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With an unfortunate last minute cancellation there was extra space in our luxury Mercedes 12-seater 
minivan with just 5 participants plus guide at first and then Florence joining the tour part way through. 

It was a multinational group with Germany, USA, England, and Switzerland all represented, plus a Kiwi 
guide. All of us got along very well with a great atmosphere and plenty of laughter in the bus throughout 
and with people helping each other to see birds. 

We birded stunning ancient forests, scrubland, ponds, beaches, wetlands, grasslands, estuaries, mountains, 
and of course ocean. We travelled well over 5,000 km on land and hundreds of km in boats and ferries in 
the 21-days and much of our travel was through breath-taking scenery. 

We saw a total of 162 species of bird, and most importantly 65 of those were endemics or endemic 
breeders, almost all of them seen well and by all participants. 

At our last dinner together each of us choose our 7 best birds of the tour, and with so many rare and 
special birds seen that was no easy task, so inevitably some rare and endangered birds didn’t make it into 
lists. We allocated 7 points to each first choice, 6 for second choice etc and then added up the “points 
table”. 

 

The top ten birds were; 

1—Rowi [Okarito Brown Kiwi] 

2---Black Stilt 

3---Southern Brown Kiwi 

4---Wrybill 

5---Yellow-eyed Penguin 

6---Morepork 

7---Kea 

8---Takahe 

9---South Island Robin 

10th equal—NZ Wandering Albatross & NZ Fairy Tern 

 

 

In this report the FIRST sighting of an endemic or endemic breeding bird is described in CAPITAL LETTERS. 

Phil Hammond (Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ leader) 
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29	October	2019	–	Day	One	
After an introduction and welcome at our Auckland hotel, we packed our bags into the Mercedes 12-seater 
and headed off to the north west. Our first stop was on the outskirts of a big forest dominated by 
magnificent Kauri trees. Tracks into the forest are closed because of a tree disease so we parked at a high 
point outside the forest and scanned. There were some distant Sulphur-crested Cockatoos in the scopes, 
but much closer were our first of the common endemics TUI and NEW ZEALAND PIGEON. 

A bit further on in a mixture of forest edge and farmland we spotted a Kookaburra flying high into a tall 
Eucalypt tree. 

On these tours we target endemics, next most important are other natives and last are the many 
introduced species, most of which have been wild in NZ for 150 years or more, but if we pass one we tick it 
off and Kookaburras are quite rare in NZ so we stopped for everyone to get a good view of it. While we out 
of the bus we ticked off a few other common birds but didn't stay long. 

The next stop was a Gannet colony. Hundreds of Australasian Gannets and White-fronted Terns breed here 
with the closest birds on nests almost within touching distance of the viewing platforms, and of course both 
species gave us wonderful very close flying exhibitions. The first RED-BILLED GULLS of the tour were also 
seen here. I don’t know how many photos were taken both of nesting and close flying Gannets and Terns, 
but it was well into the hundreds! 

 

 

Australasian gannet in flight. Bob Longhorn. 
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White-fronted tern in flight with a fish. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Grey warbler amongst mangroves. Bob Longhorn. 
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From there we carried on north and stopped at a bakery where we bought freshly made sandwiches, pies, 
cakes etc to take away for lunch later---something we would do on almost every day of the tour. 

We stopped nearby at picnic tables beside a river for lunch and while we were there we had great views of 
a pair of GREY GERYGONES on the edge of a Mangrove, these are fairly common endemics but small and 
very active, and clear views and photo opportunities like that are not so common. 

Driving on we spotted, and stopped for a flock of the spectacular endemic PARADISE SHELDUCK, beautiful 
birds that we would see on most days of the tour. There were also Australasian Swamphens, another 
colourful species that we would see most days. 

Then on to a lovely estuary at low tide and we were able to walk out to our first VARIABLE 
OYSTERCATCHERS. Also there were Bar-tailed Godwits, White-faced Herons, Royal Spoonbills, Pied, and 
Little Pied Cormorants, a Caspian Tern, and excellent views of the scarce endemic NEW ZEALAND 
DOTTEREL. We had hoped for a view of the very rare NZ Fairy Tern but dipped [no fear we got it the next 
day!]. A bit further north and a NZ Kingfisher [the NZ sub-species of Sacred Kingfisher] posed in great light 
for the photographers. 

 

Male (left) and female Paradise Shelduck. Bob Longhorn. 

We checked into our hotel in the far north of NZ and had a bit of time to relax before dinner. The motel is in 
a very nice garden setting and we ticked off a few more common native and introduced birds including the 
spectacular Eastern Rosella which have been wild in NZ for about 110 years. 

After dinner in a very nice restaurant, and as dusk approached we got back in the Mercedes and headed a 
bit further north to look for our first Kiwi species of the tour. It took a while to find one and we had walked 
for 40 minutes or so with several male and female Kiwi heard but not seen, when a big female NORTHERN 
BROWN KIWI trotted through our red filtered torchlight just a few metres in front of  us. We didn't get any 
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more sightings while walking, but when we were driving back, and while still on a remote unsealed road, 
we spotted one on the side of the road in the extreme of our headlight beam. 

We use a red filtered torchlight when walking because Kiwi will normally run away from white light pretty 
quickly but this one must have become accustomed to car headlights in its territory, because when we 
stopped, now fairly close, it walked across the road right through our headlights and began feeding on the 
other side, still in the edge of our beam!! Bob was able to get a photo through the windscreen. 

Northern Brown Kiwi was selected as bird of the day by everyone. 

 

 

Northern brown kiwi feeding on the side of the road. Bob Longhorn. 

 

30	October	2019	–	Day	Two	
After a late night last night we started a bit later this morning, our first stop was a roadside swampy area 
that sometimes shows Fernbird. But we couldn't find any today and would have to get them elsewhere. 

We drove on and stopped at a largish pond. Australasian Little Grebe are uncommon in NZ but we saw 
several here, including a couple on nests. We also saw our first NZ GREBES, NZ SCAUP, Australasian 
shoveler, Grey Duck, and Grey Teal, and some Black-winged Stilts. 
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An introduced Eastern Rosella perched. Bob Longhorn. 

 

An Australasian little grebe showing the diagnostic tear-drop. Bob Longhorn. 
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From there we drove back to the lovely estuary that we had been to yesterday to try again for NZ Fairy 
Tern, and as we drove in and were parking Manfred called out “there's one” and yes we had one hovering 
right in front of us. It made several passes so even after everyone got out of the van we all got views. At the 
present time these are only separated from their Australian and New Caledonian cousins at sub-species 
level, but there are less than 40 of them and they are NZ's rarest taxon. 

 

 

A New Zealand fairy tern peering into the water as it flies. Bob Longhorn. 

Further south we went into a bird sanctuary behind a predator proof fence where rare endemic birds that 
can’t live with introduced predators are thriving because the aliens [rats, stoats etc] have all been removed. 
We soon had NZ BELLBIRD, WHITEHEAD, and several of the rare BROWN TEAL. A bit further up the trail Bob 
was first to spot our first NORTH ISLAND ROBIN. We were also getting excellent close views of Tui and NZ 
Pigeon and some KAKA flew over us. NZ FANTAIL is a fairly common endemic and it was a bit surprising that 
we hadn't seen one yet, but there were plenty here and further on the tour. 

