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As dawn broke, on Sunday morning I was woken by a 
member of the Parawai Tramping Club hollering “I’ve just won 
the photo competition, don’t anyone else bother entering.” My 
interest piqued, camera in hand I quickly unzipped my tent...
to gaze at the wonderfully calm still, mellow yellow waters of 
Ratimera Bay, in the Queen Charlotte Sound. 

Although still basically dark, half the camp was already packing up. 
We were a heterogeneous collection of people, mostly from the North 
Island with a ferry to catch back across the Cook Strait, back to work on 
Monday. Nineteen kayakers had congregated for an informal gathering of 
KASK (Kiwi Assn of Sea Kayakers) intruding on a family trying to have a 
quiet weekend away; when what looked like an invasion of eight double 
kayaks, produced sixteen trampers from the Paraparaumu/Waikanae 
area. We all had a good night...but now it was bit like the old tramping 
song	“10	Green	Bottles	hanging	on	a	wall”.	We	were	down	to	five	able	to	
holiday longer: Glenda Ray and Shaun Maclaren from Auckland, Mags 
Ramsey from Maraetai, myself from Kawau Island and Dave Cook these 
days living in Picton.  

The	 previous	 day	 the	 four	 of	 us	 from	 the	 north	 had	 had	 our	 first	
experience of Charlotte’s capriciousness.  We’d left the cars at Waikawa 
Bay Marina with the forecast of 11 – 17  knots rising. David Evans, another 
former North Islander now living in Picton had warned us: “Charlotte can be 
a right beast to forecast accurately. Take a bit of Cook Strait (Metservice), 
mix	it	up	with	Ngakuta	Bay	(Windfinder),	a	touch	of	Metvuw,	and	www.
yr.no (Norwegian forecast site used by many local boaties) and last but 
not	least	the	steep	hills	effects	on	wind.	What	you	often	finish	up	with	is	
a range of 10 knots variable up to 40 knot gusts! The best advice I can 
give is to get on the water early and reassess at around 11am when the 

wind often starts to crank up.” So we were on the water at 8.00 with the 
aim	to	get	off	before	the	eleven	o’clock	wind	kicked	in...The	11	knots	was	
more like 15, then 25, then 15 from ANY direction and that night we had 
40 knots whistling thru the trees.

	But	this	day	was	‘one	out	of	the	box’.	Gorgeous.	The	five	of	us	headed	
into the Bay of Many Coves. It was much like Kawau with jetties, baches, 
one	sporting	a	flying	 fox	 for	 transporting	gear	up	 the	hill,	 fish-cleaning	
tables,	and	flag	poles,	one	flying	the	red	ensign.		As	this	was	the	time	of	
the	NZ	flag	referendum,	I	wondered	what	would	replace	flags	like	the	red	
or white ensign...

We	 just	 had	 to	 stop	 for	 a	morning	 coffee	 (and	 for	 some,	 a	 slice	 of	
orange cake) at the café, before we continued our leisurely explore. Seals 
entertained; sunbathing on rocks or jetties, or rolling lazily and luxuriously 
around us. In rock caves we spied on shags in their domesticity. Back at 
Ratimera, mares’ tails skittering in the sky, we had the campsite to ourselves 
and had just enough phone signal to send and receive text messages. Ian 
at Kawau and David at Picton gave us a range of weather forecasts to 
choose from between Picton, Brothers Islands, Cape Jackson and Cook 
Strait.  We could chose to believe “light winds rising to 10-15k SE or 16-18 
SSW or 45 dropping to 25 S”. Something was brewing... 

Mags slipped away at dawn, Dave and I left 45 mins later and with a 
tail wind caught up with her two hours later at Blumine Island. The others 
headed back to Waikawa, their car and the rest of their South Island holiday. 
Three green bottles hanging on the wall…

At 11am on the dot the wind accelerated...if it was 45k in the Strait, it 
was 35k and madness where we were.  We tied our kayaks to trees and 
watched the white horses gallop and prance down the Sound. Glenda 
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Deceptively calm – Ratimera sunset
Photo by Ruth E. Henderson

Moody Queen Charlotte
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texted to say they’d had 30 mins in the car park to sort out gear before 
“the howler” hit them...and “visibility so lousy, can only just see the ferry 
from (the Picton waterfront café) Cortado”.  

Mags	and	 I	 set	off	on	 foot	 to	explore	Blumine	and	 its	WWII	history.		
Despite the wind, the bird life was busy: Bellbirds, grey warblers and tui 
sang, tom tits and silvereyes twittered and chirped, wood pigeons cooed, 
and the thieving weka screeched and boomed.  I was looking forward to 
enjoying what David’s wife, Jacqui Tyrell had described as “the best ever 
dawn chorus”.  

The gun emplacements were impressive with their sheer size and I 
could imagine the man-power needed to create all that concrete without 
the	benefit	of	running	water,	electricity	or	helicopter	drops.	We	discovered	
they had perfect acoustics, so sang a round of Frere Jacques.  Views out to 
Long Island and Motuara, also predator-free would have been tantalising, 
but for the wind... The historic campsite obviously still got some use by 
DOC	workers,	whereas	the	old	barracks	were	not	much	more	than	floor	
plans with walls of nikau in rich red berry and silver ferns.  Mags carried 
on	‘off-track’	to	find	both	the	island’s	summits,	whist	I	went	back	to	camp,	
my book and the challenges of boiling the billy. 

