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MANGAPURUA TRACK — To avoid panicking, I focused on maintaining my balance and free-
ing my legs, which had disappeared up to my knees in mud. I gripped the handlebars and tugged
fiercely as my bike’s rear wheel slipped toward an abrupt edge beyond which was a 200-foot drop
to the meandering Mangapurua Stream. A limestone cliff, called Battleship Bluff, loomed over-
head. One by one my fellow bikers and I attempted to walk our bikes across a fresh 20-foot-long
mudslide, politely called a “slip” in this part of the world.

We were biking along the Mountains to Sea Trail on New Zealand’s North Island, in an area so
dense, hilly, and remote that the native Maori never bothered settling here. Giant tree ferns, moss-
covered beech trees, supplejack vines, and towering rimu trees created walls of vegetation so thick
we couldn’t see a big valley or river until we were upon it.

The 200-mile trail starts on the slopes of a volcano, passes through two national parks (Ton-
gariro and Whanganui), includes a jet-boat ride down a placid river, and ends at the Tasman Sea
on the southwest coast. The trail has been designated one of the country’s Great Rides, similar to
its famous multiday Great Walks like the Milford Track or the nearby Tongariro Circuit, which
takes hikers past alpine lakes, up volcanoes, and along the lip of a steaming crater (including
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Bikers cross one of the many bridges on the Mangapurua Track in Whanganui National Park on the North Island. The trail is part of the New Zealand Cycle Trail network.
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Heights, mud, dropoffs, bridges— and out before dark!

ROTORUAWhere the earth bubbles and boils around you M4

FLYBABY Two
weeks seems too
young?Not with
MomandDad’s
travel genes. M2
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Drench yourself in color not cost when autumn comes
NEW ENGLAND THE BERKSHIRES

SOUTH EGREMONT ropes you into elevated fun.M7 THREE TOWNS for shoppers to savor in autumn.M7
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Banners on the rail trail in Adams
direct cyclists to access points.

Mount Greylock has trails for both
hikers and amblers.

Amid Greylock’s wildflowers, this
goldenrod attracts a monarch.

By Diane Bair and Pamela Wright
GLOBE CORRESPONDENTS

“Wow, this is totally amazing,” we
said, gazing in wonder at the kaleido-
scope of color in the valley below us, as

Route 2 zigzagged to-
ward North Adams. “I
wouldn’t know,” our
friend in the driver’s

seat replied, “I’m kind of busy right
now, keeping the car on the road.”

Yep, best not to be distracted as you
navigate those crazy hairpin turns into
the Berkshires. If you’re lucky enough
to be in the passenger’s seat, you will to-
tally understand why busloads of tour-
ists come from all over the world to ad-
mire this russet-drenched landscape.
Now, we were among them, happily
playing tourist. Fall foliage and fudge —
yes, even in the tony enclaves of the
Berkshires.
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By Ellen Albanese
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ROTORUA, New Zealand —
“How hot do you think it gets?”
I asked my husband. He simply
gestured to the billowing clouds
of steam swirling around our
private spa pool in the Waikite
Val ley. An attendant had
showed us how to control the
temperature of the silky water
cascading down a three-level
fountain. The hot, she said,
came directly from under-
ground springs at a steady rate;
we could adjust the flow of me-
chanically cooled water. I
turned the cold tap off. Within
seconds the temperature in the
pool rose dramatically.

The spa was our last stop on
a tour of geysers, hot springs,
and bubbling mud pools along
New Zealand’s Thermal Explor-
er Highway. We had seen fan-
tastic landscapes in psychedelic
colors, heard the primordial
burp of boiling mud, witnessed
the incredible power of super-
heated water erupting from
deep within the earth, and visit-
ed a village where native Maori
still use that power to heat their
homes and cook their food.

The highway covers much of
the upper North Island of New
Zealand, stretching from Auck-
land, through the central pla-
teau and Taupo, to Napier on
the east coast. Well-maintained
and lined with neon-yellow
Scotch broom bushes, it passes
some of the most stunning
scenery in the country. In No-
vember, New Zealand’s spring,
we shared it with logging trucks
and an occasional tour bus.

