Staveley Ice Rink is having one of its best seasons for years. Janine Holland talks to some of the people behind one of Mid Canterbury’s best known winter attractions.

My childhood memories of winter are invariably filled with ice.
While other Mid Canterbury children in the 1970s pursued skiing, netball or rugby, my activity of choice in winter, or at least the one I remember with the most passion, was always ice-skating. 
And when it comes to skating, it’s hard to beat the rustic charm of Staveley’s ice rinks.
Nestled barely five kilometres off State Highway 72, but tucked away in the bush (near Sharplins Fall car park), the three rinks feel like they are a thousand miles away from civilisation.
The native birds are singing, Bowyers Stream is burbling along, and the swing bridge crossing the stream leading you to the ice rinks looks the same as it did in the 1970s.
Staveley ice rink is actually a collection of three rinks. The upper rink is used only by the curlers. As a child I was fascinated with the noise this group generated. Walking past on the way to the lower rinks, the curlers appeared to be a secret society, albeit a rowdy one.
Ivan Syme is one of the original curlers and looks the part with his jaunty Tam-o’-shanter or Scottish cloth cap keeping him warm.
Ivan is well placed to talk about curling in the area. His father Reg built the upper rink for curling in 1975 after an alcohol ban prevented curling on the lower rinks. Reg was also part of the group of farmers who built the skating rinks three decades earlier. Ivan himself has been curling for 35 years.
On the day I visit, 16 men are hurling the stones down the ice. There’s a lot of commotion, but it’s all good humoured. No one is under the age of 50. The men (they are all men - they did have a female curler but she moved to Gore) are from all over Mid Canterbury. A couple come from further a field. They meet on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons from 1pm and curl until close to dinner, and then curl again at the weekends. The season is short so they make the most of it.
The lower rinks were built in 1949. Ivan’s father Reg was one of the pioneers joined by other farmers from the area. They called themselves the Staveley Ice Skating Company. Today, the Staveley Hall Society manages the rinks. Run by volunteers, the rinks generate funds for the district. “It brings in a bit of revenue to keep the hall and the museum maintained,” says Ivan.
And this year’s ice has not disappointed.
“It’s one of the best we’ve had for a long time. You’ve got to have snow about and a good freeze to get the ice.”
Ivan’s role as ice manager involves preparing all three rinks for curling and skating purposes. This means getting the weeds out before the first frosts and making sure the areas are level. 
The curlers who come to Staveley today are a mix of old timers, who started curling with the Windwhistle Club on Lake Ida, and newcomers drawn from around the district. There are probably 20 who take part during the season.
The attraction of curling comes from its unpredictability, says Ivan. 
“You never get good at it because the ice changes and you get such a short period when you can get up here.”
Controlling the weight of the stone, keeping a close eye on changing ice conditions, and walking carefully around the rink, keep the sport challenging.
Along with this it’s a very social sport. “We’ve got to talk a lot of bullshit. The more you talk and confuse the opposition, the better.” 
Then there is the whisky drinking. “It’s just a tradition of the game. When you’ve done a good shot, your mate takes you for a wee dram.”
Members play for the Reg Syme Memorial Curling Trophy during the season, and occasionally travel south to Central Otago to curl at their rinks. This year they also hosted a group from Tekapo playing for the Dobson Cup.
Ivan says while the sport lacks younger members locally, there has been a resurgence of interest in curling and he is confident there is a future for curling in Mid Canterbury. 
“It’s been going for 50 or more years now and I can’t see it stopping. You get up here and forget everything. Quite often there’s a pigeon flying around and the sand flies are biting.”
Ivan’s older brother, John Syme, is another with strong links to the ice rinks. Self-described as the rink’s fix-it man, he remembers clearly the development of the skating rinks in 1949.
“There was a group of farmers who thought this would be a great thing for the district. They all put up a certain amount of money, maybe 50 pounds per farm.”
John recalls the work to clear the area owned by Les Hobbs at the time. 
“The bridges were trees pulled across the river. I can remember walking across them and sometimes there would be a flood and they would have to be replaced. It was quite a long walk.”
John worked in the ticket office for 15 years and remembers vividly the generator which powered the lights and the sole one-bar heater for staff.
“It was a cow of a thing to start in winter.”
