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New Zealand Volcanoes* 

Wes Gibbons 2018 

A journey from smaller to super eruptions 

 
Steaming sinter terraces produced by earthquake faults in 131 A.D. at the Orakei Korako geothermal area in the 

¢ŀǳǇƻ ±ƻƭŎŀƴƛŎ ½ƻƴŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǳǇŜǊvolcano eruption. 

North Island, New Zealand is one of the most accessible, safe and scenically attractive places in the 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƻŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƻǘƘŜǊƳŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƎŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ 

it all. In this online Holiday Geology guide we describe a journey that takes in not just the obvious 

άƳǳǎǘ-ǎŜŜέ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƛŎ ǎƛƎƘǘǎ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǘŜƴ ǘǊŀŎƪΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǎǇŜǊǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

sightseeing with opportunities for walking in the glorious Kiwi countryside. You will also learn about 

why the volcanoes are there and how they have evolved through time. An online guide to New Zealand 

geology, written by Peter Ballance (1936-2009), can be found at:  

https://www.geotrips.org.nz/downloads/Ballance_NZ_Geology-V2.pdf 

An online book chapter on New Zealand volcanism, written by Phil Shane, is available on: 

https://www.springer.com/cda/content/document/cda_downloaddocument/9789462392366-

c2.pdf?SGWID=0-0-45-1597944-p180330929 

Allow at least two weeks in NZ, initially staying in Auckland for 2 nights, then heading north by hire car 

to Whangarie for 2 or 3 nights in Northland before driving back past Auckland and on via various 

basaltic volcanoes on route to the classic andesitic volcanic peak of Taranaki in southwest North Island, 

staying overnight in Waitara (or nearby) and then in Whanganui. From here the route runs northeast to 

traverse the length of the Taupo Volcanic Zone from Mount Ruapehu and on across the supervolcanoes 

of the Taupo and Rotoroa area. Consider a minimum of one night in Turangi and one or two nights each 

in Taupo and Rotorua. Finally allow a minimum of one night in Whakatane as a base for a day trip out to 

White Island for the volcanic experience of a lifetime. 

*Cite as: Gibbons, W. 2018. Holiday Geology Guide to New Zealand Volcanoes. 

http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/New Zealand Volcanoes.pdf 

https://www.geotrips.org.nz/downloads/Ballance_NZ_Geology-V2.pdf
https://www.springer.com/cda/content/document/cda_downloaddocument/9789462392366-c2.pdf?SGWID=0-0-45-1597944-p180330929
https://www.springer.com/cda/content/document/cda_downloaddocument/9789462392366-c2.pdf?SGWID=0-0-45-1597944-p180330929
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Getting There. The first challenge is to fly to Auckland, which is a little over 20,000 kilometres from its 

antipodal point: Ronda, in Andalucía, Spain. If flying from Europe we strongly recommend an overnight 

stopover because catching two 11- or 12-hour flights back-to-back is inhuman. We flew from Barcelona 

with Korean Air and stopped over in Seoul, using a hotel a short shuttle bus ride from the airport, which 

worked fine. The following excursion is divided into 12 days but this is only a suggestion: other ways of 

organising the journey are possible. 

Accommodation. We recommend choosing accommodation well in advance using the major websites 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōƻƻƪƛƴƎΦŎƻƳΣ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ άŦǊŜŜ ŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ 

events force a change of plan. Our itinerary (January 2018) involved staying at the following choices, all 

of which we were happy with except that in Rotorua (which we decline to mention): Auckland (Adina 

Apartment Hotel), Whangarie (Continental Motel), Waitara (Masonic Hotel), Whanganui (Asure Cooks 

Gardens Motor Lodge), Turangi (Creel Lodge), and Taupo (Chantillys Motor Lodge). 

 

Map reproduced from Land and Information Department of New Zealand. 
http://www.nztourmaps.com/north_island_physical_map.html

Overnight stops 1-12 on 
Holiday Geology Itinerary
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Day 1: Arrival in Auckland. 

On a clear day as you come in to land you will be able to spot volcanoes belonging to the currently 

dormant Auckland Volcanic Field, which comprises over 50 basaltic vents and has been active on and 

off over the last quarter of a million years or so. A highlight on the Skybus route to town is passing the 

prominent volcanic hill of Mount Eden (Maungawhau) which erupted about 15,000 years ago.  