A bit further south, dinner was in our riverside hotel restaurant, and after we had ticked off our checklist 
for the day, for the second day in a row a vote for “bird of the day”, was unanimous---this time NZ Fairy 
Tern. 
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A pair of brown teal paddles along a creek. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A New Zealand pigeon perched showing its iridescent plumage. Bob Longhorn. 
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A male New Zealand bellbird. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Beautiful coastal views. Mike Woodall. 
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31	October	2019	–	Day	Three	
Today was our first full day pelagic. By 8am we had eaten breakfast, driven to Sandspit, and were all aboard 
our fairly spacious boat, and ready to head out into one of the most productive sea-bird places in the 
world---the Hauraki Gulf. 

Slowly cruising out we passed a Pied Shag nesting colony and then in the shallower waters in the first half 
hour or so the first tubenoses were typically the ones we expect when not too far offshore –FLUTTERING, 
Flesh-footed, and BULLER'S SHEARWATERS. 

An hour or more later we were in deeper water and seeing Fairy Prions, White-faced storm-petrels, and the 
first of the many COOK'S PETRELS. A bit further out with some rough terrain a long way under the boat, we 
stopped and began chumming and it wasn't long before we got our first albatross. A WHITE-CAPPED 
ALBATROSS came in and landed right beside the boat. We started building a good group of birds attracted 
to the fishy slick we were creating. 

It wasn't much longer before we got great views of one of our prime targets for the day, when a NEW 
ZEALAND STORM-PETREL flitted past the stern, fairly close to us. We ended up seeing five of these during 
the day, and they hung around, sometimes flying within two metres of the boat giving everyone great views 
and photo opportunities. There were of course other birds in and around the slick, with more of the species 
we had already seen, and we added Northern Giant Petrel and Common Diving Petrel.  Little Shearwater 
isn't a species that will come into the chum slick, but we had fly-bys of those too. 

 

 

A white-faced storm-petrel bounces off the waves. Bob Longhorn. 
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A New Zealand storm-petrel zips past the boat. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A dense feeding flock of mainly fairy prions. Bob Longhorn. 
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A Cook’s petrel wings it over the waves. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A flesh-footed shearwater comes in to land. Bob Longhorn. 
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A fairy prion banks showing its upperwing nicely. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A white-capped albatross swings past the boat. Bob Longhorn. 
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We pulled into a beautiful spot in the lee of an island for lunch on board, and then headed back out for 
more chumming. We didn’t add any new species but were again surrounded by pelagic birds. 

On the way back we made a detour and cruised into a bay in an island where we spotted a couple of  WEKA 
[the uncommon North Island sub-species] on a beach, and a few other species that were repeats. Leaving 
the bay the call “skua” went up and we watched an intermediate morph Arctic Skua [Parasitic Jaeger] 
harassing a Red-billed Gull, after that it sat on the water and we motored up for views and photos. Closer 
to port we very slowly cruised past a sand spit , exposed in the low tide and spotted our first SOUTH ISLAND 
PIED OYSTERCATCHERS, as well as more Bar-tailed Godwits, Royal Spoonbills and other repeats. 

Dinner was again in the riverside restaurant. Two of the team who had opted out of the pelagic trip had a 
very nice riverside walk and selected Pied Shag as their bird of the day, but for everyone else it was NZ 
Storm-petrel, a species that for more than 100 years was thought extinct until rediscovered in 2003. Read 
about Sav and Brent's part in that on our website. 

 

 

An Arctic skua (Parasitic jaeger) flies off low to the water after chasing a red-billed gull. Bob Longhorn. 
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1	November	2019	–	Day	Four	
It was our day and night to spend on the magical Tiritiri Matangi Island, another sanctuary from which 
introduced predators have been removed, and rare and endangered birds are not just hanging on but 
actually thriving in endemic trees. 

Before going to the island we had some time before the mid-morning ferry and headed off to an area of 
wetlands to look for Crakes and Rails. We got a brief view of a Spotless Crake and chick and stonking views 
of three different Banded Rails as well as a family of 2 adult and 2 very small Black-winged Stilt chicks. 

The ferry crossing to the island was on pretty flat water and consequently pretty quiet, but once on the 
island it was a different story.  The wind was getting up, making birding a bit difficult, and of course it was 
the breeding season with birds hidden away on nests or skulking. But nevertheless we did well. We saw 
some of the endemics already seen on previous days but it wasn't long before we got our first STITCHBIRD. 
During the day we were to get great views of both male and female of this rare and endangered bird. 

Then we were on to the first of several NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACKS and before long RED-CROWNED 
PARAKEETS. During our stay on the island we were to get great views of these endemic parakeets, some 
perched right in front of us, and of course there were more views of Whitehead, Bellbird, NZ Pigeon, NI 
Robin, etc. We had a glimpse of a RIFLEMAN which flew across the track right in front of us, and actually on 
this tour Rifleman turned out to be difficult and it wasn't until the 17th day of the tour that we got a really 
good view of them. 

 

 

A buff-banded rail sneaks through the saltmarsh. Bob Longhorn. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 29 Oct to 18 Nov 2019                                                            Page 17 of 74 

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

 

The gang on the Tiritiri Matangi ferry on the way to the island. Manfred Schleuning. 

 

The Tiritiri Matangi Bunkhouse, and Auckland City beyond. Mike Woodall. 
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Male Stitchbird peering out from the shrubbery. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A male whitehead also peers out from the bushes. Bob Longhorn. 
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Introduced brown quail are quite common and confiding on Tiritiri. Bob Longhorn. 

It was just as well that we were staying overnight on the island, because in the windy conditions, by the 
time the ferry returned to the mainland with the day-trippers, there were still two key species that we had 
not seen. We did see our first TAKAHE in fading light but for better views and photo opportunities we 
would have to wait for the morning. After dinner in the bunkhouse we headed out at dusk and the next 
rare endemic that we saw wasn't a bird  – it was a dinosaur!! --a Tuatara. These lizard-like creatures are the 
only surviving members of the Order Rhynchocephalia, an order that flourished 200 million years ago. We 
got great views of one. Our main target on this night walk was LITTLE SPOTTED KIWI and most of us saw at 
least one, but the views were brief. 

NI Saddleback, Stitchbird and Red-crowned Parakeet all got votes for bird of the day. 
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2	November	2019	–	Day	Five	
We still had important birds to see before leaving the island and a little after 6.30 am we found two adult 
Takahe feeding naturally in a field of long grass. We just stood and watched these big primitive looking and 
very rare flightless gallinules for 10 minutes or so. We got great photos but really enjoyed just watching 
another species that had been thought extinct until re-discovered, in this case in the 1940s. 

 

 

Takahe really are a prehistoric looking species. Bob Longhorn. 

Shortly after that , back in woodland I recognised a call that we had been waiting for and asked the group 
to ignore everything else and walk towards it. Bob spotted it first-- a KOKAKO. It would be the only one we 
would see or hear on the tour. Before leaving the island we checked some nest boxes with see-through lids 
and saw our first Little Penguins. 

