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STEWART ISLAND/RAKIURA

Introduction

Just 20 minute’s flight from Invercargill or an hour by ferry
from Bluff, Stewart Island/Rakiura is home to New
Zealand’s most southerly and newest national park,
Rakiura National Park.

The main settlement is situated in Halfmoon Bay and has a
general store, postal agency, Department of Conservation
Visitor Centre and various accommodation options. There
is no bank or ATM.

Although the Rakiura Track is a 29 km tramping track,
suitable for anyone with moderate fitness, the entire circuit
is actually 36 km in total, including road walking. It takes
three days, provides a good introduction to the scenery of
Stewart Island and is suitable for tramping all year round.

History

The track takes its name from one of the Maori names for
Stewart Island. ‘Rakiura’ can be translated as ‘The Land of
Glowing Skies’, possibly in reference to the glorious
sunrises or  lingering sunsets or perhaps the night-time
glow of the Aurora Australis (or ‘Southern Lights’). The
name Rakiura is also an abbreviation of ‘Te Rakiura a Te
Rakitamau’ – the “deep blushing of Te Rakitamau”,
recalling his embarrassment on hearing that the woman he
sought to marry was already engaged and his deepening
blush when he asked after the woman’s sister and heard
she too was engaged.

The island has had at least two other Maori names. Te Puka
a te Waka a Maui, The Anchor of Maui’s Canoe, refers to

North West Circuit Tracks

From Port William and North Arm, tracks continue on to form
the North West Circuit, requiring 8 – 12 days to complete.
Conditions on these tracks are rougher than those encountered
on the Rakiura Track. North West Circuit passes or hut tickets
should be purchased before leaving Halfmoon Bay. For further
information refer to the North West Circuit Track brochure.

Sea Kayaking and Water Taxi

Sea kayaks and water taxis are available for hire on Stewart
Island and can be used for access to Rakiura Track huts.
Stewart Island waters are changeable and should be
treated with the utmost respect.

Safety

Stewart Island’s weather is very changeable and difficult to
predict. Strong winds, hail and heavy rain can occur at any
time of the year. You should come equipped for the very
worst weather conditions. Remember, exposure and
hypothermia can affect anyone and can kill.

Plan properly for your trip and ensure your party has a
capable, experienced leader. Cell phone coverage is
restricted to the immediate township area, so you may wish
to consider carrying a Personal Locator Beacon or
Mountain Radio. Complete an intentions form at the Stewart
Island DOC office before departing on your tramp, then
sign the hut books along the way. Keep to the tracks. Off
the tracks the valleys are steep-sided and densely bush-
clad. If you become lost find shelter, stay calm and wait for
searchers to arrive. At the conclusion of your tramp, don’t
forget to call into the DOC office to signal your safe return.

What to Take

The following gear is essential, no matter how warm it is on
the day of departure. Remember to pack everything in
your pack inside a plastic pack liner, especially your
sleeping bag and clothes.

• Clothing – at least two complete sets of clothing - one set
to walk in and another dry set to change into, if need be,
once you reach the hut. (It is not possible to dry clothes
at the huts). NB: Cotton clothing such as jeans, T-shirts
and sweatshirts are not suitable. Polypropylene, which is
quick drying (but can be flammable) is recommended.

the tradition of Maui’s discovery of New Zealand and his
use of the South Island as a canoe or platform by which he
fished up the North Island. Stewart Island/Rakiura anchored
his canoe. The island was also known in early times as
Motunui (Large Island).

Hunting camps or kaika were established at many coastal
sites, including Port William/Potirepo and Freshwater River,
and were reached by outrigger canoe.

The island takes its current name from William Stewart, an
officer of the sealing vessel the Pegasus, who compiled the
first detailed chart of the southern coast. Despite brief
attempts at settlement at Port Pegasus/Pikihatiti, much of
the island’s history has focused around the Rakiura Track
area.

Port William was the site of the early Maori settlement of Pa
Whakataka. Its sheltered harbour was utilised
in the early sealing days of 1809-1811 and as
a whaling base in the 1850s. In 1867 gold was
found on the beach but prospecting proved
unsuccessful. It served as a base for fishing
after a deep-water oyster bed was found off
the coast in 1868. In 1872 the government
subsidised the settlement of the area by
Shetland Islanders, who were encouraged to
utilise the timber and develop the fisheries.
The settlement was a failure, however, and the
bay’s gum trees are the only remnant.

