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Fishing in the gin-clear, forest-fringed Tauranga-Taupo River on New Zealand's North Island, where rainbow trout reign supreme.

The same river twice



Fly-fishing road trip catches
North Island’s dramatic scenes

By Rolf Potts
Smack in the middle of New Zealand's North Island, just to the southeast
of Lake Taupo, is a gin-clear, forest-fringed river called the Tauranga-Taupo.

For veteran fly-fishermen like my old friend Dan Neely, the Tauranga-Taupo
backeountry is a world-class arena for matching wits with rainbow trout.

For novices such as myself, the Tauranga-Taupo is a lesson in philosophy.

Study the literature of fly-fishing long enough, and the philosophical
aspect of the sport comes up again and again. Fly-fishing, this theory posits,
is less about fishing than paying atten-
tion to yvour surroundings.

Author Norman Maclean famously NEW ZEALAND
noted that fly-fishing seeks to capture
“eternity compressed into a moment” — and President Herbert Hoover once
ohserved that “fishing is much more than fish; it is the great oceasion when
we may return to the fine simplicity of our forefathers.”

These men were, of course, making up fancy excuses for not catching any
fish — as was the case for me along the Tauranga-Taupo River.

Without a climactic fishing moment in the New Zealand wilderness, |
eventually began to find pleasure in the small moments that nature present-
New Zealand continues on Mg

ed for me as I cast my fly
in futility. The waters of
the river ran so clear that
the trout looked as if they
were suspended in air
just beneath the insects
skimming the surface.
Along the banks, 1
spied olive-green bell-
hirds and tan-bellied
fantails hiding in the
gray-green leaves of
manuka bushes. What I
at first took to be clusters
of frothy gray river foam
turned out to be voleanic
purmice rocks, firm as
stone and light as spong-
es as they bobbed on the
surface of the water.

Dan and I had come to
this part of New Zealand
as part of a North Island
road trip 14 years in the
making. I first met Dan
ina grungy youth hostel
in Egypt in 2000, when
we were both young
backpackers in our 20s.
Fast friends, we traveled
together around Cairo
and the Sinai. Upon part-
ing ways, he promised

he'd take me fishing in
his home state of Arizona
someday.

Somewhere in the
intervening vears, Dan
married a Kiwi, moved to
Wellington and revised
his promise to include
the Southern Hemi-
sphere. Not only was the
fishing better in New
Fealand, he reasoned, we
could turn the excursion
into a classic Auckland-
to-Wellington road trip,
which would take us
through the spectacular
volcanic landscape of the
Morth Island.

This past spring I flew
across the Pacific to see
my old friend and make
our long-awaited ex-
cursion a reality. We met
up in Auckland, where
our first act was to do
something that might
have made our younger
backpacker selves cringe:
We rented a whopping
Kea motor home to shut-
tle us on the journey. We
joked that our impending
transition into middle age
justified the indulgence,
but seeing the New Zea-
land countryside by
camper van is a time-
honored Kiwi tradition
for young and old alike,

By day, we would hike
and fish and explore; by
night, we could come
back to the motor home
to relax, cook dinner, sip
a little whiskey and catch
up on old times.

We began our road trip
by driving three hours
south out of Auckland to
Rotorua, known for its
bubbling mud pools,
geothermal geysers and
indigenous Maori cul-

ture. A popular spa desti-
nation since the late 19th
century, Rotorua has
grown into the biggest



tourist draw in New
Zealapd, attracting 3
million visitors annually.
Such popularity has
resulted in a preponder-
ance of motels and com-
mercialized attractions
(some Kiwis sardonically
call the place RotoVegas),
but I didn't plan to skip
the place any more than
I'd skip Cuzeo in Peru or
Uluru in Australia.

With only one night in
town, Dan and 1 joined a
gaggle of international
tourists for an evening of
geyser gazing and dance
performances at Te Puia,
a Maori cultural eenter in
the sulfur-seented Wha-
karewarewa Thermal
Valley just outside of
town. The evening culmi-
nated in a meal that had
been cooked in the tradi-
tional hargd method,
which involves bundling
the food into baskets
lined with damp cloth,
burying it alongside
heated stones for a few
hours, then digging it up
and feasting on slow-
steamed chicken, pork,
potatoes and squash,

