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OUR WINTER WINDOW
A MESSAGE BY PAULINE STEWART, OWNER OF THE INFORMER WITH HER HUSBAND, STAN

Welcome to our Local Magazine. This is 
our first winter in Whitianga. The real 
situation is that Stan, my husband, is 
yet to come. I, Pauline, am gazing out of 
an aircraft as I prepare my thoughts to 
share with you. 
I am far from our new home, beautiful 
Mercury Bay. The cloud cover is puffy in 
a grand cumulus fashion - but more grey 
than white. The landscape beneath is 
vast. I’m so far up I cannot see the detail 
of human settlement and activity, but I 
know it’s there.

I’m looking down on the east Australian landscape. However, I’m 
thinking about Whitianga, small town of plenty - outstanding scenes 
of beauty everywhere, generous hospitality, fun, services and facilities 
which are as multiple as a city. Stan and I are fortunate to have come 
to Mercury Bay. We could not have imagined this a year ago. 
As I gaze down from my window seat, the significance of one human 
life doesn’t impact or confront you as much when the view of the 
landscape is so vast and general. But most of the time, we live on 
ground level where people go about their lives interacting, working, 
surviving, making meaning and memories. Stan and I will be on 
ground level with you. We have something important to do in Mercury 
Bay as the new owners of The Informer.

At ground level, the impact of one life on another is more measurable 
in towns the size of Whitianga or Tairua or Coromandel Town than a 
city like Auckland. Many of the stories in The Informer are about the 
contribution one person has made to their community. Each one is 
motivated to make a difference and it is a life decision, not merely a 
hobby or a whim. These people love the sum of what they do though 
not always the detail of the challenges, difficulties of temperaments, 
interpersonal relationships or lack of resources. These people see 
beyond all of this and they are the essence of a hopeful, healthy 
community, even with their faults.  
Everywhere in Mercury Bay, we are surrounded by beauty and this 
beauty is no less in winter. It’s just different. I walk along Buffalo 
Beach or follow the road beside the shoreline. Every day in whatever 
mood the view is presenting, I find it to be soothing and inspiring. 
Sometimes what I gaze upon takes my breath away.
But we all know that the value of the life we lead is about more than 
appreciating and absorbing physical beauty. This quality or value of 
our life depends on what we can do for others, on who we are when we 
are with others and what motivates us when there is no one to impress. 
Don’t get me wrong. There is no judgement here. There was a time 
when people thought about judgement as a motivator to do the right 
or generous thing. There was a fear of the wrath of God. If you didn’t 
measure up, somewhere there was a dastardly book in which was 
being written an endless list of one’s wrongdoings. The thinking was 
that every wrong deed would be recounted at the gates of heaven or 

hell, depending on the judgement. I don’t believe that and thankfully 
people have seen beyond this simplicity.
What I do believe in is peace of mind and heart. This does not mean 
the absence of stress, but it does mean it is costly. This value of life is 
in accepting others and consequently living to enrich the place and 
the community in which I live through the lives of others. I can’t fix the 
world, though I can often pontificate how I would, but I can make a 
difference where I am. Now we accept more that everything across our 
global village is connected. This is my understanding and it has been 
my experience for every season that I have lived, perhaps even more 
so in the season of winter - when warmth is something we value. 
Stan and I are in a wintertime of our life. It’s not to do with the weather 
or our age. We are emotionally cold. We can’t seem to feel the warmth 
of joy. We are watching our son suffer from a mysterious illness or virus 
that has taken away his movement and his ability to feel touch. Medical 
science cannot name it or stop it ravaging his strong, young body.  
If I were to write a happy, positive message to you at this time in this 
magazine, I would be lying to you. With a friend’s help, we purchased 
The Informer in May this year. We desire and plan to do an excellent 
job of publishing something significant for you to enjoy and by which 
you feel informed and feel a sense of belonging to this great place 
called Mercury Bay. 
Words come hard to write for you and tears flow in the coldness of 
our current experience. People are warm and loving, but nothing can 
reach the deep cold within. It’s as if an avalanche has buried spring 
and summer. There are many who read this who have been where we 
are. I wonder if you remember? I think the memories of that coldness 

would still come back - returning to remind you of what was.  
What can we do? We do not know what the future holds. Yet even 
now I know nothing will stop the summer coming - and the colder the 
winter, often the brighter and more beautiful the spring and summer. 
We are a part of this pattern and the human spirit is connected to 
this turning cycle of seasons.  We are not always in time with Mother 
Nature, but the winter cannot be permanent. Time will draw us into 
the sunshine of summer once again, somehow. 
We love Whitianga and we can hardly believe the beauty of Mercury 
Bay with all its coves and bays, and the life and activity on the ocean. 
The friendliness and relaxed ambience are everywhere. The mood of 
growth and change is in the air with people excited to have economic 
opportunities, but wanting to keep the holiday experience and quality 
of community life. 
The Informer has faithfully shared the stories of Mercury Bay and its 
people, their industry and leisure, their hopes and plans, and the 
issues they face. It has been an honest Informer and a brave Informer, 
as well as being excellently presented. We are committed to follow in 
the work that Stephan and Petra Bosman, the former owners, have 
achieved with you and for you. 
Help us get to know you. Give us a little time to shed the cold that we 
have described to you. 
Take pride in your advertisement in this magazine and be proud 
of what you bring. Read others’ advertisements - use the skills and 
services, savour the food, enjoy the activities and events. Enjoy the 
stories and photographs. Share this magazine with others near and far.
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On 3 May this year, issue No 1,000 of The Informer was published. 
To celebrate the milestone, a photo competition with the theme 
“Why Mercury Bay is such an amazing place to live, work and 
play” was run. Throughout this magazine, we feature some of the 
entries received. 
Informer contributor, Tony Stickley, has also interviewed Informer 
founder, Denise Gunson. Here is his report on their discussion.
Workwise, Denise Gunson has had a number of careers over the years, 
including running a restaurant and property development projects 
with her husband, Nev. She has also worked as a builder’s labourer 
and a multimedia tutor.
Interestingly, it was those latter two occupations that indirectly led 
to Denise establishing The Informer in March 2003. “I went back to 
school when I was 45 to do an intensive computer multimedia course 
in Hamilton because I was sick of being a builder’s labourer,” she 
said. “The idea was to learn computer skills so that I could put them 
towards creating a job in Whitianga.”
After the year-long course, Denise became a computer tutor in town, 
advertising her services in another, now-defunct, newspaper which 
had a monopoly in the area, for advertising purposes at least. 
“I was running an advertisement in the local newspaper and one day I 
went to drop off my ad and the owner/editor didn’t even acknowledge 
me,” Denise recalled with a hint of triumph in her voice. “She just said I 
was three minutes late for the deadline, so she wasn’t going to accept 
the ad. You can’t print what I actually said in reply.
“Suffice to say I told her, in words that left no doubt about my feelings, 

that I was going to set up my own paper. I walked straight across the 
road to Endeavour Print run by Jo and Paul Rowbottom, who were 
friends of mine, and who also printed the other newspaper, and asked 
them if they would agree to be my printers if I started a local paper. 
Their daughter, Tania Rowbottom, gave me a crash course in how to 
use ‘Publisher,’ the format they needed for the paper.”
And that was how The Informer was born. The first issue was a single 

A4 sheet with a story on the front page announcing the paper’s 
arrival on the scene, featuring a witch on a broomstick captioned 
“Don’t Drink and Fly”, with the back page given over to free 
classified ads, almost entirely those of Denise and Nev, as until 
that stage virtually no-one knew about the new paper.
Denise cannot remember the size of the print run, but says it would 
have been between 500 and 1,000.
By the time they came to the second issue, the paper had 
increased in size from two pages to eight and Denise knew that 
this was something that was really going to work. “It just took off,” 
she said. “The second issue had commercial advertisers on board, 
a Fagans ad was on the front page. It just kept growing and we 
thought we were the bee’s knees. The first handful of issues were 
created in the spare bedroom of our house at Coroglen until we 
moved into shared space with the Rowbottoms. Then ultimately 
we moved to our own premises.”
However, for the first few issues, the paper had no name at all. That 
was something that the people living in the wider area got to choose.
At that time, Denise said, the other, now-defunct newspaper, 
had stopped delivering in rural areas, so there were around 600 
people who were not getting that paper delivered any more. “We 
didn’t know what to call our new paper and friends came up with 
some crazy ideas,” she said. “So we decided to throw it over to the 
community to decide by having a competition to see who could 
come up with the best name. Our purpose, or philosophy if you 
like, was keeping town and country connected.

A THOUSAND ISSUES OF THE INFORMER

7

Denise Gunson established The Informer in March 2003.
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“People in the rural areas felt disconnected because there was no 
rural delivery of the other paper and they felt they weren’t being 
informed which is why when ‘The Informer’ was suggested, we tended 
to lean towards that name.”
But there is much more work to running a newspaper than coming up 
with a name and Denise conceded it would not have been possible 
without an army of friends on hand to help out. 
“We had friends help fold the paper and collate it, though sometimes 
pages would turn out in the wrong order, depending on how much 
wine and beer had been consumed, and we had friends deliver it, 
including Russell the postie, who delivered it around town in his 
own time, and Shell and Billy who ran the rural delivery service and 
delivered it for free,” Denise said, adding that they always had beer 
and wine in the fridge to keep up the friends’ enthusiasm. “We had 
huge support from people helping get this off the ground.”
Despite all the help from friends, Denise found herself working 12-
hour days writing stories and doing all the unseen administrative 
things that needed to be done to keep a newspaper flourishing. “It 
had just got too big, so I employed a wonderful woman, Fiona Murphy, 
who now owns and operates Pinnacle Pilates,” she said. “Fiona 
created the ads, answered the phone and looked after the reception 
while I mostly wrote the stories. She was my right hand in everything.”
Denise said that one of the highlights that she and Fiona shared was 
putting together the first ever Informer Summer Guide. “It was our first 
ever colour production, we were really, really proud of that,” she said. 
But with the success of a soaring circulation came the need for a 
bit more mechanisation. “We became so big that we had to buy a 
collating machine because there are only so many friends you can 
get to fold the paper,” Denise said. “And then we bought a Risograph 
printing machine, a bit like a computerised Gestetner, to print the 
paper ourselves.”
But even with the labour-saving machinery, things were getting too 
much for Denise despite the unremitting help of husband Nev, who 
looked after the machines, fixed things and fitted in where necessary, 
not to mention delivering the paper with huge speakers blaring on his 
bright blue scooter - all carried out in addition to working full-time as 
a builder.
“We just got to the point where the paper was getting bigger and 
bigger and bigger, so we sold it in 2005,” Denise said. “At the time of 
selling, we had grown to an average of 28 pages and a full-time staff 
of four, including myself. It was after a hospital stay with cancer that 
we made the decision to slow down and sell the paper. The one thing 
about newspapers is the stress of deadlines. The paper was getting 
bigger and that brought a lot more stress.”
While those were difficult times, Denise looks back fondly at the 
many get-well messages and flowers from advertisers while she was 

in hospital. “I used to deliver to every shop, every issue to make a 
connection with the advertisers and I was very touched by all their 
good wishes and flowers,” she said.
By the time Denise sold the paper, she had boosted circulation to over 
4,000 a week.
As for journalism, Denise rather modestly said that when she started 
The Informer, they did not call what they wrote journalism, because 
they did not have a lot to write about. “We had to use a lot of humour 
instead,” she said. “If we had a big space, we would put in a borderline 
joke. We also had a column called ‘Penelope Possum’, which was 
named after Felicity Ferret from Metro Magazine. At the time the 
column was a big thing, gossip really, but it was very popular. It was 
the first page that people used to go to. People used to love it. And we 
also had weird competitions for fun, just as a filler.”
One such competition was photographing the upper half and lower 
half of consenting, fun-loving advertisers in Whitianga and getting 
readers to match up their bottoms and heads, if they could.
One of the pranks Penelope Possum pulled was making people 
believe that Bruce Willis was staying in town. “We had the whole 
town believing he was staying in Whitianga and people were actually 
claiming they had seen him, they knew where he was staying, that he 
had been in the local pub or had been out on a fishing charter,” Denise 
laughed. “People would ask me where he was staying and could I let 
them in on the secret, that they would not tell a soul. This was more 
about fun, because there was no news to speak of.
“Everyone was scared of Penelope Possum. When you spoke to people 
you could see them wondering, ‘Is this going to end up in the paper?’”
The identities of locals were only ever hinted at by Penelope Possum, 
like the well-known “garbiologist” who was reported to have come 
home worse the wear for drink and put a crayfish in the pot to cook, 
only to fall asleep on the couch causing clouds of thick, black putrid 
smoke throughout the house that did not endear him to his wife at all.
Or the well-known farmer who, for reasons best known to himself, was 
spotted with purple nail polish on his toenails.
However, there were sometimes important stories to tell and Denise 
did not shy away from them. One involved a series of resource 
consents for an apartment building. “We were threatened with being 
sued, but we just laughed because we knew it was true because we 
had seen the documents from the council,” she said.
Denise said Whitianga has changed a lot since she started The 
Informer. “I remember the kids would be late for school because the 
ferry used to follow dolphin up the estuary,” she said. “Everything was 
way more relaxed then. Life was simpler and more laid back. But at 
least I know that however the town and the wider area develops, The 
Informer will be there to keep people informed - which was the reason 
I set up the paper in the first place.”

