
It started as
 a small idea... 

A desire really; 

I wanted to go paddling
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It’s been a while now since I have 
been a regular on Tuesday nights, 
almost 2 years; I still think of MUMC 
as a kind of home, a family, a place 
to find new friends and adventures, a 
place where conversations (ones that 
I actually find interesting!) seem to 
flow effortlessly. I want to share with 
you this journey that I am on, because 
I am certain without the club, its 
inspirational members, and incredible 
opportunities to learn and push your-
self; there is no way I would be here 
right now.

It started as a small idea. A desire 
really; “I want to go paddling”. It 
slowly and surely grew; I want to go 
paddling, but I want to feel like I am 
doing something too…. It took form; 
I want to help protect rivers. It found 
a focus; South America sounds good! 
Río Marañón, source of the Amazon 
will soon be submerged below 20 ill 
conceived hydroelectric dams. What 
can I do to help this little known 
issue, with enormous potential for 
destruction? 

It was worrying quitting my job and 
jumping on a plane with nothing but a 
vague idea and the money I had saved 
from my first year working as a gradu-
ate engineer. It countered most of the 
things that I had learned, had been 
told, the expectation of what I was 
‘supposed’ to do next. Looking back 
now, those worries were not warranted; 
I feel better about my future than ever 
before. I have learned so many new 
skills, gained so much unique experi-
ence this year, if I want to walk into 
an interview again, I feel like I have a 
lot more to talk about than when I was 
a fresh faced graduate with one years 
experience under my belt.

I had written up a website, came up 
with some ideas of what I might be 
able to do to help save this river; I was 
trying to do some fundraising, but 
never really expected it to work. I had 
already consoled myself about fail-

ing, thinking that at least I had tried. 
Sitting with friends in Pucon, Chile on 
7th Feb this year; I can still remember 
how dumbfounded I was to realise that 
we had surpassed the $5k target need-
ed to get the project off the ground. 
Oh Shit… Now I actually have to do 
it… I can’t let down all these people 
who have believed in me enough to 
donate hard cash. That is when the real 
challenge began.

I would liken the experience to stum-
bling up Mt Feathertop in the dark 
for the first time, having forgotten a 
head-torch, and breaking trail through 
a decent blanket of snow. I had a vague 
idea of where I wanted to go, knowing 
for sure I will eventually get there, but 
never completely certain if I was on 
the right track.

After months of learning Spanish, 
getting to know the rivers of Peru and 
meeting the people who will help me 
on this journey, I am feeling pretty 
good about it all. I recently shared my 
idea with environmental organisations 
here in Peru, hoping that we could 
work together for mutual benefit, (I 
have an awesome idea, motivation, 
some funding, and some useful skills, 
but lack the network, spanish language 
and experience in advocacy). Now I 
am super excited to be working with a 
Peruvian non profit organisation to ad-
vocate for a free flowing Río Marañón. 
Conservamos por Naturaleza also hap-
pen to to have a massive focus on in-
spiring young people to get outdoors, 
giving them an appreciation of natural 
places in hope that this will guide their 
decisions in the future. After all, if the 
people who really appreciate and love 
the outdoors don't stand up for the 
environment, who will?

Benjamin Webb
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With this new network of skills, expe-
rience and contacts the project looks 
like it will turn out better than I ever 
could have anticipated. In June 2015 
we will be taking a group of university 
age Peruvians on a 3 week journey 
down the Marañòn. We will be filming 
and documenting along the way; using 
all that we capture to show the rest of 
Peru how important this place is, and 
inspiring and building capacity in this 
team to represent environmental caus-
es in the future. In September 2014, 
we will start a massive media campaign 
in order to find and select our team 
of future environmentalists. Once we 
have the team, they will get to work 
learning about the issues and start 
promoting the river for the 8 months 
leading up to our expedition.

There have been some enormous 
challenges, many useful lessons along 
the way, and a lot of  hard days too. 
I wouldn’t trade it though. There 
have been countless opportunities to 
get on new, and demanding rivers. 
Highlights in Peru have been Ríos 
Colca & Cotahuasi; which included 
ridiculous amounts of hot springs, 
and using donkeys to shuttle our boats 

to the starting point, and of course 
stunning whitewater. I have floated 
through enormous canyons with my 
mouth wide open in awe, astounded 
by the geology, the way the earth has 
been pushed, pulled and folded on 
itself; I have never seen anything like 
the Colca Canyon before. The month 
spent floating down the Rio Marañón 
was also pretty cool. Having so much 
time to get into a daily rhythm of life 
on the river; meeting with local people 
and visiting stunning little riverside 
villages. Each of these deserves a write 

up of its own. What Chile is to short 
steep waterfall runs, Peru is to long 
expedition style adventures.

