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DOROTHY ‘DOT’ BUTLER 

12.9.1911 - 21.2.2008 

Bushwalker, Mountaineer and Conservationist 

 

Dot Butler bushwalked, mountain climbed and bicycled across the world from Europe 

to the Andes, from New Zealand to Cambodia. Built like a Sherpa, Dot had the natural 

ability and inclination for any adventurous activity. Her first climb at the age of 25 was 

also her most memorable and began a love affair with mountains that lasted her lifetime. 

She was the first person to make the dangerous ascent of Crater Bluff the 

highest peak in the Warrumbungles in north-western New South Wales.  Climbing in 

bare feet, she was tied by ropes to Dr Eric Dark, President of the Blue Mountains 

Climbing Club, facetiously known as the Katoomba Suicide Club due to the perilous 

climbs they made on the sheer escarpments the Blue Mountains. While others of the 

party dropped out through the discretion of age, Dot was undaunted. 

Inch by inch we edged along, clinging to scarcely perceptible ledges of 

grey, lichen-covered rock, feeling our way in those places where we 

couldn’t see for fear of upsetting our balance by a fraction of an inch, 

pausing now and then on some relatively safe ledge to draw breath, for the 

suspense kept us so tense we hardly dared to breathe, and then on again, 

high above the giant eucalypts which, in the valley below, appeared to our 

wide-open eyes no bigger than match sticks; and always the huge eagles 

wheeling aloft, surveying us from their untamed heights with fierce 

contemptuous eyes. If they chose to attack us as we clung like limpets to that 

stark rock face we knew who would come off best.1  

After a life-and-death ascent, the pair reached the summit sharing a view that had lain 

undisturbed for millions of years - a dozen or so magnificent, rugged peaks arose out of 

the huge, hollow crater. Impressed by the unique but rarely visited area, the party 

enthusiastically persuaded the local farmer who held the lease that it should be reserved 

for public recreation. When Dot and friends returned to Sydney, a proposal to the Lands 

Department was soon made and eventually, in the 1950s, an area of 3360 hectares was 

finally withdrawn from the Crown Lease and reserved as Warrumbungles National 

                                                
1 Butler, D. (1991) The Barefoot Bushwalker, ABC Books, Sydney p.60 
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Park. Administered since 1967 by the National Parks and Wildlife Service visitation to 

the park ranges between 50,000 - 85,000 people annually.2  

 Once Dot had been afflicted with the disease of mountaineering, she headed to 

New Zealand and climbed Mt Cook, at 3763m, the country’s highest peak. In following 

years she would return for six weeks every Christmas to climb and work as a guide  

accompanying tourists up the Tasman Glacier and other spectacular locations. After 

marrying and having four children, Dot renewed her love affair with mountains in the 

1950s when she established an Australian section of the New Zealand Alpine Club. She 

had become concerned about the number of Australians falling into crevasses in the 

alpine regions of New Zealand. For 25 years she trained prospective climbers in basic 

safety skills before leading tours to climb with experienced mountaineers.  

 Butler led her first international expedition to the Andes in 1969. The 

Australian team climbed 27 peaks, mostly over 5,500 metres. After the Peru earthquake 

of 1970, members of the Andean expedition established a relief fund to help the people 

who had helped them. 

 Dot Butler, who died in February aged 96, had the classic Australian 

childhood with her five brothers and sisters climbing trees and roving through the 

bushlands until dark when they would troop home for dinner. Her mother, Isadora, 

was virtually a single parent as her father, Frank, a commercial salesman, travelled 

throughout New South Wales and Queensland. Frank disappeared out of their lives 

one day but as he had never made much of an impact, life continued as normal. 

 Few girls continued on at school after the age of 14 but Dot qualified for 

the selective Sydney Girls High School, where she was a bright student who 

excelled at sports. Leaving school just as the Depression hit, she learned typing 

and worked in a number of clerical jobs. Having saved enough money, she left 

on her first solo adventure by bicycle around Tasmania but was entirely 

unprepared for the magnificent panorama of the Tamar Valley stretching away 

into the far distance to Launceston. The fortnight’s tour was the first of many 

she made to the island.  

 One weekend in 1931, Dot set out on a camping trip with a sedate group to 

Era Beach south of the Royal National Park. She was surprised, but excited, to 

see a group of cavorting nude swimmers. They looked like her kind and when 

                                                
2 http://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/parks.nsf/ 
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she joined them around their campfire that night she learned they were members 

of the Sydney Bushwalkers Club. It was a meeting that shaped her future life. 

She immediately joined the club and threw herself into bushwalking heading off 

every weekend on camping trips carrying a knapsack made from a pillowcase 

stuffed with the blanket off her bed and the bare necessities. She became one of 

the Tiger walkers renowned for walking long distances at speed in the largely 

untracked and unmapped Blue Mountains. Dot, always in bare feet, would run to 

keep up with the pace of these outstandingly fit men, one of whom held most of 

Australia’s marathon cross-country walking records. Even into her 60’s Dot 

could outrun most of the younger competitors in orienteering events. 

 The twin themes of Dot’s life were outdoor adventure and environmental 

protection. The Sydney Bushwalker’s Club members were pioneers of nature 

conservation in New South Wales, and Dot tirelessly assisted their efforts to 

save vast areas of the state’s natural heritage. From the 1960s she worked with 

the Colong Committee (the oldest wilderness society in Australia) in the Save 

the Rainforest Campaign and the creation of the Blue Mountains National Park. 

She campaigned to save Lake Pedder, the Daintree, Kakadu and the Myall Lakes 

National Park. 

 Remaining active into her 80’s, Butler was Australian Geographic's 

'Adventurer of the Year' in 1988, and became a poster girl for Seniors Week 

when she climbed and abseiled down the Sydney Harbour Bridge, at 80.  While 

Dot hardly even stubbed a toe throughout her years of extreme bushwalking and 

mountaineering, her children suffered a different fate. Three out of four died at 

the hand of nature’s forces. Wendy drowned in the Kowmung River in the Blue 

Mountains, Normal from snakebite in Nimbin and his twin Wade disappeared 

while bushwalking in the South-West of Tasmania. It is almost as if her children 

were sacrificed on the altar of the god she worshipped.  

 