5
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the widely spaced monitoring sites. The human ear is considered 
better at detecting kiwi calls than automated recording devices.  
A person can also work out the direction the calls are coming 
from and hence the number of different individuals - something 
automated recorders cannot yet do.
The monitoring also detected kiwi at 99 percent of monitoring 
points rather than the 65 percent in 2000. “That’s good evidence the 
population around the mountain is expanding,” said Nick. “What 
we’re seeing at Moehau is how continued control and suppression of 
predators like possums and stoats can help our taonga species. More 
than 20 years of work protecting the Coromandel brown kiwi is paying 
off with more birds in the bush.”
Moehau Environment Group chair, Letticia Williams, welcomed the 
news of a growing population of kiwi around the mountain. “This 
is an excellent result, and it reflects the consistent effort put in by 
volunteers, landowners and trappers,” she said. “The increase in kiwi 
numbers is huge reward for all those ‘hard yards’ put in month in and 
month out. It’s well worth celebrating.”
More recent monitoring completed by the DOC Coromandel field 
team captured additional evidence of the thriving kiwi population 
at Moehau. Four trail cameras were placed at various locations for 
five months, from November 2021 until April 2022. When these trail 
cameras sense movement, they take a photo every 10 seconds until 
the movement stops. 
“Thanks to ongoing predator control in the area, Moehau is proving 
to be one of the most successful wild kiwi sanctuaries in the country,” 
said Ben Gordon, DOC Senior Ranger Biodiversity. “It was exciting to 
see kiwi on all four cameras, especially a juvenile and then 10 minutes 
later an adult, most likely it’s father.”

Moehau monitoring reveals kiwi 
protection success A contribution by the Department of Conservation

At 892m, Moehau is the highest peak on the Coromandel Peninsula.  
It is significant to mana whenua as a final resting place for chiefs and 
is a known habitat for Coromandel brown kiwi.
Moehau has been the focus for more than 20 years of predator 
trapping by the Department of Conservation and community 
conservation organisation, Moehau Environment Group. The trapping 
has been supplemented with periodic toxin operations run by DOC 
to control possums - operations which also kill resident stoats which 
evade traps.
Recent research by DOC is showing the rewards of those years of 
planning, investment and hard graft. Monitoring undertaken between 
July and October 2021, revealed 489 kiwi were detected on and 
around Moehau, up from 131 kiwi detected in 2000 (when monitoring 
began) and 264 in 2009.
“The initial results are very encouraging,” said Nick Kelly, DOC 
Coromandel Operations Manager. 
“Monitoring was undertaken at 78 sites, with two hours spent at each 
site over three different nights. Of those 78 sites, 76 of them were also 
part of surveys in 2000 and 2009,”
In the 2021 count, 325 birds were male and 164 were female. This 
apparent imbalance in sex ratio is unsurprising given males call more 
often than females and so most of the males probably had a partner. 
Male kiwi have a more high-pitched call tone to females, which is how 
the trained and alert listener can determine the gender of the birds 
they’re hearing.
Monitoring was undertaken by experienced kiwi monitoring 
professional, Paddy Stewart of Red Admiral Ecology, and his 
colleagues, who recorded information on each kiwi call heard from 

Wild kiwi chicks are extremely vulnerable to stoat predation while 
still in the burrow. In areas without adequate predator control only 
five percent of kiwi chicks will survive until they are old enough to 
breed, after about four years. In areas like Moehau where sustained 
predator control continues, up to 60 percent of kiwi chicks will survive 
to breeding age. 
Ben said the cameras also captured a variety of pests which highlights 
the need for continued pest control to keep these taonga safe. An 
adult kiwi may be able to defend themselves against a stoat, but they 
are still vulnerable to ferrets and dogs. Kiwi aversion training for dogs 
is important to further protect these precious birds. It’s free and is 
strongly recommended for all dogs, especially for pig hunters and dog 
owners who live close to the bush or frequently venture into it.
Emily King, leader of DOC’s Kiwi Recovery Group, said Coromandel 
brown kiwi are the rarest of the brown kiwi, with an estimate of just 
over 2,000 birds. “When the Moehau Kiwi Sanctuary was established in 
2001, the total population of Coromandel brown kiwi was estimated 
to be 1,000 birds,” she said. “It’s very encouraging to see the success 
not just at Moehau, but at community projects across the Coromandel 
Peninsula to help to increase their number.”
The results are particularly positive considering the recent increase 
of ferret catches at kiwi projects across the Peninsula. Ferrets kill 
adult kiwi, reducing the average lifespan from potentially more than 
30 years to only 12. One ferret can kill many kiwi in a short amount of 
time, so the combination of trapping and aerially applied toxin will 
help ensure that one rogue ferret does not undo years of hard work.
“Coromandel brown kiwi are in good hands and with continued 
collaborative efforts across the Peninsula, it will be exciting to see  
how the population changes in the coming decade,” said Emily.

It’s the maunga which has towered above the northern Coromandel 
for centuries and now the population of one of its taonga species - 
and their distinctive sound - is on the rise.

Recent images of Coromandel brown kiwi captured by Department  
of Conservation trail cameras at Moehau.
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Inextricably linked to the  
Buffalo and to Whitianga

WHITIANGA MAN ASTONISHED TO FIND RELATIVE  
WAS ABOARD HMS BUFFALO
Sometimes things happen in life that are so outrageously 
coincidental as to be scarcely credible.
Take the case of Whitianga resident, Maurice Laird, who discovered 
after years and years of visiting the town as a young man, and then 
buying a holiday home here with his wife Brenda in 2007, that his 
great-great-great grandfather was a crewman on HMS Buffalo.
Today, here he is, living on Buffalo Beach Road a mere stone’s throw 
from where his ancestor was washed ashore when the Buffalo 
foundered on 28 July 1840. “To be honest, I found it so coincidental 
as to be almost freaky,” said Maurice, 65, a retired Wellington school 
principal. Maurice and Brenda made the move from Wellington to 
Whitianga in 2017, though they still retain a property in Wellington.
The revelation that William Oliver, a master sailmaker and cooper 
(barrel maker), did not return to England, but stayed on in New 
Zealand, means that Maurice’s family can lay claim to be among the 
very first Pakeha settlers in the country. 
But for the Buffalo coming to grief on what was her third voyage to 
these shores, the Oliver family would not have existed in New Zealand 
at all, said Maurice, whose mother was an Oliver. “We had bought a 
house on Buffalo Beach Road and a couple of years later my mother 
gave me a booklet on the family history and the family tree, which was 
put together by one of her relatives,” he said. “What caught my eye 
was a picture on the front cover of the Buffalo and I thought, what has 
that got to do with the Olivers?”

As Maurice read his family history, his amazement grew. “I grew up in 
the Hutt Valley, but from the end of the Fifth Form, I regularly came 
up to Mercury Bay with mates, camping in the scrub at Otama Beach 
and then at Kūaotunu,” he said. “Pretty much every summer after that 
we came back to do that and later with Brenda. Of course, I knew all 
about the Buffalo and her sinking, but I was completely unaware my 
family had any connection to it.
“So when I looked at the book and saw that William Oliver, my great-
great-great grandfather, got washed up on the beach just across the 
road, less than 1km away, I thought this is amazing. It was such a 
coincidence, it was really a bit freaky that we were living in a house 
not far from where William Oliver came ashore.”
History tells us that after leaving Sydney on 5 April 1840, the Buffalo 
discharged her passengers, including the wife of Governor William 
Hobson, in the Bay of Islands. The ship then carried on to Mercury 
Bay to pick up a consignment of kauri spars for the Royal Navy, for the 
return trip to England. However, in a raging storm, she lost her rudder 
and a number of anchors, eventually running aground on what is now 
Buffalo Beach, with two crewmen losing their lives in the process.
After salvaging anything of value from the Buffalo over the following 
few weeks, the crew sailed on the Bolina to Russell, which was then 
the capital of New Zealand. It was there that Governor Hobson 
persuaded some 25 of the crew, primarily skilled tradesmen such as 
Maurice’s great-great-great grandfather, to go to help set up Auckland 
as the new capital of the country.

Whether you call it the hand 
of destiny, a stroke of fate or 
an incredible coincidence, two 
Whitianga men each living within a 
stone’s throw of where HMS Buffalo 
ended up in her watery grave have 
strong family connections to the 
stricken vessel. 
In one case, the man’s forebear was 
a crewman aboard the ship when 
she foundered in Mercury Bay in 
1840. In the other case a few months 
earlier, the second man’s ancestor 
was taken as a prisoner of war to a 
penal colony in Australia aboard the 
Buffalo after an abortive uprising in 
Canada against English rule. 
For all we know, the two men - sailor 
and prisoner - may have got to know 
each other during the long voyage, 
although it is probably safe to say 
they never became friends. What 
is unquestionable though, is that 
destiny has linked them and their 
descendants inextricably to the 
Buffalo and to Whitianga.
On the following pages Informer 
contributor, Tony Stickley, tells the 
stories of the two men and their 
ancestors.

A painting of HMS Buffalo in distress by maritime artist, Paul Deacon. 15
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Maurice said that William 
Oliver, who was 30 at the time, 
was employed in one of the 
first permanent buildings in 
the growing city of Auckland, 
the Colonial Store. “His skills 
as a sailmaker and cooper 
were desperately needed in 
Auckland,” he said.
At one stage William Oliver, his 
brother-in-law, James Harp, 
and former shipmate, Thomas 
Duder, the first signalman at 
Flagstaff on Devonport’s Mount 
Victoria, got caught up in a grisly 
triple murder investigation.
In 1843, William had married 
Mary Anne Dunne, who worked 
with her sister, Lucy, as members of the Hobson household staff. 
Lucy had married James Harp while a third sister, Margaret, married 
Thomas Duder.
James Harp had fired a former Buffalo crew member, Joseph Burns, 
from his flourishing farming business. Drunk and full of anger at his 

ANCESTOR OF WHITIANGA BUSINESSMAN TRANSPORTED 
TO AUSTRALIAN PENAL COLONY ON HMS BUFFALO

misfortune, Burns murdered a 
Naval Lieutenant called Snow, 
as well as his wife and daughter. 
Burns tried to pin the blame on 
his former Buffalo shipmates, 
Oliver and Duder, who were 
detained and interrogated by 
the authorities. Burns later 
admitted his crime and was 
hanged on June 17, 1848, the 
first European executed in New 
Zealand under British law.

