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Introduction 
 

 
Trolling around New Zealand... the young immigration official had written on the 

reason for visit section of my landing card.  This level of informality even by officialdom 
was indicative of what was to come and I could tell I was going to like this country. 
Finishing a flight of epic proportions which had given us intimate knowledge of the 
airports of Dubai, Singapore and Brisbane, Jacqui and I finally stood in our last airport – 
Auckland, New Zealand. It seemed much more than a couple of nights back when I’d 
ceremonially thrown my last packet of cigarettes in the bin at Manchester. I wondered, 
could I stay a non smoker? The next few days or rather the next hour or so would tell. 
Emirates had fed us well and what we both needed first was some fresh air and exercise 
but for that we had come to the right place. 

Why New Zealand then? Well it has always been somewhere on my list of places to 
go since we’d nearly moved here when I’d been about seven years old. Dad had been 
offered a job and was ready to go and I’d voted in favour, having found out that they had 
real volcanoes here – in such a way are the decisions of seven year old boys made – but 
Mum had said no at the eleventh hour – too far from the relatives. 

I’d seen one of those holiday programmes a year or so back where some guy had 
done a trip in North Island by camper van and it had looked like a good way to see the 
country. That along with watching one of my favourite episodes of “Ray Mears Extreme 
Survival” which sees the intrepid explorer going to Fiordland and Mount Cook, kind of 
re-established New Zealand on my “places to go next” list. 

The previous year I’d met Jacqui and it turned out that she wanted to come here as 
well, though with her being a teacher we’d had to come in July/August which is the 
Southern winter. The up-side of this was that we got a really good deal on the camper 
van. We’d paid about NZ$1000 or about £400/US$700 for a rental totalling 31 days not 
including pick up and drop off days. Once we realised we could actually afford it we had 
begun planning the trip more seriously though our planned route was never set in stone. 
The idea had been to plan a general route that would take us to most of the places we 
wanted to see but which could be altered if necessary, once we had started the trip. 

So here we were at last, stood outside arrivals at Auckland airport waiting for the 
man from Apollo to bring us our van. Yes – they even pick you up from the airport. 
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There’s something I like about starting a trip – whatever plans you’ve made, you still 
never quite know where you’ll end up. 

 
Additional note: exchange rates and prices have changed since I first wrote this and such 

bargains may no longer be around though rental prices are still much lower in the southern 
winter which corresponds to the main holidays in the UK/Europe and the US 



 

Chapter One 
The Journey Begins 

 
 
Indicating left, I turned the small van that was to be our home for the next month 

into Mount Eden Road and headed towards downtown Auckland. The sun shone 
warmly through the windscreen as we passed the row of shops where a bored looking 
dog appeared to be considering whether to wander into the road or not. The weather 
matched my mood and my co-conspirator, Jacqui, to my left looked as happy as I felt. It 
was a great feeling to be away at last after all the months of planning, though we had 
enjoyed our couple of days in Auckland.  

We’d stayed the last 3 nights at Jacqui’s friend Nicola’s house in the leafy suburb of 
Three Kings. The Three Kings incidentally were not gift bearers from the East but 3 
water towers built on the hill behind us that used to be visible around the area. I say, 
used to, because only the largest one known as the Big King remains, the walk to it 
giving great views of Auckland.  

“Here’s where we turn” said Jacqui from the navigator’s seat. We’d reached the 
fashionable district of Mount Eden with its bars and restaurants lining the road. Turning 
here avoided the city centre and led us around towards the waterfront and a ring road 
that would take us to the main route north out of Auckland. The traffic became busier 
here for a while but in a surprisingly short time we’d negotiated the city without getting 
lost and were heading over the Harbour Bridge, the gateway to Northland. 

Our plan was to head into Northland to the Bay of Islands for a few days before 
returning via Auckland to Rotorua which is the centre of Maori culture in North Island 
and also where you can get up close and personal with thermal springs and geysers. After 
that we planned to go to Tongariro National Park with its three volcanoes including 
North Island’s highest peak Mount Ruapehu, before heading to the South Island where 
even more adventure beckoned, via the capital city Wellington. The deal with the 
campervan was that having picked it up in Auckland we could drop it off in Christchurch 
before flying back to Auckland for our return flight to Manchester, in the U.K.  

