
 

   

We spent the last of summer travelling around the 
lower North Island, avoiding Highway 1 as best we 
could and taking time for detours along the way. We 
took a fortnight – last week of February, !rst week of 
March – and snagged what arguably was the best 
weather of the summer. Lots of lighthouses and 
beautiful landscapes and coastlines.  

Lighthouses and Landscapes 
North Island Road Trip 2020 



 

   

Day 1 

Monday 24 February  

Wellington – Cape Palliser –
Castlepoint 

Great !rst day on our NI road trip, 
albeit a long one. Didn’t take long 
until the !rst stop – co)ee at 
Gasoline Alley Services in Ngaio. 
And a second stop not long a,er in 
Upper Hutt at the Warehouse, to 
buy jandals for me – well we are 
going to be using camping ground 
shower facilities.  

And then it was over the 
Rimutakas, turn o) at Featherston, 
and on through the beautiful 
southern Wairarapa to the coast at 
Ngawi, Cape Palliser, and our !rst 
lighthouse. Managed the steps up 
to the lighthouse okay but the 
knees graunched a bit on the way 
down. From there it was on to 
Castlepoint where we spent the 
night in a small and basic but clean 
and comfortable cabin. It had one 
of those bunk beds with the single 

bunk on top (mine) and a double 
below (L – he’s doing the driving so 
got to make sure he gets a decent 
night’s sleep). Very comfortable. 
The space could do with more 
hooks, and some shelves, but that’s 
a small quibble. The cabin has a 
kitchen bench-style unit against 
one wall and comes with fridge, 
toaster, electric jug, plates, pots and 
pans. Everything except the kitchen 
sink – but then, the communal 
kitchen is right next door. So, a 
pared down, no-frills décor, mini-
motel room.  

All for $75 a night, plus 50c for a 
hot shower. The Castlepoint 
Holiday Park is to be highly 
recommended. Lots of powered 
sites, good cabins, excellent 
facilities, clean and well run. And 
right by the beach. Cape Palliser lighthouse 



 

   

Cape Palliser Castlepoint 
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Day 2 

Tuesday 25 February 

Castlepoint – Mt Bruce – Herbertville 

This morning, a,er packing up, it 
was a walk along the beach, up the 
steps to the Castlepoint lighthouse, 
on to the lookout, and back along 
the rocks. Castlepoint is beautiful, 
with its grey sand beach and rocky 
headland. It’s a place we hope to 
come back to. 

Then it was back on the road. 
Instead of going back to Masterton 
and on to Highway 2, we took a 
secondary route to Tinui, the place 
where the !rst Anzac memorial 
service was held in New Zealand. 
So moving to see the small 
memorial listing the names of 
those young soldiers who died. The 
wooden church has been shi,ed 
from its original site because it had 
been Aooded so many times. It’s 
still settling in to its new location. 
The steeple hasn’t been replaced 
and the windows are boarded up. 

Not long a,er Tinui we turned on 
to a winding shingle road through 
bush to the crossroads at Alfredton, 
where we took a le, on to Route 52 
in the expectation of getting to 
Eketahuna. We needed to !nd a 
petrol station as the gauge was 
getting down to the last quarter, 
and there was nothing at Alfredton. 

I know we’re dunces when it comes 
to navigation, but this one takes the 
cake even for us. We somehow 
missed the turn-o) from Route 52 
to Eketahuna, and ended up in 
Masterton a,er all, having taken 
the scenic and circuitous route. 
A,er that small hitch, it was along 
Highway 2 past Eketahuna, a stop at 
the Mt Bruce bird sanctuary, past 
the Tui sign at Mangatainoka, and 
on past Wimbledon to Herbertville 
and our bed for the night in the 
local camp ground. 

Herbertville 



 

   

 

Day 3 

Wednesday 26 February 

Herbertville – Hastings 

Stunning landscapes and seascapes 
abound. Went down to the beach 
this morning to see Cape 
Turnagain. Then we drove as far as 
we could along a no exit road 
through Pipi Bank Station but 
when it turned into a track a bit too 
corrugated for our car, we headed 
back to Herbertville and along 
another no-exit road to Tautane 
station, where along the way we 
found yet more stunning scenery 
and a memorial to the family that 
owned the station. 

