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Atene Tracks
Whanganui National Park
Nau Mai!  Haere mai!

Welcome to Whanganui National Park.  A Walk Around the Bend

P R E - V I S I T

� Brainstorm the ideas that students already have about the site.  Group their ideas

under headings such as biodiversity (the variety of life), earth science, recreation,

human impacts, etc.  according to the objectives for your trip.

� Design an outdoor safety code.  Appoint class members to help apply it on the day.

� Locate the site on a map.  Work out its distance from the school and how long it will

take to get there.  Talk about how people would have travelled there in the past.

� Find out who the local iwi in your rohe are.  Where are their marae? Who are the

kaumätua? What stories can they tell you about the place you are going to visit?

� Divide the class into teams so that each can research and then look for certain

things when they go on-site.  Groups focussing on fungi, ferns, birds, spider webs,

leaf shapes, bark, flowers, fruits, and insects could all become experts to be

referred to while they are there.

� Find out what the students know about DoC.  Is there a DoC office in their area?

What sorts of things does a DoC ranger do?  Check out the DoC web site,

www.doc.govt.nz

� List all the life that exists in a typical home.  Include the people and pets but also the

uninvited guests.  What are the different places they live in? What do they need each

day? Prepare a chart to fill in the same type of list for the area you are visiting.

� Use maps and other resources to gather information about the geology and

geography of the area.

� Examine key ideas related to the history of the site - e.g.  its location and strategic

importance; evidence of past occupation and uses.  Which groups of people have

lived in or used the area in the past, and for what purposes?

� Explore New Zealand�s responsibilities under global conventions such as the Rio

Convention on Biodiversity.  Use the DoC web site to find out about the New

Zealand Biodiversity Strategy.  How do the goals and actions in the strategy relate to

the site you are visiting?

� Examine the meanings of the words exotic, endemic and native.  Consider which

exotic plant and animal species could get into the reserve unaided.  How could they

get there? What could their impact be?

� Make a chart of your own daily and annual routines (circadian and seasonal

patterns).  Compare it to those of animals that you are familiar with like your cat.

What time and season will you be making your trip?

� Plan a fitness programme with the class so that you can build up to the challenge of

completing the entire loop.
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P O S T - V I S I T

� Make a forest display along a wall of the classroom with teams working on tree

trunks and foliage, shrubs, lianes and epiphytes.  Add pictures or models of birds.

Make silhouettes of birds in flight to adorn the ceiling

� Find out about the use of plants as rongoa or traditional medicines.  Ask your local

kaumätua or check books in the library.  Try some weak tea made from kawakawa

leaves.

� Choose a picture of a bird like the ruru/morepork and identify its special features

e.g.  nocturnal eyes with third eyelid, grasping clawed toes, acute hearing, soft

feather tips.  Add labels for these adaptations (features) and say how each helps the

bird survive.

� Make a �wanted� poster for an introduced mammal pest.  Describe the damage that

the pest is doing and suggest an ecological reward for its elimination.

� Calculate the weight of forest that possums destroy in New Zealand.  There are

about 70 million of them and each can eat between 800g and 1 kg per night.  Work

this out per night and per year.  Then consider the effects on their favourite food

species and on the other native plant eaters.

� Make a poster about Native Fish: The Well-kept Secret of our Streams and

Swamps.  Add eels, mudfish and bullies.  Find out why they become rare when

streams are polluted, dammed and stripped of surrounding trees.

� Draw plants and animals that make a food chain and/or cut them out.  Arrange

them into a food chain or, for more advanced students, build up a food web.

� Write a report about the life of a cat that is dumped next to the park boundary.

What would happen to it if it got sick? What would happen if rangers saw it? What

species would it eat?

� Find out about three weeds that have established in the reserve you visited.  Why are

they weeds? How were they brought to New Zealand?

� Produce cards describing the aims of interest groups involved with the park - e.g.

local iwi, neighbouring farmer, possum hunter, tourism operator, Forest & Bird

Protection Society.   Distribute the cards and conduct a debate on what should go in

the management plan for the park.

� Recreate the debate in Parliament about the Conservation Act that set up the

Department of Conservation in 1987.  Have speakers for and against - including

some who would like more of New Zealand�s land and sea to be protected.  What

would be the advantages and disadvantages of each argument?

