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Notes on my New Zealand trip; I returned to Australia at the end of January 1992 after spending 
two and a half months in NZ on holiday. 
 
There are interesting things to say about the people, but I'll start with the land.  It's very different 
from Australia, where the land is old and wise, worn smooth or sculptured by water and wind.  New 
Zealand's land  is young, active and alive.  A good place to start is with the IndoAustralian Plate, 
which is slowly (very slowly!) sliding underneath the Pacific Plate.  The 'edge' is a huge fault, which 
can be seen here and there on the South Island.  About 20 years ago it gave a twitch - 
earthquakes caused landslides all over the place; a small town sitting near the main fault was 
reduced to rubble, and its entire population evacuated.  As the plates slide together, the East side 
of New Zealand is being pushed up; I was told the East side of the South Island is rising at around 
4mm per year (that's quite a bit, if its true!). 
 
Everywhere you look in New Zealand the saga of the plates has left its mark; volcanos, new and 
old and very old; ranges of incredibly steep mountains, their summits wearing the beauty of snow; 
landslides and avalanches - rocks piled up at the edge of the road (or even on it) having fallen the 
night before from their perch on the cliff at the road edge.  Streams cutting their way through 
unconsolidated rock emerge from the mountains carrying rocks and boulders and so much fine silt 
that the water looks like soup - often pea green and carrying a sort of soft light, but sometimes a 
muddy brown. 
 
Walking to the face of the Fox Glacier was a fascinating experience.  The water emerging from the 
face was a light milky green, full of finely ground stone 'flour' from the grinding action of the moving 
ice moving stones, carving its trench through the mountains.  Yet to reach the face we (Mirri and I) 
walked over (or waded through) several small streams flowing from smaller valleys feeding into the 
larger valley which the glacier had made over many many thousands of years, and each stream 
told a different story, depending on what was going on, right now, in its valley.  One stream was 
crystal clear, its water arising from softly melting snow patches, trickling down through rock and 
soil, mosses and beautiful golden tussock grasses, their thin blades moving gently in the wind, 
shimmering like sunlight rippling across water.  There had been no movement in the valley 
belonging to this stream for a long time.  Another stream had thick murky brown water, so loaded 
with sediment that you could cup your hands in its flow, and as you lifted your hands away you 
were left with a dessertspoon full of sand and mud in your hand.  These waters had emerged from 
the pile of rocks left by an avalanche - which may have occurred only last week.  While we were at 
the face of the glacier there was a roar, a bit like thunder, from a hanging valley just downstream.  
The sound of the avalanche (for that's what I think it was) grew louder, then, as the minutes 
passed, ebbed away.  By this time we had moved towards the opposite side of the main valley, 
peering nervously at the mist obscuring our view into the side valley, waiting to see a tumble of 
rocks and snow come cascading out.  Thankfully it never came - we were too close for comfort! 
 
But where was I?  Yes, the whole of New Zealand seems to have been created by eruptions and 
earthquakes and avalanches.  The amazingly deep and beautiful glacial lakes of the South Island 
have formed as huge landslips dammed valleys left as glaciers retreated with the warming of the 
climate.  On the North Island, you can stand on the lip of the crater of Mt Ngauruhoe (last major 
eruption 1975) snow falling all around you, and feel the earth hot to touch.  These volcanoes have 
a landscape which is savage and powerful: truly awesome.  For me they were the high point of the 
trip. 
 
One of the things you notice about New Zealand rivers, especially on the South Island, is that they 
don't just move water and sand - they move rocks and boulders as well!  And its interesting how 
the land between these amazingly steep peaks is often quite flat!  The explanation, I suppose, lies 
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in the huge amount of debris moved by the rivers: they snake to and fro, over the passage of time, 
like a thread filling up a bobbin - the end result is a flat valley between steep hills or mountains. 
 
New Zealand really is a land of mountains and rivers, and to truly experience the land you need 
close contact!  The mountains should be climbed, and the rivers canoed!  If I return to New 
Zealand, I'll try to make arrangements to do some canoe trips.   
 
One wonderful, although fleeting, experience was to swim a small section of a very rapidly moving 
stream emerging from 'Pupu springs (I've forgotten the full name, which is generally not used).  
The water is very cold (11.7 degrees celsius) crystal clear, and I could see every detail in the 
entire stream section I was in - every rock, piece of moss, trout, eel, glinting in the sunshine.  The 
water was very shallow, and the current fast - all I could do was try and avoid the rocks as they 
rushed towards me.  I had a wetsuit and no weight belt, which helped.  I felt like a canoe would 
feel if it had eyes!  I got out, breathless and excited, and walked back to the start to have a second 
run, and a third, and a fourth... 
 
