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HARRISON WRIGHT and Judith Binney suggest that by the early 1830s, 
Maori society in the Bay of Islands was being reduced to a state of 
cultural disruption as a result of the impact of European society and 
technology. This disruption, they say, was a precondition for the 
Maoris to accept and adapt aspects of Christian doctrine.1 Both 
Wright and Binney suggest that a similar 'pattern of response' took 
place in other areas outside the Bay of Islands.2 This article will 
examine one area south of the Bay of Islands and argue that the 
Maoris were not in a state of cultural disruption as a result of Western 
impact, but that they responded positively to Christian ideas and 
techniques because these were novel and intellectually exciting for 
them; and that their response was aided by the improved effective-
ness of the Church Missionary Society (C.M.S.) in the 1830s. 

By the time the Wesleyan and C.M.S. missionaries arrived in the 
Thames-Waikato area in late 1833 and early 1834 direct European 
contact with Maori society had been minimal. Cook made a brief 
visit to the Firth of Thames in 1769 and at least six ships came to 

This article is based on part of my M.A. thesis, 'Missionaries, Maoris, and 
"Civilization" in the Upper-Waikato, 1833-1863. A study in culture contact, 
with special reference to the attitudes and activities of the Reverend John Morgan 
of Otawhao', University of Auckland, 1970. The Thames-Waikato area refers to 
the present day Hauraki plains region including the Waikato and Waipa river 
basins. The west coast refers to the coastal region around Waikato Heads, Raglan 
and Kawhia harbours. In this article emphasis is on the C.M.S. missionaries 
because they alone worked in the Thames-Waikato area. The Wesleyans were 
in the west coast region. After arguing over territories in the 1830s the two 
missions agreed to divide this southern area into these two respective spheres 
of influence. Where appropriate, reference is made to developments in the 
Wesleyan area. 

1 Harrison M. Wright, New Zealand 1769-1840; Early Years of Western 
Contact, Harvard, 1959; Judith Binney, 'Christianity and the Maoris 

to 1840. 
A comment', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH) , III , 2 (October 1969) , 
143-65. For another view see John Owens, 'Christianity and the Maoris 

to 1840', 
NZJH, II, 1 (April 1968) , 18-40. 

2 Wright, pp. 158-62; Binney, pp. 150-1, 162-3. 28 
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exploit the kauri and kahikatea timber in this region between 1794 
and 1820. In the 1820s there were several more ships searching for 
timber.3 Samuel Marsden visited the Thames in 1815 and 1820 and 
Richard Cruise (1820) and Dumont d'Urville (1827) made brief 
voyages around the outer edges of the Firth. On the west coast the 
first Europeans were flax traders who arrived at Kawhia in 1828 and 
during the years 1829-30 several of them journeyed inland to the 
Waikato-Waipa regions for the first time.4 Even at this late date many 
Maoris in this area had seen few, if any, Europeans. One trader 
travelling up the Waipa river described how the Maoris came from 
miles around to gaze in awe at the atua. 'We were,' he said, 'looked 
upon more in the light of Celestials.'» By 1833 there had probably 
been no more than twenty itinerant flax traders in the whole of the 
Thames-Waikato and west coast regions. There was no significant 
European presence when compared with the thousand or more Euro-
peans in the Bay of Islands in the summer months of the mid-1830s.6 

It has, however, been suggested that indirect European influences 
were capable of upsetting Maori culture in the interior: 'those Maoris 
outside the sphere of direct contact would tend to be far less in com-
mand of the new innovations [that is, aspects of western technology] 
than those who were in direct economic and political contact with 
Europeans'.7 It is true that there had been very considerable indirect 
European influences at work in the Thames-Waikato area before 
1833. For example, Marsden found pigs and potatoes at Whakatiwai, 
in the Firth of Thames, in 1815 and helped introduce wheat which, 
by the 1830s, flourished throughout the Thames-Waikato area.8 There 
is no evidence in the journals of the early European travellers that 
the assimilation of such food had any adverse effect either on Maori 
dietary patterns or on their economic system. Another indirect in-
fluence was the spread of some Christian techniques, often brought 
south by former prisoners of Ngapuhi tribes. Some Maoris could sing 
hymns and many 'sat still' on the Sabbath.9 But such innovations 

3 See Robert McNab, From Tasman to Marsden. A History of Northern New 
Zealand from 1642 to 1818, Dunedin, 1914, pp. 89-91; Historical Records of 
New Zealand, ed. R. McNab, Wellington, 1908, I, 197, 569-570; 'Historical Atlas 
Material', 62/94/23, part 5, typescript, Alexander Turnbull Library (ATL) . 

4 [C. Marshall], 'Waikato Forty Years Ago', Pakeha Rambles Through Maori 
Lands, J . H. H. St. John, Wellington, 1873; 'Historical Atlas Material', part 5. 

5 Marshall, p. 12. See also p. 8. 
6 B. Y. Ashwell, 29 August 1837, 'Letters and Journals' ( L & J ) , typescript, 

Auckland Institute and Museum Library (AIM), p. 26. 
7 M. Jackson, 'Literacy, Communications and Social Change: the Maori Case, 

1830-1870', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1967, p. 91. 
8 The Letters and Journals of Samuel Marsden 1765-1838, ed. J. R. Elder, 

Dunedin, 1932, pp. 105-8; Henry Williams, 11 November 1838, The Early 
Journals of Henry Williams, 1826-1840, ed. L. M. Rogers, Christchurch, 1961, 
p. 345. 

9 A. N. Brown, 1 October 1835, 'Journal', C.M.S. Archives, microfilm CN/026, 
ATL; Marshall, p. 53; Henry Williams, 9, 11 November 1833, pp. 343, 345. 
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were hardly revolutionary; rather they fitted easily into the tradi-
tional activities of rote learning, singing, and obeying tapu. There was 
certainly no understanding of what Christianity was, as the Maoris 
were to admit when the first missionaries visited them.10 

