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[ Profile ]

Wild at 40

Our regular contributor of profiles for the magazine, Megan Holbeck,
changes her gaze with a profile of a different sort: one on Wild itself.

Words Megan Holbeck

capsule from another era, revealing the dreams, the

heroes, the aspirations and the achievements. The first
impression of Wild Issue #1 is that it’s so tactile, so real. You
can see the grain in the images, the effort in the design. The
blood and passion and commitment are tangible in the sto-
ries and the magazine, and you can imagine the community
it was set up to serve, thirsting for the first delivery of their
very own publication.

This Wild-shaped window into ‘80s Australian outdoor cul-
ture also points to bigger transformations. It’s obvious how
much the internet has changed the role of
magazines: There is so much space devoted
to information you'd now find online—func-
tional, newsy snippets about what people
are up to, gear updates, specifics of how to
do things and where to go. But back in 1981,
unless you knew the right people, these details
could only be found in photocopied track notes
or specialised guidebooks.

The ads, of course, are flashbacks. There’s
a full page taken up with what looks like a
blurry, skinny Christmas elf on Trak skis; a
trekking company invites you to send $1 to
an address in Mosman to receive their bro-
chure by return mail; a text-only box describes
the joys of a packbed—an oh-so-comfortable
sounding pack that unfolds into a stretcher.

The Wilderness Society’s full-page ad for its
campaign to save the Franklin is there too, a reminder of the
issue dominating the magazine’s early environmental coverage.
(see pp68-71 for a collection of Issue #1 ads, plus p4 for The Wil-
derness Society’s iconic ‘Franklin Flooded’ ad.)

What is less obvious from thumbing through the pages is the
thing that’s remained the same, namely the magazine’s pur-
pose—to provide information, education, and inspiration, all
of it flavoured with Wild’s ethos of being self-sufficient, adven-
turous, untamed, and a defender of wild places. We don’t notice
it anymore because over the last forty years we’'ve absorbed,
accepted, and come to expect it, and it’s helped to shape not only

l ooking through any old magazine is like opening a time

the magazine but also the community and culture of the Aus-
tralian outdoors. The person who established and guarded this
ethos is the person who loomed largest both in the Wild office
and in its history: founder and Editor Chris Baxter.

THE FOUNDING FATHER

Many Australians of a certain age (40+) and interest range

(climbers, walkers, and outdoor types) have heard of Chris.

But back in the tight-knit world of 1980s climbers, everyone

would have known him. Before he started Wild, he was edi-

tor of Argus, the Victorian Climbing Club’s magazine, and he'd
written a half-dozen or so rockclimbing guides,
and established hundreds of routes, mostly at
Arapiles and the Grampians. He'd also climbed
extensively overseas, and was the Australian
correspondent for UK climbing mag Mountain, a
role that earned him the nickname ‘Radio Aus-
tralia’ from fierce rival (and later great friend)
Rick White. According to Mike Law, Baxter is,
and has been, Australia’s most prolific climber,
developing scores of areas and making the first
ascents of thousands of routes.

But his achievements tell you what he did,
not who he was. For that, you must go back
further. The eldest of four boys, Chris was
born in 1946, his love of adventure planted
by his father’s stories of long walks across the
Victorian Alps with packhorses. By the age
of eleven, he was off on solo overnight walks

on his grandparents’ farm in East Gippsland. He then spent a
year at Timbertop, Geelong Grammar School’s campus in the
Victorian High Country, solidifying his love of exploration,
adventure, and personal risk. From there, his life was about
exploring: mountaineering, climbing, walking and trekking
everywhere from Tasmania to Canada, Ethiopia to Italy, up
until his early death in 2010.

When asked to describe Chris, people approach it in dif-
ferent ways. Some start with his size and demeanour. He
was six-foot-four in the old measure (the only one that fits),
and intimidating in the unconscious manner of someone
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Clockwise from top left:
Editorial from Wild Issue #3,1982
Chris at work on the typewriter

Readers were rarely left in doubt as
to where Chris stood

Wild HQ was in the front bedroom of
Chris’s house. The room was shared by
a piano, a bed, and a wardrobe. There
were no funds for extravagances like
filing cabinets; records were ‘filed’ in
piles on the floor

Chris put his boarding house up for
sale in the Geelong Advertiser

accustomed to being right. Others begin with his approach:
Michael Collie, graphic designer for the first seven years of
Wild, describes him as disciplined and mischievous, while
long-time climbing partner Dave Gairns mentions his inten-
sity and humour. Other adjectives associated with Chris are
honest, straightforward, gruff, opinionated, and scrupulous.
If this all sounds quite dry and terrifying, that’s because it’s
only one side of the man.