From there it was back on Route 
52, past the longest place name in 
the world, a quick detour to 
Porongahau, on to Waipukarau for 
a pie for lunch, and through to 
Napier. And there we had today’s 
back track. Seems Napier doesn’t 
need our help to compensate for 
the tourism downturn. Everything 
we tried had a no vacancy sign. So 

back to Hastings where we !nally 
found a motel for the night. Very 
nice it is too, albeit at the risk of 
blow-out to our accommodation 
budget. 

The landscape, though superb for 
the tourist, is extremely dry. More 
than once we’ve come across cattle 
being grazed on the roadside, 
sometimes with electric fencing, 
sometimes with farmhands keeping 
watch as the animals browse. 
Yesterday we had a short stand-o) 
when one steer took his time before 
consenting to move aside. We were 
impressed, too, with the dog who 
raced past our car to do point duty 
and ensure the mob of sheep made 
the correct turn le, instead of 
heading straight on. 

Herbertville 



 

   

Day 4 

Thursday 27 February 

Hastings – Cli on – Wairoa 

Here we are in a motel in Wairoa 
watching the Chase, front door and 
back door open, and the 
temperature in the very high 
twenties, if not higher. And very 
pleasant it is too. 

The day started with a planned 
detour (as opposed to an unplanned
-loop-back-to-Masterton-where-we
-had-started-from-the-day-before) 
to Cli,on, as close as we could get 
to Cape Kidnappers without taking 
a tour. It was all looking beautiful 
today, but with Haumoana houses 
so close to the sea, we could 
understand why there were so 
many ‘Save our coastline’ notices 
posted everywhere. 

From there it was back to Napier 
along the length of Marine Parade 
and on to Highway 2 and straight 
ahead to Wairoa, where we’ll spend 
a couple of nights. We had planned 
on stopping at the Tutira 

Herbertville 

arboretum, only to !nd it opens 
Sunday only. We did stop nearby 
for a walk up to a small non-
denominational church built in the 
!,ies as a memorial to the 18 men 
from the district who died in World 
War II. The church itself is a 
modest brick building, but it has 
fantastic views over the lake. 

The plan for tomorrow is to !t in 
trips to Mahia and Waikaremoana. 
The Wairoa area is noticeably 
greener than the previous districts 
we have passed through. 
Apparently, they had good rain in 
January, then a 30-day dry spell 
which was broken with some 
decent rain a couple of days ago.  

Cli on 



 

   

Day 5 

Friday 28 February 

Wairoa – Waikaremoana – Wairoa 

Today was a day trip to Lake 
Waikaremoana, about 60 kms from 
Wairoa, one hour along SH 38, with 
sealed road for the !rst half and 
shingle for the rest. We stopped 
along the way at Tuai on Lake 
Whakamarino, location of the Tuai 
power station. The road passes 
through farmed Aats and hill 
country, exotic forest and native 
bush, and the Ureweras looming 
blue in the distance. 

The area, ancestral home of the 
Tuhoe people, has a visitor centre 
that is, quite simply, beautiful. We 
would have liked to stay at the 
camping ground but all the cabins 
were booked out. It’s a popular four
-day walking track around the lake, 
and the lake is also popular with 
!shers and boaties. I think there 
may have been dorm-style bunk 
beds available but, mindful of our 
six-bunk overnight train trip to 

Hamburg a few years ago, we opted 
for the two motel nights in Wairoa 
instead. But, a place to go back to. 

While we were at the lake, a 
contingent of 25 BMW motor bike 
riders arrived. These were the ones 
due at Castlepoint the day we le,. 
They’re on a seven-day trip that 
started in Queenstown and will 
!nish in Rotorua. Got talking to 
them, and 23 of the group were 
from Colombia and two were 
Australians. They were loving their 
tour and their time in New Zealand. 

