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CAA Approved Helicopter Simultation at HFT
Helicopter Flight Training (HFT) at Ardmore has just received CAA 
Approval for their in-house developed Bell 206FX simulator. It’s an impressive 
piece of  work, utilising an actual Bell 206 cockpit in a dedicated room with 
wrap around visuals and realistic sound. Flying the sim is an immersive 
experience with more than a few candidates working up quite a sweat trying to 
deal with whatever difficult situation their Instructor has just placed them in.

PICTURE THIS: A pilot is completing the final approach to 
an off-shore oil rig and has just received the weather for the deck 
surface. The atmosphere in the cockpit is serious. Checks for wind 
direction and strength, 
available power, and a 
confirmation the pad 
was clear with lifting 
cranes locked and stowed 
away from approach 
and departure paths, all 
signalled to the pilot that 
he was cleared to land. 
Approaching the heli-
deck – almost 200 feet 
above the ocean surface, 
the helicopter experienced 
wind buffeting off  the 
superstructure. Control 
changes needed to be 
smooth to maintain a 
stable approach. Finally 
positioned over the deck 
he settled down on to 
the large ‘H’ and lowered 
the collective - a successful flight completed. The pilot relaxed and 
said to the ‘back seater’, “It certainly was easier this time; I could 
appreciate the power requirements and the constant angle approach, 
especially in the last part of  the arrival.”

The ‘back seater’ was Jon Keller, HFT’s lead Simulator 
Instructor. Jon is a B category Instructor with HFT and was a key 
part of  the Bell 206FX simulator development programme. He 
led HFT’s research into helicopter simulation worldwide over two 
years, visiting and testing several of  the major European and USA 
manufacturers’ offerings. CEO of  HFT, Phill Maguire says that as 
they learned of  the various packages available and how these could 
be matched to specific training roles, it did become apparent that 
much of  the fidelity was possibly able to be improved on.

A decision was then made to develop an in-house simulator at 
HFT’s Ardmore base, and a team started work to bring the best of  
the attributes they had seen on existing helicopter simulators, but 
with vastly improved visual and instrument reality. The Bell 206FX 
is the result of  their endeavours and is fully IFR capable, with visual 
and audio environments that create ‘real-time’ task-driven scenarios.

The 206FX has been created to train helicopter pilots at various 
stages of  their training. Through specially developed ‘Vista-screen’ 
technology, pilots can perfect a wide range of  flying tasks and the 
simulator is now included in HFT’s full range of  training courses 
for PPL, CPL, Instrument ratings, Night ratings and initial Turbine 
Ratings. There is even a Night Vision Goggles (NVG) module.

“A simulator is perfect for developing skills and good habits.” 
said Keller when KiwiFlyer visited. “Our international research 
showed that even at the PPL stage, students are able to capture 
critical learning events without ever leaving the ground”. A host 

of  environmental conditions can be adjusted by the Instructor to 
include weather, lighting variations, wind, and any combination 
thereof. Even the simplest of  everyday occurrences adds realism 
to the experience, such as a fluttering windsock or a vehicle 
driving past the boundary fence at the Airport. “We can create 
thunderstorms, and when it has the thunderstorms, you can actually 
hear the thunder,” Jon said. “You can see the lightning flashes and 
the approach of  CBs.”

Jon is a subject matter expert who actually helped in the design 
of  the Bell 206FX simulator. Along with software from Lockheed-

Martin, he has developed 
a photo-realistic model 
of  HFT’s base Airport, 
Ardmore. This entailed 
low level multiple high 
resolution photography 
from a helicopter that was 
then bundled into a visual 
platform. The results are 
impressive.

The experience goes 
beyond what the pilot or 
other crew member might 
see during the simulated 
flight. Air traffic control or 
Christchurch information 
can be simulated ‘live’, 
which raises pilot 
workload closer to reality. 
Jon says the helicopter 
can easily be configured 

to operate at max all up weight which is what trainee pilots need to 
experience in order to properly understand the characteristics and 
limitations of  the aircraft. 

