
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
   
   
   

   
   Josie Dew has cycled some 320,000 miles across six continents and 47 countries (some of them by accident). The survivor of several
     wonky knees and a handful of worn-out bottom brackets, she is still firmly fixed in the saddle. She has written six previous
     books about her travels: The Wind in My Wheels (shortlisted for the 1992 British Books Travel Writer of the Year Award), Travels in a Strange State: Cycling Across the USA, A Ride in the Neon Sun, The Sun in My Eyes, Slow Coast Home and Saddled at Sea (one of the Daily Mirror’s ‘summer season top travel reads’).
   

   
   For more information on Josie Dew, her books and her travels, visit www.josiedew.co.uk

   
  
      
      
      Praise for Josie Dew

      
      ‘Josie’s native resilience, not to mention her unquenchable optimism, prove indispensable and her entertaining chronicle of
         a singular adventure is both amusing and poignant’
      

      
      Good Book Guide

      
      ‘It is her well-developed sense of the ridiculous which makes her adventures so entertaining’

      
      Today

      
      ‘Dew excels at recreating and evoking the quaint and sometimes bizarre idiosyncratic behaviour and events she encounters’

      
      Adventure Travel

      
      ‘Josie is an acute observer of foreign lands … a highly engaging travel companion’

      
      Manchester Evening News

   
      
      
      Also by Josie Dew

      
      THE WIND IN MY WHEELS
      

      
      Travel Tales from the Saddle

      
      TRAVELS IN A STRANGE STATE

      
      Cycling Across the USA

      
      A RIDE IN THE NEON SUN

      
      A Gaijin in Japan

      
      THE SUN IN MY EYES

      
      Two-Wheeling East

      
      SLOW COAST HOME

      
      A 5,000-mile Cycle Journey Around the Shores of England and Wales

      
      SADDLED AT SEA

      
      A 15,000-mile Journey to New Zealand by Russian Freighter

      
   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12993-5
 

Copyright © Josie Dew 2007

Photographs copyright © Josie Dew 2007

Maps and drawings copyright © Melanie Dew 2007


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      

      
      For Molly and Gary
      

   
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      Very special thanks to:
      

      
      Mum and Dad, Gary Appleton, Melanie Dew, Beverley Bannister

      
      Barbara Daniel, Simon Sheffield, Viv Redman and Sheena-Margot Lavelle at Little, Brown

      
      Val Porter

      
      Hilary Foakes

      
      Mary and Barry Edwards

      
      Stuart Webb

      
      Jacquie Handley

      
      Roberts Cycles: Chas, Andrew, Brian

      
      The North Face: Éadaoin Hutchinson, Keith Byrne, Helen Samson, Tanya Bascombe

      
      Lyon Equipment Ltd: Frank Bennett

      
      Peglers: Dave Pegler

      
      Owen Cycles: Owen, Jon, Phil

      
      London Cycling Campaign: Rebecca Lack

      
      Sam and Brian at Xynergy

      
   
      
      
      [image: image]

      
      [image: image]


      
      1

      
      Auckland, 24 December 2003

      
      [image: image] The minute I arrived it was time to leave – leave the ex-Russian ice-breaking cargo ship that over the past two months had
         transported me, not without incident, 15,000 miles across the boundless slosh of the Atlantic and Pacific to New Zealand,
         Land of the Long White Cloud. Only it didn’t look so white at that moment. More a universal greyness of unpromisingly dank
         proportions. Well, I ask you! What a welcome to Christmas Eve and the height of midsummer (they’re a bit mixed up with their
         festive dates and seasons, these Kiwis), with rain so heavy it would qualify for biblical matter. In fact, in light of the
         inclement weather it seemed prudent to stay where I was upon my ark rather than run the risk of drowning on land. Too bad
         if I had spent the last 55 days concerning myself with the very real prospect of sinking into the slop of the sea only to
         capsize in my tent on terra firma.
      

      
      Donning full wet-weather battledress I shouldered my bike to descend the slippery and unstable gangway that swayed at a jaunty
         angle down the monumental side of the ship’s hull. Once feet and wheels had introduced themselves to the forgotten sensation
         of stability proffered by the dockside, I flipped my bike up on to its double-legged stand and scuttled up and down the gangway
         several times in the hammering rain to retrieve a multiple of stuffed panniers from the poop deck. With all possessions accounted
         for, I formed them into a heap to the lee of a welldented HAMBURG SUD container and took stock. Here I was plonked in the middle of Auckland, a scarily large-looking city of sky-scraping monoliths butting up against Waitemata Harbour
         – rank upon rank standing to attention as they rose up before me into the ominous murk.
      

      
      It was early morning rush-hour and somehow I had to find my way among the swirl of scurrying streets. Navigating an escape
         route out of an alien city on two heavily laden wheels is daunting at the best of times but felt doubly so now, having just
         spent such a raft of days incarcerated at sea away from the bustling hustle of normal life.
      

      
      Before I could launch myself into the throes of the throng I would have to fight my way across the hazardous battleground
         of the port, its vast expanse a busy blurry mayhem of dock-cranes, thundering cargo-carrying trucks and dementedly bleeping
         and flashing forklifts and straddle-carriers darting all over the place while either clutching or seeking their prey of much
         voyaged shipping containers. As these containers looked certain to turn any ill-positioned cyclist into pulp at the slightest
         provocation, I felt no immediate urgency to make an agitated mercy dash for the exit gate. Not that I knew where the exit
         gate was, mind you.
      

      
      ‘It’s way over there, mate,’ said a matey chap who happened upon me from behind a cliff face of containers. ‘But don’t think
         about getting there under your own steam – it’s too easy to get crushed in a place like this! And port authority doesn’t allow
         it. Wait here and you’ll be right, mate. A van will turn up to take you and your gear to the gate.’
      

      
      Kevin Cooper was a project manager for Titan Marine Engineering Ltd and a self-confessed outdoor nut. ‘Like most of us Kiwis,
         I guess,’ he said, wiping the dripping rain from his fit, suntanned face. He had admitted to this alfresco addiction when
         espying my bike and mound of panniers and learning that I was planning on spending several months cycling around his homeland.
         ‘Awesome!’ he said. ‘You’ll have a fin-tis-tic time!’ And with that he handed me his card, telling me to ring if I needed any help.
      

      
      *

      
      Before long I was dumped at the port gate, where I set about hooking and strapping and bungeeing a bewildering heap of bags
         on to my bike. Although I was burdened with exactly the same amount of luggage as I’d had when cycling to my ship rendezvous
         point all those blue moons and numerous seas ago, it had somehow expanded tenfold. I believe this is a phenomenon known in
         physicist circles as The Sod’s Law of Voluminous Mass of Weighty Density Gone Round the Bend Bonkers. Also known as BABE (Blinking
         Automated Bag Extension) for short. Either way, I found myself struggling to house my mountain of kit in anything resembling
         a conveyable fashion.
      

      
      Half a day later I had my bursting charges under some sort of control and wheeled my steed out on to Quay Street, where I
         prepared my unseasoned legs to mount up. Quay Street sounds like it should be a small, dainty and narrow cobbled byway lined
         with topsy-turvy olde worlde houses on one side where smugglers had once secreted their illicit contraband in intricate underground
         passages, and quaint brightly coloured tubby-girthed fishing vessels tethered to an ancient stone-walled harbour front on
         the other. Instead it’s a big fast thoroughfare officially termed Main Urban Route 6 which, if followed in either direction,
         will filter you on to the truck-stonking State Highway 1 – a low-numbered but high-ranking swathe of tarmac that stretches
         the length of North Island: 1,098 kilometres (682 miles) from Cape Reinga in the north to Wellington in the south.
      

