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This 21-day tour benefitted hugely from exceptional weather enjoyed during almost the whole trip.  Apart 

from a little rain during our day in the Central North Island and the odd shower during our Stewart Island 

pelagic we had exceptional fine conditions throughout.  It was especially good during the kiwi trips, which 

ultimately resulted in all four species being seen. 

Of note are a couple of other points.  This tour saw all four kiwi species targeted, with great views of three 

of them (little spotted kiwi, Okarito brown, and Southern brown) and brief but good views of the Northern 

brown.  This was reflected in the ‘Bird of the Trip’ with the kiwi featuring quite highly.  We essentially 

cleaned-up on all targeted endemic landbirds, with great views of all of them.  Although, we chased a 

number of other species around the countryside, getting excellent views of all the key endemics and native 

species is always a priority, and we did this with relative ease.  To mention just a few, yellowhead in two 

different locations with prolonged and stunning views, close prolonged views of a pair of South Island 

(rock) wren, 28 Fiordland crested penguins in Milford Sound (plus good sightings on two other days), five 

New Zealand falcons seen during the tour in both the North and South Islands, both species of saddleback, 

scope views of both shining-bronze and long-tailed cuckoos, kea in several locations, wonderful close views 

of wrybill, blue duck in North and South Islands with stunning close views in the South, 33 species of tube-

nosed seabird (inc 8 albatross species), and marvellous views of redpoll (just checking you’re awake 

Bruce!). 

With 33 species of tube-nosed seabird, we obviously did very well with the pelagics, basically seeing all 

species that could have been expected, plus a few more.  Birds like Antarctic fulmar, grey-backed storm-

petrel, and Wilson’s storm-petrel were all ‘icing on the cake’ birds that were in many cases life birds for 

some/all participants.  The eight species of albatross almost all gave great views, and in many cases 

spectacular views.  Clouds of albatross (mainly white-capped) off Stewart Island was something to 

remember.  Again it was exceptional weather (with the strong winds off Kaikoura having a definite benefit 

on the birding) and perhaps also good timing seasonally. 

This all added up to a record number of species seen during a 21-day tour.  Sav set a record in 2009 of 165 

species, which based on the current taxonomy we used was actually 168 species.  So although during the 

tour I thought we had beaten his record we actually didn’t, tying for the lead with 168 species.  Based on 

the 2009 taxonomy however, we did get 166 species, and I’m still checking his checklist with a fine tooth 

comb.  Either way we got a fantastic species list, and despite not seeing rook (ha!) we got to see the 

important New Zealand birds.  We also got to see much of New Zealand’s spectacular scenery in beautiful 

weather (ok we did miss the central North Island volcanoes, but the views of Mt Cook were second to 

none), and had a great time as well.  The group got on really well, we had a lot of laughs, poked a lot of fun 

at each other, and we ate a few pies.  Thanks for making it such an enjoyable trip guys! 

Brent Stephenson (leader and co-owner of Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ) 

PS. I should just mention that all exaggerations, bad jokes, and artistically licensed information contained 

within the tour report below is solely and whole-heartedly mine! 
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25 October 2011 – Day One 

We were all up bright and early and ready for action.  The sun was shining, there were still All Black 

supporters reeling from the close victory over France, and everyone was poised like a coiled spring.  We 

headed out through the sprawl of Auckland to the west to the Waitakere’s where we had a stop 

overlooking a nice patch of kauri forest.  Along the way we had quick views of spotted dove, and a bunch of 

other introductions, but nearing the park we had our first views of tui, New Zealand pigeon, and purple 

swamphen (pukeko). 

Standing in the sunshine overlooking the forest we had good views of tui, pigeon, fantail, silvereye and 

heard shining bronze-cuckoo and tomtit.  A very confiding male North Island robin came and checked us 

out and sang his heart out right in front of us.  Eastern rosellas flitted around the place giving colourful but 

brief views and another noisy Australian flew out of the forest scrakking away as it flew – Sulphur-crested 

cockatoo in the bag. 

We then headed up the coast and checked out the beautiful but rugged West Coast at a local Australasian 

gannet colony.  The birds were all in attendance, mostly with eggs, although the odd small chick was also 

visible.  There were also about 400+ white-fronted terns in attendance, some nesting and some with quite 

large chicks, quite a spread of breeding stages.  A pair of variable oystercatchers were down on the beach, 

and tui, yellowhammer and a sacred kingfisher were seen around the area. 

We then grabbed some lunch enroute, and headed on towards Waiwera where we sat and ate lunch 

overlooking a patch of tidal mudflats with mangroves.  Fleeting glimpses of buff-banded rails were not 

enough to put on the list, but it was a nice spot for lunch.  We then headed on to some wetland areas with 

small numbers of New Zealand grebe, New Zealand scaup, Australasian shoveler, grey teal, Pacific black 

duck, and black swan.  A lone little black shag sat in the sun looking on. 

We then headed northwards, basically making a B-line for Dargaville and the Kauri Top 10 holiday Park.  We 

checked in to our accommodations, and then settled in, having an hour or so to check out the local birds – 

tui, rosellas, etc.  After dinner at the local Kaihu Tavern (built in 1855) we headed out with Herb from the 

holiday park into Trounson Kauri Park.  Expectations were high and before too long we heard the first male 

kiwi call.  However, they made us work for it, with two rather obscured views before a last-minute good but 

brief view of a bird out in the open grass.  We did have fantastic close views of a morepork for several 

minutes, as well as kauri snails, banded kokopu (endemic fish), long-finned eel, fresh-water crayfish, glow-

worms (actually a fly maggot!), cave wetas, and even a possum.  All in all a great night, and excellent first 

day of the tour. 

 

Bird of the day – Northern brown kiwi x2, Australasian gannet x1, New Zealand dotterel x1, New Zealand 

pigeon x1, North Island robin x2. 

Day total – Seen = 51 + 3 heard (shining bronze-cuckoo, dunnock, North Island tomtit); new for the trip = 

51; total for the trip to date = 51 
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26 October 2011 – Day Two 

So it was up and off to breakfast at a civilised hour, keeping in mind we had been up till late the night 

before.  A beaut breakfast of bacon, sausage, eggs, cereals and toast had us powered up for the day and we 

headed northwards with the sun shining again.  We took the short walk in to visit Tane Mahuta – the 

largest of the kauri trees, and possibly around 2000 years old.  Whatever its age it really is a spectacular 

tree and we even had some lovely Earina orchids flowering and a few Pterostylis (Greenhood) orchids 

flowering, although almost finished.  A couple of nice male tomtits kicked the days list off to a good start. 

We headed southwards back towards Dargaville and then across towards Waipu, stopping on the way to 

visit a small pond where both Australasian and New Zealand grebes breed.  The Australasian grebes didn’t 

seem to be breeding yet, but the NZ grebes had at least two chicks and both adults were busy diving with 

the chicks protected under their wings.  Very cool watching the heads pop out from under the wings to be 

fed by the adults. 

We then headed down into Waipu to grab some lunch and headed to a nearby estuary.  Within seconds 

we’d spotted a fairy tern roosting on the mudflats right away down the estuary.  We had it in the scope for 

everyone before it took off whilst we ate our lunch.  We then scoped the rest of the estuary seeing all the 

usual suspects – bar-tailed godwit, a single red knot, a few turnstone, lots of variable oystercatchers and a 

good number of New Zealand dotterel.  It was a nice opportunity to spend some time checking out the 

endemic waders, enjoying the sunshine, and waiting for a fairy tern to appear, and they did.  We spotted 

two birds roosting further down the estuary, and as we headed towards them they took flight and one 

ended up hovering over a small pool not far away, before doing the same over the main channel.  The other 

then did almost the same thing before landing, and we had closer scope views.  Pretty happy with that, 

they flew off back up the estuary and we decided to head off as well. 

