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E ver wondered how people get to be heroes? Or how you, too, could be a 

hero? New Zealand’s natural world is in real need of heroes, with birds, 

lizards, insects and marine creatures under serious threat from intro-

duced predators, loss of habitat and pollution. The good news is there 

are many people working hard to save our unique animals and plants and the wild 

places where they live. These heroes have taken up the challenge to be guardians, 

to be kaitiaki of the natural world, and they are the subject of this book.

There are so many nature heroes to choose from in New Zealand. In fact, the 

more I looked, the more I found. There are people who have saved forests, set up 

wildlife rescue centres, planted thousands of trees, protected kiwi, discovered 

unusual lizards, and many more. I wish I could have included them all. 

The nature heroes in this book come from all walks of life. Some lived in the 

past, while, of those alive today, some are volunteers, others are trained scientists, 

some are young, some not so young. The one thing they all have in common is their 

passion for the natural world. 

Each of the personal stories also has information about a featured animal, plant 

or habitat, such as the royal albatross that Lance Richdale worked so hard to save. 

Others include what scientists want us to learn more about, such as the rocky 

shore Betty Batham spent her life studying. One story features some conservation 

dogs, which are trained to help save wildlife; another is about epiphytes that grow 

in trees. When I met Pātaka Moore and Caleb Royal, they suggested that the Man-

gapouri Stream they are working to restore should actually be the hero. 

Although some of the nature heroes in this book worked alone, most of them 

would say they couldn’t have done their work without help from others. For exam-

ple, in saving the tīeke/saddleback, Don Merton worked with school children gath-

ering data on tīeke, botanists identifying tīeke habitat, sound engineers recording 

tīeke calls and other bird experts.

Many of the nature heroes have also written books, created websites or started 

up campaigns for their projects, such as Richard Henry’s book The Habits of the 

Flightless Birds of New Zealand in 1903, Catherine Kirby’s ‘Tree Project’ exhibition 

and Riley Hathaway’s Young Ocean Explorers videos and website. This is because 

an important part of being a nature hero is helping others become aware of New 

Zealand’s wildlife and wild places and understanding what needs to be done to 

protect or save them. 

Taking action

This book is packed with activities and ideas for ways you can take 

some action to save your local wildlife and contribute to the work 

of scientists.

While you might not be able to find a new species of wētā, as George 

Gibbs did, or take care of rescued lizards like Nicola Toki, there are 

many things you can do to make the survival of these species more 

certain and maybe become a nature hero yourself.

Up-to-date information can be found on the website that accompa-

nies this book: www.discovernature.nz/nature-heroes

 

Keeping safe

Before you start any project, think carefully about how you 

(and your team) can keep safe. Here are some tips: 

l	make sure you can use all equipment safely

l	ask adults for assistance when you need it

l	know the water safety code

l	Adventure Smart has advice on how to keep safe on 

	 land and water: www.adventuresmart.nz

I n t r o d u c i n g

New Zealand 
nature heroes

Top: A cicada on a summer’s day. 
Above: A pōhutukawa in full flower. 
Opposite, top: South Island robin. 
Opposite, below: Harakeke/flax flowers.

There are helpful resources 
and further information on 
pages 72–75
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RICHARD 
HENRY
The grandfather of 
conservation
In the late 1800s, while he was working in the bush around Te Ānau, Richard Henry 

spent a lot of time observing the behaviour of native birds and other animals. 

He began to realise that flightless birds such as the kākāpō and kiwi might soon 

become extinct, as they were an easy meal for the rats, ferrets, stoats and weasels 

that had been introduced and were spreading throughout New Zealand. Rats had 

arrived, unwanted, from ships, but ferrets, stoats and weasels had been deliber-

ately released by farmers to kill the rabbits (which were also introduced into New 

Zealand by well-meaning people). These animals had become a plague and were 

devastating farms. 