He adds that “The simulator is good for a number of  other 
reasons regarding safety, efficiency and flexibility. It eliminates the 
need to schedule an actual helicopter, saving on fuel and other 
operating costs, and it lessens many of  the risks faced during real 
flights. Marginal or non-flyable weather outside does not affect the 
progression of  training in the simulator and this can allow us to 
keep a pilot on track in the course without having to use blade time. 
The simulator allows for easy training on flights that would take 
much more planning and coordination otherwise.” 

Phill says that HFT is New Zealand’s only Helicopter IFR pilot 
training organisation, explaining that an Instrument rating requires 
40 hours instrument flying time and that HFT’s simulator has CAA 
approval for up to 20 hours of  instrument training towards the 
qualification. 

Dan O’Reilly who is a captain with NEST on the S76 based in 
Whangarei, is an IFR Instructor on the Bell 206FX and created 
much of  the syllabus and training profile ‘foot-print’ that is used 
by HFT during the instrument rating course. “This allows us to 
train on IFR tasks that we don’t get a chance to do normally.” Dan 
said, adding “We’re able to do this more efficiently, with no ATC 
delays getting an Airways clearance, approach times or holding due 
to other traffic. We can quickly build a pilot’s instrument flying 
scan and operating disciplines and we don’t have to use blade time 
to do that. When compared to the costs of  training in the actual 
helicopter, the simulator is only 20% of  that”.

Dan says he thinks the simulator is fantastic; “You’d be surprised 

In the 206FX Simulator at Helicopter Flight Training. CAA approved for 20hrs of instrument 
training time towards an IFR qualification, the sim also provides a safe and efficient means of 

instilling good habits and training pilots to recover from difficult and high risk situations.

how many similarities there are between this and the real helicopter. 
You can achieve so much over the various phases of  the instrument 
rating and build confidence and competency with a pilot.”

Night flying and the inherent risks involved for helicopter 
operations are well provided for in the night training program. Dan 
explains that “We introduce the basic instrument panel skills, then 
build on the importance of  the various performance instruments. 
The night visuals are amazingly realistic - we can create various 
night skies and of  course build in the odd passing rain shower to 
make things a little interesting.” 

HFT have made a significant investment in the 206FX and 
consider simulation training to be an important part of  the 
helicopter aviation sector. It allows pilots to learn in a realistic 
environment, with high training values and is a cost effective 
solution to improving both their qualifications and their 
competencies. There is particular value for all pilots to experience 
simulated inadvertent flight into IMC and loss of  visual reference. 
This high risk situation is one that many pilots have a poor ability 
to recover from should it ever happen. Simulation training is a safe 
way towards providing the basic skills for a pilot to carry out the 
correct actions and recover from the event.  

Phill says that in most developed countries, use of  NVG’s also 
requires the pilot to hold an instrument rating, though NZCAA 
does not require this at present. Dan comments that “It would add 
a great deal to the capabilities of  any operation where using NVG’s 
is required to also hold the instrument rating”. The 206FX provides 
full NVG scenario’s and permits use of  sophisticated terrain 
modules aimed at SAR, EMS and Police operations.

HFT expects that requirements for currency and associated 
simulator time will grow with the establishment and advancement 
of  Safety Management Systems (SMS) and ‘threat and error’ 
protocols. The Bell 206FX certainly has the potential to contribute 
strongly towards the continuous improvement of  training and 
safety standards that is expected in the emergency sector and in all 
training operations.    

HFT welcomes any pilot considering either an Instrument 
rating, or wanting to simply experience a wide range of  challenging 
helicopter scenarios as part of  their career development, to contact 
them on 09 299 1157, email Phill directly at: 
gm@hft.school.nz or visit www.hft.school.nz

PILOT AND ENGINEER 
OPPORTUNITIES 

TO WORK IN CHINA

Pilots 
•  Commercial Pilots License – Helicopter
•  Total flying experience: 
    - Survey and exploration, incl. long-line, 3000 hours
    - Agriculture rating and 1000 hours
    - Commercial operations and 1000 hours 
•  Able to tour 2 months on -  1 month off

Engineers
•  LAME
•  Experience on AS350, Bell 206 series helicopters
•  Experience on Turbomeca, Allison 250 or 
      Honeywell LTS 101 engines
•  Able to tour 2 months on 1 month off 

www.hftaerospace.com

HFT AEROSPACE is a division of Auckland based 
HFT Ltd. We provide services to the emerging 

China General Aviation market. 

