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Explore Turakirae activity cards

(rae = a headland,  
turaki = to collapse, to pull down). 

3

1

2, 3, 4

6

Study sites
1. Orongorongo River 

mouth
2 Raised beaches
3 Raised beaches, 

Barney’s whare
4 Raised beaches
5. Karaka groves
6. Seal haulout5



TAKE ONLY INFORMATION – LEAVE ONLY FOOTPRINTS – REMOVE ONLY RUBBISH

To the supervisor
As you lead your group on an exploration of 
Turakirae, please ensure that:

•	 The	group	stays	together

•	 Students	treat	the	environment	respectfully

•	 Everyone	keeps	a	reasonable	distance	from	the	
seals

•	 No-one	gets	between	the	seals	and	the	sea

•	 Everyone	takes	the	opportunity	to	absorb	as	
much information as possible whilst enjoying 
this environment. 

These activity cards will help students to focus 
on	the	particular	theme	that	links	to	pre-visit	and	
post-visit	studies	at	school.

The map on the reverse of this card identifies 
suitable sites to use each card but you may 
prefer to use them in other areas that you find 
appropriate.

Explore Turakirae  
activity cards 



1. Slip sliding away!

Photos: Jeremy Rolfe.



From the car park you have a 1 hour walk to the seal 
colony at Turakirae. There are many interesting 
land formations to study along the way. As you walk 
along the coast you will cross the Orongorongo 
River. 

•	 Look	up	into	the	Orongorongo	Valley.	You	will	
see the Rimutaka Ranges scarred by landslides 
and the river full of coarse gravel.

• Long	ago	the	hills	would	have	been	covered	by	
forest but people cleared the forest to try and 

farm the land. Think of two reasons why 
farming was unsuccessful on this land.

• There	is	a	fault-line	along	the	river	
valley, strong winds blow through from 

Cook Strait and rocks have become fragile 
from past earth movements. Explain how 

each of these factors affects this environment. 
What is protecting the hills from erosion in 
some areas?

•	 Look	for	signs	of	people’s	impact	on	this	fragile	
coastal environment—in earlier times and 
recently. List any signs you see.

•	 Stop	and	listen	to	the	sounds	of	the	coast.	Ask	
one person in your group to count slowly to 30 
while the rest of you close your eyes and listen 
carefully. When the time is up, quickly record 
all the sounds you heard. Add to this list as you 
continue your walk. You may wish to make a list 
of the smells of the coast as well.

1. Slip, sliding away!

Toitu 
he kainga, 

whatungarongaro he 
tangata = The land still remains 

when the people have 
disappeared.



The earth is constantly 
moving and changing. 
By observing the 
landforms at Turakirae 
you can learn about 
earth movements 
in this area. There 
have been four major 
earthquakes in the last 
6,000 years. The last 
one was in1855.

Land on the move2.

Photo: Lloyd Homer, IGNS.
Photo: Jeremy Rolfe.



•	 Look	up	to	the	top	of	the	hills	and	see	the	
coastal beaches (flat tops of the hills west of the 
Orongorongo River) from times when the oceans 
were high during the last Ice Age, 600,000 
years ago.

•	 Imagine	what	the	land	you	are	standing	on	
would have been like then—you would be 
standing on the bottom of the ocean. Predict 
what changes might occur in the future.

•	  Locate	the	raised	beaches	that	can	be	seen	
at	6.5,	18,	24	and	27	metres	above	the	present-

day beach. The beach from 1460 (two big 
earthquakes ago) was named Haowhenua 
(hao = to scoop up, whenua = land). Work 
out how you could measure how high each 

beach is above sea level.

2. Land on the move
•	 Study	the	rocks	and	plants	at	2	different	beach	

levels. Write down, or discuss with a partner, any 
similarities and differences.

•	 In	your	group,	each	take	on	a	different	
role—a local maori, geologist, seismologist, 
conservationist or fisherman. Each person can 
explain to the rest of the group how they value 
this area.

•	 Write	down	or	share	some	personal	ideas	(with	
your partner or group) about conserving this 
area.

The 
Rimutaka Range 

is being pushed up by 
forces caused by movement 
of the plates that make up 

the earth’s surface.



3. History of the Turakirae coast

Barney’s Whare. Photo: Jeremy Rolfe.



Until a good road and railway was built over 
the Rimutakas, the only way to get stock to the 
Wairarapa was to walk them around the coast. When 
the way was blocked by high tides the stockmen 
spent time burning driftwood against the narrowest 
part of the cliff. When the rock was hot they threw 
sea water on it and made it shatter. You can still 
see	the	smoke-blackened	rocks	in	the	narrow	pass	
around the coast.

• Look	at	the	second	beach	level	and	imagine	the	
tide up to here. This is where it would have been 
when Maori had settlements on the coast. How 

would this impact on their life?