In New Zealand the land is 'living': eroding, collapsing, falling to pieces before your very eyes.  
"Natural erosion" has little meaning in Australia, (except in specific desert and coastal 
environments) yet in NZ one sees it constantly.  It's not surprising, then, that the coastal marine 
waters of NZ tend to be rather murky (both because of eroded sediment and the nutrients brought 
to the coast by the rivers).  I'm not sorry I packed my snorkelling gear for this trip - I had some 
great swims, but I'm not sure I would do it again. 
 
There are heaps of beautiful one-day walks in NZ.  The “Tongariro Crossing” is the most popular, 
and walking this track should probably incur a fee to assist in managing the park.  I was luck 
enough to walk in uncrowded times. Spectacular volcanic terrain, ending in a wonderful walk 
through rainforest.  Probably the prettiest walk I did in NZ (and perhaps the prettiest walk I have 
ever done) is the loop walk to Whangamumu Bay, where a small whaling station existed between 
1840 and 1940 – some ruins are still there.  You access this area from the Rawhiti Road, north 
east of Russell, near the Bay of Islands.  There is a one-hour walk to the Bay.  The weather was 
perfect, hardly a breath of wind, the sun was shining, and the surface of the bay was glassy.  No 
one was around.  I had the entire bay to myself!  Where else could this happen?  I went for a 
swim.  On the way back to the beach, I noticed tiny little fish living amongst the beach pebbles.  
That’s right, living amongst the pebbles, not outside.  These creatures are perhaps 25 or 30 mm 
long, very slim, and stripped brown.  When you disturb a pebble bank in shallow water, they 
emerge from their hiding places between the pebbles.  I extended my walk in a leisurely way, 
taking the (badly maintained) track connecting the bay with the Rawhiti – Cape Brett walking track, 
then walking towards Rawhiti until the connecting loop track, which took me back to my starting 
point.  This walk took me through kauri forest, and a small patch of palm forest so dense that day 
turned to night.  At one of the small but beautiful rocky bays along the track, I threw a branch into 
the calm water.  To my surprise three fish, each about half a metre long, swam up to the branch to 
investigate.  I could seem them quite clearly in the still water – a very intriguing sight. 
 
Another beauiful one-day walk in Urewera National Park (east of the North Island) is a 6 or 7 hour 
loop walk from the Lake Waikaremoana visitors centre to Lake Waikareiti.  It’s interesting that 
historical records indicate that these lakes, which seem to have few waterfowl now, were once 
teeming with birds.  The forests around the lakes are probably as near to pristine as you can get 
on the NZ mainland, and exceptionally pretty. 
 
'Pupu springs was outstanding.  The water, emerging from a limestone aquifer (said to have a 
capacity of 1.5 cubic kilometres of water!) is clearer than anything I'd ever seen before.  Visibility is 
reputed to be 100m, but seeing that no viewpath is that long, it's difficult to tell.  However the main 
pool is 40m in diameter, and you can see every blade of grass, every leaf of watercress on the 
other side when you get in.  It's a bit like being in an aquarium.  Next time I'll go back with a 
waterproof camera.  The day I was there the sun was highlighting the brilliant colours of the 



aquatic plants - reds, oranges and greens, flashing with the rippling of the water surface and the 
waving of the plants in the surging water.  One stream emerges from a sand bed at the base of the 
a - it's known as the "Dancing Sands" as the flow creates a permanent fountain of sand a metre 
high.  The largest flow emerges through tumbled rocks; every now and then there's a movement, a 
rock the size of a tennis ball is lifted, held suspended for a few seconds, then falls back towards 
the side of the emerging jet of water.  Some pebbles seem in permanent suspension, hovering a 
few centimetres above the hole in the limestone aquifer from which the water is surging out.   
 
Another memorable dive was at the Leigh Marine Reserve (Goat Island) north of Auckland.  When 
we entered the water we were immediately surrounded by fish; they are so used to being fed they 
now expect it!  Mirri went back to get some bread.  They loved it, although you'ld wonder why.  
Well, it was "Nature's Own" wholemeal, with added fibre..!  Grand-daddy snapper were there, 
keeping a more cautious distance (I wonder why?!) resplendent in their red-bronze suits.  There 
were rays and rockcod, and tiny brown seahorses among the kelp, moving gently with the swell so 
that at first it was hard to tell them from the surrounding leaves of kelp.  In one ledge I counted 12 
crayfish, lined up side by side, their tiny stalked eyes and long feelers sensing the outside world for 
danger.  Where can you see a sight like that outside a marine reserve?   
 