While Maurice’s New Zealand 
roots go back to 1840, Brenda 
is not far behind. Her Scottish 
forebears, Jean and David 
Drummond, arrived in Nelson 

in 1842. “Our families would be among the earliest settlers in New 
Zealand,” said Maurice. “Because of my long association with 
Whitianga, I feel a great affinity with this area and because of that 
it has been easy for us to settle in here. But we will never be locals 
because, really, you have to be born here.”

Before its demise in a storm in Mercury Bay, the Buffalo had also been 
used to transport Sir John Hindmarsh, the future governor of South 
Australia, to Australia and just before her ill-fated voyage to Mercury 
Bay, the ship had brought the wife and children of New Zealand’s first 
governor, Captain Hobson, to New Zealand.
In parts of French-speaking Quebec, “Les Patriotes”, as the 
secessionists were called, are considered heroes and have had 
monuments erected in their honour while HMS Buffalo is reviled and 
despised. Curiously, in various parts of Australia there are statues 
marking the role of the Buffalo in that country’s development, while 
there are also statues honouring the fight for freedom of the French 
Canadian Patriots.
In any event, Joseph Marceau was one of the 58 French Canadian 
Patriots dispatched into exile in Australia for his part in an uprising 
against British rule in 1838. While the trip on the Buffalo was not a 

A quirk of fate has seen a descendant of one of the French Canadian 
political prisoners transported to an Australian penal colony 
aboard HMS Buffalo ending up residing in Whitianga in a house 
overlooking the site where the ship foundered. In fact, there are 
probably two or three coincidences that conspired to ensure that 
Kevin Marceau would have a grandstand view from his home 
just off Centennial Drive over the final resting place of the vessel 
that caused such misery to his great-great-grandfather, Joseph 
Marceau, and 57 other French freedom fighters from Lower Canada.
It was in July 1840 that the Buffalo came to grief in Mercury Bay on an 
expedition to cut down kauri timber to be transported back to England 
for naval spars. Only a few months earlier, the Royal Naval vessel had 
transported 83 English-speaking rebels from Upper Canada fighting 
English rule, along with the 58 French-speaking secessionists, to 
separate penal colonies in Australia.

Maurice Laird, whose 
great-great-great 
grandfather was a 
crewman on HMS 
Buffalo, with his 
wife, Brenda, at the 
Buffalo Memorial in 
Whitianga. 
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five-star cruise by any 
means, the 58 were 
luckier than some 
of their brothers-in-
arms back in Canada, 
12 of whom were 
publicly hanged as 
a lesson to others 
as to what happens 
to those who take 
part in uprising and 
rebellion.
The French 
Canadians were put 
to work breaking 
rocks at Longbottom, 
close to what is now 
Cabarita in Sydney, 
but after a few years 
they were pardoned 
by Queen Victoria 
and allowed to go 
home, although they 
had to pay their fare themselves. All except three left for Canada and 
two of those three subsequently died, leaving just Joseph Marceau as 
the sole French Canadian Patriot on Australian soil.
Joseph, a widowed farmer from Montreal, married Mary Bennett in 

1844 with whom he 
had 11 children and 
settled in Dapto south 
of Sydney, where he 
became a successful 
farmer. An Australian 
relative of Kevin, also 
called Kevin Marceau, 
wrote a  book, “All 
But One Went Home”, 
outlining the family 
history.
Joseph’s son 
Benjamin, New 
Zealand Kevin’s 
great-grandfather, 
ran a pub and hotel 
in Dapto. His son 
Cyril, known by 
everyone as Joe, 
was the one who - 
because  of war and 
other circumstances 

- started the New Zealand branch of the family.
Kevin said that Joe came to New Zealand in order to learn the 
cheesemaking trade, but World War I intervened and he was sent off 
with the New Zealand Army to fight in Egypt and Europe. On his return 

Whitianga businessman, Kevin Marceau, is proud of his family’s connection 
with the French Canadian Patriots and HMS Buffalo. Photo by John Pratt.
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with the New Zealand troops, for one reason or another, he decided to 
stay in the Land of the Long White Cloud.
Joe, Kevin’s grandfather, became principal assistant at the Shelley 
Beach Cheese Factory at Kopuarahi on the Hauraki Plains. He later 
turned to dairy farming and married Chris Miller, the daughter of a 
well-known Thames family. “There were so many coincidences, it’s 
pretty crazy,” said Kevin, who runs The Glass House Emporium in 
Whitianga’s Albert Street. “If my great-great grandfather, Joseph, had 
gone back to Canada, there would not have been an Australian or 
New Zealand branch of the family and if my grandfather had not had 
his cheesemaking training interrupted by WWI, there would not have 
been a New Zealand branch either.”
But it was another twist of fate that brought Kevin to live near where 
the Buffalo ran aground with the loss of two lives. Some 31 years ago, 
he married his wife, Su, who was from Whitianga. “We moved here 
when we married,” said Kevin. “So that is my connection to Whitianga. 
I didn’t know 100 per cent about my family connections to the Buffalo, 
but [Australian] Kevin’s book came out about the same time.
“Now I know that we are the only [Australian/New Zealand] family 
descended from the French Canadian Patriot prisoners, so it’s pretty 
unique when you think about it. And then my grandfather being here 
when war broke out and me marrying a Whitianga girl.
“For the past 27 or 28 years, we have lived in a house overlooking 
the piece of water where the Buffalo went down to its final resting 
place. As I say, it’s pretty crazy, really. It’s one of those wonderful 
coincidences of life.”

Kevin said that all the family were proud of their connection to the 
rebels, but he had mixed feelings about the Buffalo. “The Patriots 
were regarded as heroes in Quebec and still are,” he said. “They 
were fighting for independence and that was what they eventually 
achieved. But I cannot understand why the Buffalo is so hated in some 
quarters in Canada.
“It was just a boat that came here to pick up timber and on the return 
trip it brought convicts and other prisoners, such as the Patriots, from 
Canada to Australia. It was just a boat doing its job.”
Kevin and his family were invited to the unveiling of a new headstone 
for Joseph, the original Patriot, in Dapto in May this year - but were 
unable to attend due to work commitments - as well as the showing 
of a documentary in Whitianga about Les Patriotes by Canadian 
filmmaker, Deke Richards. The documentary showing was attended by 
Kevin and his family from around New Zealand. However, his brother 
Rodney, who lives in Surfers Paradise, represented the New Zealand 
branch of the family at the Dapto unveiling.
Kevin is as proud of his French lineage as all the Marceau family who 
went before him. He is also proud of his very French name, but worries 
that it could disappear in this country. While there are a number of 
young females in the wider family carrying the Marceau name, his 
23-year-old son, Regan, a qualified mechanic in Whitianga, is the last 
male called Marceau.
“Obviously, when Su and I have grandchildren we would like one, 
at least, to be a boy to carry on the name and the connection with 
Canada, the Patriots and the Buffalo,” said Kevin.
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THE DAY A ROCK FELL OUT OF THE SKY  
IN NEW PLYMOUTH
This is a little mystery about the incredible 
journey of a small rock that fell out of 
the sky in New Plymouth. I first learnt 
about the rock when I received an email 
out of the blue from a woman who had 
recently done one of our stargazing tours. 
Her close friend had been working in the 
parking lot of an industrial building on 
an otherwise normal summer’s day last 
February. Stephen McClutchie heard a 
noise like a brick hitting a car and glass 
shattering, and noticed something moving 
out of the corner of his eye. Suspecting 
foul play, he searched for kids throwing 
stones, but found none and returned to 
the spot he was at. He then spotted a small 
stone on the asphalt and picked it up… but 
immediately had to drop it. It was frigid 
and partly covered in ice!  
Over the next couple of minutes the ice proceeded to melt away and 
Stephen observed that there was a small bit of green paint on it where 
it had broken open. The paint was the same colour of the buildings 
around him. 

So just what are we to make of this strange 
event?
A lot of people bring me things that they 
have found and think may be meteorites.  
Unfortunately, they never are, but the first 
thing that came to mind on hearing Stephen’s 
story was that this one might actually be a 
meteorite. I went to visit Stephen and his 
rock, but it appeared to me, as a geologist, 
to be very different from any meteorite I had 
ever seen and more similar to an ordinary 
volcanic rock from Earth. However, it had 
paint on it, had fallen from the sky and had 
been extremely cold.
There are three kinds of meteorites - iron 
ones, stony-iron ones and stony ones. The 
first two are usually black, very heavy and 
strongly magnetic. The stony ones are light in 

colour and in weight, and usually only slightly magnetic. This fits quite 
well with Stephen’s rock. However, most, but not all, meteorites have 
a thin black “fusion crust” on the outside which this rock was lacking. 
Strange as it might seem, most meteorites are actually cold when they 
land. This sounds crazy, but is true. Space is very, very cold, about 

minus 250°C, and meteorites have spent all of their long life travelling 
in this frigid environment for the last 4,500 million years. Some 
unlucky ones then hit the top of our atmosphere 100km up at about 
20km/second and proceed to actually melt on the outside due to the 
friction from the impact. This is when the fusion crust forms. They 
then slow down very quickly and after two to three seconds are only 
travelling at the same speed as an aircraft, about 500km/hour. The 
next five to six minutes are spent falling relatively slowly to earth. The 
important thing is that the atmosphere at these heights is really cold, 
not as extreme as space, but still well below freezing at about minus 
20°C to minus 60°C. The warm fusion crust then has time to cool right 
down again before it lands.  
That having been said, if meteorites come into the atmosphere on a 
very steep angle, they can sometimes retain a bit of their frictional 
heat. This is what may have happened to the Auckland Meteorite that 
landed in the Archers’ living room in Ellerslie in 2004, just where their 
baby had been playing half an hour earlier. 
Brenda Archer reported to astronomer, Jennie McCormick, that the 
meteorite was sufficiently warm immediately after landing, that she 
had to use a tea towel to pick it up. It would, however, probably have 
become very cold again a few minutes later, before gradually warming 
up to room temperature. 
This beautiful meteorite, only the 10th one to have ever been found 
in New Zealand, is now on display in the Auckland Museum where we 
can all enjoy it.

A CONTRIBUTION BY ALASTAIR BRICKELL, GEOLOGIST AND OWNER OF STARGAZERS ASTRONOMY TOURS IN KŪAOTUNU

Therefore a meteoritic origin for Stephen’s stone could be one 
possibility but there remain several others, all of them unlikely.  
Could Stephen’s stone have been thrown up into space by a volcano, 
stayed in orbit for a while and then re-entered our atmosphere? This 
seemed unlikely to me as it would have had to get up to a speed of 
8km/second to stay in orbit. 
Nevertheless, I took the stone to geologist, Shane Cronin, at Auckland 
University, an expert on Taranaki rocks. He had only just come back 
from two months in Tonga studying the Hunga Tonga - Hunga Ha’apai 
volcano which erupted last January. This was such an extraordinarily 
violent event that many of us heard the eruption over 2,000km away 
in New Zealand. 
Shane agreed that it was extremely unlikely that even this volcano 
could get a stone into space and furthermore it looked quite similar 

A photo captured by an American tourist staying at a lodge 
above Cooks Beach in May 2017. The bright light is thought to 
be a piece of the meteor shower known as Alpha Scorpiids.