We realised of course that many things we’d talked about doing may be weather 
dependent especially those activities involving boats, aircraft or skiing and climbing, even 
more so as this was the Southern Winter. Travelling in July and August was necessary as 
Jacqui was a teacher. I, being self-employed could go whenever I liked as long as I could 
afford it but I don’t get paid holidays. The weather so far had not been very wintry but 
this was the sub-tropical part of North Island with winter temperatures more like 
October in the U.K. We had also realised that even with nearly five weeks here we 
couldn’t see everything and we were probably missing some good places – Coromandel, 
East Cape, Nelson and Dunedin to name a few but I think we’d planned a good itinerary 
that would take us to most of the places we both wanted to see. 

The city was left behind now and along the roadside was farmland interspersed with 
evergreen forest, the strange looking tall eucalyptus trees standing out above the others 
and the fascinating deep greens of the tree fern rainforest occasionally pressing in 
towards the road. We reached another overtaking zone; there are lengths of dual 
carriageway every few miles along the highway allowing safe overtaking of slower 
vehicles, trucks, tractors etc. I was doing the speed limit but even so several cars raced 
past at 20 or 30 over the limit. There seems to be this obsession, yes I’ve done it myself 
as well, that you need to overtake a bus, van or lorry even if it isn’t going particularly 
slowly. That’s not just a Kiwi thing though; most U.K. drivers do the same. A more 
worrying trait in New Zealand was the apparent readiness by drivers to risk serious injury 



or death by overtaking on blind corners in between these bits of dual carriageway even 
though it was never far to the next one. 

The road was now winding uphill and thick rainforest had appeared on both sides, 
huge ferns overhanging the road. Up we climbed until nearing the top of the pass a sign 
advertised a café and the “Dome lookout” which seemed to be some kind of viewpoint. 
Jacqui suggested stopping for lunch and changing drivers so I pulled in at the car park. 
There were only 2 or 3 cars there on what seemed to be the highest point of the road. 
The restaurant was open but we decided to investigate the Dome Lookout first. A sign-
posted path led into the dense rainforest and zigzagged steeply uphill. We were both 
fascinated by the rainforest never having experienced it before. Well, apart from the day 
before when we’d driven from Nicola’s to the Waitakere (pronounced Wai-takery) Range 
to the west of Auckland.  

Waitakere had been recommended to us as a good day out from Auckland lying 
within easy reach to the west of the city. We’d driven first of all to the visitor centre with 
its wooden walkways above the forest canopy and fascinating Maori statues hand carved 
from whole tree trunks. After a good look round we’d continued on down to the Tasman 
coast at Piha beach for lunch. This had been an idyllic spot where the huge waves of the 
Tasman Sea crashed onto a long length of sandy beach overlooked at one end by the 
Lion Rock with its white stone statue of a Maori girl said to be awaiting her husband’s 
return. Later in the afternoon we’d driven the narrow and winding forest roads to 
Karekare beach where the film “The Piano” had been shot. That had definitely been the 
kind of beach that we both like. Totally deserted and accessed by a forest path and hence 
unfrequented by the people who only go to the places they can drive to.  

Behind the restaurant we followed the muddy trail up into the forest, at first steeply 
and then less so as we left the road behind in its dip. The path was clear enough though 
the trees closed in as we went further. Soon we were walking in a deep green twilight 
surrounded by the moss covered trunks of the huge tree ferns. An eerie silence prevailed 
broken only by the occasional noises of birds somewhere above in the canopy. The 
whole place brought to mind Tolkien’s “Fangorn” and seemed to harbour an ancient 
presence that was calm and peaceful rather than threatening. We walked, always uphill, 
for maybe half an hour in this half light world until all of a sudden bright sunshine 
appeared in front and the trail led out onto a small deck like structure above a clearing. In 
front the ground fell away steeply and we were greeted with a view over the forest and 
back down the range of hills in the direction of Auckland. The road was visible to the 
right and below us climbing the hillside opposite towards our start point.  