      
      Luckily, tackling this stately highway on my wheels could wait. And a good thing too: wobbling around on my feet fresh off
         a lurching boat meant that I was in no fine shape to do battle with 50-tonne logging trucks. The wobbliness didn’t last for
         long though as I swiftly substituted my sea legs with my cycling legs, bypassing the more unstable land legs (cycling, it
         seems, is the perfect antidote for ocean-swaying unsteadiness). I then spun myself the short distance down Quay Street to
         the big ninety-one-year-old neoclassical Ferry Building that, among all the foresting tower blocks of silvery glass and steel,
         sat solidly squat on the city’s waterfront like a friendly fat red toad.
      

      
      *

      
      As I was in search of an address in a district called Bayswater I took off across the harbour (lovely view!) on board a passenger
         ferry to Devonport. Devonport is one of Auckland’s oldest suburbs, a good 160 years old, which for a relatively new land like
         New Zealand is saying something.
      

      
      It was still raining cats and kiwis as I wheeled my bike down the pier and along the waterfront. Everything was looking very
         Christmassy (glittery decorations wrapped around street lamps; piped carols emanating from shop doorways across the road,
         including an overload of Jingle Bells, or Jungle Bills as it seemed to mutate into in the Kiwi accent) though I couldn’t for the life of me think why. Oh, yes. It was Christmas
         tomorrow. How could I possibly forget? Quite easily actually. Spending weeks crossing the Pacific encompassed by a blinding
         blue in sweltering temperatures on board a Russian tub does not a festive gander make.
      

      
      Devonport looked decidedly affluent, beset with art galleries and craft shops and stylish cafes and costly looking boutiques
         all humming with the business of what I guessed to be a panicky last-minute Christmas shopping variety. I took off in a northerly
         direction up a main street lined on either side with quite fetching Victorian-type buildings. Quite colourful too. At the
         top of this road I was greeted by a rude shock in the form of a short sharp hill. Normally, my calf and thigh muscles rallying
         together in unison would not bat an eyelid at the prospect of carting me up and over such an insignificant blip of an incline.
         But present conditions were far from normal. My legs, used to a daily 50-mile pounding on my trusty-wheeled steed, had barely
         lifted a finger over the past two months at sea. Thus, a meal I made of a molehill. And quite aquiver I was too by the time
         I had summitted.
      

      
      Before long I was bowling along down a road past a fire station that warned of its presence with a triangular hazard sign
         containing a picture of a Trumpton-style toy town fire engine complete with roof-strapped ladder. Nearby, on the same side
         of the road, I spotted a Methodist church. Outside the front door reared a plastic sliding-letter notice board declaring:
         ‘ALL FRESH SERMONS – NO SUMMER RE-RUNS!’ So that was good to know. We don’t want any of those stale repeats, thanks.
      

      
      The road became festooned with weird-shaped trees with tortuous trunks ablaze with spiky red flowers. These flowers emitted
         the most heady scent of loveliness that I had smelt for a very long time. In fact, the trees’ richly fragrant bouquet lay
         in such stark contrast to the acrid diesel fumes I had become accustomed to on board my Russian tub that I yanked on my brakes
         so that I might linger a moment to take a deep breath or two about their boughs. And as I did so I heard birdsong. But this
         was no normal run-of-the-mill song from your normal run-of-the-mill bird. Saying that, it did look a bit like a blackbird.
         Only it had what appeared to be a distinctive white ruffled pompom attached to its throat, giving it the look of a prize poodle
         primped for a show. Its song was a liquid call, impossibly pure and fluting, interspersed with an unusual repertoire of clicks,
         grunts and chuckles.
      

      
      Following a few wrong turns down a maze of residential streets as wide as a ship and lined with fat concrete telegraph poles,
         I found the address I was looking for, minus the addressee. Jacquie, a friend of my dad’s (they had worked together back in
         the mid-eighties when I was a fledgling cyclist getting lost in far-off lands) was currently seeing to a spot of emergency
         car repair. ‘I won’t be long,’ she said when I rang her on her mobile. ‘Maybe half an hour at the most.’
      

      
      As a sudden full-blooded rain came on to join forces with the torrential wetness that was already falling from the leaden
         sky, I dived for shelter into the mouth of an open garage, part of a row of identical garages, and stood with bike, dripping
         and steaming, watching the raindrops bounce like mini bombs off the tarmac outside. The garage looked out over a driveway
         and into the kitchen of the one-storey wooden house opposite. In the kitchen I saw an elderly couple looking out of their
         window looking at me. They both bore an expression of perplexity as to just what the devil I was doing – a stranger on the
         block, standing astride a mount loaded to the gunwales in a garage that had nothing to do with me. For all I knew it could have been their garage. Though I rather hoped it wasn’t. I didn’t really fancy rubbing any Kiwis up
         the wrong way on my first day. There would be plenty of time yet for that. So to put their minds at rest that I wasn’t a terrorist
         disguised in Gore-tex, I pointed to the sky (indicating rain) and gave them a sort of ‘bloody weather!’ shrug-of-shoulder
         smile and a cheery wave – a gesture of comradeship that only succeeded in making them appear even more worried. Oh well, I
         thought, there’s no pleasing some people. So I decided to read the paper instead.
      

      
      On the way over here I had picked up a copy of the New Zealand Herald (Auckland edition). Casting an eye across the headlines on the front page I was a little surprised to read: ‘22 HOURS UP
         A TREE WHILE KILLER CROCODILE LURKS BELOW’. Flipping heck! There I was, thinking I was coming to a nice safe land famed for
         its profusion of innocuous sheep and devoid of any form of poisoning or stinging or limb-gnawing Aussie-style nature that
         can kill you in seconds, when what should I discover but a possible posse of immigrant crocodiles on my doorstep. But it always
         pays to read beneath the surface of the headline and that was when I discovered that the killer croc’s place of residence
         was Australia. Two teenagers and a twenty-two-year-old man had been washing mud off their quad bike in the swollen Finniss
         River 80 km south-west of Darwin when the man, Brett Mann, was swept away. His friends swam out to rescue him, but were beaten
         there by a four-metre saltwater crocodile. ‘I went past the croc, I didn’t see it, Ashley [did and] screamed out, “Croc, croc”.
         We just swam to the nearest tree and straight up we went,’ said one of the teenagers. A couple of minutes later the crocodile
         ‘showed off’ the dead body of Mr Mann in its jaws, before stalking the teenagers all Sunday night and Monday morning.
      

      
      Fortunately New Zealand is a little tamer in this department. Another headline on the front page of the Herald concerned a sample of the 6,000 emails sent to the North Pole this year from what I presume, and hope, to be the younger
         residents of New Zealand. The paper said:
      

      

      Here are extracts from Santa’s favourites:
      

      
      ‘We will leave you a glass of milk and cookies because we know you will be very busy on Christmas Eve night and most of the
         takeaway shops will be closed.’
      

      
      ‘I wish for peace on Earth and goodwill to all men and to win the Powerball jackpot.’

      
      ‘We have some wrapping paper over and we thought you could use it. Please can you send an elf to fetch it tonight.’

      
      ‘My dad won’t put a possum trap in the fire because last Christmas he did.’



      [image: image]

      
      When Jacquie turned up we climbed up the outside steps to her top-floor flat. Despite being only two storeys high this flat
         felt like being in an air traffic control tower. Because we were in the tallest building in the vicinity (most surrounding houses were squat one-storeys) we had a wide sweeping view encompassing a nip-and-tuck
         of Shoal Bay, a busy tract of State Highway 1 laden with traffic filtering on to and off the Harbour Bridge and the house-crammed
         suburbs of Northcote, Hillcrest, Birkenhead and beyond. The relatively high towers of Takapuna were also visible, as was the
         magnificently distinctive low conical shape of Rangitoto, the volcanic island that floated on the skyline at the upper end
         of Tamaki Strait. By now most of the rain had cleared, leaving a stretched sky of scrubbed pale blue across which scudded
         weird-shaped dollops of fast-moving clouds. The clarity of the light was astonishing. Vibrant and undiffused, it gave everything
         a sharp and emphatic hyper-realist presence. In the areas where it simultaneously rained and shone, the sky reflected prisms
         of dazzling rainbows.
      