Super hot today, at least by 
Wellington standards, so once we 
were back from our day trip, a 
siesta was the only sensible option. 
We did a walk around town in the 
relative coolness of the late 
a,ernoon, including a stop at the 
local pub for a beer.  

There’s a lighthouse by the river in 
Wairoa, relocated from Portland 

Island. Portland is the last of the 
North Island marine forecast areas. 
On this trip we’ve been to Cook 
(Cape Palliser), Castlepoint and 
Portland – the last three areas for 
the North Island marine forecast, 
which if you’re interested is 
broadcast at 4.00 am on RNZ 
National. Next for us, and the sea 
area that happens to lead the 
forecast, is Plenty, at East Cape. 

O) to Gisborne tomorrow, with a 
detour to Mahia Peninsula and 
Rocket Lab on the way. 

Former Portland Island lighthouse, 
relocated to Wairoa 



 

   

 

Wairoa River mouth 



 

   

Day 6 

Saturday 29 February 

Wairoa – Mahia Peninsula –Gisborne  

Two detours on the way to 
Gisborne today, and both planned I 
hasten to add. Before heading 
north on SH2, we did a quick trip to 
the mouth of the Wairoa River. Not 
a swimming beach, but good to be 
on the coast again.  

Then on to SH2 for a bit before the 
second detour, to Mahia Peninsula. 
It’s not possible to go right round 
but we did as much as we could. It’s 
beautiful, worth the visit and would 

be a good camping spot. Not a lot of 
tourists but plenty of empty boat 
trailers so clearly some good !shing 
out there. No sign of Rocket Lab. 

Fish and chips for lunch at Nuhaka. 
Then on to Tatapouri, a 
campground north of Gisborne, and 
our glamping site for the night. We 
have a huge round tent, carpet, rugs, 
chairs, and a comfortable double 
bed. We have a beachfront site so 
will go to sleep to the sound of surf.  

Glamping at Tatapouri 



 

   

So we glamped at Tatapouri last 
night, listening to the sea and the 
wind as we fell asleep. It was great. 
But noisy, what with the sea and 
wind. At times it sounded as though 
it was raining. The wind dropped 
some time during the night and it 
was much stiller and quieter, except 
for what I’m guessing was a night-
trilling cicada. Or maybe it was a 
bird, don’t know, except whatever it 
was, it was persistent. 

Up and away early this morning. The 
planned detour for the day was to the 
historic wharf at Tolaga Bay and then 
a walk up the hill to view Cook’s 
Cove. It was a steepish walk up steps 
to start with and then a more gentle 
up and down track through sheep-
grazed paddocks to the viewing 
point. We didn’t go down to the cove 
itself – too many steep steps. 

From there it was on to Te Araroa 
where we are for the night, with 
smaller detours to another historic 
wharf at Tokomaru Bay (and a pie 
for lunch) and, a bit later, to Ruatoria. 

A bit of drama late in the day when 
we went for a drive to Hicks Bay to 
visit yet another historic wharf from 
back in the day of trading scows and 
small coastal steamers. We were 
driving back when we saw a car stuck 
in the sand on the beach, a German 
tourist as it turned out. We weren’t 
sure how we could help as we weren’t 
going to attempt to tow him out. But 
we couldn’t drive on past either. Lew 
managed to direct him to !rmer sand 
but there was one !nal section where 
the car repeatedly bogged down. 
Luckily a passing DOC worker saw 
what was happening and with his 
4WD, a,er two or three goes, 

managed to tow the car out. One 
very grateful tourist. 

Oh, one more thing. There just above 
the beach was a yacht. The DOC 
worker told us it had been dragged 
up there by locals a,er they found it 
washed up on the beach a few days 
ago. The hull was in remarkedly 
good shape and, so Lew told me, a 
testament to Kiwi boatbuilding of the 
seventies. It was, he said, a 22-foot 
Beachcomber, “one of the few built 
with a steel !n keel rather than the 
more common bilge keels, or even 
more rare centre boards”. He also 
said it would have come around the 
coast, probably from Opotiki (with 
no one on board). So he said. 

