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With its rivers, rainforests, glaciers and 
geological treasures, New Zealand’s  
West Coast is truly breathtaking...

Words Janice Stringer

Below The untouched beauty of 
Mount Aspiring National Park 
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L eaving Wanaka, the journey we were 
embarking on took us up Highway 6. We 
were making our way through Mount 
Aspiring National Park en-route to  

Greymouth, a long but picturesque drive up New 
Zealand’s Westland.

What had started as a simple gallop up a major 
highway, before long turned into a full-blown lazy 
walkers guide to tramping – the Kiwi word for hiking 
– in New Zealand. Little did we know before starting 
our journey, the hidden gems we would uncover along 
the way. Catching our eye on the side of the road was 
our first Department of Conservation sign. 

It was pointing to the Blue Pools, a site which would 
involve a walk of one kilometre, a return journey of 
only 30 minutes, leading through a wood of silver 
beech trees, which were straight out of a fairy story 
with their moss-covered trunks. The walk started at 
the car park, north of Muddy Creek. It was a  great 
way to stretch our legs.

INTO THE BLUE
Wandering through the wood, walking on a gravelly 
pathway we came across a wooden footbridge enabling 
us to swayingly cross the Makarora River. 

Not full to brimming, it gave us our first glimpse of 
the intense blue water that the pools were aptly named 
after. Making our way down, the Blue Pools were 
crystal clear and cold. There was a crisp clean freshness 
in the air, and as we looked out towards the deeper 
water we caught sight of fish. We learned later that the 
pools were home to brown and rainbow trout.

Travelling on, through the Haast 
Pass, the mist started to wrap itself 
around us, as we found ourselves 
driving high above the valley, 
looking out onto huge hills of deep 
green vegetation, then winding our 
way back down. It was a real 
rollercoaster drive.

Thunder Creek Falls, a 28-metre-
high waterfall spilling into the 
Haast River popped out of the 
landscape further up. There was a 
conveniently placed viewing 
platform which could be reached 
after an easy walk along a sealed 
track, just a few minutes from the 
road. Suitable for wheelchair users, 
we found that New Zealand really  catered for all, as 
much as possible.

A white outline of a body caught our eye next, 
which had us curiously stopping at the sign for 
Pleasant Flat and Cameron Flat. The walking route 
was only a five-minute return journey, but as we 
enjoyed quick respite next to a mountain stream with 
majestic views of Mount Hooker, the journey was 
starting to take longer than expected.

Just to the east of the township, we made our way 
through Haast Junction, carrying our journey 
onwards, before crossing the Haast River Bridge, all 
723 metres of it. It is the longest single lane bridge 

Above The family 
cross a footbridge 
over a crystal-clear 
Makarora River 

Above right Vince 
and Janice beside 
28-metre-high 
Thunder Creek Falls

Right Looking 
down into the misty 
valley from  
Haast Highway 

The silver beech trees were 

straight out of a fairy story with 

their moss-covered trunks

Above The fast 
running rivers of 
Mount Aspiring 
National Park 

Below The 
Makarora River 
leads visitors to the  
pristine Blue Pool 

Right Thunder 
Creek Falls 
cascades down the 
mountainside   
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Top left The 
Callery-Waiho walk, 
near the town of 
Franz Josef    

Above The 
dramatic blue 
coastline at  
Knight’s Point   

Top right The 
stunning Peter’s 
Pool near Franz 
Josef Glacier 

Right The family 
take in the view of 
Franz Josef Glacier 
from Peter’s Pool

Bottom right Vince  
embarked on a 
memorable hike up 
Franz Josef Glacier  

in New Zealand. Built three metres above the highest 
known flood level it can withstand water flow of up to 
11,000 cubic metres per second.

Now on the coastal part of the Highway, the rain 
was coming steadily down but our spirits were not 
deterred. We followed the signs to Tauperikaka, 
which is the Maori name for Ship Creek. 

We left our car in the small car park, and made our 
way onto the boardwalk that curved its way around an 
edge of bright orange grasses, sand and plants.  

sHIP CREEK  
The Tasman Sea thundered to the shore in front of us, 
littering the beach with sodden driftwood. Behind, 
the creek meandered its way down to the sea from the 
Kahikatea Swamp, where a ramble of 20 minutes takes 
you deep into the forest. The forest was home to  New 
Zealand’s tallest tree, the Kahikatea, and a viewpoint 
allowed for easy viewing of the flora and fauna here.

If you turn one way, a 40-minute walk will take 
you to the remote Monro Beach. If you arrive at the 
right time of year you may catch sight of the Fiordland 
crested penguins in the surf or on the beach. Turn 
another and you can find yourself on a 30-minute 
Dune Lake coastal forest walk, which provides  
amazing views of the coastline.

Ship Creek had enough to keep us occupied though, 
and we walked along the wide sweeping beach and  
fiddled with gnarly driftwood, exploring the landscape 
around us. The isolated feel of the place just added 
another dimension to the area’s beauty. 

