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Running 144 kilometres north to south and up to 6o kilometres wide, Kahurangi National Park
is a vast wilderness as seen here from the Garabaldi Ri s present ranges only began form-
ing 15 million years ago during the Kaikoura Orogeny, when an ancient peneplain was eroded
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to the craggy lines of similar-height peaks that so characterise this area foday. Remnants of the
peneplain that did survive now stand out as the Mt Arthur Tablelands and the tussocky downs
of Gouland, Gunner and Mackay. (Photo: Andris Apse)
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Preface

I have been collecting these stories for over three decades; all are yarns I con-
sider must be told before they are forgotten. I listened to some of them around
campfires, others while sitting on snowgrass outside high-country huts, one or
two even while whitewater rafting past massive earthquake slips. A couple were
gathered along gut-busting ridges, words thrown to me between wind gusts and
panting breaths in the very footsteps and handholds of those who had gone
before. Every time I heard one of these stories, I felt privileged.

Each of these stories is historical and filled with living memories. All relate to
the 455,000 hectares of wilderness that neatly fills the South Island’s top north-
west corner. It is now known as Kahurangi National Park and, after Fiordland,
it’s the second biggest stretch of unadulterated wilderness left in New Zealand.
It doesn't contain the dramatic crowd-pullers that you see in Fiordland or the
Southern Alps; there are no crunching glaciers, towering Mitre Peaks or stunning
fiords. Kahurangi’s attraction lies rather in its wondrous geology and its unique
plethora of flora and fauna.

An unexpected theme that I became aware of while writing these stories
was how they all hark back to a less structured and unregulated time. A time,
not that long ago, before tracks, huts and bridges became known as ‘assets’ and,
worse still, before wildlife became known as ‘biodiversity assets’. A time when
a person of character, stamina and longing for aloneness could just go and stay
there, build something semi-permanent to live in and not be hassled by any
‘authorities’, simply because those authorities didn’t exist, didn't care, or their
jurisdiction didn’t reach that far. A time when a hut that was built remained there
to offer shelter to others until it fell down, rather than being taken out because
it didn't comply with fire regulations, building codes, or treasury requirements
about cost-per-person usage. A time when wilderness meant just that, wilderness,
left alone except by those who dared enter at their own risk.
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CHAPTER 1

Battle for a park

BORN IN 1924 IN TAKAKA, Frank Soper grew up like every other country-raised
kid of his generation. He spent as many waking hours as he could wandering
the countryside near and far, ranging across fields and creeks, down to the beach
and into the bush and back, near his parents’ farm at Puramahoi. What he loved
most of all was coming across the (now lost) art of ‘menfolk yarning’—listening to
all their stories about the adjoining backcountry where they worked, prospecting
or mustering cattle and sheep. From one uncle, Frank heard about adventures
mustering around Boulder Lake, over the barren Quartz Ranges. Another talked
about the two mountain runs he'd ‘broke in’, while a third revealed the existence,
if not the exact location, of a fabulously rich and previously undiscovered gold-
bearing quartz reef. This man, John Soper, had stumbled across it high in the
mountains, and had even brought back samples to prove it. All these yarns were
more than enough to fire the imagination of the young Frank.

He was only 1 when he went alone from the flats at Puramahoi to the
top of Parapara Peak (1249 m), an arduous five-hour trek, finding his way up
through the bush and onto the tops along a vaguely defined sheep trail. He

never even bothered to tell anyone where he was going. His first big camping
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BATTLE FOR A PARK

trip happened at the age of 12, when he went with a friend and his bushwise
grandfather up to the Anatoki Forks. During such expeditions with older folk
he learnt all the names of birds and plants in the terminology of the day: the
little chaffinch was described as a ‘bullfincl’, the fernbird just a bush sparrow,
and all beech trees became ‘birches'—identified as black birch, honey birch, even
‘little old-fashioned birch’.

As he grew older, Frank’s curiosity about the mountains did not diminish
and he became an active explorer of the backcountry during his teenage years.
When he got married, his wife Berna would join him whenever she could. The
trouble was, milking cows from an early age didn't leave Frank much time for
tramping. Any expeditions longer than four hours had to happen in the winter
period when the cows were dry. Some variation in his early working years was
provided by working in a sawmill and cutting tracks for a mining company, and
these jobs also raised his awareness about what he was increasingly seeing as
thoughtless abuse of the land. Most disturbing, in his area, was the continual,
indiscriminate burning off of the pakihi—the boggy mountain foothills, charac-
terised by their impermeable ironpan subsoils—which resulted in impoverished
and leached ground fit only to be recolonised by acid-loving scrub. Under this
scrub flourished a wealth of orchids, sundews and delicate ferns, a perfect habitat
for the likes of pipit and fernbird; but they could only enjoy temporary tenure
until the next fire.

There are few conservationists quite so convincing as those who are born farm-
ers. Living on the land, mucking in, they develop an innate sense of conviction,
born of acute observation, about the balance of nature. By the time he was in
his early thirties, Frank was already writing to the New Zealand Forest Service
(NZFs), asking them to reconsider the way they issued their burning permits.
But all his landcare arguments fell on deaf ears. ‘Burning off” every year was
still standard procedure on lowland marginal land and high country alike, in the
belief that it facilitated new growth and made mustering easier.

A look through Frank’s correspondence shows that by the 196os he was
regularly sending unique Northwest Nelson tree and plant specimens to the
Botany Division of the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR)
at Christchurch and also to Canterbury University, who were both still writing
final descriptions of plants from the region. One of these was Dall’s pittosporum,

Pittosporum dallii, a curious spreading shrub or tree that grows up to six metres
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