The next morning, Dan
and I steered our motor
home rental south into
the heart of the North
Island, skirting past the
western shores of Lake
Taupo into the shadow of
the region's three active
voleanoes: Ngauruhoe,
Ruapehu and Tongariro,
This part of the island is
renowned for its outdoor
sporting opportunities,
from kayaking and
mountain biking to bun-
gee jumping and skydiv-
ing. We spent our first
afternoon in the area on a
guided rafting trip down
the Tongariro River,
which flows into Lake
Taupo from the Ruapehu
basin through a series of

gray-rock canyons and
boulder-strewn shallows.,

Featuring 60 medium-
difficulty grade-three
rapids over the course of
two hours, the Tongariro
River is the New Zealand
backeountry equivalent
of an amusement park
ride — dense with froth-
ing stretches of white-
water, none of them truly
dangerous. Between the
rapids, we stopped to sip
hot chocolate, spot mat-
ing pairs of blue ducks
and do backflips off the
low gray cliffs in the cool
water below,

The following day, we
awoke early, donned day
packs and hiked into one
of the most violence-
scarred landscapes in the
Southern Hemisphere,
New Zealand is a country

that sees fewer murders
each year than a typical
24-hour period in the
United States, of course,
s0 the violence we wit-
nessed was purely geo-
logical.

Positioned on the
southwestern edge of the
Pacific Ocean's Ring of
Fire, the country records
20,000 earthguakes a
year (200 of them large
enough to be felt), and
the area around Lake
Taupo features one of the
densest concentrations of
active voleanoes in the
world. One of those vol-
canoes, Mount Ngauru-
hoe, is such a foreboding
sight that filmmaker
Peter Jackson used itasa
stand-in for Mount Doom
when he filmed “The
Lord of the Rings" here
in the early 2000s.

The imposing conical
peak of Mount Ngauru-
hoe also proved to be one
of the scenie highlights of

our hike along the rugged
12-mile route of the Ton-
gariro Alpine Crossing,
which is ome of the most
popular one-day treks in

New Zealand. A series of
warning signs along the
trail warned us of evacu-
ation procedures in the
case of an eruption, but
this ongoing reminder of
danger was offset by the
sight of fellow hikers —
hundreds of them over
the course of the day, old
and young — strung out
along the rocky volcanic
ridge.

Terry Blumhardt, a
tall, fit Kiwi who's been
guiding treks in the area
for nearly two decades,
accompanied us on the
trek. As we made our
way from tussock-grass
lowlands to the bare gray
slopes near the summit,
Terry told us about the
cultural and geological
history of the area. Ac-
cording to local Maori
legends, Terry said, the
voleanoes in the area
were once warrior gods,
and their stark vistas and
trembling soils are the
result of a fierce fight
over a beautiful woman.

Mythology aside, the
three main voleanoes
continue to be tempera-
mental.

Mount Tongariro
erupted as recently as
August 2012, belching out
an ash cloud 4 miles
high. Terry was working
for the area search-and-
rescue team that night,
and he turned our trek
into a kind of living-
history tour, pointing out
boulders on the far side
of the mountain that had
been hurled as faras1
mile from the cauldron,
Any sulfur-yellow rock
we saw perched on this
black-gray landscape, he

noted, had been here for
less than two years.

“In the statistical
sense, there's no need to
worry about getting
caught in an eruption,”
he said. “You're a thou-
sand times more likely to
get into an accident driv-
ing to work back home.”

Our reward at the sum-
mit of the Tongariro
Alpine Crossing was the
otherworldly sight of
sulfurous vents hissing
steam under maroon-red
cliffs, brilliant turquoise
alpine lakes on the down-
slope, and a sunny,
sprawling view of the
gnarled ridges and volea-
nic lakes that stretched
out in every direction
below.

One bonus of the vol-
canic activity in the area
was the geothermal hot
springs at DeBretts Spa
Resort near the town of
Taupo, where Dan and [
unwound after the long
hike. A long soak in the
spa’s pools helped us to
make a mental and phys-
ical transition into the
original motivation of our
North Island road trip:
three days of fishing in
and around the Lake
Taupo area.

We began by spending
two days on the Tau-
ranga-Taupo River with a
local guide named Paul
Gudgeon, casting at fat
rainbow trout with
nymph flies designed to
sink beneath the surface.
I was a fly-fishing novice,
so while Dan cast and
mended his line up-
stream, Paul helped me
get the hang of things.

Rainbow trout, he told
me, are unpredictable
fish — and half the fun is
in the uncertainty of
trying to catch them. The