� Imagine that your school, in association with local iwi and DoC, has been given a

grant to make Atene into a mainland island reserve to showcase our native

biodiversity.  Research the birds, lizards, plants etc that were once probably here.

What pests would have to be removed before these natives could be reintroduced?

Make a report on your proposal and do a radio script announcing the release of a

bird.
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F O R  T H E   E N V I R O N M E N T

Besides following the conservation code when you visit Atene you could take your

responsibility for the Wanganui environment more seriously.  There have been groups

of school age students who have done some track work here and if you are interested

in doing something similar then contact the Whanganui Area Office.

Some other things that could help: prepare conservation posters and take them to the

local DoC office or library.

A C C E S S

This is the most accessible part of Whanganui National Park from the south.  It is 36km

from Wanganui and 22km from the start of the Whanganui River Rd.

The track is well marked but as it goes through steep forest there will be some wet and

slippery patches and the surface can be uneven.  Ensure that the students wear sturdy

footwear.

If you are doing the full loop track, take plenty of food and water, as there are no

streams.  There is a shelter half way round that has toilets and tank water from the roof.

Be prepared for changes in the weather and follow the track markers.

T E A C H E R  N O T E S ,  A T E N E   T R A C K S

The following notes are aimed at providing the teacher with some background

information.  Refer to the activities appended for more ideas for students.

Track information.  1, 2 or 6-8 hours, take your pick

There are three main possibilities on this track depending on how much time and

energy you wish to devote to it;

� The first section of the track is a walk through lush lowland rainforest featuring

nikau palms and tree ferns.  Even 5 minutes into this will give you a feel for the

forests that grew in wetter areas along the valley of this river.  Climbing to the top

of this patch and back is about an hour return.

� Two hours return takes you on to a viewpoint seat on the ridge looking down on

the beautiful cut-off meander of the Whanganui River (see below).  There is a toilet

1250m from the road

� The more adventurous can complete the entire loop that follows the ridge tops

around the outside of the meander and back down to the road.  Note the end of this

loop is a bit less than 2km along the road from where you depart.  The longer walk

is 6-8hrs, for 16km.

The loop track has two entrances.  The recommended entrance is on the right just past

Atene Pa and 22km from the start of the Whanganui River Road.  Atene is very small

and the track entrance sign is not large so it is a good idea to watch your odometer and

be vigilant when you have passed the Taupiri Stream bridge.
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Rainforest climb!

The track entrance goes into a dense wall of greenery.  Plants need light and on the

edge of the forest there can be a good supply of light coming in from the side.  This

causes a real wall of leaves, much thicker than will be encountered further in.  These

leaves are the plants' solar panels and are tilted to catch the largest possible amount of

sunlight energy.  (Activity 1: Solar panels, Activity 2: The edge effect, Activity 3:

Comparing the environments)

Note the totara on the right of the track entrance.  It has peely bark and bright green

prickly leaves.  (Activity 4: Totally totara)

Totara has been one of the most valuable timber trees of our forests but there is now

little left for milling.  The rest of the wall of leaves here includes pate (seven-finger),

mahoe (whitey wood) and kawakawa.  Mahoe often has at least some patches of a flat

white coloured lichen growing on the trunk, hence its alternate name whitey wood.

Activity 5: Why is it whitey?

Kawakawa is a close cousin of the kava plant and like it has medicinal compounds.  It

is likely that the first people to arrive in Aotearoa named the kawakawa after kava

because of their resemblance.   It is still used as a rongoa or healing plant.   Look for

the tree with heart-shaped leaves and knobbly branches.  There are usually lots of holes

chewed into the leaves by a small moth caterpillar.  (Activity 6: Who ate it?)

Soon after entering the forest, the track crosses a boardwalk built to avoid the swampy

soils and to protect the roots of the trees.  (Activity 6: Jungle alert)

One of the biggest contributors to the impenetrable look of this section is the

supplejack (kareao) vine.  It has strong black stems with joints a bit like bamboo.  The

vines can stretch quite a long distance to reach toward the light where the glossy paired

leaves will emerge.  The growing tips are soft and flexible and were once a favoured

food.  (Activity 7: Seriously twisted plants)

Many of the tree trunks are heavily laden with a climber that has masses of glossy dark

narrow leaves.  This is the kiekie.  It has been used as a weaving material for centuries

and is related to the pandanus of the islands.  The fruit of kiekie was a favourite of early

times.