In 2012 and beyond, significant opportunities exist for 
employment in - Agriculture, Survey and Exploration 

operations on either a touring basis or country based.

Expressions of interest are now invited 
from suitably qualified applicants: 

Remuneration is in line with experience and qualifications. 
Heath and medical insurance are provided. Includes return 
air travel to China and completion bonuses after one year.

Email: gm@hftaerospace.com  

EAA AirVenture Oshkosh 2012
    You’ve got to be there ! Come and join us 

for a whole week at 
Oshkosh. So much to 
do and see, forums, 
workshops, shopping, 
the amazing show. 
Even a night display! 
We’ll also take a 
coach tour up to visit 
the Harley Davidson 
Museum. Our return 
trip is through 
Honolulu to visit Pearl 
Harbour and/or a trip 
to Tucson where the 
aircraft are all lined 
up in the desert, Titan 
II missile, AMARC, 
Pima Air Museum and 
oh so much more!

Contact Gaye Pardy Travel
Phone: 07 574 1950   Mobile: 0274 939 073
Email: travel@gaye-pardy.co.nz

www.gaye-pardy.co.nz
Book with confidence: We are a TAANZ Bonded Member and an IATA Accredited Agent

Our 25th
Oshkosh

Tour !
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Air Chathams and the Convair 580

IF YOU WERE to stand in the middle of  France and dig straight 
down, you would eventually find yourself  on a tiny archipelago in 
the southern Pacific Ocean 
called the Chatham Islands, 
a unique community of  
around 600 extremely laid 
back New Zealanders. 
Named ‘Rekohu’- Misty 
Sun by the Moriori, and 
‘Wharekauri’ by the Maori, 
the ten islands of  the 
archipelago are scattered 
within a 40km radius. The 
largest islands, the Chatham 
and Pitt Islands, are the only 
two that are populated, and 
make up the bulk of  the 
966 square kilometres of  
available land. Located over 
800km east of  the South 
Island, they are first in the 
world to see the sunrise 
each day. 

The Chathams Rise 
boasts some of  the most 
plentiful fishing grounds in 
the South Pacific. Seafood 
and farming forms the basis 
of  the islands’ economy, 
but the only way to get 
produce to mainland New 
Zealand for export used to 
be a laborious boat journey 
lasting 2 to 3 days. This 
made it difficult to get top 
prices for the fresh produce, 
so an air bridge to the 
mainland has always been 
essential. 

Scheduled services to
the Chathams

Tasman Empire Air Lines (TEAL) began the first scheduled 
flights to the Chathams in 1950, operating Solent flying boats 
between Evans Bay in Wellington and Te Whanga Lagoon, but 
these flights ceased in 1953. From 1955 aircraft were chartered 
from Ansett Travel Services in Australia. The RNZAF also flew 
Sunderland Flying Boats to the Chathams for a short time, until 
they started using Bristol 170 Freighters, which would land at 
Hapupu airstrip. All these flights were infrequent and unreliable 
- usually less than once per month, until SAFE Air (Straits Air 
Freight Express) began a weekly service in 1968 using the Bristol 

Contributed by Chris Gee

170. These utilised a unique removable passenger pod that could 
be loaded into the aircraft, helping to drown out the incredible 

noise created by the mighty 
Hercules engines. In 1982 
a paved runway was built 
at Karewa Point (Tuuata 
Airport), allowing the use 
of  the four engined AW.660 
Argosy, boasting a far more 
comfortable passenger pod 
based on the cabin of  a 
Boeing 737. In September 
1990 SAFE Air closed its 
freight business, but Mount 
Cook Airlines continued 
running a Chathams charter 
service from Wellington and 
Christchurch twice a week 
using a Hawker Siddeley 
748. While the service was 
profitable, the aircraft was 
not suited to the short 
runway available on the 
Chathams, where in certain 
conditions it was restricted 
to a reduced load.