 Jacqui commented about a long tailed bird which was above us on the edge of the 
trees. She later identified it as a fantail and it treated us to an amusing display of flying as 
it flitted with great agility between the moving branches of the forest edge and the open 
sunlit clearing. The sun had gone in again as we set off back, looking forward to some 
food at the restaurant. Indeed, as we emerged from the forest again at the bottom of the 
path, a few spots of rain were starting to fall and it was much cooler. Only just warm 
enough in fact to enjoy an outside lunch. One large burger later, we returned to the van 
where Jacqui took over the driving and I gave directions. It was easy enough as there 
only seemed to be one main road heading north.  

Our next stop that afternoon was just outside the town of Whangerei (pronounced 
Fan-ger-ay – the “Wh” being pronounced as an “F” in the Maori place names), where we 
called in at a supermarket to buy food and essential supplies such as wine and beer for 
the next few days. It felt strange to go past the tobacco counter and not buy cigarettes. 
I’d given up at Manchester Airport 4 days ago and was surviving on Nicotine gum! “I’ll 
have a gum in the van” I commented to Jacqui as we paid for the provisions. She was 



very pleased that I’d stopped, having never smoked, and that I’d managed not to buy any 
while we’d been here.  

Another thing I’d noticed was that now we were out of Auckland the shops, 
especially the tills, counters and advertising posters resembled the shops I remembered 
going in as a kid maybe 25 or 30 years ago in the U.K. with everything looking strangely 
old fashioned. I’d read or heard somewhere that New Zealand was somewhat like the 
U.K. was 30 years previously. This must be one of the things that they meant. It was 
quite nostalgic and I liked it.  

Back in the van and heading north again, I completely forgot to have that nicotine 
gum. Giving up had not been as bad as I thought it would have been, well so far so good. 
I’d long been part of that group of people you often see huddled in all weathers, like 
some secret society outside offices and shop doorways, but my last cigarette had been in 
the smoking room of Manchester airport after which I’d ceremoniously thrown the 
packet in the bin and bought the nicotine gum instead.  

Not that I was one of these people who could give up just like that. I’d spent the last 
six months cutting down, first of all waiting until after breakfast for my first one, then 
after lunch and finally going a full day without but smoking of an evening. This made it, I 
think, much easier to take the final plunge and a flight lasting over 24 hours plus stops 
was as good a time as any. The only times I’d really wanted to smoke were when we got 
off the plane and a few occasions later that evening. The gums took the edge off the 
“cravings” which actually didn’t last more than a couple of minutes anyway. After the 
first day here -maybe 3 days after my last cigarette - any cravings to smoke became few 
and far between hence me forgetting the gum just now. 

The car ferry from Opua to Okiato in the Bay of Islands region was one of those 
small flat pontoon-like boats similar to the one that we’d nearly fallen off on the way to 
the Isle of Skye on a family holiday years before. It was therefore with some trepidation 
that I sat in the cab of the van with Jacqui waiting to cross the half mile or so of water to 
the Russell road. Luckily the sea was calm in this inlet and the crossing passed without us 
or anyone else ending up in the water enabling us to drive the last couple of miles to 
Russell itself.   

Russell is a delightful town, like something out of the 19th Century. The wooden 
buildings lining the single main street each have an individual character and the small 
harbour probably hasn’t changed much in a hundred years. The town faces across the 
Bay of Islands to Pahia, a couple of miles away and is backed on the other side by the 
palms and evergreens of the sub-tropical forest. Our spot on the campsite couldn’t have 
been better either, a level terrace in the trees with a view out across the bay below, the 
site itself consisting of wooded parkland sloping up behind the town.  

After our first meal cooked in the van, we ventured off on a wander to explore a bit. 
A path led up behind Russell to a hilltop where there was a flagpole and an absolutely 
fantastic view over the whole of the Bay of Islands and out towards the Pacific Ocean. 
The weather was such that this view was enhanced further by the quality of the light. A 
rain shower was moving in towards us yet it was backlit by the sun which sparkled on the 
sea below the grey clouds. I called it my best “non mountain” view! 

The flagpole itself had some history. Russell was one of the earliest, possibly even 
the earliest settlement of Europeans in New Zealand and there was the inevitable dispute 
between the local commandant and the Maori chief. This dispute manifested itself in the 
English putting up a flagpole and the Maoris coming along and chopping it down when 
no-one was looking. This went on for some time with even an iron clad pole succumbing 
to the axe until an agreement was finally reached leaving the present pole standing to this 
day.  As the sun went down we left the glorious view and returned in gathering darkness 



to the van to enjoy a bottle of wine and a few games of cards before we were both too 
tired to play and had to put the bed down.  