Featuring on the forest floor along much of the first section are distinctive glades of the

parataniwha or native begonia.  The broad and strongly toothed leaf often has an

attractive pink tinge and the plant is found only in sheltered wet places.

The forest floor has some other features worth looking for.  One that will quickly catch

the eyes of many will be the bright orange fungi that grow on many fallen branches.

Subtler but still worth looking for is the umbrella moss.  It has its own little trunk and

flat branched out top.

Tall trees growing here would have difficulty growing their roots deep into the

waterlogged soil which would lack oxygen.  Shallow roots leave a tree vulnerable to

being blown over in storms.   One solution is buttress roots.  Here you can see good

examples of this with tall thin plank buttresses on pukatea trees.  (Activity 8: Buttress

the trees)

It is interesting to note that like the mangroves of northern estuaries, these pukatea

also have breathing roots out from their trunks.  The corky lumps in the bark help to



5Super Sites for Education in Wanganui

absorb oxygen to feed into the roots.  Pukatea are found only near the start of this walk

and you could make a stop here to continue activity 3.

The tropical look is not complete without palm trees and nikau New Zealand�s only

mainland palm, is here.  Look out for the fruit or flowers and try to imagine where they

would come from.  (Activity 9: Nobbly nikau)

Tree ferns also feature in the understorey of this area.  The tallest is the mamaku.  It

has a dark trunk with diamond shaped scars from the fallen fronds.

Shorter but perhaps more elegant is the ponga or silver tree fern.  Tougher-leafed and

hairy is the wheki which you will see many of in the regenerating areas further on.

(Activity 10: Fernland)

One of the broadest leaves (5-25 cm) to be seen on the walk belongs to an interesting

plant, the rangiora which is also called the bushman�s friend.  The underside of the

leaf is a soft white and the story goes that it gets its nickname because it substitutes

nicely for toilet tissue.  Certainly it has been used directly as a bandage or processed as

an antiseptic.  The active ingredient is an alkaloid that makes this useful plant

poisonous if eaten.

Possum control is an ongoing problem here and you will see their sideways gnaw

marks on some of the trunks, particularly of the mahoe trees.  This is an added insult on

top of the nightly stripping of so much of the foliage and fruit.  The reason for the

marking is probably the territorial behaviour of males.

Spiders are common in the forest and you may like to assign the next activity to a

group.  (Activity 11: Spider patrol)

Longer narrow leaves on the path as you get higher up the track show that you are

under a canopy with more tawa which prefers the less waterlogged soil.  Look for the

darker trunks and the odd shapes such as elbows that the tree sometimes has.  This

would be a contrast point to repeat activity 3.

The path eventually reaches the top of the ridge where there have been some large

slips.  (Activity 12: Slip sliding away)

On the ridge, tea tree (manuka and kanuka) are common where the forest has been

cleared.  These trees germinate quickly where there is light reaching the soil and so

help to heal forest scars.

Gorse joins in on this forest restoring effort.  Although it is hated by farmers, it can help

the forest to return because it shelters the seedlings of native trees that will eventually

grow over the top of it.  In the meantime gorse adds nitrogen to the soil.

Near the ridge would be a good place to stop after the climb to listen to the sounds of

the forest.  (Activity 13: Sound compass)

Hopefully among the sounds will be the call of native birds that inhabit the area such as

twittering insect catchers like the fantails, grey warblers, and tomtits.  If you are

lucky the more melodious tui and bellbird will add their calls.  Other birds to look out

for include kereru (wood pigeons) and harrier hawks (kahu).  Pari (paradise

ducks) fly over making their noisy calls and the two native cuckoos, pipiwharauroa

(shining) and koea (long-tailed) also visit in summer to use the nests of unwitting

hosts.  (Activity 14: Bring on the singing birds)
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If you are going no further than the top of this ridge, then stop to look at the black

beech trees that are an important part of the forest in the park.   They have a beautiful

more airy looking canopy and the understorey is much more open.  Underneath, their

small leaves carpet the floor.  (Activity 15: At the beech)

The other main inhabitant of this ridge is the rewarewa which is sometimes called the

native honey suckle.  It has long toothy leaves.  Along the ridge top the track eventually

comes to a stile in the fence.  This is where you'll find the toilet.   This is a good point to

look back toward the river below and to the forest on the other side.  (Activity 16:

Biodiversity in view)

This is a point where you could turn back if short on time.

