
Stories dear to our hearts are embedded within Tākaro ā Poi, the Margaret Mahy 

Playground, for tamariki to play alongside and discover.

The name Tākaro ā Poi, given to the park in the early planning stages by 

Matapopore advisor Te Marino Lenihan, refers to the swing of the poi, the 

people who come together to play and also references Kaiapoi Pā. 

Opened to the public in December, 2015, the $20 million dollar playground is one 

of the worlds’ largest. In 2013 6,000 local children put forward their ideas and the 

winning entry was based on the stories of local author Margaret Mahy.

A key feature of Tākaro ā Poi is the Story Arc – a ring of stories etched into granite 

at the heart of the playground. The Story Arc is a 1.2 metre wide pathway with 

a circumference of 130 metres. It depicts our stories of the Ngāi Tahu migration 

and settlement, the natural and spiritual environment and mahinga kai. Priscilla 

Cowie and Neil Pardington are the Ngāi Tahu artists behind the Story Arc. 

TĀKARO Ā POI  
THE MARGARET MAHY FAMILY PLAYGROUND 

A special place to play

Kia atawhai ki te iwi, Care for the people (Pita Te Hori, Upoko – Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga, 1861). 



Priscilla’s illustrations are etched into stone creating an 

environment of noa – light and playfulness.

Ngāi Tahu myths and legends sit alongside lines from short 

stories by children’s author Margaret Mahy and author, 

feminist and activist Elsie Locke. The laying of the Story 

Arc’s first stone was celebrated with a blessing on 12 

October 2015.

A paved whāriki mat at the Manchester Street entrance 

to Tākaro ā Poi signals the presence of Mana Whenua in 

the city and welcomes all nationalities and cultures to the 

playground.

The first of 13 whāriki to be laid within Te Papa Ōtākaro/

Avon River Precinct is ‘Te Rau Aroha Ki Te Tangata’, which  

represents family wellbeing and the importance of tamariki. 

The whāriki are designed by expert weavers Reihana 

Parata, QSM, and Morehu Flutey-Henare, Master of 

Applied Indigenous Knowledge, with technical support 

from Wayne Youle, Bachelor of Design.

The top design of the whāriki features pou manu or 

swinging posts that tamariki play on. The middle designs 

are rau rongoā, healing leaves to be used whenever tamariki 

are unwell or recovering from hurt and injury. Ka haeata 

are the shimmering lights of Io, the creator and awhi rito 

are the nurturers who care for tamariki. The bottom design 

represents ahikā, the people who continue to nurture this 

place and give it life and vitality.

Morehu says the playground is helping to bring people 

together again.

“The playground is helping people to move on from the 

earthquakes. It’s giving Cantabrians a reason to come back 

to the city, and it’s a safe place to play. It’s helping to weave 

people together again.”

With its placement alongside the Ōtākaro and integration 

of water play activities, Reihana says water is a key element 

of the park. 

“This is a healthy existence for all our mokopuna and their 

families. Just having the water here is helping to release 

tensions. Water is a great healer and cleanser and it is all 

around the park.”

Priscilla’s favourite work at Tākaro ā Poi is an in situ painted 

splash pad scattered with inbuilt water spouts and lighting.  

Long and short-finned tuna are the pad’s main characters 

along with, pātiki and inaka.

 “Early on there were suggestions of a whale, a dolphin, but 

I knew it needed to be tuna. Incorporating tuna into play 

helps to bring them forward and to be part of everyday life Image courtesy of Peter Matthews





for more people. It’s quite satisfying to come down here 

and see people playing in the work,” she says.

Pricilla has also been working with the CERA design team 

to provide creative input into play equipment. 

Matapopore advisor Joseph Hullen selected the plantings 

at Tākaro ā Poi, the Margaret Mahy Playground to best 

reflect the whakataukī  ‘Kia atawhai ki te iwi, Care for the 

people’ (Pita Te Hori, Upoko – Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga, 

1861), while also acknowledging mahinga kai values.

“At first glance you could be forgiven for thinking ‘what 

plantings?’ but on closer inspection a variety of native 

species and some exotic specimen plantings become 

obvious,” says Joseph.

The overwhelming popularity of the playground makes 

security and safety a key issue for parents of younger 

children.

The selection of tall slender trees, ground cover plants and 

low growing shrubs that respond to trimming into hedges 

is sensible and pragmatic.

The selection of plants provides enough variety of height, 

forms, textures and colours to be interesting, without 

compromising security or safety by obscuring lines of sight 

from seating areas.

A pepeha panel has also been installed at Tākaro ā Poi. It is 

part of a literary trail – one of a number of literary quotes  

chosen by a literary panel to be installed down the length 

of Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct’s promenade. Neil 

Pardington developed a bespoke Ngāi Tahu typeface to be 

applied to all pepeha in the Literary Trail.

This particular pepeha was specially selected for the site and 

originates from the ancestors Herewini Eli and Wi Pokuku. Koia te tohu o taua waka e mau ana i te rangi. 

Tā te Māori kī, ka kite i a Tama-rereti i te rangi, 

arā, he tātai whetū ko taua waka tēnā.  

According to our people, when you see the constellation 

Tamarereti [The tail of Scorpio] in the sky at night, be aware 

that it is a canoe and acknowledge it in your greetings.

Tākaro ā Poi, the Margaret Mahy Playground is located  

in the block bound by Manchester, Armagh, and Madras 

Streets alongside the Ōtākaro/Avon River. It is one of the 17 

anchor projects the Government has sought Ngāi Tūāhuriri 

advice on incorporating Mana Whenua values, stories and 

aspirations into the design and build. Ngāi Tūāhuriri has 

tasked Matapopore with coordinating input, guided by 

the key founding kaupapa – Kia atawhai ki te iwi – Care for 

your people, words from Pita Te Hori, Upoko Ngāi Tūāhuriri 

Rūnanga, 1861. The final stages of the playground are due 

to be completed in mid to late 2016. 

Can you find…

Migrating tuna

Mōkihi

East Polynesian origins

Waves of migration

Navigation

Ki uta ki tai

Rock art style early settler 
sailing ships

Kuri taonga


