
DUNSTAN MOUNTAINS

1. Landforms

The Dunstans are tilted block mountains of schist, situated
between the upper Clutha and Manuherikia valleys. The
eastern escarpment rises moderately steeply from the
Manuherikia basin. The western slopes have a rough, craggy
appearance at their base (the Northbum and Bendigo localities
are notable for these landforms), with a pattern of low, shallow
valleys and ridges. With increasing altitude the landscape
becomes progressively subdued and indistinct as the broad
summit crests are reached.

The Cromwell (or ‘Dunstan’) Gorge truncates the range to the
south. A relatively confined area of spectacular mountain tors
cluster along the southern summit (at 1669 m); Leaning Rock,
locally known as the ‘Old Woman Rock’, is a prominent
skyline feature from throughout the Alexandra district.

The range crest lowers towards its centre to a narrow waist at
Thomsons Saddle (900 m).

High tops extend to the northern end of the range above
Dunstan Creek, undulating between 1370 and 1676 m. There
are relatively few tors at this extent of the range. Several
nivation cirques have cut into eastern faces within the Lauder
Creek catchment and periglacial soil hummocks are widespread
over the summit area.

The Dunstan Mountains are connected to the Lindis country by
the relatively low Chain Hills divide between the Lindis and
Dunstan Creek catchments.

2. Vegetation and Wildlife

2.1 Vegetation
The southern Dunstans are considerably modified in their
vegetative cover. Herbfields dominated by Cdmisiu viscosu,
blue tussock and golden Spaniard occupy an extensive high-
alpine zone containing only remnant patches of the slim
snowgrass. This in turn is succeeded at lower elevations by
short tussock grasslands. A rare alpine forget-me-not,
Myosotis albo-sericea, occurs on the southern crests.

Within the eastern subalpine zone, shrublands dominated by
bog pine, mountain toatoa and snow totara occur. Isolated
stands of Hall’s totara also survive on eastern faces. A narrow
belt of tall tussock grassland survives mid-slope on the eastern
escarpment, however on the lower semi-arid Cromwell flanks,
scabweed, thyme, and depleted fescue tussock is all that
remains on large areas denuded by fire, sheep, and rabbits.
Within the craggy Bendigo hills, extensive kanuka shrublands
occur. In gullies and on shady faces matagouri, native broom
and briar have a good hold.

Tall tussock grassland has a more complete presence north of
Thomsons Saddle although this is moderately to severely
depleted.(t) Only a relatively small area of alpine herbfield
occurs on the northern crest. Short fescue and silver tussock
grassland cover lower slopes. Pockets of shrubland occur
throughout this half of the range, being mainly confined to
deeply incised gullies.

The Dunstans are contained within their own district of the
Central Otago Ecological Region.

2.2 Wildl i fe
In common with the Pisa and Old Man ranges, the pied
oystercatcher and black-backed gull use the alpine herbfields for
breeding. Other native birds to be found are the pipit, which is
common, unlike the thinly distributed New Zealand falcon.

Upland game birds are locally abtmdant depending on suitable
habitat. Californian quail can be found on shady faces and in
gullies, while chukar occur at higher elevations.

Small herds of feral goats inhabit parts of the southern
Dunstans and pigs are found throughout western shrublands.

Central Dunstan Mountains towards Lindis Valley; St. Bathans
Range right.

3. History and Land Use

3 .l Pastoralism (2)
The first depasturing licences were issued in 1856, to form part
of the huge Morven Hills Station. The Manuherikia side of
the range was not taken up until 1858, when Lauder and
Matakanui Stations were established. Land claims by miners
and other settlers saw the progressive subdivision and
settlement of the climatically safe, low country. In 1910,
Morven Hills and Matakanui stations were subdivided by the
Crown into small grazing runs which later obtained conditionaI
rights to freehold. These rights have been exercised over a large
portion of the range.

Runholders were plagued by rabbits from the 1880’s onwards
to the extent that on Lauder Station during the 1920’s they
were more profitable than sheep. Stock losses through heavy
snowfalls were a continuing risk in the high country, with
spectacularly high numbers of sheep lost in 1895, and again in
1903.

