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Introduction 
 

LACHY PATERSON AND PAERAU WARBRICK 

 

This volume derives from a small symposium, “He Tuhinga nō Neherā”, held at the Hocken 

Collections in November 2018.1 The event’s title, which may be translated as “Writings from 

the Past”, defined the subject of the meeting, that is, historical texts written by Māori. We have 

changed the name slightly for this publication; “He Tuhinga Tuku Iho”, playing with the 

kīwaha, “he taonga tuku iho” (treasures handed down), writings that pass on the language of 

earlier generations, and the thoughts, feelings and aspirations of tūpuna. Nine authors 

contribute to this collection, all but one of whom presented at the symposium. We encouraged 

them to consider various textual genres, such as petitions, newspaper articles, wills, pamphlets, 

letters, and speeches, although they could be interpret the term “text” as broadly as they wished. 

 

In part this special issue addresses the question—do historical Māori texts matter? There are 

occasional scholarly assertions that Māori inhabit an essentially “oral” world in which text has 

little relevance, or that the impacts of literacy proved largely negative for Māori.2 It is not the 

purpose of this volume to debate this point,3 and indeed, it is easy to show literacy “was the 

product of their encounter with both the agents of empire-building and missionisation”,4 and 

that orality, particularly eloquent whaikōrero, is still highly valued in Māori society.5 This 

collection does illustrate, however, through this tiny selection of documents from the rich 

archive of manuscript and printed material, that Māori have been (and still are) avid writers, 

constructing and utilising texts on a wide range of topics over the last two centuries of 

Aotearoa’s history, including contesting colonial rule. We might more accurately say that 

Māori is both an oral and written culture, and yes, historical Māori texts do matter. 

 

This volume comprises nine essays by six Māori authors and three Pākehā. The Māori 

contributors have all chosen texts written directly by their own tūpuna or whanaunga. This 

category of “insider” writing by Māori who use their own kinship ties to places and people has 

a long history and is a methodology often used by Māori students at university (especially in 

humanities and the social sciences) for their research.6 This provides very personal links with 

the past, opening up what may once have only been private family history to a wider view. But 

it can also add layers of complexity and insight that may resonate with others’ own whānau 

histories. As such, these essays reflect the voices of the Māori contributors, with some choosing 

a more vernacular style that suits their content matter and audience. In contrast, the Pākehā 

contributors have chosen Māori texts, the sort with which they have some familiarity from their 

past work on Māori topics. While their topics may deal with wider themes, and still reflect the 

voices of the historical Māori actors, they do not quite match the intimacy that whakapapa 

connections can provide. 

 

The volume’s subtitle “Texts, Contexts, Resonances” is designed to give some coherency to 

the collection, that authors might examine the content and meaning of their texts, but also the 

social and political contexts in which they were created, enabling deeper and more nuanced 

understandings of Māori textual culture and New Zealand histories rather than an ahistorical 

semantic reading. As such they build on the existing scholarship of people, Māori and Pākehā, 

such as Jane McRae, Bradford Haami, Kuni Jenkins, Phil Parkinson and others.7 By asking 

authors to explore the “resonances” of their text, we hoped that they might also shed light on 

how their texts have relevance for today in te ao hurihuri, the modern world which continues 

to change and grow. The impact of a text can sometimes be quite obvious, whether for an 

individual, whānau, hapū, iwi, or even the motu. But we also suggested that authors might 
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consider potential resonances that the (re-)exposure of a text to the modern gaze might 

generate. It is this component that differentiates these essays from other commentaries on the 

Māori written form. 

 

In a way, these articles are a product of older philosophical Māori understandings of the 

dimensions of time and place. A generalised euro-centric understanding of time is as linear 

progression: the past remains in the past, today’s events are the here and now and the future is 

yet to come. But in older Māori views of time, the past is also the here and now and the future 

is reflected in the present as well.8 For the purposes of these articles, the Māori texts are indeed 

products of the past, but each author opined on how their individual texts have relevance for 

today and even in the future. 

 

The following essays give but some examples of some of the various written forms that were 

used by Māori over the years. The editors did not attempt a broad survey of all writing genres 

representing all iwi and rohe over the last two centuries (an impossible goal for a project this 

size) but instead encouraged the authors to select texts that spoke to them. The essays therefore 

provide mere snapshots of Māori writing and life, and are arranged chronologically from the 

1850s through to the 1970s. 

