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My name is Jake and this year I turn fifteen years 
old. I joined Mensa when I was six. This article 
is about what it was like for me, participating 

in annual Outward Bound Australia programs over four 
years of high school, while being two years younger than 
my classmates—due to acceleration.

I am tall for my age so no one really knows I am 
younger. Sometimes I am the same age or younger than 
my classmates’ younger brothers, which is a bit hard for my 
classmates to understand.

My age difference becomes evident in school sporting 
activities. My competition age is two years lower and in the 
first two years of high school, no age category existed for 
me. In my sport of fencing, school competition categories 
are based on the school year (Intermediate/Years 7–9, 
Senior/Years 10–12) and not on age. My fellow competitors 
have two more years’ experience and physical growth. It’s a 
challenge, but I usually find that I do better than expected 
because I go in with a ‘nothing to lose’ attitude.

At my school, an Outward Bound Australia (OBA) 
program known as ‘Cranbrook in the Field’ (CITF) is 
compulsory for Years 7–10. OBA’s programs are based on 
how World War II British seamen are trained to survive in 
the North Atlantic Ocean.

CITF/OBA programs completely isolate us from the 
outside world. The mental aspect was the most difficult and 
challenging for everyone. CITF was also physically very 
difficult for me because my body was two years younger, 
and although I am tall, I am very slim. During CITF we 
participated in activities like rock-climbing, raft building, 

navigating ropes courses, going on a flying fox, rafting, 
abseiling, navigating, river crossings, mountain 

climbing, caving, and canoeing/kayaking. The 
days consisted of very long tiring treks, 

and that really described the journey 
in a nutshell. The journey, while 

tough throughout, felt incredibly 
rewarding afterwards.

Each group comprised one 
teacher, one OBA instructor, 

and ten to fifteen boys. 
We carried everything 

in our backpacks 
between campsites 
and sometimes 

obtained water from a river (adding iodine). We cooked 
dinner over a campfire using head torches for light. We 
usually wore the same clothes, and our instructors told us 
not to bother with underarm deodorant because after the 
first day it wouldn’t work.

Every evening we set up camp and built bivvies (plastic 
sheets strung over a piece of rope tied between two trees or 
sticks) to sleep under. There was no toilet and no shower.

In Years 7–9, CITF is in March–April/Autumn and in 
Year 10 it is November–December/Spring. We experienced 
drought, fire restrictions (no campfire), storms where we 
assumed the ‘lightning position’, and we trekked in rain and 
wind. Some days were hot but the nights were always cold. 
Most mornings we woke with ice on our faces.

In Year 7, our CITF was held in Namadgi National Park 
(ACT) over seven days. I had just turned eleven years old. 
I missed my parents really badly and I was very lonely not 
being with them. My school (especially Mrs Parsons, the 
Outdoor Education Coordinator) and my parents worked 
closely together before and during the camp to enable 
me to participate, and I completed the whole seven days. 
My group’s teacher even carried my special bear so I had 
it at night. Even though this CITF was really tough and 
sometimes I didn’t enjoy it, I am glad I did it.

In our Year 8 CITF, we spent eight days in Namadgi. I was 
very homesick, however, it was better than Year 7’s CITF 
because I knew what to expect. My bear was also allowed 
to attend. This time there were many different senses of 
accomplishment, relief, and a lot of satisfaction. I abseiled 
30 metres down the Orroral Ridge, mastered the ropes 
courses, reached the top of the 20-metre climbing tower, 
navigated Legoland’s giant boulders, but the most important 
accomplishment by far was climbing Mount Tennant. It was 
a gruelling hike up carrying our backpacks but on reaching 
the top, we realised it was well worth the effort.

Year 9’s CITF was ten days in the Snowy River National 
Park (Vic). We saw brumby herds, and I can still remember 
the genuine fear everyone in my group experienced when 
we heard wild dogs howling during the night. It added to 
the experience, in a weird way. Kangaroos always came 
close to our campsites and one morning, while we were 
eating our dried muesli and powdered milk, we fleetingly 
considered kangaroo steaks for breakfast.