A young pilot, Craig 
Emeny, had recently started 
flying to the Chathams and 
fell in love with the place, 
enjoying the lifestyle and 
strong sense of  community 
there. After flying charters 
for the fisherman he saw 
a business opportunity in 
getting the superb island 
seafood and produce to 
the mainland as fast as 
possible. In 1984 he and his 
wife formed Air Chathams, 
utilising a single Cessna 337. 

This unique aircraft had two engines in a ‘Push-Pull’ configuration, 
and could carry 500kg of  live or fresh seafood from Pitt Island 
to Chatham Island, from where it could be flown to mainland 
New Zealand, initially Gisborne. This saw an immediate increase 
in the prices received for the fresh seafood. The original Cessna 
suffered a mishap after a landing gear failure resulting in it being 
written off  in 1986, so a second machine was purchased and was 
operational with ten days. This aircraft was pressurised and had a 
STOL (Short Take Off  & Landing) Kit, which was perfect for its 
use off  Pitt Island. Eventually he replaced the Pitt Island service 
with a single engine Cessna 206F (ZK-DOA) in 1989, which proved 

more suited to the route and airfield used on Pitt Island. In 1987 
Air Chathams upgraded to a ten seat Beech Queen Air, which could 
carry nine passengers or a ton of  cargo to the mainland. This had 
an immediate effect on the Islands’ economy, raising the prices 
of  crayfish in the winter from $7 to $50, greatly increasing the 
Islanders reliance on the air bridge and solidifying the community’s 
symbiotic relationship with Air Chathams. In 1991 the Queen Air 
was replaced by a Beech 99 (ZK-CIB), which could carry about 1.5 
tons of  freight and operated scheduled flights three times a week 
between the Chathams, Wellington and Napier, as well as other 
freight and charter flights. In 1993 a large investment was made in a 
$3.2 million Fairchild Metroliner, increasing capacity to 19 seats, or 
a combination of  11 seats plus one ton of  freight, or a freight-only 
capacity of  two tons. The aircraft featured a rear-loading cargo door 
and an available freight capacity of  17 cubic meters. The Metroliner 
proved efficient and carried the product very cost effectively.

The Mount Cook /Air New Zealand operations were 
continuing, and in an attempt to retain their viability in the 
Chathams service they halved their rates for both passengers 
and freight. At this stage Air Chathams was still an almost one-
man operation, so battling against the marketing might of  Air 
New Zealand was not an easy task. The island community stayed 
loyal to Craig Emeny and his airline however, also coming to his 
assistance to help finance the new Convair 580 as well as keeping 
things running behind the scenes while he was occupied with the 
actual flying. One advantage Air Chathams had was that the Air 
NZ service was based on the mainland, meaning the flight would 
have to leave in the morning and return from the Chathams late in 
the afternoon. This meant that same-day connections could only 
be carried out in the late evening. Air Chathams however, being 
based on the Island, could leave in the morning and arrive on the 
mainland in time for patrons to reach international connections on 
the same day. The advantages of  using the home-based service were 
also readily apparent to the fishermen who could ship off  their 
catch fresh and chilled rather than frozen. Air New Zealand ended 
its operations to the Chathams in 1996 when their Hawker Siddley 
748s were replaced with ATR-72s. The run to the Chatham Islands 
was no longer economic with the new aircraft which were more 
profitable on other higher density regional routes. 