A water taxi collected us at 10am and because the tide was going out, as soon as we got back to our van on 
the mainland, we rushed straight to Pukorokoro Miranda. We did see some WRYBILLS but they were a bit 
distant ---we would have to find some more later in the tour for better views and photos [we did]. 

A bit further up the road we examined a mixed flock containing both Red-billed and BLACK-BILLED GULLS 
and checked out structural differences. Also present were Red Knots, both species of Oystercatcher, more 
NZ Dotterels and various other wader species that were repeats. 

After the great experience we had with Takahe in the morning it was no surprise that it got most votes for 
bird of the day but Stitchbird got a couple votes too. 
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A South Island pied oystercatcher caught in flight. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Bar-tailed godwits feeding. Bob Longhorn. 
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3	November	2019	–	Day	Six	
We had time for some more wader searching this morning before heading further south and went back to 
the hides at Miranda. Unfortunately, the tide times and heights were not great, but there were still some 
fairly distant Godwits, Knots, Stilts, and others to be seen and Manfred picked out a Whimbrel. 

We headed off to another wetland where I hoped we would do better and we did get good views of some 
Pacific Golden Plovers, a couple of Sharp-tailed Sandpipers, about 30 more Royal Spoonbills and I was able 
to pick out a Hudsonian Godwit among a flock of Bar-tailed. It stayed put long enough for everyone to see it 
through one of the 3 scopes present. We also stopped for a group of Eastern Cattle Egrets in breeding 
plumage. 

Then it was time for a really nice scenic drive over the Coromandel Peninsula through old tall podocarp 
forest, and up the very pretty coast of the peninsula to Whitianga. There, we checked into our motel 
around mid-day, bought some lunches in a bakery, and boarded another comfortable boat for another 
pelagic leaving at 1pm. The water was fairly flat and although the first 3 or 4 hours of the afternoon 
produced a lot of birds including more White-capped Albatross and our first SALVIN'S ALBATROSS, we were 
not finding our target species. Then we had a magic half hour late in the afternoon when we did. 

 

 

 

Royal spoonbill roosting. Bob Longhorn. 
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A sharp-tailed sandpiper pauses whilst preening. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Three or four Cookilaria petrels had flown past, all of which I had called Cook's, but then another came past 
and I shouted for everyone to get on to it because it had darker cap, big dark patches down the side of its 
neck, no supercilium, and most importantly had the bull-headed short-necked structure of PYCROFT'S 
PETREL. Fantastic, that was primarily what we were here for, near its breeding island. Only one photo was 
taken [Bob] and it was a bit blurred, but still good enough to capture the diagnostic features. 

A GREY-FACED PETREL flew up and over the boat fairly close. Then we did yet another scan of the 30 or so 
all dark tubenoses around the boat. They were all still Flesh-footed Shearwaters----except one wasn't!!--
bigger, darker, a different bill and if we needed a clincher [we didn't] --black feet—BLACK [PARKINSON'S] 
PETREL! Where did that come from? It must have come in when we were looking at something else. All of 
those last 3 breeding endemics were the only individuals of their species that we saw on the trip. 

During the day we had also gained more views of Little Penguins, this time swimming. We had deliberately 
left port late and come back late to improve our chance of seeing Pycroft's and this evening we didn't start 
dinner until after 8pm in a nice Italian restaurant. Little Penguin, White-capped Albatross, Black and 
Pycroft's Petrel all got votes for bird of the day. 
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Swimming little penguin. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A black (Parkinson’s) petrel coming past the boat. Bob Longhorn. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 29 Oct to 18 Nov 2019                                                            Page 25 of 74 

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

 

Excellent view of a Pycroft’s petrel as it swings past the boat. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Returning to port in the evening light. Mike Woodall. 
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4	November	2019	–	Day	Seven	
We headed back down the coast of the peninsula with more great scenery, and stopped partway where we 
tried again for Fernbird without success. The stop wasn't a waste of time though, I heard a distant Shining 
Bronze-cuckoo and we called it in. The lustrous little cuckoo was very obliging and gave us fantastic close 
views front, side, and back---a normally surreptitious little bird out in the open and close in brilliant 
morning sun! 

 

 

A shining bronze-cuckoo sparkling in the sunshine. Bob Longhorn. 

 

We kept travelling south, stopping only for a bakery and a bathroom stop and got to a lovely ancient Forest 
in the centre of the North Island by lunch time. We got great views of endemic forest species that we had 
already seen including Bellbird, NI Robin and better views of Kaka. Then we had a long, close flyover just 
over our heads of a LONG-TAILED CUCKOO. There were also fly-overs of YELLOW-CROWNED PARAKEET, 
and in a clearing a TOMTIT presented itself in the open and at close range as if posing for the 
photographers. 

Further south we began searching a beautiful torrent river running through native forest for another prime 
target. We went to several sites that often turn them up but no luck –we will have to get up early 
tomorrow and try again!  Over dinner in the hotel restaurant Shining Cuckoo got two votes, Tomtit two 
votes, and one each for Long-tailed Cuckoo and Kaka. 
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An excellent inflight shot of a long-tailed cuckoo, often hard to get. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Perched male North Island tomtit. Bob Longhorn. 
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5	November	2019	–	Day	Eight	
We had some unfinished business in the central North Island and our best chance for the endemics we 
wanted was early morning so we were in the minivan and rolling just after dawn. 

First stop was a spot overlooking an extensive area of reed beds and we began scanning. I was lucky 
enough to spot an Australasian Bittern standing in the reeds with its bill pointing to the sky trying to blend 
into the reeds in typical Bittern fashion. It stayed put long enough for everyone to get a good view of it, and 
then the team had a good view of it in flight as well. As these birds are rare and critically endangered it was 
a good start. 

 

 

An Australasian bittern peers from the reed-bed, an often very difficult species. Mike Woodall. 

 

Then to a river bank, still early in the morning, to look for another rare endemic, this time a special duck 
that lives only in fast flowing torrent rivers usually surrounded by pristine forest. Anne was first to spot one 
---a motionless blue/grey object in among blue/grey boulders about the same size---easy to miss! This one 
was on the river’s edge, right across the river from us—BLUE DUCK -- fantastic.  We all got great views and 
photos. 
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A blue duck paddles along on a swift river. Bob Longhorn. 

We tried anther couple of spots along the river, and at the next one we tried there was no Blue Duck, but 
while we were standing on a high riverbank searching, a NEW ZEALAND FALCON flew down the river and 
right past us at about the height of our knees and only 6 or 7 metres away!! A few minutes later it appeared 
again and circled over us. Further up the river we went to another spot that has worked for us in the past 
and this time it was Joy who spotted another Blue Duck and again everyone got on to it. 

Before leaving the southern end of Lake Taupo we spent some time around the edge of the lake. There 
were hundreds of Black Swans and plenty of other species, Black-billed Gulls, NZ Grebes, NZ Scaup, Coots, 
and more. On a wharf we picked out 3 different Cormorant species side by side –Little Pied, Great, and our 
first Little Black Cormorants. It was something else that was the highlight of this half hour visit though. We 
had been unsuccessful on two previous attempts at FERNBIRD, but here we heard the weak little song and 
turned our attention on that and for a few glorious minutes a male got up on top of a bush and sang in full 
view. This is a species that normally skulks so this view was great. 