One gained entry to the living area of the van, which was separated by a curtain 
form the cab to keep the warmth in, by a sliding door on the left side. The cab area was 
to the left with the sink and gas cooker in front while to the right was the sitting area 
with the 2 seats facing each other across a table. This area converted into a bed in an 
operation reminiscent of one of the events from “It’s a Knockout” or so it seemed after 
several glasses of the red stuff. The bed however was comfortable and after the long 
drive we both slept well on our first night away in the van. I even forget to have a 
nicotine gum, again! 



 

Chapter Two 
The Winterless North 

 
 
We stood on the open deck aboard the cruiser edging slowly out from Russell 

Harbour. After a minute the skipper revved the powerful diesel engines and we rapidly 
picked up speed, heading out into the blue waters of the Bay of Islands. The weather was 
glorious after a chilly start and we were aboard a “Dolphin Discoveries” cruiser bound 
for the Hole in the Rock out in the South Pacific. 

That morning had been one of relaxation and chilling out after jet lag and charging 
about had finally caught up with us both. We’d had a look around Russell and researched 
the various trips to go on from here. We’d opted for “Hole in the Rock” today and this 
company seemed to offer the most ‘wildlife orientated’ version of the trip. For tomorrow 
we’d booked, yes, a coach trip, to Ninety Mile beach and Cape Reinga. This was either 
really unusual as neither of us “do” coach trips, however the Fuller’s trip was 
recommended by the campsite as they do the drive along Ninety Mile beach, which we 
weren’t insured to do in the van. In addition it was a long way and would save us a lot of 
driving.  

Over the loudspeaker, the skipper was explaining our route and that though we 
stood a very good chance of seeing, and for those who chose to, swimming with, some 
of the Bay’s bottlenose dolphin population, they were wild creatures and not circus 
performers so nothing was absolutely guaranteed.  

We’d crossed the bay and slowed down to take a look at some of the seafront 
houses amongst the palm trees on the inner islands. Alright for some, hey!! Heading out 
again we soon made our first sighting of dolphins in the distance off the port bow. The 
skipper explained that we’d head over and see if they wanted to play. Apparently, like us, 
they’re not always in the mood and will swim off if this is the case. These dolphins 
however were in the mood and soon came over to swim alongside our boat. They seem 
to do this purely for fun and enjoy being pushed along by the bow wave. I guess it’s a bit 
like hitching a ride!  

Now was the opportunity to swim with the dolphins. Maybe half of the people on 
board chose to do this but myself having the aquatic skills of an average sized house 
brick, decided to remain on board and dry. Jacqui also opted out though she was 
tempted. I was perfectly happy watching the dolphins from the boat as they were coming 
very close anyway. “If I was designed to go in the sea, I’d look like him there”, I 
commented to Jacqui, pointing at a large bottlenose by the boat. The skipper explained 
that for those in the water to attract the dolphins it was best to move around and swim 
under the water as much as possible rather than hang about as they would soon tire of 
stationary swimmers.  

This guy’s commentary became hilarious once all the swimmers were in the water. 
After the initial inevitable comments about sharks, he launched into a tirade against the 
swimmers that would have put any school games master or army drill sergeant to shame! 

“Come on you lot! Dolphins’ll be asleep at this rate!” 
“Put yer back into it!” 
Myself, Jacqui and a few of the other passengers were in stitches by now and he was 

clearly enjoying himself. 
“They’re off to play with the penguins now!” 
One of the swimmers seemed to be heading away from the group towards another 

boat some 200 yards away.  



 “Wrong boat!” yelled the skipper through his loudspeaker. “We’re behind you... 
Oh, I give up!” 

 When all the swimmers were safely recovered from the sea we resumed our 
journey, a few of the dolphins swimming alongside the boat for a little way as if to guide 
us to the hole in the rock. 

We came to the outermost islands of the bay and sailed through a channel between 
them and into the much rougher water of the open sea. Several miles in the distance a 
headland jutted out made of some very high rocks and cliffs. That’s where we were 
headed following the distant coastline around. As we approached the headland it was 
revealed that the island off the coast was several hundred feet high and had a huge 
natural arch through it. This was the Hole in the Rock. 