Of far greater significance for the Maoris in the south was the 
effect of muskets introduced by Europeans in the Bay of Islands. In 
1821 Ngapuhi, led by Hongi, attacked and reportedly killed, 1000 of 
Ngatipaoa of the Tamaki isthmus. Hongi then moved to the Thames, 
and, again allegedly, killed 1000 of Ngatimaru at Te Totara pa. The 
Waikato tribes suffered the following year when Hongi overran 
Matakitaki pa and boasted of killing 1500 Waikato Maoris.11 Not 
only was there physical destruction on a considerable scale, even if 
allowance is made for the Maoris' exaggeration of numbers killed; 
the musket raids also changed tribal geographic areas. When the 
missionaries first crossed the Tamaki isthmus they found it devoid of 
habitation as a result of the Ngapuhi raids; and in the Thames-
Hauraki Plains area Ngatimaru and remnants of Ngatipaoa had not 
long since returned, in reduced numbers, from the middle-Waikato 
district, where they had fled from Hongi in the early 1820s.12 The 
Waikato tribes had regrouped in the Upper-Waikato region, south of 
Ngaruawahia, where there was by far the largest concentration of 
Maoris in the whole of the Thames-Waikato area. Apart from these 
demographic changes, there is evidence of changes in Maori dwelling 
arrangements, especially along the banks of the Upper-Waikato and 
Waipa rivers where the fearful tribes had grouped themselves into 
'nucleated pa-settlements', or village-like structures for mutual protec-
tion.13 

However, in spite of these developments, by 1833 the Maoris in 
the Thames-Waikato area were not suffering from 'depression' as a 
result of 'war weariness'.14 First, as the Waikato tribes acquired 
muskets by the mid-1820s, Ngapuhi superiority in battle was weakened 
and in the early 1830s they were soundly beaten by the Waikato 
tribes near the site of the Matakitaki pa, the scene of Ngapuhi victory 

1 0 Henry Williams, 9 November, p. 343. 
1 1 Wright, pp. 93-96. The classic description of the wars is in S. Percy Smith, 

Maori Wars of the Nineteenth Century, 2nd ed., Christchurch, 1910. 
1 2 Brown, 24 March 1834, 'Journal'; J. Rutherford, 'Note of Maori Casualties 

in their Tribal Wars 1801-1840', typescript, History Department, University of 
Auckland; Dorothy Urlich, 'The Distribution and Migrations of the North Island 
Maori Population about 1800-1840', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1969. 

1 3 L. M. Groube, 'Settlement Pattern in Prehistoric New Zealand', M.A. thesis, 
University of Auckland, 1964, pp. 117, 125. 

1 4 These phrases are from Wright, passim. 
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ten years previously.15 An uneasy balance of power was henceforth 
maintained. Second, the constant inter-tribal feuds between the 
Ngatimaru and the Waikato tribes, as well as ceaseless 'local 
squabbles', hardly indicate war weariness. When the missionaries and 
flax traders arrived in the region they found any number of Maoris 
eager to organise war parties to travel as far as Taranaki or the East 
Cape and take 'delight . . . in ferocity and bloodshed . . . [and] to 
go to the greatest extreme of depravity and cruelty'.16 While some 
Maoris asked the missionaries to make peace for them, others told 
the missionaries not to interfere in their battles for fighting 'had been 
the custom with the New Zealanders from time immemorial'.17 Third, 
although the missionaries gave vivid descriptions of the 'wretched' 
and 'unnatural' state of the Maoris living always in fear of attack, 
Cook also had found the Maoris in a similar condition. In fact the 
Maoris traditionally lived in a permanent 'state of suspense on account 
of the almost perpetual prospect of being attacked'.18 

Further investigation is necessary before conclusions can be made 
as to the nature and effect of musket warfare: what kind of muskets 
were used; how effective were they in New Zealand conditions; to 
what extent did they modify pre-European Maori techniques and 
traditions of warfare; how do the numbers killed in musket battles 
compare with those killed in pre-musket days; how do the conquests 
and tribal movements of the 1820s and 1830s compare with pre-
European political developments. While some of these questions can 
probably never be accurately answered, they are worth considering 
if only to break from the view that Maori society was necessarily 
undisturbed and stable until the Europeans arrived. 

The impact of musket warfare must not be over-emphasised, 
especially when attempting to discuss Maori mental attitudes. Defeat 
in battle, certainly not a new phenomenon for the Maoris, does not 
necessarily cause cultural lassitude. It is interesting to reflect that it 
was the missionaries who were most disturbed when visiting sites of 

1 3 Marshall, pp. 17-18; S. P. Smith, pp. 441-2. Urlich demonstrates that in 
the period 1821-5 firearms were 'introduced into most of the southern districts 
of the North Island' as a result of diffusion of the muskets from the Bay of 
Islands. In the period 1826-30 Tauranga became an arms trading centre and 
the development of the flax trade on the west coast harbours after 1828 created 
further opportunity for the Maoris to buy muskets. By 1830 the Waikato tribes 
had a ratio of one musket to every two warriors. See Urlich, pp. 62-72. 

1 6 Brown, Journals of his visits to Waikato in 1834, CN/026; James Hamlin, 
28 October, 8 November 1835, 'Journal, 1826-1837 of James Hamlin', ms. micro-
film, ATL; Marshall, p. 15; J A. Wilson to C.M.S., 2 June 1835, 'The Letters 
of the Revd. John A. Wilson', typescript, AIM, p. 73. 

1 7 Henry Williams, 21 March 1835, p. 426. 
is A. P. Vayda, Maori Warfare, Wellington, 1960, p. 83. 
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former massacres. Horrified, the missionaries would run around trying 
to bury the old bones while the Maoris stood by and laughed at 
them.1'J 

Another indirect European influence that must be examined is 
disease. Dumont d'Urville reported that a tribe of Maoris migrated 
from the Thames area to escape disease, which they believed Marsden 
had brought with him in his 1820 visit, and Henry Williams described 
a conversation with Maoris at Kopu, who, referring to the 1820s, said 
that the 'god of the Europeans . . . had earned off great numbers in 
sickness'.20 Yet an investigation of letters and reports of those who 
explored the Thames-Waikato area in 1830-34 produces no evidence 
indicating ravaging epidemics and widespread mortality. 

That there had been considerable depopulation in the Thames-
Waikato area from 1769 until 1833 is not here disputed. However, 
an accurate assessment of the depopulation cannot be made until 
researchers with expertise in population studies have thoroughly 
investigated the question.21 But even if further research confirms or 
modifies present estimates of depopulation there is still no reason to 
assume that depopulation must necessarily cause 'bewilderment'.22 

It is striking that the first missionaries and flax traders in the Thames-
Waikato area never described the Maoris as suffering from the 'de-
pression of spirit' which apparently characterized the Bay of Islands 
Maoris as a result of warfare and disease. On the contrary, missionaries 
and others contrasted the vigorous nature of the Thames-Waikato 
Maoris with those in the Bay of Islands who were 'contaminated' 
through their direct contact with considerable numbers of Europeans. 
Alfred Brown said that the Matamata Maoris appeared 'little removed 
from what they were in Capt. Cook's time' and he spoke of them as 
being 'rugged as their own native hills'. James Flatt considered the 
same Maoris 'far superior in point of Morals to those in the Bay of 

1 9 James Stack, 30 November 1834, 'Journal, June 1831-December 1836', ms., 
ATL. 

so New Zealand 1826-1827 from the French of Dumont d'Urville, translated 
by Olive Wright, 1950, p. 158; Henry Williams, 23 November 1833, p. 350. 