      
      Jacquie, who was plonk in the middle of her forties, lived with two cats. One was a grey fluffball called Jemma who didn’t
         like the look of me and my clobber at all and had scarpered out of the back catflap and not been seen since. The other was
         a short-haired and playful tabby called Milly. Jacquie was a bit loopy when it came to cats. Along with sleeping with her
         real ones, there were various catlike ornaments dotted about the flat. Framed pictures of stately felines lined the wall of
         her bathroom and attached to her fridge were two magnets. One was of a cat with the words: CATS LEAVE PAWPRINTS ON YOUR HEART.
         The other had a picture of a rotund cat sandwiched amidst the request: PLEASE GOD IF YOU CAN’T MAKE ME THIN, MAKE MY FRIENDS
         FAT!! I felt like taking Jacquie aside and having a quiet word with her about her feline fetish, but as I barely knew her
         and as she had kindly offered to put me and my mountain of bags up in her home, it was probably best to keep my mouth shut.
         At least for the first night.
      

      
      During an exploratory cycle this afternoon, I came across a number of corner stores (run by Chinese families) known as dairies
         or superettes. Sounds more like the name of a sixties girl band to me. I also passed gardens that frothed with colour. Jacarandas,
         with their trumpet flowers, and the tall nodding heads of blue and white agapanthus sprouted from every corner. Each block was a complete mixture of houses. Some were of utilitarian
         ugliness, many with corrugated iron roofs, others quite attractive weatherboard constructions with verandas and trailing vines.
         It seemed the rich could live right next door to the not so rich. One minute, grand house, big car, neat garden. The next,
         a home (usually a Maori’s) of peeling paint, battered car, weedy flowers waving along the edge of a yard containing a dented
         deflated football and a bashed-about child’s bike dumped on its side.
      

      
      And everywhere, birds. More of those honey-toned ruff-necked black ones that Jacquie told me were known as tuis – or, on account
         of their white collar, the not so mellifluous-sounding parson bird. Mynahs were forty to the dozen too. At one point I counted
         eight mynahs making a major racket with their range of gurgling, squawking, clicking and harsh bell-like calls. With their
         cunningly fearless antics and yellow eye-patch masks, they resembled cat burglars hopping furtively about the roof of a low-slung
         house.
      

      
      Down at Bayswater marina a swag of pied shags, perching stock-still on top of a row of sea-lapping piles, resembled scarecrows
         as they held out their bedraggled wings to dry in the frisky wind. A pontoon, open to the public apart from in high winds
         when big slappy waves off Waitemata Harbour flopped across the top, curved its way around a tidy sum of boats with names like
         South Pacific Sunrise, Dividend, Yehudi, Samurai, Tintagel, Dream Chaser, Random Access, Sea Runner, LadyBird, Iconoclast, Elbow Room and Twice As Much. The only people on the pontoon were a huddle of well-hooded Vietnamese fishermen. We got as far as exchanging ‘harrows!’
         but conversation went no further as none of them spoke English. There were lots of big toothy smiles, though, and holding
         up of landed fish. These fish were not your normal Joe Bloggs fish to those of us who dwell within the upper reaches of the
         globe. An information board at the entrance to the pontoon bore etched pictures of some of the various fish likely to be hauled
         from these waters. Fish like kingfish, butterfish, blue cod, moki and tarahiki.
      

      
      *

      
      Across the road from Jacquie’s flat lay a cemetery. A path led down the hill through the cemetery and on to a boardwalk that
         crossed a marshy finger of Shoal Bay swamped with mangroves – the sort of place you might imagine finding killer crocs if
         you weren’t in New Zealand. But fortunately, as I’d discovered earlier, New Zealand doesn’t have any crocodiles. Just lots
         of possum traps. And Christmas wrapping paper surplus to requirements.
      

      
      Although this pathway was popular with dog-walkers and joggers and children on bikes, the whole area was something of an ornithological
         madhouse busy with all sorts of birds, including herons and kingfishers fishing and flitting about their business. There were
         also parakeets, or kararikis, as the Maori call them – their word for bright green. I was more used to coming across these birds incarcerated in cages
         in people’s front rooms mimicking the theme tune to EastEnders. Seeing these parrots flying free was like watching an electrical storm. The yellow, blue, green and red streaks seemed to
         scorch the evening sky.
      

      
      On the path back to Jacquie’s I was overtaken by two stick-thin lycra-encased women speedwalking, their elbows pumping like
         chicken wings. Shortly after this I noticed a pair of trainers, tied together by their laces, dangling from the telegraph
         wires on the road in front of the cemetery. I took a photograph of them for the sake of posterity. Peering through my telephoto
         lens, they looked very lovely silhouetted against a sky burning red from the sunset.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Near Amodeo Bay, Coromandel Peninsula, 31 December

      
      [image: image] Well, that’s Christmas done and dusted. And a good thing too. Saying that, I had a fine feast at Jacquie’s uncle’s house.
         I didn’t so much have seconds as fifths. But then I was feeling a bit half starved after two months bobbing about on the ocean
         wave. Not that the food on the freighter was anything to cause a rumpus about; it just wasn’t up to my usual cyclist quantities.
         Here, though, there was a quantity of food and a profusion of tastes that were hard to say no to.
      

      
      A large crowd of people in buoyant Christmas spirit gathered around the long table at Jacquie’s uncle’s. I tried my best to
         be full of festive jollity, but my heart and head felt on another planet. Have done ever since I received the news on the
         ship that my nephews’ nineteen-year-old cousin Jonnie was killed in a car crash six days before Christmas. I can’t quite take
         in that the happy strapping lad I hugged merely days before I left home in October is now lying in a coffin in a cold wintry
         graveyard. His funeral was yesterday. I spoke to Mel, my sister-in-law (though she’s a lot more sister than law), who is Jonnie’s
         aunt. She said the church was packed, mostly with Jonnie’s school friends. Mum and dad and my brother Dave, Mel’s husband,
         were there too. It was a freezing cold dark and drizzly December day. Which makes it seem even more unreal when I’m sitting
         in dazzling light bombarded by sweltering sunshine and busy summer birdsong.
      

      
      Because of this terrible happening, I don’t feel I’ve been particularly good company for Jacquie. But we’ve still managed to have a laugh. Especially at the amount I eat. On my first
         day with Jacquie I was well behaved and politely ate my food off a plate with a knife and fork. By the second day I had taken
         over the cooking (Jacquie was more than happy about this) and was eating out of her largest pasta bowl with a spoon. Over
         the next few days I rapidly progressed from pasta bowl to small mixing bowl to medium mixing bowl to deep bread-making bowl.
         Jacquie likes to tuck into her food while watching telly (usually Corrie, as Coronation Street is known over here) on the sofa. As I’m more of an eating-while-reading-person I sit at the table directly behind the sofa.
         The moment I plonk myself down at the table with my giant mixing bowl of food, Jacquie swivels round and looks at me in a
         state of shock. It’s always most amusing.
      

      
      Last night as I was packing my panniers ready for an early getaway this morning, Jacquie, who was watching the 6 o’clock news,
         called me in to come quickly and watch: one of the main news items was about how touring cyclists were being targeted by motorists
         throwing bottles at them from passing vehicles. The latest to fall victim to this missile-hurling pastime were two Swiss cyclists.
         The boyfriend had a bottle thrown at him from a car travelling at speed, and fell off. Apart from being a bit shook up he
         was uninjured. But his girlfriend, who was also the recipient of an airborne bottle, suffered a slashed ankle and a badly
         broken leg. They said how they had just spent the past few months cycling 5,000 km across Europe and the USA, but by far the
         worst drivers in their experience were Kiwis.
      