Stephen McClutchie with the mysterious stone  
he picked up in a New Plymouth parking lot.
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BY FRANCESCA DOWLING

At the end of a long, private driveway, a slice of Italy can be found 
among the native Coromandel bush in the form of a mustard yellow and 
terracotta country-style mansion. Alongside the impressive entrance 
stand owners, Giorgio and Margherita Allemano, with their beloved dog, 
Congo. When inviting their guests inside, Margherita insists, “No, keep 
your shoes on. In Italy no one takes their shoes off. The tiles don’t mind.” 
Indeed, Italian tiles can be found throughout the house. 
For that matter, it seems just about all of the house’s contents came 
from Giorgio and Margherita’s home country, from the one-of-a-kind 
antiques, paintings and vintage furniture to the 12m² granite and 
Carrara marble slabs. “When we arrived from Italy 26 years ago, we 
brought a lot of stuff with us,” says Giorgio. “At least this way, you take 
a piece of your heart with you.”

Serving as a further reminder of their roots, Villa Toscana’s exterior 
colour was chosen in honour of Margherita’s home region, Tuscany, 
where sunflower yellow is common. “Along with this, in Italy if you are 
by the sea, you have lots of blues and white, where if you are in the 
country you lean towards green,” says Margherita. “Considering we 
have the best of both worlds here, all these colours are incorporated 
throughout the house. We looked at many properties in search of a 
place to call home, but nothing was like ‘wow’, that is until we came 
across this place, which was just an empty muddy plot of land at the 
time. We knew we wanted to be on a rural section with a view.” 
As Margherita points to the expansive panoramic view of Mercury Bay, 
she says, “As you can see the view sold us, you feel like you’re on top 
of the world here.” 

Standing prominently in the hills above Whitianga, 
Villa Toscana looks peacefully out over Mercury Bay.  
Often referred to by locals as “the big Italian place on 
top of the hill” or “the golden castle”, everyone knows  
the residence as an iconic landmark.

Villa Toscana looks out over Mercury Bay.to an ordinary volcanic rock from Earth. I subsequently sent 
Stephen’s rock to another geologist, James Scott, at Otago 
University, who is the meteorite expert who formally classified 
the Auckland Meteorite. James came to the same conclusion as 
Shane, but admitted it was an enigma as he also couldn’t explain 
the strange events leading to its discovery. 
NIWA (the National Institute for Water and Atmospheric Research) 
launches about seven small weather balloons every day. They 
stay aloft for several hours and eventually burst and drop their 
instruments back to earth. Could Stephen’s rock have hitched a 
ride? Yes, this is possible, but again not very likely, although that 
could explain both the coldness and paint.
Planes fly for extended periods in the very cold atmosphere. It 
is not inconceivable that a small stone could have been thrown 
up into the wheel well of a plane on take-off in Auckland, only 
to have been dropped out when the wheels were let down prior 
to landing in New Plymouth. This too could explain the noise, 
coldness and paint. Again possible, but very unlikely. 
Hoping to find some answers, I gave a talk about the stone to 
the annual conference of the Royal Astronomical Society of New 
Zealand in early June this year. Despite about 90 astronomers, 
both amateur and professional, being present and having a look 
at the stone, nobody could satisfactorily explain the events of 
that day in New Plymouth.
At present, Stephen’s stone remains an enigma. It looks more like 
an Earth rock than a space one. It landed with considerable force 
and was extremely cold after landing on a warm summer’s day. 
All known possibilities would seem to have been considered and 
all are extremely unlikely, but something unusual did happen 
that day. An enigma indeed!
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A slice of Italy 
in the hills above 
Whitianga



They were so impressed by the view that Giorgio and Margherita built 
their home around it. “From every room of the house, the view is 
always visible, just from another angle,” says Giorgio. “We already  
had the house drafted in Italy before moving to New Zealand and 
found a local draftsman to adapt the original design to the location  
of the section.” 
Taking a year to build the large three-storey residence from start 
to finish, Villa Toscana is as solid as it looks. It’s constructed out of 
steel bars and blocks filled with more than an estimated 400 tons 
of concrete. Giorgio and Margherita’s two adult children, Giorma 
and Fiamma’s childhood bedrooms are on the top floor, the living 
areas and master bedroom are on the middle floor, and a luxury 
private guest suite and wine cellar can be found on the ground 
floor. As if that’s not enough, the ground floor is also home to a 
helipad, an outdoor spa pool and a private deck. “We started up an 
accommodation business 25 years ago to share an authentic Italian 

experience with others,” says Giorgio. “It’s much cheaper coming here 
than to go to Italy.” 
Margherita adds that the B&B and wedding venue business was 
“amazingly successful”. “We’ve had many overseas guests as well as a 
big Kiwi market,” she says. “It was full-on for quite a few years. I really 
enjoyed making people feel welcome, but we’ve now converted the 
guest suite into an apartment as we decided it was time to slow down.” 
To occupy their newfound free time, Giorgio and Margherita can be 
found busying themselves at their favourite parts of the property - 
Margherita in her outside art studio and Giorgio in the kitchen. 
Despite the mansion she lives in, Margherita, a keen watercolour 
painter, has never had a designated painting area. She used to be 
relocated from room to room until last year, when she had enough.  
“At one point, I was even cohabitating with Giorgio in his office,” she 
says. “This is when I decided that at my age, I deserve my own space.”

Not only is Margherita’s “woman-cave” her favourite because of 
her passion for art and the fact that it’s “hers”, but also because her 
children built it for her. “Giorma, my boy, built my art studio and when 
my daughter, Fiamma, arrived back from Italy, she painted everything 
and retouched the walls,” she says.

Giorgio says he enjoys the kitchen because it’s the heart of every 
Italian home. “Besides everyone naturally gravitating to the kitchen 
for its tasty food, it’s where you talk because you’re all together,” he 
says. “In Italy, you always sit around the table for a meal and treat it 
as a social gathering. It’s a tradition we brought with us. When our 
children are here, we all sit together and have our meals.  

Another aspect of the kitchen that Giorgio enjoys is its contents. 
“Ingredients are important,” he says. “An Italian kitchen must have 
quality olive oil, fresh vegetables and fruit, brewed coffee and wine 
ready to be poured.” 

Giorgio - who happens to be an oenologist, a “wine scientist” - is clear 
that only Italian wine can be found in the Villa Toscana kitchen, not 
New Zealand wine. “I think of New Zealand wine the same as I think 
about Italian rugby, nice try,” he laughs.

However, Giorgio and Margherita both agree that the favourite aspect 
of their home is that it really feels like they’re in Italy, except with a 
New Zealand backdrop. “It’s normal for Italians to be collectors,” says 
Margherita as her eyes skim over the many vintage paintings and 
delicate-looking antiques that contribute to the Villa Toscana charm. 
“We surround ourselves with the past. Many of the items you see here 
are not just pretty objects, they each tell a story. Not only have they 
come from our previous lives in Italy, but are treasures that have been 
passed down through the family line. Everything in the house holds 
some sentiment. It’s a little bit of home we brought with us to New 
Zealand and we love to share it with others.”

Photo left: The Villa Toscana wine cellar. Photo right: Giorgio and Margherita Allemano at the entrance of Villa Toscana with their dog, Congo.Photo left: The very Italian kitchen of Villa Toscana, Giorgio’s favourite part of the house. Photo right: Margherita’s art studio in the Villa Toscana garden.
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LOCAL LIBRARIANS’ RECOMMENDATION - 
LET US GET TO KNOW YOU BY FRANCESCA DOWLING

Many mourn the temporary loss of the sun during the winter 
months, while bookworms revel in it. What most consider a dreary, 
cold, wet day is an opportunity for booklovers to snuggle into a 
bundle of blankets and be teleported to another world within the 
pages of a book. The only issue with this is that if you sit down, get 
all cosy and open up a book, you might find you don’t like it all -  
an unerring way to make a reader’s mood take a swift dive. 
It is hard navigating the insurmountable world of literature, endless 
lists of authors and trillions of tales told and to be told, but luckily 
you do not need to do this alone. To help us through the minefield of 
choosing our new favourite book this winter, there’s no better person 
to ask than your local librarian.
Mercury Bay Cancer Support Trust second-hand bookshop librarians, 
MaryJane Schmidt and Wendy Bungay, often spend their days book 
hunting on behalf of the many locals who wander into the shop in 
Whitianga, not sure what they’re looking for. “All of us volunteers at 
the shop are readers,” says Wendy. “We all know the difficulties of 
selecting a good book. Besides contributing to the Mercury Bay Cancer 
Support Trust’s incredible cause, one of my favourite aspects of being 
a librarian is to make reading suggestions and generally knowing what 
others are looking for.” 
MaryJane and Wendy are keen to talk about the effort they make to 
find the right book for their customers. “We have many readers who 
become regulars at the bookshop, so it’s easy to recommend books 

to these people as we already know what they like and dislike,” says 
MaryJane. “For regular customers, we sometimes ring them up to 
let them know about a new book that came into the shop that we 
thought they might enjoy.”
Wendy says the genre that flies out the door the quickest are thrillers, 
particularly from author Lee Child. “If any of Lee Child’s books hit 
the shelves, generally they’re gone within the same day,” she says. 
“However, we have seen a lot of Lucinda Riley being snatched up 
quickly too, which is more for those who are interested in romance 
fiction. She’s one of our newer reads along with Fiona McIntosh, who 
does a little bit of everything, and David Baldacci, who mainly writes 
suspense novels and legal thrillers.” 
MaryJane says that the shop also has a great selection of children's 
books available. “All the picture books do really well among our 
younger readers and when it comes to adolescents, Harry Potter is,  
of course, always the first choice.”
Across the road, similar comments are heard from the team at the 
Mercury Bay Library. Librarians, Les Preece, Jess Corkill and Elsa Klein, 
agree that Lee Child and Lucinda Riley are clear winners in their library 
too, alongside the “resurgence” of the Harry Potter novel series. They 
suspect this is due to the recent release of the film “Fantastic Beasts: 
The Secrets of Dumbledore” - a spinoff of the Harry Potter franchise. 
Many other books have been popping up as a popular option among 
local readers too, some expected and others somewhat surprising. 

“We have a wide range of readers who visit the library due to our large variety,” says Jess. “Classic 
choices among our young male readers are dinosaurs, Star Wars, pirates and Lego, and usually 
horse themed stories for girls. ‘Wings of Fire’ by Tui Sutherland is a really popular choice right 
now in the kids section. The series, ‘The Last Kids on Earth’, is also in high demand as a result of 
the popular Netflix show based on the series. It pays to keep an eye on what is trending in the 
cinematic world and on social media to predict what is going to be popular in the library.”
A highly recommended trend is the rise of graphic novels. “I’m so happy the days where libraries 
would dismiss and snub a book that contains illustrations are gone,” says Les. “If kids are reading 
them, then that’s the main thing. The focus should always be on making kids enjoy reading again. 
Not to say graphic novels are only for children, many adults also read them. I recommend ‘Guts’ 
by Raina Telgemeier, it’s a great place to start if you’re not used to reading graphic novels yet.” 
Another surprise for the librarians is the number of teens blowing the dust off the international 
section in pursuit of expanding their cultural knowledge. “Often teenagers are after a gritty 
novel with a dystopian theme, but they are also coming in to learn about culture,” says Les. “It 
is surprising, but should be expected with the increase of social and cultural awareness through 
social media today. It’s a very cool thing to see.”
The Mercury Bay Library is also excited to have just added PressReader to their services. 
“PressReader is a fantastic resource that allows digital access to just about every major global 
magazine and newspaper, from Rolling Stone to the New Zealand Herald,” says Les. “The best 
thing about it is that it’s free. All you need to do is sign in with a library membership card, which is 
also free, and you’ll have the latest news and magazine issues at your fingertips.” 
PressReader is versatile. People can listen rather than read via an audio option and can also share 
and download articles for use at home. “It is a great source for academic studies,” says Les. “Big 
libraries around New Zealand such as the Auckland Central City Library have already installed it,  
so I’m really stoked to finally have it here in Mercury Bay.”
The librarians at the Mercury Bay Cancer Support bookshop and the Mercury Bay Library all agree 
the best recommendation they can give booklovers is to stop by and say hello. “Everyone has 
their own unique taste and preferences when it comes to what they enjoy reading, so it’s slightly 
impossible to judge what someone may like without having a conversation with them first,”  
says Les. “It’s best to get to know your local librarians and let them get to know you. We’re not 
that scary!”

