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A Front Porch Travelogue

We Have a Zeal for New Zealand
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Introduction

For those not familiar with the Front Porch 
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce 
you. They are six senior citizens who have 
become very real over the past many years 
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for 
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman 
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters 
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual 
adventures around the world. Click here to learn 
more about the Front Porch Travelers.

http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
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Flights to Auckland, New Zealand, from 
Kansas City, Missouri, generally take 
more than 22 hours. That amount of time 
requires a big commitment from travelers, 
especially those of a “certain age” like the 
Front Porchers. The good news is that New 
Zealand, despite being so far away, is well 
worth the time and effort. It’s a magical, 
welcoming, and fascinating destination for 
those in search of a good adventure. Pack 
your bags and bring a couple of books to 
read during the flight and let’s get started!
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Truman Loves History

Some 23 million years ago, volcanic forces 
in the southeastern Pacific Ocean erupted, 
creating the mountainous group of islands 
now known as New Zealand. There are two 
main islands—the North Island and the South 
Island—along with many smaller islands. 
New Zealand’s closest neighbor, Australia, is 
2,583 miles (4,157 kilometers) away, which 
makes for a five-and-a-half-hour flight. 
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Polynesian ancestors of the Māori 
(MAW ree) people reportedly sailed 
to what is now New Zealand in the 
1200s. The first European to visit the 
islands was probably Dutch explorer 
Abel Tasman in 1642, who named 
New Zealand in honor of a region in 
his homeland, the Netherlands.   
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In 1769, British explorer Captain 
James Cook arrived and began 
establishing settlements. In all, 
he would make three voyages 
there. The British were aware the 
French were eyeing the islands as a 
possible colony and felt pressured 
to claim them as part of the  
British empire. 
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In 1840, William Hobson, New 
Zealand’s first governor, met with 
more than 500 Māori chiefs and 
convinced them to sign what 
would be known as the Treaty of 
Waitangi, which was a document 
that established British rule. The 
Māori were forced to sell their land 
to the settlers, and hard feelings 
escalated. This led to conflict, and in 
the 1860s, war broke out. 
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During the ensuing years, 
the British government 
seized large tracts of 
land from the Māori. 
Meanwhile, on the South 
Island, things remained 
remarkably peaceful.



Page 9

New Zealand boomed with 
settlers establishing sheep farms, 
discovering gold on the West 
Coast, building railroads, and 
establishing new towns. In the 
1870s, thousands of British 
people made the journey to New 
Zealand hoping for prosperity. 
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The economy further improved 
in 1882 with the first successful 
shipment of products such 
as meat, butter, and cheese 
to England. New Zealand 
soon became a key supplier to 
Britain and, with the focus on 
agriculture, cleared much of 
their forest for farmland.    
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Today, New Zealand is 
reportedly the fifth-richest 
country in the world (following 
Switzerland, Hong Kong, the 
U.S., and Australia) with an 
economy still largely based 
on agriculture. The country 
exports food products such as 
meat, dairy, fruits, vegetables, 
and wine. 
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Tourism also plays a significant 
role in the economy, generating 
both revenue and jobs. New 
Zealand became an independent 
dominion in 1907 and gained its 
independence from Britain in 
1947. It has a parliamentary form 
of government that is based on the 
British model. The British monarch 
is the formal head of state. 
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Discussion Starters

• Can you imagine leaving the country of your birth and traveling 
to a previously undiscovered place to start a new life? How brave 
would you need to be?

• If you could live in a new country, which country would it be and why?
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Mabel Loves Trivia

The educator in me has a great 
fondness for learning everything I 
can about our travel destinations. 
This month, I was delighted to be 
assigned to present trivia. Usually our 
“trivia queen” Nell has the honor, but 
she could not resist being the one to 
talk to you about the wildlife of New 
Zealand. So, hooray for me! 
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I discovered so much about this fascinating 
country that I hardly knew where to start 
or where to end. I could go on and on, but 
here are some of the highlights:

• In the Māori language, the name for 
New Zealand is Aotearoa (OW tay uh 
ROH uh), which means “land of the long 
white cloud.” 

• New Zealand has three official 
languages: English, Māori, and New 
Zealand Sign Language.