It was difficult for conservationists to persuade the government to set up sanc-

tuaries, but eventually the government agreed, and three sanctuaries were created: 

Hauturu (Little Barrier Island) in the Hauraki Gulf, Kāpiti Island, north of Welling-

ton, and Tau Moana (Resolution Island) in Fiordland’s remote Dusky Sound. 

Richard Henry was asked to be caretaker of Resolution Island in 1894. Like many 

people who lived in Fiordland 120 years ago, Richard Henry was an adventurer 

who had learnt lots of practical skills. He knew how to camp, cook, grow food, 

hunt, build wooden houses, build and sail boats, train dogs and track wildlife.

At first, he and his young assistant captured kākāpō and kiwi and transferred 

them to the island by boat. His dog, which was probably the first conservation dog 

in New Zealand, wore a muzzle so it did not harm the birds it found, and it wore a 

bell so Richard Henry could keep track of it.

Sadly, Resolution Island wasn’t as safe as he and others thought. Poachers, 

sealers and hunters brought or threatened to bring dogs to the island. But worst of 

all, stoats and weasels were able to swim across from the mainland. When he dis-

covered this, Richard Henry tried to trap these predators, but more kept arriving. 

In 1908, disheartened after years of work, he gave up and moved to be caretaker of 

Kāpiti Island.

It must have been extremely sad for Richard Henry to have to abandon his work 

at Resolution Island. If only he could be alive today to visit Anchor Island, which 

lies just off Resolution Island in Dusky Sound. Now cleared of pests, it is a crucial 

kākāpō sanctuary, where the birds are successfully breeding.

T I M E L I N E  O F 
R I C H A R D  H E N RY

1845: Born in Ireland. 

1851: Immigrated by ship with 

his family to Australia. He was six 

years old. 

1874: Travelled by ship to live in 

New Zealand. Here, he took on 

many different jobs from boat 

building to controlling rabbits.

1883: Settled down to live by 

Lake Te Ānau.

1894: Became caretaker of 

Resolution Island. 

1903: Wrote The Habits of 

Flightless Birds of New Zealand: 

with notes on other New Zealand 

birds.

1908: Moved to be ranger on 

Kāpiti Island.

1912: Retired to the mainland.

1929: Died aged 84.
Clockwise from top left: Richard Henry by his boatshed on Pigeon Island; 
the beach below his house on Pigeon Island; a captive kiwi; his dog Lassie, 
muzzled and ready for work; a map of Resolution Island, Pigeon Island and 
Dusky Sound, Fiordland.

‘Kakapo is from two Maori words: kaka, 
a parrot, and po, night – which is very 
becoming, because I think they are the 
only parrots that feed at night.’ 

RICHARD HENRY

8
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Caring for kAkApO
Richard Henry observed all the birds around him in the forest of Fiordland, 

including weka, kiwi, penguins and kākāpō. He wrote down his observations and in 

1903 published them in a book called The Habits of Flightless Birds of New Zealand: 

with notes on other New Zealand birds.

Richard Henry observed that kākāpō males scratch out a dust bowl and create 

a well-worn track, usually on a ridge. The male tries to attract females to this area 

with his booming calls. It took 70 years for scientists to confirm Henry’s observa-

tions were correct. Scientists now call this a ‘track and bowl’ system but Richard 

Henry described it as a ‘bower’. He wrote: 

‘I think it likely that the males take up their places in these “bowers”, distend 

their air-sacks and start their enchanting love songs; and that the females love the 

music and parade and come up to see the show.’ 

Henry also tried to figure out why chicks weren’t born every year. Now scientists 

know that kākāpō breed in a ‘mast year’, when rimu (or other fruit) is plentiful. But 

back then, Richard Henry joked that all the kākāpō must get together for a meeting 

to decide whether to breed or not!

Kākāpō are flightless, have a strong musky smell, and are quite tame and 

curious, so they easily fall prey to introduced mammals that hunt by scent. 