Top: The librarians of the Mercury Bay Library:  
From the left - Jess Corkill, Les Preece, and Elsa Klein. 
Bottom: The Mercury Bay Cancer Support Trust 
second-hand bookshop volunteer librarians: 
MaryJane Schmidt (left) and Wendy Bungay.
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Words of wisdom about your winter garden
Confused about your garden? Winter should be a busy 
and enjoyable time of year for gardeners. Pam Ferla 
has spoken to a few Coromandel experts who were 
more than happy to share some tips about gardening 
during the colder months.
A key issue raised by all the experts is good gardening 
habits. Make sure that all your tools are clean and 
sharp, including secateurs and hedge clippers. 
Remove any rust spots with a wire brush, steel wool 
or sandpaper. Sharpen the blades, sand and then 
oil them with WD40, rubbing the oil in with a cloth. 
Wooden handles should be wiped clean and then 
oiled with linseed oil to prolong their life. Handles 
that are weak or rotting should be replaced. Store 
your tools away inside.
We hope you find the experts’ words of wisdom on 
this and the opposite page useful and enjoyable. 

PAUL (AEROVIEW GARDEN CENTRE)
Most plants are well on the way to harvest, but Paul from 
Aeroview Garden Centre in Thames says in our mild climate 
there’s still time to plant the brassica range, as these will 
grow slower due to shorter daylight hours. Broccoli is easy 
to grow as are cabbage and cauliflower. 
It’s a good idea to add a good dressing of garden lime. Paul 
mixes in Dave’s Humate when preparing the soil. It’s like a 
super-powered compost and will build up organic matter in the 
soil. He also places a good handful of sheep pellets and blood 
and bone directly under each plant to get them off to a good 
start. “It sounds like a lot of nutrients, but in reality the more 
leaf growth the plant produces, the larger the head of broccoli, 
cabbage or cauliflower,” he says. “Avoid adding too much 
nitrogenous fertiliser in the winter as growth will be too soft.”
An early crop of peas is also a good idea. “Onward” is probably 
the best early variety. Watch for birds nipping newly emerging 
shoots. A web of black cotton, woven through the stakes the 
peas will climb up against, is a good idea and the peas will have 
something to cling to and help them establish.
Early potato varieties “Swift”, “Jersey Bennes”, “Cliffs Kidney” 
and “Rocket” are quick maturing, around 60 to 80 days, and 
can be planted anytime now, as long as frost is not allowed to 
settle on the leaves. Paul grows his crops in 20l buckets using 
a mix of compost and topsoil, with potato fertiliser added at 
planting time. Cover the seed and add compost mix as shoots 
come through.
For any parts of the vegetable garden that are not being used, 
it’s a good idea to sow a cover crop. This can be either oats, 
mustard or lupins, or a mix of all three. The cover crop will 
suppress weeds. In spring, cut the crop down with hedge 
clippers and dig it into the soil, which adds humus. Mustard 
helps control soil nematodes as the chemical activity of the 
mustard breaks down in the soil. Remember to start digging 
the crop in a couple of weeks before you wish to plant.
Paul likes to apply a lime sulphur spray before deciduous trees 
come back into leaf. Lime sulphur is one of the most important 

winter sprays you can apply. It controls a very wide range of 
fungal diseases on all fruit trees, including black spot on apples 
and bacterial diseases on plums, peaches, nectarines and 
quince, plus it controls the overwintering eggs of a wide range 
of pests. And if you are plagued by lichen on deciduous trees, it 
will clean this up as well.
Roses also appreciate a winter spray with lime sulphur, helping 
control black spot and other fungal diseases plus red spider 
mite eggs and scale. A warning - do not let the overspray drift 
over paintwork on your house as it will discolour it. 
Winter is a good time to spray citrus trees with copper 
oxychloride to control verrucosis or citrus scab and, while the 
tanks are full, spray passionfruit as well to ward off grease spot. 
Ensure good coverage on the undersides of the leaf.

MEGAN (BULK LANDSCAPING SUPPLIES)
There is plenty to do in your winter garden and one 
of the pleasant jobs is harvesting fruit. Megan at Bulk 
Landscaping Supplies in Hot Water Beach says lemons, 
limes and mandarins should now be ready to pick 
and enjoy. If you have rotten fruit such as feijoas and 
persimmons under your trees, then pick them up and add 
them to your compost. If you spot any diseased leaves 
on the ground under your fruit trees, it is a good habit to 
remove them. 
“Also remove diseased leaves that are around any stone fruit 
trees infected with leaf curl,” says Megan. “And it’s also wise to 
keep an eye on your harvested fruit as some varieties have a 
short shelf life and can go mouldy.”
Spraying should have started for curly leaf, using a copper 
fungicide. While doing this make sure you spray the ground 
under the trees as well. You should also have your planting 
sites prepared for winter planting, with spraying and cultivating 
until the site is clear of weeds.
Any perennials that have finished flowering can now be cut 
back and many perennials can be lifted and divided for the 
following year. Your annual pruning of roses should also be 
underway. 
You can cut back on watering now, as long as your plants are 
well established and mulched for the winter. But ensure they 
have adequate drainage, so that water is not ponding around 
the base of plants during the winter months.
Megan says it is a good practice to make sure that any 
herbicides used near fruit trees are non-residual.
All those leaves on the ground can be collected to compost and 
spread back on the garden later as a beneficial leaf mould. A 
layer of mulch placed around your shrubs and trees will act like 
a blanket and keep them warm through the winter months. 
Mulch will also supress weeds and add nutrients to your soil. 
However, keep mulch away from the trunk of your plants in 
order to prevent collar rot.
This time of the year is a good time to check the condition of 
your soil. It may be necessary to dig in a good garden lime to 
sweeten the soil. However, do not put lime around any acid 
loving plants such as camellias, rhododendrons, gardenias  
and vireyas.

Don’t forget to check your plants for aphids, white fly, 
spider mite and scale. You can treat affected plants with an 
appropriate insecticide such as Neem Oil and Conqueror Oil.

LEANNE (MERCURY BAY GARDEN CENTRE 
AND LANDSCAPE SUPPLIES)
Rent and don’t have a vegetable garden? Live in an 
apartment and don’t have a garden at all? That’s no 
problem, says Leanne of Mercury Bay Garden Centre and 
Landscape Supplies in Whitianga. “There are affordable 
raised garden bed ideas and kitsets on the market, and we 
have amazing Vegepods and Winter Gardenz greenhouses 
available,” she says. “Vegetables can also be grown in pots 
and hanging baskets, and seed sprouting and microgreens 
take up minimal space indoors.”
Leanne says vegetables suitable for sowing or planting in 
winter include broccoli, broad beans, cabbage, cauliflower 
carrots, coriander, kale, lettuce, peas, radish, rocket, silver beet 
and spinach.  
Mid-winter is time to plant strawberries if you want a bumper 
crop. Cold temperatures stimulate flower bud initiation, 
therefore the length of time strawberries are in colder soil 
increases the plants’ capacity to produce a heavier crop.
Winter is a time of planting and housekeeping in the home 
orchard. As most fruit trees are grown in nurseries and then 
lifted and dispatched when they are dormant, the main 
availability in retail stores is June to August. Leanne says you 
don’t need a great deal of space to have an orchard. Fruit trees 
can be espaliered, dwarf varieties can be grown in pots and 
there are double and triple grafted trees to help save space.  
Pruning fruit trees is a winter task. It’s easier pruning a young 
tree, so spend the first few years getting the size and shape right.
Give your garden a warm glow in winter with flowering annuals, 
perennials and shrubs. Bloom times vary, depending on where 
you live, but get ready to be dazzled.
Camellias are showstoppers in the winter garden. Choose 
hybrids and species with care, then you can enjoy the frills of 
this showy evergreen shrub from March to November. 
Some varieties of coprosma offer year-round colour from 
golden tones to brilliant reds, and deep red and burgundy in 
the winter. 
Daphne, with a perfume that fills the room, has a place in many 
people’s hearts. Flowers appear as soon as the temperatures 
drop and keep on coming for months. 
Cyclamens are one of the most popular of all the colder season 
perennial flowering plants. The pretty, upright flowers appear 
for months on end and are happy grown indoors or out. Colour, 
flower shape and foliage vary greatly - a perfect, affordable 
alternative to a bunch of flowers in winter.  
Hellebores, known as winter roses, are one of Leanne’s 
favourite winter flowering perennials. “They’re garden 
mainstay heroes over the next few months, with flowers and 
buds bursting from the ground up,” she says. “They’re hardy 
perennials, easy to grow and care for, with colours ranging from 
white and pinks to deep purple and reds, plus some interesting 
apricots, yellows and greens. They look dainty and demure, but 

they are tough plants, surviving cold, frosty winters.”
You can also get your garden buzzing with some colour by 
planting flower pots and hanging baskets. Popular annuals for 
winter planting include pansies, violas, primulas, cinerarias, 
polyanthus and sweet peas. 
“Come and see one of our friendly staff for advice,” says 
Leanne. “And remember to stand tall and proud. Go out on a 
limb. Be content with your natural beauty. Remember your 
roots. Drink plenty of water. Enjoy the view.

THE STAFF OF WAITAIA ADVANCED NATIVE 
TREE NURSERY
The staff of Waitaia Advanced Native Tree Nursery in 
Kūaotunu says winter is the ideal time to be preparing soil 
with humus or compost, improving the texture and manure 
content ready for planting now or in the spring. Compost 
can be dug in around existing trees and shrubs or top 
dressed with fertiliser and then mulched to keep the ground 
warm. Larger specimen trees should be planted now so that 
they can establish themselves before the drier months. 
When planting trees, it is best to put the time and effort into 
providing a good start by digging a hole deeper and wider than 
the root ball and filling under and around it with garden mix, 
fertiliser or compost. It is especially important if the soil is poor.
Frost protection is required for those trees that are sensitive to 
the cold especially when young, such as puriri, avocados and 
hibiscus.
Many varieties of hedging are in stock and now is the perfect 
time to plant. Pittosporums are always a popular choice. The 
decorative “Golf Ball” pittosporums make an attractive feature 
in the garden with their naturally rounded shape. 
Citrus and fruit tree stocks are available in July. Make sure 
you get in early for your favourite varieties and get them in the 
ground to establish before their spring flowering.
Macadamia nuts are now falling and it’s a good idea to go out 
daily and collect them off the ground before the rats find them. 
Place them in a basket or an open weave onion style bag to dry 
for a month or so before they are ready to crack open and use. 
Opening their rock-hard shell is always a challenge, but a tip is 
to line them up in a rubber mat with round holes and hit them 
with a hammer. They are then confined in the mat and don’t 
shatter or bounce off.
Waitaia Advanced Native Tree Nursery has a delivery service 
available, especially useful for bigger trees that will be 
protected in a large, covered trailer so they arrive on site in 
good condition. You are invited to wander around the nursery 
while enjoying the peaceful surroundings and native birdlife. 
It is is tucked away in an idyllic valley setting just off the main 
road in Kūaotunu. 
The nursery specialises in native trees and plants suited for the 
coastal environment, but there’s also a wide variety of non-
natives, smaller shrubs, revegetation plants, groundcovers, 
grasses and more.
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Part of the safety net in Mercury Bay
A CONTRIBUTION BY THE WHITIANGA COMMUNITY SERVICES TRUST