It was still only mid-morning but what a morning it had been! We loaded up with diesel, water, and lunches 
and headed off through very remote country towards Hawkes Bay. But along the way we made a detour 
around a steep and winding unsealed road to a remote forest reserve. We ate our lunches in a lovely forest 
shelter and set off on a well formed track through beautiful, tall endemic forest. 

We saw more good birds –Tomtit, NI Robin, Rifleman, etc and an endemic butterfly –NZ Red Admiral and 
the walk through the forest was stunning. But the best of it was when we got talking to a researcher who 
gave us a great tip about a roosting Morepork a bit further up the track. On these tours we hope to see at 
least one of these native owls, usually in torchlight at night but the view of this one was close, 
unobstructed, and in broad daylight , no wonder it was considered one of the best birds of the tour! 
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A North Island fernbird perched up and showing really well. Mike Woodall. 

 

What a little cracker! A daytime morepork at its roost. Mike Woodall. 
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We headed then for Napier and before checking into our motel we had time to check out a wetland where 
we saw our first BANDED DOTTEREL [Double-banded Plover]. It was a male in stunning full breeding 
plumage. When we checked into our motel we met up with Florence who was welcomed into the team and 
joined us for the rest of the tour. 

Over dinner at a quayside restaurant, it was pretty hard to pick just one of the great birds we had seen 
today but Morepork got most votes and Blue Duck and Fernbird got votes too. You know you have had a 
good day when you have had a close encounter with a NZ Falcon, and great views of a Bittern, and neither 
gets a vote for bird of the day! 

 

 

 

6	November	2019	–	Day	Nine	
The first place we went to today was a wetland where we saw more Banded Dotterels and other shorebirds 
and waterfowl but nothing new [except for Florence who had just joined us and was seeing some lifers]. 

 

 

Two juvenile welcome swallows perched in the sunshine. Bob Longhorn. 
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Two Royal spoonbills in beautiful light and breeding plumage. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A male banded dotterel captured in flight. Bob Longhorn. 
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Then on to a series of ponds with plenty of species but again nothing new until after some searching we 
found a vagrant Plumed Whistling Duck, one of only two known to be in NZ. A Cattle Egret was a bit of a 
surprise, we normally don’t see any of those on our tours as they come to NZ in winter but now we had 
seen them in two different places on the tour! 

There was another NZ endemic that we hadn't seen yet so we headed up a winding road to a hill top where 
we often find them. It was also a nice place for lunch with wide views of the bay. We had searched without 
success and had resigned ourselves to having to find our target somewhere else and were getting back in 
the van when Manfred called “Pipit”. The species we had come for, a NEW ZEALAND PIPIT had flown in and 
after we all were out of the van we all got excellent views. 

We then headed from the east coast back to the west through farmland and hills, passing a couple of Rooks 
along the way [quite uncommon in NZ] and checked in to the Celtic Motel in Foxton. It was still only mid-
afternoon, and we  headed off to the local estuary. There was another good array of birds and we added 
Little Egret to our trip list—another rare vagrant to NZ. 

Over dinner NZ Pipit got one vote , but the spectacular Plumed Whistling Duck got all the rest. 

 

 

 

One of the last remaining plumed whistling-ducks. Manfred Schleuning. 
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A black-billed gull paddles on a pond. Manfred Schleuning. 

 

New Zealand pipit showing well. Bob Longhorn. 
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7	November	2019	–	Day	Ten	
It was time to say goodbye to the North Island, but the ferry wasn't until midday and was only about an 
hour and a half away, so we had time for a bit more birding along the way. We really wanted better views 
of Wrybill than we had at Miranda. None were found at the local estuary when we were there yesterday, 
but 1 or 2 are often there, so we tried again and this time found a couple. At first they were distant but 
they gradually walked towards us.  Two more joined them and we finished up with four of them pretty 
close. With great early morning light behind us the photographers got great pictures. 

Another rare vagrant to NZ was out in the estuary, a Common Tern, but as they are common in the 
countries our team came from, only a couple of people bothered to look at it through my scope---
understandable when there were close Wrybill to concentrate on!! 

We called in to a pond where we got our best view yet of a New Zealand Grebe. It was close and the light 
and background were excellent for photos. Unusually, we had not been able to find a Black-fronted 
Dotterel in Hawkes Bay, so I took the group to a couple of sewage settlement ponds where we sometimes 
see them ----well you can’t have a proper bird tour without a poo pond or two!! We began scanning 
through hundreds of birds and Anne was first to spot our target when one flew in close to us. Black-fronted 
Dotterels are pretty good looking freshwater waders and a nice addition to the list. Florence was able to get 
NZ Grebe, Grey Teal and some other lifers. 

 

 

A wrybill comes in to land beside another. Bob Longhorn. 
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A head on shot showing the curved bill of a Wrybill, with a banded dotterel. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Excellent view of a New Zealand grebe (dabchick). Bob Longhorn. 
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We checked a couple of other sites as we headed to Wellington and the Cook Strait ferry including great 
views of White-fronted Terns on rocks. From the ferry, whilst crossing Cook Strait we saw some more 
White-capped Albatrosses, about 20 Sooty Shearwaters, and our first WESTLAND PETRELS and SPOTTED 
SHAGS [we would get much better views of both of those later in the tour]. We also passed pods of two 
different species of Dolphin –Short-beaked Common and Dusky. 

At dinner in a Picton Restaurant Sooty Shearwater got one vote for bird of the day, but Wrybill got all the 
others. 

 

8	November	2019	–	Day	Eleven	
We packed our bags in the minivan and left it in secure parking at the motel, then walked through Picton 
down to the waterfront where we met our skipper. After a briefing we boarded the comfortable boat with 
a seat each, and headed out into Queen Charlotte Sound. First stop was a Spotted Shag roost where some 
of the adults had most of their breeding plumage and were very attractive. 

 

 

Roosting group of spotted shags. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Then to another roost, this time of one of our targets for the day. We had great views of NEW ZEALAND 
KING SHAG, a range restricted species that lives only in the Marlborough Sounds, the total population being 
about 600. At both of those rocks our experienced skipper knew exactly how to quietly back the boat in 
without disturbing the birds and get us in a great position for views and photos. 
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Roosting flock of King shags. Mike Woodall. 

Next we went ashore to a spot where there are no introduced predators. We were greeted by Weka at our 
feet and we had only been ashore for a couple of minutes when we saw a couple of SOUTH ISLAND 
SADDLEBACKS. These are another rare and endangered species and we were pleased to see them. This 
species was close to extinction in the 1970s. There were Bellbirds, Tui, NZ Pigeons etc but it took a while to 
find our other prime target for the morning, the critically endangered MALHERBE'S PARAKEET [Orange-
fronted Parakeet]. This place was our only chance to see these critically endangered birds and they can be 
tricky to spot in the trees,  but everyone saw at least one. 

