
We bought our new RV, a Swift manu-
factured Kontiki 669 about mid-April 
and had planned a shake-down trip as 
soon as we could get away, before it 
became too cold. 

We left Napier in fairly inclement 
weather, the forecast for the whole 
country was not too flash, however 

when we arrived in TaupoTaupoTaupo the sun 
was shining and it was a totally cloud-
less sky   - the weather could not have 

been any better, the view of the 
snowed capped peaks of Mt. Ruapehu 
(left, in above photo) and Mt Ngauru-
hoe were stunning. 

 

We had read in one of the latest 
NZMCA magazines that one could now 
freedom park at the Taupo marina so 
after spending a few hours buying a 
few more accessories for our new RV 
(“stuff” I didn’t know I needed) we 
drove to the marina just before 6pm 
and spent the night freedom parked 
opposite the boats and yachts moored 
at the marina.  Initially there was an-
other RV parked there, but they 
moved on due to the fact they did not 
know about the new freedom parking 
rules (we met them the next day at 
Lake Karipiro which is where they told 

us this). 

When we woke up the next morning 
visibility was almost zero, there was a 
very dense early morning fog  -  there 
was also a ‘whizz-bang’ parked next 
to us, obviously they spent the night 
there as well. 

Lake Karapiro Lake Karapiro Lake Karapiro was our next stop. 
After driving into the very quaint 
town of Cambridge, we decided to 
back-track a bit and stay the 
night at Lake Karapiro  -  we 
had stayed there a few years 
earlier and we both like the 
serenity parked so close to 
this very scenic lake. This is 
the Lake where the 2010 
Rowing World Championships 
were held, and it was plain to 
see the new very modern 
grandstand and building built 
especially for the champion-
ships. As always when visiting 
Karapiro there were dozens 
of rowers practicing .   

We met a couple from 
Kerikeri in a Burstner Solona, 
who gave us some super tips 
of where to go up north. 

The weather was foul the 
next morning—it was cold 

and rained pretty constantly, and 
there was no hot water in the 
shower block, but after contacting 
the maintenance man, he changed 
the gas cylinder to one that actually 
had gas in it, & viola! Hot water! 

On the advice of John & Kate we 
changed our plans and decided to 

head for the Firth of Thames. 

 

The trip along the western shores of 
the Firth of Thames was far more sce-
nic than we thought it would be  -  our 
first night there we again freedom 

parked right on the beach at KaiauaKaiauaKaiaua, 
near the Miranda Bird Sanctuary, a 
really beautiful place to stay.   

Kontiki tour of the Northlands of 

New Zealand 

Our route  -  the red line represents our 

trip in our RV, the blue line represents the 
90-mile beach bus tour we did to Cape 
Reinga, (almost the northern most tip of 
New Zealand) 

Lake Taupo 

Lake Taupo marina 

Our route 



That night it absolutely poured to the point I was a little worried about driving off in 
the morning, as we had parked on the seashell road with about 6 other mo-
torhomes, but there was no problem at all.  

Another very pleasing thing about our stay there that night & the deluge, is our new 
motorhome did not leak one single drop of water, despite the gale-force winds and 
virtually horizontal rain. 

 

We had another 3 nights of extremely heavy rain on our trip, once again not a leak 
to be seen! 

 

On our way to Auckland we stopped at most of the smaller towns along the way, at 
a very scenic rest area where we stopped for lunch the next day, we were surprised 
to see ducks swimming on the road in the rest area—that’s how much rain there 

had been the night before. All in all we were pretty lucky with the weather, although 
it rained the majority our nights we were away, the days were not too bad, except 
for one of the days in Whangarei a few days later, where we really experienced one 
of the heaviest downpours in years, but more about that later. 

 

We had heard a lot of good reports about ARC camps (Auckland Regional Council), 
how neat, well laid out and reasonably priced they are. Within view of Auckland we 
spent a night at the Omana Regional Council park, which, although in line of site of 
Auckland , it’s actually a couples of hours drive. The camp overlooks the Hauriki 
Gulf. 