 After Richard Henry’s efforts failed, not much more was done to save kākāpō 

until the Kākāpō Recovery programme was set up. From the 1970s, kākāpō were 

taken from Fiordland and Stewart Island to islands such as Whenua Hou (also 

called Codfish Island) off Stewart Island/Rakiura, where they could be safe from 

predators. Only 51 birds were known to be alive in 1995, but scientists have worked 

hard to increase the population, giving the chicks the best possible chance to sur-

vive. Now there are nearly 160 birds.

Top left: A kākāpō on Whenua Hou, an island 
sanctuary off Stewart Island/Rakiura. 
Top: The stoat, a deceptively friendly looking 
predator. Above: Baiting a predator trap 
with a hen’s egg, to catch stoats. Opposite 
top: Changing a kākāpō’s transmitter on the 
Anchor Island sanctuary, Fiordland. Opposite 
below: The view into Dusky Sound from the 
Anchor Island sanctuary, Fiordland.

ST R O NG  S W I M M E R S

Stoats have been found on islands 

more than 2 kilometres from 

the mainland. They have also 

shown they are able to swim long 

distances. Resolution Island was 

easily reached as it is less than 

1 kilometre from the mainland. 

Now, all island sanctuaries have 

traps set around the coast, and if 

the island is close to the main-

land, there must be traps on the 

mainland coast as well.

I S L A N D S  C A N  G E T 
T O O  F U L L

As bird populations increase on 
island sanctuaries, there may 
be not enough food or suitable 
habitats for all the animals. One 
solution is to build sanctuaries 
on the mainland, protected 
by predator-proof fences. All 
sanctuaries, even the islands, 
need to keep a watch out for rats 
and other predators, so you will 
see traps set along the coast of 
an island or near a sanctuary’s 
surrounding fence.
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Taking Action: Tracking & trapping pests
Conservation is about saving native wildlife, so it might seem strange that we 

have to kill other animals to achieve this. Unfortunately, introduced animals such 

as stoats, weasels, rats, hedgehogs and even mice can wipe out entire native 

species. To protect native animals, these introduced animals must be killed, as 

sending them back to where they came from isn’t an option. 

Trapping technology has improved a lot since Richard Henry tried to lure 

stoats and weasels into a box propped up on a stick. Now we use more effective 

traps that kill as quickly and humanely as possible. Some traps can even reset 

themselves. 

You can help make your garden into a sanctuary for the birds and lizards that 

live there. Or you might like to work together with others to protect wildlife in 

your local park or your school grounds. 

Activity 

MAKING a tracking 
tunnel & chew cards

To find out what pests live in your backyard, you can build a tracking tunnel to 

see what animals’ footprints are left behind. You can also create chew cards 

that the pests will bite. You will need to be a pest detective to identify the 

footprints and bite marks to find out what animal has been there. A helpful 

website is www.pestdetective.org.nz. 

Tracking tunnel
You will need:

Method
1.	 Cut the ends off a milk bottle or carton so it forms a tunnel; put two or more 

together to make a longer tunnel.

2.	 Darken the tunnel by wrapping it in black plastic or black paper.

3.	 Place white paper in the tunnel. Wet the sponge with food colouring and 

place in a tray in the tunnel, with a small quantity of peanut butter or other 

lure in the middle of the sponge.

4.	 Leave it outside on a dry night to see what animals visit your tunnel. Do this 

for several nights with a fresh piece of paper each night. (Make sure your 

tunnel can’t tip over – you may need to put a stone on top to keep it steady.) 

5.	 Use the Pest Detective guide, www.pestdetective.org.nz, to identify by their 

footprints which animals visited your tunnel.

 
Chew cards
You will need:

 
Method
1.	 Cut the plastic into small rectangles 10 cm by 20 cm and fold each in half.

2.	 Smear peanut butter on the plastic and poke some into the hollow part of the 

plastic using a nail.

3.	 Nail or attach the chew cards to trees or fence posts where you think hedge-

hogs, rats or mice might be; near a compost bin is a good place.