We had just boarded the boat and were celebrating a great morning with a cup of hot chocolate when we 
spotted a flying Eastern Reef Egret. We had not seen one of those yet so followed it to get great views. As 
we motored back to Picton, a pod of Bottle-nosed Dolphins swam beside and under the boat. 

We were back in Picton by midday and started our journey further south. Our first stop after a nice lunch in 
a park, was at some ponds where we added Glossy Ibis to our list and scanned through breeding Royal 
Spoonbills and lots of waterfowl without adding anything else. Next a lake where we saw our first Great 
Crested Grebe [an Australasian sub-species that keeps its crest all year round] and added another rare 
vagrant, which Joy was first to see --Hoary-headed Grebe. 

Dinner in Kaikoura was at one of the best restaurants of the tour and picking a bird of the day was tough 
but Malherbe's Parakeet got four votes and South Island Saddleback, Hoary-headed grebe and Eastern Reef 
Egret one each---no votes for King Shag!! 
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A weka foraging along the tideline. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A reef egret taking off. Bob Longhorn. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 29 Oct to 18 Nov 2019                                                            Page 40 of 74 

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

 

A bottlenose dolphin comes up for a breath. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A glossy ibis in flight. Bob Longhorn. 
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Phil and Joy looking out for the hoary-headed grebes. Mike Woodall. 

 

9	November	2019	–	Day	Twelve	
This morning we were booked on a morning pelagic trip, but we had time for a bit of land birding first. High 
on a hill we checked through flocks of Yellowhammers, checking without success for Cirl Buntings, and took 
a moment for some photos of the spectacular views from the top. 

At Kaikoura Point we found Banded Dotterels, Ruddy Turnstones and lounging NZ Fur Seals. In the distance 
we could see White-capped Albatrosses and HUTTON’S SHEARWATERS off the Point. Then it was time to 
meet up with famous skipper Gazza and head off to our boat. With all of us on board a big tractor rolled us 
down the ramp and we were off. Very deep water comes in very close in a deep trench here, so it was only 
minutes before we had pelagic birds following us, Cape Petrels, Northern Giant Petrels, White-capped 
Albatross and a couple of fly pasts of Hutton's Shearwater. 

When we stopped to start chumming one of the first birds to arrive was a big NEW ZEALAND WANDERING 
ALBATROSS. It was joined by others and at one stage we had an amazing nine of them around the boat, all 
of them the Gibson's sub-species. Some Westland Petrels came in and although we had seen them from the 
Cook Strait ferry, it was great to have them in close. Ten in all, for excellent views and photos. More Salvin’s 
and White-capped Albatrosses arrived and 1 NORTHERN ROYAL ALBATROSS, giving us four albatross 
species around us. Surprisingly there were no White-chinned Petrels or Southern Royals today [no worries, 
we got them later in the tour]. 
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Beautiful coastal views of Kaikoura. Mike Woodall. 

 

A New Zealand wandering albatross skims just above the surface. Bob Longhorn. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 29 Oct to 18 Nov 2019                                                            Page 43 of 74 

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

 

Salvin’s albatross perched on the water. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A Buller’s shearwater showing patterning of its upperwing. Bob Longhorn. 
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A Westland petrel sitting on the water. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A Northern giant petrel coming in to the chum. Bob Longhorn. 
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A Cape petrel skips over the waves. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

Yawning male New Zealand fur seal. Bob Longhorn. 
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A Hutton’s shearwater sneaks past the boat. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Seabirds, seabirds everywhere. Phil Hammond. 

Although we had seen distant Hutton’s Shearwaters from the shore and later some flypasts from the boat 
we wanted a better view and got that when we found a group of six sitting on the water as we headed back 
in. We also got great views of a Little Penguin right beside the boat. Also on the way back we slowly cruised 
past some rocks where NZ Fur seals were lounging, and we had close views of a creche of very young [and 
very cute] pups. 
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Back in Kaikoura by midday, we sat down to a cafe style lunch today. Then on an afternoon scheduled for 
rest, we headed back to the motel. There was a beach at the back, shops next door, and a laundry for those 
that wanted it. Florence took the opportunity head out on a ‘Swimming with Dolphins’ expedition, 
something she had dreamt about for years,  and really enjoyed it. 

Later we enjoyed fish and chips on picnic tables, with views of snow-capped mountains, and in the evening 
a bit more birding. First to a suburban road where I had spotted a Cirl Bunting earlier and we all got great 
views of male and female feeding on a roadside verge, then as dusk fell we checked out some country 
roads and added a poorly seen Little Owl to our list. 

Salvin's Albatross got most of the votes for bird of the day, but Hutton's Shearwater, and NZ Wandering 
Albatross got a vote each, and one of the team who had opted out of the pelagic because of sickness chose 
NZ Fantail. 

 

 

 

 

 

A beautiful fish and chip dinner! Mike Woodall. 
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10	November	2019	–	Day	Thirteen	
We left Kaikoura and headed south, and for the first few kilometres it was along rugged coastline with lots 
of Red-billed Gulls, White-fronted Terns, Spotted Shags etc seen from the windows. We even had a fairly 
close Giant Petrel from the van window! A bit further south we stopped at a group of lakes with a great 
array of waterfowl but nothing new--- that is until we were driving out, when there was a shout of “stop”. 
From the back of the bus, Manfred had spotted two adult and one juvenile Cape Barren Geese. 

Further south we enjoyed lunch beside a very pretty estuary with lots of birds, and after lunch we walked 
to see what we could find. We were seeking an endemic Tern, we didn't find it here but there were big 
numbers of waders, gulls, and other terns. All were species already on our lists except one. There was only 
one Sanderling currently being reported in NZ, and it has been here. Bob spotted it and we all got distant 
but diagnostic views. We were in a lovely place but were not finding our target, so back to the bus and let's 
try the other side of the estuary. 

We hadn't been searching long before the first of our targeted BLACK-FRONTED TERNS flew over us and we 
were to see a dozen or so more hawking up and down the estuary, most of them in beautiful breeding 
plumage---they have surely got to be a candidate for NZ's most beautiful bird!! 

 

 

Male and female Cape Barren goose with its fledged juvenile. Bob Longhorn. 
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A stunning black-fronted tern foraging. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Then it was time to turn from the east coast and head inland. We drove at first through flat farmland, but 
then the views from the windows were increasingly mountainous as we wound up into the Southern Alps. 
When we reached Arthur’s Pass we began searching for a big endemic Parrot that mostly lives up here in 
alpine areas, and before long had found 3 of them –KEA. It was raining lightly and they looked a bit 
bedraggled but their antics fascinated the team and we stayed with them for half an hour or so with the 
photographers getting some interesting shots. We did a short bushwalk in the rain through pretty stunning 
mossy alpine rain forest but didn't add any new species. 

After dinner in our hotel I offered to take anyone who wanted to go out in the rain for a slim chance to 
listen for a Great Spotted Kiwi [it must be about 10 years since anyone saw one of those on a bird tour—
they are there, but usually well away from tracks and well hidden]. Only Florence took up the offer. We 
didn't see a Great Spotted Kiwi, but a Brush-tailed Possum clinging to the trunk of a tree one metre from us 
was a mammal lifer for her. 