We checked out another estuary along the coast, finding a non-breeding little tern and a great egret, along 

with a heap more white-faced herons, before heading further south to a great spot for buff-banded rails.  

We ended up with three in one binocular view, with excellent views of them walking along the shoreline.  A 

small flock of brown teal was also nice. 

Lastly, as if the day hadn’t been good enough, we managed to find two kookaburras perched and had good 

views of them, before a lovely dinner in the little town of Warkworth.  And the forecast looks good for the 

pelagic tomorrow... 

 

Bird of the day – Fairy tern 2x, buff-banded rail x4 

Day total – Seen = 59 + 3 heard (kaka, shining bronze-cuckoo, bellbird); new for the trip = 17; total for the 

trip to date = 68 
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27 October 2011 – Day Three 

With the conditions perfect for a pelagic trip out onto the Hauraki Gulf, we set off on Assassin with Brett 

Rathe our skipper, and Phil Hammond our guide for the day.  Brent decided he needed a break from us, but 

came up with the excuse of toothache and made a visit to the dentist.  Luckily he only needed five teeth 

extracted...or at least that was the story! 

We headed out onto the Hauraki Gulf and it was almost too calm, but chumming at several locations 

yielded fantastic views of all the local specialties (including great views of probably 8 New Zealand storm-

petrels, Cook’s and black (Parkinson’s) petrel, fluttering, flesh-footed, little, and Buller’s shearwater, white-

faced storm-petrels and even a black-winged petrel. 

As if all the birds weren’t enough we managed several Bryde’s whales, common dolphin’s, a sunfish, and 

several sharks including a rather large blue shark that kept us entertained.  All in all a fantastic day out on 

the water, just to really upset Brent, as if the dentist bill wasn’t enough! 

 

Bird of the day – New Zealand storm-petrel x4, white-faced storm-petrel x1, weka x2 

Day total – Seen = 38; new for the trip = 16; total for the trip to date = 84 

 

28 October 2011 – Day Four 

So we were up and rested, heading away with overnight bags packed...possibly the smallest overnight bags 

I’ve ever seen!  Not sure what that means but I guess we will find out on the island.  We headed off 

towards Gulf Harbour, again with the sun shining, and arrived to find a reef egret and white-faced heron 

side by side on the rock wall near the pier.  Nice comparison. 

The ferry arrived and we headed out to the island with about 100 school kids...glad we are staying over 

night and have a few hours on the island without anyone else.  Pretty quiet crossing with only a single flesh-

footed shearwater seen until we got to the island and could see out beyond where there was a flock of 

white-fronted terns feeding and at least one, probably two Arctic skuas (parasitic jaeger) wheeling around 

amongst the terns.  There was also at least one, possibly more Buller’s shears, and may have been more but 

too distant. 

We headed up for the briefing and then up through the trails to the bunkhouse.  On the way it was hard to 

miss the whiteheads, bellbirds, and tui on the way, and there were plenty of stitchbirds around the feeders 

and elsewhere.  We checked into the bunkhouse, unpacked, had lunch and then had a rest before heading 

out again in the afternoon. 

We headed back down to the wharf and sat beside one of the ponds waiting, waiting, and waiting.  A brief 

glimpse of a spotless crake spurred us on and eventually we were rewarded with awesome prolonged 

views of a spotless crake feeding along the edge of the pond.  The brown teal pair and ducklings had kept 

us entertained right the way through the wait, and a fernbird even popped up right beside us about 1.5m 
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away, so a pretty nice way to spend the afternoon.  We then headed slowly back up to the bunkhouse and 

finally managed to get a good view of a kokako having not heard a peep from one all day. 

Back at the bunkhouse we had possibly the best meal of the trip (I have to say that because I cooked it!), 

BBQ steak and lamb, with salad and potatoes, followed up with dark chocolate for dessert...mmmmmmm!  

We then headed out for our nocturnal ramble, heading right the way down to the other end of the island.  

No kiwi called until 2100 which was a bit of a shock, and shortly thereafter we had great views of a 

morepork which sat perched and then hovered right above us, perfect!  A bit further on we had a pretty 

good sized tuatara right on the track and had really nice close-up views.  We walked back towards the 

bunkhouse thinking a kiwi was going to jump out at any stage (in fact by this stage I was thinking the damn 

things had gone back to bed!), and we were within 2 minutes of the bunkhouse when we found a kiwi right 

beside the road.  We ended up having excellent prolonged views, possibly some of the best I’ve had of this 

species, so very very happy.  A short walk back to the bunkhouse for a milo and bed! 

 

Bird of the day – Little spotted kiwi x5, saddleback x1, stitchbird x1 

Day total – Seen = 47 + 1 heard (little blue penguin); new for the trip = 12; total for the trip to date = 96 
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29 October 2011 – Day Five 

Well I realised why the overnight bags were so small...seems the men at least had failed to pack all their 

anti-snore medicine and devices!  It was like snoring in Dolby 5.1 surround sound in the guys room...man! 

Don’t know why, but seems every time I’ve woken up on Tiritiri Matangi lately it is raining...and this 

morning was no different.  We had a leisurely breakfast (probably because everyone was too tired from 

lack of sleep to move quickly) and then packed up, cleaned up and then headed out.  We wandered back 

down towards the wharf as the rain eased and had kokako singing in all sorts of places.  We had quick but 

good views of one bird singing and listened to it for quite some time before finding a pair singing, mutual 

preening and then gathering material to line its nest with cabbage tree fibres etc.  The nest turned out to 

be just a couple of metres off the trail and we had great views of its mate sitting preening and singing 

nearby whilst it visited the nest several times to add to it.  Magic!  Down near the wharf we had another 

kokako singing just after the ferry arrived and the crowds had dispersed. 

Our water taxi arrived and we headed back to Gulf Harbour with just a single little penguin seen along the 

way.  We loaded the vehicle up and headed off towards Miranda making a quick lunch and fuel stop on the 

way.  Marvin threatened to put a pepper-steak pie down as bird of the day, but I knew with Miranda 

coming up that memory would fade when he saw a wrybill. 

At Miranda the tide had already dropped considerably and the birds were well out from the hide, but 

before we had even left the carpark we had a flock of Pacific golden plovers, a single whimbrel and two 

gull-billed terns.  Heading across to the hide we quickly had a couple of wrybill in the scope and black-billed 
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gulls, with all the migrant shorebirds being well out on the mud.  We’d only just checked off these two 

fantastic endemics and somebody pipes up they haven’t seen a rook yet, and “When are we going to see a 

rook?”!  It’s tough getting good clients these days!  Four sharp-tailed sandpipers were present as well, and 

every time I looked there seemed to be another that had come from somewhere, with six in the end.  We 

spent a good bit of time just enjoying the sun and scanning the mudflats, with the gull-billed terns doing 

some passes, and then as we left we found the marsh sandpiper roosting with a small flock of pied stilts. 

We then had a bit of a rest (they reckon I’ve been pushing them too hard?) and headed to Kaiaua for 

dinner, before retiring for the night. 