2 1 The demographer, Norma McArthur, has questioned assumptions that Euro-
pean contact and especially European diseases caused universal depopulation 
among Pacific island societies. She also suggests that the general term 'morality' 
needs qualification before it becomes meaningful as a determinant of population 
growth rates. In an initially stable or increasing population epidemics causing 
'uniform mortality' throughout all age groups will preserve the pre-epidemic age 
structure and will not upset the pre-epidemic birth and death rates of the 
population beyond a few years. Sustained declines in population result from 
'age-selective mortality', such as heavy and continuous mortality among young 
females, which distorts the age structure of the population. Such 'age-selective 
mortality' is very rare. See N. McArthur, Island Populations of the Pacific, Can-
berra, 1967, p. 347 and passim. 

2 2 This is the reasoning behind Wright, chapter VIII, 'The Maori Conversion'. 
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Islands'. John Wilson also noticed that the Maoris near Puriri had 
'little (if any) intercourse with shipping; and consequently they . . . 
[had] not . . . acquired that low European wickedness'.23 

In the Thames-Waikato area there were two fundamental differ-
ences from the earlier mission situation in the Bay of Islands. The 
first difference lay in the economic relationship between the C.M.S. 
mission and the Maoris, for the missionaries in the southern areas 
were never economically or physically dependent upon the local 
tribes. Because of regular shipping from the Bay of Islands to the 
Thames and the west coast harbours the missionaries were able to 
stand aloof from Maori patronage and hence Maori tribal politics.24 

They could threaten to burn articles of trade or leave the area alto-
gether. Because the Maoris were so eager for the missionaries to live 
with them, they were in no position to antagonize the missionaries 
too much for fear of driving them to another district. The missionaries 
were well aware that the Maoris' tactics of abuse and threats of 
violence would quickly be followed by a show of remorse and pleas 
for forgiveness if the missionaries showed no signs of being intimidated 
and became verbally aggressive themselves. Thus the missionaries 
established themselves as strong enough to be able to resist all 
exorbitant demands'.25 Also the policy of emphasizing the preaching 
of the Gospel, under the direction of Henry Williams, combined with 
their economic independence, gave the missionaries far more oppor-
tunity than formerly to attempt to indoctrinate the Maoris. Further, 
most C.M.S. missionaries in the early 1830s were far better prepared 
by training and temperament to preach to the Maoris than were the 
first C.M.S. missionaries. The first missionaries in the Thames-Waikato 
area understood the rudiments of the Maori language, having spent 
time in the Bay of Islands preaching to the Maoris and having learnt 
from the experience of the older missionaries. Some, in particular 
James Hamlin, could speak Maori as fluently as the Maoris them-
selves.26 As well, the geographic extent of the mission and the con-
tinual re-siting of stations and interchange of personnel meant that 

2 3 Brown, 16 November 1833, 'Journal'; James Flatt (a farmer employed by 
the C.M.S.), in Report From the Select Committee . . . into the Present State 
of the Islands of New Zealand, Great Britain Parliamentary Papers (GBPP) , 
1838/680, p. 44 (and see also p. 50 ) ; Wilson, 2 January 1834, 'Letters', p. 64. 
Even at 'Owae', within 15 miles of the Bay of Islands, in 1838, Ashwell could 
write: 'These people have not yet lost their native simplicity of character, unlike 
the unprincipled natives of the Bay of Islands, being free from the contaminating 
influence of ungodly Europeans.' 28 October 1838, L&J , p. 36. 

2 4 Cf. the earlier situation in the Bay of Islands. See Binney, The Legacy of 
Guilt, Auckland, 1968, chapter iii, and Binney, 'Christianity and the Maoris', 
pp. 144-5. 

2 5 Brown, 5 June, 15 April, 12 December 1835, 'Journal'; Hamlin, 24 June, 
16 July 1835, 'Journal'; John Morgan, 29 October 1834, 'Letters and Journals' 
(L&J) , typescript, Auckland Public Library (APL), p. 37. 

2 6 Stack, 27 September 1835, 'Journal'. 
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the days of the 'closed communities' of missionaries, a major weakness 
of the early mission,2 ? were over. Thus in the Thames-Waikato area 
there was no period of 'Maori domination'.28 The missionaries were 
in a position of relative strength and better able to present the con-
cepts of their religion to the Maoris. 

The second difference from the situation in the Bay of Islands was 
that from the beginning the Maoris in the Thames-Waikato area, as 
as well as being eager for the artefacts the missionaries carried, also 
responded eagerly to the missionaries' religious services, schools, and 
ideas. The earliest services regularly drew crowds of 300-500 Maoris 
and the missionaries were always amazed at the attention and discip-
line of the crowds:29 'the poor Natives very attentive, indeed had an 
artist wished to have sketched attention, he would have found many 
a subject for his pencil in our assembly.'30 By 1837 the number of 
Maoris in regular congregations at Puriri, Matamata, and Mangapouri 
was estimated at 686. At the same time there were four schools at 
Puriri, three at Matamata, and four at Mangapouri with a total of 
325 regular pupils.31 Such a response after only three years of mission-
ary activity contrasts significantly with the situation in the Bay of 
Islands where, after fifteen years of missionary activity, attendance 
at mission schools depended on the amount of food available for the 
Maoris and the 'missionaries were still giving away articles of trade 
just to restrain the Maoris at the mission from going elsewhere'.32 

Apart from mere attendance, the significant fact was that the Maoris 
did not reject the Christian religion as meaningless. They viewed it 
rather as they viewed their own religion. The Maoris discussed the 
nature of their atua and the missionaries' Atua with the missionaries; 
they discussed respective accounts of the Creation. The Christian 

Binney, The Legacy of Guilt, p. 35. 
2 8 Cf. the situation in the Bay of Islands. See Wright, chapter VII. 
2 9 Brown, 31 May, 1 November, 29 November 1835, 'Journal'; Morgan to 

C.M.S., 10 February, 18 September 1834, 2 October 1835, L&J, pp. 13, 39, 
43; Henry Williams, 16, 17 November 1833, pp. 347-8; Wilson, 9 August 1835, 
'Letters', p. 86. William Woon, the Wesleyan missionary at Kawhia, wrote: 'such 
is the desire for instruction that instead of our recommending it for their welfare 
they have actually solicited it at our hands'. Woon to W.M.S., 1 December 
1834, 'Letters of Wesleyan Missionaries to the Wesleyan Missionary Society' 
(Letters to W.M.S.) , 1834-1836, typescript, Trinity Methodist Theological 
College, Auckland. The Wesleyans also had large numbers in regular congre-
gations. See the minutes of the Wesleyan Annual District Meeting, 12 October 
1837, 'District Minutes', 1837-1858, ms., Trinity College. 