I started to enjoy CITF in Year 9; perhaps it had something 
to do with the fact that I had just turned thirteen years old, 
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Jake’s Year 10 CITF 
was in Kosciuszko 

National Park — see 
p24 for some interesting 
info on Mt Kosciuszko.
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member experience
was physically bigger, and had more life experience. (My 
bear was stowed away in my pack, which was a bonus.) 
Initially we trekked four days from 9am until 7.30pm, then 
we covered shorter distances for three days while we rock-
climbed, abseiled, and climbed the Giant’s/Jacob’s Ladder. 
A highlight of this CITF was two days’ rafting down the 
Snowy River negotiating rapids.

Year 10’s CITF was nine days in the Kosciuszko 
National Park (NSW). This was one of the most rewarding 
experiences I have ever had, as I went in with the right 
attitude. It was November–December last year and I was 
fourteen years old while my classmates were sixteen. (My 
bear smuggled himself into my pack again, which was a 
positive experience for him.)

The Year 10 CITF was the fourth and final OBA program. 
It put together everything we had learnt on the previous 
three programs. The decisions, map and compass were 
handed over to our group of fifteen to navigate between 
campsites and find water sources.

Year 10 was the hardest CITF. We trekked approximately 
140 kilometres. The first few days we trekked from Long 
Plain Homestead over Tom O’Rourkes Peak, Skains 
Mountain, Cooleman Plains to Blue Waterholes, where we 
went caving.

Caving commenced before dawn. Once inside, we crawled 
on our stomachs through mud and bat dung. We turned off 
our head torches and crawled in complete darkness (this was 
very challenging), and exited vertically into the sunrise.

After caving, we trekked over Currango Plain. I was chosen 
by the group to be the leader/navigator for our expedition 
to Mount Morgan summit the next day. I woke earlier to 
make sure the others were awake by 4am. I felt a sense of 
responsibility to lead my group safely and efficiently.

The climb was incredibly steep and I used my trekking 
pole to keep balanced as my pack was moving me backwards. 
It was an amazing sense of achievement when we reached 
the summit. The view was spectacular over Half Moon Peak 
and to Mount Kosciuszko. I felt great relief after successfully 
navigating my group to our campsite for the night.

Next day we trekked to Currango Homestead and made 
roof shingles for the Kosciuszko bushwalkers’ huts (our 
CITF community service).

Afterwards we completed the Tyrolean Traverse and the 
Vine/Tarzan Walk. The walk was challenging for me as 
after climbing up thirteen metres onto the foot rope, both 
arms had to be outstretched to grasp the hanging ropes to 
move between them. I was born without a left hand. No 
one thought I would be able to do it and were startled when 
I jumped up off the rope and spun around to grab the next 
rope and landed back on the rope (thanks to my fencing 
footwork).

On the last day of CITF we trekked to Tantangara 
Reservoir. We packed everything into kayaks and paddled 
south for a few hours to the dam wall.

This was our last night around the campfire. Each 
night the group voted for the most valued team member 
of the day (sometimes there was no one), who received a 
coloured wristband. I received awards for Cooperation and 

Ingenuity. On the last night, individuals ‘blind voted’ for 
the most outstanding person over the program. The group 
chose me; I was humbled and proud.

CITF was not about the activities, eating basic food or 
the trekking; it was about growing as a person. The saying, 
“it’s always darkest before dawn”, sums up the whole 
experience perfectly. The toughest hardships develop us the 
best, and after each CITF everyone felt they had matured. 
It’s not about getting physically stronger or climbing up 
mountains; it’s about transitioning into a true person, and a 
person who can both follow and lead. The experience both 
defines who we were and who we are now.

I completed four CITF/OBA programs while being two 
years younger than my classmates. Although CITF was 
tough, I couldn’t imagine doing it with classmates two years 
younger. I think I would again spend a lot of time waiting 
and being frustrated. Through CITF I gained valuable life 
experience and new skills, and learnt about group dynamics. 
Friendships were formed and we consider ourselves 
brothers. Most importantly, I learnt about myself and my 
potential, and realised what I am capable of doing. As our 
instructor said, “The more you put into this, the more you 
will get out of this experience at the end,” and I think I have 
certainly done that. 

Jake on the Snowy River, Victoria
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