of man's 

own insignificance 

in the scheme of 

things." 

Scott Ruddock scopes 
out Winkelstein's 
Steeple with the Pillar 
of Porteous behind. 
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Dave Drohan tackles 
one of many small

pinnacles guarding the

upper reaches of the 

Pyramid. 
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time we were able to catch enough fish to meet our needs. When Adam hooked a small

whaler shark off the landing platform, our thoughts turned somewhat apprehensively 

to the swim we would have to make to the Zodiac. While the landing had been a 

dream, it was clear that getting back off the rock would prove a nightmare: the 

landing platform onto which we had casually stepped six days earlier was now awash 

with furious three metre swells.

On Sunday, Wilderness appeared out of a gathering dusk and 'hove to' off the 

Pyramid while the Zodiac was manoeuvered into position beyond the white water. 

By leaping into the swell when it reached its zenith, we were able to use the energy 
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Carstensz Pyramid 

I
n November 1995, I got the chance of a lifetime - to 

climb Carstensz Pyramid, at 4,885-metres (that's over 

16,000 feet on the old scale!), the highest mountain 

in Australasia. This once-ice-capped mountain is found 

near the Equator, in the Indonesian province of Papua 

(formerly called lrian Jaya). 

I had flown over its limestone summit in 1983, 

during my solo flight around the world and liked the 

idea of coming back to climb it. But like Balls Pyramid, 

there were too many restrictions. The Indonesians 

wouldn't allow climbers to approach from the south, by 

way of the Freeport Mine. They insisted that climbers 

come in from the north - a trek of up to ten days that 

carried the risk of being kidnapped by the Separatists. 

Fortunately I was good friends with James Strong 

who, at the time, was the Chief Executive of Qantas. 

James had previously worked in the mining industry 

and still had very good contacts at Freeport. James was 

also friends with Greg Mortimer and Peter Hillary, so it 

was decided to put together a team to climb Carstensz 

Pyramid, including Margaret Mortimer, Jeanne-Claude 

Strong, James's wife; and Geoff Knight. 

Well, what luxury! We flew to Cairns and caught 

Freeport's Boeing 757 on one of its regular runs, then 

caught a four wheel drive up one of the most spectacular 

roads in the world to the mine site. We were put up in 

L to R: Jeanne-Claude Strong, Peter Hillary, 

Greg Mortimer, Margaret Mortimer and me. 

very comfortable accommodation while we acclimatised 

and finished our preparations. We then caught the cable 

way to its highest point before a five-hour walk up a 

valley brought us to the foot of Carstensz Pyramid. 

We were on our way early the next day, following the 

route put up by Heinrich Harrer in 1962. The steepest 

part is found just below the summit ridge, which in itself 

was challenging. We were pleased to reach the summit 

after seven hours of steady climbing. 

Our descent was quite horrendous, with abseils and 

failing light, it was pitch dark when we finally reached 

the bottom. One thing that remains fixed in my memory, 

was how the ice-field had diminished so much between 

1983 and 1995. 

Today the glaciers are almost completely gone. 

of the retreating wave to pull us clear of the rocks: there followed a fast and furious 

swim to the Zodiac waiting just beyond the surge. After establishing a haul line we 

dragged our gear clear of the platform and the remaining climbers made the swim to 

the Zodiac. 

By the time we clambered on board Wilderness the moon had risen over the 

Pyramid: glancing up I felt a tangible sense of history. Many admirers have come and 

gone. Only the Pyramid remains unchanged - as stark and lonely as when Lieutenant 

Ball and his crew first gazed up in awe at its rocky heights almost 200 years ago. 
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Wingsuit .flyers Luigi On 27 November 2013, wingsuit flyers AmericanJeb Corliss and Brazilian Luigi 
Cani (in red) and Jeb Cani jumped from a helicopter at 1338 metres, accelerated to 200 kilometres 
Corliss on a test .flight 
over Lord Howe Island. an hour and flew within metres of Balls Pyramid's steep West Face before 

opening their chutes and landing in the sea. 

In the lead-up to their flight, the website news.corn.au reported: 

DAREDEVIL US WINGSUIT PILOT JEB CORLISS PREPARING TO 

JUMP BALLS PYRAMID OFF LORD HOWE ISLAND 

LORD, how does a human being summon the courage to jump from a perfectly capable 

helicopter and swoop within metres of a giant, jagged rock jutting from the sea off 

the NSW coast? 

Few people on the planet can answer that question, but US daredevi!]eb Corliss 

- one of the world's top exponents of "proximity flying" - is certainly one of them.

Corliss and a small band of like-minded adrenalin junkies have set up shop on 

Lord Howe Island this week in a quest to become the first to dive on Balls Pyramid, a 

562 m-tall volcanic remnant, 23 km off the main island. 

Using specially-designed 'wingsuits' Corliss and a cameraman intend to leap 

from a helicopter and fly within metres of the outcrop's sheer rock face. 
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It's a perilous method of descent that allows only a minuscule margin of error, as 

Corliss painfully discovered in January last year, when a misjudged jump from South 

Africa's Table Mountain saw him crash into rocks at 190 km/h. 

The impact crushed his legs, destroyed knee ligaments and sent his body into 

kidney failure, but after months of rehabilitation Corliss returned to the sport he has 

helped make famous. 

Corliss has posted regular updates on social media since his arrival in Australia 

earlier this week, talking about Lord Howe Island's beauty and the challenge that lies 

ahead. 

"This is an amazing cliff One of the most spectacular I have ever had the 

privilege of seeing with my own eyes," he said. 

"It's not as vertical as I thought it was going to be. But it's still going to make 

for an amazing proximity flight." 

When I heard that Jeb and Luigi had succeeded, I thought it was a fantastic 

effort by two talented athletes. I've since learned how meticulously they plan 

their flights and that they've completed thousands of jumps, some through 

extremely dangerous terrain. 

It made me think back to how hard we'd battled the bureaucrats to allow 

recreation climbing on the Pyramid, and how they knocked back applications 

'for the climber's safety' and 'environmental reasons' . 

As Jeb found out on 16 January 2012, when he clipped a ridgeline on 

Table Mountain, South Africa, even a small miscalculation can have life

threatening consequences. 

'Close proximity flying' is exactly what it sounds like, flying past the 

Luigi Cani on the 

helicopter skid above 
Balls Pyramid as he 
prepares to launch. 
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Above: Jeb Corliss, one of the world's 
greatest wingsuit flyers, tracks be,hind 
Brazilian flyer Luigi Cani as they approach 
Balls Pyramid from the north-west. This 

gives a great view of the promontory that 
the West Face team landed on for their 
epic climb. 

Right: A near perfect day for close proximity 

flying, Luigi sets a course to bring him near 
the top of the West Face. 

Opposite: Stills from Jeb's GoPro camera 
capture Luigi approaching the South 
Ridge (top), Jeb swooping past the Pillar of 
Porteus (middle) and a spectacular view 

back through the lines of Jeb's just opened 
parachute, showing the South Ridge. Jeb 
lands in the sea moments later to be picked 
up by the support crew in launches. 

Pyramid at some 200 km/h - as close as is practicable. The potential for 

environmental impact, think bird-strike, was very real. Yet they were allowed 

to do so. 

The only reason their adventure took place was because the Lord Howe 

Island Board has no control of the airspace around Balls Pyramid. 
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•• 

Bureaucrats were stepping 

in, ready to stymie 

and control anyone 

with a pioneering and 

adventurous spirit." 



8 

Government Intervention 

Court Case 

"To hand control of the natural areas to an island board, 

no matter how well-meaning and dedicated, is to put this precious 

natural jewel into the hands of amateurs." 

Ornithologist and conservationist Vincent Serventy, quoted in NSW 

parliamentary debate, NSW Hansard, 15 April 1981 

I
n 1982 I was in the process of selling Dick Smith Electronics. It had been 

successful and had grown from an investment of $610 by Pip and me to a 

company with 400 employees and a turnover of $32 million a year. 

Little did I know that Woolworths, the company I was selling Dick 

Smith Electronics to, would tum it into a company with a billion-dollar-a

year turnover and thousands of Australian employees. Pip and I are proud 

that forty-seven years after we started it, Dick Smith Electronics is still Aussie

owned, a listed public company and going strong. 

I always attributed the success of Dick Smith Electronics to my training 

and leadership in the Scouting movement and also because of the influence 

of my first Balls Pyramid expedition in 1964. Yes, opening your own business 

does involve risk, but being able to manage and handle that risk is what is 

important. On 2 June that year, I flew to Fort Worth, Texas, to take delivery of 

a new Bell JetRanger 206B and oversee the installation of equipment that I'd 

need on my attempt to fly a helicopter solo around the world. 

On 5 August, I took off from Fort Worth on the first of three stages, and 

after many adventures completed the circumnavigation on 22 July 1983. 

While back in Australia before the final leg, I went to Tasmania to help 

Bob Brown with the campaign to save the Franklin River from being dammed. 

Instead, the media made out that I was only there to generate publicity for 

the sale of my business. In fact, most journalists had no idea that I had a real 

interest in the outdoors, thanks to growing up bushwalking, climbing and 

canyonmg. 
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Cover of the inaugural 
issue of AUSTRALIAN 
GEOGRAPHIC. 
Its founding editor

Howard Whelan 
(below) on Mt Everest's 
North Face, while

filming the first 
Australian ascent. 
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At about this time, one of the leaders from the East Roseville 

Rover crew showed me a copy of Canadian Geographic. It 

was a beautiful magazine similar to National Geographic, 

but it was all about Canada. As soon as I saw it, I realised 

that we could produce something similar in Australia - a 

quality magazine that took a positive look at our country. 

My plan was to start the magazine and run it for two or 

three years, simply to show the media and others that I 

was interested in other things besides electronics. 

In March 1984, I flew to Alaska for the start of the 

Iditarod, a famous dog-sledding race from Anchorage to 

Nome, high above the Arctic Circle. While there, I saw copies 

of Alaskan Geographic and was impressed that a publication 

covering such a large area, but with such a small population, 

could succeed. 

On my way back to Australia, I stopped in Fiji to see the 

Lindblad Explorer. Ever since my first Antarctic charter flight 

with Qantas in 1977, I'd dreamt of visiting Antarctica by ship, and the Explorer 

seemed the perfect way to get there. 

Once I'd finalised the ship charter, I needed someone to prepare a great 

brochure for the voyage and was impressed by those of Australian Himalayan 

Expeditions. I rang Christine Gee, who owned AHE with Goronwy Price, and 

she introduced me to their brochure writer, Howard Whelan. Together we 

produced a brochure that quickly filled the ship, 

but when Lindblad was sold to a much larger 

company I wasn't familiar with, I cancelled the 

trip. 

By July 1984, I was keen to get started on 

my magazine and invited graphic designer Tony 

Gordon, over to my house. Tony was an art director 

and a partner in a company that produced several 

lifestyle magazines, including Simply Living and 

B!ackmore's Nature and Health Joumal. Tony and 

I sat down at the kitchen table and talked over 

ideas of what the magazine might look like. 

Not long after, I received a letter from 

Howard, who'd sent it from the North Face of Mt 

Everest where he and Mike Dillon were filming 

the first Australian ascent. Someone had mailed 

them a newspaper clipping headlined, Dick Smith 

to start geographic magazine. Howard immediately 

went to his tent to write a letter saying he'd like Ph
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8. GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION - COURT CASE

to be involved. When he returned from Tibet, he came to my office in North 

Ryde. He was so enthusiastic, I hired him that day and he was one of the 

primary reasons for the success of Australian Geographic. 

With Australian Geographic, I applied exactly the same, simple formula 

I had used at Dick Smith Electronics - surround yourself with capable people 

and motivate them to perform. Australian Geographic was immediately 

successful, quickly gaining some 200,000 subscribers. Not only was it a 

financial success, but it became a major funding source for expeditions 

both scientific and purely for adventure. And this brought me back to Balls 

Pyramid once again. 

Greg Mortimer, who'd summited Everest with Tim Macartney-Snape, 

was keen to return to Balls Pyramid after his successful Skyline Traverse in 

1973. This time Greg had his sights set on the still-unclimbed West Face. 

Initially Greg and Tim put together a proposal, which included Sydney 

Despite being the 
first Australian to 
climb both Mt Everest 
and K2, when Greg 
Mortimer applied for 
permission to climb the 
Pyramid's West Face 
(in shadow above), 
his application was 
rejected. 
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From L to R, Lincoln 
Hall, Greg Mortimer, 
Andi Henderson and 
Geoff Bartram (hidden) 
share a joke at Camp 
1, Mt Everest North 
Face. 

Photo Howard Whelan 

Hugh Ward and I stake 
a claim for New South 
Wales on top of the 
Pyramid. 

Photo John Worrall 
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climber Mike Law, to attempt the West Face in January 

1986. They received permission to do so from the Lord 

Howe Island Board. But the Board also demanded a 'peak 

fee' which, as the expedition's major sponsor (with 

Australian Geographic), I thought was unreasonable. I 

didn't see why I should pay for the privilege of assisting 

Australians and the spirit of adventure. 

The Board also asked that the expedition take out 

insurance of $5 million to indemnify it against liability 

in case of an accident. This was clearly ridiculous as 

the Board, merely by giving its permission, would not 

be financially liable for an accident on the Pyramid. 

Climbers, by climbing, accept the risks. 

Over the following year, the climbing team changed and plans to film the 

climb became more elaborate. Greg hoped to climb the Pyramid in January 

1987 and his revised proposal included Everest teammates Lincoln Hall, Andi 

Henderson, Mike Dillon and Howard Whelan. They hoped to put up a new 

route and come back with a great story and documentary film. 

Sadly for them, and all Australians, the world of adventure was 

beginning to change. In his latest correspondence with the Lord Howe Island 

Board, Greg discovered that the 'rules' had shifted and now only climbing for 

scientific or educational purposes was allowed. 

It seemed that the wonderful days of freedom for adventurers to take 

responsible risks were disappearing. Bureaucrats were stepping in, ready 

to stymie and control anyone with a pioneering and adventurous spirit. 

Irrational fears - of what, we weren't sure - were beginning to take hold. 

Who stopped recreational climbing on Balls Pyramid 

In 1980, when John Worrall, Hugh Ward and I hoisted the flag on the summit 

of Balls Pyramid and claimed the sea stack for New South Wales, we meant 

it as a bit of fun. But Canberra lawyer and climber, Gordon Brysland, points 

out that Joe Friend's proclamation and our flag hoisting prompted politicians, 

both Federal and State, to attempt to clarify the Pyramid's legal status. 