Looking ahead, the trip in October is 
probably going to be the most chal-
lenging that I have ever done. In order 
to elicit donations out of people to 
raise funding for the project, for some 
reason I made a few wild promises 
about an expedition to the source 
of the Amazon. This will be a high 
altitude cycling, hiking and paddling 
adventure, centred around the Cordil-
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“Where Angels Fear to Tread” is the 
most direct route up the 230m Angels 
buttress located in the gorge at Mt 
Buffalo and goes at grade 17, it was 
one of the first climbs I had heard/read 
about at Buffalo and I knew it had 
a reputation for being a mean ankle 
shredding crack. Knowing this I had 
no intentions of climbing it on my 
first visit to Buffalo and instead on day 
one headed to the hump to climb the 
“Initiation” with Betty, which gave a 
nice introduction to jamming granite 
cracks with little pain or shredding. 

As we finished the climb Mark sug-
gested we check out the underwater 
river cave near the gorge as we were all 
pretty tired from climbing, although I 
have a great fear of caving it was locat-
ed near the gorge and I was able to get 
my first glimpse of the massive granite 
walls. I was no longer tired; the gorge 
was bigger and more impressive than 
anything I had ever seen in person. 

In the hope that I could sneak in an-
other climb before sunset I posed the 

question to the group “anyone keen 
for another climb?” to my surprise 
Richard responded with a cheeky grin, 
“we could go climb angels?” 

My first response was that he was 
joking but after a bit of discussion the 
joke slowly turned into a plan and 
within a few minutes we were getting 
ready for the night ahead of us. Given 
the fading daylight we practically ran 
down the path towards the bottom of 
the buttress taking a casualty on the 
way, Richards 3 litre water bladder, 
and managed to arrive with about half 
an hour of light remaining. Richard 
started the first pitch and made it 
about ten metres before exclaiming 
that he couldn’t find the route, this 
baffled me a bit because it was meant 
to be continuous cracks the whole way, 
the guide book stating that when one 
ended another one conveniently began 
next to it. Richard then continued up 
to the left another 30 or so metres and 
shouted out “SAFE”

I made my way up the corner and then 

was traumatised to see that Richard 
had leaded what I would later learn to 
be the much bolder and harder “direct 
start”, a ten metre upwards traverse 
on sloppy seams that cut through the 
blank granite which required very 
technical and delicate moves to get 
through, and not a single piece of pro-
tection in sight. Even seconding this 
section I was incredibly happy to reach 
the crack and power on towards the 
anchor point. It was now completely 
dark and also my turn to lead, switch-
ing on my head torch I made my way 
up a steep section of crack placing 
gear about every metre then fizzling 
out after fifteen metres of demanding 
jamming to set up a belay and pass the 
baton back to Richard. 

As Richard followed me up then took 
the lead I took in the amazing view 
and isolation of the gorge. By this 
point the clouds had moved on flood-
ing the gorge with light from the full 
moon and I enjoyed the exposure of 
our position shouting down the valley 
and hearing the echo bounce back a 

lera Huayhuash, where the Marañón 
begins as just a trickle. We plan to start 
kayaking as soon as there is enough 
water to float a boat. In 2015 it looks 
like there will be a few more opportu-
nities to work with the local people of 
the Marañón, but this side project is 
still taking shape… Stay tuned.

At the risk of sounding incredibly 
tacky, if like me you feel something 
calling you away from what most peo-
ple consider the real world, if you find 
yourself in the unique position where 
you can, then I highly recommend 
following your heart. There is defi-
nitely a different world out there, but 
more and more often than not, I find 

myself thinking that there is no such 
thing as the real word; just some places 
that seem more manufactured and 
controlled by the minds and rules of 
people than others. There is probably 
a good reason you have the urge to go, 
and lessons gained through travel and 
creating your own path can be incred-
ibly unique and valuable. Paraphrasing 
people who are much wiser than me; 
travel is the only way you can spend 
money that will actually make you 
richer; and the most dangerous risk of 
all, is the risk of spending your life not 
doing what you want on the bet you 
can buy yourself the freedom to do it 
later. I think though, if you are creative 
there are ways of having your cake and 

eating it too.

All in all, everything is looking pretty 
good. I’m pretty stoked to be able to 
spend a couple of years paddling the 
rivers of South America as a glorified 
paddling bum and it feels great to be 
learning about conservation and envi-
ronmental advocacy.  

If you want more info on the project 
or to keep up to date with how it all 
develops, sign up to: www.paddling-
withpurpose.com