With an aim of being flexible, to respond to the 
local community’s social support needs as they 
evolve or become more pressing, the Whitianga 
Community Services Trust (better known as 
Whitianga Social Services) has seen substantial 
growth over the past two years. 
“We employ 21 full-time and part-time staff, and 
have more than 40 volunteers generously giving 
their time and skills to help us,” says Sheryll 
FitzPatrick, manager of the organisation. “In 
addition to a strong focus on counselling and 
family and whānau support, we offer help with 
budgeting, run an OSCAR after school care and 
holiday programme for children whose parents 
are working, provide transport to Thames and 
Waikato Hospitals, and have a supply of groceries 
and food available for those who find their budget 
is tight at the end of the week. 
“We now have a kaitiaki whānau and a kaiarahi whānau to help 
families and whānau navigate our services and also other services 
available in the community. Our counselling services are free and do 
not require a GP referral. Just give us a ring or call in if you need to talk 
to a trained and experienced counsellor. Our services are confidential. 
“Our building in Cook Drive is a hub for community support services 
and is a popular gathering place for many community groups. We can 

assist families and whānau access a wide range of mobility equipment 
as well.” 
“We also have a focus on driver’s licensing. We can help local residents 
to prepare for their tests, including learner’s licence theory, and 
financial assistance with driving lessons for practical tests. If anyone is 
interested in how we may be able to help them with this, please don’t 
hesitate to contact me. It is vital that people are legally licensed in 

order to get employment and access study and everyday living. 
“Our after school care and holiday programme roll has grown 
dramatically over the last few months. We have a new team who 
really enjoy making OSCAR a happy and enjoyable experience for 
the children.”
Over the years, social enterprise has become very important for 
organisations dependent on government contracts, philanthropic 
grants and donations to fund their activities. “Our op shop 
contributes about a quarter of our income,” says Sheryll. “We 
enjoy fantastic community support and have a wonderful team of 
volunteers and staff sorting donations, stacking shelves and serving 
customers. So if you want top quality clothes and goods for a very 
reasonable price, get on down to our shop at 15 Coghill Street in 
Whitianga and meet the friendly staff and volunteers there.” 
Sheryll and her team make it their business to know as much as 
possible about the overall range of services, benefits and products 
available in the Mercury Bay area. That includes frequent contact 
with other community groups. “We’re not operating in a silo,” says 
Sheryll. “We may well be able to point people in the right direction, 
where to find a Justice of the Peace or how to get help to travel to 
health appointments. 
“We would like to think that we’re part of the safety net in Mercury 
Bay. Almost everyone faces obstacles that they sometimes feel may 
be too hard to overcome. Our message to the local community is to 
come and talk to us. Help is always available.”

Some of the children participating in the Whitianga Community Services Trust’s OSCAR after school 
care and holiday programme.
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It may not be long before you can enjoy a swim for more months 
of the year at the Mercury Bay community swimming pool, thanks 
to a dedicated group of volunteers. The quest to heat the pool has 
been on the agenda for years, but is now gaining momentum. 
Mercury Bay Community Swimming Pool Trust committee member, 
Candice Van de Ven, says several groups have now joined forces to 
raise funds for the project. The Hot Water Beach surf lifesavers are on 
board, as well as the Mercury Bay Swimming Club and Mercury Bay 
Area School.
Candice, who is a relief teacher at the school, has a family of four girls. 
She believes a heated pool will encourage more children, especially 
youngsters, to learn to swim. “As well as encouraging the safety of 
children in the water, a pool that is heated could be open about 10 
months of the year, which is much longer than now,” she says. “The 
longer we have it open, the more enjoyment and benefit it can bring to 
the community.”
Candice also sees new opportunities for a heated pool, such as 
swimming lessons for toddlers, aqua aerobics and injury rehabilitation. 
The pool, which is maintained and operated by the Mercury Bay 
Community Swimming Pool Trust, is at the grounds of Mercury Bay 
Area School on South Highway in Whitianga. The trust estimates 
that about $100,000 is needed to provide two heat pumps that will 
maintain the water temperature between 28°C and 30°C, as well as 
thermal-lined pool covers and installation costs. “We have created a 

sponsorship scheme for businesses and individuals who are offered 
free access for a limited time if they donate,” says Candice.
The trust committee members appreciate the support of the 
Whitianga Lions Club which donated the proceeds from their art 
expo at Queen’s Birthday Weekend to the pool fund. The committee 
members are also optimistic for success with their applications for a 
number of public grants. “The project has been really well received, 
especially in Whitianga,” says Candice. “We have a growing population 
and the Mercury Bay Swimming Club has doubled its membership 
in recent times, so I think it’s the perfect time for us to have a heated 
pool in the area.”

QUEST FOR HEATED SWIMMING 
POOL IS GAINING MOMENTUM BY PAM FERLA 
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CODE CRACKER COMPETITION
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Complete this Code Cracker and win a $200 
voucher to spend with any of the advertisers 
in this magazine.
Each number represents a different letter of 
the alphabet. Work out which number stands 
for which letter to complete the crossword. 
We’ve given you three letters to start with.  
All words are from a dictionary and no proper 
nouns are used. All letters of the alphabet are 
not necessarily used. When you have cracked 
the code, fill in the answer in the boxes below 
the crossword.
Closing date for entries:  
Friday, 30 September 2022.
All correct entries will go into the draw to win 
the voucher. Entries can be posted or hand 
delivered to The Informer at 14 Monk Street, 
Whitianga or scanned/photographed and 
emailed to info@theinformer.co.nz. Please 
include your name, phone number and town/
city of residence with your entry. 
Please note that we won’t enter into any 
correspondence once the winner has been 
announced.
Have fun!
Clues - D=9, S=8, R=1
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Motutere/Castle Rock a place of spiritual 
direction and physical guidance 
Motutere/Castle Rock near Coromandel Town remains closed to the 
public, allowing the mountain to continue a healing process that 
started after two people plunged to their deaths there in 2018.
Local iwi, Ngāti Huarere, imposed a rāhui on the mountain after 
American climber, Lauren Worrell, died when a fixed rope attached to 
the rock face snapped, causing her to plummet 120m to the ground 
below. A coroner’s inquest heard that the rope was severely structurally 
compromised from being exposed to the elements.
A few months earlier, the body of Coromandel outdoor enthusiast and 
spiritualist, Shannon Makowharemahihi, was found at the base of 
the mountain. At the time his father said he believed that his son fell 
backwards off the mountain while trying to meditate.
While Ngāti Huarere own the land, they derived no financial benefit 
from the tourists who flocked to the area before the accidents 
occurred. Iwi spokesperson, Wanda Brljevich, said that since the two 
deaths they had put a rāhui in place along with signage telling people 
it was private property and that the owners would not be responsible 
for any misadventure that befell them. “We have put up signs advising 
of the extreme danger and asking people not to access the mountain 
because it is private property, but if they choose to ignore the signage, 
then that is at their own risk,” she said. “So to answer the question, no 
our maunga is not open as such. But people are accessing it anyway, 
even though we have put the signage up.”
Wanda said that they were not prosecuting anyone at this point for 

trespassing although some of the signs were being smashed and 
vandalised, which was annoying as they took time and money to 
replace. People have also been camping and leaving their rubbish in 
the area.
Wanda said that members of the Ngāti Huarere ki Whangapoua Trust 
felt that some aspects of climbing desecrated the sacred nature of the 
mountain. “One of the main issues for us is people accessing the area 
and putting pins or metal spikes into the mountain in order to help 
them climb and abseil the rock, which for us is our Tupuna maunga 
(Ancestral mountain),” she said. “We don’t like that sort of thing 
happening to our maunga with the pins being driven in.
“As one of our kaumatua explained it to us, our maunga is like an old 
person and to him it felt like someone was putting pins into an old 
family member.”
The healing process was just as much about the harm done to the 
mountain’s soul. Wanda said that for Māori, the area was a sacred and 
spiritual place. “It has its own mauri, its own life force or life source,” 
she said.
Ngāti Huarere had looked at creating a management plan for the 
mountain, but that would take a lot of time and money to set up, at 
a time when the trust had many other local issues to deal with. “It 
is something we would like to do, but we have not managed to do 
it as yet,” Wanda said. “As far as opening the mountain up again is 
concerned, the trust has voted that they would prefer not to do that. 

They want the mountain to heal and have the respect it deserves, that 
is what the rāhui was about.”
The original rāhui was for a year and the idea of re-opening had been 
declined in discussions since. “That is where it stands from a decision 
about 12 months ago and there is no reason to revisit it at the 
moment,” Wanda said. “It was a place that was special to our people, 
many of whom were named after the mountain.”
Motutere/Castle Rock was important, not just as a place which 
provided spiritual direction, but physical guidance as well. “It is a 
landmark that we have historically used throughout the centuries to 
direct us to different fishing grounds,” Wanda said. “It acts as a mark 
so that we can access different points both on land and at sea.”
As far as a management plan for the future of the mountain is 
concerned, that is something that will have to wait for another day. 
“We would love to do something for the future, but there are so 
many demands on us as an iwi for multiple different things that are 
happening within our rohe,” Wanda said. “Adding a management plan 
to all that would be just too onerous right now.”
And if they did eventually decide to pursue a business venture on the 
land for the good of their iwi, that would entail other responsibilities 

too. “If we commercialise it, then we also have to ensure that it is a 
safe place for people to come and would involve Worksafe legislation,” 
Wanda said.  
These are issues they would have to wrestle with, but the rewards 
would undoubtedly be there. The trust has had good and meaningful 
discussions with members of the climbing community, and they 
offered useful contributions for a future management plan.
Wanda said that before the accidents, there was a high number of 
tourists being transported in by local bus operators who would drop 
people off at the base and return later to pick them up, without being 
required to take any responsibility for them while they were at the 
mountain. “There was no financial contribution to the iwi from that,” 
she said. 
It was easy for tourists to visit the area. “It has never actually been 
open to the public,” Wanda said. “I think a lot of people thought it was 
public land and accessed it without realising it was private property. 
The annoying part is that, although this is private property, the Crown 
- for their own reasons, whatever they are - made an easement from 
the 309 Road to the base of Motutere so that people could access the 
mountain… so go figure.”

BY TONY STICKLEY

Motutere/Castle Rock as seen from the air.

Motutere/Castle Rock.
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“BUSH MECHANIC”, PETER SHEEHAN, 
STILL PLAYING BOWLS AT 99 BY TONY STICKLEY

At 99 years of age, Peter Sheehan 
is still going strong, playing 
bowls two or three times a 
week and still helping look after 
the greens at the Mercury Bay 
Bowling and Sports Club.
“I will keep going as long as I can,” 
said Peter. “It keeps me going and 
I’ll stop when they put me in a box.”
Peter can’t even begin to count the 
hundreds of times he has mowed 
the greens and surrounds since 
joining the club in 1985. “I really 
could not calculate how many 
times, and there are several others 
who have done it as well,” he said.
Peter’s daughter, Christine - who 
likes to watch, but does not share 
his passion for playing bowls - 
joked that her father knew every blade of grass at the club “and they 
know him, too”.
Up until a few years ago, Peter used to mow the greens a couple of 
times a week during the summer, but now he lets others do that 

arduous work. “I use the ride-on 
roller instead, something that is 
not such hard work,” he said.
Peter, the club patron and a life-
member, visits the club grounds 
virtually every day, keeping an 
eye on the maintenance of the 
greens and looking after the 
machinery. “I go there most days, 
just to make sure the grass is still 
growing,” he said with a smile.
“He is the boss,” said Christine. 
“He knows what it is all about 
and he is the brains behind the 
work. He has a good team, three 
or four guys, who help him.”
Peter modestly describes himself 
as a “bush mechanic”, having 
learned all about machinery as 

a young man working in the Pureora Forest in the King Country. It 
was a craft he honed in the forests of PNG where he worked in logging 
and road building in the 1970s. Now it is a skill he puts to good use 
maintaining and servicing the equipment at the club. “He still services 
my car,” said Christine.