On 1 April 1980, then Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser wrote to Neville 

Wran to set out the Commonwealth's position: 

The Commonwealth's legal advisers have considered the matter and have 

concluded that a reasonable case can be made out that Balls Pyramid and the 

small islands in its vicinity are in fact already part of NSW, because of their 

geographical relationship to Lord Howe Island. It may be seen as significant, 

however, that the definition of'Island' in the Lord Howe Island Act 1953 (NSW) 
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does not include places in question. In the Commonwealth's view, it would be 

wise to have the Lord Howe Island Act amended so as to apply the Act to 

those places. 

After Parliamentary debate in 1981, Balls Pyramid was declared part of the 

Lord Howe Island Permanent Park Preserve under the Lord Howe Island Act, 

1953. That Act required that a Plan of Management be prepared for the 

Preserve in line with those for all NSW national parks, based on provisions 

of the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974. The Director of National Parks and 

Wildlife Service must prepare the Plan of Management for each Preserve. 

In 1982, UNESCO declared the Lord Howe Island Group, including Balls 

Pyramid, as a World Heritage Site. 

A Plan of Management was prepared and over the three months to 

18 October 1985 was placed on 'public exhibition' . In the draft plan, rock 

climbing on Balls Pyramid was allowed, subject to climbers obtaining the 

permission of the Lord Howe Island Board with certain other conditions. 

Only four submissions concerning climbing on Balls Pyramid were 

received. One argued for climbing access, the other three opposed 

recreational climbing for various reasons. These included potential 

damage to the Pyramid caused by climbing and the inadequacy of 

rescue services in the event of an accident. 

-

The National Parks and Wildlife Advisory Council, a statutory 

body independent of the service, took the view that environmental 

and safety issues were of such importance that recreational 

climbing on Balls Pyramid should be prohibited. However, climbing 

for scientific purposes would be allowed. 

� �, 
� 

On 1 July 1986 the Premier of NSW, Neville Wran (as the

Minister responsible for the administration of the Lord Howe Island 

Act), adopted the Plan of Management that included the following 

extraordinary (in my view) statement: 

Recreational rock climbing not be permitted on Balls Pyramid. 

i 
Climbing for scientific purposes is acceptable, subject to the Board's approval 

and the conditions all outlined in Section 15.2. 

In November 1986, the Island Board gave Greg Mortimer's expedition 

permission to climb Balls Pyramid if the focus of the expedition was changed 

to scientific research and had some educational value. This was because 

'recreational climbing' was now banned. 

Given that Australian Geographic was the expedition's major sponsor, Greg 

kept me informed about what was happening. We both felt that the restrictions 

placed on recreational climbing were unjustified. Because of this, Greg decided 

not to go ahead with the expedition while these restrictions were in force. 

' . 

NSW Premier, Neville 
Wran, signed the Act

banning climbing on 

the Pyramid. 
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Greg Mortimer honing 
his skills near Stoney 
Middleton in the 

Peak District, United 
Kingdom. 
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After asking around, it became clear to both of us that most climbers 

were not even aware that there was the slightest threat to recreational 

climbing on the Pyramid. No one I spoke to could recall seeing notices about 

the public exhibition of the Draft Plan of Management in 1985. 

As well, there was absolutely no supporting data to justify the stand 

taken by those who sent in submissions opposing recreational climbing. 

Greg and I were sure that once this was pointed out to the powers that 

be, it would be easy enough to draft amendments to the Plan of Management 

and put the resulting document on public display. But this time we would 
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alert climbers to become involved in the process and all would be fine - or 

so we thought. 

With this in mind, Greg attended a Lord Howe Island Board meeting in 

December 1986. In a letter to John Whitehouse, the Director of National Parks 

and Wildlife Service, dated 14 January 1987, he wrote that the Board: 

"suggested to me that they were amenable to a review of the climbing restrictions. 

They asked for more information on rescue facilities in case of an accident on 

Balls Pyramid. They also told me that I should direct my request for amendment 

to the Management Plan to you, as the decision to restrict recreational climbing 

was made by the NPWS Advisory Council and that the LHI Board was simply 

implementing those decisions." 

Greg discusses the four submissions to the Advisory Council and continues: 

'In response to the submissions, the NPWS suggested that no amendment 

(Greg's underlining) be made to the Draft Plan which allowed for rock climbing. 

I'm at a loss to understand why the Advisory Council then decided to restrict 

recreational climbing on the Pyramid. As I understand it, the Advisory Council 

was later replaced by a Permanent Park Preserve Advisory Committee and that 

that committee did not endorse the changes suggested by the Advisory Council." 

Greg then responded carefully to both the issues of environmental and safety 

concerns he suspected had troubled the Advisory Council. His response 

mentioned phasmid concerns, birdlife (including the best time to climb to 

avoid the breeding seasons) and, finally, safety considerations. 

Regarding safety and rescue procedures, Greg pointed out that existing 

rescue services and facilities could quickly and easily be established between 

the NSW Police or the Sydney Rockclimbing Club Cliff Rescue Squad. Greg 

finishes by saying: 

"If we can rapidly introduce some change in the recreational climbing 

restrictions, Australian Geographic will again act as sponsors and we will 

run our expedition in March '87. The LHI Board is interested in seeing a film 

made on Lord Howe Island and Balls Pyramid and they have agreed to waiver 

the .filming fee that was initially imposed on our climbing permit. They have 

also said that they will convene a special session of the Board on the Island to 

discuss the matter before the February '87 Board meeting - once they receive 

more information from NPWS and myself I have sent a copy of this letter to 

the Board and I trust that it will answer their questions about rescue facilities. 

I would be happy to discuss further details with you or your staff at any time." 

On 21 January Howard Whelan, then editor of Australian Geographic, wrote to 

John Whitehouse, the Director of National Parks and Wildlife Service: 

"Australian Geographic is totally against the banning of adventurous pursuits 
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unless there are fully-supported reasons why this should be so. We are aware 

that Greg Mortimer has been studying the ban on recreational climbing on the 

Pyramid and that to date he has found little reason to support this ban. (He 

has forwarded a copy of his letter of 14 January 1987 to us). Most of all, we are 

worried about bureaucracies banning adventurous pursuits because they may 

involve some risk. 

"Hopefully the NPWS will take a closer look at why this ban has come about 

and take the necessary steps to have it removed." 

On 30 January, Greg received a response from Whitehouse that included the 

following: 

"I have noted the matters raised by you disagreeing with the provisions of the 

Plan of Management relating to climbing on Balls Pyramid. However, you will 

appreciate that these issues were debated by both the National Parks and Wildlife 

Advisory Council and the Lord Howe Island Board prior to the submission of the 

plan to the Premier. The Plan of Management has now been formally made and 

has the force of law. 

"I will table your letter to me at the next meeting of the Board in mid-

February, 1987. However, I do not consider it is appropriate to contemplate any

amendments to the plan at the current time. 
" 

On 12 February, Howard received a response from Whitehouse that included: 

"In preparing the plan of management for Lord Howe Island Permanent Park 

Preserve , very careful consideration was given to recreational climbing on Balls 

Pyramid. Many factors were considered including the safety of climbers and the 

public interest. After careful thought, it was decided to prohibit recreational 

climbing on Balls Pyramid and at this stage I am not prepared to recommend an 

amendment to the adopted plan of management." 

When I read Whitehouse's response to Howard's letter, I couldn't believe it. 

Banning climbing due to the "safety of climbers and the public interest?" What 

nonsense! The whole point of climbing is that it allows participants the 

chance to assess their own safety and take responsible risks. From a legal 

perspective, climbers are responsible for their own safety unless someone 

interferes. 

As for "public interest", how ridiculous this is. The wider public interest 

is that society be allowed to engage in responsible risk taking and there is 

nothing about climbing on the Pyramid that would adversely affect this. 

Over 16-17 February 1987 the Lord Howe Island Board met again and 

passed the following resolution regarding Greg's request to climb Balls Pyramid: 

"The Board noted representations from Mr Greg Mortimer of "Everest 84" 

seeking the reinstatement of recreational climbing on Balls Pyramid. The Plan of 
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Management of the Permanent Park Preserve allowed for such climb provided 

they were for scientific or educational purposes. 

Members noted advice that the Board was not in a position to amend the 

Plan at this stage. It would , however, be pleased to consider an application from 

him for one of the reasons outlined." 

In other words, unless you climbed for scientific or educational purposes, you 

wouldn't be allowed to climb on the Pyramid. We were back to square one. 

Into the bureaucratic maul 

On 26 February I entered the fray with a letter of my own to Whitehouse. 

I wrote: 

"I am amazed and disappointed with the answer you have recently given my 

Editor in relation to climbing on Balls Pyramid. 

I am sure you will agree that restricting people's freedom should only be 

done in extreme circumstances. You state that 'very careful consideration' was 

given and that factors such as the 'safety of climbers and the public interest' 

were also covered. Could you advise who actually made the decision and also 

whether they spoke to any climbers on the issue? Also how they judged 'public 

interest'? 

I require this information as I plan to take up the decision as a major issue 

and therefore naturally need to have the correct facts." 

I received Whitehouse's reply on 24 March. He ignored most of what I'd asked, 

answering only that Neville Wran had made the decision to implement the 

Plan of Management. Whitehouse wrote: 

"The former Premier formally made the Plan of Management for the Permanent 

Park Preserve on the recommendation of the Lord Howe Island Board and the 

National Parks and Wildlife Advisory Council." 

'Two days later I fired off a quick note to Bob Carr, then NSW Minister for 

Planning and Environment and Minister for Heritage: 

"The decision 'prohibiting' climbing on Balls Pyramid is one of the most 

disgusting I have heard of in the past few years. 

"It's Australia's Matterhorn. Can you look into it as it appears the Draft Plan 

recommended it be allowed." 

Carr responded on 31 March: 

"Climbing on Balls Pyramid has not been entirely prohibited. I am advised that 

climbing for scientific and educational purposes would be permitted with the 

NSW Minister 

for Planning and 

Environment and 
Minister for Heritage, 

Bob Carr. 
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Lord Howe Island Board's consent. 

"I suggest you approach Mr Fred Elliot, Chairman of the Board should you 

or a party of climbers wish to climb Balls Pyramid. 

"I trust this information allays your concerns and should you make the 

expedition, I hope you have an exciting and worthwhile experience." 

Rather than "allaying my concerns", it made me even more committed to 

fighting the bureaucracy. My view was that the public interest in free citizens 

being able to continue to engage in adventure activities on public land was at 

stake. On 20 July, I again wrote to Whitehouse pointing out that 

"Your reply does not answer the very important issues I raised in my letter (of 26

February), i.e. that it appears that a person or persons have arbitrarily restricted 

people's freedom without any fair discussion on the matter. I understand that 

the recommendation in the Draft Plan was to allow climbing on Balls Pyramid. 

It appears this was changed to prevent climbing. 

"Could I ask you to again look at the second paragraph of my letter of 26

February and answer it? In particular, I would like to know the names of the 

individuals who made the decision to take this freedom away from climbers. 

Surely you would agree that any person who holds a position of such enormous 

power should be prepared to be accountable and therefore be known." 

On 3 September 1987, my secretary wrote to Whitehouse asking when we 

might get a reply, and nearly three weeks later he wrote: 

"I do not believe you are being completely reasonable in claiming that the 

decision to restrict climbing on Balls Pyramid was 'arbitrary' and 'without fair 

discussion'. 

''As you know the draft plan was placed on public exhibition and comments 

on the plan were publicly sought. Only one of the twenty submissions received 

indicated support for permitting recreational rock climbing on Balls Pyramid 

whilst three submissions argued that it not be permitted. 

"The review of the draft plan and the final decision on the adopted plan took 

into consideration the views expressed in the submissions received. I find it hard 

to accept criticism of the final plan based on the argument that it doesn't reflect 

the views of the people who chose not to comment on the draft." 

Clearly Whitehouse was a seasoned bureaucrat unwilling either to change 

his position or to address my concerns directly. He also appears to have 

treated the submissions as a sort of ballot without proper consideration of 

the underlying issues. 

While all this was going on, we published the following opinion piece by 

Chris Baxter, publisher of Wild Magazine, in the July-September 1987 issue of 

Australian Geographic: 
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Freedom Lost 

In late 1984 enthusiastic, cheering crowds packed the arrival hall at Sydney's Mascot 
Airport to welcome home successful Everest climbers Tim Macartney Snape, Greg

Mortimer and other members of their small team. Family,friends and members of the 
public declared their wholehearted and enthusiastic support for good old-fashioned 
adventure in an outpouring of emotion. 

There is nothing new in this response. On his return to Australia in February 
1914, after a triumphant, but tragic, two years in Antarctica, Sir Douglas

Mawson wrote: "The welcome home, the voices of innumerable strangers, the •• 
hand-grips of friends, it chokes me, it cannot be uttered." ... cheering crowds 

packed the arrival 

hall at Sydney's 

Mascot Airport to 

welcome home 

successful Everest 

climbers Tim 

Such events are striking testimonies to the value that the general 
community places on attributes such as courage, enterprise and daring. Most

of us realise that lessons Ieamt in the face of challenge and uncertainty cannot 
be discovered in any other way. It is a sad fact, however, that many of our 
modem-day bureaucrats responsible for regulating and controlling public 
affairs do not appear to share this view. They seem to be intent on eradicating 
all risk from life, on suburbanising the wild.

A striking example of this attitude came to light early this year when 
Greg Mortimer wrote to the Director of the NSW Parks and Wildlife Service

for permission to climb Balls Pyramid - a spectacular, 600-metre rock pillar that 
juts out of the Pacific Ocean near Lord Howe Island. Over a dozen expeditions 
have climbed the rock in the past, including one led by Dick Smith, all without 
incident. 

Permission was refused on this occasion in a letter that explained how 
new laws permitted only scientific and educational expeditions access to the 
Pyramid. Climbing for the sheer challenge was now banned by law. "Many 
factors were considered," claimed the Director, "including the safety of climbers

and the public interest." 
That one sentence says it all. Adventure for the sake of it is not apparently 

considered to be "in the public interest". Scout and guide leaders, youth groups 
and movements like Outward Bound should take note of this. All the work they 
are doing in encouraging young children to be active, self-reliant members of 
society is officially regarded as frivolous, of little value. Disguise your activities

as "scientific" or "educational" and that's fine. Don't, whatever you do, simply

appear to be doing it purely for the "spirit of adventure". 
All of this would be comic and rather sad if it did not have more serious 

implications. We live on a crowded planet and some degree of regulation is obviously 
necessary to protect both the community and the environment. The worry is that in 
the rush to protect people from themselves, some of our basic rights will get trampled

underfoot. 