 

Bird of the day – white-faced heron x1 (??? HUH), wrybill x1, sharp-tailed sandpiper x1, kokako x4 

Day total – Seen = 59; new for the trip = 9; total for the trip to date = 105 
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30 October 2011 – Day Six 

Up after a restful night of no snoring, and headed down to the hide and shellbanks at Miranda.  The tide 

was coming in, and the gull-billed terns and whimbrel were still in the same place.  When we got to the 

hide, the sharp-tailed sands were also still there, and as the tide came in the numbers of bar-tailed godwit 

and red knot started to increase.  We didn’t end up with anything new except for a ruddy turnstone, but it 

was pretty spectacular watching the godwit and knot wheeling round and resettling on the shellbanks. 

As the crowds gathered (Miranda Shorebird Centre open day) we headed off and towards Whitianga.  We 

arrived in Whitianga, checked in, grabbed some lunch and then headed down to the marina to get on our 

boat.  We met with Ian and Andy and headed out, seeing reef egret on the way, as well as red-billed gulls at 

a nesting colony and pied shags in the pohutukawa trees nesting as well. 

As we headed out we had a single parasitic jaeger on the water, that lifted off and headed towards the 

white-fronted terns feeding nearby, and then we started to see lots of common diving-petrels and a few 

white-faced storm-petrels and fluttering shearwaters.  As we reached our chumming location out beyond 

the Mercury Islands we had a distant Northern Royal albatross go past, and a little shearwater land nearby. 

With the chum in the water the birds started to come in, with of course the flesh-footed shearwaters being 

the first to arrive.  They dominated the pack, but over the next few hours we had reasonable numbers of 

Buller’s shearwaters, a few black petrels, and then the Cook’s petrels started to come past.  Checking each 

one carefully, it wasn’t till later that we started to get recognisable Pycroft’s petrels, with darker heads.  We 

were pretty lucky to have several albatross around the boat as well, with at least 4 white-capped albatross, 

and 2 Buller’s and 2 Salvin’s.  A single Northern giant petrel put in an appearance but wouldn’t come in 

close, but we had good close views of several grey-faced petrels, at least a couple of sooty shearwaters and 

the highlight was a pass by a mottled petrel.  Possibly the same bird came back a few minutes later, but this 

time further out.  We also had a small mako shark checking out the chum on several occasions, and even 

try chasing a few birds around. 

As the numbers of Pycroft’s increased we decided to head for home, on the way spotting a small pod of 

common dolphins, but they weren’t in a playful mood.  Back on dry land we headed for a local pizza and 

pasta joint before heading home with full bellies! 

 

Bird of the day – Buller’s albatross x5, wrybill x1, mottled petrel x1 

Day total – Seen = 66; new for the trip = 8; total for the trip to date = 113 
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31 October 2011 – Day Seven 

So it was a bakery stop first thing...pies for breakfast (these guys are slipping into the kiwi way of life far too 

easily), and then on the road.  We stopped in at Whangamarino to check out the bittern spot, and I was 

aghast when after almost an hour we hadn’t found a single one!  The water levels were up quite a bit, and I 

just don’t think there was enough cover for the birds to hide away in.  So despite seeing more white-faced 

herons than you could shake a stick at, a few ducks and miscellaneous other things there was no bittern.  

We drove slowly along other likely spots, but still no luck, so it was time to put the foot down and head 

through to Pureora. 

We got through to Pureora Forest after lunch and ate our sandwiches in one of the picnic areas overlooking 

the forest edge.  Robins and tomtits were singing away, and lots of whitehead, but the yellow-crowned 

parakeets gave us the merry run around.  Saw quite a few flying around, but just couldn’t nail one perched 

and in the scope.  There were also a few Eastern rosellas around which was a little disappointing, especially 

when they DID stop and show themselves!  Did get great views of kaka flying over though with lots of birds 

in the area. 

We then headed to the forest tower and headed up to see what we could spy.  Robins and rifleman around 

the area were nice, and several more kaka.  Pretty quiet on the long-tailed cuckoo front, with the first bird 

heard calling after we had left the tower.  So we drove the roads trying to get close to it, and saw it fly, so 

drove further and then had fantastic scope views for about ten minutes.  The bird sat right in the top of a 

tree calling and gave great views...very weird for a long-tailed cuckoo! 
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We then headed back down the road, checking out a few other spots, before heading for Taupo, getting 

coot on the way.  Also a few scaup, black swan, and shoveler which was nice. 

 

Bird of the day – Long-tailed cuckoo x4, rifleman x1, kaka x1, chaffinch (it’s getting worse, where do we get 

these people!) 

Day total – Seen = 57 + 1 heard (common pheasant, Indian peafowl, dunnock); new for the trip = 6; total 

for the trip to date = 119 

 

 

 

1 November 2011 – Day Eight 

So we were up, yet another bakery stop, and then on the road with a light drizzle (the weather that is).  We 

headed across the Napier-Taupo highway with pie crumbs flying, and contented snores starting to erupt, 

when I spied what looked like a duck shaped object on a rock as we went over a bridge.  Managing to do a 

u-turn a few kilometres down the road, we came back to the bridge and yes there it was, a blue duck sitting 

on a rock just downstream of the bridge.  We parked on the side of the road, being a little distracted by a 

shining bronze cuckoo calling nearby and getting a quick view of it, before heading onto the bridge and 
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getting quick views of the bird as it took to the water and headed downstream.  Nice!  In the hundreds of 

trips along this road this is the first time I’ve seen a blue duck here, although a small population does exist 

in the area. 

We then headed on for Boundary Stream and did one of the walks getting good views of the usual forest 

birds including rifleman, tomtit, robin, whitehead, and grey warbler.  A quiet falcon call had me going as I 

finished a pit-stop at the bathroom, but never called again.  We headed off along the trail and first heard a 

falcon pair making a few noises, and then saw the male circle out and around and then over us, giving really 

nice views before heading off. 

On the way back we kept an ear out for kokako, but not much there, but with eyes to the ground managed 

to find several small colonies of spider orchids in flower.  Great little things and possibly at least two 

different species. 

Things were going oh so well!  We headed down to Napier, where the weather was dry and warm, and 

decided to see if we could find some bittern.  The first stop had a lot of potential, until we realised there 

was somebody working on the tree plantings, and there were certainly no bittern to be seen.  There were a 

few ducks and Royal spoonbill as a consolation prize though!  So we headed on to a couple of other local 

spots looking for bittern and perhaps a chance at the little egret...ha!  Luck seemed to have run out with 

not a sniff of a brown streaky thing or a small white thing!  Things couldn’t get any worse...until we got to 

the Te Aute rookery (which had been active a few weeks before) to find empty nests where there had 

obviously been a spot of rook ‘control’ recently.  Not a one!  The words ‘I can smell victory’ kept resonating 

in my head for the rest of the afternoon!  At least until we got to Anderson Park and found the three 

plumed whistling ducks happily lined up on the pond edge...thank goodness! 

So we called past Westshore, grabbed a black-fronted dotterel on the trot and then headed for Turangi, 

where it started to rain... 