The area’s biggest draw is
the Pohutu Geyser. While it is
located on the grounds of the Te
Puia New Zealand Maori Arts
and Crafts Institute, its erup-
tions are also visible from the
neighboring Whakarewarewa
thermal village. The area,
known as Te Whakarewarewa
Thermal Valley, was one site
until 1997, when a disagree-
ment arose over how to manage
tourism. Te Puia became a tour-
ist site and cultural center,
while Whakarewarewa chose to
remain a functioning commu-
nity while operating tours.
Some 25 families live there to-
day.

Rangi Wade, who lives in
Whakarewarewa, concedes that
villagers sacrifice some privacy
as tourists come through. “We
do a lot of socializing at night,”
she said, laughing. Though she
moved away from the village for

a while, she always felt its pull.
She said she missed the beauti-
fully carved ancestral house, or
whare tupuna, where all impor-
tant village ceremonies are
held, and communal cooking
and bathing. Wade makes and
sells local crafts, specializing in
the intricate, ceremonial piupiu
skirts made of flax.

The village is wreathed in
clouds of steam. Here, as in
many geothermal sites, you
learn to be patient when trying
to see a building or a spring or a
cave, waiting for the vapor to
clear for just a moment. It’s a
precarious existence; we saw at
least one wooden house that
had succumbed to heat and
moisture and fallen in on itself.
While scalding waters are now
fenced off, we could only imag-
ine the dangers children faced
in an earlier time.

Cooking is done in commu-
nal steam-box ovens, our guide
said. The wooden cases are
built where vents concentrate
steam from underground
springs that average 320 de-
grees (the hottest spring in the
village rises above 500 degrees).
Villagers pack vegetables, meat,
or fish in muslin cloth tied with
a rope, then drop them into the
steam box. Leafy vegetables
cook in three minutes. For
lunch, we had a hangi , or
steam-cooked meal, of chicken,
corned beef, potato, sweet pota-
to, carrots, bread stuffing, cab-
bage, and corn on the cob — not
unlike a traditional corned-
beef-and-cabbage dinner.

At the communal bathing

area, our guide said villagers
don’t need soap or shampoo be-
cause the water is so soft. It is
almost oily to the touch, and its
therapeutic properties, reliev-
ing pain and promoting sleep,
are the stuff of legend.

Cultural performances in-
clude traditional chants and
songs, dances using swinging
poi balls for percussion, and
stick games. Many of the men’s
dances are performed in the
traditional aggressive “war
stance,” involving fierce facial
expressions and grimaces, pro-
truding tongues, and bulging
eyes.

The tour wrapped up with a
view of the geysers. Pohutu,
which reaches heights of 100
feet, erupts up to 20 times a
day, often simultaneously with
the smaller Prince of Wales
Feathers geyser a few yards
away. From an observation plat-
form at Whakarewarewa, we

watched the water and steam
swirl into the sky, and felt the
spray on our faces. To our sur-
prise, the eruptions continued
for 15 or 20 minutes, jetting
water blending with puffy, low
clouds to create a roiling, surre-
alistic canvas of white.

For sheer spectacle, it would
be hard to top Wai-O-Tapu
Thermal Wonderland. The La-
dy Knox Geyser erupts daily at
10:15 a.m., activated by a de-
posit of soap. (The area was
once part of a prison camp, and
it is said that the prisoners dis-
covered the action of the geyser
while washing their clothes.)
The geyser is just the beginning
of a fascinating geothermal
journey.

Covering some 7 square
miles, with the volcanic dome
of Maungakakaramea (Rain-
bow Mountain) at its northern
boundary, the Wai-O-Tapu (sa-
cred waters) thermal area is lit-
erally covered with collapsed
craters, cold and boiling mud
pools, water, and fumaroles, or
vents where steam escapes
from underground. Three
walks through the public area
are marked, taking from 30 to
75 minutes. The gray, rocky
landscape, with little vegeta-
tion, looks like the craters of the
moon, which makes the vivid
colors of the mineral-dyed
pools even more breathtaking.

