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DOWN THERE ON A VISIT 
Review of: 
 Mary E. Gillham 1966.  A Naturalist in New Zealand.  London: Museum Press  
285 pp. 
[Seventh in a series on "naturalist-in" books.] 
 
The broad genre of natural-history writing includes a curious type of book that 
appears almost exclusively in English.  In this, the author relates her/his 
experiences as a naturalist in a particular place.  Such "naturalist-in" books (my 
own term) are not exactly treatises on the place or its natural history.  There is 
much on those topics, to be sure, but above all they relate what it was like to be 
a naturalist in that place during a particular period.  Often the title is straight-
forwardly A Naturalist in ... or The Naturalist in ..., although not all so titled 
are true naturalist-in books. 
 My purpose here is to acquaint you with another of the great many 
naturalist-in books.  Earlier reviews in this series appeared in the quarterly 
bulletin of the Trinidad & Tobago Field Naturalists' Club. 
 

This book is based on one year spent in New Zealand (35-47ΕS), mainly in coastal 
areas, but with some vigorous excursions into the internal highlands.  New 
Zealand comprises two main islands -- imaginatively known as North and South 
Islands -- and a great many small fringing islands.  In the course of her 
professional duties, the author visited many of these smaller islands.  Given their 
rugged topography, it is difficult in some seasons to land on many of the small 
islands, so that Gillham may well have been the first naturalist to set foot on 
some of them.  I must comment that in just one year she managed to explore 
coastal New Zealand to an amazing extent.  The disadvantage of this is of course 
that the time spent in most places was necessarily very short, so that there is no 
in-depth treatment of any one locality.  Although she is not a geologist, Gillham 
shows a keen sense of land forms.  Coming from Britain, she was well prepared 
to appreciate a land that is rather similar in climate and some other asepcts, yet 
situated on the opposite side of the globe.  I should note that she has very little 
to say about life in the sea, and there is virtually nothing about seasonality, 
which is quite marked.  One cannot do everything. 
 As a remote, mountainous, oceanic archipelago, New Zealand has very high 
endemism for the group as a whole, although with very little single-island 
endemism.  That is, a high fraction of the plants and animals is not found in any 
other part of the world, while few species are restricted to just one island.  As 
an example of the pattern common to remote oceanic islands, New Zealand's 
native mammals comprise just two species of bats. 
 A biota of this sort is very vulnerable to the impact of humans activities, a 
major theme of the book.  These include the effects of introduced species, both 
those that have come accidentally with humans and those that were brought 
deliberately.  The first kind includes many plants, and the author is a keen plant 



watcher.  The prevalence of introduced plants is seen in her experience at one 
point in her travels of counting 20 species of english weeds without any special 
effort. 
 The deliberately introduced species include many mammals.  As in Australia, 
rabbits were introduced and soon became a major source of ecological 
disruption.  The case of the Virginia deer from North America and red deer from 
Europe is especially instructive in this regard.  It seemed like such an obviously 
good idea to let them loose in New Zealand, where they have done well, and 
initially they were regarded as valuable assets to be protected.  Only much later 
was it realized that they could do much more harm than good, and these two 
species, now well established, have come to be seen as pests. 
 At the same time, Gillham does not automatically assume that any 
introduced species must be bad for the ecosystem.  On examination, she usually 
concludes that it is, but there is always the possibility that it also does some 
good.  As an example, the introduced deer are often blamed for much of the 
erosion in highland forests, but she suggests that they may sometimes have the 
opposite effect by cropping vegetation that can build up and trigger land slides. 
 
 The smaller, fringing islands of New Zealand have very little that is naturally 
peculiar to them, but they are of special interest as refuges for animals that 
have been eliminated from the main islands.  In some cases, marginalization is 
due to native predators, in others due to introduced species.  The author gives 
as examples many birds that now live only on fringing islands.  One can also cite 
the lizard-like tuatara (Sphenodon punctatus), the sole surviving representative 
of the reptile order Rhynchocephalia, now found (and doing well) only on a very 
few of the smaller islands.  In our own region, we see an analogous situation in 
the St Lucia whiptail lizard, Cnemidophorus vanzoi, which was once found 
throughout St Lucia and now survives (abundantly) on little Maria Island. 
 The author treats some topics in land use and economic biology, including 
the harvesting of birds and marine animals by the aboriginal Maoris.  There is 
much about their use of "muttonbirds", an array of shearwaters and petrels that 
are extensively hunted on a seasonal basis.  However, the treatment of most 
economically significant species is subordinate to their natural history. 
 As with a great many naturalist-in books, we find heavy emphasis on birds.  
The author seems mostly drawn to the larger birds, which makes sense, given 
her emphasis on coastal areas.  In an appendix, Gillham lists 90 native and 25 
introduced birds of New Zealand. 
 The single most coherent theme in the book is probably the nesting habits of 
penguins, of which there are six species in New Zealand.  For a naturalist coming 
from Britain, these must have seemed inexhaustibly strange and engaging, and 
one understands how she never got tired of watching them. 
 The author also gives a great deal of attention to ferns, without really saying 
very much about them.  There is an appendix listing 68 species. 
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