Air Chathams expansion
It soon became clear to Craig Emeny that Air Chathams was 

going to need a much larger aircraft, with a flight attendant and 
a toilet. In 1995 he prepared to purchase his first Convair 580, 
ZK-CIB, which became operational in July 1996 and still forms 
the mainstay of  the Air Chathams operation. Powered by Allison 
Turboprops, this aircraft brought with it a vast increase in capability 
and comfort. Fully pressurised, it provides an extremely flexible 
‘combo’ arrangement of  passengers and freight: including 40 
passengers plus one ton of  freight, 31 passengers and two tons 
of  freight, 19 passengers and four tons of  freight or a maximum 
freight-only capacity of  6.5 tons into 56 cubic metres. A large rear 
loading cargo door 3.1 meters wide and a roller floor system allows 
the transport of  large palletised cargo. The Convair has a cruising 
speed of  285 knots, normally operates at 22,000 feet and is crewed 
by two pilots and a flight attendant. Craig Emeny, CEO and still 
a training Captain for the airline, describes flying the aircraft; “It 
is a very stable aircraft, with a solid feel. It has lots of  power and 
good speed”, adding “it has very good payload and range, which is 
essential for operating to the Chathams. We are always required to 
carry enough fuel to get back to the mainland if  we cannot land on 
the Chathams, and most aircraft cannot take very much freight if  

In March 2011 our regular contributor Chris Gee accompanied singer-songwriter Anika Moa, whom he has worked with as a sound engineer for over ten years, 
as she performed at the Wild Food and Music Festival on the Chatham Islands. This provided a great opportunity for a KiwiFlyer article, so Chris scooped up 
all the information he could during his visit and put the following together for our readers. Embarking aboard one of  his favourite aircraft, the Convair 580, 

he was lucky enough to sit in the jump seat of  the cockpit with Captain Gary Down and Imia Daymond, an original Chatham Islander, as they flew ZK-CIB 
from Wellington to the Island with other patrons and performers.

The venerable Convair 580 has become the backbone of the Air Chathams operation 
since its introduction to the airline in 1996.

The cockpit is heavily analogue, and a far cry from the ‘glass’ cockpits of modern airliners. 
It does, however, offer good visibility and is spacious and comfortable.

If your aircraft 
needs some care, we can 
help breathe new life into it.

www.pacificaerocoatings.com

Paint Stripping  l  Corrosion Removal
Paint Refinishing  l  Interior Refurbishment

Award Winning Fabric
Covering and Finish System

USA

We use and supply 
Superflite FAA approved 
Aircraft Paint Systems

for fabric, metal 
and composite aircraft.

All to a better than new standard that 
you will be proud of for years to come.

  l  Fabric, Metal and Composite
  l  Fixed Wing and Helicopters
  l  Tiger Moths to Corporate Jets

Classic Aircraft Specialists
All Fabric services and restoration work undertaken

Material suppliers for all fabric requirements
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they are forced to carry that much fuel. The Convair operates off  
the Chathams short runway without any hassle and is fast, rugged, 
roomy and reliable.” This author notes that while being noisier than 
most modern airliners the Convair was a very smooth ride.

It became apparent around 
2001 that another Convair 
580 was going to be required 
to meet demand and to keep 
one in the air at all times, so in 
2001 Air Chathams purchased 
a second one (ZK-KSA) that 
they had been chartering 
from Cairns. This aircraft 
also allowed Air Chathams to 
charter CIB to Air Freight NZ 
who used it in the evenings 
to supplement capacity on its 
freight runs. In 2004 a fully 
freight-only version (ZK-CID) 
with all spares and tools was 
bought from Bahrain. 

Since 1995 it has been 
a CAA requirement that 
simulator-based training took 
place, so Air Chathams pilots 
would make regular trips for this to Canada. In 2005 Craig Emeny 
heard about a simulator in Alaska and enquired about purchasing it. 
Their reply - “If  you buy our two Convair 580s and spares, we will 
throw the simulator in for free” - was too good an opportunity to 
miss, so Air Chathams acquired two more Convair 580s (ZK-CIE 

& ZK-CIF). The simulator achieved CAA certification in 2006, so 
now Convair operators from all over New Zealand travel to the 
Chatham Islands for their simulator training, far more economic 
than travelling to Canada. The Simulator is very large, virtually the 

entire front end of  an aircraft, 
with all associated systems 
that need to be managed for 
training. It is located in the new 
Air Chathams facility, which 
was built in 2004. 