3.2 Communications
The Dunstan Mountains proved to be more of an impediment
than an asset for colonial explorers and settlers. Although not
particularly high, the range provides a communications barrier
between the Manuherikia-Maniototo and upper Clutha basins.

Although pack tracks were developed over Thomsons Saddle
and Cluden Pass, the difficult southern passage through the
Cromwell Gorge has proved to this day to be the only practical
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means of mass communication between Central Otago and the
Lakes district. As early as 1897, Government allocated funds
for road construction across Thomsons Saddle.c3) It was not
until the 1970’s however that road access was completed. This
is a rough formation which is regularly closed by flood
damage. It remains largely unused by through-traffic.

priority. That is, having high representative value of the
natural vegetation-landform variation within the ecological
district. They also contain special or unique features.

The remaining ‘B’ priority areas are of lesser overall
representativeness, naturalness and diversity.

.

The former Post Office has established VHF and microwave
installations on the southern end of the range. These skyline
masts are visible over a wide area.

3.3 Gold Mining
Otago’s second major gold rush occurred during 1862 in the
‘Dunstan’ Gorge, however this left the Dunstan Mountains
unaffected. Later gold discoveries along the eastern foot of the
range resulted in large-scale sluicing operations from St.
Bathans southwards. Mining continued for many years at
Vinegar Hill, Cambrian& Drybread, and Tinkers (Matakanui).
At the latter site mechanical gold mining continues.

It is most unfortunate that a few landholders refused consent for
the PNA team to survey their properties. This has affected the
selection and boundaries of several priority areas. In particular,
the largest area of Halls totara surviving on the range, and the
largest population of Myosotis albo-sericea were excluded from
assessment.

Major proposals entail:

3.7.1 Northern Dunstans

Early alluvial mining also occurred along the western foothills
at Quartz Reef Point and Bendigo, however it was not until the
1870’s that rich quartz reefs were discovered above Bendigo
Creek. This led to 80 years of intermittent underground
mining - one of the most extensive and successful such
ventures in Otago.

An area of 2700 ha on the northern Dunstans was the surprise
find of the PNA survey. An extensive area of slim snow
tussock grassland survives as a distinctive cap on summit
crests, with abrupt lower edges reflecting past fire boundaries.
There are also periglacial features such as soil hummocks and
localised solifluction lobes on the crests.

3 .4  Land Tenure
There are 13 pastoral leases covering the northern, central, and
southern segments of the range, with an equal area either
freehold, under purchase, or renewable lease with rights to
freehold. As the range crest provides common boundaries for
all properties, substantial areas of the summit crest is privately
OWIEd.

Within the Shepherds Creek catchment is a wide variety of
woody native vegetation dominated by broadleaf treelands,
being a remnant of far more extensive forests in Central Otago
several hundred years ago. A site investigated for skifield
development is within the priority area.

There are just two protected areas within the district. The 13
ha Quartz Reef Point Historic Reserve at Northbum, and a 115
ha protected tnivate land area at Bendigo are managed as part of
the Otago Goldfields Park.

This PNA provides an altitudinal sequence from 640 m in
Shepherds Creek in the east, to the unnamed highest point on
the Dunstans at 1676 m, through the head-basin of Lauder
Creek, and part way down the drier, and more modified Cluden
Stream faces to the west. The area is assessed as having
‘outstanding significance’.

3.5 Land Use Capability (l)
The southern range crest is Class 8, as is a limited area on the
northern summit. Mid to higher altitudes are predominantly
Class 7, but with substantial Class 6 lands within. The lower
Manuherikia and Lindis faces are Class 6.

The Otago Catchment Board sees the need for rehabilitation of
vegetation by restrictions on grazing over most range crests.
On favourable lower sites there is potential for extension of
pasture improvement through oversowing and topdressing.
However a large proportion of the range does not have such
potential; it remains only suitable for continuation of
extensive grazing.