Reference: Leonard, G. A. and Roberts , R. C., 2017. Volcanic hazard from the Auckland Volcanic Field: 

http://www.nzgs.org/library/nzgs20_roberts/ 

After hotel check-in walk to the ferry terminal for lunch and to buy tickets for Rangitoto the following 

day, allowing at least 3 hours between ferries (e.g. 12.30 out, 15.30 back, which will allow a late 

afternoon visit to Devonport and North Head). 

Auckland Domain. Start from the Auckland War Memorial Museum in the Domain, two kilometres to 

the south of the ferry terminal. Auckland Domain offers an extensive area of beautiful parkland that 

includes the explosion crater of the Pukekawa Volcano: 

https://walksinauckland.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/domain_volcano_walk.pdf 

From the front of the museum looking west there is a view across one side of the ring-shaped explosion 

crater over to a wooded volcanic hill in its centre. The hill is known as Pukekaroro and was a pre-

European Maori pa site. The explosion crater was originally a lake but became filled in by sediment and 

plants to form a swamp which was drained by Europeans who made it into a playing field: walk across 

the playing field to the foot of the hill where there are rocks exposed in a low bank by the toilets: 

 

The basaltic rocks forming Pukekaroro are full of small holes, a honeycomb texture produced by 

ōǳōōƭŜǎ όάǾŜǎƛŎƭŜǎέύ ƻƴŎŜ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ǝŀǎ ŀǎ ŦǊƻǘƘȅΣ ŦƛŜǊȅΣ ŘŜƎŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƭŀǾŀ ŦƻǳƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ 

a central vent like hot, black, heavy champagne and built up a cone which now forms the hill. These 

fire-ŦƻǳƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άǎŎƻǊƛŀέΣ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƭǳƳǇǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǘ 

magma, and scoria cones like this one are very common in the Auckland Volcanic Field (Mount Eden is 

another example). 

http://www.nzgs.org/library/nzgs20_roberts/
https://walksinauckland.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/domain_volcano_walk.pdf
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Honeycomb texture in basaltic scoria fragment exposed on the flanks of Pukekaroro. 

Climb up onto Pukekaroro and walk around the cone, taking in the shape and size of the wide explosion 

crater all around. The violent explosion producing this crater was a result of hot magma interacting with 

ŎƻƭŘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǿŀǘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƭŀǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŜŀƳΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǇƘǊŜŀǘƻƳŀƎƳŀǘƛŎέΥ 

{ǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǎǇƛƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊƻȄȅǎƳŀƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴΧΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ ŎƭƻǳŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ 

from this phreatomagmatic detonation is initially full of white steam but quickly fills with ash and flying 

rock debris as it billows upwards to a height of several thousand metres and outwards to form a classic 

mushroom shape. A basal surge, like that first observed in the Bikini Atoll nuclear bomb tests during the 

мфплΩǎΣ ǊŀŘƛŀǘŜǎ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴ ǎƛǘŜΦ .ǊƻƪŜƴ ǊƻŎƪ ƛǎ ōƭŀǎǘŜŘ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǘŀlly at speeds exceeding one 

hundred and fifty kilometres per hour, ripping up mature trees for several kilometres in all directions. 

Chunks of rock falling back into the newly excavated crater become recycled and mixed in a series of 

further explosions, ground surges and crater wall collapses.  

After repeated explosions so much of the groundwater has been evaporated that the rocks have simply 

dried up. Now the basalt magma is free to reach the surface without being frustrated by encounters 

with water underground, and relative calm can reign over the scene of volcanic devastation. But the 

calm is definitely only relative as the lava erupts exuberantly from a fissure inside the crater to form a 

magnificent incandescent liquid fire fountain that spurts hundreds of metres into the air. The glowing, 

spattering lava fragments freeze as they shower over the surrounding ground where they accumulate as 

black pumice-like bombs ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǎǘƻƴŜǎ όάƭŀǇƛƭƭƛέύΦ 

Excerpt from: Volcanoes in Girona, Barcelona Time Traveller, Bimón Press 2016. 

Now descend the south side of the hill to locate and immerse yourself in the fernery at the back of the 

Wintergardens, housed in a quarry dug into the southern end of the scoria cone. 

 