 We passed the lighthouse above Cape Brett and carefully negotiated the passage 
through the arch. It was maybe 50 yards through to the other side and was an impressive 
sight from below. Much bigger than it looked from further out. On the return journey we 
slowed to view a seal colony on a large rock between Cape Brett and the Bay of Islands. 
These were New Zealand Fur Seals with whom we’d become more acquainted later in 
our journey. We didn’t see any dolphins on the return journey but there was perhaps an 
explanation for this.         

We passed a small boat on the way back which we learned was manned by a local 
scientist who was studying the Orcas or killer whales who occasionally entered the bay 
from the open sea. She’d radioed our skipper to say that Orcas had been sighted earlier. 
The dolphins would certainly stay out of their way. The remainder of the trip back to 
Russell was spent searching the sparkling waves for a sign of these huge marine 
predators. They too however, remained elusive.  

That evening back at the van it had turned very calm and clear and hinted of frost 
which was uncommon up here at Bay of Islands. It did mean we needed to use the van’s 
fan heater for the first time during our after-tea cards and wine session. Switching the 
heater on soon made the small living space too warm but when it was switched off it 
became instantly cold again. It was a case of fiddling with the thermostat until we 
achieved a happy medium, leaving it on a low setting seemed to be the knack to it.  

 We were though extremely pleased with our van. It was about the right size for 2 
people and was almost luxury after the tent we were used to. We discussed the pros and 
cons of tent versus campervan versus caravan. That spring we’d been camping at 
Ardgarten in Scotland and had been 4 days in a small tent watching the rain continuously 
falling outside. Yes, we had stayed dry but only just! The response had been to buy a 
bigger tent but the issue still remained.  

We’d seen these massive bus like vans with about sixty bikes and as many canoes 
strapped to the side but neither of us fancied the idea of manoeuvring one of those 
through country lanes and up and down hills.  

“Imagine the fuel bills”, I added to Jacqui.  
No the van we had was about right. The only disadvantage we found was that once 

having parked up and plugged into an electric hook up, discovering you were out of milk 
or eggs for breakfast or much, much, worse, out of beer! You then had to pack 
everything up and disconnect from the power before driving to the shops. Ok, here in 
Russell that wasn’t a problem as it was a short walk to town and the general store. The 
other option was the caravan. As children, our parents had both, first of all taken us 
camping and had eventually bought caravans. In my case this had been when Mum 
became fed up of sitting in a tent in Scotland in the rain. Funny that!! 

The major advantage of a caravan is being able to park up and then go off in the car 
without having to pack up as though moving on every time you want a pint of milk. That 



was the option we ended up taking, becoming known as “Tin tenters” to our camping 
friends. Warm, dry tin tenters, I will add! 

Back in a small white campervan on a chilly July night in the Bay of Islands 
however, it was bedtime. We had a coach trip to join the next morning! 

 
By torchlight we’d made our way from the van down to Russell Harbour to catch 

the first ferry of the morning, which left at 7.00am. Patches of fog hung atmospherically 
over the still water while the stars shone from a cold night sky. We were the only two 
people to board the ferry for the short trip across the bay and the dawn was just adding a 
blue twilight to the sky as we disembarked in Pahia. We crossed a much larger harbour 
area passing many small fishing boats and pleasure craft moored around the jetty before 
crossing the car park to join our bus.  

The coach thankfully was about half full and there was plenty of room as we set off, 
stopping once more at a hotel just out of town to pick up a couple more people. Our 
driver and tour guide, who could have been a voice double for Sean Connery, began a 
well informed commentary of our route. I was just glad to be on the bus and out of the 
cold. Outside, the sky was lightening as we drove on a tree lined road similar to the one 
we’d driven up past the Dome lookout. Fog patches appeared in clearings and partly 
obscured the view of palm trees silhouetted against the dawn sky. Near a place called 
Keri Keri we passed several Kiwi fruit plantations. It seemed a little odd listening to 
‘James Bond’ talking about kiwi fruit but it was interesting enough. I’ve eaten enough of 
the things in my time! Keri Keri it seemed was one of the main producers of New 
Zealand’s ‘national fruit’ and they are grown on vine-like plants which are protected from 
the wind by tall hedges all but surrounding their fields.  