30 Wilson, 29 December 1833, 'Letters', p. 63. 
3 1 GBPP, 1838/680, p. 186. Cf. 1,630 in congregations and 936 pupils among 

5 C.M.S. stations in the Northern district, p. 185. 
32 Wright, pp. 139, 150. 
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sabbath was a tapu; the Christian prayers were karakia.33 The Maoris 
were aware that the missionaries' religion was not meaningless for the 
missionaries and, more important, that it was not meaningless for 
themselves.34 From their first contact with the missionaries in 1833 
the Maoris believed the missionaries were capable of wielding super-
natural powers and the Maoris were often unsure or openly fearful 
of these powers. For example, Maori women, treating a missionary's 
prayer as a karakia, had to be persuaded to attend. Afterwards they 
would perform their own ceremonies to make noa, or 'common', what 
the missionaries had made 'sacred'. The Bible was often considered 
to be or to hold a magical charm. Several cases of sickness were 
attributed to the 'god of the missionaries'.35 

The Maoris found the concepts of hell-fire and Heaven most novel 
and exciting. Their comprehension of such ideas indicates the way 
in which they attempted to fit the new ideas into their culture and 
demonstrates the validity of the suggestion that in the acculturation 
process the meaning given to new experiences is not necessarily com-
plete or logical from a European point of view. Bather it is 'merely 
some kind of orientation with reference to the background of the 
individual that is more or less satisfying to him'.36 

The Maoris were often 'impressed and thoughtful' after discussions 
of the Judgement and Eternal Fire. Hamlin asked if the Maoris would 
'like to dwell with everlasting burnings'. He wrote: 'They replied 
when the spirit gets into the fire it will soon be burnt to death. I 
told them the spirit would live forever to feel the pain; this they 
seemed to think was a very dreadful thing'. The missionaries always 
had to be prepared to answer questions such as the following: 'What 
was to become of the many wives a man has in this world after they 
have born him children. He should not like to be separated from his 
relatives at the day of Judgement — Would their relatives be sent 
to perdition who had never heard . . . [missionary] doctrines of reli-
gion. It was impossible for them to believe.' One Maori suggested that 
Hell might be a useful place as all the Maori spirits that made people 
sick if they broke the tapu would 'hum as a payment'. The mission-
aries' Heaven was seen as a place of 'good soil, and a plenty of food' 
for, said one Maori, 'I cannot conceive how folks can be happy there 

33 Brown, 6 May 1835, 'Journal'; Hamlin, 15 March, 11 July, 23 August 1835, 
'Journal'; Wilson, 21 January 1836, 'Letters'; William Williams, Christianity 
among the New Zealanders, London, 1867, p. 177. The Wesleyans experienced 
similar enthusiasm for discussion and questioning of new ideas. See e.g., Woon 
to W.M.S., 20 November 1834, 1 January 1835, 4 March 1835, Letters to W.M.S. 

31 Cf. Wright, p. 116. 
35 Brown, 24, 30 June 1835, 'Journal'; Hamlin, 23 August 1835, 'Journal'; 

Stack, 1 August 1834, 22 August, 29 November 1835, 'Journal'. 
36 H. G. Barnett, Innovation. The Basis of Culture Change, New York, 1953, 

p. 335. 
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without these'. Alfred Brown, after a lengthy discussion with a Maori 
on the nature of Heaven, bitterly commented that the 'Mohometan 
imposture . . . a sensual paradise would delight' the Maoris. They 
cannot, he said, 'attach any idea of happiness to a state in which . . . 
[they] will have neither sweet potatoes, nor fish, nor pork to eat'. 
On being shown how to bury a body in a coffin the Maoris placed 
food alongside the body so it might have 'something to eat on the 
way to Heaven'.37 

Yet other Christian ideas, as the Maoris interpreted them, had a 
novel cultural relevance. For example, it was commonly accepted that 
a 'believer' would be invulnerable to bullets. Some Maoris told Hamlin 
that 'two persons who believed would in war beat 1000 others. And 
this was confirmed by the story of Samson's killing 1000 men'. A 
group of Raglan Maoris wanted to avenge a murder and sought 
Biblical justification. When a missionary argued that revenge was 
wrong they replied: 'Why Jesus Christ did the same for when he was 
crucified he brought a flood upon the earth and destroyed mankind'.3 s 

These, and there are innumerable other examples, indicate the degree 
of experimentation with new ideas and seriously challenge the state-
ment that 'the actual ideas of the [Christian] religion itself did not 
make the [Maori] people initially receptive to it'.39 

The Maoris' experiments with Christian doctrine worried the 
missionaries who often had to prevent 'heathen' Maoris from listening 
to conversation between the missionaries and the Maori 'converts' 
because they picked up ideas too quickly. James Stack was afraid 
the Maoris would 'place the whole of religion in being able to talk 
well about it. Their skill in which is really astonishing'. Hamlin was 
annoyed that the Maoris were 'constantly liable . . . to misapply all 
that they' heard and mix Christian concepts with their own beliefs.40 

But the point is that while, to the missionaries, the Maoris were able 
to 'misapply', they were in fact applying new ideas, no matter how 
modified, just as they applied European goods and techniques to their 
daily social existence. 

37 Brown, 28 November 1835, 1 May 1836, 'Journal'; Hamlin, 11 July, 8 
November 1835, 13 March 1836, 'Journal'; Morgan, 28 October 1834, L&J , p. 
36; Stack, 11 August 1835, 'Journal'; Henry Williams, 20 March 1835, p. 425; 
Wilson, 9 August 1835, 'Letters', p. 86. 

38 Hamlin, 28 October, 8 November 1835, 'Journal'; Stack, 29 November 1835, 
'Journal'. 

3 9 Binney, 'Christianity and the Maoris', p. 165. See also John Owens, 'Religious 
Disputation at Whangaroa 1823-7', Journal of the Polynesian Society, ( JPS) , 
L X X I X (September 1970), 288-304, for a detailed analysis of the 'interchange 
of religious ideas between Maoris and the Wesleyan missionaries'. Owens argues 
that in an explanation of 'the changing patterns of men's beliefs . . . content and 
communication [of ideas] matter more than [social] context', p. 303. 