Page 16

• New Zealand is about the size of 
Japan, but its population is just 
over four million, which makes 
it one of the least populated 
countries in the world.

• Only five percent of New 
Zealand’s population is human. 
The remaining 95 percent is 
animals, making it the world’s 
highest animal-to-human ratio.
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It’s a generally accepted fact that 
for every person living in New 
Zealand there are nine sheep. It’s 
estimated about 40 million sheep 
call New Zealand home.  



Page 18

New Zealanders proudly call 
themselves Kiwis (KEE weez) 
after the beloved flightless bird 
that is unique to the country. 
The story goes that during 
WWI, someone started using 
the word kiwi to refer to a 
soldier from New Zealand, and 
the name stuck. 
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• One would think the kiwi 
fruit is native to New Zealand 
like the bird. However, it is 
actually from China.

• The islands of New Zealand 
lie over what is known as the 
Pacific Ring of Fire, which is 
made up of volcanos. 
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A number of New 
Zealand’s volcanos are still 
active, in particular Mt. 
Ruapehu (ROO uh PEH 
hoo), which was named 
Mt. Doom in The Lord of 
the Rings film series.
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• New Zealand is the 
third-closest country to 
Antarctica (following 
Chile and Argentina).

• In 1893, New Zealand 
became the first country 
to give women the right 
to vote.
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During WWI, New Zealand had 
a 58% casualty rate. The country 
went to war again in WWII to 
support Britain, with most of their 
troops ending up stranded in Egypt 
and the Middle East. The U.S. 
protected New Zealand against 
Japan, and the Kiwis returned the 
favor by sending troops to fight in 
the Korean and Vietnam wars.
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New Zealander Sir Edmund Hillary 
was the first to conquer Mt. Everest, 
and Sir Ernest Rutherford was the 
first person to split the atom.
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• New Zealanders are huge fans of the 
Star Wars movies. So much so that in 
the 2001 census, over 50,000 of the 
population claimed their religion to 
be “Jedi.”

• The Lord of the Rings film trilogy was 
filmed in New Zealand. This massive 
production involved 275 days of 
shooting at 150 locations and pumped 
some $200,000,000 into the  
country’s economy.
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There are more golf 
courses per capita in  
New Zealand than 
anywhere else in the 
world (more than 400). 
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Discussion Starters

• Do you know any words in sign language? Would you like to learn? 
Here is a video for beginners in learning American sign language.

• There are more sheep than people in New Zealand. If you were to 
choose an animal to be in the minority with, what animal would it be?

• Are you a fan of the Star Wars or The Lord of the Rings  
movie franchises?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v1desDduz5M
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Bert Is a Fan of Māori Culture

According to Māori legend, Kupe (KOO 
pay) was a great chief of the island of 
Hawaiki (Tahiti) who sailed the ocean in 
search of new land and plentiful fishing. 
Navigating with just the use of the wind, 
stars, ocean currents, and birds, he was 
the first to discover the islands of New 
Zealand, which had existed in isolation 
for the last 80 million years or so. 

http://archive.hokulea.com/ike/moolelo/kupe.html
http://archive.hokulea.com/ike/moolelo/kupe.html
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There were pristine forests, 
birds, and plentiful fish in the 
sea. One of the birds was the 
moa, a flightless giant reaching 
heights of 12 feet (3.6 meters). 
Because it was such an easily 
obtainable food source, it was 
hunted to extinction.
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Prior to the arrival of the Europeans, 
there was no collective word for the 
tribes inhabiting New Zealand. The 
natives began using the name Māori, 
which means “normal” or “ordinary,” 
as a way to distinguish themselves 
from the European settlers they called 
pakeha (puh KAY ha). The Māori are 
resilient people, and their culture, once 
thought to be endangered, is an integral 
part of New Zealand today.
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Here are some interesting 
things I discovered about the 
Māori culture:

• The Māori history and 
language were passed 
down orally from 
generation to generation 
through stories and songs.
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The haka (HAH kuh), a Māori 
ceremonial dance and chant was 
one of the ways in which the stories 
were told. Unique features of the 
dance include the bulging of eyes, 
thrusting of tongues, exaggerated 
hand movements, grunting, and foot 
stomping—all meant to intimidate the 
enemy. Though primarily thought of 
as a war dance, it is also performed at 
weddings, funerals, and as a way of 
welcoming and entertaining guests.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BI851yJUQQw
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Tattoos are an important part of the 
Māori culture, and the art of tattooing 
is known as tā moko (TAH MOH 
koh). Tattoos often cover the entire face 
because the head is considered the most 
sacred part of the body. Tattoos were 
a symbol of rank, social status, power, 
and prestige. They reflect the person’s 
ancestry and personal history and, at 
one time, even marriage eligibility. 
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Hongi (HONG gee) is the 
traditional Māori greeting in 
which foreheads and noses 
are pressed together. This 
sharing of breath between 
two people represents two 
souls intermingling together. 
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• The Māori culture, dating back to the 
13th century, is considered one of the 
youngest in the world.

• The Māori are guided by two primary 
beliefs known as manaakitanga (mah 
NAH kee TONG uh) and kaitiakitanga 
(KEYE tee AH kee TONG uh). 
Manaakitanga teaches hospitality 
and treating visitors and guests with 
kindness and respect. Kaitiakitanga 
teaches the philosophy of caring for 
the natural world.
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• Māori spiritual wisdom has a 
large focus on the environment—
its guardianship, preservation, 
and protection.  

• Skirts made from flax, a common 
plant found in New Zealand, 
are part of traditional Māori 
clothing along with elaborate 
cloaks indicating status as well as 
keeping the wearer warm. 
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A traditional Māori village has 
a communal area known as a 
marae. It is the focal point where 
meetings and celebrations take 
place and is usually consists of a 
meeting house and dining hall.
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Discussion Starters

• Do you have a tattoo? Could you describe it to the group? If you do 
not have a tattoo, have you ever thought of getting one? If you were to 
get one, what would it be?

• Is there any aspect of it you particularly admire?

• What do you think of the traditional Māori greeting of touching 
foreheads and noses?
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Nell Goes Wild

Animal lover that I am, New 
Zealand is tailor-made for me. It has 
the highest animal-to-human ratio 
anywhere in the world; only 5% of 
the country’s population is human. 
Prior to the arrival of the first 
humans, the only land mammals 
inhabiting the country were bats, 
which were able to fly there. 
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The Polynesian ancestors of the Māori 
brought dogs, known as kurī (koo REE), 
along with some stowaway rats. Kurī 
had bushy tails, short legs, and powerful 
shoulders. They howled rather than 
barked, and they hunted birds. Useful 
in other ways, their meat served as a 
source of food, and their hides were 
used for clothing.
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It became extinct in the 1860s 
because it was unable to 
survive interbreeding with the 
dogs brought by the European 
settlers, who also brought the 
less than desired mice, weasels, 
stoats, ferrets, possums, and 
more rats to New Zealand.
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Thankfully, New Zealand is not 
inhabited by snakes of any kind, 
unlike its neighbor Australia, which 
has the most snakes in the world  
(140 species of land snakes and  
32 species of sea snakes). Just one 
more reason to visit New Zealand, as 
far as I’m concerned. Here are some 
examples of the incredible wildlife 
you may encounter during your visit:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tw7kx5dHii8
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Number one on the list has to be the 
flightless kiwi bird. It is the endearing 
symbol of New Zealand and the 
name New Zealanders are proud to 
share. Nocturnal and living mostly in 
forested areas, the kiwi is considered 
endangered due to three main 
threats—predators, loss of habitat, and 
people. Its eggs are six times as large as 
other birds of the same size—20% of 
the mother’s body (ouch!).
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The kea bird, like the kiwi, is 
native to New Zealand. They 
are the only alpine parrots in 
the world. Be warned: They 
like to destroy cars by pulling 
off windshield wipers and 
eating the strips of rubber 
around the windows.
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The Hector’s dolphin is the 
smallest marine dolphin in the 
world (5 feet, or 1.5 meters) 
and is found only in the waters 
around New Zealand. 
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The kakapo is the world’s only 
flightless parrot. 
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The giant weta (WEH tuh) 
is the heaviest insect in the 
world. It looks like a giant 
cockroach and is heavier 
than a sparrow. 
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There are more species of 
penguins living in New Zealand 
than any other place in the 
world. Yellow-eyed penguins are 
one of the world’s rarest species.
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Fur seals once hunted for their 
meat are now protected. They 
generally stay close to the 
water but have been known to 
wander into people’s backyards 
on occasion.
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The tuatara (TOO uh TAH ruh) 
is the last surviving species of 
reptiles that thrived during the 
dinosaur age. 
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Morepork owls are known 
for their distinctive 
mournful cry that can be 
heard beginning at dusk 
and continuing throughout 
the night.
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Lots and lots of bats. The 
short-tail bat is unique to 
New Zealand and on the 
endangered list.
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In the last 1,000 years, reportedly half of 
all animals in New Zealand have become 
extinct due to deforestation, draining 
of swampland, and the introduction 
of nonnative predators. These invasive 
species include opossums, stoats (member 
of the weasel family), wallabies, rats, 
and fallow deer. We join the Māori in 
their dedication to preserving their 
environment and the plants and animals 
residing within it.
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Discussion Starters