Macartney-Snape, 

Greg Mortimer and 

other members of 

their small team. 

Family, friends and 

members of the 

public declared 
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adventure in an 

outpouring of 
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BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Life is not risk-free, and surely none of us can think that 

laws will make it so. I think that any responsible adult has the 

right to pursue activities - even risky ones - if the public and the 

environment are not unduly endangered. No degree of bureaucracy 

can ever be a substitute for self-discipline, and that can only be 

learnt from experience. 

It is sad, but inevitable, that some individuals will fail in their 

endeavours. There will be injuries, rescues, even deaths. Sometimes 

the lives of rescuers will be placed at risk, and there will occasionally 

be a financial cost to society. But can you imagine if Australians 

were prevented from going on automobi!e trips in the "interest of 

public safety" - after all, we kill 3500 people on our roads every year. 

As Australians we pride ourselves in belonging to a nation founded, against 

remarkable odds, by fiery resolve and a strong pioneering spirit. Now most Australians 

live in the cities, in many cases leading empty and frustrated lives. 

When young Australians seek adventure and a challenge, we should encourage 

them. It seems tragic that some people feel duty-bound to deny them the chance to 

take charge of their own lives. 

CHRIS BAXTER Founding Editor - Wild Magazine 

On 3 September 1987, I wrote to the Office of the Ombudsman objecting to the 

process by which the National Parks and Wildlife Service banned recreational 

climbing on the Pyramid. The Ombudsman's reply, dated 28 September said: 

"I have now made enquiries of the National Parks and Wildlife Service about 

your complaint. One of the issues I pursued was the fact that recreational 

climbing was provided for in the draft plan of management but not in the final 

plan of management." 

The Ombudsman recounted how the plan had been placed on public display, 

the fact that of the four or five submissions received, most objected to 

recreational climbing. The advisory council had taken this into consideration 

when it recommended to the Minister (Wran) that the Plan of Management 

should ban recreational climbing. 

The Ombudsman summed it up by writing that she felt the issue 

had been properly considered and there was no wrong conduct. "Under the 

circumstances," the Ombudsman wrote, "I regret that I must decline your complaint." 

At that point I felt we'd exhausted all reasonable avenues to have the Plan 

of Management amended to allow recreational climbing. We then decided to 

take the matter to court to create maximum public awareness of how individual 

freedom can be taken away by uncaring and unaccountable bureaucrats. 

Over the next nine months, Greg and I and others invested a tremendous 

amount of time and effort, working with my solicitors in preparing our case. 
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Gordon Brysland wrote an unpublished account about what happened next
including the excerpts below.

'See you in court', says Dick 

Exactly 200 years after European discovery of the Pyramid, a legal impasse had been

reached over who could visit the monolith and what they could do there. Litigation
was on the horizon.

Proceedings by the full name of Australian Geographic Pty Ltd and Richard
Harold Smith v Lord Howe Island Board and the Minister administering the
Lord Howe Island Act were then commenced in the NSW Land and Environment

Court. 

The Sydney Morning Herald announced on 28 July 1988, with the headline

- Dick Smith fights in court for adventure, that Smith said - 'It's like saying

you can't climb the Matterhorn or Mt Everest because you might hurt yourself.

Mortimer was quoted as saying the proceedings were 'a landmark case because these

bureaucratic restrictions really attack people's right to have an adventure'. Pitt Street
solicitors Law & Milne (Rod McGeoch's firm) were retained. An associate named

Greg Waugh handled the matter and Bill Caldwell QC was briefed as senior counsel.

Junior counsel was Stephen Austin. 

Answer the question! 

The case was listed for hearing early in June 1989 before Judge Neal Bignold. •·
Each side lined up expert witnesses. An expert in this context is simply a

person with competence in a discipline outside of ordinary experience which is
of relevance to the court's activities.

Dr Tim Kingston (a research biologist from Tasmania) flatly disagreed

with the line adopted by the National Trust in its submission against climbing.
He said - "I am confident having watched the climbers that their activities

would have no degrading impact on the Pyramid".

In his affidavit, Greg Mortimer asserted - 'In my opinion it is quite

wrong that Australian climbers can now never aspire to what is one of the

most unique climbs in the world'.
As everybody knows, litigation is every bit as predictable as the 'sweet

science'. But what happened next in court took everybody by surprise. Caldwell QC was

taking John Whitehouse (the NPWS Director-General) to task in cross-examination on

the question of the latter's credibility as a witness. Not much headway was being made.

Caldwell QC thought Whitehouse had been 'continually evasive' in his answers

and made that point to the judge. This required Bignold J to consider what action

should be taken to require full answers from Whitehouse. And that is where the whole

thing ended. 

In my opinion it is 
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Expect the Unexpected 

The Sydney Morning Herald next day (16 June 1989) ran the story. It was headed -

Dick Smith pulls out of rock climbing row. ''What happened after Caldwell QC's 

attack on Whitehouse was that BignoldJ disqualified himself from taking any further 

part in the proceedings. 

The basis for this was a 'close and friendly professional working relationship' 

the judge had had 10 years earlier with Whitehouse. Ordinarily this might have 

been foreseen on a reading of documents filed before the hearing. But as the judge 

explained, no affidavit had been filed for Whitehouse. Only during the defense case 

was it announced by counsel for the Board that Whitehouse would be called as a 

witness. BignoldJ said: 

" ... it has become obvious to me that my adjudicating upon the disputed issues 

will necessarily and seriously involve consideration of the serious attacks made on 

Mr White house's credit. Because of my aforesaid association with Mr Whitehouse I 

believe the interests of justice require that I no longer hear this case . . .  In reaching 

the conclusion I have expressed I should say I have consulted with the Chief Judge. 

I order leave be given to approach the Registrar to obtain fresh hearing dates before 

another Judge . . .  "

Apparently Bignold J had been involved with Whitehouse from August 1976 

to December 1979 as counsel advising on drafting the Environmental Planning 

and Assessment Act 1979, the legislation under which the Plan of Management in 

question had been made. This seems to have been the context in which the 'close and 

friendly professional working relationship' developed. 

Was the judge right to opt out? 

No clear answer to this question emerges, but the odds probably favour Bignold J. 

Everyone knows that justice must not only be done but be seen to be done. This is the 

basis for the rule that 'a judge should not sit to hear a case if in all the circumstances 

the parties or the public might entertain a reasonable apprehension that he might not 

bring an impartial and unprejudiced mind to the resolution of the question involved 

in it'. 

On the other hand, stepping aside timidly for insubstantial reasons tends toward 

an abdication ofjudicialfunction. Ten years before, BignoldJ had acted as counsel to the 

NPWS. Did this simple fact require his withdrawal? No, says the High Court - 'A prior 

relationship of legal adviser and client does not generally disqualify the former adviser 

. . .  from sitting in proceedings . . .  to which the former client is a party'. 

It might be different if the content of any advice given by BignoldJ to the NPWS 

was a live issue in the Australian Geographic proceedings (not the case). Did the 

mere fact legislation was involved require withdrawal? Barwick CJ once disqualified 
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himself from hearing a challenge to legislation he had been closely involved in as 

Attorney-General. 

Nothing like this was before Bignold J however. Sometimes close friendship 

between the judge and a witness may require withdrawal. But Bignold J justified his 

action on the basis of a professional relationship with Whitehouse. 

In taking this course he had apparent support from the Chief Judge. Although 

judges might err on the side of caution, an unwarranted disqualification may produce 

its own injustice via financial penalty and delay. It is impossible to say Bignold J was 

wrong to withdraw without knowing more about the detail of his relationship with 

Whitehouse. In practice, however, 'strong grounds' should exist for supposing a judge 

cannot be expected fairly to discharge judicial duties. 

By this time I'd spent more than $35,000 on the court case and there was no 

end in sight. At the time I was quoted as saying, "It's just bad luck to those who 

wanted to climb the Pyramid", but I wasn't ready to give up. There just had to be 

another way. I was also delighted with the publicity we had received on the 

issue of responsible risk-taking. 

After discussing the situation with Greg, we decided that our best 

chance was to lobby relevant politicians who could use their influence to 

persuade the Lord Howe Island Board to change their stand on recreational 

climbing on the Pyramid. 

Greg met with Neville Wran (then retired) who seemed supportive 

of retrieving the issue from what he called the 'bureaucratic maul'. Greg 

said after the meeting that he got the impression that Wran 'didn't realize 

... the implications of what he was signing' when he adopted the Plan of 

Management on 30 June 1986. 

On 27 July, Greg and David Kingsford-Smith met with Tim Moore, the Minister 

for the Environment, at Parliament House. Also in attendance was Vivienne 

Ingram, the solicitor for the NPWS. 

In the notes Greg sent me after the meeting, he described the Minister's 

tone throughout as severe, "as if he had just been briefed by the solicitor about 

the NPWS policy stance and in the presence of the solicitor he was taking a tough 

line ... uncharacteristic of his nature." 

He said that "Moore started the meeting by saying that he was prepared to 

put the wheels in motion to have the LHI!BP Management Plan amended so that 

limited recreational climbing be allowed - under four conditions: 
• Numbers of climbers each year would be severely restricted (eg. 3 or 4

per year);
• Climbers would have to demonstrate some level of proficiency to the

authorities;
• Climbers would have to take out a public risk policy which would cover
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"Inspiration Lost" 

S
ir Gordon Taylor was one of Australia's most 

incredible adventurers. As navigator, he partnered 

Charles Kingsford-Smith on the first trans-Pacific flight 

from Australia to America and went on to pioneer other 

air routes across the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 

In his book P.G. Taylor- the last of the great air 

pioneers, Stewart Swinton writes of the influence that 

a small sandstone island in Pittwater, north of Sydney, 

had on the adventurer: 

'The house looked across to uninhabited Lion 

Island out in the bay. To young PG it all seemed to be 

infinitely far away, clothed in mystery with its great 

headland facing the vastness of the Pacific Ocean 

waiting to be discovered and explored. 

He began to sail and learned the ways of the sea 

and when he was old enough his parents allowed him 

to sail his boat alone to Lion Island. He made a hand

drawn map and on a later occasion was permitted to 

land, camp, explore and watch the 'hostile' vessels

coming in from the ocean. He caught fish from the 

sandy cove, cooked them on driftwood fires and 

watched the seagulls floating around the huge crag that 

fronted the Pacific Ocean. 

It was at Lion Island that he first came to 

experience the exhilaration of adventure, the tranquility 

of solitude, the magic of the sea and the lure of mystery 

E 
E 
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beyond the horizon. After some days he would sail back 

to the mainland to report his findings and live for the 

day when he could return and make more discoveries." 

When we were young, Pip and I would land our 

small aluminium dinghy on Lion Island and climb the 

sandstone ridge to the top. We loved that place. Then 

a few years ago, I was returning to the island when 

I saw this ugly sign (above) and my heart sank. Just 

as climbing on Balls Pyramid and the Three Sisters 

had been banned, now landing on Lion Island was 

prohibited. 

Of course wildlife has to be protected, and there is 

a small colony of fairy penguins nearby, but surely you 

would think that a simple track could be put in to allow 

young explorers access to the ridge and the island top. 

I have no doubt that it's a climb that's been done for 

centuries, probably long before Europeans arrived. 

You can bet your life that the bureaucrats who 

made this rule, one that denies a significant freedom for 

normal Australians, can land here any time they wish. 

Of course they'll say it's for scientific research, but isn't 

encouraging our youth to explore and have adventures 

just as important? I think so. 
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the NPWS for injury or death of anyone in the climbing party. The 

insurance policy would be for something in the order of $5 million; 

• Climbers would have to indemnify against the cost of a rescue.

According to Greg, Tim said "these were the minimum conditions that would 

apply and if they were not acceptable to Australian Geographic, then the matter 

would have to continue in court." 

Moore made it clear that the changes would have to go through the ''full 

process of adjudication" and it could take up to 12 months. He also said that he 

"would only guarantee to direct the appropriate authorities to re-open the matter -

he would not guarantee the outcome." 

Moore said the changes would also have to be approved by Graham 

Richardson, Minister for the Environment and the Arts, because LHI was now 

on the World Heritage List, which made it a Federal Government concern. 

During the meeting, Greg asked the Minister what his personal opinion 

was on the matter. "He said he would love to climb BP but that he considered it 

his statutory obligation to impose these limitations on recreational climbing." This 

at once betrayed a deep misunderstanding by the Minister of his proper role. 

Greg said that Moore stated what he saw were his statutory obligations. 

"That is: to ensure the safety of any climbers; to ensure the integrity of the NPWS". 

Then Greg wrote: "Tim Moore mentioned an example of a case where NPWS 

had been sued for not having adequate signs on the margins of a National Park. 

He also mentioned the situation where 'any Tom, Dick or Harry could go out to BP 

with a couple of carabiners and chocks, get a few hundred feet off the ground and 

hurt themselves'." 

When I read this, it suddenly became clear to me that the original reason 

for banning climbing on the Pyramid, back when we were dealing with John 

Whitehouse and the NPWS solicitor, had nothing to do with science and the 

environment. It was all about their obsessive irrational fear that they may be 

sued in court and damages awarded. 

The case that Tim Moore was referring to was Haines v Bendall. Gordon 

takes up the story: 

In 1979 Dennis Bendall slipped while swinging on a rope attached to a tree above Blue 

Pool on Glenbrook Creek in the Blue Mountains. He fell awkwardly, hit his head on a 

submerged rock and suffered incomplete quadriplegia. 

He sued NPWS for negligence. Although NPWS had 'care, control and 

management' of the national park, both the arc of the rope and the tree were just 

outside the park boundary - a legal loophole? 

Evidence showed, however, that NPWS officers exercised actual control 

over adjacent land (including the pool). They actively promoted it via signposting 
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and brochures. The court found 'members of the public were encouraged, invited and 

permitted and allowed to enter the Park and use the pool and surrounding area'. 

NPWS officers knew of the danger, were aware of accidents there, had cut down 

ropes before, and even had legal advice recommending that warning signs be installed 

(ignored). 

It was held that government (through the NPWS) owed a general duty of care to 

visitors and that Bendall's injury was reasonably foreseeable. Damages of $750,000 

were awarded. 