If you decide to press on, the track crosses a corner of the farm and then joins the old

road that was made in the 1960s.

As you cross the second stile to leave the farmland, look back down to the river.  You

will see the bend where it now passes through what was once a long ridge.  The

remains of the ridge are clear on either side of the river.  Note the steep banks where

the river cuts through and imagine the day not so many centuries ago when a flooded

river softened and then broke through the papa.  (Activity 17: The big

breakthrough)

A plaque at this point explains that there once were plans to build a large hydro dam on

the Whanganui River.  Field investigations started to focus on Atene in 1960 because it

was in the lower reaches and because the topology and geology seemed favourable.

The cut off meander might have given a route to divert the river while the dam was

built and the ridges on either side seemed a good place to park it between.  (Activity

18: Dam!)

The track continues along the old road for quite a distance.  Look for the opportunity

730m from the toilet to walk back up a spur to the left by the seismograph box to take

in the viewpoint of the curved valley below.

The tops of the hills on the horizon were all part of a block of land that was uplifted out

of the ocean.  That is why we sometimes see shells in the soft papa rock.  If you missed

them on the way in, look for the famous oyster cliffs, south of the Pitangi Stream, on

your way back down the River Road.   Erosion has hollowed out the valleys between the

ridges.  Puketapu in the middle of the old meander must have been capped with more

erosion resistant sediments to have survived the erosion which cleared the valley.  The

tall kahikatea grove in the valley below gives the clue to what sort of forest grew soon

after the river left its old bed.  (Activity 19: The big picture)

Returning to the track from the viewpoint, the track continues to follow the well-

benched road for about 3km.  There is a signposted view to the other side of the ridge.

This takes in the Ahuahu Valley.  Like this side of the river, there have been attempts at

clearing much of the Ahuahu but most of the cleared land has reverted to a secondary

forest.

The plaintive bleating of goats especially the kids calling to their nanny is a sad sound

that is often heard as you walk on.  Possums eat the canopy and kill adult trees but the

goats are eating their replacement seedlings.   Work is being done to find better ways

to control them, but at present occasional shooting is the main strategy.  (Activity 20:

Acting the goat)
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Beyond the well-benched old road, the track becomes a more interesting forest path

with many ups and downs.  Beech forest is mixed with occasional patches of

podocarps and broad-leafed trees.  There are impressive views over forest to Taranaki

and Ruapehu.

Almost half way round, the shelter has space for camping, a toilet and water from the

roof of the shelter should be available.  There are two trigs marking the high points on

the ridges.  Taumata is the tallest at 523m and after Taupiri there is eventually a steep

descent back to the road.

Two more activities that may help to maintain interest involve looking out for fruit

among the trees.  This will be most common in late summer but it is interesting to see

that many trees provide fruit for birds and geckoes throughout the year.  (Activity 21:

Fruit display, Activity 22: Who would eat the fruit?)

The students will have a lot to think about if they do complete this bigger challenge.

(Activity 23: Feel the forest)
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O N  S I T E  A C T I V I T I E S  S E C T I O N

Activity 1 Solar panels

Leaves are the place where the miracle of the forest starts.  All the energy for the

growth that you see and for all the birds and insects that live here is first collected in the

leaves from sunlight by the process we call photosynthesis.

Look at the leaves that you can see around the edge of the forest.  Are they all the same

shade of green? How many different shades can you see?

Draw four different shapes that leaves have.  In what other ways are the leaves different

to each other?

Activity 2 The edge effect

As you enter the forest make notes or take measurements on the change in the

environment.  You could take the temperature, measure or estimate light levels and

humidity outside, just inside and right in the forest.

How does this affect the plants that you see growing there?

Describe the appearance of the leaves on the edge and then compare them to leaves of

the same species in the shadiest spot you find.

If you extend this monitoring work you will have a good description of the zones of the

forest.  See next activity.

Activity 3 Comparing the environments

Stop in four different places which seem quite different.  Record the aspect or lie of the

land (how steep and whether it faces north or east for instance)

Describe and or measure the environment recording temperature, light, humidity, and

soil depth.

