
I have forgotten my gloves. I have forgotten my 
gloves and my hands feel thick and numb. 

 I am crouched down on a bank beneath a cliff 
top stand of manuka, trying to keep out of the 
rain and the wet, cold wind, which is pushing 
down my neck because I have also forgotten any 
sort of gaiter or scarf. Rain runs down my neck 
or drips down my nose and I watch it join the slop  
of mud and sheep shit between my wet boots.

It is 8.17am and the blue of dawn has gone, 
but the sun is somewhere behind a white bank 
of cloud bringing rain blowing over Whanganui 
Inlet, where the West Coast meets Golden Bay. 
In the paddock next to my manuka clump,  
Mike Gane, his grandson Riley, and another pair 
of hunters have staked out a dozen Canadian 
goose and paradise duck decoys (“parries”), 
spearing them amongst the goose poo, which 
is surprisingly large, each black cigar touched 
delicately with white.

Andrew MacDonald is a photographer, 
hunter and founder of outdoor food company 
Absolute Wilderness. He’s under this clump of 
manuka with me, and points out yellow patches 
on the grass. “That’s how you know geese have 
been grazing there,” he says. “I didn’t know 
geese grazed,” I say, struck by this idea of birds 
tearing off grass in a paddock and then raising 
their bills to chew contemplatively. 

I have to admit I never gave much thought to 
geese. But five geese can eat as much as a sheep 
per day, and with no natural predators, they feast 
at night, too. 

Astonishingly, each goose also releases up 
to three times as much poo – up to half a kilo per 
day – as would a sheep that ate the same amount. 
This weekend, Fish & Game, the Department 
of Conservation, and local landowners have 
combined efforts to bring more than 100 hunters 
from the top of the South to Whanganui Inlet, 
to take down the geese. There is a big one at the 
Molesworth organised three times a year.  
The idea of being able to stalk, kill, and 
butcher your own meat, rather than rely on the 
supermarket, has always interested me,  
so I when I heard about the iconic June 
Molesworth goose hunt I was keen to come 
along. But then a late, awkward phone call 
informed me that they were really sorry but it 
was kind of a boys’ weekend and it wasn’t sexist 
but it was really one of the only chances the boys 
got to be together and having a girl along would 
kind of spoil the dynamic ... so here I am, at an 
alternative hunt, a few weeks later.

There are about 60,000 geese spread over 
lakeside pastoral areas in the North and 

South Island, but mostly in the South. A good 
thousand of them make this isolated part of 
Whanganui Inlet their home, but that’s a handful  
compared to the numbers in the Molesworth, 
which fluctuate between 6000 and 9000 and 
require regular hunts. I don’t say “culls”, because 
it turns out that Canadian geese – brown body, 
sleek black head, smart white chinstrap  
– are worthy adversaries. 

A windswept weekend out hunting, trying to  
kill a “beautiful pest” of a bird which does not 
want to be killed.
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For a start, you’ve got to find them. 
Whanganui Inlet is the end of the road. 

Somewhere in this estuary, where the cabbage 
trees, flax, nikau, mahoe, and the peppery 
understorey of kawakawa come down to the 
water’s edge, there are sauropod prints pressed 
into the rock, like handprints into concrete, from 
where a beast strolled past millions of years ago. 

Nearby is the broad scoop of Farewell Spit, 
stormy on one side, bathwater -still on the other, 
where the tide goes out so far and fast that 
whales strand there nearly every summer.  
If they’re not refloated after several days they’re 
shot and left in the dunes to rot, or tethered  
on the spit so the sea can eat them away.  
This entire area is a graveyard for whales, 
probably dinosaurs; and hopefully, today,  
the humble Canada goose.

But the hunters we’re watching haven’t shot 
anything yet. They’re still in their lie down hides, 
watching the sky, covered in camouflage and 
occasionally honking out calls. Canada geese 
have exceptional eyesight, and the flick of a 
hunter’s hand can send them soaring away from 
the shotguns. The hunters are patient; they could 
happily stay like this, lying motionless in the cold 
and rain, until nightfall, and sometimes into the 

night itself. It is nearly 9am now. I have got up 
stiffly to do a few star jumps, but mostly stared 
at the mud and peeked out through the scrubby 
manuka branches at the geese sitting on the 
water, and listened to the wind. Even the seagulls 
have come in off the ocean – it must be rough 
out there. Usually, the rougher the weather, the 
better for duck and goose hunting, because they 
come in low under the cloud. A boat whines up 
the inlet, sending the geese honking into the 
sky, but they do not fly over here. I would like an 
umbrella. At least Andrew says this is the most 
miserable goose hunt he’s ever been on.