Ship Creek was apparently given its western name 
after a large fragment of ship was discovered at the 
mouth of the creek in 1871.  

As we climbed the small observation tower to take 
in the view from an elevated position, we heard the 
flapping of New Zealand fantails, and observed them 
as they continued their incessant search for insects.
With time knocking on, we headed back to the car 

and continued our journey to our next presentation 
area - Knight’s Point. The rain was heavily coming 
down now, so we were grateful for the covered 
viewpoint. Admiring the dramatic aquamarine 
coastline, we looked out towards Arnott Point, 
checking out pinprick dots lying on the beach, 
recognising the seals that were starting to become a 
familiar part of our journey. 

The coastline was breathtaking, with palm trees 
mixing with ferns and other indigenous trees, 
providing the frames for our eagerly taken 
photographs of the froth- pounded beach.

GLACIER EXPLORING
Carrying on our way, our aim for the end of the day 
was to hunt for accommodation in the Glacier region.

Driving through Fox Glacier, we checked out a 
couple of places, only to find that they were all booked 
up, so we continued on our way to Franz Josef.

Driving straight through the village, we found 
accommodation north of the township at the Top 10 
Holiday Park Mountain View, where we booked  
ourselves into a self-contained two-bedroom unit. It 
was a perfect fit for our family of four, enabling a 
two-night stay and a place we could cook for ourselves 
to keep the running costs down of the journey.

After driving up to Cowan Street Car Park, we 
grabbed the opportunity to get out of the car and take 
the Callery-Waiho walk. The trail headed behind the 
township, taking in mini waterfalls and fern trees, and 
once we had completed this, we found our way to 
Douglas Bridge, which straddled a huge gorge. 

When we went, only a small stream was running  
through it, but when its full it must be a sight to 

wonder at, considering its huge girth. We arrived at 
Peter’s Pool with its extensive view of the creeping 
Glacier, poised like a huge ice lava flow in the valley 
behind it, before eventually making our way back to 
the town. This was a long walk and one that we 
needed to be better prepared for.

The next morning, my husband and son embarked 
on a Glacier Walk, a trek which would take just under 
five hours, with two hours ice time. 

A short coach ride takes you to the start-point of the 
walk, then you tramp up. “The Glacier, although 
supposedly coming closer to you as you walk towards 
it, at times seemed to stay the same distance away,” 
shared my husband to me on his return.

On reaching the terminal face, the request for 
crampons to be strapped on was given. Walking up,  
most of the ice was dirty but at points, it shone a 
brilliant blue. My husband said that they were able to 
climb into a hole that had been dug, to get a feel of it 
from the inside. 

“It was quite small and felt a bit claustrophobic as we 
kneeled our way through in puddles and drunk the 
ice-cold water,” he remarked. The Glacier Walk 
seemed like an excellent practical lesson in glacier 

The creeping Glacier was 

poised like a huge ice lava flow 

in the valley behind it

The coastline was breathtaking, 

with palm trees mixing with 

ferns and other indigenous trees
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formation for a teenager. Packing up the next 
morning, we carried on our drive to Greymouth, the 
largest town on the West Coast. We found that there 
was plenty do here. 

PANCAKE ROCKs 
We enjoyed fishing for flounder in the harbour, 
walking the beaches and Heritage Trail, admiring the 
massive jarra drill bit sculptures depicting the hand-
held mining tools used in the area and booking up the 
TranzAlpine scenic train for the journey across the 
Southern Alps to the city of Christchurch.

One of the highlights was a trip we took up to the 
Punakaiki Blowholes, where the sea bursts though a 
number of vertical blowholes during high tides. When 
we arrived, it was too late in the morning to 
experience this natural phenomenon, but it was early 
enough to feel the beautiful desolation of the coastal 

highway. At times, our car was just metres from the 
sea. We then made our way towards the Pancake 
Rocks, which can be found at the gateway to the 
Paparoa National Park. 

This limestone country was formed over 30 million 
years ago, and the looped walk which takes you to the 
Pancake Rocks takes 45 minutes in total. The trail can 
also be accessed by wheelchairs, with help. The 
beaches close by are suitable for walking, surfing and 
fishing, and the scenery is jaw-dropping. 

Our time here now at an end, we made our way 
back to Greymouth to drop off the hire car, which was 
being picked up at the station and to catch our train, 
ready for the next adventure. 

■ Got a holiday story to share with Australia & New 
Zealand magazine? Send your words and pictures to 
editor@australiamagazine.co.uk

It was early enough to feel 

the beautiful desolation of 

the coastal highway

Top The Pancake 
Rocks were formed 
by heavily-eroded 
limestone  

Above left Janice 
and Chloe take in 
the gorgeous 
coastal views 

Above right The 
family at the 
entrance to the 
Pancake Rocks  
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