4.	 Leave out for a week and then look for bite marks. Match these to pests using 

photos online and use www.pestdetective.org.nz

Next steps
Once you have worked out what pests are in your garden, it’s time to set some 

traps. You can contact your local pest-free or predator-free group for suitable 

traps, or buy rat and mouse traps from a hardware store. Traps should be put 

inside tunnels to keep small children, birds and pets safe. If you have carpentry 

skills, you can make a tunnel yourself; see Resources and Further Information 

(page 72) for where to find instructions. 

Want to do more?
Find out about the Kākāpō Recovery programme and what you can do to help or 

join a local sanctuary project. You could also learn how to identify pest droppings, 

as well as other tracks and signs when walking in the bush.

T I P 

Remember: some of the animals 
walking through your tracking 
tunnel might not be pests. For 
example, you might find the 
footprints of wētā or lizards.

ship rat

possum

norway rat

stoat

mouse

hedgehog

rabbit

	 empty plastic milk bottles or cartons

	 craft knife

	 black plastic or paper and tape

	 food colouring, sponge, tray

	 white paper
	 peanut butter or other bait

	 corrugated plastic, e.g. Corflute 
or used plastic, such as ‘For Sale’ 
signs or election placards

	 nails

	 peanut butter or other bait
	 scissors or Stanley knife

These paw prints might help you work out 
who has visited your tracking tunnel. (They 
are reproduced at about half their actual 
size with each square representing 1 cm2.) 
Remember that actual tracks will look 
messier, there will often be parts of the print 
missing, and rats especially, tend to leave 
more of a scratchy trail rather than clear 
prints. See example on page 12.

Above: A chew card installed on the trunk of a 
tree and a tracking tunnel waiting for a visitor. 
Below: The evidence left behind by two kinds 
of visitors. Can you work out that a stoat and 
mice walked over the sponge?
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PÉRRINE 
MONCRIEFF
bird & parks campaigner
 

 

 

 

 

Pérrine Moncrieff was always very interested in nature, and birds in particular. 

She was born in England and when she, her husband and their sons travelled to 

New Zealand in 1921, they were so delighted with the country and the wildlife they 

decided to stay, settling in Nelson.

As she couldn’t find a good field book on New Zealand birds, Pérrine Moncrieff 

set about writing one. She had the help of several scientists, and she received 

permission to use information about introduced birds from a similar publication 

in Britain. New Zealand Birds and How to Identify Them was so popular, it was 

still available in a revised fifth edition 35 years after it was first published in 1925. 

Moncrieff dedicated the book ‘to the children of New Zealand’. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, native birds were not as well protected as they are now. 

Fishermen shot native black shags to protect introduced fish such as trout. Hunt-

ers regularly shot godwits and other migrating birds. Ornithologists (scientists 

who study birds) also killed birds for museum collections. Some ornithologists 

did what seems like very cruel experiments, for example, seeing how long a chick 

would last without its parents. Pérrine Moncrieff was shocked by this behaviour 

and she worked hard to protect birds. 

She influenced many people through her involvement in the Native Bird Protec-

tion Society (later renamed the Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society, and now 

known as Forest & Bird). She and her husband donated land they owned to create 

reserves for wildlife. She also fought to protect bird habitats at Lake Rotoroa, in 

what is now Nelson Lakes National Park, where black shags were being killed, and 

Farewell Spit in Golden Bay, where godwits were being killed. 

Pérrine Moncrieff was very good at using publicity and she was always busy 

writing for newspapers and holding meetings trying to encourage people to save 

forests and wild places. Her biggest success was a seven-year campaign to create 

Abel Tasman National Park, which was opened in 1942. She then served on the 

park board for over 30 years and also became an honorary ranger.

NAT U R E  D I A RY  C O M P E T I T I O N

For 30 years, Pérrine Moncrieff organised an annual Nature Diary competition 
for school children in Nelson. Children were encouraged to keep a daily diary 
throughout October. Entries ranged from observations of a fantail nest to 
collections of  leaves. She would then summarise the best entries in an article in 
the Nelson Evening Mail.