Bird of the day – blue duck x2, plumed whistling duck x1, NZ falcon x3, black-fronted dotterel x1 

Day total – Seen = 59 + 2 heard (long-tailed cuckoo, redpoll); new for the trip = 6; total for the trip to date = 

125 
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2 November 2011 – Day Nine 

We were up at 0540 (yes! 0540!!!) and headed out in the rain to try our luck with bittern.  We headed to an 

area on the southern shore of Lake Taupo, and as we slowly headed down a road I spotted one moving 

quite quickly for cover.  Unfortunately, due to the rain on the windows it wasn’t possible to see the bird 

from the back of the van, and within seconds it had disappeared never to be seen again.  We did hear at 

least 3-4 different males booming which was a real treat, but didn’t manage to find one despite checking a 

bunch of different places.  We were so close to one male booming that you could hear the inhale before 

the boom which was pretty cool. 

We then headed back and packed the vehicle, and headed on to a site to find fernbird.  We had fantastic 

views of a bird for several minutes as he sat still in the open branches of a bush would you believe it!  We 

then headed south towards Ruatiti to spend some time looking for blue duck.  Approaching the river it 

became apparent that the rain we had been having had had an effect on the water levels and the river was 

higher than it normally is this time of year.  We stopped at every spot you could look down into the river, 

and not a blue duck to be seen!  Don’t think I’ve ever searched so much of the river for so little effect!  We 

got to the bridge over the river and managed to spot a duck right up at the end of the river.  Grabbing the 

scopes we got onto the bird as it fed in the fast flow, before hauling out on a rock for a bit.  A couple of 

shining-bronze cuckoos were a slight distraction, but when another rain shower came through I was 

suddenly standing in the rain alone! 

We headed down to the Domain for a spot of lunch and then checked the area for more ducks, but not a 

one to be seen.  We heard a couple of robins from the camping area, and there were whitehead, bellbird, 

and fantails zipping around the place to keep us occupied. 

We then decided to head for Foxton Beach to have a look at the Manawatu Estuary where Sav had found a 

great knot the previous day.  We drove through the very scenic Parapara’s (and they were caught actually 

taking photos through the van window as we drove would you believe it!) towards Wanganui, with the odd 

rain storm coming through.  We arrived at the Manawatu Estuary to find the tide right in and the godwit 

and knot out on the mudflats gathering in a flock.  It didn’t take long and the great knot was spotted, being 

pretty obvious with big black spots still present on the breast.  A stunning bird and clearly bigger with a 

longer drooping bill than the red knots.  Love it when a plan comes together...still no rooks though!  We 

took some time to check out the wrybill properly as well, as they are pretty approachable here and had 

great views of them in the scope just a few metres away. 

We then decided to head for Feilding to our Motel, where we checked in, had a breather before dinner and 

then had a dinner in town with Sav and Jody. 

 

Bird of the day – Blue duck x6, shining-bronze cuckoo x1, Australasian bittern x1 

Day total – Seen =57 + 3 heard (Common pheasant, NI robin, whitehead); new for the trip = 3; total for the 

trip to date = 128 
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3 November 2011 – Day Ten 

So it was an easy start to the day...but that was to be about all that was easy today!  We headed to a 

bakery and grabbed breakfast and lunch and then off through to Lake Horowhenua near Levin.  The wind 

was fair honking, so we found some shelter and scanned the lake edges for anything good.  Got a nice flock 

of little black shags, plus most feral mongrel ducks known to man, but nothing of great note. 

We then made a trail towards Wellington making a quick stop at some local sewage ponds on the way.  

Always worth a quick look at a sewage pond!  We had great views of black-fronted dotterel, dabchick, and 

then headed further south.  All was still looking good for the day...except as we drove I got a text message 

to say our Interisland ferry was cancelled!  Clearly a NZ$53 million refit hadn’t quite included any engine 

maintenance!  Quickly making a few calls we thought we were booked on to a midday-ish ferry with 

Bluebridge, so with a little time up our sleeve we thought it was worth a quick look at Plimmerton as a 

shore plover had been seen at there yesterday.  We pulled up and as the tide was nearly in, headed along 

the shoreline thinking it couldn’t be too hard to find it if it was here.  Well several hundred metres down 

the shore there was still no sign!  After several drives and stops we ended up conceding and heading for the 

ferry. 

Arriving at the Bluebridge checkin we sat and waited, and waited, and waited, and then as the luggage 

truck headed for the ferry we were finally told that it was full!  What the!?  So more hurried phone calls and 

a visit to the Interisland ferry found that we should have definitely had a place on the Bluebridge ferry but 

they had obviously done the dirty and over sold and bumped us.  So there was nothing left but to wait for 

the 6:25pm Interisland ferry which was running at least an hour late! 

So we headed back to Plimmerton to look for the shore plover again...but same result.  We checked an 

awful lot of coastline, but no shore plover to be found.  So we checked in early for the ferry, saw a few 

spotted shags and fluttering shearwaters, and then finally departed on dark for Picton, arriving in just after 

11pm.  What a day! 

 

Bird of the day – fluttering shearwater x1, black-fronted dotterel x6 

Day total – Seen = 36 + 1 heard (dunnock); new for the trip = 1; total for the trip to date = 129 
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4 November 2011 – Day Eleven 

A late start this morning to enjoy the beautiful scenery of Waikawa Bay.  The sun was shining but the wind 

was still blowing.  We headed down to the Picton Marina to head out on the Dolphin Watch Ecotours trip 

out onto Queen Charlotte Sound.  We headed out into the strong winds, but due to the narrow Queen 

Charlotte Sound the waves weren’t too big.  We headed past a couple of likely spots for King shag, our 

target bird this morning, but nothing, so kept heading out.  As we got out a little further we spotted a King 

shag in the water and had really nice close views of him sitting in the water. 

We then headed off out further and spotting a few fluttering shearwaters and gannets, decided we would 

head on out to White Rocks.  It was pretty bumpy and a lot of spray, but we made it out to White Rocks and 

had great views of about 40 King shags roosting on the rocks.  Having satiated everyone’s need for good 

views, we headed back into Motuara Island where we had a short walk up to the watering hole.  There 

were a few saddleback calling around the place, but with a howling wind nothing made itself obvious, 

although we did get nice views of pigeon, bellbird, and South Island robin.  Lots of onion orchids in flower 

on the sides of the track. 

We then headed slowly back up the sound, spotting probably the same King shag on the way, as well as a 

bunch of spotted shags, and other bits and bobs.  We had a nice sheltered scone and coffee watching a 

nesting colony of pied and spotted shags, before heading back in to Picton. 

We then hit the road and headed south, and checked out the Waihopai Valley.  We ate our lunch on the 

side of the road searching for the resident black kite (having not heard any news of the bird being around 

for a while).  There were plenty of harriers around the place, but no sign of the kite for a while...until it 

spiralled up over some trees near us and then right over the top of us.  Brilliant!  Fantastic views of the bird 

as it headed off up the valley. 

We then carried on to Lake Grassmere where we had great views of a couple of wrybill and several stonking 

male banded dotterels, then off towards Kaikoura.  Brief stop at Ohau Point for spotted shags in breeding 

plumage and on nests, plus a few furry marine mammals on the rocks, and then checked into the 

accommodation.  Fish and chips for dinner and then out to look for little owl on the local roads.  Success 

with great views of a bird on a fence ahead of us for a minute or so.  Great! 

 

Bird of the day – King shag x1, spotted shag x3, little owl x2 

Day total – Seen = 49 + 1 heard (peafowl); new for the trip = 7; total for the trip to date = 136 
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5 November 2011 – Day Twelve 

We headed off with the wind still pretty strong from the south-west, and with a little time up our sleeves 

before the pelagic started, we headed for the Seal colony.  We checked out the loafing seals and there were 

a few ruddy turnstone and even a couple of godwit on the rocky platforms.  We could see hundreds of 

Hutton’s shearwaters streaming past at sea, and even one or two albatross... 