That night I failed to hear the NZ’s rarest kiwi, the rowi and in the morning 
the birds failed to wake me, so it was a scramble to get on the water at 
the agreed time of 8.00am. I had to forgo my breakfast. Not good. Around 
the	top	of	the	island	Dave	spotted	up	a	cliff	a	strange	gathering	of	single	
shags, backs to the sea. There were no nests, nor piles of guano, perhaps 
it was a temporary perch for bachelors?  

We were heading for Arapawa Island’s, Wharehunga Bay and its walking 
tracks clearly shown on my AA map...But, I hadn’t registered that  it was 
not on the laminated Topo maps I’d borrowed from Robbie Banks...and 
once on the water, with salty sunglasses...I unwittingly  had my eye on 
the wrong bay beginning with “W”. We can attest that Waikakaramea 
Bay does not have a DOC campsite! We stopped anyway...I needed my 
‘breakfast’ (think “Snickers bar” advert) and dry warm clothes, as I’d gotten 
wet gathering mussels. Dave had a ‘power nap’ as he waited patiently for 
me to become human again. 

Going	back	was	an	extremely	briefly	held	option;	we	forged	on	heading	
past the ugliness of felled forest on one shore and poisoned brown wildling 
pines on the other, into Tory Channel and Ngaruru Bay. Once again we 
were treated to seals basking in patches of sun in the lee of the wind, and 
briefly	saw	some	of	the	smallest	marine	dolphins	in	the	world,		Hector’s,	
identified	by	their	round	dorsal	fins.	An	“Eko-	tour”	boat	hassled	them...
Ranger Mags added this to her list of things to report to DOC!  Swards of 
kelp	provided	us	with	flat	calm	places	to	rest	from	the	wake	and	waves	
thrown up from ferries and the ever present wind. After six hours paddling 
and only about 20 kms I was sick of it and glad to make camp where at 
least	it	did	dry	our	clothes	and	keep	the	sand-flies	away,	but	unfortunately,	
not the omnipresent wasps. That night, one moment I could hear a leaf 
drop on my tent and the next, the roar as a gust ripped through the tree 
tops. Quite disconcerting...

The next day’s ‘average’ forecast was for 15 – 20 knots SSE and the 
following day for up to 30 knots. ..the inclination was to skedaddle but we 
delayed departure to a leisurely 9.00 am so we could take advantage of 
the incoming tide to take us back into Queen Charlotte Sound. We wanted 
to cross to the other side of the Tory Channel to get some protection from 
the Southerly, but waited to avoid playing dodgems with ferries.  It was 
helpful having Dave’s local knowledge and VHF Channel 19 where we 
could listen to the ferries 10 minute warnings of when they were entering 
or leaving the Tory Channel.

Typically the wind attacked us from every which way, blasting out of 
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Lake Rotoehu
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Silhouette Mags Ramsey – Queen Charlotte
Photo by Ruth E. Henderson



w w w . k a y a k n z . c o . n zP A G E  1 2       I s s u e  8 1  A u t u m n  2 0 1 6

bays, their valleys creating wind tunnels, and then it would turn to give us 
a friendly assist. After about 20 kms and only 4 hours this time, we were 
at the mouth of Whatamango Bay – close to Waikawa Bay and very close 
to home for Dave who decided to call it quits; Mags and I battled into the 
headwind and the bay.  Being very tidal, to reach the reedy shore we had 
to walk our boats up a stream, and then wheel them into the massive 
DOC camp ground. As it had road access, and was close to the Picton 
ferry terminal, we had many campervans for company. Luckily there were 
some treed patches for wind protection and privacy for Mags to hang her 
hammock. 

Portaging in reverse to the shallow waters we passed an old boat trailer 
encrusted	with	mussels,	then	floated	into	the	dancing	sunshine.	We	very	
quickly entered the busy port of Picton, where it was a sparkling day...with 
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no wind to speak of. I hankered after a ‘nice’ lunch and a steak for dinner...
and Mags wanted one more go at the ‘op shops’ and street clothing racks. 
At the ‘boat only rubbish’ bins by the yacht club we managed to get rid of 
the pile of plastic sheeting Mags had picked up on our journeying, before 
setting out again. Destination Ngakuta Bay, in the Grove Arm, remains 
just that; yet to be reached.

	After	 an	hour	 of	 fighting	 into	 the	afternoon	NNW	head	wind,	 I	was	
really struggling...many bodily bits were complaining...I could see white 
caps outside the harbour hooning down the Sound... I called it quits, and 
yelled to Mags that  I had to go back. Maybe I was getting older and wiser, 
maybe I was getting soft? Whatever. Our retreat took only half an hour. 
The ‘one green bottle’ left ‘hanging on the wall’...walked back to Waikawa 
to fetch the car. 

Shags living quarters
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