The most spectacular ocean dives were at the Poor Knights Islands and the Cavalli Islands - both 
in the north.  At the Cavallis the difference between the life on the shore and on the islands was 
striking.  The shore cliffs were devoid of fish (presumably the result of over-harvesting) yet the 
islands were teaming with them.  We took our boat (a little runabout hired from the Caravan Park) 
around the ocean side of one island which has a cavern or tunnel running from one shore to the 
other - you could see a distant light -  the sunshine on the opposite side of the island!  An exciting 
place to explore on a calm day!   
 
We entered an area of sheltered reef through a gap in the breakers (that was exciting!).  
Overboard, and I was swimming amongst a school of drummer so big I never saw the other side!  
Lunch on a deserted island, our very own beach, not a soul in sight, not a trace of a human being 
on the horizon ...  Just off our island the sea was laden with spawn of two or three different types.  
There was so much of it (like soup in places!) so densely packed, that it must have been laid only 
hours ago.  But by what?  I wish I knew.  The mass was staggering - there must have been many 
tonnes just in the little bay where we stopped for lunch.  Several different kinds of fish moved 
among the kelp, leather-jacket, wrasse, kelpies (as we call them in Australia - in NZ they are 
"marblefish", a name reflecting their mottled green marble-like colouring.  A fish called  
"greenbone" is particularly beautiful, and very shy, unfortunately with good reason (it's good 
eating!).  It is hued in deep green and purple, with a thin iridescent stripe of bright purple along the 
fin edge. 
 
At the Poor Knights the scenery is striking both above the water and below.  Sheer grey cliffs rise 
abruptly from deep blue ocean water.  A gannet colony, evenly spaced nests (I like their 
neatness!), yellow faces looking down at the boat.  Big, beautiful birds.  Forest above the cliffs 
coloured deep red in patches with the flowers of the pohutakawa tree ( I think I spelt that wrong).  
A sea cave, big enough to shelter a couple of submarines;  here the boat's aerial, 15m above the 
water, is still 2 or 3 metres from the cavern roof, even when the boat is 100m inside the cave!  
Another archway on another island must be nearly 30m from the water.   
 
Below the surface there are caves and archways too.  One cave was packed with blue mao mao 
fish, a fish about the size and shape of a saucer made of hundreds of glistening metallic blue 
scales, like millions of mirrors reflecting the light from the mouth of the cave.  Outside, the mao 
mao move in densely packed schools, turning the surface of the ocean into boiling water in 
patches perhaps 30m across.  After one dive I accidentally surfaced in the middle of such a school 
- they didn't seem unduly concerned.  Another cave, about 20m down, had its floor littered with 
hundreds of empty paper nautilus shells, another tunnel led to a circle of sand, ringed by rock, on 
which 5 or 6 stingrays appeared to be "dancing", swimming in circles, leisurely, gracefully...   



 
On one dive I was accompanied during the whole swim by a small parrot fish, often within hand's 
reach, outlandishly bedaubed in clashing purple and orange panels of colour.   
 
The Poor Knights is a marine reserve, but there's no reserve at the Cavallis, or at Kaikaoura on 
the South Island, where the continental shelf comes within only 800m of the shore.  Here 
boatloads of tourists, equipped with masks, snorkels and expectations, are dumped into schools of 
dusky dolphins, whose formal dress gives them an appearance as if they are dressed up for a ball!  
My impression is that most Australian dolphins scatter under such circumstances; here however 
the NZ dolphins zip around you in tight circles, often only a metre away.  It doesn't take long for 
them to get bored however, and the boat operators encourage their tourists to perform antics to 
catch the dolphins' attention.  And it actually works!   Although I must confess to feeling quite dizzy 
and sick afterwards. 
 
Watching the seals around their shore-based colony is a rather more leisurely affair.  The most 
accessible colony I've ever seen, you park your car, put on your wetsuit, and five minutes later 
you're surrounded by goggle-eyed NZ fur seals!  There are 2 other species of eared seal in NZ 
waters, Hooker's Sea Lion and, I think, the Australian Fur Seal, but I didn't see them in the wild.  
Penguins and petrels are common, often seen from the boat.  I would have loved to see a penguin 
underwater, but I wasn't so lucky.  I did see one close enough to the boat to observe its swimming 
action - they literally 'fly' underwater with outstretched flippers (wings) beating rapidly. 
 