The case illustrates that assumption of responsibility by a land manager for 

a particular area is sufficient to create the degree of proximity necessary to attract 

liability if the other elements of negligence are satisfied. 

The fact of the case apparently made National Parks terrified that they were 

going to be sued if someone climbed on Balls Pyramid and National Parks 

"couldn't waste taxpayers money" defending lawsuits. It is a shame that 

they didn't understand what the court was saying and that the case in fact 

operates as a powerful protection to land managers who do not get involved 

or seek to regulate recreational activities on land they manage in trust for 

the public. 

After getting legal advice that the Balls Pyramid case was completely 

different to the Glenbrook incident, I tried to explain that on Balls Pyramid, 

neither the NPWS nor the LHI Board had gone down and placed a rope or a 

railing or anything else on the Pyramid. In fact, they had no involvement with 

the Pyramid at all and so they could not be sued for negligence as was the 

case in the Glenbrook situation. It was to no avail. I started to realise that 

many people in the bureaucracy are small-minded, wilful in their ignorance 

and averse to managing perceived problems other than by 'closing the gates'. 

Some even take pleasure in being able to control the very people to whom 

they owe management and other obligations. 

At about this time, the NPWS introduced a regulation prohibiting climbing 

in any of its national parks unless it is approved in a Plan of Management. 

Since then approval for climbing has been granted in specific areas within 

Blue Mountains, Warrumbungles and Ku-ring-gai Chase National Parks. 

Sadly, Sydney Harbour National Park has banned climbing on North Head, 

one of Australia's great sea cliffs. 

I believe that adventurers who take risks shouldn't be able to sue 

government agencies if those agencies had no involvement in the accident 

and there was no negligence. This, as I understand it, has been the constant 

and growing chorus of the law, both as it has been developed by the courts 

and dealt with in legislation. 

As for the success of our lobbying, Gordon Brysland takes up the tale: 
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Breakthrough 

Months later the crucial breakthrough came after a meeting Dick Smith had with 

Moore. Following further deliberation (and perhaps after some subtle pressure 

from Wran), the Minister asked the Board to reconsider its position on recreational 

climbing. The Australian of 17 February 1990 announced the change in policy (with 

some alliterative fun) under the heading - "Climbers aspire to last lair of land 

lobster". Thrs was reference to the Lord Howe Island phasmid, seen last on Balls 

Pyramid when Jim Smith brought two dead specimens back to the mainland in 1969, 

now in the Australian Museum. 

When the breakthrough was publicly announced, Tim Moore confided to 

reporters, "In my youth my secret wish was to climb Balls Pyramid". This echoed 

remarks he'd made (not only to Greg, but) nine years earlier in Parliament. 

"In my younger days, when I did a considerable amount of climbing, I aspired 

to use it as a starting place to climb Balls Pyramid. I regret that I have never 

had the opportunity to do so." 

So do many climbers. Later the Board indicated it had resolved to 'seek an amendment 

to the Plan of Management to allow limited recreational climbing subject to a number 

of conditions. The legal status of these conditions was not spelt out at the time 

(important). However, it would have been reasonable to expect they would later be 

incorporated into the amended Plan of Man_agement. Not so.

Winning the battle, but ... 

It seemed that our lobbying was showing results. On 22 November 1991, 

Judith Mortlock, the Manager/Executive Officer of the Lord Howe Island Board 

responded to an applicant hoping to climb the Pyramid. In a letter Mortlock 

wrote, "following a number of approaches from various organisations the 

Board has resolved to seek an amendment to the Plan of Management to 

allow limited recreation climbing subject to a number of conditions" (then 

lists nine conditions). 

She then writes, "The process of amending the Plan of Management is 

presently under way and should be completed in time to allow recreational climbing 

during September, October and November 1992. Rock climbing elsewhere on the 

Island is essentially unrestricted, except for certain areas where weakening of the 

rockJace may pose a threat to users of walking tracks." 

It was enough to encourage Greg Mortimer to resubmit his updated 

proposal, this time to lead a scientific expedition that included attempting to 

solo the West Face. The date was set for October 1992, but delays in the LHI 

Board's amending the Plan of Management set it back once again. 
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In August, 1993 after more consultation with Greg, myself and other 

interested parties, the LHI Board published Proposed Amendments to the Lord 

Howe Island Permanent Park Preserve, Plan of Management. These amendments 

concerned four things: 

• Issues of permits for camping by visitors

• Use of fires

• Recreation access and facilities

• Recreation climbing on Balls Pyramid.

The Amendments recommended some limited camping, in particular

"to experienced rock climbers who have permission from the Board to climb Balls 

Pyramid." 

Most importantly, it said that Section 13.2 of the Plan of Management 

will be changed from "Recreational rock climbing will not be permitted on Balls 

Pyramid. Climbing for scientific purposes is acceptable, subject to the Board's 

approval and the conditions outlined in Section 15.2." to, "Recreational rock climbing 

will be permitted on Balls Pyramid subject to such conditions the Lord Howe Island 
' 

. 

Board sees fit. Climbing for scientific purposes is acceptable, subject to the Boards 

approval and the conditions outlined in Section 15.2".

Between August and November 1993, the amended Plan of Management was 

put up for public display. Gordon once again: 

Climbing is OK, but ... 

On the face of it, some sort of victory for climbers seemed to be on the horizon but 

any final reckoning would depend on the precise nature of discretions and conditions 

to be imposed by the Board, and their cumulative impact. Nine conditions were 

initially proposed. Briefly- only two landings in any calendar year, no climbing during 

Kermadec petrel breeding times (December to August), a maximum of six people per 

expedition, no fixtures or hardware to be left (except in cases of rescue or survival), 

no human waste to be left, expeditions must indemnify both the Board and the NSW

government, safe arrangements must be made for landings, applications at least two 

months in advance, and fees (administrative or otherwise) may be charged. 

The Board continued - 'Rock climbing elsewhere on the Island is essentially 

unrestricted, except for certain areas where weakening of the rock-face may pose a threat 

to users of walking tracks. Viewed in their entirety, these conditions appear at !east to 

make significant inroads in favour of that romantic and increasingly elusive notion -

the freedom to climb. Submissions were then made on the terms of the conditions. 

Over the next few months, the non-climbing period was scaled back to begin 

in mid-September and end in mid-February. Gordon writes, "This meant that 

climbing was still banned five months each year, but a concession had been made by 
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the board nonetheless." 

The conditions also now allowed the Board the power to change the 

number of landings, the party size and the right to charge "administrative 

and other fees as it sees fit from time to time." The condition that climbers must 

indemnify the Board and NPWS remained in place. 

On 12 March 1996, I received a note from a friend of mine on Lord Howe Island 

who said that the four amendments had been approved by the LHI Board and 

then referred to the Minister (Chris Hartcher) for ministerial approval. It was 

not forthcoming. 

"Board members were informed at the LHI Board meeting on 18 December 

1995 that the Minister for the Environment (Pam Allan) had refused to ratify 

Amendments 1 and 4 but approved of 2 and 3. I believe that the Minister's NPWS 

advisory committee had recommended this action," my friend wrote. He added, 

"the local Board members were a little annoyed by the Minister's vetoing of the Board's 

decision but no protest has been made." 

On 14 March I wrote to Minister Allan to ask on what basis she'd made her 

decision. On 9 May Howard Whelan wrote to Allan as well with the same 

question, and also received no answer. Finally on 4 June, we both received 

an identical response from Madi Maclean, the Chief of Staff for Bob Debus, 

Acting Minister for the Environment. In our letters, Madi writes: 

"In considering this issue, the Minister noted objections from several sources 

including the Australian Conservation Foundation and the National Parks 

and Wildlife Advisory Council which opposed the lifting of the prohibition on 

recreational climbing. 

"Some issues raised against the lifting of the prohibition included 

the importance of Balls Pyramid as a wildlife conservation area, the lack of 

scientific knowledge of the ecology of the Pyramid and the implicit risk imposed 

by recreational climbing without adequate information as to its impact on the 

Pyramid's natural heritage values. 

"I trust this information is of assistance and that you understand the 

Minister's position given the need to protect the World Heritage values of the 

Lord Howe Island Group." 

When I heard this I was furious. After all of our efforts (and a lot of money) 

we had gone absolutely nowhere. I had ceased my court action against the 

NPWS because I thought that we had an understanding with Tim Moore that 

if I would stop litigation, he would take the first steps toward amending the 

Plan of Management to allow recreational climbing. Our understanding had 

the backing of the Lord Howe Island Board and had gone through all the 

necessary adjudications, but then at the last minute, a new Minister stepped 

Pam Allan. Minister for 

the Environment in the 

Carr Government. 
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in and suddenly we were back at square one. 

It was clear that the only climbing that would be allowed would be for 

"scientific purposes, and only with the direct permission from the NSW Environment 

Minister." In response to this, most proposals to visit the Pyramid (and there 

weren't that many) declared a distinct scientific focus. 

Over the next decade, the bureaucrats continued to fiddle with the Plan 

of Management. In March 2001 the Board agreed that the Permanent Park 

Preserve Advisory Committee (PPPAC) begin reviewing the Plan. In March 2004 

the advisory committee considered comments on the Plan and "recommends 

that the plan be referred to a specialist planner to provide technical assistance." 

The PPPAC was dissolved and the Biodiversity Management Committee 

was established. Its role, among other things, was to - wait for it - "review the 

PPP Plan of Management." 

From 27 March to 29 June 2009, the draft Plan of Management was 

placed on public display. Although there were no notices in specialised 

outdoor or climbing publications to alert climbers, word got out and some 

25 submissions were received, including those by Zac Zaharias from the 

Canberra Climbers Association, Keith Bell and others. 

I've read through nearly all the submissions and found they put a strong 

case for allowing recreational climbing on the Pyramid. They address all 

environmental, safety and litigation concerns. They were all roundly ignored 

by the bureaucrats. 

On 17 November 2010, the Lord Howe Island Permanent Park Preserve 

Plan of Management was adopted by Frank Sartor, the Minister for Climate 

Change and the Environment. The relevant paragraph reads: 

"Recreational rock climbing is prohibited on Balls Pyramid and on areas above 

walking tracks (e.g. on the cliff above the Lower Road). Elsewhere on the island 

it requires either permission from the Board or the services of a licensed guide. 

"No applications for rock climbing have been received in recent times and 

it is generally believed that the geology of most cliff faces is too unstable to 

permit safe climbing. Climbing to access research sites (e.g. on Balls Pyramid) 

or for management purposes (e.g. weeding on cliffs) can occur, subject to the 

Board's approval." 

When I read that, 'No applications for rock climbing have been received 

in recent times' was being used to justify banning recreational climbing I 

saw the dishonesty and lack of ethics in those bureaucrats who had been 

involved in the process. I had seen similar dishonesty in Canberra when I 

was Chairman of the Civil Aviation Authority. 

First of all, most climbers were aware that recreational climbing had 

been banned on the Pyramid since 1986 so had stopped applying. When the 

policy changed in 1990 to allow climbing for scientific purposes, the few 
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scientific expeditions organised by climbers were refused permission. No 

wonder the applications trickled to a stop. 

Strangely enough, in Rick Wilkinson's excellent book, Retum of the 

Phasmid, he writes that while allowing climbing 'for scientific purposes' 

enabled "the Lord Howe Island rangers to make their periodic inspections ... the 

authorities quickly realised it also provided rock climbers with a potential loophole. 

Increasingly through the 1990s, the three words became the catch phrase for non

scientific groups applying to make the climb." 

Rick writes that "all such requests were funneled through the NSW National 

Parks and Wildlife Service whose officers soon became disenchanted with climbers 

proposing to record aspects of the flora and fauna as a key activity during their time 

on the Pyramid. In many cases a search for the mysterious Lord Howe stick insect was 

stated as the prime reason for a group's application to visit the rock." 

He names an Australian Army Expedition proposal (that included abseiling 

down to more remote areas of the Pyramid to search for evidence of phasmid 

habitation) as illustrating the "blatant misrepresentation of these objectives". 

The Australian Army Expedition was the fantastic proposal in 1995 by 

Fulvio Fabreschi. It was mostly ex-armed forces personnel, but included a 

geologist, a biologist and staff from the Australian Museum and National 

Parks and Wildlife. 

Rick continues: "Finally, after nearly a decade of handing down refusals and no 

likelihood of a lessening of the flow of new applications, National Parks and Wildlife 

decided to put the whole issue to rest once and for all. It decided to organize a genuine 

scientific visit to Balls Pyramid. The primary aim would be to demonstrate that the 

Phasmid exoskeletons 
photographed on the 

1969 expedition. 
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David Priddel, Senior 
Research Scientist 
with National Parks 
and Wildlife Service, 
was in the position 
to influence decisions 
on applications to
climb the Pyramid. 
All were rejected, 
even if they had a 
strong scientific aim. 
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Lord Howe Island stick insect did not and could not exist on the 

isolated spire of rock. 

"David Priddel is unrepentant about the expedition's 

underlying purpose. As Principal Research Scientist with NSW 

National Parks and Wildlife Service (now the Office of Environment 

and Heritage) he had bome the brunt of responsibility for assessing 

the Balls Pyramid applications. He was fed up with the flimsy 

excuses offered by expectant climbing groups, none of which 

included an entomologist or even a trained natural scientist. He 

realised that an official visit would take a substantial part of his 

already strained annual budget, but it seemed the best way to 

counter the flow of climbing requests." 

I believe this is an outrageous view. 

Priddel's research seems to directly contradict the 2010 Plan of Management, 

which states, "No applications for rock climbing have been received in recent times", 

and there is something much more important it reveals. 

Up until Priddel's expedition of 2001, evidence of the phasmid (see pages 

225 and 228) had only been either photographed or gathered by climbing 

expeditions (Dave Roots' photos in 1963 and Jim Smith's exoskeletons in 

1969). During the 1990s, there was every chance that one of the climbing 

expeditions that was knocked back could have found a live phasmid. 

Besides one possible conclusion, that this was an example of a 

bureaucrat on a power trip, particularly someone with something to gain 

by refusing other 'contenders' access to the Pyramid, there is a much more 

senous issue. 

What if between 1995, when the Army expedition proposal was rejected 

and 2001, when Priddel's team landed on the Pyramid and discovered live 

phasmids, there had been a catastrophe, say a cyclone, and the phasmid 

population had been wiped out. Bureaucratic control and delays would have 

meant the end of these unique creatures. 