Growing pains
The rise of  Air Chathams 

has not been without the 
occasional difficulty however. 
On 18 March 1999, the Cessna 
206 ZK-DOA had a sudden 
engine failure and was forced 
to ditch off  Pitt Island. The 
pilot and his four passengers 
escaped before the aircraft 
sank and were able to swim 
to shore, a marathon effort 
of  more than an hour in cold 
water. By the time they reached 

shore the Pitt islanders had a fire going on the beach and were 
brewing tea for the weary swimmers. Along with a few cuts and 
bruises, two of  the passengers were treated for mild hypothermia. 

There was also a tense time after a CAA inspection in 1996 
grounded the company after questions were raised about Air 

Chathams pilot ratings on the Metroliner, 
whether the check pilot was appropriately 
licensed to carry out the checks, and 
concerns over public safety and record 
keeping. To avoid the negative impact on 
the Chathams from the loss of  its air-
bridge, Air Chathams chartered Airwork’s 
Metroliner to cover the gap. The financial 
consequences of  this seriously endangered 
the impending introduction of  the 
Convairs. Metroliner operator Air Nelson 
was called in to test the Air Chatham pilots, 
who all passed to a good standard, and in a 
few days the airline was back in operation. 
Since that time Air Chathams and CAA 
have developed a very good working 
relationship which reflects the effort being 
committed to safety in a difficult operating 
environment. 

The harsh climate and isolation of  the 
Chatham Islands presents many challenges 
for the airline, including a short tourism 
season. While industry and tourism has 
increased on the island as facilities have 
improved, there is an acknowledgment 
that this cannot be allowed to damage the 
fishing resources or way of  life that make 
the Island and its people unique. Growth in 
the Chathams routes will therefore always 
be limited.

Pacific operations begin
Since 2005 Air Chathams had been 

operating throughout Tonga and the Pacific 
under charter contracts to Reef  Shipping 
in Tonga and later with Air Fiji, and in 
2008 they were invited by the Tongan 
Government to start a domestic air service 
in Tonga. As a fully owned subsidiary of  
Air Chathams, today that operation is 
well established and incorporates a fleet 
of  five aircraft. One Convair 580 and the 
Fairchild Metroliner service the Vava’u and 
Tongatapu routes, one Beech Queen Airs 
fly to Niuatoptapu and Niuafo’ou, and one 
Norman Britten Islander whose regular 
trip to ‘Eua is one of  the world’s shortest 
scheduled services at only 7 or 8 minutes 
in the air. Lastly, and most importantly, a 
beautifully restored DC3 which entered 
service in 2009 flies to Ha’apai. The 
expansion of  Air Chathams to include 
Chathams Pacific, and its immaculate DC3 
is a remarkable story in its own right and 
worthy of  its own article in the future.

Air Chathams today
From its very humble beginnings, Air 

Chathams has grown considerably over 
the years and now boasts approximately 
80 staff, including its own CAA Part 145 
approved engineering organisation. The 

airline enjoys a great deal of  support from 
Fieldair Engineering and Hawkes Bay 
Aviation, as well as Air Freight NZ, who 
also operate Convair 580s. 

Current scheduled flights are seasonal 
and are altered to suit demand, and can 
include three days a week to Wellington, 
weekly from Christchurch and weekly from 
Auckland (via Napier), as well as special 
charters for extra seafood shipments and 
events. The freighter CID is now in storage, 
and KSA has been sold to Pioneer Air. 
Usually the Chathams work is carried out 
with their original aircraft ZK-CIB while 
ZK-CIE & ZK-CIF alternate between 
working from the Chathams carrying out 
charter contracts, and working in Tonga.  

