
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 21 day  small  boat  trip  in  

Fiordland  

Troy  Watson  



 

 

For Richard, J.V., and Toine,  

We see the world through different eyes;  

Yet for a short time, we saw through one. 

 

 

Doubtful2 = Likely 

Destination Fiordland. Two very small inflatable boats, 400 litres of fuel and 21 days. Richard was 

packed 10 days beforehand with every item on his list double ticked and carefully stored in colour 

coded appropriately sized drybags. March 27th, 2022, 1st day of trip - I wasnôt ς much to his justified 

annoyance. Eight hours later I had no ticks, a semblance of packing and we had completed the food 

and fuel shop. Fuel was easy, four hundred litres of fuel, mixed 50:1, for the outboard engines in a 

variety of 10 and 20 L jerry cans. Two hundred litres to take with us. Two hundred litres hidden in a 

dog kennel to be brought in, via float plane, in a week with JV and Toine. Food was harder, one week 

to keep the boats light or three weeks in case the plane didnôt arrive. We didnôt make a clear 

decision, so we had plenty of food for a week and a dubious amount for three. After a heated 

debate the glass jar of sauerkraut was banned but the pickle snuck around and stowed away under 

an innocent unsuspecting bag of rice.  

We planned on boating across Lake Manapouri, heading 

to Doubtful Sound and up the coast to Charles and 

Caswell Sound, ostensibly to look for canyons. We had a 

lot of stuff: canyoning, spearfishing, hunting, camping, 

boats and associated paraphernalia and repair kits. We 

had two small boats: RichardΩs, a 4.2 m retired surf-life-

saving orange beast with a 30 h.p. outboard; and a 4.2 m 

Takacat (catamaran), with a 15 h.p. outboard, that was 

kindly lent to us by our friend Marnix.  

Reaching Supply Bay (the start of our Manaporui leg) we 

were only seven hours behind schedule and increasingly 

uncertain as to whether we could squeeze all the important gear into the boats, including the 

unknown pickle ς in a very unsqueezable jar.  

Nothing fills the lender of boats with confidence more than a phone call by the borrowers asking 

how to inflate, put together and drive the said boat before heading out to the Southern Ocean. At 

least we were starting on a lake. It was also getting dark. Everything seemed to fit, the majority in 

the orange boat, clearly Richard knew what he was doing. He also knew how to drive a boat. The 

same could not be said for me. Covid had delayed JV and Toine and so now I was driving, it seemed 

too audacious to say skippering.  

Doing some slow ponderous mental and finger aided arithmetic as we puttered into the twilight, I 

realised that it had been at least 10 years since I had used an outboard. I patted my PLB, checked the 

radio and rubbed the drysuit seals for luck, then drove in circles, accidentally. The lake was 

pleasantly calm, Richard was clearly faster with his 30 h.p., but kindly waited. As we slid up the lake 

the stress of the rest of the world slightly eased ς it would be fully gone in two or three days. We 

arrived at West Arm, the location of the Manapouri power station and the start, or end, of the 

Wilmot Pass road on dark.  

You had better take some fuel 



 

 

There were rumours of a red meister truck that we could borrow, we werenôt quite sure where it 

was, and I thought the keys were somewhere that they werenôt. However, amidst much 

astonishment, we had loaded the truck with two fully inflated boats, one perpendicular to the tray 

and a hazard to cyclists or passing deer and another sticking above the roof and a hazard to low 

flying aircraft or moths.  An hour or so later, with no vehicles and only 107 possums passed, we were 

in Deep Cove ς the start of Doubtful Sound and salt water. Boats were unloaded, unwieldy engines 

were wrestled to a post and a mountain of gear was left at the boat ramp, it was 11 p.m.. Back over 

the road, a small stop for a drink at a stream, 30 more possums, a slight wrong turn (on a road with 

only one other hidden small turning option) and the truck was back. A romantic roast chicken dinner 

for two, in the visitor centre with lights, running water and power; then roll out the mats, 1:30 a.m., 

and set the alarm for seven. 

 Boooom grrhmoom, raw noise and bright 

lights, the visitor centre is an interrogation 

centre. It was 6:30 a.m. and the lights and 

heaters had just automatically roared into 

being.  After heart rates slowed, we drearily 

looked at each other and proceeded to get up. 

Eve had kindly organised a lift  over the hill for 

us with the bus driver. A private tour on a 50-

seater bus, and we were shortly back at Deep 

Cove trying to impress some tourists with our 

ambitious boating and canyoning plans. We 

succeeded in impressing them, although talk is 

cheap, and actions and a lack of experience, 

and possibly ability, were ahead of us.  

We blasted out to Deaôs Cove, flying past 

places that had taken quite-a-while-to-get-to in 

sea kayaks two years ago. Rich said something 

like, ñItôs so flat, I reckon we can make it all the 

way to Charles todayέ. I silently agreed and we 

dropped 40 L of fuel at Deaôs hut and set off. 

Three minutes later the headwind and chop 

stopped us.  