Lest we forget 

And so the battle to allow recreational climbing has been lost for now at 

least. It's interesting to see how, over the decades, bureaucrats have tried to 

cloud the simple issue of allowing climbing for climbing's sake. They tried 

creating a myth that climbers needed to be protected from themselves. Then 

the public needed to be protected from becoming collateral damage and 

finally the expedition goal had to be scientific, educational or both. 
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It's like saying that the only good reason to explore is if it earns someone 

a degree or a doctorate. I'm sure that what drove great explorers like Mawson, 

Scott and Shackleton to Antarctica was their sense of adventure, as well as 

the scientific research they could accomplish. Mawson was almost purely 

driven by scientific motives, Scott maybe not as much. 

At Australian Geographic and Dick Smith Foods, I often receive letters from 

young people asking for financial assistance to help them go on an adventure. 

Many of them feel like they have to cloud their spirit of adventure by saying 

they want to walk to the South Pole, for example, or kayak across an ocean, 

to raise money for charity. 

I usually write back and say "look, the best way to raise money for 

charity is to go door-knocking because the cost of the expedition is most 

likely going to be far more than the money you will raise". 

Sadly, adventurers don't seem to be allowed to go on expeditions simply 

for the sake of the adventure. It's as if encouraging the spirit of adventure 

alone isn't accepted by modern society. What a pity. 

Fortunately I know that just as there are bureaucrats whose main 

reason for stopping adventurers is to maintain their small position of power 

and restrict others' freedom, there are true explorers willing to push the 

boundaries in pursuit of new discoveries. To them, I 'dips me lid'. 

The final word on this whole frustrating saga is best 

expressed by Greg Mortimer in a short essay he wrote 

entitled The battle to go climbing on Balls Pyramid: 

The strongest lesson I have learnt in three years of wrangling 

over Balls Pyramid is that the statutory processes allow for the 

views of climbers to be heard and taken seriously but it is very 

hard to change the situation once it has got into the bureaucratic 

maul. The freedom was easily taken away, but gee it was hard 

to win back." 

Appropriately, Gordon responds: 

"But it was not won back. What was once a freedom restricted only by imagination, 

is now conceded in name only and strangled by the black art of bureaucratic rule." 

Greg Mortimer 

played a key role 
in negotiations to 

reestablish recreational 

climbing on the 
Pyramid, but sadly in 
the end, small-minded 

bureaucrats won out. 

227 

Ph
ot

o 
Li

nc
ol

n 
H

al



228 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Back from the Brink 

W
hen Dave Roots talked the University of New 

South Wales into lending him a Zeiss camera to 

take on our expedition in 1964, none of us could have 

guessed the impact it would have on climbing Balls 

Pyramid for decades to come. 

It all centred around the Lord Howe Island stick 

insect, or phasmid. It's scientific name is Dryococelus 

australis, but Islanders call it the 'land lobster' or 'tree 

lobster'. Thanks to rats being introduced to the island 

after a shipwreck in 1918, the phasmid was declared 

extinct by the early 1930s. 

Dave's plan was to make a photographic record of 

as much wildlife as possible during our expedition to the 

Pyramid. For the first few days, he was too busy helping 

Rick Higgins forge a route up to Winkelstein's Steeple to 

take many pictures. 

But while Rick, Dave Lambert, Ian Gasking and 

David Kingsford-Smith pushed 

the route further up, Dave Roots 

selflessly returned to Gannet Green 

to look after the less-experienced 

Rick Wilkinson and his book 

Return of the Phasmid. 

Return of the 

Phasmid 
Australia's rarest insect fights 
back from the brink of extinction 

f;.....· .. 
,r-, '.,. 

Rick Wilkinson 

members of our party. While there, he photographed 

everything he could, including nesting seabirds, skinks 

and insects. 

As it turned out, it would be another year before the 

importance of his efforts would be revealed. During that 

time, word had gotten out about Dave's wildlife photos 

and Hal Cogger, curator of reptiles and amphibians at 

the Australian Museum, invited him to give a slide show. 

According to Rick Wilkinson in Return of the 

Phasmid: "As Roots ran through his slides, Cogger was 

gratified to see the endemic skink among them. Roots 

told him the reptile was a common sight during his 

climb on the Pyramid. 

"Moving on through the presentation the image of 

a dead, fat-bodied, cricket-like insect appeared on the 

screen. Roots had seen it under a bush when poking 

around on Gannet Green and photographed it because 

it looked interesting. He didn't know what it was, but 

Cogger did. ''That's Dryococelus australis, the Lord 

Howe stick insect. But they are extinct. Have been for 30 

years!" 

"I very much doubt it," Roots replied. "The ants were 

still eating this one." 

In 1969, John Davis's expedition came back 

from the Pyramid with four partial exoskeletons of 

the phasmid and handed them over to insect expert 

Courtenay Smithers, at the Australian Museum. 

Courtenay confirmed that the climbers had brought back 

incomplete remains of one female and one immature 

Lord Howe stick insect (which had been found at about 

487 metres) and other remains from a bird's nest at an 

unrecorded height. 

Despite a flurry of interest amongst the science 

community, neither National Parks nor the Lord Howe 

Island Board attempted to confirm the existence of the 

phasmid on Balls Pyramid. 

So when I returned to climb the Pyramid in 

1980, I invited two scientists, Dr Tim Kingston from 

the Australian Museum and NPWS ornithologist Ben 

Miller to come along. Although they accomplished a 

tremendous amount of field research, they didn't find 
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any phasmid - either living or dead. 

In 1995 Fulvio Fabreschi put together a scientific 

expedition that planned not only to climb the Pyramid, 

but to specifically search for the phasmid. He was 

offering the NPWS and Lord Howe Island fantastic 

logistic support and a rare chance to work safely on the 

Pyramid (Fulvio's team was mainly drawn from different 

areas of the Australian military). His application to climb 

the Pyramid was knocked back (see page 231). 

It wasn't until six years later that a small party 

of National Parks and Lord Howe Island personnel 

mounted a trip to the Pyramid. Interestingly, in 

Rick Wilkinson's book, he points out that the chief 

scientist didn't organize this to prove the existence 

of the phasmid, but rather to prove that it did not 

exist. Fortunately two of the rangers had the ability to 

scramble above their base camp at night where they 

found live phasmids. 

At the time, the Lord Howe Island stick insect 

was listed as critically endangered under the Federal 

Government's Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Act, so plans were made to breed it in captivity. 

In 2002, NPWS rangers returned to the Pyramid 

and found an even greater number of phasmids than 

in the previous year. In 2003 a team returned to survey 

the population and to bring back two males and two 

females, which went into a breeding program at the 

Melbourne Zoo. 

Interestingly, in Rick's account of that year's 

expedition, he mentions that the team "began the now 

well-known climb (up to Gannet Green), made a little 

easier because of the rock bolts they had driven in 

during the 2002 survey." 

When I remember the conditions the Lord Howe 

Island Board tried to impose on climbers, including 

strict rules about not placing any permanent protection, 

it seems incredibly hypocritical that its own rangers were 

allowed to place bolts on what is arguably the easiest 

stretch of climbing on the Pyramid. Incredible! 

Fortunately, the phasmid's captive breeding 

program at the Melbourne Zoo, run by Rohan 

Live phasmids continue to be found on 
the Pyramid. 

Cleave, has been a great success. By 2012, more than 

9000 phasmids had been hatched at the zoo, and eggs 

were being sent to other institutions to maintain genetic 

diversity. Now they are even breeding them in captivity 

on Lord Howe Island. 

Unfortunately, until the rats are eradicated from 

the island, the phasmid can't be released into the wild. 

But there lies the problem. Although other islands, 

like Australia's subantarctic Macquarie Island, and 

numerous offshore islands in New Zealand have had 

successful eradication programs, controversy has 

dogged plans to get rid of the rats on Lord Howe. 

Although a feasibility study for the eradication 

program was completed in 2001, and additional studies 

and draft plans have been released from time to time 

ever since, the four-year program continues to be 

pushed back (2017 is the latest start date). 

Watching as the eradication program gets caught 

up in the 'bureaucratic maul', I can't help but think of 

the never-ending struggle to allow recreational climbing 

on the Pyramid. At least one thing is now certain -

banning recreational climbing on the Pyramid because 

of the phasmid is no longer a valid excuse. 
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•• 

... in accordance with 

the Plan of Management 

for the Permanent Park 

Preserve, the Board has 

refused your application." 
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An Era of Rejection 

Sea kayaking is for the young at heart, it is for the adventurous spirits 

who want to fly with the wild swans instead of languishing safely and 

dully in the backyard swimming pool. 

Fulvio Fabreschi, proposal to kayak to, then climb, 

Balls Pyramid in April 1995 

We triumph without glory when we conquer without danger. 

Brigadier John Essex-Clark, Patron of Fulvio Fabreschi's 

Balls Pyramid Expedition 

O
n 18 December 1995, Pam Allan, NSW Minister for the Environment, 

refused to ratify the amendment to allow recreational climbing on Balls 

Pyramid, citing objections from the Australian Conservation Foundation and 

the National Parks and Wildlife Advisory Council. 

Four days later, Judith Mortlock, CEO of the LHI Board, informed Fulvio 

Fabreschi that his application (submitted in June) to land on Balls Pyramid 

with the express purpose of searching for the phasmid and climbing to the 

summit, had been rejected. 

Fulvio, an ex-Army Reserve commando from Coffs Harbour, NSW, 

had spent more than four years putting together an ambitious expedition 

to paddle sea kayaks from the NSW coast to Balls Pyramid, meet up with 

scientists from the Australian Museum and National Parks and Wildlife 

Service, search for the phasmid, climb the Pyramid, then paddle back to the 

mainland. 

Included among the scientists was geologist Dave Roots who, on our 

Rover Scout Expedition in 1964, was responsible for photographing the 

remains of the phasmid and alerting the world that it might still exist. Also 

on Fulvio's team was Ian Hutton, one of Lord Howe Island's most-renowned 

naturalists, conservationists and photographers. 
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Fulvio Fabreschi and 
a team of highly
experienced sea kayakers 
hoped to paddle to 
Balls Pyramid, conduct 
scientific research, climb, 
and paddle back. His 
proposal was rejected, 
even though it included 
highly-qualified 
scientists. 
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Although the scope of Fulvio's expedition was ambitious, it was by no 

means impossible. In his proposal Fulvio points out that as far back as 1783, 

'Aleut hunters set off from Unalaska for Prince William Sound, a distance of 

over 1600 kilometres across storm-swept open sea'. The distance Fulvio and 

his team planned to paddle was 650 kilometres, which he thought should 

take about seven days. 

Fulvio's expedition team, and its members' tasks, included Peter Jones, 

psychology and military liaison; Michael Nibbs, navigation and communica

tions equipment; Niel Quaggin, climbing equipment; Chris Simpson, liaison 

emergency services and Royal volunteer coastal patrol; George Sobdinow, 

video equipment; John Thmbole, SAR co-ordination; Peter Williams, clothing; 

Sandra Johnston, medical equipment. On support staff were Derek Murphy, 

climbing; and Ashley Warner, Expedition HQ. 

The planning schedule included significant training sessions, both in 

open water paddling and rock climbing. Reading through the proposal it was 

hard to believe that anyone could be more prepared. 

In a short letter Judith Mortlock, then head of the Lord Howe Island 

Board, dismissed Fulvio's four years of planning as follows: 

"The Board has considered your research proposal and an evaluation of that 

proposal by an appropriately qualified Research Scientist from the NPWS. The 

Board has noted that, in the opinion of NPWS, recreational climbing appeared 

to be the main purpose of the expedition. Under the circumstances, and in 

accordance with the Plan of Management for the Permanent Park Preserve, the 

Board has refused your application." 

What I find incredible is that because the Board knocked back Fulvio's 

expedition proposal, despite one of its primary aims being to search for the 

phasmid, it would be another six years before the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service organised its own expedition with the same goal. 

At the time the only proof that the phasmid still existed was Dave Root's 

photos of the recently dead creature and some shots of its shed exoskeleton 

taken on the 1969 expedition. As I mentioned in Chapter 8, what if during 

those six years the few remaining phasmids that did exist were to disappear 

forever? 

Of course history now tells a different tale. In early February 2001, 

David Priddel, the Principal Research Scientist with NSW National Parks 

and Wildlife Service (now the Office of Environment and Heritage), Nicholas 

Carlile from the NSW Environment Department; Margaret Humphrey, an 

entomologist from the Macleay Museum and Dean Hiscox, a ranger from 

Lord Howe Island, landed on the Pyramid. 

Unlike all the other expeditions, which had to pay their own way onto 

the Pyramid, Priddel's expedition was funded by the taxpayer. They had the 
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luxury of waiting on Lord Howe Island for as long as it took to get •• 

absolutely calm sea conditions so they could simply step from the boat 

to the shore. It's a convenience few private expeditions could afford. 

Aside from Hiscox, climbing experience amongst the team was 

almost non-existent. In fact, Priddel and Humphrey weren't climbers 

at all. It's incredible that when world-class Australian climbers like 

Greg Mortimer had been knocked back, the reason given was for 'the 

safety of climbers and the public interest'. Yet Priddel, with no climbing 

experience whatsoever, had approved his own expedition to the Pyramid. 

... bureaucrats are 

willing to block 

valuable research, 

simply to 'protect 

their own patch'." 

I've been to Lord Howe Island many times and have found that most of 

the Islanders are happy for climbers to visit the Pyramid. Some have told me 

that it's the 'mainland scientists' with_ egos so great, they want to keep their 

monopoly on access to the Pyramid. 

It's interesting that every year since the 2001 expedition that found live 

specimens of the phasmid, Lord Howe Island rangers have landed on the 

Pyramid either by boat or helicopter for what is referred to as 'an annual 

ground survey on the Pyramid'. 

In Return of the Phasmid, Rick Wilkinson writes that, "The board has enough 

difficulty stretching its budget for management of high priority weed eradicating! 

control and other environmental initiatives on the main island without diverting 

funds and attention to an expensive, time-consuming and potentially dangerous 

blanket exploration of Balls Pyramid." 

Yet when the bureaucrats were offered just such an exploration, free of 

charge, they knocked it back! Rick's account of the Balls Pyramid Scientific 

Research Expedition 2012 shows how the bureaucrats are willing to block 

valuable research, simply to 'protect their own patch'. Rick writes: 

In 2011 two Melbourne-born brothers, Zane and Paul Priebbenow, took the next 

step and submitted to the Lord Howe Board an application to access and climb Balls 

Pyramid, nominating the summer of 2011-12 as the ideal time for their expedition. 