 

AUCKLAND  AUCKLAND  AUCKLAND  ---   our stay in Auckland city 

was not brilliant, the camp in Remuera is 
shabby, expensive ($45 night) with very 
shabby shower & toiler facilities. It’s situ-
ated down a very steep road, and then 
down yet another  extremely steep wind-

ing drive to the bottom of a valley. The road is narrow and winds through the cabins.  Everywhere one walked was a mud 
pit, Wellies were needed (which I don’t have), to go anywhere near the grey / black water dump and the on-site water tap 
was in a dense bush with weird looking spiders crawling all over.  Although there aren’t any deadly poisonous spiders in NZ, 
they didn't look too kosher  - and for those who know me well, you all know I am not at all brave when it comes to arach-
nids, some may say terrified!  I suppose to be fair to the camp regarding the mud  -  we had just had a few days of heavy 
rain, but the rest, there’s no excuses which will hold up.  TIP of the year, give this camp a wide berth (it’s the only one in 
Remuera). 

 

I made a strategic mistake on the day we arrived in Auckland, I decided to drive along the Mission Beach road, but, it was  
Sunday and brilliant sunny weather, so the majority of Auckland’s population made the same decision, “let’s visit Mission 
Beach”.  The traffic was chaotic and parking was just not to be found, so we drove around for a while then headed to the 
camp. 

 

As it was Mother’s Day, and Scott was nowhere nearby, I took Yvonne to lunch at a Bistro type restaurant in Remeura, the 
food was good. 

 

Whangarei was our next major destination, but not directly. There are many roads which lead off the highway, all of which 
we never explored when driving by car to The Bay of Islands, so this time I was determined to go off the beaten track as 
much as possible. 
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Our first stop outside of Auckland was a massive 45kms away, on the Whangaparaoa PeninsularWhangaparaoa PeninsularWhangaparaoa Peninsular. We had heard one could 

freedom park at the Gulf Harbour marina Gulf Harbour marina Gulf Harbour marina (the couple we met at Lake Karipiro were a wealth of information). It’s a pity my 
Nuvi GPS couldn’t find it’s way there, it kept taking us down little dead-end streets. Eventually I gave up and went back to 
well tried & tested navigation methods, just drove around looking for a signboard  -  which we found.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The marina is enormous and is filled to the brim with luxurious yachts and power 
boats and there was a familiar “yachtie” feel about the place, it’s really a neat place. 
There were a large number of really luxurious boats in excess of 30 metres in length 
on the hard, their bottoms being painted or just the normal activity that takes place 
in a marina and the hard.  All the well known boating supply company and marine 
engine representatives had workshops there, so a super place to spend the day and 
night. I got a fantastic tip from the Volvo agent about stopping a slight, but annoying 

rattle that had developed on the heat shield above the silencer -all it took was a few 
strips of self-adhesive fibreglass lagging between the shield & the silencer, rattle 
gone! 

Within a few hours of being parked at the marina quite a number of other RV’s came 
in and parked there as well. 

Whilst walking along the floating walk-on berths I noticed a fisherman feeding what 
I thought were fish, but as I got closer I noticed there were stingrays. I rushed back to 
the motorhome to fetch Yvonne so she too could experience these beautiful fish 
close-up. 

This fantastic Maori carving adorned a 
weird looking catamaran in Gulf Harbour, 
unfortunately there was no-one around 
who knew what they were all about or 
represented, a great pity! 

 

We almost decided to stay another night at the marina, but we needed to go 
shopping so seeing as we had to move we decided to continue our trip north. 

 

After provisioning the RV with more food  -  it’s amazing how much one eats when travelling, not too mention the constant 

snacking of peanuts, chips & chocolates , we headed for WarkworthWarkworthWarkworth. It’s a very 
scenic small town but with a major parking problem.  I don’t know if Tuesday is mar-
ket day or something but the town was buzzing so we could not find parking at all, 
even after driving around for nearly an hour.   