      
      Jacquie was a bit concerned for my welfare. She thought maybe I should delay my departure until well after the New Year, as
         drink-driving is a huge problem in New Zealand and it would only exacerbate this sport. ‘There’re enough maniacs on the road
         as it is,’ she said. But I was ready and rearing to go, and when I’ve got my sight set on things I don’t tend to like to back
         down. Dogged stubbornness, my mother calls it.
      

      
      So at dawn this morning I rolled up my sleeping mat and compressed my sleeping bag into its stuff-sack (Jacquie had offered
         me a sofa bed, but I prefer sleeping on the floor). After polishing off a substantial breakfast I loaded up my steed, gave Jacquie
         a big hug and was off, rolling into a dazzling early morning sun.
      

      
      My original plan for leaving Auckland was to cycle south out of the city through the sprawl of traffic-laden suburbs. But
         the more I looked at my map of mile upon mile of mangled roads, and the more I heard about the undesirable driving antics
         of New Zealand’s motorists, the faster I went off this idea. One of the surprising things about Auckland is that, though the
         population stands at around the one million mark (precious few people by world city standards), in terms of area it ranks
         as one of the largest cities on earth – a low-rise urban sprawl, straddled by the harbours of Waitemata to the east and Manukau
         to the west.
      

      
      With a city surrounded by so much water I decided there must be a boat that could cart me out to greener lands. So one morning
         last week I cycled up the short but steep twisting road to the top of North Head, one of Devonport’s two volcanic cones. From
         here I had a view of the whole harbour with its constant flurry of boats. Across the way lay the docks and downtown Auckland,
         dominated by the giant hypodermic-syringe shape of the Sky Tower piercing the sky. Over in the Hauraki Gulf floated a wide
         assortment of green-carpeted islands. Beyond them, sketchily purple in the east, rose a range of mountains. Peering at my
         map, I worked out without too much trouble that these were the backbone of the Coromandel Peninsula, a fattish thumb of land
         that extends northwards from the Hauraki Plain. Although the mountains looked a bit worrying for the likes of my legs (two
         cycle-free months on board a ship was not the recommended training for tackling the undulating topography of New Zealand –
         a country that is 70 per cent mountain), the Coromandel looked like a perfect spot to reach by boat.
      

      
      Back at Jacquie’s, I asked her if she knew of a ferry service from Auckland over to the Coromandel. She didn’t, but said that
         it would be worth asking down at the wharf. So I did. After several enquiries among the flotilla of ferry booths on the waterfront
         I came across Glenys, who was manning one of these booths. She told me of a passenger ferry service that operated only over Christmas and the New Year and Easter and only on sporadic days
         and at sporadic times. As it was New Year there was a boat running, so I handed over $40 for me, and $10 for my bike, and
         booked myself on the 9 a.m. Fullers Kawau Kat ferry on New Year’s Eve.
      

      
      On board the Kawau Kat I strapped my bike on to the back railings outside the toilets. As I did so a man in a baseball cap, aviator sunglasses,
         shorts and flip-flops (or ‘jandals’ as I overheard someone refer to them), leaning against a railing while nonchalantly dangling
         a bottle of beer between his fingers, looked at me and said, ‘That’s some shit load of gear you’ve got on there, mate. I’m
         guessing you’re either going to end up fit or fucked. There’re some bastard big hills over there.’
      

      
      With these encouraging words ringing in my ears, I climbed up the steps to plant myself on the open top deck in the wind and
         the sun. The ferry’s engines grumbled into action and we took off out of the harbour past islands bushed in green and a yacht
         called Stamp Machine heeling over in the wind. An American man called Hank sat down next to me. He told me he was from Jackson, Mississippi, and
         asked if I had ever been to America. I told him I had cycled down the west coast a couple of times and across the country.
         ‘But I never got as far south as Mississippi.’
      

      
      ‘Whoa!’ he said. ‘That’s some ride. Have any problems?’

      
      ‘Not really. The worst thing was riding across the Prairies in tornado season.’

      
      ‘I can believe it,’ he said. ‘You know what we say in Mississippi? That divorces and tornadoes have one thing in common –
         somebody’s gonna lose a trailer!’
      

      
      We landed on the Coromandel at a place called Te Kouma. Te Kouma consisted of a wooden jetty. That was it. One or two of the
         passengers were met by friends or family and driven away in four-wheel drives. The majority were scooped up in a waiting air-conditioned
         bus for a day tour of the local delights. Before long I was the only one left, standing with my bike beside a couple of battered pick-ups parked up on the side. I presumed they belonged to fishermen. One had a tailgate sticker stating: FISHING
         IS FOR LIFE – THE REST IS JUST DETAIL. The other one’s sticker suggested that:
      

      
      IF YOU WANT TO BE HAPPY FOR:

      
      A DAY – GET DRUNK

      
      A WEEK – GET MARRIED

      
      LIFE – GO FISHING

      
      I set off bumping along a track that soon gave way to a sealed road not two cars wide. A cliff face of jungle full of exotically
         whooping birds reared up on one side. On the other a languorous sea flopped on to the rocks. Soon I passed a sign that said:
         SUGAR LOAF LANDING. But despite having a good look around, I couldn’t see any sugar loaves landing. All a bit disappointing.
      

      
      I had managed a good five minutes’ cycle (exhausting it was too) when I came across a beach. At the near end, beneath a shady
         tree, sat a simple plank for a bench. A perfect spot for a picnic. I leant my bike against the plank before noticing a fat
         knotted rope hanging from a wide bough off a big old tree nearby. On the spur of the moment I took a running leap at the rope,
         swung out widely into an admirable arc before narrowly missing being knocked out cold when I was flung back at speed towards
         the trunk. What fun that would have been: five minutes into my tour of the Antipodes, only to kill myself by an ill-timed
         Tarzan-style lunge on a rope. I don’t think mum would have been too impressed.
      

      
      After this rush of blood to the head I decided to take things a little more calmly and sat down on the bench to eat a bag
         of food. Moments later a big Toyota Land Cruiser pulled up with a bumper sticker that said:
      

      
      EAT RIGHT

      
      EXERCISE

      
      DIE ANYWAY

      
      Two men with two small boys clambered out of the vehicle. One boy chased after a football that his dad had kicked along the
         beach. The other boy made straight for the swinging rope. Both men made straight for me. One said, with a rising intonation
         that turned his declarative sentence into a question, ‘Apologies for shattering your peace, mate! Looks like you were having
         a cruisy time before us buggers arrived!’
      

      
      The other said, ‘If you don’t mind me saying, that’s one fuck of a load you’ve got on that bike.’

      
      They asked where I was going, so I told them I was heading around the peninsula.

      
      ‘You be careful,’ said the bloke who had a splotched face like a burger in a bucket of beer. ‘The roads are a bloody madhouse
         this time of year. Not that I want to worry you, but you know this country’s got the worst record for driving in the world.
         And being alone and all that too …’
      

      
      His mate, who liked to start his sentences with ‘If you don’t mind me saying/asking’, said, ‘If you don’t mind me asking,
         doesn’t a girl like you have no boyfriend?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So why’s he not out here with you?’

      
      ‘He might be by May.’

      
      ‘May? Jesus! You’ll have another one by then!’

      
      ‘Or had another few!’ laughed the burger-face bloke.

      
      Soon after this promising encounter I hit State Highway 25, also marked on my map as a ‘Heritage Trail’. Heritage of what?
         I wondered. Road-kill victims?
      