The plan was not a mere bid to reach the summit. Rather it was a carefully considered 
and planned scientific research collaboration including fieldwork, discovery and data 

gathering as principal aims. The endeavour was also promoted as a self-contained 

venture sailing from the mainland to Lord Howe and the Pyramid. 

The brothers were active mountaineers and recreational rock climbers who had 

tackled peaks across the world, including the Himalayas. Zane, a satellite controller, 

lived in Sydney, Paul a civil engineer in Brisbane and other team members, including 

Dr Vanessa Wills, a surgeon at John Hunter Hospital in Newcastle, had been climbing 

for about 25 years. They all regarded Balls Pyramid as one of Australia's premier 

attractions. Their interest in the rock dated back to the early 1990s but, with the 

climbing ban then newly in place, they were denied access by the authorities and took 
their expeditions elsewhere. 

233 



234 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

During a chance meeting with adventurer and entrepreneur Dick Smith in 2009 

conversation turned to Balls Pyramid that Smith had climbed in 1980. This reignited 

the brothers' interest. From the outset the Priebbenows worked on the concept of 

mounting a scientific expedition that could make a valuable contribution to a range 

of subjects with an environmental theme. Neither were scientists, but their respective 

careers had equipped them with analytical and technical skills. Their plans gelled 

around the idea of approaching environmental researchers with an interest in the 

Balls Pyramid ecology and proposing the idea of gathering first-hand data relevant to 

the researchers' individual projects. 

The team members were well aware of the phasmid and sensed that any attempt 

to go near the known habitat would prompt a negative reaction. But they wondered if 

there might be some merit in gathering data for a botanical map of the Pyramid that 

would help determine if other parts of the rock held potential to support colonies of the 

insect. Such a map could also indicate the extent of introduced weeds on the Pyramid 

and help rangers focus on certain areas in the ongoing eradication program. 

The team wanted to establish a broad scientific mission in collaboration with 

a number of research scientists who were unable to take on the physical difficulties 

presented by the Pyramid in gathering data for their programs. Apart from botanical 

and entomological work, the Priebbenows suggested that the expedition could provide 

a unique opportunity to gather micro-climate data on and around the Pyramid. It 

might be possible, for instance, to place an unobtrusive automatic weather station 

on one of the shoulders of the Pyramid equipped with telemetry to transmit weather 

data on a long-term basis. In addition, button-sized electronic devices that can log up 

to eight years of data about parameters such as temperature and humidity could be 

placed at numerous locations on the Pyramid, including the summit. 

To ensure sufficient time to complete the various data gathering and sampling 

projects, the party planned to set up a base camp and stay on the rock for a week to 

10 days. In the end, though, the submission was rejected by the Lord Howe Board. 

The proposal was judged in essence to be a recreational climb, a summit push, 

with scientific bits tacked on. Board members felt that a true scientific expedition, 

particularly one with entomological research in mind, had no need to go that high 

(my underline). They preferred to continue with the practice of once or twice-yearly 

day visits to the Pyramid by the Lord Howe rangers to perform specific authorised tasks. 

What Rick's excellent report doesn't mention is that the expedition also 

had a significant education program attached to it, including connections to 

various NSW Government Education departments. 

Most revealing of all is the underlined sentence, "Board members felt that 

a true scientific expedition, particularly one with entomological research in mind, had 

no need to go that high." 

Isn't proving or disproving assumptions like this at the very heart of scientific 

endeavour? 
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Since then, one of the 'non-sanctioned' expeditions 

discovered three very healthy phasmids - 500 metres 

above sea level! (se e  page 259). 

The most recent application that the LHI Board has 

rejected was from one of Australia's most talented young 

adventurers. In 2007, James Catrission and Justin Jones 

paddled a custom-built sea kayak 3,318 kilometres from 

Forster, Australia to New Plymouth, New Zealand. It was a 

world first, the longest ever transoceanic crossing. 

On 26 January 2012, 'Cas and Jonesy' made history by 

completing the longest unsupported polar expedition of all 

time. They walked from the edge of Antarctica to the South 

Pole and back without assistance. The 2,275 kilometre ski 

trip, under the harshest conditions on Earth took them 89 

days. 

When James approached the LHI Board on 14 February 

2013 to outline his plan to attempt the unclimbed West Face 

of Balls Pyramid, he explained that his previous successes had come from 

working together with the various authorities from the start. Cas wrote: 

'We appreciate the pressure you must receive from the NSW Minister for 

Environment & Heritage, as well as public scrutiny on this matter, however 

I want to assure you that our expedition will be COMPLETELY self-sufficient 

(ex-Sydney) and not draw on any of the resources of Lord Howe Island, and that 

we would work with (rather than against) govemment bodies and authorities. 

"On ALL the previous expeditions I have undertaken, this is the approach that 

I have adopted. With our unsupported kayak expedition across the Tasman Sea 

we worked very closely with AMSA (Australian Maritime & Safety Authority) 

The Daily Telegraph 

announces an 
expedition to capture 

phasmids to be used 
in a captive breeding 
program. Despite more 

than 9000 individuals 
being bred at the 

Melbourne Zoo, the 

threat to phasmids 
remains central to the 

Pyramid climbing ban. 

Adventurer Justin 

Jones pushes through 

blizzard conditions 

on record-setting 

walk to and from the 

South Pole. 
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Above: Justin Jones 
and James Castrission 
give lectures to inspire 
our next generation 
of explorers. 

Right: 'Cas andJonesy' 
at the South Pole 
before their grue!ing 
return to the Antarctic 
coast. 
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& the NSW Water Police to mitigate the risks that we'd face on the ocean, this 

included a number of visits to the Rescue Coordination Centre down in Canberra. 

We find consulting the relevant government bodies and authorities prior to our 

expeditions a valuable source of insight in designing & constructing robust risk 

management contingencies to manage (and, in many cases, eliminate) many 

perceived risks that we face." 

Cas adds that he is in contact with an entomologist about "a fascinating 

scientific agenda for the expedition on the West Face". 

In the rejection that Cas received from the Board, Stephen 

Willis wrote that, "The primary reasons for the restrictions on 

climbing is to reduce the risks to the rare species that exist on the 

Pyramid, some that exist nowhere else in the world. The risks include 

the potential to introduce pathogens and invasive species. Safety 

considerations are also a factor though I appreciate you are experienced 

in planning for safety risks through your other expeditions." 

9. AN ERA OF REJECTION

Over the next year, Cas's correspondence was handed from one bureaucrat to 

another until a 'compromise' was reached, allowing Cas and his team to do 

some weeding on some of Lord Howe Island's steep cliffs, with the promise 

that something possibly might eventuate in the future! 

When I hear stories like this, I despair for our young people. 

It's no wonder that some of them search for adventure elsewhere, 

whether it be drugs, alcohol or even leaving our country to join 

conflicts overseas. 

We must bring back our country's spirit of adventure. 
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238 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Climbing Lidgbird 

F
or many years, I'd been eyeing off the North Ridge of 

Mt Lidgbird, and I finally got my chance. Pip and I were 

visiting Lord Howe Island with some friends and staying at 

Capella Lodge, which gives great views of Mt Lidgbird. On 

Sunday, 21 August 2011, Greg Mortimer and I set off in the 

afternoon on the track to the Goat House. 

We stayed on the track until the Goat House Cave, 

traversed to the east and then up until we reached the 

edge of the cliff line. We roped up and I belayed Greg as 

he scouted out a route above. Over the next few hours, 

we swapped leads, enjoyed some great climbing and 

discovered a cave with a spectacular view of the lagoon 

high up the ridgeline. 

Greg led all the difficult pitches and the exposure in 

places reminded me of being back on Balls Pyramid again. 

We reached the ridge line late in the day. It was winter and 

the sun set early, but we'd brought headtorches with us for 

just this eventuality. 

I suggested to Greg that we abseil back down the route 

we'd just climbed, but Greg had never been to the summit, 

so we agreed to continue along the ridge to the top. 

We were in radio contact with Pip and others at 

Capella throughout our adventure and at no time felt as if 

we were in danger. We reached the summit at 5 p.m. and 

on the way down, some of the locals saw our lights on the 

mountain in an area where there were no walking tracks, so 

they called the police officer. 

We got back to Capella a little after 9 p.m., filthy 

and scratched from the vegetation and delighted to have 

completed what was possibly a new route on Mount 

Lidgbird 

A few days later the Sydney Morning Herald published 

the following article: 

BIRD'S-EYE VIEW OF DANGER ISLAND 

Dick Smith avoided getting stuck on Lord Howe Island's 

precipitous Mt Lidgbird while climbing on Sunday night, 

but has found himself wedged firmly up the noses of 

some locals after his after-dark descent mobilised the 

community's police. The helicopter pilot, millionaire 

businessman, advocate of small Australia, and (now, to 

some, perhaps, vexatious) adventurer, annoyed some 

islanders by climbing Mt Lidgbird with Greg Mortimer, , 

the first Australian to climb Everest, without seeking 
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9. AN ERA OF REJECTION

permission for their climb from the island's Board. Also 

at issue was that their difficult descent, which ended 

at 9.30 p.m., compelled police to investigate reports of 

lights weaving down the steep rock face. They arrived 

safely, but stiff, you know - what if, eh? "I'm told there's

this huge brouhaha," Smith told the Diary, adding he had

no idea about the mandatory permission. "Some places

are banned to climbers, like Balls Pyramid and the Three

Sisters. But you can climb anywhere else in the Blue

Mountains. I'm concerned about what [banning it would

be] saying to young people. It's the ultimate bureaucracy."

Barney Nichols, editor of the local rag the Signal and

Lord Howe Island Board member, said: "The Board are

considering the situation. The permanent park preserve

plan of management states you can't climb without

permission of the Board." He explained it was "hard to see

how [Smithj could have been unaware of that given he's

climbed Balls Pyramid [20 kilometres south-east], which is

covered by the same plan". To which Smith, and others on

the island, say: "Oh no it isn't." One such islander is Clive

Wilson MBE, a lifetime resident who was called upon to

find out what was happening on the night of the descent.

"I have the utmost respect for both of them and I accept

they were not aware of any prohibition - absolutely not.

It's an historic achievement."

It seemed crazy that on an island that promotes rock 

climbing as one of its 'adventure activities', it would ban 

people from taking what is a classic route up one of its 

highest peaks. 

Ever since the mid-1980s, I've watched as the 

bureaucrats have banned climbing on climbs that were the 

testing grounds for my generation. I thought back to when 

John Worrall, Hugh Ward and I climbed the West Face of 

the Three Sisters in preparation for our Balls Pyramid climb. 

It was fantastic. 

Then, just a few years ago, Greg Mortimer took his son 

up the same route - almost a rite of passage for climbers 

our age. Greg was one of the first Australians to climb 

Mt Everest, K2 and Antarctica's highest peak, Mt Vinson. 

Nonetheless, there was a policeman from Katoomba 

waiting for Greg and Oliver to complete their climb to hand 

him a fine. Madness! 

After Greg and I completed our climb up the North 

Ridge of Mt Lidgbird, I kept waiting to be slapped with a 

fine. It never arrived. 

Opposite: Greg Mortimer 
and me at Lord Howe 
Island airport, dreaming of 
climbing Mt Lidgbird. 

From top: I belay Greg 
across a traverse after the 
second pitch. 
Greg leads the third pitch. 
Greg and I arrive back at Capella Lodge well and 

truly after dark. 

Clive Wilson, long-time supporter of adventurers. 
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240 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Aptly-named, Ulysses 
Blue carries us across 
the Tasman Sea 
to Balls Pyramid, 
celebrating both her 
maiden voyage and the 
40th Anniversary of 
our Scouts expedition. 

•• 

Ulysses yearns in his 

dotage, to again go 

adventuring on the seas 

with his old band of 

warriors." 

Ulysses, Alfred Lord Tennyson 
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Celebrating our 40th and 50th

Anniversaries 

F
or my 60th birthday, 18 March 2004, Pip organised a party and invited 

our friends to help celebrate. Dave Larkin, Dave Roots, Dave Lambert, Ian 

Gasking and Rick Higgins showed up and we began reminiscing about our 

Balls Pyramid expedition. 

Suddenly I had a brainstorm. "Look, hold on," I said. "Why don't we all go 

out to the Pyramid for the 40th anniversary?" Everyone laughed and thought 

it was a great idea, but what they didn't know was that I was having a boat 

built. 

Although bushwalking and flying have been my main passions, I've 

always felt a connection to the sea. Maybe it came from our trip to Balls 

Pyramid on Tai Hoa in 1964. As my businesses became successful, I was able to 

sponsor the Dick Smith Explorer, a 60-foot steel schooner, first for expeditions 

run by Dr David Lewis, then trips with the Oceanic Research Foundation, to 

places like Commonwealth Bay and Cape Hallett, in Antarctica. 

Left: We get together 
for lunch at Blue Peters 
restaurant during 
our 40th aniversary 
trip in 2004.
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242 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

It was fantastic that 
the inaugural trip on 
my first expedition 
ship, Ulysses Blue, 
should be to Lord Howe 

Island and Balls

Pyramid. 

And whenever possible, I've always tried to keep a 'tinnie' handy 

for exploring the local waterways of Pittwater, the Hawkesbury River and 

Broken Bay. 

By 2004, I decided it was time to own an expedition ship of my own. 

It would be built by Tenix Defense at their shipyard in Henderson, Western 

Australia. When finished it would be 34.4 metres long, carry ten guests and 

six crew, have a maximum range of 5,000 nautical miles and be helipad

equipped. We named it Ulysses Blue. 

Sailing out to celebrate the 40th anniversary of our Balls Pyramid 

expedition seemed like the perfect first expedition. We took delivery of Ulysses 

Blue on 15 November 2004 in Western Australia and on 28 November we gave 

her a proper naming ceremony in Sydney Harbour. 

