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Lush landscape: Almost engulfed in tree ferns, a steel truss bridge spans the Tangarakau River on the remote, winding
‘‘Forgotten World Highway’’.

visits

German-speaking tourists in New Zealand
really are blown away by our landscapes and
clean, green image, writes ROY SINCLAIR. In
Taranaki he joins a group on a North Island
segment of a tour led by a Christchurchbased German guide.

here’s always
something to grab my
attention. It happens
again when Angelika
Pastoors, our tour
guide, flings open a
window and shouts, ‘‘Do you need
a hand?’’ She expertly hits the
brakes.
Clambering out of the 12-seater
Nissan mini bus, I discover a
young motorcyclist, heading home
to New Plymouth, has taken a
bend too fast ending up in a
roadside ditch. Luckily not
injured, he is struggling to extract
his bike. Not for long. Three fit
guys come to his aid, and the
hapless traveller is soon back on
the road.
He is not to know two of his
rescuers are German, one a driver
back home of the high-speed ICE
(inter-city express) train and
another an engineering company
project manager. A third is a
super-fit alpine trekker from Graz,
Austria.
I had joined the group in
Stratford, Taranaki, and will
spend three days with people who
are here for an energetic nature
tour. Five, from East Germany, do
not speak English. Angelika tells
me they grew up learning Russian
as a second language.
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The idea is to camp – not for the
purpose of budget travel, but by
choice. Two of the group prepare
evening meals. Breakfast is a
combined effort. Joining in, I
woefully attempt to be part of a
precision European machine.
Meals include piles of vegetables
and they do not skimp on quality
ingredients. Manuka honey is on
the breakfast table, an item I can
rarely afford.
The Christchurch-based tour

‘

It is a curious
photographer’s
paradise.

company is Sidetracks operated
by Angelika, who arrived in New
Zealand ostensibly as a one-off
tour guide 18 years ago. She guides
tours the year-round in New
Zealand and Germany.
I’m soon impressed by her
knowledge of New Zealand as we
head along State Highway 43 –
more recently dubbed ‘‘The
Forgotten World Highway’’ from
Stratford to Taumarunui. The
road is an interesting new
experience for me.
Angelika says the route

Contrasting visions: A tree fern rises above steaming Echo Crater, Bay of Plenty. Cathedral Rock oozes steam in the
background.
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represents New Zealand’s past of
primeval forest and the present of
cultivated farm land.
Sitting next to me is Bettina
Tiburzy, a journalist working for
the Catholic Church in Aachen,
Germany’s westernmost city,
which borders Belgium and the
Netherlands.
‘‘I work for the Pope,’’ she tells
me. Referring to the recent
appointment of Argentinian
Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio as Pope
Francis, she laughs when retelling
how he caused embarrassment
soon after his election by going to
a Vatican hotel to pay his
accommodation bill.
Bettina is well travelled and
chose New Zealand as a safe
country to travel in.
‘‘I also have an interest,’’ she
says, ‘‘in a particular computergenerated animation movie
technique. But I discovered Peter
Jackson has beaten me to it.’’
Ages range from mid-20s to
mid-50s. The ICE train driver Uwe
Ried is East German. He is
travelling with his wife, Simone,
and their daughter Josie. A fluent
English speaker with a
mischievous grin, Josie tells me
she has also been an ICE driver,
‘‘sitting on my father’s knee when
I was smaller.’’

Angelika Pastoors: Passion for New
Zealand.

A coffee stop at the
Whangamomona Pub introduces a
quirky Kiwi culture. Owing to a
local body boundary foul-up
literally dividing the one-time
bustling sawmilling town,
Whangamomona declared itself a
republic in 1989, electing its own
president, Billy the goat.
The pub issues a republic
passport for $5 and will stamp the
passports of international visitors.
It is Good Friday and,
commendably, the hotel is not
serving alcoholic drinks.
Susanna Krainz and her
companion Bernhard Uschan are
from Austria. They live in an