      
      Rolling into the ‘township’ (as it seems quaintly to be called) of Coromandel, I read a roadside sign informing me that: COROMANDEL
         LION CLUB WELCOMES CAREFUL DRIVERS. WE HAVE TWO CEMETERIES, NO HOSPITAL.
      

      
      Coromandel looks a bit like something out of the Wild West. The sort of place where you could imagine a gun-slinging cowboy
         suddenly flying through the swinging doors of a bar to land in the gutter. This probably has something to do with it being
         an old gold-mining town. There was a lot of kauri milling round here too. The township took its name from the storeship HMS Coromandel, which sailed from the Bay of Islands into this harbour in 1820 to take on kauri spars for the Royal Navy. The tall, straight
         kauri pine trees were greatly valued by mariners and the densely forested hills around Coromandel made ripe pickings for the
         timber mills to plunder. Despite the kauri, the town really only became famous in the 1880s when gold was discovered and people
         flocked to the area, pushing a virtually non-existent population up to a soaring 10,000. Some of the old Victorian and colonial
         buildings still line the short and slightly ramshackle main street.
      

      
      These days Coromandel doesn’t so much attract people to gold as to an alternative lifestyle. The place was full of conservationists,
         galleries and craft stores, pottery shops, woodcarvers’ studios, furniture workshops and bumper stickers proclaiming NUCLEAR-FREE
         NEW ZEALAND – MAKING A DIFFERENCE. There were a lot of crystals and spiritual healing and vegetarian cafes too. I took a short
         spin around the town, riding past places like Fowl and Fancy Art and Craft, Kowhai Watercolour Studio, Kapanga Krafts, Gold
         Diggers Liquor Store and Furey’s Creek Motors. As I leant my bike against the wall of the small Four Square grocery, with
         its green and yellow fascia and fifties-style logo, an anxious-looking man came up to me to warn that it wasn’t a good time
         of year to be on the roads because of the amount of drunk drivers, who apparently like to get ‘as pissed as a Sheila on a
         glass of wine’.
      

      
      ‘We’ve usually got about a thousand, say, two thousand people at most, living up around this way,’ he said. ‘But come Christmas
         and New Year that number swells to around forty thousand. It’s the kids and the hoons you got to really watch out for.’
      

      
      ‘Hoons?’ I said, thinking it was the way he pronounced hounds. ‘You mean dogs?’

      
      The man laughed. ‘No, I mean the hoons. The yobs, the louts, the delinquent boy-racers. They’re the hoons. No respect for
         anyone.’
      

      
      After buying a bagful of food at the Four Square I pushed my bike around the corner to a park and sat at a shady picnic table.
         Someone had left a local paper on the table so I flapped it open and read the headline:
      

      
      
         RECORD NUMBERS OF POLICE ON PENINSULA

         More police than ever before are patrolling the peninsula this summer and new legislation will allow them to better manage
            the crowds. Operation CoroMass kicked off this week and Acting Eastern Area Commander John Kelly says the new laws should
            make their job easier. New ‘boy racer’ legislation and the inaugural 24-hour liquor ban mean more police will be out during
            the day. ‘What we’re saying is, come and have a good time, drink your alcohol but don’t be out on the streets with it.’
         

         The new ‘boy racer’ law allows police to impound cars for 28 days if drivers are charged with sustained loss of traction,
            more commonly known as doing ‘burnouts’ or ‘donuts’.
         

         Mr Kelly says many of the police have been through refresher courses including practising with riot equipment. ‘Touch wood
            we don’t have to use it.’
         

      

      
      Operation CoroMass and riot equipment were not quite what I was expecting of New Zealand. I was banking more on a surplus
         of sheep (a reputed 48 million of them in all, compared with 4 million people) than something akin to an inner city battleground.
      

      
      While I was contemplating this thought a man in his fifties and a sunhat came up to my table and said, ‘Glad to see you’ve
         got the right idea by sitting in the shade. You can’t be too careful of our sun. Most dangerous in the world. See this …’
         and he rolled up his sleeve to point at a darkened speckled splotch mark on his forearm. ‘The makings of melonoma. No doubt
         about it.’
      

      
      A woman called across to him from beside the toilet block.

      
      ‘That’ll be my wife,’ he said. ‘She’s always after me to rattle my dags!’

      
      ‘Rattle your what?’ I said.

      
      ‘Dags. Means get a bloody move on! At least it does when you rattle them!’

      
      Jandals, hoons and rattling dags. Not to mention another word I seem to have learnt: grundies – not a family in The Archers, but a pair of underpants. Men’s, I believe.
      

      
      I was pushing my bike across the grass and back on to Kapanga Road when a man stopped me in my tracks and said, ‘Don’t tell
         me you’re going to ride that thing across the mountains?’
      

      
      From where we stood in the street, you could see a huge mound of Coromandel’s great catapulting hills rising up behind the
         town. A road was just visible snaking its tortured way up the side of one of the inclines. Occasionally a toy-sized vehicle
         could be seen crawling upwards, advancing in slow motion. This was the continuation of State Highway 25 and led across the
         hills to the east coast. On my map the road was marked as ‘minor road unsealed’. After telling the man that yes, I was, but
         not quite yet, as I was heading north first, I asked him if he knew what the condition of the road was like.
      

      
      ‘Good as gold,’ he said. ‘It was metalled only six to nine months ago. My son worked as a foreman on it. Doesn’t mean to say
         the gradient has got any easier, though. Just the thought of driving up there exhausts me!’
      

      
      The road north out of Coromandel Town towards Colville was busy with hoons in noisy cars with exhaust pipes the size of the
         Mersey Tunnel. There was also a whole procession of big four-wheel drives, most of them pulling a boat behind them containing
         fishing-rod holders in the cockpit. None of the drivers appeared to have any idea how to pass a cyclist, or else they just
         didn’t care, overtaking me on blind corners of narrow uphill winding roads. This inevitably led to me having overly close
         encounters with the sides of their trailers as the owners erratically slewed their tail-ends in towards me when they met another
         vehicle travelling in the opposite direction, trapping me up tight against the steep and unforgiving hillsides.
      

      
      Every campsite I passed was packed with tents and boats and 4WDs and motorhomes and rowdy clumps of guffawing lads. I didn’t
         fancy spending New Year’s Eve among such a hullabaloo so after riding through Papaaroha and Amodeo Bay I dived into the roadside
         jungle (or ‘bush’ as they call it in local tongue). Here I put up my tent among a forest of enormous tree ferns with feathery umbrellas at least two storeys high with fat trunks
         that looked as if they were made of giant pineapple skins. It was a top spot for slumber, surrounded by extravagant foliage
         and tropical-looking birds and jungle noises. And at the bottom of the cliff came the swash and slap of the sea as it collided
         with the shore.
      

      
      Coromandel, 3 January 2004

      
      The last few days have sent my legs into wobbly shock syndrome. Instead of reacquainting my muscles gently back into the cycling
         swing of things, I stormed north up the winding and hilly and corrugated gravel dirt road to Fletcher Bay. Fletcher Bay is
         within catapulting distance of Cape Colville, the Land’s End of the Coromandel Peninsula. Studying my map back in Amodeo Bay,
         I had pondered on my two options: cycle the fifty-odd kilometres to Fletcher Bay fully loaded with kit, or leave everything
         except survival rations of food and water and tools and clothes in my tent and do a commando-style raid on the area – in and
         out in a day.
      

      
      I opted for the commando raid. But not before I had moved from my secluded camp spot and cycled down the hill to the Anglers
         Lodge Motel and Holiday Park. Here I found a little space for my tent up the tiered hillside overlooking the sea. I decided
         if I was going to ride a hundred unconditioned kilometres through the heat of the day along what was certain to be a hard
         and dusty track, then I could at least treat myself to a shower when I got back.
      