Peter Sheehan and his two daughters, Pamela (on the left) 
and Christine.

Before joining the Mercury Bay Bowling Club, Peter and his late 
wife, Daisy, played indoor bowls, but once he tried the outdoor 
version, he was hooked. He is a top-class player, as recently as 
the 2015/2016 season being the skip (captain) of the team that 
won the Thames Valley Men’s Champion of Champions Fours.
There is also a Sheehan Shield, named in Peter’s honour, which 
has been played for at the club since it was first established 
when Peter turned 90. “It is played in May around the time of his 
birthday, so we all go along and have a bit of a celebration,” said 
Christine.
Before coming to Whitianga in 1976, Peter worked in the milling 
industry in Taupo. In Mercury Bay, he worked as a fisherman 
aboard a Sealord boat.
Peter served with the 24th New Zealand Battalion and was 
wounded in Italy in World War II. It was while recovering in 
hospital in Christchurch that he met Daisy. Despite still having 
some shrapnel lodged in his back, he said he was very lucky and 
the injury did not affect him playing bowls.
While Christine does not play bowls, Peter’s other daughter, 
Pamela, has definitely inherited his bowling DNA, being 
Southland champion with around 30 titles to her name. “She 
definitely gets it from dad,” said Christine.
Peter’s son, Peter Junior, does not play so much now, Christine 
said, but he used to help with looking after the greens at the club.
None of Peter’s grandchildren had started playing bowls as yet. 
“Players are starting younger these days and some of them are 
very good,” said Christine.
As for Peter, who would bet on him not still playing the game he 
loves when he reaches the magic 100?
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UPHOLDING THE DRIVING CREEK 
FOUNDER’S VISION AND VALUES BY SUZANNE HANSEN

In early 2022, Driving Creek - featuring Driving Creek Railway, Coromandel Zipline Tours, 
Driving Creek Pottery and Driving Creek Conservation Park - received a Gold Qualmark 
Award, endorsing the business (situated just north of Coromandel Town) as one of New 
Zealand’s best tourism destinations. The Qualmark award is also an acknowledgement of 
Driving Creek’s superiority in sustainability, health and safety, and operational excellence.  
Qualmark, owned by Tourism New Zealand, is New Zealand’s official grading system for 
accommodation providers, visitor activities, and service and transportation providers. The system 
provides official quality assurance, helping businesses become “more sustainable from a people, 
planet and profit perspective.”  
According to Coromandel Zipline Tours manager, Jesse Oppatt, the Gold Qualmark Award 
recognises Driving Creek’s passion for and focus on upholding the vision and values of pottery 
artist, Barry Brickell, who developed the business and the land where it is located. Barry sadly 
passed away in 2016. Those values include running a commercially successful tourism destination, 
celebrating the uniqueness and heritage of New Zealand pottery and ceramics, supporting the 
growth of the Coromandel economy by providing employment and increasing visitor numbers, 
and transforming Driving Creek from kauri logging, goldmining and pastoral farming into a lush 
hand-planted native forest and a haven for regenerating kauri trees and kiwi.
Barry Brickell was a keen potter when he bought the Driving Creek property in 1973. He was 
first attracted to the land for “its yellow plastic clay”. The property itself was landscaped with 
a mix of scrub and poor quality pastures, sprinkled with California pine trees brought in by 
gold miners in the 1800s. Barry soon set about transforming the land back to native bush and 
continued with his passion for conservation and native flora and fauna throughout his life.  
Jesse calculates that Barry planted more than 27,000 native trees - kauri, totara and rimu -  
since he bought Driving Creek.

Driving Creek Railway and 
Coromandel Zipline Tours are two 

of the features that contributed 
to Driving Creek receiving a Gold 

Qualmark Award.

Barry also had a passion for railways and the property afforded 
him the landscape to start building a railway in 1975, emulating 
the Ongarue bush tramway, which no longer exists. Developed 
completely organically, the railway gave him an all-weather access 
to the clay reserves and pine wood for his kiln in the upper reaches 
of the property. 
As the railway grew with bridges and new tracks, people around 
the local area started wanting to have a ride. Barry was happy to 
accommodate passengers for a donation. Taking a gamble, he 
gained a license to operate the railway as a tourism business in 1990.
Wanting to futureproof his vision, Barry transferred the property and 
the business into the Driving Creek Railway, Arts and Conservation 
Trust in 2009, and obtained protective QEII National Trust covenants 
for the property. The QEII National Trust is an independent 
charitable trust that partners with private landowners to protect 
areas of their land with conservation covenants into perpetuity.
Before Barry’s death in 2016, the Driving Creek Railway business 
became a registered charity with a mission, and set of strategies 
and objectives that aligned with Barry’s vision and wishes. 
Coromandel Zipline Tours opened over Labour Weekend 2019 to 
high acclaim. The tour consists of an 18-minute train ride up the 
hill to the start of the first zipline. From there, tour guides lead you 
along eight different ziplines through native tree canopies, and 
over gullies and streams while regaling you with the rich history 
of the property and its transformation into lush, native bush. 
Along the way, unique anecdotes about Barry Brickell, his life and 
conservation philosophies are shared, together with history lessons 
on the gold mining and kauri logging activities of the past.  
Jesse mentions that because the zipline opened just before the 
onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, that part of the business never 
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The magical allure of Mt Paku

The intriguing profile of Tairua’s volcano, Mt Paku (Paaku), that 
we see today came from incredible forces of nature that burst 
forth from the depths of the earth around eight million years ago. 
Following a second eruption, and eroded by time, the volcanic 
dome transformed into two peaks.  
Found at the base of Paku’s rocky coastline, when uncovered by the 
ocean, is a quite a rare variety of spherulitic rhyolite. This interesting 
stone resulted from the very slow cooling of the volcano.

Fast forward to present day and a steep walkway from Paku Drive leads 
to the peak of the landmark and a stunning 360° view of the ocean, 
offshore islands, nearby beaches and craggy mountain range. Local 
folklore says that if you reach the peak, you will return to Tairua one day.
One afternoon last summer, Tairua resident, Peter Jackson, spotted a 
rainbow crowning the top of the landmark, grabbed his camera and 
took this stunning photograph capturing the magical allure of Mt Paku 
and its surrounds.

became dependent on overseas visitors, although the absence 
of Aucklanders and Waikato patrons did sting. He says that 
the zipline tours will be running through the winter with lots 
of wet weather gear which can support a variety of weather 
circumstances. He adds that they get a variety of adventurers. 
Just a few weeks back, they had a 90-year-old patron who did 
the zipline for his birthday.
Driving Creek Pottery was set up to celebrate the clay arts. 
Pottery classes and extensive workshops with artists in 
residence are offered throughout the year. The artists come 
from all disciplines of the arts, including musicians, and stay in 
accommodation onsite to enjoy creative freedom and inspiration 
provided by the beautiful surroundings. 
Driving Creek also sports a purpose-made climate controlled 
gallery which houses much of Barry Brickell’s wide collection of 
art, photos and research, as well as guest exhibitions.
Conservation of the Coromandel is at the heart of Driving Creek, 
with a variety of guest speakers, training and learning resources 
being offered every year, including a recent “Pestival” led by 
a QEII speaker on pest plant control. Although on hold for the 
moment for track maintenance, there is also a guided walking 
tour of the land as part of the conservation focus. You can also 
turn up to Driving Creek and do a self-guided walk throughout 
the eco-sanctuary on formed tracks. 
Then of course there is the Driving Creek Railway. The railway 
trip is a one-hour and fifteen-minute journey, replete with the 
Barry Brickell story, featuring his lifetime passion to bring art, 
conservation and engineering together to create Driving Creek. 
The journey includes viaducts, tunnels and lots of unique 
pottery, sculptures and artworks. The trip is suitable for all ages 
and all weather conditions.
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Whitianga Marathon par ticipants to 
experience springtime on the Coromandel
BY PAM FERLA

A new date has been set for the AON Whitianga Marathon, and 
the organisers are excited with the response to this unique event. 
They believe it is the best coastal event of its kind in New Zealand. 
The novelty of a ferry ride halfway through the marathon distance 
makes it even more memorable for those taking part. 
The date of the event has switched from May to Saturday, 15 October 
because of Covid concerns, and event manager, Nick Reader, says 
runners and walkers can now enjoy the experience of springtime on 
the Coromandel. Stunning scenery and coastal panoramas add to 
the charm as the course showcases the best that Whitianga and its 
surrounds have to offer. Participants will also get a warm welcome  
in the town which has embraced the event with an overwhelming  
level of support.
With the catch phrase, “It’s your race at your pace”, race choices 
this year are 5km, 10km, 21km, a 22.5km trail run and the full 42km 
marathon. “There is a distance to suit everyone,” Nick says.
Nick came up with the idea of extending the marathon distance across 
the Whitianga Harbour in order to create a complete 42km course.  
“I think the Mercury Bay area is in two halves and it needs more space 
to run a marathon,” he says. “The first two years of the event, the 
half marathon distance entailed running the 10km course twice to 

make up the distance, 
but we felt single lap 
courses would be 
much more fun, so we 
spoke to landowners 
and created courses 
that take in all of 
the highlights of 
Whitianga.”
Half the marathon 
distance is run on the 
Whitianga side and half 
on the Cooks Beach side of the Whitianga Harbour, and includes well-
known landmark, Shakespeare Cliff. 
A Cooks Beach trail run has also been introduced and will be 
popular with those preferring off-road running. Nick describes 
this as “a picturesque and very cool course that goes back into the 
hills”. “People will love the new 22.5km trail run that takes in the 
adventurous off-road first half of the marathon course,” he says.
At the end of each of the distances, at Buffalo Beach in Whitianga, 
those taking part can relax and take in the expansive views of the 

ocean and the lovely long beach. All those completing their run  
(except the 5km fun run) will receive a finisher’s medal.
Over 1,500 runners and walkers took part in last year’s Whitianga 
Marathon and Nick hopes for at least the same number in October. 
Free entry is offered to all school children living on the Coromandel 
Peninsula. “A lot of locals join in the event or encourage their friends, 
and it all gets very social,” Nick says. “Overall, the event can attract 
up to 3,000 people to the town and this is a great economic boost for 
the area. The biggest thing I got from last year’s marathon was that 
the community really supported the event and it was a really good 
fundraiser for clubs and organisations. About 80 percent of people 
involved are from out of town. I think the X-factor was firstly the beauty 
of the course, followed closely by the support of local people.”
The October event is the fourth time the Whitianga Marathon will be 
held and the second time Nick is managing it, with local business 
mentor, Sarah Matheson, focusing on the marketing. Sarah recognised 
the challenge and the fun, and decided to have a go at the 10km herself 
last year. She says the best part was seeing the enthusiasm of spectators 
and the way the community supported the event. “It takes half a year 
to get the race organised, but we love doing it,” she says. “I enjoy seeing 
the groups of friends who enter as a team with matching outfits, some 
of them hilarious.”