When I asked his widow Sue Baxter Jarratt for a quick sum-
mary of Chris, she took about a minute or so to stop laughing.
“With most people that’s hard; with Chris it’s impossible.”
Because on the flip side of all that rectitude was “an amazing,
adventurous spirit that just couldn’t be quietened, not ever.
Even when he was as sick as a parrot, he still wanted to be out
there. He was still writing lists of what he wanted to explore,
and do, and where he hadn’t been.”

Chris also loved a good story as much as anyone I've ever
met. All the clichés about knee slapping and roaring with
laughter fit: His whole body got involved in his mirth. I worked
with Chris at Wild from 2003 until he retired in 2004, and
you could always sense when he had a tale to tell, a joke in the
making: It fizzed off him in bubbles of anticipation. As Mike
Law wrote in his obituary in Rock magazine: “Many people
first saw his planning and care in business matters, and would
find this hard to reconcile on the weekend when he was either
champing at the bit to get into a new cliff, sounding terrified
but continuing up a climb, or cheerfully demolishing reputa-
tions around the campfire in the evening.”

In keeping with Law’s observation, some of my favour-
ite stories about Chris are the least expected. Ones like the
intriguing, amusing idea he had before the athletics carnival
at boarding school: If the running track was shortened just a

little, all sorts of records would be broken—and wouldn’t that
be fun ... So Chris enlisted friends, swore them to secrecy, and
the night before the big event they washed off the finish line
and drew it back on just a little bit shorter, all by torchlight.
The following day there was much jubilation as record after
record was smashed. Eventually someone grew suspicious
and, after a lot of beard stroking, the measuring tape came
out. The game was up, but Chris and his mates were never
caught. As Sue describes it, that prank captures every aspect

€€ Things quickly got serious:
In the lead up to the first issue of Wild, Collie
and Baxter spent SEVEI months

working seven days a week.”

of Chris: the sense of fun, adventure, and risk combined with
very careful planning. He followed this up with a more auda-
cious idea, and set about selling his boarding house via an ad
in the Geelong Advertiser.

Other stories show the freedom, opportunities and space
of the Australian outdoor scene in the early 1980s. Chris was
one of the early climbers at Mt Arapiles, putting up climbs wil-
ly-nilly, almost wherever he wanted. One Sunday he was head-
ing home, sodden and exhausted, when he saw a ‘For Sale’ sign
out the front of a house on Natimuk’s main street; he pulled
over for a quick glance through the front window. The next day
he called the real estate agent and made an offer, becoming the
proud owner of a Nati climbing pad, paid for on his credit card
without ever being inside.
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THE EARLY YEARS

So that’s a snapshot of Chris: scrupulous, adventurous, larger
than life, a lover of pranks and great stories. He was also
a taker of measured, sensible risks, and one of these was
starting Wild. He’d been working on the idea for a year or so,
devoting a day a week to research and planning when, in a
stroke of good fortune, he met Michael Collie and Brian Wal-
ters while ski touring on the Bogong High Plains. Collie was
studying graphic design and Walters was a lawyer, neatly fit-
ting the two roles that Chris had identified as essential for
starting the magazine.

Things quickly got serious: In the lead up to the first issue
of Wild, Collie and Baxter spent seven months working seven
days a week, finding subscribers and advertisers, planning
the magazine, working out logistics. During much of this time,
Michael lived at Chris’s house, sleeping under his desk: It’s safe
to say they put in some effort! According to Collie, they knew
the only way it would fail was if they didn’t work hard enough,
so they made sure that they did.

Certain founding principles were put in place from the
beginning: Contributors were paid equally and transparently;
advertorial, freebies, and irrelevant ads weren't accepted.
These rules continued throughout Chris’s time, earning him
both friends and enemies. The magazine was set up to serve
its community, and it certainly did that: The arrival of each
new issue was an event. In the early days, Collie hand-deliv-
ered each issue to the outdoor shops and advertisers in Syd-
ney and Melbourne, visiting each in person to get feedback
and put out any fires.