A boardwalk stretches over
the Champagne Pool, with its
distinctive reddish-orange pet-
rified edge ringed by steaming,
bottle-green water. It’s a con-
stantly changing panorama, as

steam lifts briefly to reveal one
otherworldly color, then anoth-
er. The largest spring in the
Wai-O-Tapu district, it is 200
feet in diameter and nearly 200
feet deep, with a surface tem-
perature of 165 degrees. The
bubbles are due to carbon diox-
ide. Overflowing water from
the Champagne Pool creates
the Artist’s Palette, a series of
colorful pools. The water in
Devil’s Bath, a large crater near
the park entrance, is the color
of a neon green highlighter.

It’s a short drive to Wai-O-
Tapu’s mud pools. If it has
rained recently, as it had when
we visited, the mud pools are
less viscous; the rainwater
tends to sit on the top. But even
a rain-soaked mud pool is an
impressive visual and auditory
experience — wonderfully
swirling, glossy, boiling, con-
centric circles accompanied by
a guttural burping sound. Since
each little pool shimmies and
vibrates until the heat below
causes it to explode, the trick is
to stare at one spot until it

erupts; otherwise you’re always
just missing the action.

With what we had seen and
learned about New Zealand’s
thermal wonders, we were ea-
ger to immerse ourselves in the
legendary waters. Just 4 miles
from Wai-O-Tapu, Waikite Val-
ley Thermal Pools includes a
large family pool kept at 95-100
degrees, smaller mineral pools
and hot tubs that maintain a
slightly higher temperature,
and private spas that allow us-
ers to control the temperature.
Every pool is filled daily with
fresh geothermal water from
the Te Manaroa boiling spring,
the largest single source of 100
percent pure boiling water in
New Zealand.

As clouds of steam drifted by
our private, open-air spa, we
sank into the soft, calcite-rich
water. While it didn’t take away
all our aches and pains, it was
silky and relaxing — and very
hot.

Ellen Albanese can be reached
at ellen.albanese@gmail.com.

Amid and immersed in the primordial
If you go . . .
What to do
Whakarewarewa:
The Living Thermal Village
17 Tryon St., Rotorua
011-64-7-349-3463
whakarewarewa.com
Adults $24 ($49 with hangi
meal), children $11 ($25 with
hangi meal), family (2 adults
and up to 4 children) $58.
Wai-O-Tapu Thermal
Wonderland
201 Waiotapu Loop Road
Rotorua
011-64-7-366-6333
waiotapu.co.nz
Adults $26, ages 5-15 $9,
under 5 $2, family (2 adults
and up to 3 children) $64.
Waikite Valley Thermal Pools
Waikite Valley Road, Rotorua
011-64-7-333-1861
hotpools.co.nz
Public pools: Adults $11, ages
5-15 $6, under 5 $3, family
(2 adults and 2 children) $30;
private pools (40 minutes) $14
per person, includes use of
outside public pools.
Where to stay
Bayview Wairakei Resort
State Highway One, Taupo
011-64-7-374-8021
bayviewhotels.com

A variety of room configura-
tions, including suites and
family villas with kitchenettes,
from $115.
Regent of Rotorua
1191 Pukaki St., Rotorua
011-64-7-348-4079
regentrotorua.co.nz
Centrally located boutique hotel
with stylish suites, a mini gym,
mineral thermal pool, and a spa
treatment room, from $189.
Where to eat
Fat Dog Cafe
1161 Arawa St., Rotorua
011-64-7-347-7586
fatdogcafe.co.nz
Open for breakfast, lunch, and
dinner, serving creative New
Zealand food, such as lamb and
kumara (sweet potato) mash
or wedges, in a quirky environ-
ment with local artwork. BYO
wine. Breakfast $9-$14, lunch
and dinner $10-$25.
The Pig and Whistle
1182 Tutanekai St., Rotorua
011-64-7-347-3025
pigandwhistle.co.nz
Housed in a former police
station, it’s known for burgers,
seafood chowder, and New
Zealand lamb salad. Good
selection of local beers. Lunch
and dinner $11-$27.