Tatapouri at dawn 

Day 7 

Sunday 1 March 

Tatapouri – Te Araroa 
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The day started with a detour 
from Te Araroa to East Cape so 
we could walk the 800 steps up to 
the lighthouse, which we did. It 
got the heart rate pumping 
somewhat, but with lots of stops 
to take in the view (even when 
there wasn’t one), we both 
managed. And it was worth it. 
Great views all round and 
especially of East Island. 

Back in Te Araroa, we stopped at 
a caravan co)ee place for 
probably the best co)ee of the 
trip so far. The woman who 
operated it had set it up in her 

front garden, a little subtropical 
microclimate in which grew 
frangipani, hibiscus, !gs, bananas, 
avocados and probably more, all 
backed by a tall hedge of 
oleander. She makes her own 
jams from the produce, o)ers 
muOns and the like, and cooks 
hamburgers to order. The co)ee 
cart is called Twilight, open 
summertime only. Check it out 
when you do your road trip. 

Finally, a,er lunch at the co)ee 
cart, we set o) for tonight’s 
destination, Opotiki. Once we got 
past the turn-o) to Hicks Bay, 

Day 8 

Monday 2 March 

Te Araroa – Opotiki 

scene of the sand-becalmed 
tourist last night, we felt we were 
truly on the road again, unknown 
territory for us. All a continuation 
of SH35, and close to the coast, or 
with views of the coast, for much 
of the way. We stopped at Waihau 
Bay for petrol and a glimpse of 
Cape Runaway, at Te Kaha for a 
cold drink and a hazy view of 
Whakaari/White Island, and then 
it was on to Opotiki, where we’ll 
stay for a couple of nights and 
catch up on some washing. And 
now it’s time to watch The Chase. 
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East Island, and road to East Cape 



 

   

Day 9 

Tuesday 3 March 

Day trip to Whakatane 

We started the day in Opotiki with 
a couple of co)ees, both good, the 
!rst at a café in the main street, the 
second from a small co)ee cart that 
a couple of Australians put us on to. 
We met them, the Aussies, at the 
bridge at the start of one of the 
Motu bike trails, the 12km dunes 
trail. 

From there we did a day trip to 
Whakatane along a scenic coastal 
road, stopping for a walk along the 
estuary side of Ohope beach, 
followed by a late lunch and a bit 
of shopping in Whakatane, and a 
leisurely drive back to the motel. 
All in all a pleasant and restful day. 

We like Opotiki, good choice for 
our two-day stopover. Tomorrow 
we will be on the road again, 
heading inland on SH30. We’ve 
had !ne and warm weather all the 
way so far. But weather man is 
forecasting rain for tomorrow. On the road from Whakatane to Opotiki 



 

   

Day 10 

Wednesday 4 March 

Opotiki – Taumarunui 

Today we drove from the east coast 
to Taumarunui. We started the day 
on SH 2, on to SH 30 to Rotorua, SH 
5 to Wairakei, across the top of Lake 
Taupo to SH 32 which took us down 
the western side of the lake to the 
Kuratau Junction, where we turned 
right on to SH 41 to Taumarunui. 

So, a day of driving, with only a few 
leg-stretch stops along the way. 
Today was the !rst day we’ve had 
rain on the trip, though it was 
showers rather than constant and the 
temperature has remained warm. 
Mind you, one or two showers were 
so heavy the windscreen wipers 
could scarcely cope. Not many 

photos today because of the rain. The 
landscapes were beautiful and varied, 
as you’d expect crossing the volcanic 
plateau: green pasture, brown hills, 
lush native forest, lakes, steam 
gushes, volcanic outcrops . . . Also 
some clear-felled hillsides that were 
not so beautiful. 

We’re at the Taumarunui camping 
ground for two nights, in a cabin. 
The camping grounds are busy, with 
a number of motor homers arriving 
since we got here. And most of the 
cabins seem full, mostly cyclists. We 
have chooks roaming around, which 
is nice on one level but does mean 
being careful when walking outside. 



 

   

 

Day 11 

Thursday 5 March 

Five tunnel tour 

Today we took the 32km, 3.5 hour 
rail cart journey along the disused 
branch railway from Okahukura to 
Matiere and return. Come along 
for the journey. 