      
      The ride from Amodeo to Colville was all tarmac but not without its severe ups and downs. One hill fell away so steep and
         straight that by tucking in my elbows and hunching down on my drops I notched up an eye-streaming 46 mph. On the approach
         to Colville everything looked lush and vibrant with fields an Irish green. Road kill seemed to comprise mostly splattered
         possums and some comical-looking birds that my pocket bird book told me were pukeko, or purple swamp hens. These were goose-sized
         birds with large clownish scarlet bills. They were not really purple at all but mostly a deep iridescent indigo blue with
         a coating of greenish gloss on the back and the wings and undertail coverts of pure white. Their downfall was that they looked
         like they went in the wrong queue for the legs, standing as they did on fragile orange-red twigs of stilts that were out of
         all proportional length and strength to the rest of their body. Their feet resembled huge clawed starfish. The alive pukeko
         I’d seen walked very awkwardly, as if they were drunk or suffering from a severe bout of haemorrhoids. I think they were perhaps
         suicidal. They certainly didn’t appear overly gifted when it came to road sense. I’d watch them on the side of the road, dithering,
         then darting uncertainly backwards and forwards as if summoning up courage for an opportunity to cross. After a long gap in
         the traffic, they would see a vehicle coming and decide to play chicken with it before embarking on an untimely skaddling
         across to the other side. Most of course never made it.
      

      [image: image]

      
      I wasn’t quite sure what to expect of Colville, but I was expecting to find more than I found: a boxy-roofed general store.
         Apart from the odd house dotted here and there, plus a Buddhist retreat complete with stupa, that was it – the sole sum of
         bustling Colville.
      

      
      Colville used to be known as Cabbage Bay. Some say this was because Captain Cook came this way and insisted his crew eat the
         young leaves of the cabbage tree as protection against scurvy. Others say that it wasn’t the cabbage tree (ti kouka in Maori) that the crew ate, but the nikau palm, parts of which can also be eaten. Whatever the truth or half-truth of the
         matter, the cabbage name stuck (to the tree, not the bay) even though the cabbage tree looks nothing like a cabbage but more
         a spiky palm tree clump.
      

      
      Sitting in a time warp on a shaded bench outside the store perched two old men, one in worn denim dungarees, the other in
         overalls, having a smoke and a chat in between chewing the cud. They looked like part of the furniture, though more like the
         sort of sight you’d expect to find at an isolated roadhouse out of 1930s dustbowl America.
      

      
      Meanwhile, all around continued the thrust of modern life. Fat, aggressive 4WDs, some spanking new, pulled up in the dust
         outside the store. Colville store may be small, but its status lies in being the Last Store before Cape Colville and the northernmost
         tip of the peninsula, and the tills within were humming. Apart from an ageing hippie bloke in sandals with a long silvery
         ponytail and wearing something jangly and loose-fitting, most of the male customers were shirtless and shoeless. Though the
         women tended to keep what little tops they had on (it was hot outside, topping 35ºC) they too didn’t seem to favour shoes.
         But then, even back in the township of Coromandel, shod feet were thin on the ground. Maybe it’s a back-to-nature peninsula
         thing. There again, I did notice a number of shoeless people wandering the upmarket streets of downtown Devonport. At this
         barefoot rate, I felt New Zealand was going to give birth to a whole generation of horny pads.
      

      
      The store wasn’t big, but was one of those places that manage to sell everything from fencing wire to bulk-bin health foods
         and fish bait to homeopathic remedies, plus all the everyday essential groceries in between. A sign on the wall informed the customers that: EVERYTHING IN THIS SHOP IS FOR SALE – EXCEPT THE STAFF
         (ALTHOUGH EVEN THAT’S NEGOTIABLE).
      

      
      On the wall outside the store was a much-used noticeboard. Here’s a selection of the local happenings of note or services
         on offer. One was a request to keep your eyes open for the rare Coromandel striped gecko. ‘You can help solve the mystery
         of one of our least known lizards,’ said the DoC (Department of Conservation) leaflet. ‘Only three have ever been found.’
         Next to this was pinned a business card from someone called Catherine Hill, ‘Marriage Celebrant’. I can’t say I’m too sure
         what a marriage celebrant is. Could it be someone who chivvies up a celebratory mood for a newly wedded couple when one or
         both of them realise they should have acted on impulse and done a runner rather than walk down the aisle? Or could a celebrant
         simply be some sort of advocate for celibacy, and what Catherine Hill was really championing was a connubial shag-free fest?
         All this was probably what came as part of the package anyway when you booked in for a stay at the Mahamudra Buddhist Retreat
         Centre, which its advert recommended as a boon ‘For Universal Unity’.
      

      
      If arboreal matters were more your cup of tea and you were after a little tree-lopping, planting or surgery, then look no
         further than The Green Commandos for ‘All Tree Services’. Made the task of branch-trimming or tree-felling sound positively
         exciting. I wondered if the Commandos arrived on the scene by parachute or approached your premises by taking you by surprise
         after running zigzag fashion close to the ground through thick undergrowth while dressed in Desert Storm army fatigues. And
         what about when they commenced their limb-slaughtering mission – was there much maiming and collateral damage to neighbouring
         foliage?
      

      
      On an entirely different tack was the card appealing to (presumably) women to reduce consumption and waste by using ‘Washable
         Menstrual Cloths’. Apparently these menstrual cloths were all about ‘Positive Menstrual Education’. The advert invited you
         to acknowledge that it was ‘Your Blood Your Planet Your Choice’. To which some might say, ‘Right on, sisters!’
      

      
      Attached to the end of Colville store I found a little open-sided porch containing a small bank of red mailboxes numbered
         with the locals’ PO Box numbers. Stencilled on the wall of this porch, and to let you know in no uncertain terms what the
         country stood for, was the word: ECONATION.
      

      
      The dirt road began shortly after leaving Colville. A woman in her twenties and a sundress was walking along the road and
         stopped me to ask how far away the store was. She looked very hot. Her deeply suntanned skin glistened with sweat. She kept
         making little plucking motions at the front of her dress where the material was stuck to her chest. I told her the store was
         about a kilometre up the road and asked where she’d walked from. ‘Oh, not far,’ she said. ‘I’m staying at a friend’s batch.
         I need some smokes so thought I’d walk.’
      

      
      ‘A batch?’ I said. ‘What’s a batch?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know. A holiday home. A place to chill.’

      
      Since this little encounter I have investigated the word ‘bach’, pronounced ‘batch’. A man in the campsite in Amodeo Bay told
         me that a bach was sometimes no more than a wooden shack that had been in the family for a good generation or two. On the
         other hand you could get a bach that resembled more a palatial waterside residence – big buck-costing second homes that city
         dwellers tended to snap up. Apparently a bach was originally a bachelor’s pad at a work camp but had since become something
         of a Kiwi institution. Just to complicate matters further, in the South Island a bach was known as a ‘crib’.
      

      
      All this explained a slightly mystifying programme that I’d heard on National Radio called Rainy Day at the Batch. It was a sort of Desert Island Discs with a famous person (at least in New Zealand) being interviewed. But instead of the interviewee’s ten top tunes being played,
         there were only two on Rainy Day at the Batch. Which I now know was really Rainy Day at the Bach.
      

      
      The narrow dirt road was hard work for cycling, being an almost continuous rumble-strip of skull-rattling corrugations. On
         the bursts of steep hills the gravel and stones were so loose and deep that it was impossible to turn the front wheel. If you
         didn’t hit these patches at the right angle or in the right gear you would simply slide off the edge. Sometimes the drops
         were not the sort of drops you would want to drop off.
      