The sheltered waters of Paterson Inlet/Whaka
a Te Wera were utilised early in the 19th
century by whaling boats, but large scale
industry only began in 1861 with the opening
of the first sawmills at Kaipipi.

Around the turn of the century Ulva Island
became the hub of the community through its
post office.

In the 1920s and 1930s chaser boats were
serviced at the Norwegian Whaling
Company’s repair base in Prices Inlet in
preparation for the Antarctic summer.

Today all of the island’s 390 permanent
residents live in the few bays around
Halfmoon Bay. Fishing, marine farming and
tourism are the main industries of Stewart
Island.

Natural History

Stewart Island is remarkable for its almost complete cover
of natural vegetation - from the sea to cloudy, windswept
summits. The highest mountain of the island, Mt. Anglem/
Hananui, reaches 980m and is visible from the section of
track along the open coast.

The Rakiura Track, however, does not involve travel above
the bushline. It traverses mainly rimu and kamahi forest with
a rich diversity of tree ferns, ground ferns and perching
orchids. Rata becomes more common at higher altitudes.

Paterson Inlet is the island’s largest harbour, extending 16
kilometres from the open sea and containing 20 islands.
Because of the unbroken vegetation the inlet’s waters are
remarkably sediment-free.

Around the coast, keen bird
watchers should look out
for muttonbirds (sooty
shearwaters), shags,
Buller’s mollymawks, cape
pigeons and little blue
penguins.

Bellbirds, tui, fantails,
parakeets, shining cuckoos
and wood pigeons can be
observed in the forest.
Trampers may also see
and hear grey warblers,
kaka and tomtits.

The tidal flats of Paterson
Inlet host a variety of
wading birds including the
New Zealand dotterel,
oyster catchers, herons
and godwits.

The forest has been
modified through the
browsing of whitetail deer,
red deer and possums.
Cats and three varieties of
rats have taken their toll on
most of the native bird
species.

• Boots – comfortable and broken in

• Mittens/gloves – wool or polypropylene

• Woollen hat/balaclava and sunhat

• Raincoat and over trousers – waterproof and windproof

• Extra socks, underwear, shirt or lightweight jersey,
depending on length of trip.

• Food – lightweight and high in energy value. Take all you
need for the entire trip - once you leave Halfmoon Bay
there is no way of purchasing more.

• Sleeping bag – good quality down or hollofil

• Portable stove and fuel

• Cooking, drinking and eating utensils

• Drink bottle

• Pot scrub and tea towel

• Matches/lighter, in waterproof container

• Candles and torch (include spare batteries & bulb)

• Toilet gear (include toilet paper)

• First Aid kit (include insect repellent and sunscreen)

• Survival kit (include survival blanket, whistle, paper and
pencil, spare food)

• Optional extras – camera, lightweight footwear for
around the hut, ear plugs for communal bunkrooms
(you will be sharing huts with up to 20 – 24 other
trampers)

Further Information

For further information contact:

Department of Conservation
PO Box 3, Stewart Island
Phone (03) 219-0002, fax (03) 219 0003
Email: stewartislandfc@doc.govt.nz
www.doc.govt.nz
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Rakiura Track

The Rakiura Track can be comfortably tramped in three
days.

The circuit follows the open coast, climbs over a 300 metre
high forested ridge, and traverses the sheltered shores of
Paterson Inlet. It passes sites of historical interest and
introduces many of the common sea and forest birds of
the island. Parts of it cross Maori land and access is
courtesy of the owners.

The track is suitable for walking in either direction.

Halfmoon Bay to Port William Hut, 12 km, 4 hr - 5 hr

From the DOC Visitor Centre turn right towards the
waterfront and follow the road over a series of hills to
Horseshoe Bay, then on to Lee Bay, the official entrance to
Rakiura National Park.