A quick scenic stop (unbelievable on a birding tour!) at the Lookout, and then down to South Bay to meet 

Gazza our skipper and jump on the boat.  We were in one of the larger boats, and the wind was still 

honking, but we had hardly even got out of the South Bay harbour and there were albatross and Cape 

petrels around us.  We headed out into the wind and it wasn’t actually too bad, with the masses of birds 

making up for it.  We got a little way out and one of the local fishing boats was working with an absolute 

swarm behind it, so we headed towards that and started chumming.  There were birds everywhere and it 

was truly one of the best Kaikoura pelagics!  At one stage as the fishing boat went past there were literally 

50+ Westland petrels behind it.  Many of the birds came over to us, and Gazza stayed at the helm and 

guided the boat slowly into the swell, and then we turned and motored with the swell slowly so the light 

was in the right direction.  We had both Northern and Southern Royal albatrosses, at least 20+ New 

Zealand wandering, mostly Northern giant petrels, but at least one very hungry Southern Royal, and good 

numbers of Salvin’s albatrosses.  Westland petrels were picked amongst for the odd white-chinned which 

ended up showing really well, and although it didn’t show particularly well we had a very late in the season 

Antarctic fulmar.  Surprisingly there were also a lot of sooty shearwaters, with 20+ birds. 
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The photographers were clicking away and we had an incredible time.  Despite the lively conditions, 

nobody was sick...there were too many birds to keep everyone occupied!  We headed along to another 

point on the canyon edge and chummed a bit longer, with a similar assemblage of birds.  Just magic stuff.  

We then headed in towards Barney’s Rock and picked up good numbers of Hutton’s shearwaters, and as we 

headed over there an Arctic skua showed itself well.  We also had a couple of dusky dolphins head past us, 

and as we headed back for the marina a small pod of Hector’s dolphins showed really well – a nice finale to 

the trip. 

We arrived back into port and then had a great lunch at the Encounter Cafe – great food thanks guys!  After 

lunch it was free time, an opportunity to take a break, check email, get some washing done, etc.  Myself 

and Steve Wood decided to head back out on the water for the afternoon trip, with the wind having 

dropped it really was like a different day on the water.  Numbers of birds in general had dropped, but we 

still had some great photo opportunities and picked up a young black-browed albatross and grey-faced 

petrel  that hadn’t been seen during the morning.  We also had massive flocks of feeding Hutton’s 

shearwaters just off the peninsula which was fantastic. 

Dinner was at a local restaurant, and then an early night (for some!) before another big day. 

 

Bird of the day – Hector’s dolphin x1 (does it have feathers??!!), Cape petrel x2, New Zealand albatross x3, 

Salvin’s albatross x1 

Day total – Seen = 45; new for the trip = 7; total for the trip to date = 143 
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6 November 2011 – Day Thirteen 

So after two great nights in Kaikoura it was up and on the road.  The sun was still shining and the wind had 

eased and we found a stunning male cirl bunting sitting on some telephone wires singing away!  Love it 

when a plan comes together.  We then cruised down along the beautiful Kaikoura coast, with fur seals and 

red-billed gulls being pretty common, and then we headed for the hills, heading up and over towards 

Arthurs Pass.  On the way we stopped at a small lake and managed to find several pairs of Cape Barren 

geese and had great views of them, scaup, and managed to get some perched redpolls for a change...even 

Bruce saw one! 

We then headed towards Arthurs Pass and of course with bellies rumbling from HOURS since breakfast we 

made a stop at the famous Sheffield Pie Shop.  It was never going to be a quick stop, but by the time we 

swaggered out of the place the floor was littered with pie crumbs and the pie warmer was looking 

considerably more empty than when we arrived.  We headed for the mountains and made a few scenic 

stops along the way...yes I’m definitely losing my edge.  I might even enquire about a job with Scenic Circle 

after this tour! 

At Arthurs Pass there were quite a few kea at the train station so we made a quick stop to see them in their 

native habitat (ie. carparks).  Never mind they are damn cool birds anyway.  Then heading to the top we 

checked out a few places for blue duck with no success, but made another stop for kea, before then 

wrapping over onto the West Coast.  A couple of weka were spied as we drove, so we stopped to admire 

these before stopping at the Hokitika Sewage ponds.  You’ve just got to check them, but apart from the 

feral pair of Cape Barren geese nothing else of interest, except a couple of scaup (not hardhead!), and 

mallards.  We then made another stop for a forest walk to see brown creeper, and the other common 

forest birds, before getting in to Franz Josef in time for an early dinner. 

For once it wasn’t raining (much) and in talking with Ian Cooper it was fine out towards Okarito, so we 

headed out there after dinner and caught up with South Island tomtit and robin, and a fernbird before 

meeting up with him and heading out for our Okarito kiwi adventure.  With the usual skill and experience 

Ian has now amassed we had stonking views of both the male and female of a pair of Okarito brown kiwi at 

literally spitting distance, and had the male call from right in front of us as well.  A really special night, and 

the ‘Bird of the Day’ reflects this!  Three out of three kiwi so far... 

 

Bird of the day – Okarito kiwi x7 

Day total – Seen = 53 + 2 heard (morepork and long-tailed cuckoo); new for the trip = 6; total for the trip to 

date = 149 
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7 November 2011 – Day Fourteen 

So it was up and off to grab some breakfast before heading up to look at Franz Josef glacier, still with the 

calls of the male kiwi last night reverberating in our heads.  We did a short walk seeing a few birds along 

the way including a stunning shining cuckoo and a couple of tomtits.  We also managed to find some 

greenhood orchids (Pterostylis sp.) which had just started to flower, in fact most had not fully opened but 

with a little persistence we managed to find one fully open.  Some nice mosses and lichens and even some 

Tmesipteris! 

We then headed south down the coast, making a few quick stops, and stopped at Knights Point to check 

out the views.  The sea was pretty calm and no real seabirds, but we did have NZ fur seals and a single large 

Southern elephant seal on one of the beaches visible from the lookout.  Very cool.  Then it was a quick stop 

into Curly Tree Whitebait where the more adventurous of us has a spectacular fresh whitebait fritter on 

white bread, man was it good!  Highly recommend this as a quick stop! 

We then headed further down the coast to Jackson Bay and checked out a few areas, finally finding a 

Fiordland crested penguin swimming along the shore.  We had reasonable scope views of the bird 

swimming along before it disappeared.  We had lunch looking out over the ocean and then enjoyed a few 

other stops, before refinding probably the same bird and getting more good scope views. 
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Heading back up the coast we made a couple of stops for brown creeper and tried unsuccessfully for 

another fernbird, before heading up the Haast Highway towards the Pass.  Stunning scenery and mostly 

clear skies made it a really nice drive, and we made a few more scenic stops.  Just before Pleasant Flat I 

thought I saw a yellowhead fly up off the road (yes yellowhead not yellowhammer, and we were in beech 

forest), but in turning around we found nothing.  But pretty sure it was!  Eyes peeled for falcon, but no luck, 

but at another stop we hadn’t gone more than 40m from the van when we spotted a beautiful yellowhead.  

We all had stunning views of it feeding in the canopy for 15 minutes or more, being joined by several more, 

with yellow-crowned parakeets around, kaka flying over, rifleman, grey warbler, it was a really birdy spot 

and we had excellent views of everything. 