The whole journey in the self-drive 
carts was fantastic. There were 
about 7 carts plus a lead cart with 
our guide Jessie and a tail-end 
charley with sta)er Ryan. We were 
just the two of us in a four-person 
cart. In fact every cart, whether of 
two-person or four-person 
capacity, was occupied by two 
people only, except for one group 
of four who, naturally enough, 
were four people to a cart. So there 
we were, L and I, sitting up front 
with a clear view ahead. The 
etiquette is to keep 50 metres 
distance from the cart in front, so 
although we felt every bit the 
tourist group following the leader 
on the 10 minute bus trip from 

Taumarunui to Okahukura, this 
feeling vanished once we were on 
the track. I ‘drove’ for the journey 
out to Matiere, and L ‘drove’ on the 
way back. Driving involved 
pressing the foot to the pedal, and 
li,ing it when one needed to slow 
down or stop. 

Our guide Jessie was one of those 
rare commentator beasts who knew 
her stu) and could deliver it in an 
interesting manner. She was great. 
Sorry but you’ll have to do your 
own research on the line, because I 
can’t recall the detail in suOcient 
accuracy to report it here. But 
anyway, it’d spoil the fun for those 
of you intending to do the trip 
yourselves. And you should. There 
are longer, 20-tunnel, tours but we 
felt the 3.5 hours was just right. It is 
noisy, and, for us at least, 3.5 hours 
on a group tour is at the limit, and 
that only because it is essentially, 

apart from the ten-minute bus trip 
to and from, an individual 
experience. 

One thing I do recall is the 
engineering feat of the 1.5 km 
tunnel through papa (claggy 
mudstone) which took 10 years to 
complete, and which the tunnellers 
from either end, despite the bends 
and gradients at either end, 
managed to match up perfectly 
when they met. They hacked out 
the tunnel using pickaxes and 
shovels, no explosives. There were 
no deaths from the construction as 
such, but there were some from 
their living conditions of tents in 
unsanitary conditions during cold, 
cold winters. Would I recommend 
this tour? Yes, de!nitely. It 
exceeded my expectations big time. 
And if you are a railways bu)  it’s a 
must. But I guess any railways bu)s 
we know have already done it. 



 

   

We’ve made it to the west coast, to 
New Plymouth. The Forgotten 
World Highway, the route for 
today’s travel, is a stunner. There 
are parts where you truly feel you 
are driving through a forgotten 
world. Most of the road is sealed, 
except for the shingle bit in the 
middle, through the Tangarakau 
Gorge. But, bone-shaker though it 
is with its corrugations, the views 
make up for any discomfort. 
Photos simply don’t do the journey 
justice.  The ferns and bush on 
vertical cli)s and deep valleys are 
the original living walls. 

Along the way we stopped for shots 
of canoes negotiating the 
Whanganui River, at Nevin’s 
Lookout for views of the King 
Country and Mounts Ruapehu, 
Ngauruhoe and Tongariro, and 
later for a co)ee at the pub at 
Whangamomona. And as we 
neared the coast, Mt Taranaki 
loomed into sight. 

Day 12 

Friday 6 March 

Taumarunui – New Plymouth 



 

   

In the a,ernoon we went to the 
Govett-Brewster Art Gallery/Len 
Lye Centre. Boy what an 
experience that was. The current 
collection celebrates the gallery’s 
50th anniversary by presenting, 
decade by decade, the 
contemporary art collected over 
that 50-year period. There are 
about 300 works on display. The 
project was developed by New 
Zealand artist Ruth Buchanan. We 
were both blown away by the 
exhibition and the way it is 
presented. It closes at the end of the 
month. If you have the chance to 
see it, grab it. We were fascinated 
also by the four Len Lye works on 
show, including a new kinetic 
sculpture, Sky Snakes. It’s  so 
stunning, so impressive. If you can’t 
get to see it yourself, you can check 
it out online. Sky Snakes 



 

   

Day 13 

Saturday 7 March 

New Plymouth – Wellington 

And so we are home. We thought 
we’d be one more night on the road, 
but L got the call up for a bowls 
competition tomorrow, so we 
thought we’d do the trip from New 
Plymouth to Wellington in a day. 