      
      The sun beat down. Bike and body became caked in dust. It stuck thick to my skin. It stuck thick to my chain. The day became
         so hot that the heat flowed through my helmet like melted butter. The coast soon became rocky and rugged and fringed with
         ancient pohutukawa trees clinging to the inhospitable rocky coastline by way of gnarly long twisted roots and a tangle of
         fibrous aerial roots. These trees, their leafy canopies ablaze with magnificent crimson flowers, had turned the sea blood
         red by sending garlands of the windblown flowers swashing upon the eastern tides. Jacquie had told me that because pohutukawa
         trees burst into their fiery red blooms around December, they were known as Christmas trees. Even though they looked nothing
         like Christmas trees. More like a contortion of multi-limbed old men with a thick coiffured barnet of red. Cycling up this
         coast might have been perfect timing to catch these trees at their flamboyant best, but it wasn’t so good for the holidaying
         traffic. Wave upon wave of 4WDs charged past my elbow – Isuzu Bighorns, Mitsubishi Pajeros , Nissan Safaris, Nissan Patrols,
         Nissan Pathfinders, Toyota RAV4s, Toyota Highlanders, Toyota Land Cruisers and Lexus V8s. Most of them sported private licence
         plates: IN D MUD; OH 4 MUD; I HOOK (below which was printed in small capital letters: ONLY THE BIG ONES). Some towed fishing
         boats, or ‘tinnies’ as I overheard someone calling them, with names like Bandit and Hookie 1. Each vehicle kicked up a storm of dust and a fusillade of stones and gravel. Not one driver slowed their pace to pass me.
         Whenever a vehicle bore down on me in its cloud of dust I had to dismount and heave my bike over to the edge of the road,
         turn my head away and screw up my eyes to prevent them getting filled with grit. Each driver peppered my body with a painful
         shrapnel of sharp stones zinging off my skin. Oh the joys of doing battle with people’s domestic air-conditioned tanks!
      

      
      Apart from this, the rest of the ride passed fairly uneventfully. The scenery remained spectacular, becoming even more dramatic the closer I got to the top with Mount Moehau, Coromandel’s
         highest mountain, soaring towards the sun at the peninsula’s narrowest point. According to Maori legend, this nigh-on 3,000-foot
         peak is home of Turehu, a short, fair-skinned being, though they say that not so much as Turehu’s footprint has ever been
         found. But I’ve spotted something akin to this description, albeit sealed in surfing gear while climbing out of a Bighorn
         with a glazed expression.
      

      
      At one point I passed an old wharf and old quarry and an old building. Actually, this building wasn’t so much old as ‘olde’
         as it was called Ye Olde Stone Jug. That means that both ye wharf and ye quarry were olde too as they were obviously all part
         of ye olde same era. (I have since learnt that this area was famous – in New Zealand – for its quarrying of granite at the
         turn of the twentieth century. This granite, which faces a fair few prominent buildings around the country, is considered
         to be as good as Aberdeen stone, though I think many an Aberdonian may beg to differ.)
      

      
      I continued onwards and upwards over Fantail Creek with its shingly beach, before the road clutched at straws as well as the
         steep coastline past Goat Bay. Another big climb was the order of the day as I veered inland until I popped out at Port Jackson
         where the ragged hills rose straight from the shore. Much as there was nothing goat-like about Goat Bay, there was nothing
         port-like about Jackson. No ships, no docks, no cranes, no containers, no straddle-carriers. Just an open crescent of sandy
         beach and, at most, two houses. I heaved myself over the hills for about another five kilometres to Fletcher Bay, where the
         road dribbled itself to near extinction. The only way to continue round the eastern flank of the peninsula was to join the
         Coromandel Walkway, a track that would take me through to Poley Bay and Stony Bay. For this I would need either a pair of
         sturdy hiking legs or a lightweight mountaineering steed. As I was in possession of neither I did an about-turn to head back
         the way I’d come. But not before eating the contents of my front left pannier and having a quick rest in the shade.
      

      
      Before leaving I went on a wander and came across a handwritten sign that someone had propped against a rock. In big colourful
         capitals and alongside an arrow that pointed in a skywards direction, it said: CAPE COLVILLE. STOP: WE’VE RUN OUT OF LAND
         AND SUPERLATIVES!! Another sign alongside warned: WATCH OUT FOR THE HAIRY MAN! And there I was thinking I was supposed to
         be looking out for short fair-skinned legends and rare lesser-striped geckos. It was all getting a bit confusing.
      

      
      By the time I arrived back at my tent I was in need of not much more than a shower and sleep. As it turned out, the shower
         was a lot easier to come by than the sleep. This is because when I flopped on to my sleeping bag it was still light and the
         campground still noisy. Things clattered and clunked. People barbecued and banged car doors. Dogs yapped, barked and growled.
         Children played and laughed, shouted and cried. Others screamed. Especially the babies. Because it was so hot, I had left
         the outer flap of my tent open with just the mosquito door between me and the night. Propping myself up on my elbows I watched
         a little girl lugging a squalling baby about by the armpits. Close by another baby with a screwed-up face was having something
         of a fit. The young mother jiggled the baby boy sharply against her shoulder. The baby’s face was puce red. Spikes of damp
         hair lay plastered to his forehead. The baby’s crying had reached the stage where he had to fight to breathe, pausing frequently
         for deep, hiccupping breaths.
      

      
      The woman walked off with the baby and her space was filled by a man on a mobile. Or cell phone, as they call them in these
         parts. The man positioned himself about ten feet from my door. On his head he had a thatch of hair that stood up in thick
         tufts, like wind-tossed grass.
      

      
      ‘Hiya bud,’ he said in a shout, verging on a yell, ‘I got yer missage. I giss you were pissed when you sint it! Yeeah, bist
         I done is a five pounder. Bit Conner caught a tin pounder. Yeeah, that’s good for round here, mate!’
      

      
      The one-sided conversation of various sizeable landed fish continued in a strong Kiwi accent for several more minutes. At
         last the man rounded off the phone call by saying, ‘Yeeah, bist I git bick to the tint. Just thought I’d touch base. Talk
         agin soon. Yeeah. Good on yer, bud. Be seeing yer.’
      

      
      When he came off the phone, he turned to his mates sitting around the barbie and multiple chilly bins throwing back the piss
         (local parlance for beer) outside their ‘tint’, and shouted, ‘Hey guys! Rob sizz he caught a twinty-five-ind-a-half pound
         snipper in Doubtless Bay. Jeez, that’s some big fish!’
      

      
      Finally I fell in to a dreamless sleep punctuated with the noisy goings-on of campground life. Later in the night I found
         the crescent of a tangerine moon suspended in a clear sky upside down. It’s hanging upside down again tonight. Either I’m
         just very tired and am seeing things not as they really are, or else something strange happens to the moon by the time it
         reaches New Zealand.
      

      
      Something else that’s strange about the night is a haunted call that emanates from the surrounding forest of bush. At first
         I wondered if it was the Hairy Man of the woods, or possibly even my mother out on the search for me, but then I discovered
         it was nothing more sinister than an owl. Though a bit of an odd-sounding owl both in name and in call. The Maori term for
         this owl is the ruru, whereas the Pakeha (non-Maori) know it as the morepork. ‘More-pork, more-pork’ is the repeated and sometimes prolonged call
         of the morepork (with a little serving of crackling on the side), though in truth it actually sounds less like ‘morepork’
         and more like a curdled ‘quark-quark’. It’s a lovely sound to hear, though not a patch on our horror-film whoop-de-whoo tawnies.
      