3.7.2 Fairfax Spur - Leaning Rock
An area of 2380 ha on the southern Dunstans is accorded
priority ‘A’ for protection. This is an elongated ‘finger’ along
the upper faces of Fairfax Spur above the Cromwell Gorge,
providing altitudinal sequences of climate, soils, and
vegetation, between high-alpine (at Leaning Rock) to semi-arid
lowlands at Cromwell. This is one of the driest parts of New
Zealand. It also contains examples of the pastorally induced
short tussock and cushion herbfields so prevalent on this and
adjacent ranges.

A special feature of the PNA is the high concentration of large,
spectacular rock tars, in a variety of forms. These extend
northwards along the eastern lip of the range crest for
approximately three kilometres.

3.7.3 Bendigo

3.6 District Scheme Zoning
The whole range is within Vincent County’s general Rural
1 zone, with no specific provisions for landscape protection.(4)

3.7 Protected Natural Areas Survey c5)
During the summer of 1984-85, workers from the Department
of Lands and Survey inspected the Dunstans as part of the
Protected Natural Areas (PNA) Programme.

Approximately 750 ha of kanuka shrublands, in the craggy
topography west of the ‘Logantown’ (Bendigo goldfield) area
are given ‘A’ and ‘B’ priorities for protection. In conjunction
with the area within the Otago Goldfields Park, this is one of
the most distinctive landscapes in the upper Clutha basin.

Within the ‘B’ priority area the runholder has established a deer
farm and trophy hunting venture under recreation permit.

3.7.4 Conclusions
Approximately 9300 ha was identified as having priority for The Dunstans are one of the more human-modified ranges in
protection, of which 6500 ha was classified as having ‘A’ Central Otago. Pastoral activities, in a semi-arid climate, have
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largely destroyed the tall tussock grasslands at lower altitudes.
Only vestiges remain at higher elevations, there being only
one substantial area left.

The PNA survey has highlighted the precarious existence of
the Dunstan’s natural areas which are mostly small and widely
scattered, with the central area now being devoid of notable
natural qualities. Only 10 per cent of the ecological district
was identified as worthy of PNA status, and this is an area
where extensive pastoralism has been the only major land use
to date. This survey has reinforced the urgent necessity for
completing the PNA programme in pastoral high country - in
this instance at least, the programme’s motto of ‘retain the best
of what remains’ is deficiently true.

The PNAs on the Dunstan Mountains have limited value for
public recreation. It is only at Bendigo and in the environs of
Leaning Rock that PNA status coincides with areas of high
public interest. The Northern Dunstan PNA is an unknown
as far as the recreational public is concerned, although no doubt
this situation will change with greater awareness of its natural
values, and of its potential for cross country skiing.

4. Recreational Opportunities

4.1 Cross Country Skiing
The range appears to be in a ‘snow-shadow’. Combined with
its relatively low altitude and end-on alignment to cold fronts
from the south-west, it generally receives less snowfall than
adjacent ranges. In many winters there is insufficient snow
cover in comparison to alternatives, to attract many cross
country skiers, However, a heavy snow-cap can persist for

The barzing Rock tar complex; Old Man Range rear.

several months some years. The northern summit appears to
have more suitable terrain and consistent snow cover than the
southern Dunstans, providing opportunities for either local
tours or extended traverses around the headwaters of Lauder
Creek.

4 . 2  S k i f i e l d s
In recent years a basin in Shepherds Creek on the northern
Dunstans has been investigated for skifield development. A
short rope tow was installed above the main basin to test the
area’s suitability. An application for a recreation permit has
been withdrawn due to lack of runholder consents necessary for
road access construction.

The terrain varies from beginner slopes on ridge crests, to
intermediate slopes in a basin with a favourable south-easterly
aspect and a vertical height of approximately 250 m. There
appears to be no technical difficulties in road construction.
Within the limitations of seasonal variability in snow cover,
there is potential at this site for a small commercial or club
field. It is probably the only favourable site on the range for
skifield development. Environmental controls would have to
be stringent however, with minimal earth disturbances, for any
development to be permitted within the PNA. The slopes are
equally suitable for cross country or telemark skiing.