Later funds for a diesel engine were raised and better lighting and a sound system were introduced. Much later, electricity was delivered via a deal struck with the power board which involved local farmers donating No 8 wire while the power board provided the poles at minimum charge. 
“They (the farmers) never got any money out of it at all.”
Today, the rinks sit on land owned by Errol Syme, John and Ivan’s brother. The intention in the long term is for the ice rink land to be handed over to the local community, says John.
“It’s what dad always wanted and I’m quite sure it’s going to happen.”
He says the rinks, while labour-intensive, are an asset that provides much-needed income and recreation for the community.
“It’s being handed on to the next generation and hopefully there will be dedicated people who will be prepared to put the time in to keep it going.”
James Callaghan took over as rink manager at Staveley three years ago. 
Having married into the Syme family, it was almost inevitable that James would end up being involved. He took over from Bruce Gray, who had managed the rinks for 18 years.
The role includes organising working bees to tidy the rinks before skating begins, setting times for skating, placing adverts, organising a volunteer roster and running the wee shop, as well as opening up and shutting the rinks. 
James grooms the ice after the skaters have departed with a four-wheel motorbike with a blade on the back.
It’s an unpaid job but a hectic one when the ice is good and hangs around.
With wife Joanne and their three children between the ages of six and 12 helping out, it’s become “a family affair”, he says.
Most people in the Staveley area put their name down to do a stint in the ticket office and James says it’s that community spirit that enables the rinks to carry on. 
Two months in, this season is one of the longest many old timers can recall for some years, though with the weather improving it’s weekend to weekend now.
‘It was an early start to the season. It was the one good thing to come out of the snow on 12 June and the good heavy frosts that followed.”
While James hasn’t kept a tab on the numbers, in July the rinks were attracting a couple of hundred people each Sunday. That seemed to be their most popular day, he said.
He says the abundant ice will be good news for the Staveley area.
This year the coffers look relatively healthy and some much needed maintenance will take place. 
“It’s all ploughed back into the Staveley community.” James says one of the best things about the rinks is their ability to raise cash for the community. 
“It’s one thing we’ve got in our favour. “that in good years it (the rinks) can support the district.”
Skaters come from all over the region. There are regulars from Christchurch, good support from Ashburton, plenty from the foothills communities and even some from South Canterbury. While a little bit of advertising is placed, most people hear about the rinks by word of mouth. 
In July a television crew from the Australian show “The Great Outdoors” visited when Mt Hutt closed for the day.
Groups sometimes book the rinks for private functions and local kids use the lower rink for impromptu ice hockey games. The night skating is really popular “though numbers tend to dwindle when a rugby test is on”. 
With milder winters in recent years, a good, hard winter like this one will be remembered for some time at Staveley. 
“They (good skating seasons) aren’t as regular as in the past.” 
Councillor Ken Lowe, who lives at Methven, was a teenager when the rinks were built.
“As a young boy at boarding school, I would come home in the holidays and would be sent up by my father to help make the skating rinks. My job was to take the Bull Dog Tractor up there.”
Ken thinks he was somewhere between 13 and 15 years of age when he was asked to help out. 
He recalls huge tree stumps being pulled out of the earth to clear the area for digging, and the tractors working the holes to puddle the mud to seal the rinks. 
“Within no time at all it took off. It was very popular.”
With no Mt Hutt, ice skating was the newest winter craze in Mid Canterbury and with coloured lights and music playing in the bushes, night skating was the place to be seen at. 
“It was really quite fantastic. Teenagers from all around Mid Canterbury would go there.”
Ken remembers a different climate that aided the skating. 
“We seemed to have a lot more frosts then. Most winters we would get weeks on end of skating.”
One of his most vivid memories concerns his skating ability. 
“My younger brothers and sisters were very good skaters and I was floundering. So the fun was to get hold of the slow fella, form a chain and then spin and I was the mug on the outside. Then they would let you go and you would come to grief on the ice.”
The beauty of Staveley, says Ken, is its safety. Today his children and grandchildren enjoy skating and he believes the future of the rinks is assured due to population growth in the area. 
“The whole Staveley bush area is becoming a playground for virtually all of Canterbury, with the walkways in the summer and the skating rink in the winter.” 
”I have always said it will be another Hanmer along there.”
From the book Bush, Bulldozers and Boulders: 
“The development of the skating rink in 1949 portrays one of the finest examples of community spirit seen in this district.”
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