But before we le,, we took 
Chaddie’s one-hour tour of the New 
Plymouth harbour in an old British 
lifeboat that had been built on the 
Isle of Wight and which did service 
in Yorkshire. L will !ll you in on the 
details, but suOce to say we both 
enjoyed it. 

Then it was south along the Surf 
Highway, where we saw our last 
lighthouse of the trip, the Cape 
Egmont lighthouse. We saw two 
actually. One was at the Cape 
Egmont Boat Club and had been 
decommissioned in 2000. For the 

working lighthouse, the best we 
could do was see it in the distance 
across some !elds. 

A short stopover to catch up with 
friend C in Wanganui and then it 
was the last part of the journey. 
Deciding to come home today 
meant we didn’t quite manage our 
goal of staying o) Highway 1 — 
we’d planned to cut back across to 
the Wairarapa and come home that 
way, but instead we took the more 
direct route from Wanganui which 
meant joining SH1 at Bulls. 
Probably a good idea we didn’t do 
the Wairarapa bit because, with our 
navigation skills, there was always 
the chance we’d get stuck in that 
Masterton loop. 

That’s it for tonight. I’ll do a proper 
wrap tomorrow. 

Cape Egmont Boat Club 



 

   

 

Day 14 

Sunday 8 March 

 Wellington 

Woke up this morning in our own 
bed, and don’t quite know what to 
do with ourselves. We’ve had a 
simple routine for the past 13 days: 
get up, pack up, get on the road. 
Now there’s all these choices of 
things to do. Well, it’s not that hard 
to decide: there’s a pile of washing 
to be done. But apart from that, I 
don’t feel like doing much of 
anything at all. The garden is 
looking Aush and lush and is in 
need of some weeding. Clearly 
there’s been rain while we’ve been 
away. And there’s some work in the 
inbox. I’ll deal with that later. 

In the meantime, here’s a few 
observations on the trip. First and 
foremost, it has reminded me of 
how beautiful the land and 
seascapes of New Zealand are. And 
so much variety. I’d forgotten how 
warm it could be, accustomed as I 
am to Wellington weather. It is a 
shock to be home and be reminded 

of how much cooler it is here, 
relatively speaking, because of the 
wind factor. We were, of course, as 
tourists, lucky with the weather, 
though it’s worth remembering that 
what made for good travel is 
causing country folk worry and 
distress as paddocks get browner 
and barer and water tanks emptier. 
Ironically the Covid-19 threat also 
made for easier travelling in that 
there were few logging trucks on 
the road and fewer overseas tourists 
in rental cars and campervans. And 
virtually no tour buses, though 
that’s possibly because we travelled 
the secondary roads, and o) the 
main tourist beat. 

What were the standouts? Hard to 
say: the whole trip was great. And 
even though it was only a fortnight, 
days and events get blurred and the 
early part of the trip seems a long 
time ago. But here’s some things 
that come to mind. 

Castlepoint was lovely and given it’s not 
too far from Wellington, a place I hope 
we return to soon. The whole of south 
Wairarapa was lovely, both on the coast 
and inland. Hm, actually, that applies for 
everywhere we went. It’s impossible to 
pick favourites.  

Loved the night on the coast in the 
glamping tent and hearing the sea so 
close. Loved the Govett-Brewster gallery 
in New Plymouth, loved the Forgotten 
World rail trip and the Forgotten World 
highway, loved all the lighthouses, all the 
coastlines, all the country landscapes . . . . 
Loved the New Zealand-ness of it all. 
And the simple road trip-ness of it all: as 
mentioned, it was get up, pack up, get on 
the road. Apart from our last night in 
New Plymouth, we didn’t spend much 
time in larger urban centres, and when 
we did, we couldn’t wait to get out. 

So that’s it for this trip. Waiting now for 
the next one.  

Wairoa River mouth 

Cook’s Cove 
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