G I R L  G U I D E  L E A D E R

In 1924 Pérrine Moncrieff 
became the first Girl Guide 
commissioner in Nelson. She 
worked hard to publicise the 
guide movement and recruit 
girls to join, believing Girl Guides 
provided a good opportunity 
for young women to get out 
into nature and learn outdoor 
and other life skills. Moncrieff 
wanted the girls to wear practical 
clothes and was against them 
having to wear black stockings 
while hiking. When she realised 
she couldn’t change the uniform 
rules, she resigned.

‘The importance of my 
mission is to save the 
wonderful forest and 
birds of New Zealand’

PÉRRINE MONCRIEFF

Above: Coquille Bay in Abel Tasman National Park. 
Right: A Girl Guide from 1925, wearing the black stockings that Pérrine Moncrieff objected to.

Pérrine Moncrieff’s bestselling book sold many 
thousands of copies over a 35-year period.

14
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Bird observation
In New Zealand Birds and How to Identify Them, Pérrine Moncrieff explained that 

anyone could contribute to the store of knowledge about birds. This is perhaps 

even more true today than in 1925 when she wrote it. Now, bird watchers (adults 

and children) can use online tools or Apps such as Nature Watch NZ and e-Bird to 

share what they have seen and seek help with bird identification. They can also 

connect to scientists through citizen science projects such as a Bioblitz.

Pérrine Moncrieff’s tips for getting to know different species are still just as 

relevant today. She pointed out how we recognise people from a distance not just 

from their clothes and shape but also from the way they walk, and from other 

movements such as their hand gestures. In the same way, bird species can be 

recognised if you get to know the way they move, their habitat and their colours.

Recognising and identifying birds around your house or school is a good way to 

start. Get to know the sizes of a few common birds. Then, when you see a bird you 

don’t recognise, ask yourself is it larger or smaller than the ones you know? 

Here are some examples: 

l	pīwakawaka/ fantail, 16 centimetres

l	sparrow, 15 centimetres

l	blackbird, 25 centimetres

l	tūī, 30 centimetres

l	kererū, l50 centimetres

Other things to notice: how different each of their beaks and feet are; how they 

stand or fly; where they like to spend their time.

As birds often stay quite still, Pérrine Moncrieff suggested children (and adults) 

learn to train themselves to see details. To do this, concentrate on a particular 

spot and pay attention to all the detail you see in that spot, for example, you might 

notice that although the tree looks green, in that particular place you can see a 

reddish leaf, or there is a tiny flower or a bent twig. Then focus somewhere else 

and look at the details there. This trains your eye. 

You can do the same to train your hearing: watch and/or listen to a tūī sing 

and try to catch all the sounds it makes. Close your eyes and listen to the sounds 

in your neighbourhood, then open them and see if you can work out where the 

noises are coming from.

Taking Action: Counting Birds
Once you can identify a few different species of birds you can add to our knowl-

edge of New Zealand birds by taking part in a bird count. A bird count can tell us 

whether a species is declining or at risk of extinction. It can also tell us whether 

actions such as planting trees or trapping pests are making a difference to bird 

populations.

Some of the problems you may encounter when you are counting birds might be 

birds flying somewhere else and being counted twice, birds hiding in the bush not 

being counted at all, or seeing so many birds it’s hard to count them. 

Scientists know it is impossible to count every single bird. But if we use the 

same method each time we do a count, we can compare the results and make a 

note of what the differences are. Also, the more people who take part, the more 

accurate the data will be. 

In her spare time Pérrine Moncrieff painted 
watercolours. This one is of pīwakawaka/ 
fantails in Abel Tasman National Park.

B E I NG  A  C I T I Z E N 
S C I E N T I ST

‘Citizen science’ is the term used 

to describe how people who aren’t 

trained as scientists can still con-

tribute to scientific knowledge. 