Leaving Keri Keri behind we travelled northwards soon turning off the main road 
and heading more inland. We were heading for the Puketi Kauri forest, the massive trees 
used by the Maori in the past to build their war canoes from. Into rolling hill country, the 
sun was now up and shone on the white frosted grass from a cloudless blue sky. Our 
guide informed us that it was rare to get frost up here in the Winterless North, as the 
region north of Auckland is known, and it was indeed soon vanishing in the sun. The 
road plunged again into thick forest, this time of huge ancient trees rather than the now 
familiar tree ferns and palms. These were the Kauri. This forest had once extended much 
more widely but had been largely destroyed by early European settlers. Can’t we go 
anywhere without wrecking something? We stopped in this wood for long enough to 
take a walk through the Kauri trees and to appreciate their immense scale. I’ve not been 
to America’s giant redwood forests but I imagine those to be similar. Many of these trees 
were over 1000 years old.  

On Northwards and leaving the Kauri forest behind, our bus took us past a 
spectacular view of the sea again at Doubtless Bay and on past the Keri Keri peninsula 
through almost completely flat farmland to our second stop off at the “Ancient Kauri” 
visitor centre. This place was so named because local farmers had discovered, buried 
beneath their fields, the perfectly preserved (but not fossilised) remains of a prehistoric 
Kauri forest which had once existed in this region. The trees had been carbon dated at 
up to 40 000 years old, yet the wood was preserved and still usable for carving. 
Apparently the lack of oxygen in the peaty ground had prevented the wood from 
decomposing in the normal way. All manner of carvings were available for sale here but 
the showpiece was a stairway actually made inside the massive tree trunk of one of the 
ancient trees leading to the upper floor. Quite fascinating! Coffee and a large sausage roll 
for a late breakfast and then we were off again. We were now heading for the famous 
Ninety Mile Beach. Our plan was to access the beach at the southern end and drive up to 
the north. The direction one did this was purely down to time and tides. Heading 



through an area of grassy dunes we emerged onto a vast flat expanse of sand backed to 
the west by the endless rollers of the Tasman Sea.  

Ninety Mile beach is 60 miles long. Don’t ask me! I don’t know. Maybe someone 
got miles and kilometres mixed up or something. There is something vaguely surreal 
though about hurtling along a sandy beach, just out of reach of the waves, in a luxury 
coach at 50mph. Jacqui was even more fascinated than me and kept the video camera on 
for the first 20 minutes.  

The whole journey takes well over an hour but we stopped about three quarters of 
the way and we all got out to be greeted by the ever present sound of the ocean now the 
engine had stopped. The sun was warm and illuminated a light salty haze drifting in off 
the breaking waves. After a wander, we climbed a sand dune where Jacqui took a photo 
to give us an idea of the size of this place. The sand and breaking waves stretched 
interminably, as far as the eye could see in both directions. Behind the dunes was a 
wooded area, home to a herd of wild horses, though we didn’t see them. Onwards once 
again! The exit from the Northern end of the beach is up a river. This was thankfully not 
too deep and the guide drove us safely through the water without getting stuck until we 
stopped as the foot of a massive sand dune. The river is I suspect why hire vehicles aren’t 
allowed on the beach and I was glad we had come by bus. We were given the 
opportunity to borrow a surf board; climb the dune which was about 300 feet high and 
body board back down again. This was immense fun and I was amazed by the speeds 
that could be reached sliding down a sand dune! 

We had our lunch at a delightful beach called Tapotupoto Bay before journey’s end 
at Cape Reinga. We parked up and walked the last half mile or so along a precipitous 
headland to the lighthouse where a signpost informs you of the distances to various 
places around the world. On this clear blue cloudless day, the view was fantastic, 
extending across the constantly moving ocean to the Three Kings Islands in the North 
while to the eastern side is the wide sweep of Spirits Bay. In the other direction rises the 
rugged headland of Cape Maria Van Diemens with the distant dunes of Ninety Mile 
Beach and the crashing Tasman Sea beyond. Out along the jutting promontory beyond 
the lighthouse could be seen a lone tree outlined against the restless waves. This place is 
known as Te Rerenga Wairua and is sacred to the Maori as the final departure point of 
the spirits of the dead. Their souls are said to travel via the roots of this tree to a point on 
the Three Kings Islands where they view Aotearoa (New Zealand) for the last time 
before journeying to Hawaiki – the name for both the Underworld and the spiritual 
homeland of the Ancestors. We were now at the northern end of North Island and as far 
as we go in that direction. Our journey now would be southwards.  

