Eastwood Rovers Mt. Banks Abseiling Expedition
June 6th, 1994
Thrill Seekers:
Roland "Seventeen Drops" Simpson, Keith "the Fall Guy" Wallington, 



Jason "Stylemaster" Saxby, and Shortbread.
Destination:

Mt. Banks, by the Gross River, near the Bluegum Forest, accessed by



the Bell's Line of Road, a few k's before Mt. Victoria.
Raison d'etre:
Because adrenalin doesn't come cheap.
Transport:

Rol's 1991 Lada Niva 1.6L 4WD.
Mt. Banks sticks out like a huge knob on the horizon, clearly seen from Bell's Line of Road as you approach it.  The view today was a bizarre and unfamiliar scene of burnt landscape all around, exposing the ground where undergrowth once flourished.  As with anything written about the bush surrounding Sydney in 1994, the January fires explain such a picture.  The attraction of Mt. Banks for the serious thrill-seeker is a series of eleven (?) abseils each about 30 to 50 metres long, with steel anchor points drilled into the cliff-face all the way down, first struck in 1986, I believe. 
We drove down the access road to a small clearing, parked the cars, took a photo (see above), threw the disc a few times, and discovered that Shortbread hadn't brought any food or water.
"So how long is this abseil going for, anyway?  A couple of hours, right?"
"Try all day, Shortbread," Roland responded incredulously.  He and Keith had been here before.  They knew the score.
"Well thanks for telling me.  Anyway, it's no drama, I've got my performance-enhancing baseball cap."  We all agreed that this would ensure I went the distance.
I think it was about 9.00am when we started the hike to the abseil drop, pausing to record the band's historical venture into the unknown by way of some impromptu photos, one of which is included for your edification above.  We were sidetracked momentarily when Roland made a slightly wrong turn, at which point Keith took the opportunity to pollute the area with some solid industrial waste.  Honestly, why can't he leave it at home?
We recovered from our aimless wanderings, following a 4WD trail a short distance to a spot that was recognised by one of the locals as the point to set off back towards the cliff face, rock-hopping and bush-bashing just a little through some burnt scrub and walking further around the cliff face to the abseil drop.
With the valley laid out before us, Roland extracted his new Innovations-brand binoculars (very impressive, but unlike Philias Fogg he ensured that the equipment we really needed - namely, the Innovations keyring flashlights - remained stashed away in the Rodborough Rd warehouse).  This almost proved to be fatal, although we were blissfully unaware at the time.  Anyway, the abseiling progressed without incident.  At about the third abseil we childishly spent time throwing rocks out from the cliff to try to see them land and explode.  Ticking away, the moments that make up a dull day... 
At about the seventh abseil there is a visitors' book, but getting our names in it proved more difficult than expected: this is why...
Keith took the plunge first on the seventh as he had done on all the others.  After a few seconds we could hear him exclaim "F*%$, F@#!, FIG& !!!"  We glanced a concerned look at each other.
"What's up?" we shouted back.
"The rope doesn't reach all the way to the bottom!"
"How short is it?"
"Five metres!"
We looked at each other. "Bummer," someone almost certainly said.
"Undo the alpine butterfly to give me more rope."  This was a vain attempt, giving him maybe an extra 60cm, but we weren't about to argue with a man close to death.  Keith told me later that when he first swung past the overhang and saw that the rope was short he was "worried", and by the time he had descended to a point where it was plain just how short the rope was he "almost panicked... I mean really lose it".  Previous to this, it was generally believed that only Sonja scared Keith, so you'll appreciate the significance of that admission.
(At this point I began to imagine sitting on the ledge overnight and Lynda calling Police Rescue in a state of hysteria.  That was the last thing I needed.)
Now five metres may not sound like much, but five metres between you and the ledge of the next cliff-face down (the ledge sloping towards the cliff and covered with loose rocks) is a completely different matter from the five metres between a pole-vaulter and his soft woosy landing cushion.  You with me so far?
But, by the providence of God, there was a tree (nay, a sapling - you can see it in the photos above) about 1-2 metres away from where Keith was dangling, and he was just able to swing himself over, grab a flimsy branch, and give himself just enough support to get off-rope and safe, with his legs wrapped around the tree.  Without this perfectly-positioned plant, an alternative plan would have been required and frankly I didn't see a pre-Christmas solution.
I know what you're thinking: "how did you bone-heads manage to use a rope that was five metres too short?"  Well, all the abseils are meant to be less than 50m, and our rope was meant to be 100m long, doubled over to 50m.  Plainly one or more of those numbers was wrong.
Anyway, after Keith had helped the rest of us down via the sapling, he seated himself and regained his composure, since he was still shaking.  Here we took a well-earned lunch, and tried not to think about what might have been.  We recovered the visitors' book, which we read through till we found evidence of a previous Turramurra expedition which the Fil was supposed to have been on, but piked out of like a big nancy.  A few pertinent comments were added.  (Sorry, Lynda).
Being lunch-less, I shared someone's cheese & bacon roll and an apple.  Thanks.