Now describe the life that you see around in this area.  What type of trees can you see?

How tall are they? Are there layers of plants? What is the undergrowth like?

Can you see connections between the environments and the type of plants that are

present?

Activity 4 Totally totara

Make a rubbing of the bark of the totara tree using even strokes of the flat side of a

crayon on a sheet of blank paper.  What colour is the bark where a strip has just fallen

off? Why do so many of our native trees shed their bark?

Describe the leaves of this tree.
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Activity 5 Why is it whitey?

Look at the bark of mahoe.  How do you think it got its other name of whitey wood?

The veins of mahoe�s leaves last longer than the rest of the leaf when it has fallen.  This

results in what people call a skeleton leaf.  Keep looking for these on your walk around.

Activity 6 Who ate it?

As you walk through the park, look at the way that some leaves are being eaten.  All the

animal life in the park gets its energy directly or indirectly from plants, so it is not

surprising that there is a lot of evidence that herbivores have been at work.  Draw 5

leaves that have been nibbled, chewed, sucked or mined.  Can you find any of the

animals responsible? If not, where are they?  Use the diagram to help you identify the

culprits.

How do plants fight back? Make a list of their adaptations to avoid being eaten.

(Consider how leaves like horopito taste very strong and then look at leaf shapes,

coverings etc.) Look for evidence of healing and colour changes around the damage.

In many cases this is where the plant is loading chemicals to repel the herbivores.

Activity 6 Jungle alert

What has this forest got in common with pictures that you have seen of jungles?

What would slow you down if there was no track here and you were trying to get

through this forest quickly?

Imagine you are writing to a friend from a northern country like Canada or Japan.

Their forests are open and easy to walk around.  Tell them about how different this

forest is.

Why has a long boardwalk been built in the lower part of the track?

Activity 7 Seriously twisted plants

Vines are plants that start on the ground and then use other trees to help them reach

the top of the forest.  Why do they scramble to reach the top of the trees?

Vines can twist around, hook, grow roots onto or just lean against other trees to get up

to the light.  Describe how the plant that you are looking at is getting itself up without

growing a trunk.

Activity 8 Buttress the trees

Look at the tree with tall root bases that come out from the trunk.  This is a pukatea.

Make a rubbing of the bark using even strokes of the flat side of a crayon on a sheet of

blank paper.

Many trees struggle in wet soils because their roots can not hold them up when the

wind blows hard.  How would these buttress roots of the pukatea help hold it up?

Out across the forest floor the roots stick up in places.  Can you think of a reason for

this?

windows

leaf
miner

notches



10 Super Sites for Education in Wanganui

Activity 9 Nobbly nikau

Describe the trunk of the nikau.  What has caused the rings?

This palm has flowers and fruit.  Draw them if present.

How do you think the flower is protected before it emerges?

Activity 10 Fernland

New Zealand has been called �fernland� because we have over 160 species of fern and

they are a real feature of our forests.  How many different types of tree fern can you

find on this walk?

Turn fern fronds over and see if you can find the one that is white underneath.  This one

is called the ponga and it has become a trademark for New Zealand.  What is this tree

fern usually called?

Look also for the brown dots called sori.  These are where the fern spores come from.

Draw the layout of the sori and look more closely at their structure.  Look also for the

hairs or scales on the coiled fronds or koru and on the trunks (if present) of ferns.

Mammals have hairs to keep warm.  Why do you think ferns have them?

Gently feel the different textures of fern leaves.  Why are some leaves so tough?

Activity 11 Spider patrol

Keep a look out on your journey for evidence of spiders.  Even if you don�t see any, you

will find some of their web material.  Not all will be classic sticky orb webs.  Others are

made up of threads running down to a trampoline-like platform.  These webs aren�t

sticky but they cause flying insects to crash and be caught by the fast running spider on

the platform below.

Activity 12 Slip sliding away

Look at the places where there have been slips on or near this track.  Why is this area

likely to keep having more slips?  What could be done to reduce the amount of slips

around tracks and roads in this valley?

What effect would it have on the Whanganui River if even more of the trees above it

were felled?  After rain the river carries a lot of mud from slips.  What could be done to

reduce the load of mud that it carries?
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Activity 13 Sound compass

Make up sheets like the following:

Ahead

Behind

Now spread out and sit by yourself for five minutes.  Record every sound that you hear

by naming or describing it.  Put the nearby sounds in the inner circle, the further away

ones further out in your diagram.