We then cruised the last part of the road through to Wanaka, very nearly not making it the last few 

kilometres when some knucklehead pulled out right in front of us in a 100km area.  Luckily the brakes work 

well and we managed to narrowly avoid a pretty serious accident.  A beer at the motel a few moments later 

helped to ease the frayed nerves, and we then had a nice Indian meal. 

 

Bird of the day – Fiordland crested penguin x1, yellowhead x6 (and possibly whitebait fritters!) 

Day total – Seen = 44 + 1 heard (long-tailed cuckoo); new for the trip = 2; total for the trip to date = 151 
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8 November 2011– Day Fifteen 

We were on the road and heading towards Queenstown with the sun shining yet again...let’s not jinx it, but 

we have been damn lucky so far!  We headed through the scenic Cardrona way to Frankton, even stopping 

for more scenic photos, but with eyes constantly peeled for falcon.  No luck on the falcon, and we skirted 

through Frankton and up the shores of Lake Wakatipu towards Te Anau. 

With no steam train fanatics there was no need to stop in at the ‘Kingston Flyer’ and as we started to get 

onto the more open farmland areas we started to encounter small numbers of black-billed gulls and the 

odd black-fronted tern.  Of course South Island oystercatchers were seen out in the paddocks as well. 

We cruised into Te Anau, grabbed some lunch (predictably more pies at Miles Better Pies!), and then 

headed out towards Homer Tunnel.  The sun was still shining, and it was just too great an opportunity to 

get to Homer Tunnel and look for rock wren in lovely conditions.  We made a few stops along the way, 

checking previously successful falcon spots, and were lucky enough to have a pair fly out and up the valley 

and off into the distance.  Nice flight views for most people, and we also had lovely red admiral butterflies 

playing in the sun, kaka, tomtit, etc.  At the Homer Tunnel we had a rock wren within about 30 seconds 

(which has to be a record for me), as a male flew directly behind and within metres of Marvin, Bruce and 

Dwight.  Of course they were all standing admiring the damn scenery as it flew right past them!  With me 

yelling and gesticulating wildly they quickly put their cameras away thinking I was berating them yet again 

for admiring the scenery, and luckily the rock wren decided to watch the spectacle from a few metres away 

and everyone ended up with superb views, only to have the female appear and hang about for a bit before 

also disappearing off uphill with the male.  Awesome! 

We decided that with the sunshine and beautiful conditions we may as well hang around, and about 45 

minutes later they both reappeared and this time showed themselves off even better.  Worth the wait!  We 

then spent some time watching the kea playing in the carpark, chasing the cars around and trying to pull 

bits of rubber off hire vehicles, before heading off slowly back towards Te Anau.  No sign of any blue duck 

during the day despite spending a little time searching...they have to be here somewhere!  On the way back 

we found a dead long-tailed cuckoo on the side of the road, obviously struck by a car.  A sad end for such a 

beautiful bird that has travelled so far! 

Back in Te Anau we checked in to our accommodation, had a bit of a break and then headed out for dinner.  

What a spectacular day! 

 

Bird of the day – Rock wren x7 

Day total – Seen = 43 + 1 dead (long-tailed cuckoo); new for the trip = 1; total for the trip to date = 152 
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9 November 2011 – Day Sixteen 

Awoke to a dreary sky and threat of drizzle, but the sun was shining at Miles Better Pies again this morning.  

With another truck load of pies and sandwiches we lurched back up the road towards Milford Sound, this 

time with the aim of going right through to do a Milford cruise. 

The drizzle started to fall as we got along the road, but we were still on the lookout for falcon and other 

things as we headed through.  So spotting the pair of blue duck on a couple of rocks in the river was a 

definite bonus, and we had a couple of minutes there watching them preening and standing in the river.  

Excellent! 

At Milford Sound the cloud was pretty low, but we could still make out the top of Mitre Peak, and we 

boarded our boat and headed out at 10:15am.  It didn’t take long and Marvin pointed to a bird in the sky 

near the walls of the fiord, and it was quickly apparent it was a falcon!  A really dark individual and we had 

really nice views of it circling above the fiord before we got too far away.  A great start.  A few minutes 

more and the first of the Fiordland crested penguins were spotted in the water a wee way off, and then 

shortly after a small pod of four bottlenosed dolphins cruised past giving really good views quite close by. 

The scenery was of course stunning and we soaked it all in, literally under a couple of the waterfalls, and 

with a couple more Fiordland crested in the water we were pretty happy.  Towards the end of the Fiord we 

had a penguin up on the shore and the boat skipper took the boat nose in on the beach and we had great 

views of it hopping around the rocks.  Then shortly after another bird up on the rocks a bit further down. 

We neared the end of the Fiord and circled around, and started to rack up a few more penguins in the 

water, some pretty close and giving great views as they swam about.  Then a few fur seals on a regular 

haulout, and more penguins.  Then more penguins in the water, then more, then more.  As we neared the 

end of the cruise by Lady Bowen Falls we were still seeing more penguins, and the last tally was 28 (!) 

Fiordland crested penguins during the cruise.  Awesome! 

So we headed back to the vehicle and made our way back through to Homer Tunnel where we dropped a 

few more pie crumbs, watching kea through the windows in light drizzle, and then continued on through.  I 

spotted another ‘ducky’ shape and turned around to find a beaut male blue duck on a rock.  We had 

absolutely stunning views of it within a few metres, calling, preening and falling asleep!  Stunning...another 

couple of photos for the holiday album!  Just cracking birds up close. 

Heading on through to Te Anau we had a bit of spare time, before some great local wild venison fried up for 

an entree before dinner.  Lovely! 

 

Bird of the day – Fiordland crested penguin x7 

Day total – Seen = 37 + 2 heard (dunnock, brown creeper); new for the trip = 0; total for the trip to date = 

152 
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10 November 2011 – Day Seventeen 

So it was earlyish morning, leaving the accommodation just after seven and heading back to Miles Better 

Pies for another round of pies...apple pie this time for breakfast and damn was it good.  It was an absolutely 

gorgeous clear blue sky day so of course all eyes were on the scenery.  We drove through to Bluff making 

one quick stop along the way to have a look over a wetland area.  There were a few scaup around, plus 

shoveler and paradise shelduck, but nothing special so we were on the road again. 

We arrived in to Bluff, checked into the ferry terminal and waited for the ferry to depart.  The sun was still 

shining and the sky was clear blue.  As we cruised out of Bluff and into the first part of the Foveaux Strait 

we could look back on the Southern end of the Southern Alps...something I have never seen before from 

here as normally it is overcast, raining, or both, perhaps with a little hail mixed in for good measure!  So we 

had an awesome crossing with lovely conditions and a bit of wind to keep the birds flying as well.  We 

encountered good numbers of sooty shearwaters, with a few rafts mid-Strait, and had nice views of them 

and common diving petrel.  We saw a couple of Stewart Island shags at either end of the trip, plus the odd 

Northern giant petrel, white-capped albatross, and Cape petrel.  There was one possible white-chinned 

petrel following a fishing boat into Bluff also. 