 

Readers may notice a variety of orthographic styles used in these essays. Māori language 

comprises a range of mutually comprehensible reo from the many tribes and regions within 

New Zealand, and several authors have chosen to utilise aspects of their own reo ā-iwi. The 

orthography prescribed by Te Taura Whiri includes the use of macrons for long vowels, a 

tikanga now standardised in Māori texts in New Zealand’s educational system.9 In contrast, 

Tangiwai Rewi’s essay is written following a tikanga associated with Tainui iwi and hapū that 

uses the double vowels rather than macrons that “has fast become a symbol of tribal pride and 

identity in literary form” and is sometimes identified specifically as a Tainui tikanga.10 Angela 

Wanhalla and Megan Pōtiki’s essays also employ, where appropriate, a distinctive feature of 

both spoken and written Southern Ngāi Tahu language in which a “k” is used instead of a 

“ng”.11 There are other examples of subtle usages of written Māori language from the Bay of 

Plenty within Poia Rewi’s and Paerau Warbrick’s texts that uses “ratau” or “matau”, instead of 

the “ratou” and “matou” more commonly used in standardised Māori texts in New Zealand’s 

educational system. Maintaining these linguistic distinctions assist the various reo ā-iwi to 

grow and develop adding richness and diversity to New Zealand society.12 

 

In the first essay Michael Reilly turns his analysis to a text about Māui, an early folk hero 

known to all Māori iwi and some peoples of the Pacific, collected by the Rev. Johann Wohlers 

in Southland in the 1850s from Kāti Māmoe and Kāi Tahu, the tangata whenua. Because 

Wohlers sourced this account of the story of Māui from Māori in the southern reaches of the 

South Island, it possesses narrative styles particular to them, reminding us that different iwi 

had their own distinct versions of legend and history. Reilly’s essay also alerts readers to 

constantly challenge those in power, to subvert norms and to effect change in emulation of the 

hero Māui. 

 

Hēnare Wiremu Taratoa is best known as a principled freedom fighter who wrote a code of 

conduct for Ngāiterangi combatants in their struggle against the British Army at Tauranga in 

1864. Lachy Paterson focuses instead on Taratoa’s writings published in Māori-language 

newspapers when he was a teacher at the Māori school at Ōtaki in the late 1850s. A product of 

the missionary education system himself, Taratoa promoted the notions of British institutions, 

education and modernity, which Paterson juxtaposes with his death and the chivalrous actions 
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that have been attributed to him in popular culture. Taken alone, his early writings demonstrate 

the process of acculturation to which Māori were exposed, but he was not averse to asking 

awkward questions or giving his opinions in the Māori newspapers at the time. Paterson 

considers Taratoa’s ideas on education being a key to Māori improvement, and their relevancy 

to Māori back then as well as today. 

 

Angela Wanhalla’s essay, which discusses a letter to the Native Minister in 1892 from her 

whānau from when they lived on the Taieri plains near Dunedin, demonstrates whānau activism 

through correspondence. As the Ngāi Tahu Reports produced by the Waitangi Tribunal are but 

one grand narrative concerning the iwi’s efforts against the Crown,13 the article also positions 

the letter into an additional narrative concerning the efforts of Ngāi Tahu whānau to gain 

redress over land claims. Wanhalla’s essay also addresses how the authors of the letters viewed 

themselves as Māori in the modernising New Zealand society of the late nineteenth century. 

Those questions of Māori identity and the place of Māori in the twenty-first century are a 

continual question for Māori as well as the rest of New Zealand as we move forward in our 

nation’s development.14 

 

Diary entries by Megan Pōtiki’s tupuna from the end of the nineteenth-century and into the 

early twentieth-century form the basis of her analysis in the interpretation of moemoeā or 

dreams. In particular she examines diary entries written at the turn of the century by her Te Āti 

Awa tupuna, Rāniera Erihana (Rāniera Ellison) who had married into Ngāi Tahu people at 

Otākou on the Otago Peninsula near Dunedin.15 Traditionally, academics examined dreams as 

part of the science of the mind, or anthropologists made a note of them from a cultural 

perspective of peoples under examination. However, moemoeā belong to the spiritual aspects 

of Māori life and come under the genre of mātauranga Māori that has recently come under the 

spotlight in New Zealand academic and literary circles.16 Pōtiki’s contribution is a reminder 

that these aspects of Māori culture involving the wairua of Māori remain influential in Māori 

society as well as New Zealand society despite our modern ways of living that push such things 

to the periphery. 