There is a lot of work involved in organising such an event. Marshalls 
are an important part of the day and safety is a big factor. Local 
organisations become part of the large team and find it a good 
opportunity to raise funds. Then there is traffic management and,  
of course, sponsors are vital. 
Nick has been involved in event management for the past 25 years and 
says “run for good” is his philosophy. The decision to offer free entry 
to school children living on the Coromandel is part of this philosophy.
Louise Lomas from the Whitianga ferry says they enjoyed the 
experience of being involved in the event and there was “a really neat 
atmosphere on the day”. “Last year, we got up at the crack of dawn to 
ferry marathon runners across the harbour,” she says. “This time we 
expect even more people as the trail run on the Cooks beach side has 
become an option. Last year, all the runners seemed happy to have a 
break as they travelled across the harbour. Some sat for a few minutes 
and refueled with a banana, while some preferred to stand and keep 
moving. We made sure that the leading runners did not have to wait.”
Those taking the ferry have transponders on their ankles so that their 
running time stops while they travel across the water.
For more information check out the Whitianga Marathon website, 
whitiangamarathon.co.nz.

Scenes from last year’s Whitianga Marathon.
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Long before Thames-Coromandel District Council’s upgrade of 
the Whitianga town centre a couple of years back, the town’s 
womenfolk launched their own beautification project, turning the 
waterfront into one of the most iconic and instantly recognisable 
in New Zealand.

It was 90 years ago in June 1932 that the Mercury Bay Country 
Women’s Institute (MBCWI) first discussed planting palm trees along 
The Esplanade to Eyre Street. In a brief reference to the discussion,  
the minutes of that meeting simply noted that “it was decided that 
any scheme for the tidying and beautification of the township would 
have the support of the Institute”.
The MBCWI had been formed only a year earlier, and up to that 
stage its meetings revolved around social activities such as talks 
on gardening, cane basket-making, poetry recitals, sing-alongs and 
charitable works.
While the MBCWI no longer exists, the vision of those women 90 years 
ago has created a waterfront heritage of which the town is rightly  
very proud. 
Earlier this year, the Mercury Bay Museum marked the centenary 
in 2021 of the founding of the New Zealand Federation of Women’s 
Institutes (somewhat late due to Covid-19) with an exhibition which 
ran for around four months. Museum manager, Rebecca Cox, said 
the exhibition included items such as embroidered tea towels, and 
numerous trophies the Mercury Bay women won for making flower 
posies, cake-baking, reading poetry, sewing and general crafts, but most 
were for flowers, the trophies being donated by different local families.

An iconic waterfront thanks to the  
Mercury Bay Country Women’s Institute

Members of the Mercury Bay Country Women’s Institute. 
Photo courtesy of the Mercury Bay Museum.

“The exhibition also talked 
about the one thing that 
the MBCWI is really known 
for here in Whitianga and 
that is the phoenix/date 
palms along The Esplanade,” 
Rebecca said. “Not only 
that, but they were also 
responsible for initiating the 
planting of all those beautiful 
pohutukawa at Sleemans 
Park, at the end of Owen 
Street, around the same 
time. It is such a wonderful 
spot, overlooking the 
Whitianga Marina.”
Rebecca said that Whitianga 
locals as well as folk from 
Coroglen, Whenuakite, 
Kūaotunu, Coromandel Town 
and elsewhere contributed towards the waterfront beautification 
project. “Today there are a lot of campaigns around to beautify 
New Zealand, but these women were doing it back in 1932 and we 
really have a lot to thank them for,” she said. “When people think of 
Whitianga, they always imagine the waterfront with those magnificent 
palm trees.”
Rebecca said that the exhibition talked about who gave money 
“because people gifted them money for the different plantings”.
According to the MBCWI 15 September 1932 minutes, “Thirty-two 
phoenix had been planted along the seafront and the whole of the 
planting for the present season would be completed this week.” 

Rebecca said that the palms 
were bought from Mr Sutton, 
a nursery owner in Auckland, 
at a cost of five shillings 
each to be planted along the 
foreshore. A short variety 
was planted between the 
Whitianga Wharf and The 
Whitianga Hotel so as to 
not block the view between 
the two. A shilling fund was 
started to buy wire netting to 
protect the waterfront trees 
from grazing cows.
Rebecca said that the 
pohutukawa at Sleemans 
Park were donated by 
travelling dentist, Reginald 
(Reg) Bell, who transported 
the saplings down from 

Kennedy Bay on his launch, the Rauwhiti. The park took its name from 
Mr Sleeman, who tended the reserve for many years.
In addition, three businesses opposite the wharf paid for palm trees 
to be planted. According to the MBCWI minutes from October 1932, its 
members wished “to record their grateful thanks to the Mercury Bay 
Land Company, the Mercury Bay Dairy Company [where the museum 
is now housed] and Mr Forster for paying for the palms planted in front 
of their respective premises”.
Others thanked for their generosity, included Mr Louis Love and the 
people of Kūaotunu for their generous gift of tea tree poles, used for 
staking the trees. “It was a real community thing and a lot of people 

The Esplanade in Whitianga in 1936. The phoenix/date palms planted by the Mercury Bay 
Country Women’s Institute can be seen just behind photographer, Tudor Collins’ Chrysler 
Airflow vehicle. Photo courtesy of the Mercury Bay Museum.
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were involved, not just 
people in Whitianga,” 
Rebecca said.
Reg Bell’s granddaughter, 
Debbie Harvey, said that the 
dentist’s wife, Sara, was a 
member of the Kennedy Bay 
Country Women’s Institute, 
a fact which may well 
have played a part in her 
husband deciding to donate 
the pohutukawa trees for 
the little reserve that would 
later be called Sleemans Park. Reg would make periodic visits 
from Tuateawa to Mercury Bay on his boat, setting up his clinic 
in a building opposite The Whitianga Hotel.
Debbie, a volunteer at the Coromandel School of Mines 
and Historical Museum, said she was very proud of her 
grandfather’s contribution to the MBCWI’s project to make 
Whitianga even more beautiful. “Sleemans Park is such a 
lovely little park overlooking what is now the marina,” she 
said. “There was a plaque there, noting my grandfather’s 
donation, but it’s such a shame that it has since disappeared. 
I took a picture of it some years ago, but for some reason it is 
not there anymore. It would be lovely if the council could put 
up a sign to record my grandfather’s contribution.”
The Informer agrees with Debbie that the removed plaque 
should be replaced by Thames-Coromandel District Council 
and while they’re at it, perhaps they could properly honour 
the efforts of the MBCWI in the beautification of Whitianga  
90 years ago too.

The removed plaque at Sleemans 
Park in Whitianga recognising the 
donation of the pohutukawa in the 
reserve by dentist, Reg Bell.  
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MAN’S BEST FRIEND, “IF ONLY WE LET THEM”
BY FRANCESCA DOWLING

It is true that dogs can be man’s best friend, however as Phyll 
Pascoe, owner and trainer of Optimistic Dogs Training, points out, 
“If only we let them.” 
Launched earlier this year, but “mentally well mapped out since 
childhood,” Optimistic Dogs was born out of Phyll’s lifelong dream 
of helping others gain a deep connection with their furry four-legged 
companions. “As many people my age realise, we’re definitely not 
getting any younger, so there’s no better moment than the present to 
pursue your passion, mine being a dog training business,” she says.
Phyll comes well qualified. She has more 
than 40 years’ experience training her own 
and others’ dogs on a casual basis. She 
is a certified dog trainer with the Victoria 
Stilwell Academy and absoluteDogs, and 
is certified in Skilled Comprehension with 
the International School of Dog Training. 
She is currently participating in Dr Susan 
Friedman’s world-renowned course, 
“Living and Learning with Animals”. 
Phyll is highly motivated to pass on her 
knowledge and the latest in dog training 
techniques to ensure a healthy and happy 
relationship between us and our pets. “I 
love seeing a strong dog and human bond, 
it’s a very special thing to witness and to 
be a part of,” she says. “It is my mission to 
help make this happen for all my clients.”
As Phyll acknowledges, sometimes our 
fluffy mates can be a bit “ill-mannered”, 
requiring some guidance on their journey to 
becoming our “well-mannered best friends”. From jumping all over 
your guests to incessantly pulling on the leash, Optimistic Dogs 
Training provides several solutions to your pet’s behavioural issues. 
Teaching good habits is a strong focus of Phyll’s work. 
Training sessions have been designed to be flexible and convenient for 
both you and your dog with several options on offer, including group 
classes, private training, online courses and Zoom consultations. 
Four different group class options are available - puppy, basic 
manners, rally obedience and scentwork. This option is great for those 
who love the social aspect of interacting with other people and their 
dogs. The private training options include “at home” or a one-time 
consultation via phone or virtually. The at-home option is ideal for 

people who are interested in how to train their dog and have the time 
to learn to achieve success. 
For those who are interested in training, but do not have the time to 
meet in person or are situated away from Mercury Bay, Phyll’s Zoom 
consultations and online course option is a perfect solution.
Optimistic Dogs Training teaches the dog owners too. “Training is 
training the pets’ parents as well,” says Phyll. “Your relationship 
between you and your dog is a two-way street. If you want your dog  
to be your best friend, you must treat them so.” 

Phyll follows a positivity-based approach, 
as opposed to traditional training 
techniques which can rely on punishment 
and the theory of dominance. “Dogs are 
beings that want to please,” she says. 
“There is no need for harsh, scientifically 
debunked, training tactics. Positive 
training builds a close bond between you 
and your dog based on empathy, fun and 
trust, not fear. I am here to help owners see 
this and learn a kinder and more effective 
way to train their dogs that will build their 
relationships at the same time.” 
Phyll wants dog owners to know that no 
two dogs are the same. “A great piece of 
advice that I have always abided by in all 
my years of dog training is ‘to train the 
dog in front of you’. Each dog has their 
own personality, characteristics and little 
quirks which make them so lovable. So it is 
completely expected for one dog to master 

a trick quickly while another needs a bit more training and patience. 
I make sure to keep my training groups small due to this and cater to 
each dog’s learning style and personality.
“My mission is to make a positive impact on the connection between 
people and the dogs they love. Seeing my clients excited as they gain 
that outstanding relationship that they have dreamed of when they 
first got their dog is the highlight of my work. I am here to help you on 
your journey to building optimism in your dog and companion.”
Contact Phyll on 027 485 2036 or phyll@optimisticdogs.net or see 
optimisticdogs.net for more information. Please note that Phyll does 
not deal with cases of serious aggression as specialist advice and 
assistance are required.

Optimistic Dogs Training’s Phyll Pascoe with one 
of her own dogs.



MEET OUR FEATURE ARTIST
A few words by Erica Lyons, the feature artist we’re showcasing in this 
magazine, about the way she produces her artworks and her sources 
of inspiration.
“After painting with conventional brushes and paint on canvas, I 
discovered 16 years ago that digital painting using Adobe Photoshop with 
my tablet and stylus like a palette and paintbrush, opened up an exciting 
and infinite universe to explore. The scenery of nature, combined with the 
refraction of light are my main sources of inspiration. 
“Oceans, shorelines and trees all reflect different moods of the changing 
seasons. The forest scenes not only reflect the New Zealand landscape, 
but also have a European flavour as I spent my childhood years in Holland. 
“As I have been a sailor in the past, I’ve added a series of yachts to my 
portfolio. I just couldn’t resist the lure of blending water, sails and wind on 
my laptop. 
“My most recent work is a series of art using the algorithmic memory of 
the computer, accompanied by the frequent use of my tablet and stylus to 
get the dimension, colour and composition looking right.
“Since 2021, I’ve also been taking on commissions. These originals 
are more complex works, uniquely composed of clients’ photographs, 
sketches or descriptions. 
“Examples of my work can be found on my website, ericalyons1.com. I am 
also represented by art dealer, Christine Rabarts (christinerabarts.com). 
Christine will showcase my work in an exhibition in the spring at her new 
gallery at 24 Wharf Road, Coromandel Town.”
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