Mount Ngauruhoe, which
starred as Mount Doom in “The
Lord of the Rings”).

The Mountains to Sea route
also forms part of Nga Haeren-
ga, the New Zealand Cycle Trail,
a new bike-path network that
will eventually include 18 so-
called Great Rides, mostly off-
road trails stretching from Cape
Reinga on the North Island’s
northernmost point to Bluff,
the South Island’s southern-
most town. Once the cycle trail
is completed, by the end of this
year, bikers can explore more
than 1,500 miles of paths that
cut through some of the coun-
try’s most stunning landscapes.

With our time limited, four
of us signed up to do a 22-mile
section that included the Man-
gapurua Track and the Bridge
to Nowhere extension. The
Mangapurua Track had only re-
cently opened to mountain bik-
ers when we tackled it in No-
vember, having until then
served mainly as an access trail
for hunters. Even our guide had
only cycled it once before, and
he approached it from the op-
posite direction.

Our group of New Zealand-
ers and overseas visitors includ-
ed mostly intermediate riders. I
recommend having a signifi-
cant amount of confidence on a
mountain bike before attempt-
ing this challenging route. One
woman in our group, a Kiwi,
was a first-time mountain bik-
er, but she was strong and ath-
letic and ran a sheep and cattle
station with her husband, so
she understood the wild land-
scape and how to navigate it.

Our plan was to drive an
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hour south of National Park Vil-
lage, the main “town” for the
Tongariro and Whanganui
parks, to a remote access point
19 miles down Ruatiti Road.
This one-lane, twisting gravel
road had treacherous drops
and no guardrails, and was not
designed for those with vertigo
or motion issues. We would
then bike 22 miles through the
wilderness to a boat landing on
the Whanganui River. Here, we
would meet Richard, a local
farmer who would whisk us by
jet boat more than an hour up
river to Blue Duck Station, a re-
mote farm and conservation ar-
ea where we would find hot
showers, a home-cooked din-
ner, and cozy beds in our own
private lodge. The trick: We had
to meet Richard by 4 o’clock in
order to make it back by dark;
in these parts, you can’t see a
thing on the river at night.

The ride started with a one-
hour uphill grind until we
reached a sign marking the en-
trance to Whanganui, the coun-
try’s newest national park, es-
tablished in 1986. It was all
downhill from there, as the trail
cut through virgin rain forest
and abandoned farmland that
had been settled by returning
servicemen after World War I.
The government leased pieces
of land to these men, nearly 40
in all, who set off with their
backpacks and high hopes to
make a go of it in the bush,
building homes and farming
the wild terrain. Most walked
away within the first few years.
By 1943, all had left.

We biked by old chimney
stacks, fences, and hedges that
stood as reminders of those
hardy souls. Wooden markers

listed the family name of each
pioneer who had homesteaded
there. We also passed a quarry
and an old explosives cave near
Mangapurua Trig, the trail’s
highest point at 2,175 feet. Take
a short detour to this overlook
on a clear day for dynamite
views of Tongariro National
Park (the country’s first nation-
al park, established in 1887,
and now a World Heritage area)
to the east and the perfect cone-
shaped volcano, Mount Tarana-
ki, to the west.

Stewart Barclay, owner of
Adrift Guided Outdoor Adven-
tures and our guide that day,
was right when he had warned
us that, “It will be a dirty, slimy,
slippery, mucky ride.”

The area had just received
11 inches of rain in a few short
days, so the rivers looked choc-
olate-brown from all the runoff,
the trail disappeared under sev-
eral inches of water in open
fields, and we had mud caked
on us from the eyelets on our
soggy shoes to our eyelashes.

The views of the waterfalls
plunging off the hillsides, the
limestone bluffs, and the stun-
ning valleys were well worth
the mess. Even the dozens of
wooden bridges were fun to
navigate.

