




Photos courtesy Whakatane Museum.

“This fi ne and beautiful land carved out of impossibility”
QUOTE FROM A SPEECH GIVEN AT THE OFFICIAL OPENING IN 1962

Maori have accessed this densely bush-covered landscape for hundreds of years. 
They created tracks and used the often treacherous Waioeka River to access 
gardens and establish temporary settlements on its banks.
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By the 1800s many people were travelling in 
this area including missionaries who covered 
great distances, enduring considerable hardship 
to spread the word of God. 

As the area opened up to settlement, the very 
thing that created this gorge, the river, provided 
the greatest barrier to creating a road. In 
fact, for a long time, the Motu Road was the 
preferred route when travelling between Bay of 
Plenty and the East Coast.
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CUTTING TRACKS
Access was diffi cult but early settlers were
determined to cut tracks to their sections. 
The work was dangerous and in places there 
was a vertical cutting above the track with a 
straight drop to the river below.

By the early 1900s there was a dray (cart) 
road from Opotiki to the mouth of the 
Waioeka Gorge. Access from Gisborne 
became a priority and so a rough track 
was formed through to Opato in 1909. 
By the end of World War I (1918), a road 
had been formed reaching Oponae, with a 
track on to Matawai. It was hard going but 
eventually a link was completed through the 
Waioeka from the Bay of Plenty to Gisborne.

“…one of the most treacherous, dangerous and steepest roads in New Zealand”
GISBORNE PHOTO NEWS - 1962 

The memorial plaque at this site was 
unveiled on 15 December 1962 when 
the Waioeka Gorge highway was offi cially 
opened. The event drew a crowd of over 
400 people with one paper reporting,
 
“The occasion marked the end of one of 
the most rugged road reconstruction jobs 
done in New Zealand…that of carving a 
full-width highway through the 25 miles 
of unstable, near vertical gorge which 
follows the tortuous path of the Waioeka 
River.”

Earlier, in 1959, the Ministry of Works
began work to convert the gravel road 
to a sealed two-lane highway. A camp 

was built at Oponae and at one 
point had over 20 single 

mens’ huts and four 
houses. Camps were 
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Earlier, in 1959, the Ministry of Works
began work to convert the gravel road 
to a sealed two-lane highway. A camp 

point had over 20 single 
mens’ huts and four 
houses. Camps were 

also established at Opato Bridge, 
Sandy’s Bridge and “Chinatown” 
(near Matawai). At this time 
the Waioeka was a hive of 
activity with these “temporary” 
settlements springing up at 
different points along the banks 
of the river.

It was a dangerous undertaking 
requiring rock-blasting and 
working on steep and unstable 
terrain. Rock falls were 
common. The 
three men who 
tragically lost 
their lives while 
building the road 
are commemorated 
at this site.



“MANGA (STREAM) – NUKU (SHIFTED) – O-MAU-KORA (STAYED THERE)
Long ago the Omaukora and Manganuku streams fl owed in the same valley. After a time of fl ooding in to 
each other, quarrels and arguments started, and then fi ghts. Manganuku had enough of this and decided 
‘I am out of here’, then shifted to its present site.”  HONE KAMETA - Ngati Ira o Waioweka

<  Torrent Fish

Koaro  >

Fish photos by Angus McIntosh, Natural Sciences Image Library.

Have you ever wondered what becomes of a whitebait when its life isn’t frittered away? 
They may be small but whitebait are the most well-known of our native fi sh species.

Waioeka River mouth  >

Manganuku is a popular camping place on the Waioeka 
Journey. Here you can learn of the challenges facing 
native fi sh species as they negotiate their perilous 
journey from the sea to these beautiful waterways 
before you.

Native fi sh were an important part of the traditional 
Maori diet. Nowadays, fi shing for introduced trout 
is a popular activity throughout the gorge. Deep 
shady pools near the stream banks will often prove 
rewarding – fi shing the Opato Stream upstream of the 
Manganuku can be very good as far as Sandy’s Bridge.

At the back of the campsite is the historic Manganuku 
Bridge. It is one of the few “Howe Truss” hardwood 
bridges remaining in New Zealand and was originally 
part of the Waioeka Gorge road.

The Manganuku provides an access point for walks 
ranging from 2-3 hours to overnight excursions.
There are a number of huts en route. 