The magazine was also an early sponsor of many expedi-
tions, including the first Australian ascent of Mt Everest in
1984 by Tim Macartney-Snape and Greg Mortimer. And the

Chris met Michael Collie and Brian Walters on a ski tour-
ing trip on the Bogong High Plains in September 1980

€€ Gear has become lighter.
More breathable. More comfortable. More
disposable. In the ‘80s, people were still
wearing woollen Army
SUI’plUS trousers, oiled japaras, and
scratchy woollen thermals.”

Wild office was often the first port of call for those returning
from trips, eager to show off their slides and tell tales of their
adventures, with articles to follow. Wild set the standards, the
dialogue: As the first of its kind, it made up the rules.

CHANGES
Wild has changed since, but so have both the world and the
Australian outdoor community. Flicking through the early
issues, one of the things that’s noticeable is how many ads there
are for small businesses—gear, maps, packbeds, early guid-
ing, whatever—most of them Australian. By my count, there
are 53 separate advertisers in the 56 pages of the first issue,
with most one-third of a page or smaller, as well as almost
two pages of classifieds. Wild #177, for comparison, was 114
pages long with 21 different advertisers (all taking at least half
a page) and no classifieds. It’s a good indication of not merely
the influence of the internet, but also the way outdoor gear and
services have gone from being small, local, independent busi-
nesses to (often) being multinational corporations.

Gear has become lighter. More breathable. More comfort-
able. More disposable. In the ‘80s, people were still wear-
ing woollen Army surplus trousers, oiled japaras (although
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Sponsorship tag on contents page of
Wild Issue #15, Summer 1985

Gore-Tex had just come onto the scene), and scratchy woollen
thermals. According to Andrew King, owner of One Planet,
“You had to be a bit harder because the rain jackets leaked, the
tents didn’t have floors in them and your boots were crap—an
outdoor experience involved getting near hypothermic.”

As well as being less comfortable, gear was also much more
expensive, comparatively at least. Just ask Steve Hamilton: In
1984, he was 16 years old when he saw Wild in a newsagent and
became enamoured with the idea of bushwalking. That year,
without ever having gone on an overnight walk, he quit school
to work fulltime to buy the gear he needed. Four years later, he
started working at Wild, remaining there for a total of fifteen
years and eventually buying the magazine from Chris.

And for an illustration of how much cheaper gear has become,
look at the back cover of this very issue of Wild, where there’s
an ad for Lowe Alpine’s Cerro Torre Pack. In the pack survey in
1987’s Issue #25, the 68L version went for $325 (approx. $860
in today’s currency). That was 83% of the average weekly wage
back then. It now sells for under $500, just over 30% of 2020’s
average weekly wage.

Cheaper, better gear has made walking both more com-
fortable and accessible: You no longer need to be a masochist

“ With there now being fewer wild
places, but with more

people in them, there is greater
pressure than ever on the environment.”

or to quit school to do it. Increased car ownership also means
people can get to where they want when they want. Bob
Brown identifies this as one of the big advances of the last
four decades. “Everybody is super mobile, so access to wild
and scenic country is much easier and much cheaper. Back
then hitchhikers were everywhere; now they’re nowhere—
everybody is self-sufficient.”

This tied into the movement away from clubs and into peo-
ple doing it for themselves. Wild helped with this, providing
not only the inspiration to get started, but the information
needed to do so—where to go, and what gear to bring. Melissa
Harper, author of The Ways of the Bushwalker, says “[Wild] has
always looked great and had interesting stories, but it’s been

Wild 1ssue #15, Summer 1985 ran Tim Macartney-Snape’s
account of Australia’s first successful Everest expedition

an educative tool for people. It’s been so important in giving
people knowledge about places to go and equipment—how
you can do it.” The thirst for this is shown in the magazine’s
growth: After only a year and four issues, it had doubled its
circulation and increased its printed pages by more than half.

As gear got better and access easier, more people began
bushwalking. Bushwalking guidebook author John Chapman,
a Wild contributor from the first issue, compares it to the
changes in surfing culture from the 1960s to the 1990s. “Surf-
ing in the ‘60s was just a hardcore group who really wanted
to do it and went out there, and everybody knew everybody.
Nowadays you don’t know everybody at all.”

But with this increase comes a change in the type of bush-
walking, with day walks, shorter overnight walks, and guided,
luxury walks taking over from the longer, self-sufficient
exploratory forays of the 1980s. In the Eighties, the commer-
cial walking industry was in its infancy; the Overland Track
was likely the only guided, commercial multiday walk in
Australia. Now one company alone, Great Walks of Australia,
boasts twelve multiday guided walks, all with—and anyone
who has read Wild recently knows this is contentious—a big
dollop of ‘eco-luxury’ comfort.