Cape Barren Goose, Black-fronted Tern, and Sanderling each got one vote for bird of the day, but all the 
other votes went to Kea. 
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Two kea larking about in the rain. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

11	November	2019	–	Day	Fourteen	
It was still a bit damp this morning, but before leaving Arthur’s Pass and the mountain forests we checked 
out a couple of spots and got great views of the South Island sub-species of Tomtit and our first SOUTH 
ISLAND ROBIN. 

We stopped at a high point with steep mountain slopes either side and before long a cheeky Kea flew in, 
landed on the roof of the minivan and began looking for things it could get its impressive hooked bill in to. 
The team were delighted, the tour leader was thinking about insurance excess!! We wound back down out 
of the mountains, through more ancient forests and other stunning scenery, passing a minimum of 14 
different Weka feeding on damp road verges along the way. Once down on the West Coast we headed 
south, stopping for a Great Egret in full breeding plumage right beside the road. We also stopped at 
another pair of settlement ponds where there were plenty of NZ Scaup, Australasian Shoveler and other 
waterfowl but nothing new. 
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A male South Island robin perched in the forest. Bob Longhorn. 

 

Stunning scenery in the Southern Alps. Mike Woodall. 
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We stopped for lunch at a beautiful lake surrounded by rare coastal rain forest. We had a Weka near our 
feet, a pair of Tomtits in the forest behind us and other good bush birds, and then I heard a call that I 
recognised and walked the team over to where it had come from. Before long we all had great views of NZ 
BROWN CREEPER [Pipipi]. We pushed on south through many kilometres of tall native forest, coastal views, 
and remote farmland, at one stage stopping for a flock of at least 400 Black-billed gulls feeding in an inland 
field beside the road. 

When we got to Okarito we met up with local Kiwi expert and conservationist Ian Cooper who briefed us on 
what we would need to do to be successful on an adventure tonight! After that we checked out a wetland 
where another Fernbird, this time the South Island sub-species popped up and gave us stonking views and 
photo opportunities. Fernbirds are difficult skulking birds and it was great to have had such great views of 
both sub-species. 

After checking into our motel in a lovely garden setting with mountain and glacier views, and having dinner 
in Franz Josef village, we headed back to meet up with Ian again near dusk and begin our night adventure 
looking for the rarest of the five Kiwi species. We walked along a bush track where the vegetation was very 
dense both sides. Because of that dense vegetation, our only chance of seeing our target was to be in the 
right place at the right time when it crossed the track, and Ian is expert at that. We moved up and down the 
track as quickly and quietly as we could in the darkness and got to a place where we could hear one rustling 
in the vegetation close to us. The team was very good at standing absolutely still and absolutely quiet and 
was rewarded when an OKARITO BROWN KIWI [Rowi] came out on the track and stood right at our feet to 
give us great views in Ian's filtered torchlight. Ian had worked his magic again! 

One of the team voted Kea as her bird of the day, but for everyone else it was the Rowi! 

 

A South Island fernbird peers out from the tangle. Bob Longhorn. 
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12	November	2019	–	Day	Fifteen	
We made our way further down the West Coast of the South Island, driving through more splendid tall 
native forest and passing an occasional lake. We pulled into a clearing, where we parked and set off on a 
walk on a well formed track through coastal rain forest, passing Tomtits, Grey Gerygones, NZ Fantails and 
other endemics along the way. We had not come here for forest birds though, and after about 40 minutes 
walking we came out on a pristine pebble beach with the ocean on one side and native forest on the other. 
We had come here to look for one of the world's rarest penguins. 

We had the place to ourselves and settled down to wait. After about 20 minutes I spotted a head bobbing 
in the surf and got everyone on to it. The FIORDLAND CRESTED PENGUIN surfed into the beach, stood and 
shook itself and waddled up the beach to disappear into the forest where, no doubt, it would have had a 
nest. 

We saw two others come out of the forest, waddle down the beach and swim out to sea, and Mike spotted 
one up on a cliff. Those views were all 70-80 metres from the birds, but then Florence spotted one in the 
surf much closer to us. We stayed still to let it choose where to come out and it did so fairly close to us to 
give great views. Some great photos were taken. An elated group walked back through the forest to the 
van, ate our lunches beside a stream and were ready for more. 

 

 

Stunning mountain views near Franz Josef. Mike Woodall. 
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A silvereye captured front on. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A Fiordland crested penguin surfs in on a wave. Bob Longhorn. 
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Fiordland crested penguin running up the beach. Bob Longhorn. 

 

The troops enjoying the sunshine and views whilst waiting for penguins. Mike Woodall. 
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Successful penguin hunters. Phil Hammond. 

 

A yellowhead peering down from the sub-canopy. Bob Longhorn. 
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We continued driving south through forest, stopping only for a couple of viewpoints over the ocean, and 
then turned inland and began winding back up into the mountains still with forest both sides. High in the 
forest we stopped for another walk, this time the forest was mostly Mountain Beech. Although we were in 
that forest for an hour and a half , we only covered a few hundred metres , and spent much of our time 
looking up into the tall trees. Manfred spotted a Yellow-crowned Parakeet and we got views that included 
the diagnostic forehead. A Tomtit was very close hanging off the side of a tree trunk at eye level, there 
were Riflemen, and other endemic birds. But then I heard the call we had come in hope of, and we 
concentrated on that. 

Bob was first to see one –a YELLOWHEAD and we all got onto it. We saw a couple of others and one at least 
was low and close enough for good views. These and the other members of this family [Whitehead and 
Brown Creeper] are tricky birds to photograph because they are always on the move, often high, and often 
hidden, but the photographers got great photos of all three, including these Yellowheads today. It is always 
a pleasure to be leading a group that gets along with each other very well and helps each other getting on 
to birds, and this was certainly such a group. 

A bit further on we stopped for a bathroom break at a big clearing in the forest with views over open 
grassland, and Florence spotted a circling NZ Falcon. It was great that she saw it because our previous 
sightings had been before she joined us. Then further down the road in a pretty remote place, a farmer was 
ploughing and a big flock of Black-billed gulls plus one Black-fronted Tern were following the plough. It was 
a great scene and we stopped for photography, particularly of the Tern in great late afternoon light. 

At dinner, where our table overlooked Lake Wanaka, it was no surprise after our experience with the 
Fiordland Crested Penguins that they got all but one vote for bird of the day, the other vote though was for 
another great bird, Yellowhead. 

 

13	November	2019	–	Day	Sixteen	
Well we'd had such a good run with weather and with seeing every endemic that we needed so far. But our 
good run was to come to an end today. 

It started well enough with good weather as we drove out of Wanaka, heading for Fiordland, but there 
were ominous signs as we crossed the Crown Range and stopped at a lookout 1000m above sea level.  Cold 
and wet, and it deteriorated the closer we got to Te Anau, which we reached at midday. Given the info we 
were getting that there was little hope of access to Rock Wren sites (these were cut off by access closures), 
and that even if we could get in there, the Rocks Wrens would probably be hunkered down out of sight. So 
some of the group opted to stay in Te Anau. The others wanted to see the breath-taking views, so carried 
on, as did the freezing rain. An alternative Rock Wren site is possible, but with the weather as it was, meant 
crossing a raging stream and climbing up and over slippery rocks. Unfortunately, this just wasn’t going to be 
safe today. 

