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After our glacial adventure, we headed north from Franz Josef for a half hour to the small village 
of Whataroa, where we overnighted at a small motel which formerly was the maternity hospital for the 
region, and is run by the tour operator for the White Heron Sanctuary. On Monday morning, we joined 
another couple, academics from the Victoria University in Wellington (he a professor of philosophy and 
vice-chancellor, and she a professor of political science) for a tour of the White Heron Sanctuary. The 
tour comprised: a short ride in a van to an estuary, a half-hour jet-boat ride down one estuary to the 
coast, and short distance up another and a short hike through rain forest to a blind overlooking the 
white heron nesting site. Before embarking on the jet boat, we all donned water-proof over-trousers 
and rain jackets, as it was heavily raining, and life jackets. The jet boat was invented in New Zealand, and 
transported us quite rapidly and surprisingly quietly along the river. Rather than having a propeller and 
rudder, the engine produces a water jet which propels the boat, and the jet direction is varied for 
steering. Without propeller or rudder, protrusion below is the hull is minimized, and the boat can 
negotiate shallow water. 

The few pictures below suffer from the heavy rain in two ways: First, there is considerable light 
scatter by the rain. And second, and more important, the herons mostly sat on their nest hunkered 
down, with their backs towards us and the wind. But their story is very interesting. 

The assumption is that the herons originally migrated from Australia. They are mentioned in 
explorer records from 1865, and were highly regarded by the Maori considerably before that. This is the 
sole nesting place for white heron in New Zealand. The nesting area is a short stretch along the river, 
maybe 100 m, which hosts about 50 nests, depending on the year. Each heron hen will lay one to three 
eggs when nesting, and both parents take turns caring for the eggs and guarding the chicks, while the 
other is feeding, or bringing back food which is regurgitated for the chicks. When the chicks are bigger, 
they are left unattended, and both parents bring back food. It’s almost unheard of for a pair to 
successfully raise three checks and unusual to raise two chicks – one is the norm. Sometimes, if it is 
exceptionally rainy and cold when the chicks are very young, none will survive, and the parents (or a 
different combination of parents – the heron are not monogamous) will try again the same season.  

When the chicks are sufficiently large, they, and their parents, disperse all over New Zealand 
and the surrounding small islands. The juveniles stay away for 3-4 years, and return to exactly the same 
area, to mate and nest when they are mature. 

The flock numbers were greatly depleted by hunting in the early twentieth century when heron 
plumes were in fashion. Since the 1960s, when conservation efforts got underway, this flock has grown 
to what was probably typical historically, and is considered to be at capacity for the area’s ability to 
support them. Oddly, although the heron do migrate in winter all over New Zealand, they have not yet 
set up an additional nesting site – and perhaps never will.  

When we visited, most of the adult heron were away from their nests, normally this would be 
because they were fishing but the guide told us that it was more likely given the weather conditions, 
that they too were hunkered down, away from the chicks, so that they could get some peace and quiet! 
By the way, unusually female and male heron look exactly the same.  



 

The intrepid bird-watchers, suited up to be drenched. 

 
White Heron nesting area – the only one in New Zealand.   



 
Two sibling juveniles, waiting in the nest to be fed. 

 

Parent and younger chick – he/she is a late season second attempt. 

 



 

Despite the rain, flora we enjoyed. Above, forest orchid. Below, a very common but pretty “weed” 

 

 



We had a long drive ahead of us to our next destination, so we set off immediately after the 
tour into the pounding rain. On the winding West Coasts roads, driving in these conditions is no great 
pleasure! We’d packed a lunch, and at some point, pulled off the road into one of the many campsites 
on the Tasman Sea.  There were lots of tents there, but few people, presumably they were getting 
drenched on boats or on the trails, or perhaps had found shelter elsewhere. We decided to take shelter 
also and drove into the town of Hokitika, a center of the 1860s gold rush. We spent an hour at the local 
historical museum, seeing relics of the gold rush very reminiscent of the American wild west of the 
period and learned more than we wanted to know about whitebait fishing (to my bookclub friends, it 
turns out that this is a favorite avocation of Kerri Hulme). The weather looked like it might be clearing a 
bit and low tide was approaching (the best time to visit our next destination), so we continued on. 

As we arrive at Punakaiki, the skies opened again and Ray wanted to proceed on – but Edie 
insisted that we see what there was to see, rain or no rain. Miraculously, 5 minutes into our walk 
around, the rain let up, and Ray so much enjoyed the visit that he admitted Edie was right!  

Punakaiki hosts an unusual rock formation, the “pancake rocks”, pictured below. The exact 
geological explanation is debated, but presumably the formation is sedimentary rock, deposited in 
layers, which were up-thrusted, and eroded in such a way to reveal the layers. The area also has blow-
holes, which are active at high tide, and although we were close to high tide, none were visible. 

 

Pancake rocks 



 

 



 

 



From pancake rocks we had a long ride to Tapawera near the north coast of the South Island, 
which will be the topic of our next post. 