By 10am, a few hunters have fired shots in 
the distance, which report around the hills like  
a shaken sheet of corrugated iron. But here, 
there’s not a shot fired, and we’ve talked too 
much of hot coffee and home cured wild bacon 
butties back at the farmhouse, so it’s easy to 
convince ourselves there will be more action 
elsewhere in the inlet. The rain gets heavier. 
Later, it will turn to hail. Sources disagree on 
exactly when the first New Zealand Giant 
Canada goose arrived, though today’s plague is 
apparently the fault of United States president 
Teddy Roosevelt – the geese were a gift from 
him, along with Wapiti elk, Virginia white tail 

deer, pheasant, and quail, in exchange for 
a shipment of our native birds and tuatara. 
Labelled “beautiful pests” by a 1984 New 
Zealand Farmer article, they were protected 
under the Wildlife Act of 1953, and Fish & 
Game managed their numbers. But as crops and 
dairying have increased, so has rich nutritious 
pasture – and so have the birds, which are 
monogamous and like to hang out in tight  
social groups, nibbling irrigated and brand  new 
pasture and native grasses next to coastal and 
high country lakes. 

They’re the only true wild goose in the 
country, and can fly 850km – that’s nearly 

the distance from Blenheim to Invercargill – in 
less than eight hours. And they can fly it nonstop. 

In 2011, farmer advocacy groups celebrated 
the news that the government had removed 
them from the game bird schedule and they 
could be hunted by anyone at any time of the 
year, using any humane method, without a 
license. It was open season, and perhaps some 
long held grudges were exhumed. 

The hunters are patient; 
they could happily stay 

like this, lying motionless 
in the cold and rain, until 
nightfall, and sometimes 

into the night itself.
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The following year, 12,000 Canada geese 
were controversially bludgeoned with clubs and 
baseball bats in Canterbury, which saw rotting 
carcasses floating in Lake Ellesmere.  
The previous year, 18,000 were clubbed in North 
Otago, and another 4000 the following year.  
The escapees were shot at from helicopters. 

The geese have always flown between 
the Molesworth and Lake Ellesmere near 
Christchurch, but they get in the way of flight 
paths. Christchurch Airport, fearing birdstrike 
bringing a plane out of the sky, and nervous, 
perhaps, after a flock flew into a plane’s engines 
in New York State in January 2009, sending it 
crashing into the Hudson River, sponsors the 
Molesworth hunt (described as “the most iconic 
goose hunt in New Zealand”). This June, it put  
up eight slabs of ammunition.

Back at the old farmhouse, which was  
built in 1924, and feels like it, another hunter, 
Chris, joins us for a reprieve from the weather. 
He’s a tall Brit who lives in Richmond, near 
Nelson, and once went to school with musician 
Jeff Beck. That’s the sort of thing you find out 
about each other on hunting weekends when  
you are huddled around an open fire enjoying 
Mike Gane’s patented evening treat – 

Chocolate Fingers nibbled at each end and 
used as a straw to drink whisky. 

But he’s been shivering in a howling wind 
coming off nearby Kaihoka Lake, with a couple 
of frozen young lads clad only in fleece. Pale and 
cold, they lever off their boots at the door and 
squelch inside. I am gratified to see I was not  
the worst prepared. “Any luck?” “Didn’t fire  
a shot,” Chris says. “They’re pretty canny.”  
The geese live for several decades, passing 
on their old, cunning ways, and as well as 
being difficult to hunt, they require a fair bit of 
expensive gear: Special blinds, ammunition and 
decoys in different postures – calling, eating, 
resting, and even a model of a sentry bird, 
keeping an eye out for danger. 