The drive was pretty spectacular with dozens of high waterfalls, raging torrents etc through absolutely 
spectacular scenery all the way to the World Heritage Milford Sound. 

Over dinner Black-fronted Tern, Black-billed Gull, and Paradise Shelduck got votes for bird of the day 
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Waterfalls everywhere in Fiordland. Phil Hammond. 

 

14	November	2019	–	Day	Seventeen	
We were heading for Stewart Island today and as the mid-morning ferry that we had booked was about 
200km away we set off early, and were rolling by 6.30 am just in case there were any detours or other 
traffic problems. Before leaving Te Anau though, we did stop to get a good look and photos of a couple of 
Great Crested Grebes that were very close to the shoreline on the lake.  

There were no hold-ups, except a pre-planned bathroom stop, and we got to Invercargill with some time to 
spare and spent that time scanning a lagoon full of birds . We saw about 15 species but nothing new, 
except a stoat running along the shoreline. At Bluff we left the minivan and would be on foot [actually 
mostly transport by boat] for the next two days, carrying just overnight bags. 

Our next new endemic was from Bluff wharf while waiting for the ferry, a FOVEAUX SHAG. There were also 
Spotted Shags, and White-fronted Terns. The ferry ride across an abnormally calm and flat Foveaux Strait 
didn't produce as many birds as usual. We spotted 3-4 White-capped Albatrosses, a Cape Petrel, and 
dozens of Sooty Shearwaters and Common Diving Petrels. 

Once on the island we dropped our overnight bags at our waterfront hotel and ate our pre-packed lunches 
on the Oban water-front watching a family of Paradise Shelducks with very young ducklings, Variable 
Oystercatchers etc. Then it was time to get on our water taxi and head off to another island that has no 
introduced predators—the lovely Ulva Island. Along the way our skipper backed the boat into an area 
where we got a look at Fiordland Crested Penguins hiding in caves. 
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An Australasian crested grebe swimming. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A female paradise shelduck with young ducklings. Manfred Schleuning. 
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We had already seen, elsewhere, all of the diurnal endemics that are on the island, but there were several 
that we wanted better views and/or photos of, and we certainly got that—a close Rifleman that Bob was 
first to see, South Island Robins at our feet, Kaka only a couple of metres from our faces. A Red-crowned 
Parakeet bathing almost at our feet, super views of lots of Yellowhead, Brown Creeper, and South Island 
Saddleback, and more Weka at our feet [this time a Stewart Island sub-species]. The South Island Robins 
were also a Stewart Island sub-species. 

A fantastic afternoon and then just to cap it off, while we were waiting for our water taxi to return, a big 
Hooker's Sealion swam ashore in front of us, lumbered up a beach and flipped sand over itself –all right in 
front of us. 

The baked Blue Cod at the South Seas Hotel is not to be missed, although some of the team had something 
else and that was good too. We delayed choosing a bird of the day because we still had another adventure 
later. It doesn't get dark in summer down at this southern latitude until late, so we had some time to rest, 
snooze, or just relax before Ange, our guide collected us at 10.15 pm. She took us to an area of grassland 
and scrub to look for another species of Kiwi and after a bit of walking she had a SOUTHERN BROWN KIWI 
in her red filtered torchlight. It was not concerned at all by our presence [although Ange knew the bird well 
and knew just how close we could get]. It carried on feeding just a few metres away from us. In all, we saw 
five of them, and that included a threesome of two young males trying to jump on an older female. The 
birds we were seeing were Stewart Island Tokoeka [the Stewart Island sub-species of Southern Brown Kiwi]. 
It was the fourth species of Kiwi that we had seen on the trip. 

This had been another day with fantastic options for bird of the day, but the Kiwi got all but one vote which 
was for South Island Saddleback. 

 

A red-crowned parakeet feeding in the bushes. Bob Longhorn. 
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A South Island kaka perched. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A little penguin coming up out of the sea. Bob Longhorn. 
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A Southern brown kiwi sniffs the air. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A Southern brown kiwi swallowing its food. Bob Longhorn. 
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15	November	2019	–	Day	Eighteen	
We had another full day pelagic planned for today, this time out in the cooler waters off Stewart Island and 
we were on our spacious boat and away just after 8am complete with a big bin full of chum. We had 
another look for, and took more photos of Fiordland Crested Penguins on the way out, and stopped beside 
islands where Southern Brown Skua breed. Two of them gave us excellent views as the skipper attracted 
them by waving fish carcasses over his head to attract them. In one of the passes the Skua’s bill got a bit 
too close to the skippers fingers and blood flowed! 

Not far from there, we had both Fiordland Crested and Little Penguins swimming beside the boat, but then 
we headed off out to deeper water and a spot where we knew there was an underwater reef and the kind 
of underwater movements that we needed, and began throwing chum over the stern. 

White-capped and Salvin's Albatrosses had been following us and they were among the first to land. They 
were joined by more of their kind and at one stage we had 55 White-capped and 23 Salvin's Albatrosses 
around the boat sitting on the water, but we also added two new albatrosses to our list. The most 
impressive were the massive SOUTHERN ROYAL ALBATROSSES and we had 8 of them around us, and a 
single Black-browed Albatross. 

We saw our first White-chinned Petrels and had 8 of them. Some of them were on the water close in too, 
as well as 14 Cape Petrels, 4 Northern Giant Petrels, and one Southern Giant Petrel that came in very close 
and showed it's diagnostic mint-green bill tip. A surprise was a single Westland Petrel. Further out there 
were clouds of shearwaters, at least a thousand specs in the distance that were likely mostly Sooty 
Shearwaters. But, some came in close enough to see well, and we had mainly Sooty Shearwaters, and two 
that came in close and sat on the water beside the boat were Short-tailed Shearwaters. 

 

Two adult Fiordland crested penguin perched outside a nesting cave. Bob Longhorn. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 29 Oct to 18 Nov 2019                                                            Page 64 of 74 

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

 

Southern (brown) skua coming in to the boat. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

Southern Royal albatross showing its massive wingspan. Bob Longhorn. 
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We had at least 60 Fairy Prions and at least one Broad-billed Prion, which when flying towards us, was easy 
enough to identify. Throughout the day we were seeing Common Diving Petrels, some fairly close, and we 
reckoned about 200 of them. Every day at sea is different and today we had no Storm-petrels of any kind 
and no Cookilaria petrels, except one very distant one that was too far away to positively identify. But we 
had plenty of other great birds. 

We had been out in the deep for several hours, re-positioning several times, and from there we went a bit 
further inshore and off a point we saw Pied and Foveaux Shags, and checked through several flocks of 
White-fronted Terns for vagrants. The highlight here though was our first YELLOW-EYED PENGUIN which we 
spotted swimming fairly close to the boat. Not far away, also swimming, were another 4 Fiordland Crested 
Penguins. 