4 0 Stack, 29 August 1835, 'Journal'; Hamlin, 9 May 1836, 'Journal'. 
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Constant association, direct or indirect, with new ideas soon pro-
duced changes,41 sometimes revolutionary, in Maori traditional beliefs. 
Perhaps one of the best examples of change can be seen in a noa 
ceremony performed at Mangapouri in 1836. Two chiefs told Hamlin 
that the tribe had decided to put away the Maori superstition of 
making themselves 'sacred' and that their people would believe only 
the 'Word of God'. Hamlin stared in amazement as a priestess cut 
locks of hair from each chief and threw the hair on the fire. Then 
the Maoris cooked potatoes and before eating them they put them 
on their heads. Then the priestess bit the hair on each chief's head. 
As Hamlin well knew, these were the worst possible crimes against 
tapu that a Maori could commit. From then on, the noa Maoris con-
sistently crowded out the chapel.42 For whatever reason, these Maoris 
had experimented with new ideas and had defied the strictest tapu. 
They had questioned previously unquestionable beliefs: the weaken-
ing of their religion had begun. 

By 1836, the Maoris in the Thames-Waikato area were beginning 
to modify their beliefs, but their conception of Christianity was very 
muddled and much lamented by the missionaries. However, even 
they realized that significant progress had been made. For example, 
Bobert Maunsell wrote of the Maoris in the Mangapouri region: 
'Scarcely one now, as if by common Consent, asks a Favour, while 
Chiefs as well as Slaves bring their Books, and quietly sit in their 
Classes to repeat their Catechisms, which they all seem to know and 
to take Pleasure in repeating, or to read their Scriptures which many 
of them read well; all with Considerable Order and Decorum'.43 It 
is simply not true to say that the Church south of the Bay of Islands 
was by 1836 'no further ahead than it had been in 1834'.44 

The Maori responses discussed so far do not appear to have taken 
place in the context of an 'acculturative ferment'. By 1836 in the 
Thames-Waikato area non-missionary influence was still minimal.45 

Apart from an outbreak of 'fever' around Matamata in mid-1835, which 
resulted in one death,46 there were no epidemics. Also the evidence 
presented so far has been deliberately kept to the period before the 
Tauranga-Waikato-Botorua tribal battles of the later 1830s, so as to 
weaken any argument that the Maoris did not respond to Christian 
ideas until 'war weary' as a result of these battles. 

4 1 e.g. Maoris began to adopt European methods of burial. See Brown, 29 
September 1836, 'Journal'; Woon to W.M.S., 6 August 1835, Letters to W.M.S. 

4 2 Hamlin, 10 August 1836, 'Journal'. 
4 3 Robert Maunsell, 22 August 1836, GBPP, 1838/680, p. 204. See also Brown, 

3 July 1836, 'Journal'; Wilson, 25 April 1837, 'Letters', p. 105. For similar 
statements by the Wesleyans see James Wallis to W.M.S., 18 January 1836, and 
Woon to W.M.S., 4 March 1835, Letters to W.M.S. 

4 4 Wright, p. 45. 
4 5 There seem to have been fewer Europeans, mainly flax traders, in the region 

in 1836 than in the early 1830s, see 'Historical Atlas Material', part 5. 
4 6 Brown, 25-30 June, 3 July 1835, 'Journal'. 
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The Tauranga-Waikato-Rotorua tribal wars which began in 1836 
as the result of the murder of a relative of Te Waharoa, the Mata-
mata chief, by a Rotorua chief have been seen by historians as causing 
the 'destruction and temporary abandonment of the southern mission-
ary stations'.47 While the stations at Tauranga and Rotorua were 
closed as a direct result of the wars the situation in the Thames-
Waikato region was different. Mangapouri was given up simply be-
cause the Maoris moved back to their former home at Manukau, from 
whence they had been driven by Hongi in the early 1820s. Matamata 
was abandoned because John Morgan, the missionary there, was 
afraid the Rotorua Maoris were going to attack. He packed up all 
the mission's luggage ready to send it to Puriri. But this antagonized 
the local Maoris who sacked the station because they did not want 
to be deprived of the missionary and his goods.48 Matamata was not 
re-established as a station because Te Waharoa and many of his 
followers decided to move to Tauranga where they could be closer 
to their allies. It is significant that the two remaining stations in the 
Thames-Waikato area, Puriri and Manukau, continued to operate 
successfully during the wars.49 Also the missionaries continued to 
travel widely throughout the whole area. 

By 1840 large numbers of Maoris in the Thames-Waikato area were 
joining 'missionary parties' and behaving in the manner expected of 
Christians. Maunsell estimated, somewhat over-optimistically, that of 
the 7000 Maoris in the Waikato district 'full three-fourths [had] em-
braced the Gospel'.50 Maunsell's optimism was understandable in 
view of the rapid 'success' in the Waikato, when compared with the 
years of struggle needed before the northern Maoris responded fav-
ourably to the missionaries. The following table shows more realistic-
ally the increase in the numbers of Maoris 'going mihanere'.51 

4 7 L. M. Rogers in his Introduction to The Early Journals of Henry Williams, 
p. 21. 

4 8 Brown, 21 September 1836, 'Journal'. The C.M.S. Southern District Com-
mittee blamed Morgan for the sacking of Matamata, considering his preparation 
to send away the mission's movable property as an 'ill-judged step'. Brown later 
spoke of Morgan's 'sad want of judgement and commonsense in that most un-
fortunate affair'. Brown, 26, 27 March 1838, 'Journal'. 

4 0 Morgan to C.M.S., 27 November 1836, L&J, pp. 68-69. Puriri was later 
abandoned because the Maori population had drifted either to the Tauranga or 
Manukau areas. 

5« Maunsell to C.M.S., 8 June 1840, C.M.S. microfilm, CN/064. 
5 1 Figures from GBPP, 1838/680, p. 186, and 1840/582, p. 182; Proceedings 

of the Church Missionary Society for Africa and the East, 1837-1842. All these 
figures must be treated with caution. However, the general trend is clear. The 
gaps indicate returns incomplete or lacking. 