Passing through the chain link sculpture at Lee Bay, the track
follows the coast to Little River, which is crossed by a bridge.
At low tide it is possible to walk around the beach and pick up
the track at the point. From there the track heads around
Peter’s Point and on to Maori Beach. Peter’s Point, also
known as Cultivation Point, was named after an early settler,
Peter Garrotty, who planned to cultivate the whole area in
strawberries. He discovered that the land was too peaty and
so headed down to Port Adventure to burn the oyster shell
found there to make the lime he needed to sweeten the soil.
The excess lime produced he sold off to others and even
exported to the South Island of New Zealand.

This track was a well worn route when Maori Beach
supported two sawmills and a school, around 1920. The
creek at the southern end of Maori Beach can easily be
waded at low tide, however at high tide, continue along the
track until you come to a small foot bridge. A track leading
to a rusting steam boiler, a relic from the sawmilling days,
can be found just few minutes on from the turn-off to this
bridge. Maori Beach campsite is situated in a grassy
clearing close to the beach. A larger bridge spans the tidal
stream at the northen end of the beach and from here the
track climbs a small hill and continues on to the intersection
with the track to North Arm. Turn right and you will gradually
drop down to the campsite above Magnetic Beach in Port
William/Potirepo. Port William Hut is just a few minutes
beyond the campsite.

Port William Hut to North Arm Hut, 12 km, 6 hr

This section of track starts on the hill between Maori Beach
and Port William. Trampers usually stay the night at Port
William hut and then backtrack the 45 minutes to the turn-off.

The climb to the summit ridge passes through an
interesting sequence of vegetation: previously-milled and
virgin podocarp forest to rata and inaka dominated
subalpine scrub. A lookout tower on the summit ridge
provides great views of Paterson Inlet and beyond to the
Tin Range. The track descends to the North Arm hut sited
on the shore of the inlet.

North Arm Hut to Halfmoon Bay, 12 km, 4 hr - 5 hr

This section of track provides trampers access to the
shores of Paterson Inlet.

A campsite, shelter and toilet is sited at Sawdust Bay, a
sawmill site between 1914 and 1918. The track continues
through rimu and kamahi dominated forest emerging at the
sheltered bays of Kidney Fern Arm and Kaipipi Bay. At
Kaipipi Bay two sawmills employed more than 100 people
in the 1860s.

The track between Kaipipi and Halfmoon Bays follows the
former Kaipipi Road, in its heyday the most used and best
maintained on the island.

Huts and Campsites

Port William hut has sleeping spaces for 20 people and
North Arm hut for 24. Bunks are claimed on a first come, first
served basis, with a limit of two consecutive nights in any hut.

Huts are supplied with mattresses, a wood burning stove for
heating, running water and toilets. Cookers and cooking
utensils are not supplied – it is essential to carry your
own portable stove, fuel and utensils. Camping is
permitted only at the designated campsites at Maori Beach,
Port William and Sawdust Bay. A cooking shelter, water supply
and toilet have been provided at each site. Please leave all huts
and campsites clean and tidy and carry out all rubbish.

Great Walks Pass

The Rakiura Track is one of New Zealand’s Great Walks.
Trampers are required to purchase a date-stamped Great
Walks Rakiura Hut or Camp Pass before their journey. This
applies all year round. Hut fees are $10 per night per adult
and $5 per night per child (5 – 17 years). Nightly campsite
fees are $2.50 per adult and $1.25 per child. A 10%
discount on hut and camp fees is available to Federated
Mountain Club, NZ Deer Stalkers Association and NZ Alpine
Club members on presentation of their membership card
and a current Backcountry Hut Pass.

Trampers walking the North West Circuit may also use the
Great Walk facilities provided they have purchased a North
West Circuit Pass or a Great Walks pass.

Conservation staff may be on the track and will impose a
surcharge on trampers using accommodation facilities who
are unable to produce a Rakiura Hut or Camp Pass.
Passes may only be purchased from the Department of
Conservation’s Stewart Island Visitor Centre, in Halfmoon
Bay, or Invercargill Conservancy office, situated on the 7th

floor of the State Insurance Building, 33 Don Street.

Trampers relaxing at Kaipipi Bay. Photo: Greg Lind

Protect plants and animals

Remove rubbish
Bury toilet waste
Keep streams and lakes clean

Take care with fires
Camp carefully
Keep to the track

Consider others
Respect our cultural heritage
Enjoy your visit
Toitu te whenua
( Leave the land undisturbed )

Kitchen facilities in the Port William hut. Photo: DOC