The trail narrowed to single-
track and the landscape opened
up as we made our way south,
giving us sweeping views of the
Mangapurua Valley, the stream
a couple of hundred feet below
and, one by one, the towering
bluffs. With a healthy fear of
heights, I was happy to learn it
is required for bikers to dis-
mount and walk several hun-
dred feet along the limestone
cliffs, because of the extremely
narrow and, in some places, un-
stable ground. A fence and a
sign at the start and end of each
cliff let bikers know when to
dismount and remount.

The path skirting the first
couple of bluffs had dirt-packed
surfaces and proved easy to
cross. Even the dropoff to the
river proved only moderately

fear-inducing. Then we came
upon the dramatic “slip” on
Battleship Bluff.

If we retreated, we would
face a 20-mile, mainly uphill
ride back over rough, muddy
terrain to reach the closest
road, mostly in the dark. If we
successfully traversed the slide,
we would have less than a 2-
mile ride down to the famous
Bridge to Nowhere, a beautiful
cement bridge built by the set-
tlers that looked overly grand
for its location, and the Whan-
ganui River where Richard
would be waiting for us.

My knees felt wobbly and
tired, as my bike’s back tire slid
toward the trail’s precarious
edge. I managed to dislodge my
left foot from the cement-like
mud and take a step, using for-
ward momentum to yank the
bike’s tire back up onto the trail.

Each step took full-body effort,
and staying upright while one
foot or the other was sucked in-
to the muck was not easy. I
eventually tugged and lunged
my way across the slide, drag-
ging my bike dragging behind
me like a resistant child. I wait-
ed for the last two bikers to fol-
low. Safely across, we rolled
down to the river.

Richard loaded our bikes on-
to his jet boat and delivered us
to Blue Duck Station in Whaka-
horo, a settlement with a histor-
ic old farm from the Bridge to
Nowhere era that still had au-
thentic settlers’ cabins on site.

That night, station owner
Dan Steele and his wife, Sandy,
served us a delicious goat curry,
venison sausages, and quinoa
salad, all made with ingredients
fresh from their farm. Over din-
ner, we learned that Steele had
bought a small patch of land
here just six years earlier. He
started farming the land, rais-
ing livestock, restoring the old
cabins, and purchasing more
land in the valley. He also devel-
oped a project to eradicate the
area’s nonnative pests, such as
stoats and possums, so native
species such as the endangered
kiwis and blue ducks could sur-
vive and thrive.

By the time we met Steele,
he owned 5,200 acres, had a
successful sheep and cattle sta-
tion, ran four lodges and a cafe,
and had a crew of people work-
ing with him on his ambitious
conservation project. He had
taken a wild and neglected
swath of land and turned it into
a self-sustaining homestead
and a thriving business.

This was a perfect way to
end our epic biking adventure:
enjoying a wonderful feast in a
cozy lodge, and hanging out
with a modern-day pioneer.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be
reached at travelwriter@karib
.us.

Uninhabitable areas
lush with challenges
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A fresh mudslide on Battleship Bluff, a limestone cliff along
the Mangapurua Track. The dropoff is 200 feet.

If you go . . .
Visit Ruapehu
011-64-6-385-8427
visitruapehu.co.nz
New Zealand Cycle Trail
nzcycletrail.com
Blue Duck Station
Whakahoro
011-64-7-895-6276
blueduckstation.co.nz
Rates start at $185 for a lodge,
based on double occupancy;
$45 per person in a dorm room.
Adrift Guided Outdoor
Adventures
National Park Village
011-64-7-8922-751
adriftnz.co.nz
Runs bike trips in Tongariro and
Whanganui national parks.
Rates: $176.50 per person for
full-day trip on Mangapurua
Track, Fisher’s Track, or Old
Coach Road, includes bike rental,
local transportation, guide, and
lunch. Jet boat ride extra.
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Seen from Whakarewarewa thermal village, on New Zealand’s North Island, Pohutu
Geyser can reach heights of 100 feet and erupts up to 20 times a day

The Waikite Valley Thermal
Pools are filled from the Te
Manaroa boiling spring.