1837 1838 1839 1840 1841 1842 
Congregations 686 
Schools 11 
Pupils 325 
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No registers giving finite figures for baptisms in the region have as 
yet been located but it seems clear that from 1836 the numbers in-
creased rapidly. By 1840 Maunsell had baptized 426 Maoris and by 
July 1841 he had baptized a total of one thousand. The difficulty was, 
he said, 'not in urging [the Maoris] . . . to come forward [for baptism] 
but to keep back and select from those who present themselves'.52 

This increasing following for the missionary religion was the result 
of the Maoris' continuing to question and experiment with new ideas. 
While several major influences which helped to maintain this interest 
can be singled out, the impact of these was, of course, simultaneous 
and cumulative. One such influence was the printed Maori Bibles. 
Most recent commentators one the subject of the Maori response to 
Christianity have rightly emphasized the importance of literacy, and it 
is sufficient to say that the Maoris' intense interest in literacy, com-
bined with widespread mutual instruction, certainly contributed to 
missionary 'success' in this region.53 However, it must be noted that 
while the increasing figures for baptism roughly coincide with the 
spread of literacy, the Maori Bibles were by no means a direct or 
initial cause of the Maoris' desire for baptism. This desire had existed 
ever since the missionaries first entered the area. Baptism, for the 
Maoris, was yet another ceremony in which they wanted to take part, 
for not only was the ritual much enjoyed, but baptism conferred con-
siderable prestige. Literacy allowed the Maoris to master the necessary 
biblical knowledge and terminology that the C.M.S. required for 
baptism. In no way did Christianity have to penetrate 'the shell of 
Maori resistance'.54 Rather the Maoris had to break through the C.M.S. 
missionaries' reluctance to baptize. The Maoris severely criticized the 
C.M.S. missionaries for belonging to the 'hard church', while the 
Wesleyans on the west coast, who required less formal biblical know-
ledge than the C.M.S. missionaries, began baptizing soon after they 
arrived in the south.55 

The baptizing of large numbers of Maoris by the C.M.S. missionaries 
from about 1835-6 is by no means a result of a significant change in 
Maori attitudes. It did not take place before simply because the 
Maoris had, with the aid of Maori Bibles, to master sufficient biblical 
knowledge to answer the catechisms correctly, and because they had 
to remain candidates for baptism for a period of one to two years. 

5 2 Maunsell, Report for Manukau and Waikato 1840, CN/06; Maunsell to 
C.M.S., 19 July 1841, CN/064; Wright, p. 163. 

5 3 Ashwell to C.M.S., 20 April, 26 May 1841, L&J , pp. 67-69; Ernest Dieffen-
bach, Travels in New Zealand, London, 1843, II, 164, 169; W. R. Wade, A 
Journal in the Northern Island of New Zealand, Hobart, 1842, p. 129; Wallis 
to W.M.S., 12 August 1839, Letters to W.M.S. 

54 Wright, p. 157; Owens, 'Christianity and the Maoris', p. 29. 
5 5 Hamlin, Mangapouri Report 1836, C.M.S. microfilm, CN/06; Stack, 11 

December 1835, 'Journal'. 
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It is important to realise that the tangible, and Eurocentric, evidence 
for a response to Christianity, such as the figures given above, is in-
dicative of only one aspect of the response. On another level, the 
Maoris' private interpretations of Christianity are just as significant 
as the so-called 'conversions'. Maoris everywhere in the Thames-
Waikato area, whether belonging to a missionary party or not, utilized 
what little Christian knowledge they possessed, as one missionary said, 
'not in applying it to useful practice, but amusing and often deceiving 
themselves by turning everything into figures and fancies of their 
own invention'.36 Thus even 'heathens' were in some way influenced 
by the ideas of the new religion. The practice of cannibalism and the 
acceptance of certain Christian rituals and ideas, as the Maoris inter-
preted them, were by no means contradictory. 

Another factor contributing to missionary 'success' was the role of 
several influential Maori teachers, notably Wiremu Tamihana, William 
Broughton, and Solomon. These men were sufficiently imbued with 
Christian doctrine by 1836 to believe that Christianity, as they under-
stood it, and association with Europeans, would be beneficial to the 
Maoris and thus they were largely responsible for continuing Christian 
services and spreading the Gospel after the missionaries had left 
Matamata and Mangapouri.57 It was these men who most opposed 
the renewal of intertribal war in 1836. Their opposition to war did 
not arise from any form of 'war weariness' but from the realization 
that, in view of the increasing number of Europeans in New Zealand, 
the Maoris had nothing to gain by fighting amongst themselves. Thus 
Tamihana opposed the war before his father, Te Waharoa, went to 
attack Rotorua.58 

In the Thames-Waikato area this war totally pre-occupied the 
chiefs Te Waharoa, Mokorou, and Te Puata, who were fighting for 
utu and mana in the traditional manner. These reasons for fighting 
were becoming increasingly irrelevant to many Maoris, especially the 
younger Maoris, who wanted the material benefits of association with 
Europeans. Their opposition to the chiefs, encouraged by the mission-
aries, led to 'separation' at Matamata and Otawhao where the 
'Christian parties' disassociated themselves from the pro-war 'heathens' 
and established new villages a short distance from the main pa.59 The 

so Wade, p. 128. 
5 7 Morgan to Thomas Morgan (his cousin), 1 November 1849, L&J, p. 439. 

This long letter is often referred to as 'an account of the war between the united 
tribes of Waikato and Tauranga with Rotorua'. 

5 8 Southern District Committee to C.M.S., 14 September 1836, cit., Morgan, 
L&J , p. 55. 

5 9 For Otawhao see Ashwell, Recollections of a Waikato Missionary, Auckland, 
1878, p. 5, and Report, 1 October 1840, C.M.S. microfilm, CH/04(d). For 
Matamata see Brown, 17 February 1839, 'Journal'; Morgan to Thomas Morgan, 
1 November 1849, L&J , p. 439; W. Williams, p. 247. 



MAORI RESPONSE TO CHRISTIANITY 1833-1840 41 

missionaries, with the help of the Maori teachers, provided a bene-
ficial and satisfying alternative to war. Those Maoris who refused to 
go to war did not lose any mana; rather they had the mana from 
living in the 'Christian pa', where there was association with the 
missionaries when they visited the area, and these were the pleasures 
of literacy and Christian services, and the prestige of owning books, 
chapels, and pulpits. The change from values and architecture inspired 
by war to those inspired by the missionaries was most notable at 
Otawhao. The 'believing' Maoris left the Maketu pa, built by Makorou 
as a symbol of his hatred for the Rotorua tribes, and which was said 
to contain some of the finest carving and houses in New Zealand, for 
the 'Christian' pa with its rougher, but European-inspired facilities.60 

Such an alternative to war increased the numbers of 'Christian' 
Maoris, for many who first went to battle eagerly returned to associate 
with the new pa and take up the missionary 'standard'. Many who 
had been to war, and, more particularly, those who did not want to 
go, gave 'believing' as the excuse for staying away.61 Te Waharoa, re-
ported one missionary, 'complained that his sons would not listen to 
him as they used to do formerly — but were always urging him to 
make peace and he attributed their change of conduct to the Karakia 
and our Sacred books'.62 The realization of the futility of war and 
the wish to associate with the new and exciting culture brought by 
the missionaries was most significant and it is necessary to emphasize 
that it was from the victorious Waikato tribes who, it was noted, had 
'most preserved their original vigor'63 that there was greatest oppo-
sition to the war. Nor was there any significant damage inflicted in 
the Thames-Waikato region, for all the major battles took place at 
Rotorua and in the Bay of Plenty. It was no coincidence that separa-
tion occurred first among those tribes which had suffered little, if 
any, from the wars. 