 

The 1905 petition to King Edward VII, written by Pepene Eketone of Ngāti Maniapoto on 

behalf of Te Wherowhero Tāwhiao and others called for greater control for Māori over their 

land. Like Angela Wanhalla’s essay, Anaru Eketone’s contribution places the petition within 

wider narratives concerning the many grievances that Ngāti Maniapoto and the other Tainui 

confederation of iwi had against the Crown. This narrative is important because the Waitangi 

Tribunal did not issue a grand narrative on the Tainui grievances against the Crown as it did 

with the Ngāi Tahu Report of 1991. Instead, it took well into the 2000s before the Tribunal 

started to issue its findings on the Rohe Pōtae district of the Western Waikato and Northern 

Taranaki and King Country districts that contextually addressed Tainui claims as well.17 

Eketone’s contribution therefore adds whānau dimensions to those narratives as well as to the 

recent books written by Vincent O’Malley and Michael Belgrave regarding Māori social and 

political issues in the Waikato and King Country in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.18 

The petition is a timely reminder that Māori like Ngāti Maniapoto are constantly calling on the 

Crown for greater autonomy over themselves and their resources such as those outlined in the 

contemporary issues surrounding the He Puapua Report, the Three Waters Reforms and the 

separate Māori Health Authority.19 

 

Like Angela Wanhalla and Anaru Eketone’s essays, Paerau Warbrick uses letters written to 

the Government in the first decade of the twentieth century concerning his whānau land rights 

written by his tupuna, Maata Rangitūkehu. In addition to discussing the content of the letters, 
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Warbrick also shows how they have subsequently been used in family reunion books to build 

knowledge amongst his whānau about their ancestors’ lives. Furthermore, he addresses the 

effects that letters and other archival material can have in creating and enhancing “super 

narratives” that privilege particular interpretations of the past within whānau, hapū and iwi. 

His essay is a lesson for all New Zealanders about the processes that can lead to certain political 

narratives dominating over others. 

 

Poia Rewi’s essay analyses two letters written during the Second World War from his own 

whānau records from Ngāti Manawa in the southern Bay of Plenty, one in English, the other, 

from his uncle serving in the Maori Battalion in a mix of English and Māori. Rewi’s 

contribution follows two paths; one, from his position as a whānau member, discusses his own 

emotional reaction to the letters and his imagining of their effect on those who read them; the 

other, as an expert in te reo Māori, follows his own musings on the nature of the written Māori 

of the 1940s, with two core themes concentrating on language delivery and stylistic 

observations. What becomes apparent in his essay is the constant mental mind-shifts that 

translators must do to understand historical texts in te reo, when the exact contexts can 

sometimes be lost to time, puzzling even the best language and cultural experts.20 In such 

circumstances the scholar can only make the best interpretations they can, as Rewi does at 

times in his essay. The source material is extremely rare and we are privileged to see such 

taonga, and this essay reminds us of the follies of war and its immensely negative consequences 

for whānau. 

 

Tangiwai Rewi’s essay continues another Second World War theme, by analysing a waiata 

composed by Mite Kukutai, her whanaunga through their Tainui iwi connections. The waiata, 

which became extremely popular with Māori bands in the 1950s and 1960s, references the 

relationships that American servicemen had with Māori women in the South 

Auckland/Waikato region during their service in New Zealand between 1942-1944. It has an 

extremely personal significance to Tangiwai Rewi as her late father was a result of a 

relationship between her grandmother and one of the visiting American servicemen. Her essay 

therefore touches on her own whānau context of having to navigate complex family 

relationships, and resonates today for a number of New Zealanders (not just Māori) who are 

also descendants of these American servicemen, for whom the position of these men in their 

family histories continues to be a highly sensitive topic. 

 

In the final essay, Barbara Brookes explores the parliamentary speeches of two prominent 

Māori politicians, Iriaka Rātana in 1950 and Whetū Tirikātene-Sullivan in 1967. Both women 

were path breakers in the House; Rātana, the first Māori woman parliamentarian, was not only 

a widow but also a working mother with many young children, while Tirikātene-Sullivan was 

a young married woman about to start her family when she got elected to the House. Both had 

to navigate the gendered politics not only for Māori women but also women generally in New 

Zealand society. The 1993 book Making Policy Not Tea detailed the lives of women Members 

of Parliament,21 and like that book Barbara Brookes’s essay illuminates the challenges that 

Rātana and Tirikātene-Sullivan faced when they got elected. The lessons from this essay are 

instructive for when a Māori woman (or in fact any woman) aspires to higher offices in New 

Zealand whether they be in the area of politics, the judiciary or business management. 

 

These essays examine a small selection of historical writings generated by Māori that 

nevertheless give readers some sense of the vast range of texts available, their creators and the 

society that they lived in. We hope that this volume will reach out to an audience beyond the 

academy, providing examples for schools endeavouring to include New Zealand history within 
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their curriculum, and to whānau researching their own histories. Without doubt, this journal’s 

policy of free and open access will facilitate this. As well as revealing (or re-introducing) 

taonga that may have lain forgotten for many years, this collection also aims to encourage 

reflection on ways these texts might resonate with our own lives and contribute to our 

understandings of today’s society and the future.  
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