• The	first	raised	beach	was	where	the	tide	
would have come up to in 1855 when early 

settlers were still taking cattle and sheep 
around the coast to farms in the Wairarapa. 
When the beach was raised it had a positive 
impact on travel. How would this make the 
journey easier for them?

•	 There	were	little	huts	along	the	way	where	
stockmen spent the night. One of the old huts, 
Barney’s Whare, has been rebuilt. Think about 
how this environment would have met the needs 
of the people using it. Consider food, shelter, 
income.

•	 A	Visitors’	Book	kept	at	Barney’s	Whare	tells	of	
over 45 shipwrecks in the Palliser Bay area where 
all lives were lost. Describe the possible dangers 
of the sea today.

History of the Turakirae coast3.

Before 
1855 some parts 

of the coastal track were 
blocked during high 

tide.



Beneath your feet4.

Photos: Jeremy Rolfe.



Some of the stones on the beach have come down 
from the hills and some have been washed in by the 
sea. Can you tell which is which? 

•	 Imagine	rocks	on	the	hills	shattering	during	
earthquakes and the strong tides washing stones 
onto the beach.

•	 Find	a	selection	of	stones	from	different	parts	of	
the beach. Can you tell the difference between 
the stones broken from the hillsides and stones 

washed in by the sea? Why are their features 
different? Explain the process that they go 
through or choose a stone and make up a 
story about its journey.

4. Beneath your feet
•	 Compare	types	of	rocks/stones	at	each	beach	

ridge and look to see if there is any soil covering 
them. How does this affect the plant growth?

•	 Look	for	special	features	that	the	plants	have	
to help them survive in this windy, salty 
environment. Describe some different types 
of leaves and how they might help the plant to 
survive at Turakirae.The 

Rimutaka 
Range is probably 

being lifted faster than 
any other New Zealand 
mountains. What goes 
up fast, comes down 

even faster!



5. Maori occupation 

Photo: Jeremy Rolfe.



Maori came in canoes from Hawaiki. The Captain 
of the Aotea was Turi. He named the Orongorongo 
Valley after his wife, Rongorongo. 

•	 If	you	were	a	Maori	living	here	500	years	ago,	
think about where you would have chosen to 
make your settlement. Explain why beaches were 
chosen as good places to live. List some of the 
things the coast could provide for you.

Look for signs of early Maori settlement. 

• Coastal	groves	of	karaka	were	planted	to	
provide food from the seeds. Watch out for 
these	glossy-leafed	natives	with	fruit	that	
ripens in late summer. 

• Look	out	for	remnants	of	the	kumara	
garden rock walls that can be seen along the 
coast.

• Old	stone	tools	were	found	when	the	road	was	
bulldozed in the 1960s. How do you think they 
would	have	been	made/used?

•	 Each	member	of	your	group	can	imagine	that	
they have been given one square kilometre of 
this land. Each person can take on the role of 
either	a	local	councillor,	an	eco-tourist,	a	geology	
student, a Department of Conservation scientist, 
a local maori or a property developer and 
explain to the rest of the group how they would 
preserve it.

5. Maori occupation 

Karaka 
were usually 

planted near streams 
because the seeds needed 
to be soaked for several 

days to remove 
poison. 

three-quarters size



Seal colony6.

Copper skinkBanded dotterel

Variable oystercatcher

Black-backed	gull	juvenile

Black-backed	gull	adult

Bird, skink photos: DOC; seal photos: Jeremy Rolfe.



Male seals spend the winter at this colony. The 
mainly young seals ‘haul out’ here and build up 
their condition before going south to breed during 
spring. 

During the breeding season they will not eat for 3 
months. They will live off the fat they have stored 
over winter.

•	 Look	for	the	special	features	that	will	help	
the seals to survive in this harsh coastal 
environment.

•	 How	can	seals	protect	themselves	from	
predators, including humans?

• Watch	out	for	seals	in	the	water.	Compare	
the way they are able to move through the water 
with the way they move on land.

•	 Look	out	for	other	fauna	sharing	the	coast	with	
the seals—banded dotterel, Caspian tern, variable 
oystercatcher,	black-backed	gull,	copper	skink.	

•	 Why	is	this	biodiversity	(range	of	living	things)	
important? 

•	 See	if	you	can	identify	who	feeds	on	whom.	Draw	
a food chain to show how at least five different 
living things relate to each other.

•	 Have	one	person	in	your	group	count	to	five	
while the rest of the group closes their eyes. 
Open them on the count of five and say the first 
five living things you see. See if each member 
of the group can say five different things. Talk 
about how they relate to each other.

6. Seal colony

Approximately 
500 fur seals live 

at Turakirae during 
winter. 