That afternoon, after sitting out the hail,  
we head out to the base of Farewell Spit to see 
how another pack of hunters have gotten on. 
The spit is an internationally renowned bird 
sanctuary – except for geese – and because of the 
currents and long stretch of beach, objects often 
wash up: beach toys, a Happy Birthday balloon, 
a kayak, 95- year- old shipwreck cargo, human 
remains, volleyballs from West Coast primary 
schools. For this weekend only it’s been  
opened to hunters.

At 3pm, after DOC have shooed the public 
away, the hunters stride out to lie in their blinds 
on a green wedge of paddock, decoys spread 
out before them like a bucolic children’s petting 
zoo.“How ya garn?” asks one, face painted dark 
brown and green. We’re garn good, we say.  
You? “Yep. Ready for war,” he says.

They’ve shot a few geese and a few parries, 
but not enough to satisfy them. Not when 

there are 400 geese and 400 black swans sitting 
out in the bay and refusing to fly any closer. 
Taunting them. At the Farewell Spit Café,  
Fish & Game’s Jacob Lucas ate a pie and chips 
and had a coffee and got on the phone and said 
they could probably get them up in the air and 
hopefully flying over the hunters. DOC Takaka 
ranger Ollie Harris drives across the sand in a 
4WD to razz them up, but the geese just float 
back down onto the water after he leaves.

The sun has come out and thunder echoes 
in the hills, mixed with the occasional report 
from a gun. We lie in the reeds and mud and shit, 
waiting, again, for the geese to fly up and over 
the pines and fall to earth like bombs. 

They fly over, spot us, keep going – and then, 
after half an hour, one of the hunters makes 
a comment about Andrew’s white gumboots 
sticking out like dog’s balls, and we retire,  
not wanting to put them off their game.

“I’m really amazed at how enthusiastic these 
people are,” DOC botanist Simon Walls marvels, 
as we return to the base of the Spit. “Out on a 
filthy day. It’s been awful and it’s really thrown 
everything at them. They didn’t get anything,  
but when they came back they were still  
positive. Who are these people? Where do they 
come from?”

He sometimes makes pastrami from 
Canada goose. When night fell, seven men 
returned to the farmhouse, and swapped war 
stories.“Did anyone even see a goose?” one 
asked. “Got a couple of parries but nothing 
else.” “Thought there was a goose problem in 
Whanganui?”“Nearly got something and then 
the shotgun jammed in the action.” “Yeah bit of 
a worry when they don’t go bang when you want 
them to.” “Nothing to drink all day – couldn’t  
be bothered moving. Too cold.”

After a feed and a beer and spot prizes and 
the rugby at Tinky’s Tavern in Collingwood – 
where I am a bit embarrassed at wearing jeans 

with sneakers until I discovered I fit in perfectly 
– it’s bed, shivering in a mouldy summer 
bunkroom at the back of the farmhouse.

The following morning we are up at 6am to 
drive back to the Spit, where Ollie and Simon are 
taking us, plus five hunters, beyond the reach of 
public access, out into the forbidden zone on the 
spine of the spit. After high stepping through the 
reeds and brush, we come to a small lake and  
the hunters set out their decoys and settle down. 
Six geese fly over as they’re putting out the 
decoys, and there’s a shout – they’re coming.

One crouches in the lake holding a decoy 
above his head like a Christmas tree angel, 

and the boys stand up and point – boom, boom – 
but no, the geese spotted them early and they’re 
off, honking. The hunters sit back down in the 
reeds, and one lights a contemplative cigarette. 
Another lets me have a go of his shotgun, and 
says, as all men do when they let you have a go of 
their shotgun: “You liked that, eh?” Later we will 
find out the entire operation managed to bag  
230 parries, 119 pukeko, 46 greyllards, 29 swans, 
and 32 Canada geese.

The sun is up. We have to leave. The tide is 
coming in, and it’s so shallow it floods the sand 
at walking pace. As we drive back, Ollie gives us 
his recipe for goat biltong, as well as instructions 
on how to make a drier from a cardboard box and 
some pieces of number  8 wire. The other teams 
will be well out there by now, preparing to spend 
the next few hours watching the sky. Out to the 
east, just off the spit, a massive raft of Canadian 
geese floats on the silvery water of the bay.

The geese live for 
several decades, 
passing on their 

old, cunning ways

”

“

36 1972 MAGAZINE 1972 MAGAZINE 37


