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WILD LIFE AND WAYS

RANGITOTO REVISITED
(Written for "The Listener" by Dr. R. A. FALLA Director

of the Canterbury Museum)

URING a recent holiday
visit to Auckland, it was
suggested by some friends

that we should make a pilgrimage
to Rangitoto Island. It was familiar
ground to Auckland naturalists
and holidaymakers before the war, but
having been closed as a defence area,it was bound to appeal with new fresh.
ness when again accessible.
There are few outlines more familiar
to many New Zealanders than this ex-
tinct volcano with its symmetrical cone,
and sombre shades contrasting with the
contour-and colour of the surrounding
coast. To those who pass it by, or know it
only as a landmark, it leaves an impres-
sion, like a cut-out in stage scenery, of
height and length, but no depth.. The
plant cover seems so uniform and dark
that it is difficult to know whether it is
low scrub or dense forest, and it is safe
to say that any guess about the details
and close-up appearance will be wide of
‘the mark. It is necessary to go there to
find out exactly what the surface looks
like.
One may find good descriptions of the
island and the volcanic origin by real
‘geologists like Professor J. A. Bartrum,
while several botanists have done full
justice to the peculiarities of its plant
life in readable popular descriptions. It
is to such sources that one should go for
facts that are both full and accurate:
this article deals only with the more
salient features of the island as they
strike a visitor, and so perhaps will con-
tain little of novelty for those who know
the place well.

Only "Yesterday"" The first thing to attract notice is the
surface itself. No cliffs here; practically
no sandy beaches; no soil or earth in its
many familiar forms; nothing but solidi-
fied lava like a mass of coke, or rather
metallic slag from a gigantic furnace.
From its appearance it might almost

have had its molten flow arrested as
lately as yesterday. In a sense it was
only yesterday as geological time is reck-
oned,. for Rangitoto is one of the young-
est of many cones throughout the world
that serve as classic types for students
of vulcanology. It is not a smooth sur-
face, for the gas-pitted lava as it hard-
ened has been cracked and tumbled by
the last of the pressure before the flow
subsided. It is incredibly rough going,
and anybody who feels tempted for any
reason to explore off the main tracks
and roads should develop some of the
technique of the fire-walker if footwear
is intended to last out the trip. The
regular tracks, however, are good and
permit exploration half-way round the
long foreshore or up the mile and a-half
to the summit. On the first part of the

summit track the natural contour of the
lava flow makes for the easiest of grades,
imperceptible at first and steepening
gradually until the rim of the original
lava cone is reached. This is not the
summit: it is the point that looks like
a humped shoulder in a distant view of
the island, and it marks the top rim
of the original mass of slow-flowing lava.
Within its basin rises the scoria cone,
the fine debris and heavier ash thrown up
into the air by the violence of the erup-
tions and settled back into a steeper
cone. On the slopes of this the grade is
stiffer until the summit is reached. It
overlooks another crater cavity.

Unique Vegetation
Just how long Rangitoto has been in
this condition is not known, but it has
possibly been active within a matter of

centuries. At any rate atmosphere and
climatic conditions have as yet done
little to alter the primitive surface. The
only conspicuous agent of change is the
vegetation. It is unique in character, so
much so that most eminent botanists
visiting New Zealand have made a point
of inspecting it. The several features and
problems that engage their attention can
hardly be dealt with here, but some of
the unusual features are plain to any-
one who has cultivated a habit of ob-
servation. In most places, and in ordinary
conditions, a pre-requisite for the growth
of plants is soil. But here is a place
with practically no soil, and yet it is
remarkably well covered with trees and
shrubs. By comparison with other areas
of native bush there is no great variety,