As we came in to Oban we kept an eye out for penguins, but nothing seen.  We got off the ferry and 

grabbed our gear making the short walk to the Hotel and checking in.  We had a short break and then 

headed up and over to Golden Bay and grabbed a water taxi to Ulva Island...still with the sun shining...can’t 

believe it!  At Ulva our focus was very much on saddleback, having missed them on Motuara (only hearing 

them anyway), so we walked the first part of the track very slowly and kept listening out for calls.  There 

was the odd one distantly, but our attention was quickly diverted to the flowering spider orchids along the 

side of the track.  They were pretty much all over the place, with one of the species being in full flower.  It 

kind of looks like Singularybas oblongus but seems to be more round in shape and doesn’t have such a 

prominent floral bract beneath the flower and the leaves weren’t normally veined and flecked.  There were 

a couple of other species of spider orchid we found just finishing flowering and a heap of greenhood 

orchids most of which were not yet in full flower, but I managed to find one that was. 

Meanwhile we had nice close robin, red-crowned and yellow-crowned parakeet, brown creeper and 

stonking yellowhead.  Eventually we had fantastic views of a saddleback and then managed to find a few 

other bits and bobs, plus kaka, so everyone was happy!  Yellowhead were actually surprisingly common, 

and despite the poison drop it was nice to find saddleback, robin, etc.  We didn’t however see a weka, and 

apparently they are pretty thin on the ground at the moment. 

We did a short loop around to Sydney Cove, and then getting back to the wharf just before 5pm, enjoyed 

the sunshine, before heading back to Oban for a quick break before dinner.  Fantastic dinner as usual at the 

South Sea Hotel, and then out with Phillip Smith to search for Southern brown kiwi. 

Lots of little blue penguins on the way in beautiful calm conditions, and then we headed over to Ocean 

Beach.  We took the long-way around and halfway along the trail I heard something behind me and turned 

to see a female kiwi run almost to my feet, pause, then run right up to me and tap my boot with her bill!  

Ha, that’s a first!  Most of the group got great views of her, and then a short way on we had another 

smaller male.  Once on the beach we had stunning views of a bird feeding on the beach in the open.  We 

watched it in the dim torch beam for a good few minutes, simply awesome!  What a night to remember.  

We headed back to the boat and then back for a fast sleep before tomorrows big pelagic. 
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Bird of the day – Southern (Stewart Island) brown kiwi x6, kaka x1 

Day total – Seen = 57; new for the trip = 3; total for the trip to date = 155 
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11 November 2011 – Day Eighteen 

Well what an unbelievable day!  Nobody ate a single pie today...not even Marvin!  No it wasn’t just 

unbelievable for that, we had an absolutely incredible day out on the water, and bagged a whole bunch of 

great birds as well. 

We grabbed some lunch and then headed to the boat, the Aurora, skippered by Ty and Colin, and ably 

assisted by Matt.  We headed out just on 0830 and it was overcast and a little drizzly, but this didn’t 

dampen our spirits as we headed out to the Muttonbird Islands.  First call was Bench Island to try and find a 

few yellow-eyed penguins, which we managed pretty easily with two on the rocks not far off.  They gave 

nice views and we savoured the moment and then headed off, getting a couple of distant brown skua 

shortly after.  A few minutes later though we  got great views of a couple of brown skua that came in to be 

thrown a few blue cod frames, before we headed off and around towards Wreck Reef. 

This was our first chumming spot, and on the way the birds started to come in with albatross numbers 

increasing as blue cod frames were slowly fed over the side (mostly, except for the stinky one that landed 

on our leader!!).  There were literally thousands of sooty shearwaters around and we had great views of 

these plus the odd common diving petrel and Cape petrel.  At Wreck Reef we chummed for a bit and 

numbers of albatross steadily increased, with most being white-capped and Salvin’s the odd Buller’s and a 

good number of Southern Royals of varying ages, showing varying amounts of white in the upperwing.  We 

also managed at least one, possibly two immature Campbell albatross which are always nice to see. 

We then felt it was time to head south further towards Port Pegasus, stopping at a few spots along the way 

to see Fiordland crested penguins both swimming and feeding and up on the rocks, and checking all the 

tern flocks we could find.  The scenery was stunning, even in the sometimes drizzly conditions, and the 

wind rose a little, but was never too uncomfortable. 

Near Port Pegasus we finally managed to find one Antarctic tern feeding with a group of white-fronteds, 

but it gave us the slip, as did a second bird found shortly after.  We never got great views, but enough to 

see the darker plumage and red bill.  There were however a lot of Fiordland crested penguins around, with 

rafts of up to 7 or so birds. 

We then made a run out towards the Northern traps, where the wind had picked up and there was perhaps 

1.5m swell, but still pretty comfortable.  As we neared the chumming location we suddenly started to see 

mottled petrels, and after a handful had passed decided to stop and chum for a bit.  We had a few more 

come past, and then decided to continue.  At the traps there were thousands of sooty shearwaters and 

small numbers of fairy prions, and a lot of albatrosses.  Same mix, although we had a nice adult Campbell 

albatross, but a lot of white-capped, Salvin’s and Southern Royals coming in for the chum.  The stars 

however were mottled petrels that just kept coming past singly, with probably close to 100 seen during the 

course of the day.  Fairy prions were carefully checked, but all seemed to be fairy until not long before we 

left when we suddenly had a couple of broad-billed come past giving great views.  Just prior to that a 

fantastic little grey-backed storm-petrel came in and spent a few minutes out on the slick feeding, allowing 

everyone to get onto it and see it – awesome!  With pretty much everything we had expected and more in 

the bag, and a long way to home, we decided to head back, staying out wide for quite a bit.  The result was 

a steady stream of mottled petrels and some really great views of perhaps 10 or more broad-billed prions.  

Fairy prions were also still coming past, and I’m absolutely sure a couple of prions that came past were 

neither...perhaps Salvin’s prions, but too tricky to nail in the conditions and whilst moving...another day! 
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Clearly the day had been a hectic one and had taken its toll on all involved (some more than others), and 

whilst they snoozed a black-browed albatross snuck up the wake and had a brief look, being seen by just 

the wily Bruce and some of the others onboard, but not the main party.  We made it back into Halfmoon 

Bay just before 1800 in time for dinner and a relaxing few drinks.  What a spectacular day in an incredible 

part of New Zealand!  Even better is the fact that this is tied with my record for a 21-day trip list, and is 

dangerously close to Sav’s 165 record (actually 168 with the new taxonomy)! 

 

Bird of the day – Yellow-eyed penguin 1, Fiordland crested penguin x1, Antarctic tern x3, fairy prion x1, 

broad-billed prion x1 

Day total – Seen = 38; new for the trip = 7; total for the trip to date = 162 

 

 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 25 October – 14 November 2011                                      Page 62 of 74 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

 

 

 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 25 October – 14 November 2011                                      Page 63 of 74 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

 

 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 25 October – 14 November 2011                                      Page 64 of 74 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 25 October – 14 November 2011                                      Page 65 of 74 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

12 November 2011 – Day Nineteen 

So up and packed and off to the 0800 ferry where we had to farewell the beautiful Stewart Island.  It was 

another lovely sunny day with almost no wind today, and the sea looked flat calm...and it almost was!  Very 

smooth conditions and it really didn’t bode well for a good crossing birdwise.  We had a couple of little blue 

penguins as we left Halfmoon Bay and of course some Stewart Island shags, before getting out towards the 

Muttonbird Islands.  A few sooty shearwaters drifted past, and some good views of common diving petrels.  

In great contrast to the day before, we had one Salvin’s and one white-capped albatross and a Northern 

giant petrel crossed our wake, but she was looking pretty quiet...until I spotted a small black bird flying 

towards and with us.  All dark, white rump, low to the water, WILSON’S STORM-PETREL!  The call went up 

and everyone ran to the port side to get a look as it flew with the ferry for probably more than a minute 

going in the same direction as us!  Fantastic, a cracking little bird and really good views. 