• Do you share Nell’s relief of being in a place without any snakes?

• Of the animals Nell describes, are there any you would most like to see?

• Have you ever encountered a bat? If so, were you afraid of it?
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Maude Takes Us Exploring

With so much to see and do in 
New Zealand, a minimum of 
14 days is a recommended time 
frame for a visit. That allows for a 
week at North Island and a week 
at South Island.
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Our initial stop was the North 
Island and Auckland, New 
Zealand’s largest city. Known 
as “City of the Sails,” it has two 
harbors. It is home to the largest 
Polynesian population in the world 
and more than 50 volcanos, all of 
which are thankfully dormant. That 
means there is only a 0.1% chance 
of any of them erupting in any 
given year. We figured we were safe! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMyyu1bydFI
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The city’s Sky Tower is the 
tallest human-made structure 
in New Zealand. The view 
is amazing, and dinner at 
its upscale restaurant is 
spectacular. With beaches, 
mountains, parks, shopping, 
and elegant dining, Auckland 
is an exciting place to visit.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvSkYOBv4sE
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In beautiful Hawke’s Bay, there is a 
hill with a Māori name that is the 
longest in any English-speaking 
country in the world. Its 85 
characters translate to “the place 
where Tamatea, the man with the 
big knees, who slid, climbed, and 
swallowed mountains, known as 
the land-eater, played his nose 
flute to his loved ones.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uO94QgxTZuQ
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Don’t try to say the name of “Ta
umatawhakatangihangaoauauot
ameteaturipukakapikimaungah-
oronukupokaiwhenuakitanatahu,” 
as you might hurt yourself in the 
process! Listen to a pro pronounce 
it or just call it by its shortened 
name of Tauomata.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JeZ9epc_KSY
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In the center of the town of New 
Plymouth lies Pukekura Park. This 
botanical wonder that first opened 
in 1876 was once swampland and is 
now nearly 128 acres (52 hectares) of 
a garden lover’s delight. In addition 
to the magnificent gardens with a 
huge variety of plant species, there 
are two lakes, cricket grounds, 
a children’s playground, a zoo, a 
waterfall, and an amphitheater for 
featured entertainment.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFMAsxptSCw
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For The Lord of the Rings fans, a trip to 
Matamata and Hobbiton, one of the filming 
locations from the movie, is a must. This 
magical excursion into another world is so 
much fun! Nell desperately wanted to be able 
to go inside one of the adorable wee houses 
but, despite her flirting with the tour guide, 
it did not happen. (We found out later that 
there is nothing beyond the outside façades, 
as the indoor shooting was done elsewhere.) 
Attending the banquet dinner at the end of 
the tour was the perfect end of the day.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pNBRIgRyAMw
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Waiheke Island, just a 40-minute 
ferry ride from Auckland, 
is a delightful side trip with  
beaches, olive groves, vineyards, 
and charming cafes and shops.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ew4ss4mutBk
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Waitomo Glowworm Caves on 
the North Island are immense 
limestone formations. They are 
inhabited by a number of insects, 
but most importantly glowworms, 
which are unique to New Zealand. 
Their little lights shining in the 
dark look like stars in the sky. If 
you don’t mind being underground 
and insects, you will love this place. 
The tallest chamber in the cave is 
known as the Cathedral.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EKDXwH38caE
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Nell was most enthusiastic about 
the opportunity to swim with 
fur seals in Kaikoura. What she 
didn’t realize was that we would 
need to get into snorkeling gear 
and spend most of our time 
underwater. She had envisioned 
being close to the seals on dry 
land and maybe even getting to 
pet one of them.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PfFzieTTzy8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PfFzieTTzy8
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However, the chance to be  
with these playful, acrobatic 
creatures, even if underwater, 
was a once-in-a-lifetime event, 
and so Nell suited up. (And, 
let me just add that at our age, 
getting into snug wetsuits is not 
an easy or attractive experience!)
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Enjoying the outdoors was the 
best part of our New Zealand 
adventure. Whether hiking, 
swimming, whale watching, 
relaxing on the beach, or just 
taking a leisurely stroll, we found 
ourselves falling in love with 
these beautiful islands. And then, 
of course, there was the food...
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Discussion Starters

