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Abstract

The well known Alpine Fault of New Zealand is a trench—trench transform fault that extends from
Milford Sound in the southwest of the South Island to Cook Strait at the northeast along the western side
of the Southern Alps. The faultis the locus of an oblique collision zone between the Australian and Pacific
plates along which there has been 480km (300mile) dextral and 35km vertical movement.

Many geologists and geographers have some knowledge of the Alpine Fault but few are famillia, with
who, when, and where the Alpine Fault was discovered.

Here we introduce the history of the discovery of the Alpine Fault and the notion of the 480km
(300mile) offset.

The Alpine Fault was first recognised by Harold Wellman and Dick Willett in 1942, when they were
sent by the Geological Survey of New Zealand to search for mica in pegmatites in the southern part of the
Southern Alps. They described the following criteria used to map the fault:

(1) The presence of a scarp or a sudden but regular change in summit height.

(2) Wide crush zones with slips and rapid erosion.

(3) Subsequent rivers flowing along co-linear courses parallel to the trend of the Alps, connected by

low passes.

(4) Change in rock type.

(5) Offsetting of river courses.
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A 480km (300mile) dextral displacement was first suggested by Wellman in 1949, and the idea
formalised in 1955. Many geologists accepted that several miles of dextral displacement had taken place
on the Alpine Fault, but the majority did not accept that 480km dextral displacement had occurred.

McKenzie and Morgan (1969) Y considered the Alpine Fault to be a transfrom fault. Subsequently,
as the theory of plate tectonics became widespread, all geologists accepted the 480km dextral displace-

ment of the Alpine Fault and that movement on the Alpine Fault started about 23Ma.
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