1\vo days later we left for Balls Pyramid. On board was an ABC film 

crew, whose footage and interviews (as well as Dave Lambert's and Roger 

Whittaker's original expedition film) would end up as an episode of Australian 

Story entitled, Rock of Ages. Here are excerpts from the program: 

DICK SMITH: I remember the first trip to Balls Pyramid was a life-changing experience 

for me because I was 20 years of age. It was the chance of doing something that I 

could never do before. And I thought, I remember at the time well, this is the last 

expedition I'll ever go on. I will never have the chance to do something like this again 

IAN GASKING - PROJECT MANAGER: We were just a bunch of young blokes 

focused on climbing a mountain. It never occurred to us at that stage that that 

mountain could shape our lives and could be a leverage point for the successes that 
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10. CELEBRATING OUR 40TH AND 50TH ANNIVERSARIES

we've had in our careers and businesses and our personalities. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS - MARINE GEOPHYSICIST: If I think of the five best things I 

ever did,first of all , Balls Pyramid. Now, what else was there? Um ... and so it was a 

significant thing to do. 

PIP SMITH: When I was 17, I was in the Girl Guides. I remember we had this 

evening where our Rangers and Rovers all got together and they showed this film. 

And I thought, oh, wow, 'cause I sort of had noticed Dick and of course hearing about 

him and was attracted to him. I really thought, wow and it sort of, I guess, started 

from there. 

Members of our 
original Scout 
Expedition toast its 

40th Anniversary for 
an ABC film crew. 
A story about the 
anniversary expedition 
would appear on 
Australian Story. 

Pip and me in front 
of the camera. 
It's wonderful that 
Pip has supported 
my passion for Balls 

Pyramid for more 
than half a century. 
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244 BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

IAN GASKING: The first time we went out, we were on the yacht for four days. It was 

a long, slow trip. This time in a modem ship, it's been a breeze. It's only been 48 hours. 

IAN GASKING: I was up in the mast and first saw it, and what an awe-inspiring 

sight it was. Just this great sheer dagger of rock sticking up from the ocean. I called 

out, ''Land ahoy!" Everybody came running from below decks and everywhere and it 

was really great. 

ROGER WHITTAKER - FILM MAKER: When we first saw it, this mysterious sort 

of monster looming in the dawn and we just couldn't take our eyes off it as we were 

approaching closer and closer. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS: I guess the biggest adventure of the whole expedition was 

actually getting those kids ashore because, for them, this was totally new terrain. 

They were looking at very deep water, very steep walls coming straight out of the 

ocean. There is no easy beach to land on. We also were well aware that there were 

shark-infested waters, so we wanted to limit our time in the water to the absolute 

minimum. 

JOHN HODSDON - MECHANICAL ENGINEER: I remember swimming in and 

looking at this rock face and the technique was that you went up and down in the 

waves for two or three times, trying to estimate the high wave. And then when you 

thought you were on a higher wave, you'd climb over the top or scramble up, hoping 

that the wave following wasn't higher than the one that you' ve got up on and you'd 

be washed back in, which quite a few of us were. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS: The first time we saw it, we were staggered by the steepness, 

by the hardness of it, and we went back again after 40 years and we looked at it and 

we were still staggered by it. We thought, God, you know,fancy,fancy being on that 1

IAN GASKING: The whole climb was just a continual tension. From the time we got 

on it to the time we got off, we never relaxed. 

RICK HIGGINS: When you're climbing the face of it, you're going up with birds al! 

around you and the birds around your head and then you look down and you look 

straight below your feet and you're looking straight down into the ocean, at 300 feet 

down, then 600 feet, then 1,000 feet then 1,200 feet. That's a real rush. 

IAN GASKING: It was one incredible place where we spent a night. We were 1200 

feet above sea level and there were five of us on a ledge, and the ledge was about 

200mm wide, and the cliff was vertical below and vertical above, so we drilled holes 

and we put in our security bolts, and each person was tied into a bolt, and then we 
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had a bolt for each pack. Then we tied everything together, so it was a spiderweb of 
ropes. And to stay on a ledge all night with a freezing wind is a real feat of endurance. 
The wildlife on Balls Pyramid was absolutely amazing. And one of the focuses of the

trip was to record and photograph the wildlife that was there. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS: Now, there were lots of birds, so we got lots and lots of bird 
photographs, and then I found this long black insect, one-off, about that long, about as 
thick as the little finger, with enough legs to be an insect, and it looked like a praying 
mantis-type of animal, a stick insect.

IAN GASKING: We hadn't seen anything like it on Balls Pyramid or anywhere else,
so Dave took a photo of it for the record. 

IAN GASKING: Coming back to Lord Howe Island, I can see that we're still thinking 
the same way. We still climb. We're still very active for a group of men in their 60s

and up into their 70s, and none of us have given in, and none of us have said, "It's
too hard." 

PIP SMITH: I thought it was very moving to watch these guys all standing •• 
on the bow of the boat looking up to this great piece of rock that just comes

straight out of the sea. And they stood there as if they were still 20-year-old

guys and just reliving, and forgetting that 40 years had passed. Yes, I think it
was very special for them all. They all had their own little stories, their own 
little part that they played in that expedition. 

DICK SMITH: The lead climbers, really Rick Higgins, Dave Roots, Ian Casking 
and Dave Lambert, they got to Winkelstein's Steeple, 1,200 feet, which was I
remember from the water, looking up to Winkelstein's Steeple, with its two little

sort of pinnacles, was just incredible. How could anyone get there? The reason 
we didn't get to the top of the Pyramid on that original 1964 expedition was that 
there just wasn't enough time. Five days, everyone was completely exhausted 
and that's why the team pulled out. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS: We went as far as we could go and then we reached a point 
where to go further would be perhaps a stupid thing to do. 

IAN GASKING: We made the decision to tum around, but it wasn't failure. We had 
succeeded to a point where nobody else had ever been, nobody had ever climbed that 
high on that mountain and, to me, it was almost a sacred thing that we hadn't defiled 
it by conquering it. It was still there. It was still fantastic. It was still mighty and we 
hadn't diminished that in any way. It beat us, but we're not defeated. 

... they stood there 

as if they were still 

20-year-old guys

and just reliving,

and forgetting

that 40 years had

passed.Yes,Ithink

it was very special

for them all."
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PROF. DAVE ROOTS: Even though we didn't climb it, we didn't get to the top, to us 

that didn't matter. We began to realise that we turned a group of boys into men in a 

couple of days - in a week. 

IAN GASKING: The stick insect that Dave photographed turned out to be one of the 

highlights of the trip. 

PROF. DAVE ROOTS: When we brought it back to the Australian Museum and 

showed them the slide they said, "That's the Lord Howe Island phasmid. That's 

extinct." And we said, "But it can't be because we photographed it." And they said, "It 

hasn't been seen in 20 years." And I said, "Well, it's on the Pyramid." Now there is a 

breeding program on in Sydney and Melbourne hopefully to reintroduce them to Lord 

Howe Island and to back up the population on Balls Pyramid. 

IAN GASKING: We cruised around the Pyramid. We all got a good look. We picked 

out our landing spot. We were all ready to have a go at swimming ashore. But then 

the boat turned back. The decision was made. It wasn't going to be a climbing day 

for us. I understand Dick's position there. He can't be taking risks or be seen to be 

taking risks with other people's lives, so that's his decision and we follow with that. 

We understand that. If we were here on our own and it was our own decision and it 

didn't impinge on anyone else, that would be a different story. 

In the decade that passed between the 40th and 50th anniversary of our 

original expedition, we all continued to pursue our individual adventures. 

In 2012, I began holding an annual event which I called the Old Adventurers 

Lunch, which was really an excuse to bring old friends together and keep 

the spirit of adventure alive. Dave Roots was a regular attendee as were 

others who had been involved in the Pyramid over the years including 

Greg Mortimer, Howard Whelan, James Castrission and two special guests 

in 2014. At these events we discussed the idea of a 50th anniversary trip to 

the Pyramid. 

Meanwhile, the Lord Howe Island Board continued to knock back any 

proposal to climb the Pyramid. In early 2014 I wrote to Barney Nichols, a 

member of the LHI Board to make 'low key inquiries' with the Board to see if 

we could get approval to land on the Pyramid. "Most of us just want to land 

for historic/commemorative purposes", I wrote, but didn't really expect to get 

a positive reply. 

So it was with some surprise that on 14 October 2014, I received an 

email from Barney to say that, "The Board has approved your landing on the 

Pyramid in December". 

Barney put me onto a Lord Howe Island Board ranger who was to draft 

the permit. It seemed too good to be true! I continued making plans for 
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our 50th Anniversary, with some very special additions. Everyone from the 

original trip, except Tony Balthasar, were fit and well and to a man, were 

excited about our reunion on Lord Howe Island from 1-5 December. 

In the weeks leading up to the 50th Anniversary, there was a lot to do. Ian 

Hutton from the Lord Howe Island Museum approached me about sponsoring 

a display about Balls Pyramid, including its geology, natural history and the 

history of climbing. He felt the best way for people to understand the Pyramid 

was with a'3D model. 

He approached various museums in Sydney to try to find a model 

maker, but with no luck. Fortunately, when he was in Melbourne he visited 

the Melbourne Museum where he met Dean Smith, a senior preparator who 

specialised in modelling displays. In two very busy months, Ian and Dean put 

together a fantastic exhibit. 

Looking from Ned's 
Beach across Lord 

Howe Island to its 
protected lagoon. 
From my first visit to 
my most recent, Lord 

Howe is paradise. 
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Still daunting after 
50 years' Soaring up 
from sea level, the North 
Ridge (below) looks as 
challenging as ever. Surf 
sweeping landing areas 
and spectacular layers 
of ash give the world's 
largest sea stack an 
atmosphere like no other.
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Ian Hutton, curator of 
the Lord Howe Island 
Museum, with Phoebe

Lewis, Anicee Lomba! 
and Jennifer Lavers, 
the 2015 Shearwater 
Research Team. The 
group are looking at 

the incidence of plastic 
ingestion in flesh
footed shearwater 
chicks. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Early afternoon Monday, 1 December, most of us flew to Lord Howe 

Island. Dave Larkin and his wife, Ann, had come the day before and, having 

climbed Mt Gower, were on their way down as we arrived. 

That morning, I had spoken by phone to the island and was told by the 

locals that the weather and sea forecast for going to Balls Pyramid didn't look 

promising in the days to come and that if we hoped to get onto the Pyramid, 

we should go that day. And so we did. 

Despite being told that we'd been given permission to land, we still 

hadn't received a written permit. Not that it mattered on Monday, as the 

conditions were still too rough. But the Pyramid looked intimidating and 

spectacular as we cruised around it. 

On Tuesday I finally received written permission to land on the Pyramid. 

In the conditions of the permit, I learned that we must notify the Lord 

Howe Island Board "at least 72 hours prior to commencing the expedition 

to Balls Pyramid". Which meant that if I'd immediately notified the Board, 

we wouldn' t be legally allowed to land until Friday, the day we were due to 

depart the island 1 

To my amazement we were required to "maintain a policy of public 

liability insurance for a sum of not less than ten million dollars ($10,000,000) to 

indemnify the Board from and against liability for all actions, suits, demands, 

costs, losses, etc." Where was I going to get such a policy within a few days? 

When I spoke with one of the Board members, I was told, "Dick, those 

are just standard clauses, it's ok for you to make a landing." But of course the 
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permit wasn't adjusted and remained, most likely to protect the bureaucrats 

in the unlikely event that something went wrong. 

Nonetheless, over the next few days we had some great moments looking 

back on our wonderful expeditions. Also with us was John Worrall, who'd led 

the only attempt on the West Face as well as our climb in 1980. 

And I was delighted to invite my good friend, Colin Putt, to come 

along. Colin, one of Australia's greatest adventurers, remains an 

inspiration to all who meet him. Colin was voyaging to Heard 

Island in the yacht Patanella in December 1964 when we were on 

our Rover Scouts Expedition. 

On the Wednesday we gathered at the Lord Howe Island 

Museum, where Ian Hutton invited Rick Higgins and me, on 

behalf of the Rover Scouts Expedition, to cut the ribbon on the 

new Balls Pyramid display. It looked incredible! 

That evening we went to the Beachcomber Lodge Res ta uran t 

for a traditional fish fry, an appropriate way to celebrate our 50th 

Anniversary Dinner. It was a lovely gathering, with impromptu 

speeches and David Lambert presenting all of us with our special 

50th Anniversary medallions. 

While we were on the island, Howard Whelan asked each of the original 

team members what impact the expedition had on our lives. 

Here is what he recorded: 

Celebratory 
sundowners beneath 
the pines, with lagoon 
and Mt Gower behind. 

Dave Lambert kindly 
had these special 

medallions struck to 

commemorate the 
50th Anniversary of 

our Scout Expedition. 
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Clockwise from top 
left For the 50th

Anniversary we 
chartered a boat for 
expeditioners and 
friends to revisit the 
Pyramid; Our team 
beneath the West Face; 
Special guests John 
Worrall and Colin 
Putt, and me enjoying 
sundowners back on 
Lord Howe.

David Kingsford-Smith 

John Hodsdon 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

DAVID KINGSFORD-SMITH, 74 

"I do think I became a bit wiser. I certainly had a far greater appreciation of the 

concentration you need when you're climbing at your limits, and I was certainly 

climbing at my limits, which is one of the reasons I set out to do it, of course. You're 

always trying to push your limits when you're that old. It broadened my sense of my 

possibilities and also reality in general. And I definitely think I profited from it." 

JOHN HODSDON, 75 

"I think it taught me organisation and companionship in a closed situation, because 

getting on and getting up the Pyramid wasn't easy. It was a bit challenging and we 

all pushed ourselves to the limit at various stages and you had to rely on your partner 

on the other end of the rope to make sure you finished a safe journey. I learned that 

under stress, anybody is capable of solving complex problems if they think clearly." 

DAVE LAMBERT, 74 

"For 40 years after coming down from the Pyramid, I felt bad. I felt resentful and I 

felt that some part of me had failed. And then I saw a program comparing Scott and 

Al
l p

ho
to

s 
Pi

p 
Sm

ith



Rick and I cut the ribbon (top left) 
to open the Balls Pyramid display 
at the Lord Howe Island Museum. 
It features this incredible 3D

model 0eft and below)created by 
Melboume Museum preparator 
Dean Smith, thanks to the efforts 
of Ian Hutton. 

Top right Sandy Whistler's 
Autograph Book contains our 
signatures from 50 years ago as 
well as updates. 
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Dave Lambert 

Ian Gasking 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

Shackleton. It said that turning back from so close to the Pole was probably the most 

courageous thing Shackleton ever did. 

"And then I realised that turning back from our high-point with Ian Casking, and 

not going on, was probably the most courageous climbing thing I've ever done. We 

were falling asleep as we abseiled down, so it was the correct decision. But it stayed 

with me for 40 years until I recognised it for what it was - courage. 