alpine region which keeps them in
peak fitness.
‘‘It’s been my long-time wish to
come here,’’ says Susanna, who is
celebrating her 50th birthday.
She is enjoying the changing
landscapes, and on the South
Island leg of the tour she was
surprised to see glaciers
terminating so close to the ocean.
Most glaciers in Europe stop at
about 3000 metres.
As with others in the group,
Susanna and Bernhard embrace
New Zealand’s advertised cleanand-green image.
We head through scenic
forested roads, pausing at the
Tangarakau bridge, making an
aerial path through tree ferns.
A short walk away is the grave
of Joshua Morgan, surveyor and
explorer, buried where he died,
probably from peritonitis in 1893,
aged 35.
Our day’s journey concludes at
Whakapapa Village cornered by
volcanoes Ruapehu, Ngauruhoe
and Tongariro.
Marion Kertscher and Josie are
on chef duty, overseen by a
forever grinning Thorsten Bartels,
an enthusiastic amateur chef and
engineering project manager from
Hamburg. The menu is spaghetti
bolognaise and a promised

Making camp: The two youngest of the Sidetracks group, Marion Kertscher and
Josie Ried.

Helping hands: A hapless motorcyclist in Taranaki is rescued by energetic tourists
from Europe.

scrumptious fruit dessert.
Marion has impressed me as a
creative photographer. She is
from Leipzig, a city that played a
significant role in the fall of
communism in Eastern Europe.
Completing her final year of a
university master’s degree in
architectural engineering, she
plans to write her thesis about the
Christchurch earthquake and its
aftermath.
Next morning most of the
group leave in the dark to scale

Tongariro. Four also summit
Ngauruhoe. I join a less
demanding trek with tour leader
Angelika, who grew up in
Niederrhein near the Netherlands
border. She prefers to give her
commentaries in English, partly
to keep her own English up to
scratch. She would like to have
New Zealanders joining her tours.
Her groups typically have 11
participants. She says camping
and preparing meals together
enables groups to bond.

Kitchen hands: Thorsten Bartels and Marion Kertscher cook up in a camp kitchen.

‘‘Hotels rarely have space for
people to stay together, and
restaurants want to dispense as
many alcoholic drinks as
possible.’’
When trekking she insists that
people stop and look around them.
On our track to the Silica Falls we
study the small umbrella fern and
the tall mountain cabbage tree,
mostly found on the North Island
volcanic plateau, and a tiny red
insect-eating plant.
Angelika says younger German
visitors are blown away by the
wow factor of the landscape.
Middle-age visitors are also
interested in how Kiwis live,
pension schemes and style of
government. Research is a key
part of her tour preparation, often
trying out alternative walking
trails. And she is frequently
compiling new itineraries to cater
for those who have been on
previous Sidetracks tours.
We meet the Tongariro
trekkers as they step off the
mountain displaying beaming
grins. With most of the group
recovering from their strenuous
day, Angelika volunteers to be
chef. She has compiled a recipe
book from her clients’ best
choices. Tonight it is couscous
with a Moroccan twist,

comprising heaps of stir-fried
vegetables and feta cheese served
on a couscous base.
For my final day I join the
group in the Waimangu volcanic
valley, a 4km-long geothermal
feature created by the 1886 Mt
Tarawera eruption. It is an
amazing place with one of the
world’s largest hot water springs,
the blue lake of Infernal Crater,
coloured steaming terraces and
site of the world’s one-time
greatest geyser.
Lake water boils, sending
steam wafting among tall tree
ferns and regenerating native
forest. It is a curious
photographer’s paradise.
Waimangu is the only geothermal
system created within written
history. The German visitors
frequently pause to test the
temperature of water in streams
and lakes and are intrigued by
steam leaking from trail-side
embankments.
Our trek ends on the shores of
Lake Rotomahana overlooked by
the brooding Mount Tarawera.
That evening, at nearby
Rotorua, I reluctantly bid my
heartfelt farewells.
❏ Sidetracks: Angelika Pastoors,
ph 03 980 6614; sidetracks.co.nz

TOP NZ STAYERS
Germans, the world’s most
prolific travellers, stay an
average of 43 days on New
Zealand visits – twice as long as
the average of all other
nationalities and spend
accordingly.
They also travel more widely in
New Zealand than other groups,
having done significant research
on New Zealand before arrival.
Known as independent travellers
who move beyond the main
tourist centres, they particularly
like active encounters with the
environment.
Seventy thousand Germans
visited New Zealand last year,
making them the seventh
biggest group to visit and the
second biggest European group
after the British. One-quarter of
German visitors return for
another tour.