Further, it is not true that the tribal battles between the Waikato 
and Tauranga and the Botorua tribes were marked by unprecedented 
brutality and resulted in widespread exhaustion.64 Historians who 
suggest this have probably uncritically accepted the missionaries' 
vivid descriptions of several cannibal orgies ('A leg or an arm is cut 
off, the blood being caught in calabashes or human skulls . . . they 
drink the blood as it gurgles warm from the wounds . . . tearing out 

«0 Dieftenbach, I, 316. See also Brown, 29 June 1839, 'Journal'; G. F . Angas, 
Savage Life and Scenes in Australia and New Zealand, London, 1847, II , 149. 

B1 Ashwell, Recollections, p. 6; Brown, 18 June 1836, 3 July 1839, 'Journal', 
and Tauranga General Report, April 1840, CN/06; Morgan to Thomas Morgan, 
1 November, L&J, pp. 426, 450, 452. 

6 2 Brown, 2 January 1837, 'Journal'. 
«3 Dieffenbach, II, 76. 
6 4 Binney, 'Christianity and the Maoris', p. 163. 
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of bowels, plucking out of the Hearts, scooping out the eyes')65 and 
are thus viewing events through the eyes of Evangelicals whose pre-
conception of barbarity obviously coloured their vision. A study of 
these wars shows that they were by no means on the same scale, or 
even of the same nature as Hongi's musket raids in the 1820s. No one 
tribe possessed an overwhelming superiority of fire-power by 1836 in 
the Thames-Waikato and Bay of Plenty regions; all tribes had muskets 
in considerable quantities.66 The impression gained from reading 
missionary reports of the wars is that they were fought with more 
regard to customs, symbolism, and omens formerly associated with 
pre-musket battles because general possession of muskets created a 
relative balance of power. Fighting was often of a subdued or hesitant 
nature compared with the destruction in grand pitched battles that 
characterized the one-sided wars of the 1820s. During the whole of 
the four-year period of fighting and in the whole of the Thames-
Waikato, Tauranga, and Rotorua areas probably no more than 350-
400 Maoris were killed.67 Moreover, war-parties tended to be hap-
hazard and fragmented because of the weakening of the chiefs' 
authority as a result of the opposition of the 'believing' Maoris. The 
chiefs, for example Te Waharoa, had trouble in gathering sufficient 
men to fight, and those war-parties they managed to organize became 
progressively smaller from 1836 onwards.68 

It is quite clear that 'social dislocation' and 'mental depression' as 
a result of these wars did not exist. It is particularly significant that 
the Arawa tribe of Rotorua, which the Europeans considered to have 
suffered most during the wars, was scarcely showing any form of 
cultural distress. One traveller made the following comments about 
the Rotorua Maoris in 1838: 

I could not but remark the superiority of the people, as to dress and cleanli-
ness, over any that I have seen. The garments they wore, the canoes on the 
beach, and their neat plantations, all indicated a degree of creditable indus-
try; while, at the same time, there was more of the untamed independence 
of savage life in their manner, than we had been accustomed to among the 
Ngapuhis. Indeed, they had rendered themselves, except for fire-arms and 

0 5 Morgan to Thomas Morgan, 1 November 1849, L&J, pp. 400-1. 
0 0 Urlich suggests that the saturation point of one musket to one warrior was 

reached in the Thames-Waikato, Bay of Plenty, and Rotorua areas by 1835, pp. 
76-79. 

6 7 This figure, to be regarded as tentative, is based on figures given by the 
missionaries, many of who witnessed the skirmishes or saw bodies soon after-
wards. The reliability of missionary body counts is naturally questionable. J. S. 
Polack in evidence in GBPP, 1838/680, declared that 'The Population will not 
decrease by War on account of the Equalization of Fire-Arms', p. 86. For further 
evidence on this point see Urlich, p. 79. 

0 8 Ashwell, Recollections, p. 6; Brown, 18 June 1836, 3 July 1839, 'Journal'; 
Morgan to Thomas Morgan, 1 November 1849, L&J, pp. 426, 450, 452. 
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ammunition almost independent of foreigners. I found that they even made 
their own pipes, and grew their own tobacco . . . . I have never seen a more 
plump, healthy, cleanly assemblage of native children in New Zealand.69 

Some other travellers in the late 1830s and early 1840s made par-
ticular reference to the cultural vitality of the Arawa Maoris.70 

Reference must again be made to disease and its relevance to the 
nature of the Maori response to missionary teachings. There was some 
form of influenza in the Thames and Hauraki Plains area in December 
1836 which affected the missionaries and their families as well as the 
Maoris. But there is no evidence of mortality.71 In July 1838 there 
was an outbreak in the same area of a 'tetanic affection' and this was 
by far the worst disease that had hitherto been documented in the 
Thames-Waikato area. Over one hundred Maoris suffered from the 
disease and Brown commented that mortality was 'very great', though 
he unfortunately gives no figures. He did say, however, that the disease 
responded to treatment.72 It is scarcely possible to draw any connec-
tion between these incidents of sickness and the Maoris' response to 
Christianity. The nature of their response had been clearly determined 
long before 1838 and 'separation' at Matamata had occurred two 
years previously. The 1838 epidemic did not noticeably increase the 
Maoris' support for the missionaries.73 

The continuing desire for association with the missionaries and 
their goods and for the emulation of European techniques, the in-
fluence of Christian ideas and ceremonies, the influence of literacy 
and the Maori teachers, and the realization of the irrelevance and 
futility of war all led to fundamental changes in Maori culture. Under 
the influence and inspiration of European ideas and techniques a 
syncretic Maori cultural development began to evolve, in leisure time 
activities, in religion, social and political behaviour. Older chiefs, 
seeing the power of the 'new tohunga, the Maori teachers, who had 
mastered and could manipulate European skills, soon realized the 
impossibility of trying to raise war parties, gave up their warlike 
designs, freed their slaves, kept only one wife (at least publicly), 

6» Wade, p. 150. 
7 0 Dieffenbach, II, 22; W. Brodie, Remarks on the Past and Present State of 

New Zealand, London, 1845, p. 138. 
7 1 Brown, 14 December 1836, 'Journal'. 
7 2 Brown, journal entries for July and 10 October 1838, 'Journal'. 
7 3 It is doubtful that sick Maoris turned to Christianity either in an attempt 

to placate the missionaries' god, a reaction of fear, or out of gratitude if a 
missionary cured them. Missionaries frequently grumbled about the Maoris' lack 
of gratitude for caring for them when sick. See, e.g., Brown, 3 September 1835, 
'Journal'; Ashwell to C.M.S., 21 September 1854, L&J , pp. 248-249; Pezant, the 
Catholic priest at Rangiawhia, 'Mêmoire pour Servir a l'histoire de la Station 
catholique de Rangiawhia', 1850, ms. microfilm in possession of the Marist 
Archivist, Wellington, p. 24. 
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constructed chapels, and became baptized in an attempt to regain 
their popularity and prestige.74 It must be stated, though, that 
shrewdness rather than 'conversion' in a religious sense was the feature 
of such chiefs' actions. 