An abseil or two later and we were in a perfect position to view the valley spread out before us, so I persuaded Keith to set his disc free.  Roly said don't be stupid, you'll never find it again and we don't have enough time to go looking for it anyway.  Keith threw it anyway, when we got to the bottom we went looking for it anyway, and no we never found it (but it did land close to the track, not bad for a three hundred metre side-arm).  By the time we hit the base of Mt. Banks it was 4.15pm.  We had a four hour walk ahead of us and about one hour of daylight.  Oops.
This fact did not of course prevent us from engaging in further time-wasting stuffing around including taking photos of the cliffs from the Gross River.  Fritter and waste the hours in an off-hand way... One more problem - we had to find a track called Pierce's Pass that turned off the river a couple of kilometres upstream, and by the way Roland had a fair idea where it was ("near some big boulders").  A-ha.
Well, the first set of big boulders Roland found weren't big enough, and by this time it was about 5.45pm and we could see about ten metres in front of us under the canopy.  If we had pulled out the map any later we wouldn't have been able to read it (Philias Fogg didn't bring the mini-flashlights, remember), so at this point we tried to match the map's contours to the cliffs we could see around us, but we weren't even 100% sure that the turn-off was actually ahead of us and not behind.  We practically resigned ourselves to giving up on Pierce's Pass there and then, and decided to keep following the river-side track all the way to the main exit (heading towards Mt. Victoria).  
Nevertheless, we came across some fair dinkum big boulders only a few minutes later, and started to scramble over them, only to find there was no way across the river.  But only a few more metres upstream we stumbled across the Pierce's Pass sign, only just readable in the light, and a passage across.  The track on the other side wasn't difficult to find, fortunately, and we were helped by white wooden planks that marked each of the steps up the track, so we had a vague idea where the track was leading.
Feeling pretty cocky, the four of us made a pact that if we saw any choppers coming to look for us now, we would signal "they went that way!" and point down the valley.  Fortunately for us perhaps, the Police Rescue never arrived to call our bluff.
Now, by this time visibility was around five metres, since light was forthcoming neither from stars nor moon.  Before long we couldn't see the ground clearly in front of us, and each one of us was relying on Roland to lead the way so that we just put our feet wherever his went, and hoped for the best.  Occasionally someone would lose sight of the person in front and have to be guided by voice to catch up.  In fact, we could have been on the edge of a ravine and not even been aware of it, so thankfully no-one had to find out the hard way.
After climbing up this trail out of the valley for about 30 to 45 minutes, we hit a densely forested length of trail that followed a creek for a while.  I was dying for a drink but we couldn't actually see the water, in fact we couldn't even see the person half a metre in front of us!  It was at this point that Philias produced the most inadequate and laughable light source you could imagine (apart from the glow-worms on the adjacent cliff faces): a decommissioned cigarette lighter with no gas but a flint in fine working order.  The methodology went like this: Roland would flick the flint, which would momentarily light up the path about two metres ahead (and consequently seriously impair his night vision).  He would then move in the general direction of the lighted path, and each of us with their hand on the back of the person in front would tag along, other arm in front of our faces so that branches didn't poke our eyes out.
MacGyver would have been proud of us.
This inconvenience lasted for half an hour or so until we neared the top of the ridge and escaped the dark canopy, with some relief I might add.  When we hit the road we looked for a water tank but there was no joy, just more dirt road up to Bell's Line of Road, and then another couple of km's hike back to the Lada.  I don't know about the others, but lack of food and water took its toll on me - half way along the road I was getting cramp in one of my calf muscles - a new experience for me.  Keith and Roland bolted back to the car and met Jason and I at the turn-off to the dirt access road.  It was about 8.30pm.
We piled in, drove to the nearest phone booth (back on Bell's, in the middle of nowhere) to call Sonja and let her know not to claim the insurance on Roland.  At Richmond we made use of the facilities at McDonalds' fine family restaurant, and sat by ourselves to avoid offending the locals with our sweet aroma.
When I arrived home at about 10.00 or 10.30pm I was greeted by a tearful wife, who had only five minutes previously got home from church, found me absent, and then received the call from Sonja to say that "everything is all right".  But how wrong it could have been.
Shortbread
Addendum: 
Action shots lost in amongst the excitement of defying death.
Photos courtesy of Jason Innovations (of Saxby-Canon Corp).
Figure 1: In the car park

Observe the aura around our heads that only our special film could record.
Figure 2: The band (trio)

The band prepares spritually for the gig awaiting us.
Figure 3: Goodbye Keith

Farewell, Keith.
Figure 4: Roland dangling

"Simpson, I can see you dangle!"  (Apologies to Ned Flanders for the misquote)
Figure 5: Shortbread reaches out

No you can't go back and do that one again, Shortbread.
Figure 6: The cliffs

The band still had a second set to play in this gig, but no-one could quite remember the chords.
Figure 7: Carnies

Shortbread's keen eye discovered a secret stash of carnies (Drosera Binata).
Figure 8: Roland free-falling

Roland free falls.
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