"I had trained for the Pyramid by climbing, held by a top rope, very difficult things 

until I Jell off So I trained myself to know before it was the time to turn back, time 

to stop. The Pyramid has influenced my life in that I'll try things and go as hard as I 

can, but knowing that the strongest thing in the world is a willow tree. It gives way 

to every strong force, yet retains its dignity and personality." 

IAN GASKING, 72 

"I was one of the lead climbers on the Balls Pyramid Expedition, but it was the scariest 

thing I've ever done in my life. I found myself climbing way beyond my natural ability 

because there was no option. Well, there was an option to go up or give up, and I 

wasn't going to give up. 

"At the end of that climb, once we got down to the bottom and were in the boat, 

I made the decision then that I was going to marry my girlfriend. I could see that if 
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I continued to climb like that I was going to end up dead. I was climbing beyond my 

ability. It was a case of 'Ian, caution needs to come in here'." 

ROGER WHITTAKER, 71 

"I was an apprentice photographer so that's why I was on the trip. I don't like heights, 

so I never intended to be one of the climbers. And I took movies of the trip over there. 

"In terms of my career in film production, where I specialised in wildlife 

documentaries, there was no direct impact, because the film didn't go anywhere 

particularly. But I suppose you could say it was a piece of experience from a film 

point of view. I shot a certain amount of film that ended up in a finished production. 

In terms of the type of film, I did do a couple of canoeing adventure films that I took 

around the world and sold." 

RICK HIGGINS, 72 

"I'd say it was a huge success for the people involved and you get that from 

them to a greater or lesser degree. I think Ian and Dave Lambert still wish that I 

hadn't pulled the plug and had let them go on. But I don't have any regrets about that. 

''I've had a great life and I've done so many expeditions it would take me a year 

to try to reconstruct them. But Balls Pyramid proved to me that I could do something 

Opposite: 50 years 
apart. This photograph 
was taken as we 
departed the Pyramid 
in December 1964.

(Back row) Dave 
Lambert, Dave 
Kingsford-Smith, 
Dave Roots, Rick 
Higgins. (Front 
row) Ian Casking, 
John Hodsdon, Tony 
Ba1thasar, me and 
Dave Larkin. 

Above: Still passionate 
about the Pyramid 
(from left) Dave 
Kingsford-Smith, Ian 
Gas king, John Hodsdon, 
Dave Lambert, Roger 
Whittaker, me, Dave 
Roots and Rick Higgins. 
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Roger Whittaker 

Rick Higgins 

David Larkin 

Dave Roots 

Dick Smith 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

that was not motivated just by the business of getting to the top, or doing it faster. 

The reward I got wasn't, 'yeah, we'll tick that off the list, what's the next great thing 

that nobody's bothered to do?' 

''I'd got huge benefits out of being in the Scouts from a very young age, so I was 

able to give something back. I started to think, this is a very interesting, almost an 

epiphany in my life. It wasn't like Sau! on the road to Damascus or anything like that. 

But it said to me there's more to life than just doing something relatively extreme. 

Balls Pyramid was the beginning of my next life, during which I would eventually 

transition into doing things for my own children." 

DAVID LARKIN, 70 

"It's been one of the many exciting challenges that I've had. It'd be up at the top of 

those. Anyone faced with a challenge has to overcome it. And for me there, I wasn't a 

top climber, I was stretched to my limit and being able to overcome that, and be part 

of something with all these other guys that were good, and get back and be able to 

say, 'wow, we really did that!" 

DAVE ROOTS, 83 

"We felt sad having to walk away from it (after the first attempt with Rick Higgins), 

having accepted the restriction of only being on it for one day. They didn't want to go 

away and !eave us and they didn't want to stay there. We had a deadline to get back 

to the bottom that would give them enough daylight to get back to the island. 

"When we got on board they said, 'Why didn't you keep going?' And we thought, 

'you bastards, you made us promise to come down, and when we'd got two-thirds of 

the way to the summit, you thought we should have gone on, but you didn't tell us.' 

That's how we felt." 

"I wasn't a young boy changing (after the Rover Scouts Expedition). I was a 33 

year -old. I was also one of the top rock climbers, so I didn't have a lot further to go 

that way. But it was well-executed. We'd never been in any place as spectacular. We'd 

been rock climbing on rocks, and we'd been snorkelling and scuba diving, but all of 

this together, and a first ascent as well, it was great." 

DICK SMITH, 70 

"When I consider all the adventures I've set out on, the only ones that I failed on were 

Balls Pyramid and flying to the North Pole. And so I went back to attempt them again. 

There's something inside me that says, 'if you attempt an adventure and fail, you 

keep doing it until you succeed'. And that's why I always had a plan to go back and 

climb Balls Pyramid. 

"That first attempt taught me responsible risk-taking. When I went back there in 

the boat again (this time), it was very similar weather conditions and I realised that 

it was very dangerous. But 50 years ago I never thought there was any measurable risk. 

"I think that's a part of being 20. When you consider the 20-year-o!ds getting into 
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the bombers to fly over Germany, they were volunteers, all wanting to go. And it was 

volunteers who went to Gallipoli. Young people are driven by the spirit of adventure. 

''You can't take the spirit of adventure out of a young person. You can write any 

rules, but in the end people will just circumvent them." 

Pip and me with the 

North Ridge of the 
Pyramid behind. I'm 

sure we'll return to the 
Pyramid once again, 
and who knows, there 
might be another 
chance for a landing. 
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Photo Ian Hutton 

A humpback whale 
breaches spectacularly 
to the east of Balls

Pyramid. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

•• 

Everyone I have spoken to 

... wants to see a sensible 

approach to protecting the 

Pyramid. It is a wonderful 

place and I for one want to 

see it preserved for ever." 
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What Lies Ahead for the Pyramid? 

"It is hard to explain the sense of exhilaration, focus and control 

that comes from scaling something that is remote, austere 

and beautiful. The logistical problems, physical and mental challenges 

and isolation are part of the appeal. With growing appreciation and 

adherence of minimal impact outdoor activities, I believe that rock 

climbing of Balls Pyramid could be reintroduced safely, 

without significant ecological impact to the island." 

Dr Vanessa Wills, Proposed Balls Pyramid Scientific Research Expedition 2012 

J
ust after Easter 2014, rumours began circulating that a party had sailed 
out to Balls Pyramid to climb the South Ridge. Apparently no permission

was sought - the party believed, with good cause, that no permission would 
be granted. 

From what little information I could gather, four people sailed out to the 
Pyramid from Sydney. Thro people stayed on board to mind the boat, and two 
people climbed. The climbers swam in towing their gear in watertight drums. 
Extra food, water and redundant gear were cached (apparently they packed 
extra gear spread over different barrels in case one was lost in the landing). 

They started climbing at midnight, alpine-style, on twin sixty-metre 
ropes and continued through the night. They reached the summit without 
incident at about 4.30 p.m., abseiled off the pinnacle and spent a windy night 
bivouacked at about five hundred metres above sea level. During the night 
they saw three healthy phasmids, one of which was male. The following day 
they descended by abseiling, down-climbing and traversing along the upper 
East Face and South Ridge. By 3 p.m. they were safely back at the base of the 
Pyramid and swam back to the boat. 

When I learned of the climb I wasn't surprised. It proved once again that 
if bureaucrats unreasonably ban an activity, someone will dig in their heels 
and do it secretly. 

Afterwards, one of the climbers was quoted in the Weekend Australian: 
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In April 2014, two

unnamed climbers

alledgedly climbed 

the Pyramid. 

This is how they 

'may' have appeared 

on the descent. 

BALLS PYRAMID: CLIMBING THE WORLD'S TALLEST SEA STACK 

"I just expect worthwhile things to be banned" he said. "These days in 

Australia, if it's fun, some office worker will think it's too dangerous and say 

you can't do it." 

I was also quoted having a go at the Lord Howe Island Board's liquor 

monopoly, saying: "They make their money out of selling alcohol to young 

people and don't care about the serious risks involved, but then prevent the 

same young people from taking up adventurous activities where the risk is 

far lower. It's not acceptable." 

In August I placed an advertisement in the Lord Howe Island Signal to 

announce my award for Islanders, specifically for the first islander 'to legally 

climb' Balls Pyramid. 

In the same issue, Signal editor and Board member, Barney Nichols, 

repeated the well-worn reasons why he believes the climbing restrictions 

should remain: safety of climbers, safety of islanders called upon to rescue 

them (unlikely), protecting the Pyramid's ecosystems. He also defended the 

Board's position on alcohol sales. 

In Chapter 10, I wrote about the 50th Anniversary celebration of our 

1964 Rover Scouts Expedition and how we were told we would be allowed 

a 'commemorative' landing on the Pyramid. But when we arrived on Lord 
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Howe and were handed our permit , conditions meant that technically •• 

we couldn't land until the afternoon after we had planned to leave. 

Despite verbal assurance from the Board that it was simply an 

error in preparing the permit, nobody was able to issue a revised permit. 

It was incredibly disappointing and seemed to reinforce the Board's 

need to cover its own position at the expense of the spirit of adventure. 

On our final night on the island, we gathered at the local hall to 

share Balls Pyramid documentaries with the islanders. While our expe

dition team was up on the stage, Rick Higgins whispered to me that he 

and three other expeditioners had landed on the Pyramid that day. 

It took me completely by surprise. I would have loved to be 

involved in the landing but it wasn't to be. 

Two days later, Rick sent the following email to Penny Holloway, 

CEO of the Lord Howe Island Board: 

Dear Penny, 

Thank you for taking time from your schedule to fit me in last Friday and to hear some 

of my thoughts on the public policy which currently deals with people visiting Balls 

Pyramid. I will not repeat all I said as you were polite enough to listen at the time, but 

in essence parts of the current policy do not constitute good public policy by almost 

any definition. Moreover, the way the Dick Smith group "permit" was issued was quite 

simply disingenuous and only serves to diminish the Board and therefore the Island. 

As promised, following are some thoughts based on my experience on how to 

tum around the long term situation. 

Everyone I have spoken to both on the Island and on the mainland wants to see 

a sensible approach to protecting the Pyramid. It is a wonderful place and I for one 

want to see it preserved for ever 

I confessed to you that I was one of a bunch of four old men who jumped off a 

boat without the owner's permission last Thursday, swam onto the Rock and reflected 

on life for an hour Does anyone seriously believe this could harm the flora or wildlife 

there? But to spend just that one hour there at water level requires one to go through 

the permit system. We did not do that, so of course you can fine me, take me to court 

or put me in gaol. At my age it doesn't really matter 

I quoted to you the masthead on one of the world's leading newspapers (Toronto's 

Globe and Mail) that 'The subject who is truly loyal to the Chief Magistrate will 

neither advise nor submit to arbitrary measures.' 

I have always found that to be a good starting point when developing public 

policy and any related legislation and guidelines. The current Pyramid policy and 

permit requirements in some key areas are arbitrary and do a disservice to all. 

If otherwise rational people both young and old choose to ignore the current 

system that is a strong message. The current policy and permitting system is really not 

I just expect 

worthwhile things 

to be banned" he 

said. "These days 

in Australia, if it's 

fun, some office 

worker will think 

it's too dangerous 

and say you can't 

do it." 
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. .. there is a huge 

opportunity ... to 

turn this situation 

from a gnawing 

and inevitably 

growing problem 

into a total benefit 

all around." 

working, it is not workable as it stands and eventually it will have to change . 

I have heard so many well-intentioned views and suggestions on what a 

good public policy 'should' be for the Pyramid, but the reality is that a sound, long

term solution will only be accepted and followed if it is the result of an extensive, 

genuine consultation process. 

All stakeholders on the Island and on the mainland should have an equal 

opportunity to be heard, to put forward their views and give feedback on whatever 

draft policy and guidelines come out of the process before it is finalised. No one 

individual or group should be treated as more equal than any other in the process. 

Such a process will take time, but it will be worth it. The one thing you can 

rest assured is that if you do follow such a process with appropriate hearings, and 

if the final policy and guidelines can be demonstrated to be a balanced approach 

which has come out of such a process, then the outdoors stakeholders (including 

the climbing community) will be strong supporters of the new situation and their 

support will indeed be of material assistance in helping to enforce it. 

Penny, there is a huge opportunity for you and ,the Board (and the State 

Government if they are part of it) to turn this situation from a gnawing and inevitably 

growing problem into a total benefit all around. 

Most sincerely, 

Rick Higgins 

In looking to the future, I can't help but think back 50 years to the excitement 

and freedom we enjoyed as we sailed through Sydney Heads on Tai Hoa. I 

can still hear the snap of canvas and taste the salty sea as our trusty yacht 

doused us with spray. 

Ahead of us lay one of the greatest adventures of our lives. For some it 

would inspire even greater challenges, for others a more responsible approach 

to risk-taking. None of us would come back from the Pyramid unchanged. 

People often ask me why I 'tilt at windmills', whether it be trying to 

reform Australia's airspace, keeping food production in Australia, or making 

people think about the real cause of our environmental problems - the need 

for perpetual economic growth. 

I really don't know. I just can't let some things go. Over the past three 

decades, the ban on climbing Balls Pyramid has been just such a windmill. 

The Pyramid is a very special place that should be protected - not just its 

natural values, but its cultural values as well. 

As the world's greatest sea stack, Balls Pyramid offers a mountaineering 

experience that is completely unique and, therefore, desirable to a small, 

experienced group of climbers. I believe that, like rafting the Colorado River 

through the Grand Canyon, it should be open to a limited number of expeditions 

each year and subject to strict environmental conditions. 
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In the future, wouldn't it be great if a few small teams of young women 

and men visited the Pyramid each year to challenge themselves against the 

'seven million year old stone' and bring back experiences to inspire others. 

And I hope that for generations to come there will be those who bivouac 

high on the Pyramid's precarious ledges, become mesmerised by the Milky Way 

and tremble with uncertainty as to whether they'll make it back safely or not. 

I could write about how such moments develop leadership or are vital 

to a healthy society, but for me it was simply one of the most incredible 

adventures of my life. I hope others have the chance to experience it as well. 

While doing a story on 
the 50th Anniversary 
of our Scout Expedition , 
The Australian sent a 
reporter, photographer 
and me on a lightning 

trip to Lord Howe 
Island and Balls 

Pyramid. It confirmed 
that this incredible 

spire of rock will 
continue to excite and 
inspire me, hopefully 

for the next 50 years' 
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