The changes which took place in this area were gradual and easy 
to achieve. For example, the opposition to the warlike chiefs by the 
younger men did not, as might have been expected, cause a major 
split between the generations or between the warlike and peaceful. 
There had never been a precedent nor formal sanctions 'to compel 
individuals in the hapu to join a war party. The check on shirking 
was [always] provided by public opinion rather than by force.'75 

Travelling through the area in 1838 Wade wrote that 'whatever com-
manding influence a chief gains over his tribe, — and sometimes in-
fluence is very great — he has but a scanty share of what may . . . be 
called rank or authority'.76 The chiefs were cunning enough to hop 
on the missionary bandwagon when they saw numbers of their sub-
jects doing so. The essential ease of change can also be seen in the 
separation movements for in no way did they upset 'the general 
harmony of the tribe'.77 If large numbers joined the new pa others, 
if for no other reason, found it either socially acceptable and/or 
expedient to join. Separation was characterized by flexibility of move-
ment and tolerance rather than by the social divisiveness that would 
probably result from a similar movement in a European society. 

The changes that took place were also selective. The Maoris did 
not reject one set of religious values and adopt another. By mutual 
instruction and endless group discussion they selected and manipu-
lated the most exciting, useful or relevant Christian ideas and rituals.78 

The missionaries were well aware of this selectivity and the com-
bination of old 'superstitions' and Protestant doctrine, and they ade-
quately documented the lack of spiritual rebirth.79 

From 1833 the Maoris in the Thames-Waikato area had been in 
constant association with members of a race who had brought new 
ideas, new values, and new activities for them to consider. Large 
numbers of these Maoris, with their curiosity, their desire for mental 
stimulation, and their ability to utilize new ideas, had modified 
aspects of their former behaviour and beliefs and, although not being 
'reborn' had 'gone mihanere'. It is argued that in this area such a 
development was not the result of any form of 'acculturative ferment' 

7 4 Ashwell, Recollections, pp. 5, 15. 
7 5 Vayda, p. 24. 
7« Wade, p. 85. 
7 7 Dieffenbach, I, 316. 
7 8 Wade, pp. 114, 128, 184; W. Williams, p. 261. 
7 9 Brown, 20 July 1838, 'Journal'; Maunsell, Report October 1837, and Manukau 

and Waikato General Report 1840, CN/06; Wade, p. 81; W. Williams, p. 261; 
Wilson to C.M.S., 22 April 1837, 'Letters', p. 103. 
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nor the result of the Maoris' having lost 'power to explain all the new 
situations.'80 In the Thames-Waikato area the Maoris were still in 
control of their cultural system in 1840. There was little social dis-
location as a consequence of Western impact. There was no oppor-
tunity for contact with large numbers of Europeans as in the Bay 
of Islands, and there was relatively little trading with them. The 
Maoris did not drink alcohol, mix with 'wicked' European company, 
or have their lands alienated.81 Nor had they battered themselves 
into a state of 'demoralisation' in their intertribal wars. Ernest Dieffen-
bach, who travelled widely in the Thames-Waikato area in the early 
1840s, noted that sickness was 'far less common' than in the Bay of 
Islands and that the Waikato tribes were those who had 'most pre-
served their original vigor, and . . . original virtues'.82 Moreover the 
acculturation of ideas and ceremonies was creative rather than des-
tructive because, inspired by European innovations, Maori culture 
began to develop syncretic forms in both its religious and temporal 
aspects. These new elements in Maori culture led to increased con-
fidence and certainly not to any state of depression as had apparently 
occurred in the Bay of Islands by 1840. 

A study of the Maoris' response to Christianity after 1840 (a date 
which is only an arbitrary limit set by Wright) also helps to explain 
the pre-1840 response. In the Thames-Waikato areas, by contrast to 
the north, large numbers of Maoris who had 'gone mihanere' did not 
'backslide'.83 By the 1850s the Maoris in the Waikato area were, by 
all outward appearances, the strictest of Christians.84 But there was 
a falling-off of the initial enthusiasm bred by the excitement of 
Christianity. The Maoris' enthusiasm for innovations, as the mission-
aries often pointed out,85 demanded new attractions, and in the 
Waikato region these were found in the form of wheat fields, flour 
mills, and European commerce. The missionaries described the lack 
of spiritual vigour in some detail and, with hindsight, admitted that 
the Maoris' initial enthusiastic response to Christianity had been a 
response to 'novelty'.86 But while there had been no 'spiritual rebirth', 
the Maoris' interpretation of Christianity and their strict adherence 
to its outward requirements remained an integral part of their culture. 

8« Wright, p. 180. 
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In fact, with the development of a popular nationalism in the late 
1850s, there was a revival of enthusiasm for Christianity which de-
veloped into a religious nationalism and formed the basis for King 
Movement ritual. 

This study suggests that in addition to an acculturation of goods 
and techniques for reasons of prestige, novelty, excitement, and ex-
pectation of benefit,87 there can be an acculturation of ideas for the 
same reasons. An acceptance or modification of ideas is by no means 
necessarily dependent upon any form of social dislocation or cultural 
dissatisfaction.88 To stress, as Harrison Wright does, a causal relation-
ship between the state of Maori society as affected by western tech-
nology, and the nature of the Maori response to Christianity, is to 
underestimate certain Maori attributes which deeply impressed 
Europeans — their curiosity, their 'strong natural desire for . . . 
mental excitement', their 'eagerness to learn' and their willingness and 
ability to communicate newly-learnt ideas and techniques amongst 
themselves.89 Further, the processes of acculturation do not neces-
sarily lead to disorganisation. The Maori cultural system had great 
capacity to accept change and innovation constructively. For too long 
the Maoris have been considered the passive agents in the face of 
Western impact. Much more emphasis must in future be placed on 
the positive role the Maoris played in the contact situation. 
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