Share your records when you get back and try to work out how many different life

forms the class has heard altogether.

Activity 14 Bring on the singing birds

Make a list of the birds you happen to see on the walk.  Do any of the birds seem to be

attracted to your presence?

If you want to be more of an ornithologist (bird investigator) stop at several points and

keep still for 5 minutes listening carefully for birds.  Birds that were disturbed by your

approach may reappear.

A more active method is to rub some polystyrene or cork on glass to produce the high

pitched squeaks that the small insect-eaters such as fantails and grey warblers use.  This

will make the right sounds to bring them out to see who the strangers are.

Do the birds �counter-sing� to your noises (answer back)? This is their main way of

holding territory to live in.  Singing beats fighting!

Activity 15 At the beech

Look up into the tops of the beech trees that grow on the ridge.   Describe how the

canopy here is different from lower down.  What do the trunks of these trees look like?

Why would early travellers have preferred to move along the ridges under these beech

trees?
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Activity 16 Biodiversity in view

Describe the different types of plants that you can see in this view.  Describe the

different colours, textures and shine or dullness.  How many species can you see from

this distance? If you cannot name them, see if you can match them to trees near by.

Activity 17 The big breakthrough

From the second stile look back to the Whanganui River where it turns the corner to

the south.  What do the sides of the river valley look like there?

This is the point where the river broke through a thin ridge many years ago.  What

might have triggered the final collapse of this ridge?

Activity 18 Dam!

Why did New Zealand build so many hydroelectric dams last century? (there are seven

on the Waikato River alone)

What can you see in this area that might have made people think that it was a good

place to block the river and make a huge lake?

What do you think were the reasons for giving up on building the scheme here?

Activity 19 The big picture

From the viewpoint, look at the hills around the horizon.  Where has all the material

that once filled the valleys now gone? What took it all away?

The valley below was carved by the Whanganui River.  How did it stop flowing around

this long curved detour?

The floor of the valley has a nice grove of kahikatea trees in the farmland.  What shape

are these dark-leafed trees?

The hill in the middle of the view is called Puketapu.  This means sacred hill.  Suggest a

reason why this hill did not wear away like the surrounding rock.

Activity 20 Acting the goat

How do you think goats got into this forest?

Possums are chomping through the forests life-giving leaf canopy but what are the

goats eating?

What would happen if the goats were allowed to keep breeding without any control?

Activity 21 Fruit display

Write a marketing report for the fruiting trees.  The trees are in a way offering payment

to the birds i.e.  the food value they put into their fruit for a seed spreading service.  If

the birds don�t find or eat the fruit then the tree will not get its seeds spread.  Some fruit

uses colour in the advertising and others are using display arrangements.  Do you think

you could improve on the marketing strategies the trees are using?
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Activity 22 Who would eat the fruit?

Fruit is an interesting part of the forest ecology.  Take a closer look and fill out the

following table.  The second table gives you information on gape sizes (maximum

amount that an animal can open its mouth).

TYPE OF TREE FRUIT COLOUR HOW IT IS  DISPLAYED POSSIBLE  CONSUMER

NAME OR DESCRIPTION (CLUSTERS,  SINGLY, STALKED ETC)

NAME OF ANIMAL WEIGHT G A P E

(E)= EXTINCT (HOW WIDE THEY CAN OPEN THEIR MOUTH)

(N)= NOT NOW IN PARK

Moa (e) Up to 250kg Over 50mm

Kaka (n) 4 7 5 g 2 0 m m

Kereru (nat ive pigeon) 6 5 0 g 1 4 m m

Tui 1 2 0 g  9mm

Be l lb i rd /kor imako 3 4 g  6mm

Whi tehead/popoka tea 1 8 . 5 g  5mm

Si lvereye 1 3 g  5mm

Green gecko 6 0 g  10mm
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Activity 23 Feel the forest

Record your thoughts and feelings about this type of forest.  How does it look, smell

and feel to you.

It has been called lowland forest, rainforest, native forest, the bush and the realm of

Tane.  What name would you give to it?

If you were given the money to make a film here, what would you choose to do?


