Ruakuri Construction & History

Questions & Answers

Q: 
How do we know Maori have been using Ruakuri for at least 400 years? 

A: 
This is the opinion of archaeologists who have studied the campfire residue near the cave entrance. This evidence consists mainly of charred timber and kiore (Polynesian rat) bones.

Q: 
Is the waahi tapu on the original Ruakuri entrance official in any sense? 

A: 
The burial site in the cave entrance is sacred to local Maori because it contains the 

remains of some of their ancestors. It was officially declared “waahi tapu” in 1991 by the Maori Heritage Committee (Pouhere Taonga) of the New Zealand Heritage Historic Places Trust, in accordance with section 50 of the Historic Places Act 1980.

Q:
What particular challenge did construction workers face, just getting to the site of their underground work? 

A: 
For a period, the only way workers could get to the construction site was through an 

underground stream. This involved getting into a wetsuit and using a rubber ring (similar to those used by black water rafters) for buoyancy. Once onsite, the workers changed into dry clothes for the working day. Returning home was a reversal of the process.

Q: 
How was the new entrance constructed? 

A: 
The new entrance is an enlargement of a previous shaft dug some years ago by cavers 

and lined with 44 gallon drums. This was known to cavers as Drum Entrance. The new entrance is a spiral ramp which takes 180 metres to wind its way from the above-ground surface to the floor of the cave. This spiral ramp (there are no steps) is built inside a cylinder which is 10 metres wide and 15 metres deep.

Q:
Why is there a series of airtight doors in the entrance to Ruakuri? 

A:
This is a climate control system that effectively creates an airlock, allowing the temperature, humidity and carbon dioxide concentration of the cave to be monitored and maintained at appropriate levels. Data from several parts of the cave is sent to a central computer every three minutes during the day and analysed by specialist staff. A similar system has operated very successfully in the Kartchner Caverns in Arizona.

Q:
Who owns the land above the Ruakuri Cave? And who owns the cave itself? 

A:
There has been much dispute over this through the years. Originally the land was owned 

by James Holden, the first person to open the cave to visitors back in 1904. In 1905, 75 hectares of the surrounding land were put under Government protection by the foundation of the Ruakuri Caves Scenic Reserve, which was expanded by a further 39 hectares over the next few years. A landmark legal case in the 1990s ruled that the Holden Family Trust owned not only most of the land above the cave, but also most of the cave itself. Small areas of the surrounding land are owned by the Department of Conservation and the Waitomo District Council.

Q:
What wildlife exists in Ruakuri and its vicinity? 

A:
Ruakuri Cave is home to a colony of native long-tailed bats (pekapeka) and of course to 

the glowworms that make the area famous. The bush reserve surrounding the cave has many species of native birds, including the fantail (piwakawaka), the native pigeon (kereru) and the native falcon (karearea).

Q:
What is the name of the river that flows through Ruakuri? 

A:
The Huhunui River.

Q:
What is the official geological classification of this type of cave? 

A:
Ruakuri is a karst cave. Karst is a term used to describe the landscape created by 

water dissolving limestone. Water dissolves limestone because it absorbs carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and becomes carbonic acid. Over many millennia, this results in the creation of caves, natural arches, tunnels, gorges, depressions and sculptured rock outcrops.
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