For information about camping and other 
recreational activities in the Waioeka,  please visit a 
DOC Visitor Centre or the website:  www.doc.govt.nz 

The Waioeka and all the streams that fl ow in to it represent a large and relatively natural river 
system. The river fl ows north from its source in the Huiarau Ranges to its outlet on the East 
Coast at Opotiki, providing a home for both native and introduced fi sh species. Native species 
include inanga, kokopu and koaro. The young of these species are commonly known as whitebait. 
Other native species include eels, smelt, bullys and torrent fi sh.
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RUNNING THE 
GAUNTLET
Migratory fi sh face many challenges
on their journeys between river and 
sea. The fi rst, after living at sea for 4-6 
months, is running the gauntlet of 
whitebaiters’ nets at the mouth of the 
Waioeka River. If they make it past the 
nets and don’t become a fritter, there 
are further challenges ahead. These 
include pollution from developed land 
as well as man-made structures such as 
weirs and dams.
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WATER 
QUALITY
Good quality water
is essential for healthy 
fi sh populations. Forests 
bordering the waterways of 
the Waioeka Gorge help provide a 
healthy environment by reducing erosion, 
thus minimising the amount of sediment 
entering the waterways. For fi sh, swimming 
in water full of fl oating sediment is like a 
person trying to breathe in a smoke-fi lled 
room. When sediment settles on the riverbed 
it smothers fi sh and insect burrows.



White Island  >White Island  >

Trafford Homestead, Waioeka Gorge, about 1924.

He returned and told his brother to take 
Tauheikuri and never return.

“Kei no koe takahi i runga o Motu, kei kite koe 
i to puia o Whakaari noho iho, he konei  - You 
may look on the smoke of White Island (in the 
Bay of Plenty) but come no further.” 

This they did with Tauheikuri and Tamataipunoa 
remaining together at Maunga a kahia (Mahia). 
They had two sons, Tawhiwhi and Mahaki.
Hence a separation was established from 
Whakatohea, (eastern Bay of Plenty tribe)
with the emergence of Te Aitanga a Mahaki.

Maunga a Kahia (Mahia)  >

Trafford Homestead, Waioeka Gorge, about 1924.
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The origins of the tribe Te Aitanga a Mahaki, who are the original inhabitants 
of this part of the Waioeka Gorge, stem from the marriage of Tauheikuri and 
Tamataipunoa. Their story illustrates the ancient connections and boundaries 
between people of the northern and southern coasts of East Cape.
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The great chief Kahungunu offered his 
youngest daughter Tauheikuri to Tutamure. 
Tutamure was the son of Kahungunu’s 
nephew Haruataimoana, who lived in Opotiki. 
Tauheikuri went to meet with him and became 
confused as Tutamure was with his brother 
Tamataipunoa. One was handsome, the other 
not so. Tauheikuri approached the handsome 
Tamataipunoa at which Tutamure got up in 
disgust and went to look at himself in a still 
pool of water.

The columns at Opato and Matahanea provide a gateway to your journey 
through the Waioeka Gorge. They act as pou, signalling the long occupation 
by tangata whenua that sits beneath the gorge’s more recent stories of 
farming, road and bridge-building exploits.

Most of the structures on the Waioeka Journey use stone-fi lled
gabion baskets as their major element. The gabions are fi lled
with local river stone taken from the wild Waioeka landscape. 
You can see in the photo that these baskets were used by 
settler farmers attempting to control the movement of 
waterways through this country. Later they became popular 
for road engineering works very evident throughout the 
gorge. Another historical reference is evident in the shelters 
that echo the form of early roadman’s huts with their
steep-pitched roofs.

These structures illustrate and celebrate the ingenuity
of early farmers facing a challenging landscape, as well
as feats of modern road construction. 
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   URBAN_i 
Imagination. Value. Trust. Integrity. Our foundations for over 25 years.

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT HOW YOU 
CAN INTRODUCE IMAGINATION AND
SMART DESIGN INTO YOUR BRAND, 
GIVE REES MORLEY A CALL ON 06 868 5252
OR EMAIL REESM@URBAN-i.CO.NZ 
WWW.URBAN-i.CO.NZ

“IT’S ABOUT BEING AWARE
OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL
SUSTAINABILITY OF YOUR BRAND
AND ITS EFFECT ON OUR
PLANET. IT’S ABOUT IMAGINATION
AND CREATING STUNNING 
VISUALS. THAT’S WHY DOC 
CHOOSE TO WORK WITH
URBAN_i IN THE DESIGN PROCESS 
FOR THE WAIOEKA JOURNEY.”