For example, bird photographers 

often catch important details in 

their pictures that can be useful. 

From photos of shining cuckoos 

(pīpīwharauroa), scientists have 

been able to identify what food 

these cuckoos eat because many 

photos showed shining cuckoos 

with caterpillars in their beaks. 

It seems they are able to eat 

caterpillars that would be poison-

ous to other birds. 

See nzbirdsonline.org.nz. 
Pérrine Moncrieff signing her new book in 1976, with Nelson bookseller Jill Blechynden.

PERRINE  MONCRIEFF ’S 
B I R D  O B S E R VAT I O N 
E Q U I P M E N T  L I ST:

•	 patience, sharp eyes 
and keen ears 

•	 binoculars
•	 notebook and pencil
•	 something to sit on
•	 camera

Q U I E T  &  R E S P E C T F U L

‘No bird observation or 
photography should be carried 
out at the expense of the bird,’ 
said Pérrine Moncrieff, who was 
concerned that bird-watching 
might disturb birds or cause them 
harm. She said observers should 
be so quiet and careful that the 
bird wouldn’t even realise it is 
being watched.
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Activity

Taking part in 
a bird count

Because birdlife is an important part of the environment, every year at the end 
of June, people all across New Zealand count the birds that live in their gardens, 
parks and school grounds as part of the New Zealand Garden Bird Survey.  
Scientists share what they find out with the public on the Landcare Research 
website (see Resources page 72). You can also find previous survey results there.

Getting ready to take part in the bird count
Go outside and see if you know the names of all the birds you see in your garden 

or street. Look up the birds you don’t know on the Garden Bird Survey website 

or NZ Birds Online. Use Pérrine Moncrieff’s tips to learn more about the different 

birds in your garden. Keep doing this until you are familiar with the birds you see 

most days. There are also some quizzes and other resources on the website that 

you can use to improve your knowledge.

Do a practice run of the Garden Bird Survey

l	Write down a list the names of birds you normally see, so all you will need 

to do on the day of the survey is record the numbers of birds seen. 

l	Find somewhere to sit where you can get a good view (this could be 

inside looking out).

l	Look and listen for birds for half an hour.

l	When you see birds, write down the number you see next to the species name. 

l	If you see a bird that’s not on your list, add it on.

l	Were there any birds you had problems recognising? Did anything go wrong 

with the survey? Keep practising until you recognise all the birds and can 

count large numbers of birds quickly (if there are large numbers).

Take part in the Garden Bird Survey

l	Choose one day that suits you within the survey week.

l	Prepare your list or print out the tally sheet from the website.

l	Look and listen for birds for an hour.

l	When you see birds, put the number seen next to the species name.

l	At the end of the hour look at your results. Circle the largest number of each 

bird seen at any one time.

l	Fill in the survey form online.

T I P

You can use the e-Bird App or 

website all year round to record 

the birds you see. Observations 

entered into e-Bird between now 

and 2024 can contribute to the 

New Zealand Bird Atlas, which 

maps where different species 

of birds live and their numbers. 

See www.birdatlas.co.nz for more 

information.

T I P

The Great Kererū Count is usually 

held in September. It is an easy 

bird count to take part in because 

the only bird you have to be able 

to identify is the kererū/New 

Zealand pigeon.

Above: The tally sheet that is used in the New Zealand Garden Bird Survey. You can download these from 
www.landcareresearch.co.nz. Right: A lone Mandarin duck, who has chosen to make its home at Lake Rotoiti 
in Nelson Lakes National Park. This would be an unusual duck to see in a bird survey.

WANT TO DO MORE?
•	 You can learn more about iden-

tifying birds by joining Young 

Birders, Kiwi Conservation Club 

or Forest & Bird Youth.

•	 Birds New Zealand and local 

restoration groups often need 

volunteers to count birds.

•	 Get involved with bird banding. 

Banding means a bird can be 

traced, which helps identify how 

far a bird has flown or how old 

it is. (See more about banding 

on page 23).