While the transport of  fresh seafood 
and general freight still make up over half  
of  the airlines revenue, Air Chathams 
has become a very successful domestic 
passenger airline within New Zealand and 
the Pacific, and is relied upon by the entire 
Chathams community. They also fulfil a 
vital emergency evacuation service for the 
Islands, such as when a Paua fisherman 
on Pitt Island was attacked by a shark, 
receiving life-threatening wounds. The 
Cessna 206 flew a doctor from Chatham 
Island to stabilise the victim, then flew 
him to the Wahiawa airfield where he was 
loaded on the Metroliner and flown to a 
hospital on mainland New Zealand.

Air Chathams has operated the 
venerable Convair 580 for fifteen years 
now. The unique combination of  range, 
payload and flexibility the 580 provides will 
make finding a comparable replacement 
a difficult task when this is eventually 
required. Possible candidates could be the 
ATR-72 or the proposed civilian ‘combi’ 
version of  the EADS/CASA C295, 
however there are still many 580s in service 
throughout the world and with parts and 
support readily available, the company 
hopes to be operating them for at least 
the next 10 years. We wish them much 
continued success for the future.

I would like to thank Craig Emeny for his time 
in answering our questions, as well as Steve 
Lowe from the Third Level New Zealand Blog 
(http://3rdlevelnz.blogspot.com) whose research 
and information proved invaluable. And of  course 
Tiana Wills from The Wild Food & Music 
Festival, whose hospitality and generosity was 
outstanding.         
   Chris Gee

The Convair 580 can carry up to 31 passengers 
or 6.5 tons of freight depending on configuration.

Captain Gary Downs and Inia Daymond had the 
front seats for our flight to the Chathams.

The interior of the Convair 580 offers a flexible 
‘Combo’ arrangement of cargo and passengers.

Given the amount of overwater flying done, the 
aircraft sports some pretty serious life rafts.

The large side cargo door and roller floor facilitate 
easy loading of palletised cargo.

The Convair 580 simulator based on the Chathams is huge, and takes up a good 
portion of floor area of the Air Chathams facility on the island.

Slipper 
Island

Sections 
for Sale

There are just two lots 
remaining in what is

a very rare opportunity 
to own your own piece

of a sun soaked 
private island.

Both have superb
building sites and are a 
literal stones throw from 

white sandy beaches.

Lot 2 is 4871m2 (PBN)
Lot 9 is 1.3ha and to be 
auctioned 29 February

Contact John Hunt 
at Bayleys Whitianga 

Ph: 027 240 4054
www.bayleys.co.nz
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THE Chatham Islands offers a truly unique travel experience, 
not just for its stunning landscapes and rare birdlife, but also its 
extremely friendly people and laidback lifestyle. Opportunities to 
get work there are rare, so I was grateful indeed when my long time 
client Anika Moa was asked to perform at the Chatham Islands 
Wild Food and Music festival in March 2011. Of  all the exotic 
places and events across the globe I have had the honour to work 
at, this was, for me, one of  the most exciting and highly anticipated. 

After a fascinating flight in the Air Chathams Convair 580 
ZK-CIB, my first impressions of  
the landscape were of  a coastal 
ruggedness. The sand dunes spread 
far into the island until they blend 
into the low bush and farmland. 
There are very few hills, and the 
sparse arrangement of  foliage on 
Chatham Island hints at the island’s 
vulnerability to the sea that surrounds 
it, something we were to learn first 
hand in the days that followed. 

Our small tour party, consisting of  
Anika, her wife, and me, was met by 
the very friendly festival organisers, 
who gave us one of  their 4x4 cars so 
that we could be independent. Our 
accommodation was at the wonderful 
Hotel Chathams in Waitangi, the main 
port and settlement located on the 
southern shore of  Petre Bay, on the 
west coast of  Chatham Island. This 
formed the perfect base from which 
to explore the Island, which despite 
its diminutive size takes a while to 
get around.  On the mostly unpaved 
roads, however, every passing vehicle 
comes with a smile and a wave, and 
each turn offers a new landscape and 
view.

