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JANE MUNDY

Tell a New Zealander that 
you’ve been to Stewart Island 
and chances are they’ll be 
envious, telling you they can’t 
wait  to  v is i t  their  w e e 
third-largest island. After 
intros — kia ora, how ya doing 
— they’ll say, “I heard it’s bril-
liant and did you see a kiwi 
(bird, that is)?”

I’ve been told that Stewart 
Island is like Vancouver Island 
— only fifty years ago. I took a 
90-minute “Village and Bays” 
mini-bus tour that time-trav-
elled us back to a slower and 
simpler time. Our guide Kylie 
pointed out the telephone 
tree by the side of the road. 

Here’s the fire station, 
should you need them, and 
“here is police station, say 
g’day and introduce yourself 
when you’re in the village — 
we need to keep him busy,” 
she said, laughing.

We passed the wee gas 
pump, the little shack for foot 
massage (the island is hiker 
haven) and next door, 60 peo-
ple work at the Department of 
Conservation (DOC). The 
island’s population is less 
than 400 and most live around 
the township of Oban. There’s 
no bank, just an ATM at the 
grocery store next to a bulletin 
board with a wealth of infor-
mation. “If someone gets 
ahold of yer birthday you’ve 
‘ad it,” said a passerby. Again, 
no secrets. The entire popula-
tion’s social life and every cel-
ebration is posted here. And 
the grocery store has stiff 
competition: most everyone 
barters, such as fish for toma-

toes, crayfish for potatoes.
Not to be missed is the 

Bunkhouse Theatre that 
shows daily a quirky 40-min-
ute film about Stewart Island. 
Bonus: the seats are comfy 
and the popcorn’s great.

The locals are fiercely proud 
of their wee island, also 
known as Rakiura, “Last 
Island” and ‘Te Punga o Te 
Waka a Maui’, the original 
Maori name. I was reminded 
more than once that here 

(and the east coast of New 
Zealand) you witness the 
world’s first sunrise, and I 
wouldn’t be surprised to spot 
a dinosaur in the Jurassic 
Park-like rainforest of Rakiura 
National Park, which makes 
up 85 per cent of the island.

I took a quick water taxi ride 
to Ulva Island. Predator-free 
since 1997, a wide range of rare 
plants and native birds flour-
ish (rats are a problem on 
Stewart Island and may 

explain the 60 DOC staff ). 
There were so many calls from 
tuis, bellbirds, kakas and kaka-
rikas and I even spied some 
with my binoculars. 

Ulva Island truly is an 
unparalleled sanctuary for 
birds, trees and plants that 
otherwise might be extinct. 
The prehistoric hardwood 
podocarp forest is also home 
to species of plants — many 
ferns — 350 million years old! 
Returning to the dock a curi-

ous weka — a large, brown 
flightless bird similar to a kiwi 
— followed me to the boat, no 
doubt looking for handouts.

After a splendid dinner of 
the flakiest, freshest cod I 
think I’ve ever had, and veg-
gies from Church Hill Lodge’s 
garden perfectly paired with 
Hawke’s Bay wine, I boarded a 
catamaran from Oban’s wharf 
for the “Wild Kiwi Encounter”.

Shining our flashlights 
downward, we quietly fol-

lowed our guide through bush 
and beach in search of the 
elusive bird. Fortunately there 
are many other reasons to 
visit Stewart Island: it’s unde-
veloped, natural and wild yet 
with a lived-in comfy feel.

And a bit of luxury. In my 
gorgeous suite at Churchill 
Lodge Hotel, I woke next 
morning to birdsong, made 
looseleaf tea in a proper tea-
pot with a crocheted tea-cosy 
and gazed from my private 
deck at the first sunrise in the 
world. I reluctantly said fare-
well to my hosts Deanne and 
Chris Sara. And I never did see 
a kiwi. That’s just one reason 
to return.

The writer was a guest of Tourism 
New Zealand, which neither 
reviewed nor approved this 
article before publication.

Stewart Island and  
the elusive kiwi bird

A three-day hiking trip circumnavigates the picturesque Stewart Island. — JANE MUNDY

Several 15-minute 
flights depart daily from 
Invercargill, South Island, 
to Halfmoon Bay, Stewart 
Island, weather permitting. 
Because the island is 
farther south than the rest 
of New Zealand, it is cooler 
and damper. It is said that 
in New Zealand, you can 
experience all four seasons 
in a day; on Stewart Island, 
it can happen in an hour 
(bring layers of clothing). 
Two one-hour ferry 
crossings are also available 
daily — long enough to 
meet a handful of islanders 
and new acquaintances.

IF YOU GO

Members save an extra 10%.
pacificbluecross.ca

™Trusted Brand is a registered trademark of Reader’s Digest.

Voted Canada’s brand™

of travel insurance

1-877-561-2648FINAL WEEK TO
SAVE 30%
DON’T WAIT!! *See website for terms and conditions. This offer expires Saturday, October 6, 2018.

www.coit.ca

VANSAX13124_1_1

VAN01286297_1_1