 

We then took the coastal road to Leigh, a small fishing village on the coast.  On the 
way there we had quite an experience, firstly we rounded a bend with a few traffic 

cones on it, only to stop, look back and see there was a major wash-out of the bend 

we had just navigated. Another surprise was in store for us, about a kilometre fur-
ther along the road became an unsealed road and extremely narrow.  There was no 
way on earth another vehicle could have passed by us. This unsealed portion was about 20kms long, but in all fairness, it was 
a pretty good, hard, dust free road and not at all corrugated. If it had been I would probably turned back to Warkworth. My 
golden rule is never travel on metal (unsealed) roads. In all our travels in Australia we only did about 2kms on a dirt 

Freedom parked at Gulf Harbour 

Stingrays feeding 

Near Leigh 
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Leigh Leigh Leigh is a very small village  -  with a fairly pretty fishing port. The road leading to the harbour is incredible steep and no 

parking at the bottom, so after having a quick squiz we drove back up the hill and continued our trip  to WellsfordWellsfordWellsford, where 

once again we could not find a parking big enough to accommodate us, so on we went to MangawhaiMangawhaiMangawhai and Mangawhai Mangawhai Mangawhai 
Heads.  Heads.  Heads.  The drive there was very scenic passing through what is obviously a fertile agricultural area. 

 

When we arrived at Mangawhai we did what we normally do, head for the beach, or boat slip to see if one can freedom park 
there.  When we arrived at this very pretty beach, we were met by a sign forbidding  
overnight ‘camper parking. We were just about to drive off when a guy from a small 
camper walked up to us and asked if we wanted to stay the night. He then told us 
we could park there if we wanted to, as the little town has no police and we would-
n’t be chased on, however, he then suggested we drive to Mangawhai Heads Surf 
club, where, he informed us quite a few motorhomes spend nights there. In fact he 
added, “we are spending the night there as well”. Now, here’s the strange thing, he 
was a local, so why would he spend the night there? But, sure enough around 5pm 
he drove into the car park. They later joined us for a few drinks and we had a most 
enjoyable time with them. Later on in the evening a couple more RV’s parked along-
side us.  The wind that night was once again gale force, estimated around 45 knots!   

Dave & Karin left early in the morning, was this a sign police would be patrolling for parked motorhomes  - who knows, but 
when we left there were still 2 RV’s parked there and we passed a police go coming towards us! 

      

We have been to Whangarei Whangarei Whangarei a number of times before, with my sister and my brother when they visited New Zealand, 

and once with Scott & Dee when they too came to NZ on vacation before settling 
here. I remember our first trip there, with Scott & Dee, the town looked quite run 
down and did not appear to have anything going for it, however on each subse-
quent trip we have noticed marked improvements especially to the river marina 
area.   

The day we arrived in Whangarei it was absolutely pouring, the heaviest rain experi-
enced in many years. After have a cuppa at a restaurant at the waterfront, we then 
had to take refuge in the clock museum, while we waited for the rain to abate, 
which it didn’t, so we eventually made a dash for the motorhome , our brolly was 
useless, it was blown inside out.  It poured the rest of the day & that night. However, 
the next day it was a glorious cloudless blue-skied day. We walked the approximately 2kms into town, did a bit of shopping 
and I had a much needed haircut. We stumbled on a very quaint English Tudor-styled shopping arcade. 

 

We left the next day headed for Paihia in the Bay of Islands, a very popular seaside tourist town, just across the water from 
Russell, one of NZ’s oldest towns and once known as the brothel of the Pacific. Today, it is a rather up-
market and quaint village. On arrival in Paihia I saw a sign indicating motorhome parking, quick turn left 
and we were at the central council parking lot, which was chock-a-block  full of motorhomes. I found a 
space to squeeze into and asked our neighbour if this was a rally and she said it was and , it’s a Country 
& Western”. I assumed she meant she was from a county in NZ called County & Western and then felt a 
bit of a fool when I asked her where that is, to which she replied, “no, it’s a country & western festival”. 

Needless to say there was a tremendous buzz in 

Paihia, C&W bands 
were performing on 
every street and 
many ladies were 
dancing in the streets. 