• Of the places Maude described, are there any you would most 
want to see?  

• After learning about New Zealand, would you like to visit there?
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Ethel Takes Us Dining

It’s no surprise with the number of 
sheep that lamb is one of the specialties 
of New Zealand’s cuisine. You can dig 
up your own clams and take them 
home to fry up and eat along with some 
incredible New Zealand wine. Fish and 
chips, so fresh and crispy, followed by 
sweet and creamy blueberry ice cream 
were our favorites.

https://www.hallmarkchannel.com/home-and-family/recipes/new-zealand-lamb-chops-with-mint-sauce
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XA2HBBrkUbU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XA2HBBrkUbU
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New Zealand’s cuisine is 
influenced by European, 
Southeast Asian, and American 
cuisines, and are closely related 
to that found in Australia. Here 
are some interesting food facts:
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New Zealand is second 
only to the U.S. with its 
number of McDonald’s 
restaurants per capita.
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The hangi is a traditional way of 
cooking underground that involves 
digging a pit, adding stones heated 
in the embers of a fire, placing food 
on top of the stones, covering the 
food with wet cloth and branches, 
and burying it with earth to trap the 
heat and then allowing it to cook for 
hours. Not your typical barbecue!
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The national dish of New 
Zealand is the kiwi meat pie, 
which just in case you were 
worried, is not made with 
the endangered kiwi bird. It 
is filled with meat, cheese, 
and vegetables and comes in 
many delicious flavors.

https://www.kiwikuisine.com/purchasing-pies
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Pavlova is a delicious dessert 
created by a chef at the Wellington 
Hotel after the famous Russian 
ballerina Anna Pavlova toured 
New Zealand in 1926. It is made 
with slowly baked egg whites that 
form meringue and are topped 
with fresh fruit and whipped 
cream. All I can say is “yum.”

https://www.joyofbaking.com/Pavlova.html
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New Zealander Brian Simon claims 
to have invented the ice cream flavor 
known as Hokey Pokey (once a term 
for ice cream in general). In 1953, 
while working in his father’s ice cream 
factory, he experimented with Cadbury 
Crunchie Bar pieces. These candies 
with their honeycomb coffee center 
covered in chocolate combined in an 
ice cream recipe created a delicious 
flavor that has become iconic.

https://www.giapo.com/hokey-pokey/
https://sugarandcharm.com/new-zealand-hokey-pokey-ice-cream-recipe
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Whitebait is the “fry” or juvenile 
versions of small freshwater 
fish. Fried with egg whites, salt, 
pepper, and perhaps flour, they 
make for a delicious fritter.
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The kiwi burger adds beetroot 
and egg to your standard 
beef patty. They are popular 
throughout the country and 
are even on the menu at some 
McDonald’s fast food restaurants.
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The list of unique and interesting 
food from New Zealand is long 
and makes for a fun eating 
experience in this country with 
so much to offer those fortunate 
enough to live or visit there. We 
hope you enjoyed our stay and 
will join us again next month for 
another adventure.

https://nzpocketguide.com/new-zealand-food/
https://nzpocketguide.com/new-zealand-food/
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Discussion Starters

• Do you consider yourself to be an adventurous eater? Do you like 
to try new things?

• Which of the foods described by Ethel most appeals to you?
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The End



Page 79

brought to you by