      
      On my way back through Coromandel township, I stopped up the road from the Four Square to eat some food in the same park that
         I had stopped in on my way north. This time the person to come and sit down at my picnic table was a German student from Münster
         studying business studies for a year in Auckland. He wore a silver polished bicycle chain as a bracelet and a skull and crossbones
         T-shirt. He pulled the T-shirt on in my presence, covering up the body of a light-starved tulip. He told me he thought New Zealand was not a good country for cycling. ‘I ride my bike a
         lot in Germany,’ he said, ‘but I would never ride here. The country has too many hills and mountains. But even worse than
         the mountains are the drivers. They are very terrible and dangerous and there are no cycle paths. I have travelled around
         New Zealand by car but I think by bicycle would be too frightening.’
      

      
      This evening I am camping just outside the township in an orchard of oranges and lemons and plums belonging to the Tui Lodge
         backpacker hostel. Earlier on I was leafing through a copy of the New Zealand Herald when I spotted an advert warning readers that:
      

      
      
         THERE’S ANOTHER OFFENDER YOU SHOULD BE AFRAID OF. You’re more likely to be killed by a speeding driver than any criminal.
            Last year they took the lives of more women than rapists, more of the elderly than home invaders and more children than paedophiles.
            Yet we seem to largely accept the speeding driver’s behaviour – some of us even oppose measures proven to curb it. And although
            the driver does not have the intent of the other offenders, the end result is just the same.
         

      

      
      Kuaotunu, Coromandel Peninsula, 4 January

      
      New Zealand appears to be doing quite a good job at killing its citizens (and visitors) in two ways. One, as I’m discovering,
         is by vehicle. The other is in the water. New Zealand, being a country of islands (about 700 in all), has a lot of water.
         This means it also has a lot of coastline (15,811 km). As no part of the country is more than 130 km from the sea and as it
         is also crammed full of lakes and rivers and fjords and waterfalls, the water plays a huge part in most people’s lives. Sailing,
         boating, fishing, swimming, surfing, diving, canoeing, kayaking, water-skiing and jet-skiing, plus a whole host of other aqua-filled
         occupations, are all watery activities that come as second nature to most New Zealanders. Whereas the British may spend an inordinate amount of time standing in a queue or caught up in a motorway snarl-up (both pursuits having
         become something of a national pastime), New Zealanders prefer to pass most of their time if not on the water, then beside
         it or in it. The only drawback to this is that every year sees a disproportionate number of people being unintentionally drowned
         (on average 130) in comparison with the size of the population (4 million). This death rate is about double the rates for
         Australia and the United States. In New Zealand, the leading circumstances of drowning are swimming, followed by fishing and
         boating. I’ve only been in New Zealand ten days, but already I’ve noticed that the media here cover boating accidents and
         beach mishaps the way British newspapers cover floods and hosepipe bans and leaves on the line – as a seasonal event involving
         lots of comparative statistics. In the news today, I heard on my radio how twenty-four people have already drowned this summer.
      

      
      Talking of summer, the last few days have been sunny and hot with temperatures stuck in the mid-thirties. But that’s just
         here on the North Island. The South Island, which logically should be colder seeing as it’s further from the equator and closer
         to the South Pole (it’s only a mere 2,000 or so miles away), has been sweltering at a record 40°C. Christchurch has just had
         its driest December since records began in 1864. This drought might be all very well for the pursuit of water sports but isn’t
         such good news for the country’s hills, where wildfires have been burning out of control. So the papers are not only full
         of the latest drowning, but also pictures of leaping flames, scorched land and blackened hills.
      

      
      From the Tui Lodge I cycled out on to State Highway 25, also known as the tourist-themed Pacific Coast Highway. Even though
         I was nowhere near the Pacific Coast. Actually I was; it’s just that it felt like a very long way away due to a large hurdle
         lying in my path before I reached it: 370-metre Whangapoua Hill. As I cycled towards the foot of this sizeable mound on legs
         not yet feeling completely at home with life a-wheel, Whangapoua Hill looked a lot more mountain than hill – a fact not helped
         by my coming away from my tent spot with several kilos of windfallen plums and oranges crammed into my already weighty panniers.
      

      
      But as mountainous curvy-bended hills go, it was a fun one for cycling. It might have been only about a thousand feet up in
         the air but the temperature had plummeted by the time I arrived at the top, though after my perspiring efforts I was far from
         cold in T-shirt and shorts. Motorists, on the other hand, who were climbing out of their vehicles at the scenic outlook to
         take some scenic snaps, looked decidedly chilly.
      

      
      ‘You look hot!’ said a multi-clothed couple as they wandered past. Turned out they were from Reading (Berks).

      
      ‘Ah, Gateway to Basingstoke!’ I said. They asked if I knew Reading.

      
      ‘I’ve cycled in and out of it a few times,’ I said. ‘But it’s not a very nice place on a bike as it seems to be constructed
         entirely of roundabouts.’
      

      
      The man laughed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Reading can be a very confusing place. Even now when I drive somewhere I have to stop and
         think and work out which way to go!’
      

      
      The Reading couple wandered off to take some pictures, leaving me to ponder how you can travel 15,000 miles across the world
         to a wild hilltop in New Zealand only to find yourself talking about the roundabout blight of Reading.
      

      
      The downhill swoop was tremendous – despite the fact that it suddenly decided to start raining – and I skimmed past blurred
         hillsides of pink-ochre earth.
      

      
      The rain had stopped by the time I arrived in Matarangi so I went for a swim in the Pacific. Matarangi was a good example
         of a fine stretch of beach ruined by a dull complex of expensive holiday homes. A number of suntanned blokes in shades were
         driving their big city surfboard-topped 4WDs across the sand. Some just sat in them going nowhere, engine burning, staring
         moodily out to sea.
      

      
      It’s funny to think how development changes things. Quite a few hundred years ago, the first wave of Polynesians (ancestors
         of the Maori) arrived by outrigger canoes on the Coromandel and eventually lived peacefully in coastal encampments, fishing and hunting moa. These big wingless birds became a major food
         source for those early settlers, who used their skin and feathers in clothing, the leg bones for making fish hooks and harpoon
         heads and the eggshells as water containers, until they finally hunted them to extinction. By the time the Yorkshire-born
         navigator Captain James Cook appeared on the scene in the Endeavour on his grand voyage of exploration in 1769, there were no more moas and the Maori tribes were well established all over.
         Cook sailed right around the peninsula and wrote that the land on the west coast, close to the area that he called ‘the River
         Thames’, was the best he had seen for colonisation. Soon after Cook came the loggers with their two-man cross-cut saws to
         fell the colossal forests of kauri. Hot on the loggers’ heels were the kauri gum-diggers and the gold-seeking miners. By the
         end of the nineteenth century, nearly all of the area’s natural resources had been plundered. Today you get the hordes of
         holidaymakers following the NZTB (New Zealand Tourist Board) themed coastlines and heritage trails. And you get the surfers
         parading their bodies of sheet muscle or showing off their wheels on the sand.
      

      
      Tonight I’m camping beside a sluggish river at Black Jack backpackers in Kuaotunu. Kuaotunu is a big improvement on Matarangi.
         It’s got cliffs, hills, bush, beach and hardly any people. There’s just a small store across the bridge called Kuaotunu Store
         and Liquor and a ramshackle garage that runs guided quad-bike safaris for those who like that sort of thing.
      

      
      Up near the river I came across an information history board. Until this point I had been vaguely wondering the meaning of
         the name of this place – Kuaotunu – and now I discovered it actually had several meanings, though this particular information
         board, being a bit guarded with its information, was only giving one of them away: the one that translated as ‘roasted young
         eel’. But the board did reveal that in pre-European times the Ngati Karaua people cultivated the land and fished the surrounding
         waters and that in 1889 gold was discovered in the area of the roasted young eel. As a consequence, the tangata whenua (‘people of the land’) departed from their ancient kainga (‘the places my feet have trod’) and left the area.
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