The long drive back to the Bay of Islands was uneventful this time being by road 
rather than along the beach and evening was drawing in by the time we reached Pahia. 
After a delicious meal of fish and chips and a walk along the darkening sea front we 
returned to the harbour for our ferry back across to sleepy Russell. Leaving the lights of 
Pahia reflected on the sea, we agreed that Russell had been a good place to stay. Pahia 
was nice but it was also bigger and busier. If you come in summer I’d imagine it to be 
something of a bustling seaside town. Russell, however, had a timeless charm about it. 
Maybe too quiet for some but I guess it’s just a case of what you prefer. 

 



 

Chapter Three 
Back on the Road. 

 
 
The petrol gauge in the van read nearly empty and the sign outside the only petrol 

station in Russell read “Closed”... This was not a good combination of events.  
We both remembered, however, that there were one maybe two petrol stations in 

Pahia which would be more likely to be open on a Sunday morning. A slight change of 
plan then, instead of heading down the coast road from Russell it was back to the car 
ferry and up the main road to Pahia where, indeed, our mini petrol crisis was solved.  

The weather was still good and by 10:10am we were back on the road and heading 
south and west. The aim was to cross this part of North Island and head down the 
Tasman coast to Auckland, hopefully getting past Auckland and camping somewhere in 
the Hamilton area for the night. For a short while we joined the main highway heading 
back north again before turning off this to the west and following quiet country roads. 
The landscape was rural with farmland and forest interspersed with occasional small 
villages. The flatter country of the east became hillier as we headed towards the west 
coast and with the hills; the forest began to take over again.  

After a somewhat longer distance than we’d expected, the road descended to a 
particularly beautiful section of coast along an inlet to our right. As we approached the 
point where this met the open sea, we found a ‘viewing’ signposted off the road so 
stopped for a walk. Passing some unusual rock formations a path led out to a headland 
overlooking the restless Tasman Sea. The wind was getting up from the northwest and 
the sky rapidly clouding over indicating the good weather we’d had was coming to an 
end.  

On again, south, following the coast on our right. This area seemed almost deserted 
compared to the East coast around the Bay of Islands. The road, almost a single track in 
places, led on into the lush green hills along the coast. We met hardly any traffic along 
here and in the forest the huge Kauri trees became more evident. We stopped for lunch 
at the Waipoua Kauri forest home of the “King of the Forest” Tane Mahuta. We 
followed the walkway to this particular Kauri tree which is 2000 years old and about 
three times the size again as any of its neighbours.  

Heading south downwards towards Dargaville and Jacqui was spotting pukekoes by 
the roadside. These are a colourful type of wild hen native to New Zealand that inhabits 
fields and marshes. By now the rain had begun and it spattered on the windscreen as we 
rejoined the main Auckland road (the one we had left town for to go to Russell) as the 
evening approached. Here it became progressively busier as we approached the city and 
nightfall. Auckland is home to around a third of New Zealand’s population and most of 
them seemed to be on the road that night resulting in the only major traffic jam we 
experienced on the whole trip. After crossing the harbour bridge once more the 
motorway through town became completely snarled up and as the driver I wanted a 
cigarette for the first time in ages. Nicotine gum however, did the job and was in fact the 
last one I had.  

The jam had been caused by a crash further along and once clear of this we resisted 
the temptation to go back to Nicola’s but carried on into the wet night heading south 
away from Auckland. By now we had both had enough but we seemed to be in an area 
devoid of campsites so it was decided that we would camp in one of the lay-byes off the 
main road. These seemed to be at regular intervals and consisted of a length of road 
maybe a quarter of a mile long running parallel to the main highway but shielded from it 
by thick bushes and trees.  Pulling into the next one, eyes sore from the car headlights 



reflecting off the rain soaked road surface, I stopped the engine and we sat for a moment 
listening to the sound of the rain drumming lightly on the roof of the van... 
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