We had searched beaches on offshore Islands for Yellow-eyed Penguins on the way out and actually heard 
one braying from behind vegetation but hadn't seen any. Now on the way back we spotted another one 
coming out of hiding fairly high up a slope. We stopped and watched it waddle down a track and then hop 
from rock to rock on its way down to the sea before disappearing into a small wave. It was a memorable 
few minutes and lots of photos were taken!! Bob even got some shots of it in mid-air a couple of times 
whilst hopping off one rock and down to another---a flying Penguin no less!! 

 

 

A common diving petrel zipping over the waves. Bob Longhorn. 
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Four species of albatross at the back of the boat – Southern Royal, Salvin’s, white-capped and black-
browed. Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A Southern giant petrel paddles on the water. Bob Longhorn. 
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A sooty shearwater banks showing its underwing. Bob Longhorn. 

 

A yellow-eyed penguin swimming at sea. Bob Longhorn. 
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A ‘flying’ yellow-eyed penguin. Bob Longhorn. 

Then the skipper took us to an offshore stack of rocks where 30 or 40 Foveaux Shags were roosting, with 
both colour morphs represented. He positioned the boat at a good angle to the light for good views and 
photos. 

Back at the South Seas Hotel over another very good dinner, Yellow-eyed Penguin got three votes, 
Fiordland Crested Penguin one and Southern Giant Petrel one. Two of the team had opted out of the all-
day pelagic and had spent the day around the lovely little village of Oban and their birds of the day were 
Silvereye and Redpoll [some of those were in full breeding plumage and very attractive]. 

 

 

16	November	2019	–	Day	Nineteen	
A very noisy Kaka very close outside our rooms made sure we didn't need alarms this morning. The South 
Island sub-species of these big brown endemic Parrots are bigger and whiter on the cap than the North 
Island sub-species and it was a chance for another very close inspection. Then it was time to say goodbye to 
the fantastic Stewart Island. 
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A swimming Foveaux shag (dark or bronze morph). Bob Longhorn. 

 

 

A group of roosting Otago shags, mostly bronze morph with one pied. Bob Longhorn. 
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The early morning ferry crossing was again fairly quiet with no new species gained, and once back at the 
bottom of the South Island we set off north again. We made a detour around an estuary, but only found 
wader and cormorant species that we had already seen –it was getting harder to find new ones, but further 
north we did. We made another detour, this time in search of a cormorant species we hadn't seen yet. At 
the first place we checked there weren't any, but then we found a group of OTAGO SHAGS roosting. Both 
colour morphs were present and the light was great for viewing and photography. 

A bit further north we pulled off the main highway again and visited a Yellow-eyed Penguin colony. It was 
good that we had a great experience with these yesterday, because today we only saw one and it was a bit 
distant. Mike spotted it and we all got a view through scopes. 

Over dinner in a favourite Oamaru restaurant, Yellow-eyed Penguin got four votes, Otago Shag two, and 
the noisy Kaka that woke us up got one. 

 

17	November	2019	–	Day	Twenty	
We had seen a very respectable 64 species of endemic birds in New Zealand so far, but we were missing a 
very important one, the world’s rarest wader. And today was the day we had planned to go where they 
live. It wasn't going to be a wader roost, a mudflat or estuary but instead we were heading inland and up 
into lonely high country. Before leaving the coast though, we visited a site with 100s of Otago Shags and 
100s of Spotted shags all tightly packed into one roost site, the cameras were clicking again! 

I had seven different sites in mind to search for our target, and after we had driven up into the lower 
middle of the South Island we stopped at the first, a wetland that had worked for us on previous tours. 
Today however, it was very colourful with hundreds of flowering weeds [Lupins] which attracted wedding 
photographers and their parties and other tourists wandering around, but none of our target---get us out of 
here! 

A Banded Dotterel in full breeding plumage standing by the van and posing for photos was nice and then 
we rolled on. At the next spot, a remote high country lake, there were a few tourists at one end, but out of 
sight of them the swampy end was more of interest to us and there was no-one there but us. Despite 
careful searching we didn't find our target there either. 

Then we drove up a dusty unsealed road for a while to reach the next spot, a very remote smallish lake. At 
first we couldn't see any, but a walk down to the lake edge got us our target, two adult BLACK STILTS. Our 
65th endemic for the trip. They carried on foraging along the lake edge, unconcerned by our presence and 
we spent some time just watching and photographing them. We took the lunches that we had bought at a 
bakery, sat down on the dry grass, and just enjoyed the spot. We had the lake to ourselves, just us, some 
Black-fronted Terns hawking over the lake, a NZ Scaup, a family of Paradise Shelducks, Black-winged Stilts, 
and Black-billed Gulls, and a pair of South Island Oystercatchers breeding in the field beside us---and of 
course two Black Stilts. 
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A beaut male banded dotterel up close. Bob Longhorn. 

 

The prize – a black stilt calling in flight. Bob Longhorn. 
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A black stilt feeding in shallow water. Bob Longhorn. 

 

We were miles from any other human beings or buildings and all we could hear was an occasional ‘baa’ 
from a sheep, a couple of Skylarks singing over us, and the calls of rare and endemic birds ---what a 
fantastic spot. 

In the afternoon we decided to look for a bit of a long shot. New Zealanders call the NZ sub-species of 
Baillon's Crake a Marsh Crake. They are like many crake species, shy and skulking and a lot of NZ birders 
have never seen one! But today was our lucky day and we found one and got really good views of it 
obscured only by some thin blades of grass. 

At our last dinner together with some of the local smoked salmon and some bubbles, we chose our seven 
best birds of the tour and celebrated. 

Bird of the day of course was unanimous –it had to be Black Stilt. 
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A Baillon’s crake feeding in shallow water. Bob Longhorn. 

 

18	November	2019	–	Day	Twenty-One	
This last day was essentially for getting from the central high country to Christchurch and getting everyone 
safely and on time to their hotels or the airport. But we did have some time for a bit of birding and sight-
seeing along the way. 

When we came out of our Twizel motel early in the morning the scene around us was a bit different,  there 
had been a fresh dump of snow overnight and the surrounding mountains were pretty spectacular as was 
much of the scenery all morning, including views over the blue water of Lake Pukaki up to Mt Cook. 

Chukar are an introduced species that have been wild in NZ for over a hundred years. They are fairly rare 
and range restricted but we were passing a mountain where they are sometimes seen and we made a short 
detour to look. Joy was first to spot one, a male standing up on a rock, and we all got views of the big 
colourful partridge. 

To the south of Christchurch we stopped at a series of ponds for lunch and viewed Royal Spoonbills, NZ 
Scaup, and other waterfowl and a Mute Swan was the last addition to our trip list. We still had a bit of time 
so carried on to a wetland where some waders we hadn't seen were being reported. I had them in my 
scope but we couldn't add them to the trip list because I was the only one that saw them! When I turned 
around the team was walking very quickly back to the van and I hurried to join them --- some very ominous 
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clouds were coming in fast and about 10 seconds after the last person [me] got in the van, hailstones the 
size of beans began smashing into the windscreen and were piling up quite thickly on the road that was 
now completely white as we drove out! 

At the airport and hotels a group that had become good friends said our goodbyes. 

 

 

A chukar standing looking out over the mountain. Bob Longhorn. 