My first duty upon arrival was 
to drive around the local community of  musicians to collect gear 
to use for the festival the next day. This harvesting of  equipment 
resulted in an impromptu jam in a farm shed in the early hours 
of  the morning. Unbeknown to us, a catastrophic earthquake and 
tsunami had hit Japan, resulting in the Pacific-wide tsunami warning. 
The sole policeman on the island, accompanied by the MAF 
Fisheries officer, drove door-to-door, including to our farm shed, 
to issue a Tsunami warning. Due to its location in the middle of  the 
Pacific Ocean, the Chatham Islands are extremely exposed, and it 
was certainly terrifying and fascinating the next morning to watch 
as the tide came all the way in, then went all the way out, every half  
an hour or so as the effects of  the Tsunami hit the Island. Although 
the warning was soon stood down, it led to a near disaster for me 
when I nearly got caught by an incoming tide that moments ago 
had been on its way out, photographing the birdlife in hysterics as 
their usual tidal habits ended up in tatters. 

My time on the Chathams Contributed by Chris Gee

When Chris said he was going to the Chatham Islands and submitted his Air 
Chathams article, the idea of  a ‘Places to Go’ tale about what his time on the 
island was like seemed too good an opportunity to miss. Chris writes:

Virtually the entire population turned out for the Chatham 
Islands Wild Food and Music festival the next day, where a stage 
was set up on the back of  a truck, and dozens of  food stalls roasted 
sheep on spits, and barbequed Muttonbird, Black Swan and Weka 
(all introduced to the Island and considered pests) as they competed 
for the top prize, all of  which tasted very good! Although Anika 
was the ‘headline’ performer on the day, the Sheep Shearing and 
‘Fear-Factor’ contests attracted the biggest crowds. Kids got taken 
for rides on the Harley Davidson that is the pride and joy of  the 
one-man bikey gang “44 Degrees South”.  An inflatable horizontal 
bungy also offered entertainment, as did, of  course, the bar.  

We had the next day off, and spent the time exploring the Island 
in the 4wd. The Basalt rock formations were certainly unique, as 

was the charming northern fishing 
town of  Kaingaroa. The highlight 
was definitely visiting the ghostly tree 
carvings left behind by the Islands’ 
original inhabitants, the Moriori. A 
peace loving people who had no word 
in their language for ‘enemy’, they 
were almost wiped out by invading 
Maori from Taranaki who arrived in 
the 1830 aboard chartered European 
ships. Carved into the bark of  the 
trees in one of  the Islands’ few 
remaining forests, the designs make 
for some sombre viewing, as they are 
rapidly fading in the elements and will 
not last much longer.

The Islands’ isolation from 
mainland New Zealand, itself  isolated 
from the rest of  the world, makes for 
an environment not found anywhere 
else on the planet. The combination 
of  its own indigenous wildlife and 
species introduced from the mainland 
before they became endangered led 
to the Chathams becoming the final 
refuge for many species that have 
since been slowly reintroduced to the 
mainland. Some birds, such as the 
Chatham Island Taiko, are so rare that 
you need a permit to go anywhere 

near them.  You can, however, book bird-watching tours that can 
get you very close. 

I cannot recommend enough that you try and make the journey 
to the Chatham Islands. As a pilot or aviation enthusiast you will 
find the ride there in the aircraft memorable enough on its own. 
While you could fly yourself  to the Chatham Islands, you would 
need to do some intense research since the Islands isolation makes 
for some specific safety considerations. The Chatham Islands are, 
of  course, renowned for their seafood, and we were not going to 
leave empty handed… The Islands’ MAF officer was waiting at the 
airport to give us a gift of  fresh seafood, including some very large 
Crayfish, which apparently met the legal length across the body. I 
definitely wish to return with more time on my hands, and make the 
trip across to Pitt Island. I recommend forgetting your usual holiday 
destinations, and booking a flight on Air Chathams and a week at 
Hotel Chathams for a holiday you will never forget.

The Chathams offer a unique landscape, rare wildlife and a 
beautiful community. Moriori tree carving pictured bottom right.