Many were dressed in  
western clothing and    

Beautiful beach at Mangawhai Heads 

Whangarei shopping arcade 

Local “cowboy” 

Paihia car park 

Line-dancing in the street 
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from what we saw and heard, C&W fans from all over NZ had descended upon Paihia.  After yet another a ferry trip to Rus-
sell we returned to Paihia to watch the street performers  -  it was great and such 
an atmosphere and as Yvonne & I both like country music we were really enjoyed 
our stay in Paihia.  It was in Paihia we decided to do the 90-mile bus tour, rather 
than me driving all the way up to Cape Reinga and back. As it turned out this was 
one of my better decisions. 

 

We drove to KerikeriKerikeriKerikeri where once again ended up in a not-so-nice camp, this time 

a Top 10 camp, so we were really surprised by the rudeness of the reception staff. 
And, once again the road into the camp was another incredibly steep downhill, 
which always means one has to come back up at some time or another.  Another 
disappointment of the camp is that it is obviously used as by migrant fruit-pickers 
and although they were all very polite and friendly I do not believe a holiday park should be used as workers  accommoda-
tion, so we’ll never visit that camp again. We had the same thing in a camp in Karratha, Western Australia. 

 

The next morning the bus arrived to take us to Cape ReingaCape ReingaCape Reinga. Our driver was great, he was a wealth of local information 

and he had a tremendous sense of humour. Once we reached the West Coast just north of Awanui we drove onto 90-mile 
beach, it’s not strictly 90 miles long but is a 55 mile long, flat and pretty straight  beach  -  we drove about 38 miles on the 
beach, at speeds reaching 130 kph at times, which was great fun especially when a rogue wave came up onto the beach 
higher than anticipated and the bus rushed through the water sending spray high up in the air.  

To get off the beach, we drove up a river, actually in the river!, the water was 
only 200-400mm deep however.  Then it was time for the youngsters to some sand 
surfing  - more like tobogganing down very high sand dunes. 

Although Cape Reinga is pretty remote there we plenty tourists as it is the most 

Russell 

The Duke of Marlborough Hotel 
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The bus trip was well worth it, we thoroughly enjoyed it and really enjoyed listening to our guide’s stories.  On the way back 
we stopped at his Auntie’s store to buy ice-creams  - he must have many relatives as one the way up we stopped at another 

Auntie’s bakery to buy lunch.  We also stopped at the “world famous fish & chips restaurant at Mangonui, Mangonui, Mangonui, the driver pre-

ordered our food and when we arrived it was all ready. I must say the fish was absolutely excellent. In all the guide books it’s 
advertised as the best fish & chips in NZ, it certainly lived up to its reputation. All 36 passengers piled back into the bus and 
we ate as we continued our drive back to Kerikeri. There’s no doubt the bus smelt very strongly of vinegar and fried fish 

 

Decision time once again, what route back to Auckland? Back on the highway or across to Kaitaia and down the west coast 
along what is known as the Kauri Coast route, through the very scenic Waipoua 
Forest. Not much of a decision really, we had heard so much about the Kauri 
forests on that route, plus we had also been told not to miss the Kauri Museum 

between Dargaville Dargaville Dargaville and Maungatapere, Maungatapere, Maungatapere, in a village   called Matakohe. 

 

The drive  to the Waipoua Forest was extremely scenic, as was the drive through 
the actual forest itself.  As expected there are extremely steep mountainous 
roads with many switchbacks, but the scenery made it all worthwhile. We 
stopped to walk to view the largest accessible Kauri tree in NZ, called Tana Ma-
huta (translated to Lord of the Forest) 

 

Today Kauri trees are a protected spe-
cies mainly due to over logging of the 
trees until about 30 years ago.  At one 
time there were 10 million Kauri trees 
in NZ, but due to a as yet unknown 
natural disaster tens of thousand of 
years ago they were all but wiped out. 
The theories range from Tsunamis, a 
violent earthquake or an asteroid colli-
sion. These days there are licensed 
operators who are allowed to harvest 
the fossilised trees they are finding in 
the swamp areas. Because Kauri is a self-feeding tree and has a lot of natural oil, 
some of these trees, although 20-30,000 years old are being found with still green 
leaves after being dug up out of the swamps.  