Watching the Royal Albatross at their small breeding colony near Dunedin was another highlight.  
Masters of the updrafts, like eagles they seldom seem to flap their wings.  They are designed to 
fly, and are awkward on land - but their real problems come in taking off or landing.  Apparently 
they only take off in high winds; when there's no wind, there's no flying!  They just unfurl their 
wings (which have an extra (third) joint to allow neat foldaway) and whoosh - off they go, head into 
the wind , with a beautiful deep 'squawk'.  Landing is not so elegantly done - I wish I had been able 
to photograph it.  Basically its a "crash-landing" as they appear to have a high stall speed.  In they 
come ("too fast" you think to yourself) out come their feet, then BANG they're on the ground, legs 
tripped over behind them, feathers ruffled, flat on their chest.  They seem to pick spots where there 
are one or two other albatross already on the ground, on the theory that knocking over one or two 
of your mates helps cushion the impact!  It's a funny sight, but you don't see it that often; once they 
get airborne they tend to stay airborne.  Apparently it is thought that the 'adolescents' don't touch 
ground for four years after initially leaving the colony.  By which time they have forgotten how to 
walk, and have a great deal of trouble getting onto their legs for a day or two. 
 
Fiordland is wet.  The rainfall varies in places from about 5 to 7 metres per year!  It's a wonder 
there's any land left, you'ld think it would all have been washed into the sea!  As you might imagine 
there are streams and waterfalls everywhere, and lots of wet forest.  Three species of Beech 
provide wonderful forests, their trunks draped with mosses, ferns and other epiphytes.  In places 
the ground vegetation is solely ferns, while higher up it can be solely mosses, giving the forest a 
visual simplicity which is very striking. 
 
Lake Marion stays in my memory as the most beautiful place I visited; a small alpine lake reached 
after a 90 minute climb through ferns and forest.  The water is clear and cold (yes, I did dive in; I 
just had to, abut once I was in I had to get out!).  The sun was shining through low cloud around 
the cliffs which surround the lake on 3 sides.  The clouds form by the wind cooling in the lee of the 
cliffs and peaks - a pressure effect, so while wind speed and direction remain roughly constant, the 
clouds stay in the same place.  The result is that you can walk from sunlight into the shadow of the 
cloud, then back half an hour later and the shadow edge will still be in the same place!  Behind the 
lake towers a snow-capped mountain;  to the left and the right the surrounding cliffs are close to 
vertical, rising 300m above the lake.  On one cliff edge alone there are five waterfalls cascading 
down to the lake.  On the opposite cliff one very large waterfall has cut a groove into the cliff side, 
with the result that I could hear it plunging into the lake edge, and I could see mist and spray 



ebbing away from the impact, but I couldn't see the waterfall itself.  Can you imagine ten or more 
waterfalls, dropping 300m into a crystal clear lake?  Partly in sunlight, partly in the shadow of the 
cliffs themselves and their accompanying cloud.  The place is beautiful, calm, content.  Very 
different from the savage power of Tongariro's volcanic landscape.  Both are very much New 
Zealand. 
 
If you had to choose one word to describe the New Zealand people, it would have to be "friendly".  
If you stop to ask directions, you are invariably asked where you come from, where have you 
been, where are you going?  whether you have asked a school boy or an old lady.  This 
friendliness is more obvious, naturally, when you are away from those places and activities which 
specifically cater for tourists.  I stayed with a number of people under the SERVAS host/traveller 
scheme; NZ in fact has the highest proportion of SERVAS host per head of population of any 
country. 
 
The Maoris have a status which Australian aborigines do not have.  The Treaty of Waitangi 
recognised their ownership of the land and their rights as British citizens, and (where proper 
procedures were followed) land ownership was transferred by purchase (in Australia generally by 
robbery). 
 
A friendly and egalitarian society?  But there's something wrong.  Within the community there's a 
degree of dishonesty and violence which disturbs Kiwis even more than it disturbs tourists.  Shortly 
after I left Hamilton, an English tourist, passing through the city, was murdered in a town park, her 
purse stolen.  In Rotorua a German couple answered a knock on the door of their cabin, they were 
bound and gagged, and everything of value stolen.  I could go on... these are not isolated 
examples. 
 