According to Collie, this reflects a change in more than bush-
walking trends. “My observation is that Australian culture and
Australian values have changed quite dramatically over the last
fifty years. We've become affluent and comfortable. In fact, per-
sonal comfort and pain avoidance—they’re our chief cultural
values at the moment.” He points to a traverse he did of the East-
ern and Western Arthurs in 2011: over fifteen days, they saw
two other parties. “Where,” he says, “are the walkers?”

“In fairness, however,” says Wild’s editor James McCormack,
“some studies actually point to there being more bushwalkers
than ever; perhaps what'’s changed is the types of trips they're
undertaking. And there are still a lot of hardcore people will-
ing to suffer; many have just found other outlets. Back then,
virtually no-one took on a 50k trail run. Now, you'll get liter-
ally thousands turning up to single events of 100k (or more,
often far more) or to 24hr MTB races, or to multiday races.
And there are more backcountry skiers in Oz than ever.”

Nonetheless—and James readily admits this is the case—
it’s hard not to come away with a sense that, broadly speak-
ing, people have become a little softer, a little lazier, a little
less daring. And there’s less adventure on offer, too, with more
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Fighting to save the Franklin (above) has been
just one of Wild’s campaigns over the decades.
East Gippsland’s forests (centre), the Daintree
(Lower right) and Tasmania’s Weld Valley
(upper right) are just three of the many other

areas Wild has fought for

restrictions in place. Since the 1980s, wilderness areas have
been destroyed, fragmented, and their remoteness has van-
ished, removed by access roads and development. Coupled
with this are technological advances that mean you can con-
duct work chats on wilderness walks, blast hip hop from the
hilltops, and blog from your campsite. It's hard to feel you're
self-sufficient or have escaped from it all when you're still in
touch with the world. Bob Brown bemoans this loss of remote-
ness and true wildness, saying, “The experience of being
self-reliant and out of communications for days, if not weeks,
ata time is almost impossible to recreate forty years on.”

It’s not just the wilderness we’ve lost, but also the freedom
to explore it. The ability to go where you want—to walk,
camp, climb, ski and paddle where you choose—has all but
disappeared. There are many reasons for the increase in
restrictions. Some involve ecological protection—prohibit-
ing campfires in many national parks has allowed the sur-
rounding bush to recover and likely prevented bushfires, and
restricting numbers on popular walks has reduced crowding
and prevented the degradation of sensitive areas. And our
society has become more aware of cultural and environmen-
tal values and the importance of their protection. But some
restrictions are the result of Australia having grown more
litigious and risk-averse. And with there now being fewer
wild places, but with more people in them, there is greater
pressure than ever on the environment.

One thing, however, hasn't changed over these last four
decades: Wild has, since the first issue, remained a staunch
defender of Australia’s natural environment. Looking back
over the years, there have been so many campaigns of differ-
ent size, duration, and outcome. But while it’s depressing to
note what has been destroyed, and the time taken to achieve
protection while wilderness values have been slowly whittled

away, it’s also humbling to see the hard work, passion and
commitment of conservationists, with Wild consistently tak-
ing the side of nature. Brown, for one, is deeply grateful for
the magazine’s lasting contribution to the environmental

€€ . i oo everything being
seen as exploitable, s great there’s
an entity like Wild mars there to
defend the very thing it’s about.”

movement. “In this world of everything being seen as exploit-
able, it’s great that there’s an entity like Wild that’s there to
defend the very thing it’s about, not just to exploit it and sell it
and wrap it up and make money out of it.”

Recent issues of Wild display its values proudly, the cover
emblazoned with three words: adventure, conservation, and
wilderness. This ethos has remained the same for the last four
decades, informing the direction, content, look, feel and read-
ership of the magazine. Of course, some things have changed,
but if you look at how the world has altered since 1981, that's
to be expected.

But what Chris Baxter would love is—that at the heart of
this magazine—there is the same celebration of wildness, of
exploration, of people doing brave, adventurous, and coura-
geous things, of getting out there and appreciating Australia’s
amazing natural beauty. And that is something of which we
can all be very, very proud. W

CONTRIBUTOR: Megan Holbeck is a writer based in Sydney. She’s con-
vinced that an ‘adventure-mindset’ is a real thing, and cultivates it at
every opportunity. Sometimes it even works.
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