The birds pretty much thinned out after that with just a couple of white-chinned petrels, before getting in 

to Bluff.  We grabbed our gear, reloaded the van and then checked out Stirling Point and some of the tern 

flocks, but nothing different spotted amongst them.  So we headed north, up through the very scenic 

Catlins.  We stopped at a couple of places to take photos, before grabbing some lunch and then heading to 

a beach to check out some New Zealand sealions. 

Way down the beach we could see a few people near a sealion, so we started to head down there, realising 

part way down there was actually another animal tucked right up against the hightide mark that everyone 

else had missed and walked straight past.  So we spent some time admiring this big boy, still a sub-adult 

though.  He seemed pretty happy dozing and flicking sand over himself. 

We left him in peace and then headed off further northwards, with the aim of getting to Oamaru late 

afternoon, which we did.  We headed straight for a beach to see yellow-eyed penguins coming ashore, and 

although after an hour or so we hadn’t seen any come ashore we had heard them and had scope views of a 

bird only 20m or so away.  So, fantastic views of this very rare penguin. 

We then checked in to our accommodation, had dinner, caught up on the checklist and off to bed! 

 

Bird of the day – Yellow-eyed penguin x7 

Day total – Seen = 56; new for the trip = 1; total for the trip to date = 163 
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13 November 2011 – Day Twenty 

No time for sleeping in this morning, with a big day and some great birds ahead of us.  We grabbed 

breakfast and lunch and then headed towards Omarama and the McKenzie Basin where we were to spend 

the day.  On the way we saw a few black-fronted terns and South Island oystercatchers in the fields, and 

the sun was shining with a gorgeous clear blue sky.  A couple of great crested grebes were a nice addition 

to the list, and we checked the scaup and other ducks for anything else, but nothing stood out. 

We headed through to a couple of spots to look for black stilt, with this being the big bird for the day.  The 

first stop had none, but a few banded dotterel and pied stilt, but at the second stop we had awesome views 

of four immature black stilt.  They were exceedingly confiding and enabled excellent views.  We searched 

for adults, but didn’t find any, although with the warm conditions there was a fair bit of heat haze, and 

searching was difficult.  We did have a few more banded dotterel, including a bird with young ones. 

We enjoyed the scenery, spectacular views of Mount Cook, and sunshine as we watched the birds, soaking 

it all in.  It was then time to head on, so we headed up towards Mount Cook, making the most of the clear 

conditions.  We stopped at one spot and within 30 seconds heard a female falcon calling and then had her 

circle up and over us giving great views as she headed off up into the mountains.  Our fifth falcon of the 

tour, and really nice views. 

We then headed through to look for Chukar which seem to exist in small isolated populations around the 

place.  We didn’t have to search for too long to find a pair quietly feeding, and had nice scope views of 

them.  We admired the scenery and then found another pair right beside the road, so even better views of 

them, before heading off to look for our final bird of the day, Baillon’s crake.  On the way we found some 

skinks sunning themselves, probably McCann’s skink, which was the first reptile other than tuatara we had 

seen on this trip.  We then got ourselves into place and tried to find a Baillon’s or two.  It took some time, 

but we finally managed to get reasonable views of a bird feeding on the edge of the vegetation.  For much 

of the time it was partially obscured, but every now and then it came a little more into the open, very nice, 

especially having everyone see it! 

So with another four birds on the list, and the last of the key endemics (black stilt) under our belts, we 

headed back to our accommodation, just as the rain started!  Nice timing. 

 

Bird of the day – black stilt x7 

Day total – Seen = 45 + 3 heard (shining-bronze cuckoo, grey fantail, South Island tomtit); new for the trip = 

4; total for the trip to date = 167 
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14 November 2011 – Day Twenty-one 

Up and away early, we were on a mission to see what we could find around Christchurch to raise our list.  

We basically headed straight through to the southern end of Lake Ellesmere, making a couple of stops to 

grab food, snacks, etc along the way. 

At Lake Ellesmere we checked out a couple of spots, including a dairy farming area to look for recently seen 

cattle egret, and our luck was in.  We managed to find a flock of 23 birds amongst a dairy herd, and some of 

the birds were quite coloured.  Although not a critical bird for the trip, a nice finale, with the tally now 

ending on 168 species.  We did check out another spot in the hope of finding a bittern, but didn’t manage 

to find or hear any.  We did get good looks at a few waterfowl though, including mute and black swan, 

shoveler, and little pied and great cormorants. 

It was then time to head for Christchurch city and our accommodation, and we arrived at the motel around 

midday.  We checked in, and unloaded the vehicle and said our good-byes.  The trip had been very 

successful not only from the species seen, but also from a weather and scenery perspective.  We had been 

so lucky with the weather, with only a little rain during the day we were at Ruatiti and the Central North 

Island.  Pretty fantastic really. 

Last night we had all done our top five bird species of the trip (surprisingly no pies made it, but Hector’s 

dolphin did make it onto the list), but the top contenders, tied in fact were Southern brown kiwi on Stewart 

Island and Okarito kiwi at Okarito.  Both of these species had obviously left an impression on all.  Coming 

close behind were blue duck (obviously the bird in Fiordland had helped boost the species status) and then 

rock wren (which had given fantastic views).  In fifth place was yellow-eyed penguin, again a recent bird 

having given great views. 

 

Day total – Seen = 44; new for the trip = 1; total for the trip to date = 168 
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Birds of the trip 

At the end of the tour we all voted for our five favourite birds of the trip.  We rated each species 1 to 5, 

with 1 being our top favourite, 5 being ‘least’ favourite.  The ratings were then given points, with 1 (our 

most favourite) having 5 points, 2 having 4 points, etc.  Below is the table showing the species we chose, 

with the number indicating the number of points the species received.  Therefore, Brent’s favourite bird 

was the Okarito brown kiwi, and it received 5 points. 

It can be seen that the winners this time round were the kiwi, with both Okarito brown kiwi and Southern 

brown kiwi each receiving three votes as favourite bird.  These two kiwi sightings were pretty memorable, 

with excellent views of both species, and multiple birds seen each night.  The male Okarito kiwi calling 

within a few yards of us was also a huge bonus! 

  Brent Dwight Marvin Judith Janet Bruce Lee Melinda Totals Votes 

Southern brown 
kiwi   5 5     5     15 3 

Okarito brown kiwi 5       5   5   15 3 

Blue duck 3 1     1 4 4   13 5 

Rock wren   2   2   2   4 10 4 

Yellow-eyed 
penguin     4 4         8 2 

Takahe             2 5 7 2 

Northern brown 
kiwi       5         5 1 

Fiordland crested 
penguin     1   4       5 2 

Wilson's storm-
petrel 4               4 1 

Cape petrel         2     2 4 2 

New Zealand 
storm-petrel   4             4 1 

Kokako           3     3 1 

Salvin's albatross         3       3 1 

Black stilt               3 3 1 

Rifleman     3           3 1 

Kaka             3   3 1 

Grey fantail       3         3 1 

Laughing 
kookaburra   3             3 1 

Tui     2           2 1 

Yellowhead 2               2 1 

Wrybill       1         1 1 

Buller's albatross           1     1 1 

Kea             1   1 1 

Broad-billed prion 1               1 1 

Hector's dolphin               1 1 1 

 


