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Chapter One
The Land of New Zealand

New Zealand is located on the south-western
quadrant of the pan-Pacific girdle, comprising two
large islands and a myriad of small ones. Together,
these cover some 269 000 square kilometres, about
the same area as that of Great Britain, three-quarters
that of Japan, and only three percent of the extent of
the conterminous United States. Unlike Britain and
Japan, however, New Zealand is the home of only
just over three million people, so that despite simi-
larities in size, and also latitudinal location, the con-
trasts between the northern and southern hemisphere
island groups are many.

Geologically, New Zealand is a young country,
most of its present shape resulting {rom relatively re-
cent mountain building activity. Tectonic forces
raised a spine of ranges that forms the country’s ma-
jor axis, with only one major breach in the narrow
stretch of turbulent water (Cook Strait) which sepa-
rates the two main islands. The sedimentary rocks of
this elongated land mass are susceptible to erosion,
so that the landscape is deebly etched and corrugat-
ed. Together with their height, this has made the

mountain ranges a formidable barrier to human end-
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eavour and given them a pervasive influence over the
development of local societies.

The South Island contains the country’s highest
mountains, part of an unbroken chain extending
from the fjords of the south-west, with their steep,
imposing walls rising sheer from the sea, to the more
finely-dissected drowned valleys of the Marlborough
Sounds in the north-east. Approximately midway a-
lorig this axis are the highest peaks, culminating in
Mt. Cook (3 763m) — Aorangi, ‘the great cloud
piercer’ of Maori legend. From the ranges, large
rivers tumble swiftly to the sea; few are very long,
especially those on the west coast, but they carry
immense volumes of water and may swell to enor-
mous proportions in times of heavy rain and snow
melt. Their passages through the ranges are almost
invariably tortuous, particularly on the eastern
flanks where rivers pass alternately through deep
narrow gorges and open inland basins. Beyond the
main mountain ranges are blocks of younger, lower
hill country (often termed down-lands). And finally
there is a series of coastal plains, mostly small in
both length and breadth (the main exception is the
large triangle of the Canterbury Plains) and separat-
ed from each other either by down-land blocks or by
isolated products of periods of volcanic activity.
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The mountain chain in the North Island is much
lower, though still intricately dissected and very dif-
ficult to penetrate, let alone traverse. It is breached
in only one place — the Manawatu Gorge immediately
east of Palmerston North but is clearly sub-dividable
into a number of separate, equally wild and obstruc-
tive, ranges.

To the west of the main ranges is a geclogically
more complex area, forming the arm, oriented to the
north-north-west, which gives the island its charac-
teristic Y shape. The central portion of the land
mass is a plateau of extruded volcanic materials,
capped by the active cones of Mts. Ruapehu
(2 797m) and Ngauruhoe (2 290m) , and the ncigh-
bouring extinct peak of Tongariro (1 968m.). North
of these is the main area of current thermal activity,
extending north from the caldera of l.ake Taupo,
through Rotorua (famed for its bubbling mud-pools,
hot springs, and geysers) and the Bay of Plenty to
the active volcano of White Island. A salient of this
active volcanic area extends through the Northland
peninsula. The Auckland isthmus, population focus
for separate racial majorities, is dotted with small
conical hills, providing variety to the urban scene as
well as useful raw materials for various construction

work.
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Apart from the volecanic areas, that portion of
the North Island west of the main ranges is charac-
terised by ranges of deeply dissected hill country.
There are few extensive areas of flat land, the main
exception being in the valley of the Waikato river,
New Zealand’ s longest at 425 kilometres. Exten-
sions of the volcanic regions form enclaves in this
country, however, most notably the almost perfect
cone of Taranaki’s Mt. Egmont (2 517m), which
vies with Mt. Cook as the New Zealand mountain
emblem.

New Zealand is the southern hemisphere an-
tipodes of France and Spain, and its latitudinal ex-
tent is similar to that of California and the original
thirteen colonies of the United States. But its cli-
mate differs from those of its northern hemisphere
counterparts because of its mid-oceanic, rather than
continental fringe, location. As the country is bi-
sected by the 40° south line of latitude, its climate is
dominated by the eastward passage of successions of
depressions and anti-cyclones. The latter generally
pass to the north of the country; many of the de-
pressions only skirt New Zealand to the south, and
their main contribution is the rainfall brought by the
cold fronts. These usually traverse the two islands
from south-south-west to north-north-east.
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The confrontation of these weather systems
with the mountain backbone provides the main fea-
tures in the spatial variability of weather and cli-
mate. Rainfall is plentiful on the west coasts, espe-
cially of the South Island where the mountains are
high and but a few kilometres from the sea. Hokiti-
ka receives 2 895mm in an average year-much of it at
night and in heavy falls, so its sunshine average is
5.3 hours per day. The far south of the island is also
damp—1 021mm at Invercargill annually on aver-
age, but the north-east, in the alpine rain-shadow
and reached by the northwards-moving fronts only
after they have deposited much of their moisture is
extremely dry and sunny. Blenheim averages 6. 7
hours of sunshine daily over the year. Rain-shadow
areas of the east coast are also dry and sunny, no-
tably the Canterbury Plains and the inland basins of
Central Otago: the latter are semi-desertlike in char-
acter, with Alexandra averaging only 342 mm of
rain each year.

As well as being the tail-end recipicnt of mois-
ture-bearing weather systems proceeding from the
south, the North Island is also affected by sequences
originating to its north-west. Tropical depressions
move along the Queensland coast and then head

south-eastwards across the Tasman Sea towards Nor-