4 . 3  T r a m p i n g
Hot, semi-arid conditions, with an absence of features, provides
little of general interest for summer tramping over much of the
range. A climb up to Leaning Rock from the vicinity of
Clyde is one exception. Excellent views of the Alexandra
basin, Cromwell Gorge, and Wakatipu peaks are obtained.
There are many botanical and geomorphological features of



more specialist interest. With greater awareness of the features Dunstan Mountains. The outstanding significance of the area
identified by the PNA survey it can be anticipated that summer for nature conservation requires a high level of protection, plus
visitation will increase. legal availability for public use.

4.4 Historic Goldfields
In contrast to the above, historic remnants along the eastern
and western flanks provide much of public interest. The adobe
settlements of Matakanui and Cambrians are now largely
holiday settlements, with nearby sluiced faces and gullies
providing interest. A spectacular example of sluicings
survives at Drybread, free from obscuring weeds and modem
mining.

The overall undeveloped character of the Lauder Creek
catchment should be retained, with any further proposals for
skifield development subject to full environmental scrutiny
prior to any approvals being given.

5.2 Open Space

The greater balance of the range is zoned open space.

At Quartz Reef Point near Lowburn, an outstanding example
of hand-stacked rock tailings survives from an early era of
‘ground sluicing’. An intricate pattern in the form of
‘herringbones’ has been created as a high level terrace was
washed away for its gold. This unique area is now reserved as
part of the Otago Goldfields Park. Unfortunately no public
access has been provided.

Ten-stamp battery, Bend&o.

Scores of vertical shafts pepper the surface at Bendigo, making
a potentially hazardous experience for the unwary visitor.
With public road access available right into the central mining
area, Bendigo has become the most visited quartz mining area
in Otago. Shafts up to 170 m deep, spoil heaps, battery
foundations and stone miners’ huts provide features of
considerable public interest. An abandoned lo-stamp battery is
the last surviving relic of machinery still to be found in the
Bendig1.j area. It is disappointing that an interpretation and
public safety programme has not been undertaken since this
area was added to the goldfields park. It is an historical
resource of regional significance - its management should
reflect this.

4.5 Game Bird Hunting
Due to ease of access, the slopes above the Cromwell Gorge
have become a favourite hunting area for quail and chukar.
Both species are widely distributed along the range.

5. Zoning

5.1 Natural Experience

The headwater basin of Lauder Creek, centred on the Northern
Dunstan PNA, is zoned natural experience.

The area is only lightly modified by farm tracking or other
developments, and comprises the largest natural area in the
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This zoning recognises the highly modified landscapes
resulting from extensive tussock depletion, pasture
development, and vehicle tracking. Isolated features require
protective management. These are the identified PNAs, historic
sites, and summit tor landscapes. Rights of public access
through the zone need to be retained and extended.

6. Recommendations

6.1 The Department of Conservation (DOC) negotiate the
surrender from pastoral lease of the Northern Dunstans PNA,
to become Scenic Reserve, in recognition of its outstanding
natural values and potential for recreational use.

6.2 Crown consents for burning, earth disturbance, or other
pastoral developments be withheld within the above PNA
pending reservation, and for the one peripheral non-reserved
pastoral lease area within the natural experience zone.

6.3 Public foot access easements be provided to the future
Northern Dunstans Scenic Reserve from Cambrians, and the
Cluden Stream valley.

6.4 Further skifield investigations be undertaken to determine
site suitability, and likely impacts of development on natural
values.

6.5 Crown ownership be retained of all high country
remaining in pastoral lease that is suitable only for extensive
grazing (Classes 7 and 8).

6.6 The Vincent County Council extend its Rural 2
(Landscape Protection) zoning to the southern and northern
range crests.

6.7
*

*

6.8

Public foot access be provided :
to Leaning Rock from the Waikerikeri Valley:(no legal
access exists);
between a dead-end legal road at Mt. Moka (near
Thomsons Saddle), and a land-locked ‘paper road along
the southern crest.

DOC immediately undertake a public safety and
historical interpretation programme at Bendigo, and provide
public access to the Ouartz Reef Point Historic Reserve.
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