Something orange was coming towards us; it 

was a bit uncertain as to what it was. It turned 

into a double and single foldable kayaks sailing proudly. They pulled up beside us and confirmed that 

it was indeed very windy and that it was also very windy outside of the sound. It was 11 a.m. and the 

day-breeze said, ñbƻέ. They had flown into Caswell and paddled to Charles, Nancy, and then 

Doubtful, a 7-day trip. It looked like fun and we felt like sea-bogans. 

We spent the rest of the day mucking around at Deaôs and watched a tuna mass strand a hundred or 

so 20 cm bait fish as they jumped onto land and died to avoid being eaten. Then we worried about 

ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ forecast and what worse things that could happen at sea might be. Up around 6:45 a.m. 

and boats packed by 8 ς I am not sure why it took so long - no breakfast just a one-minute 

walk/carry and drive. In grey light with slight apprehension and nervous anticipation we headed for 

the open sea. I had given more gear to Richard and so the boat was handling better ς although I had 

nowhere near Richardôs speed, or possibly even his 6-hour style.   

Taking the boats over Wilmot Pass 



 

 

Gently easing out of the sound and we 

were into a glassy 4 m, long period SW 

swell. The nerves started to ease and 

the albatross and petrel soared. The 

coastline was very impressive and we 

were exceedingly glad for the good 

forecast. We passed Nancy Sound and 

then we were turning into Charles. This 

had been our objective two years ago 

and the weather and our ability had 

not allowed us to leave Doubtful. It was 

with a large amount of satisfaction and 

wide eyes that we cruised up Charles 

Sound. We checked out some canyons and campsites in Emillius arm, and then continued up the 

Irene River. We met Andy who was on his launch for three months hunting and diving and then we 

continued down Gold Arm. Richard found an amazing camp spot, with a few rusty pipes in-

residence. Flat ground with scenic views and drinking water was also a positive, although sun wasnôt 

really an option. The setters-up-of-camp-spots-in-Fiordland had must-not-receive-sun at the top of 

the priority list ς avant garde with respect to the growing ozone hole. We were camped on the shore 

of a marine reserve and so motored to Eleanor Island to catch crays and fish for dinner.  

Having not free-dived in Fiordland for a while, it was with eagerness and slight nervousness that I 

flopped into the water - it generally takes me a dive or two to relax. The visibility was amazing, three 

months of no rain and calm seas, and the layer of freshwater floating on the surface was minimal 

and not very dark. The drop-off was impressive, a steep wall disappearing into the stygian gloom. 

Following it down ghostly white ñblackέ corals loomed and it was amongst these in the cracks that 

numerous crays lounged. A few dives later and we had crays but no fish. A large blue moki appeared 

which I shot; blood was in the water. Pulling it to the surface it tangled in seaweed. I left the line and 

headed to the surface for a breath. Seven metres down having just ickyed the fish a massive 

speeding grey body appeared in the corner of my left eye, at the same time as a small underwater 

scream. At the last second some large dolphins swerved and kept on their merry way. Richard swam 

up to excitedly tell me about dolphins and also helped me sort the fish. Back to camp, set up the 

tents and settle in for stars, our first night of crays and fish as well as the satisfaction of having made 

it and being in a very special place.  

The gentle patter of rain on the 

tent in the morning was a small 

army of sandflies, attempting to 

welcome us personally to 

Fiordland. The dolphins cruised 

past camp doing tricks and 

chasing fish while boil-ups were 

almost continuous and would be 

for the rest of the trip. As the 

weather window was still good, 

we decided to check out the 

stream/waterfall/canyon behind 

camp.  



 

 

We bashed up the true-left of the stream to the 300m contour, where it flattened out. The forest 

and views were amazing and we strolled upstream in our polypro, having left the gear at the start of 

the technical section. We were a rather comical sight to the jittering fantails. Back down to the start 

and the stream and views were beautiful. The canyon was not as boxed-in/U shaped as we were 

hoping. But the scenery was spectacular. I only lowered Richard once head-first down a waterfall, 

much to his a/be-musement. We arrived at the camp pool around 5.30 p.m. and decided to grab a 

cray from the island. Diving until 7 p.m. when it started to get darker and back to watch the 

bioluminescence lap against the camp shore.  

Being sea-bogans we thought we had better go and explore the sound a bit more and collect a bit of 

seafood and firewood. The fish boil-ups were omnipresent, and dolphins were partying. We ended 

up at a stunning beach on the true left of the sound part way out. The water was surprisingly 

shallow, clear and warm while the fish, crays, paua, firewood and sandflies were plentiful.  

Diving in Fiordland can be a little different as a layer of freshwater often sits on top of the saltwater. 

This fresh layer can be anywhere from a few centimetres to several metres, depending on the last 

rain, location and tide. The freshwater is stained brown with tannins and is colder, meaning you 

ŎŀƴΩǘ see very well until you have dived through, and sometimes shiver on the surface.  

Patterns swirl where the two layers meet. Floating in the low vis surface waters is generally relaxing 

but at times can be uncomfortable, especially if there is a shark about.  It also cuts down light, 

allowing for things that are generally only found quite deep to be near the surface, such as black 

coral ς which is actually white. Normally black coral is found on continental slopes below 50 m 

 

The view from 

camp.  

Looking towards 

the Windward 

river in Charles 

Sound, Fiordland,           

at sunset 