You need to be careful.  My shoes were stolen from the door of a hostel in Auckland.  My clothes 
stolen from a clothesline in Hamilton; my bicycle stolen in Wellington.  That was the first two 
weeks!  At least I had most covered by insurance. 
 
What about the cost of living? (just to change the subject!).  My impression is that most things cost 
about 20% more in NZ compared to Australia, after allowing for the exchange rate.  There are a 
few things, of course, which are a bit cheaper.  The most irritating expense is public telephones, 
which are ridiculously expensive.  Local calls cost 20c/minute!  That cost me heaps. 
 
Looking back on my expenses, total costs were about $A1500 per month (one person) and I was 
keeping costs to a minimum (I bought nearly nothing to take home).  I had the car (a Toyota Hiace 
van running on petrol/CNG) for 60 of the 75 days I was there; it cost about $NZ800 in fuel and the 
same again in other expenses, for 8000 km (the exchange rate was about 1.35).  That's not too 
bad, about the same order of magnitude as my Holden here, which in 90/91 cost $60 per week or 
20c per mile (it still works in miles, being a car of the old school).  If I was to return to NZ on a 
similar holiday I would buy a diesel vehicle, even though it would mean a higher capital outlay, as 
it's a much cheaper fuel. 
 
The cheapest motorcamp (the NZ word for caravan park) cost $6 per person per night, the most 
expensive $11.  Hostels varied from $8-11.  Hotels?? well, I didn't use them, but maybe >$80 for a 
double room.  Hire campervans cost $100-150, cars $50-80 per day. 
 
From a nature conservation viewpoint, I would have to say that New Zealanders have been even 
more successful than European Australians in chopping down forests, introducing weeds and 
pests, eroding the soil, draining wetlands, and depleting the shallow seas of everything edible. 
 
To get things in perspective, it is important in understanding the changes of the last 1000 years or 
so to realise that New Zealand used to be a land without mammals.  Think of it... a whole land 
without warm furry cuddly creatures!  The exceptions were cretaceans and bats, but for our 



purposes they hardly count.  The outcome was that the birds of the land evolved in an 
environment devoid of the predators which were such a powerful evolutionary force in other 
places.  Many birds became, over time, flightless or nearly flightless.  However, the recent 
introduction of mammals into this bird-dominated ecology proved, as one might expect, disastrous.  
Many birds became extinct (the giant moas being perhaps the most well-known example) while 
others are well on the way.  Kakapos, for example, are the world's largest living parrot; almost 
flightless, the size of their population has been dwindling steadily - now down to about 50 
individuals.  Attempts to save the specie centre around two island populations protected from 
introduced predators. 
 
Unlike Australia, European hedgehogs are widespread in NZ, most often seen as small prickly 
bundles squashed on the roads.  Ferrets, weasels and stoats are also major feral predators. 
 
As for humans, the European presence over the last two centuries has of course caused the 
greatest impact on the natural values of NZ.  Like flightless birds, wetlands were a fragile feature 
of pre-european New Zealand.  In a land so characterised by steep terrain, flat land was much 
sort-after by the new pastoralists.  Wetlands have been drained and filled to an extent which has 
virtually eliminated this type of habitat, in anything like it's natural form, from vast areas where it 
was once common. 
 
Forests were of course cleared for the ubiquitous sheep, with the result, for example, that 
podocarp forest, the most common type over the North Island and the northern part of the South 
Island, has been reduced to less than 1% of its former area. 
 
The Maori presence dates back about 1200 years.  Prior to that the land was colonised by people 
known as the moa hunters, said to be a far more peaceful people than the war-like Maoris.  
Apparently the last "moa hunter" died in 1912 on Stewart Island, after a severe decline in numbers 
following a Maori resettlement scheme on the island. 
 
If I went back to NZ, I would like to do more mountain walking and more canoeing.  I would like to 
go back to the Cavalli Islands, and to the volcanos of Tongariro.  And perhaps explore the east 
coast of the North Island , which I haven't seen. 
 
On the South Island, I would like to make use of the mountain huts provided by the Department of 
Conservation for walkers.  They are fairly simple, having bunks (just mattresses), fresh water, 
toilets, and space for cooking.  I would like to go back to Pupu Springs, and have a look at 
Farewell Spit, an area of international significance for wading birds.   
 
I've no immediate plans to return, but, well.... sometime in the future...        Jon Nevill 