 

 

The value of Kauri today is astronomical  - we saw a 3-seater garden bench retailing 
for $55,000 and a 8-seater dining room 

suite for $48,000. 

 

In the same showroom they have a very 
large kauri trunk, with a staircase carved 
into it, which takes you to the 1st floor  - 
it’s pretty impressive. 

 

 

 

 

Of equal significance is the collection of Amber (or as it is called in NZ, Copal). It is younger and slightly softer than amber, 
but just as pretty.  There is an large population of Dalmatian descendants in this area, they were the people who collected 
and sold the Kauri copal. 

 

A large Kauri tree in the Manginangina Re-
serve 

Tane Mahuta (Lord of the Forest) 

Trunk height 17.7m 

Total height 51.5m 

Trunk girth 13.8m 

Trunk volume 244.5 cu. m 

Age in excess of 2,000 years 

Stairway in a Kauri trunk!! 
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As recommended we stopped at the Kauri Museum in MatakoheMatakoheMatakohe, 

initial impression was, “wow” -  a museum of this size in such a small 
village, and miles from anywhere! The Kauri museum is absolutely 
fantastic, one could spend days, not hours there. To think it started off 
as a private collection is amazing. If  you find yourself in the area  -  
visit this museum. Check out their website: http://www.kauri-
museum.com/  We were surprised to hear some 90,000 people visit 
this museum annually. 

 

There’s just too many displays to mention and they are all displayed 
so well in  lifelike surroundings. The history of the Kauri logging and 
Kauri Gum collecting. Is fascinating and well documented. 

This museum is reputed to have the largest collection of Copal in the 
world, I don’t know about that, but it’s certainly extensive, there are 
literally thousands of pieces of copal, different types, colours and 
shapes. 

 

Kauri wood has a really deep & rich colour once varnished, as is plain 
to see with varnished carved seat (photo bottom right).  As stated 
earlier  this museum is really special  - don’t miss it! 

 

After leaving the museum we went OrewaOrewaOrewa, a coastal town just north 

of Auckland. It was here I heard the MD of the company I bought our 
RV from, had just committed suicide, after a bitter, long & protracted  
divorce disagreement with his ex-wife in England. This was quite 
shocking news as I had quite a lot to do with David. 

How’s this for a tree?! 

Just one cabinet of Amber (Copal) 

This time we decided not to stay in Auckland on our way back to Napier. Although we 
left Orewa so we got to the Auckland Harbour Bridge around 10am, the traffic 15 kms 
north of the bridge was bumper-to-bumper. It took us nearly 90 minutes to get across 
the bridge. Thankfully, once across the bridge the traffic thinned and we got through to 
the southern outskirts in only 20 minutes.  

 

While driving towards the bridge ,somehow I got a splinter in my left foot (my clutch 
foot), so it was pretty painful every time I depressed the clutch pedal. As soon as we 
got through Auckland I stopped at the first service centre, and removed a really sharp 
splinter  - heaven knows where it came from. 

 

While stopped at the service centre, we decided to go back to Napier via RotoruaRotoruaRotorua, a 

town I always enjoy visiting.   

 

Although bitterly cold in Rotorua the sun was at least shining, so we walked into the 
downtown to do a bit of my favourite type of shopping  -  window shopping! 

 

We stopped at Barrons (where I bought our RV), in Taupo to have a small leak repaired in the fresh water drain pipe. It’s 
was so simple to repair, just a bit of thread tape where the release valve joins the pipe. I also had them replace the G3 

Camper Satellite decoder, our one blew it’s brain a few days earlier. 

 

All in all we had a great trip, our RV behaved perfectly and once again we saw  places in NZ 
we never knew existed  -  it reinforces our view that NZ is an extremely interesting & beau-
tiful country, we love it! 

Seat carved into a Kauri trunk!! 

http://www.kauri-museum.com/
http://www.kauri-museum.com/

