New Zealand Oral History:

SOME CULTURAL AND METHODOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS
L A T E IN 1974 I began research for a biography of Te Puea Herangi and a
related thesis on her life and work. I set out with a clear idea of what I
wanted to do and how I intended to go about it. These views had to be
modified considerably in the light of conditions encountered in field-work
and the processing of research material. Because I had worked largely without
precedents or appropriate models, I felt subsequently that there would be
merit in discussing these conditions and difficulties and the steps I took to
meet them.
I planned my research for the parallel studies as a single oral history
project. I wanted to represent, as directly as possible, the views of my major
informants — most of whom were 'non-literate' in the sense that they
preferred oral to written communication (some, in addition, were illiterate). I
expected and wanted my research and the subsequent record to reflect the
informants' sense of priority and relevance; to emphasize values and incidents
that they considered significant, and to de-emphasize those they found less
important. Where the resulting interpretations differed from what I
considered to be 'received' or 'European' view, I intended to note and discuss
such divergences in footnotes and appendices. The studies were planned, in
short, to represent a Waikato Maori view of Te Puea and her times.
Documents were to be used largely as aids to memory or to point up shifts of
opinion and divergences with previous interpretations.
I had a number of reasons for wanting to conduct the project in this
manner. One was the fact that Maori viewpoints had not been well
represented in general histories because these had tended to be document
oriented. Discussions of history and public affairs that I heard on Waikato
marae over six years were of a markedly different character — in idiom and
interpretation — from those that took place in non-Maori circles and in
documents. They suggested that there were Maori views of the past with a
coherence and validity of their own that deserved to be recorded and
considered in the process of national stock-taking called general or social
history. The only way to ensure such consideration, it seemed to me, was to
try to make oral traditions literary ones.
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Second, I suspected that purely document-oriented history ran the risk of
being culturally biased to the extent of representing the past unfairly — what
Maharaia Winiata called 'Pakeha-coloured' history. One example I heard
discussed frequently — and the one to which Winiata was referring specifically
— was that of the so-called King Country Pact between the Maniapoto chiefs
and John Bryce as Minister of Native Affairs in 1883. Waikato-Maniapoto
oral tradition was emphatic that a condition for the opening of the King
Country for settlement and the construction of the Main Trunk Railway was
that alcohol be not allowed in the area. Dr A.H. McLintock, Parliamentary
historian, concluded in 1953 that no such pact was ever made because he
could find no evidence for it in Parliamentary records. The Maori
explanation was that those responsible for transcribing the relevant meetings
did not recognize the Maori case as a significant element in the agreement;
whereas for the Maori participants, the no-liquor provision had been a
prerequisite.
This kind of discrepancy seemed inevitable when the tradition of one
culture was that history lay in records while the other continued to transmit
important information orally. In addition, it was probable that on many
occasions the transcribers of discussions between Maori and European
representatives did not always understand the Maori language, let alone
identify the Maori viewpoint. A recording and transcription of oral traditions,
therefore, seemed to suggest a way of correcting an inherent imbalance in the
historical record.
Third, I was trying to evolve an appropriate model for consideration' of
Maori-Pakeha social history. Western literary Conventions displayed
shortcomings when applied to Maori areas of experience. But so did those
that were Polynesian in character. An oral record that remained oral was
subject to the inevitably warping effects of both the passage of time (failing
memories, alterations in transmission and a desire of informants to be seen by
posterity in a favourable light) and the cultural function of much oral
transmission. I have noted elsewhere that 'it is the homily kind of story — the
anecdotes that preserve maxims and morals — that flourish most readily in an
oral climate, nurtured by frequent oratory and pointed story telling that seek
to reinforce . . . myths and values'.
One person who had experimented in search of such a model was Pei Te
Hurinui in King Potatau and (for events to which he was a witness)
Mahinarangi (The Moon-glow of the Heavens). These books, particularly the
first, had obvious strengths. They sought to define for posterity what was
significant according to Maori concepts of relevance; and they employed a
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frequently rhetorical and metaphor-laden Maori idiom. King Potatau sought
to blend Maori traditions about events and statements of the past according
to the author's informed view of which sources were reliable and which
courses of action probable.
But both books, on balance, were less than satisfying as models for
subsequent literature. Sources were rarely identified so that it was impossible
to test reliability or to weigh merits in the case of disagreement. In marae
debate, narratives, details and sources could be challenged and elaborated
orally; in book form, compiled by a single narrator, they could not. Secondly,
the mock-heroic and romantic features of the prose were often highly
distasteful in English: 'There will be many a tale told of high endeavour, of
romance, and of human joy and sorrow. Indeed, many nights will pass
unheeded in their telling.' 'And then stood forth the company of poi
dancers . . . . Ah me! They were alluringly beautiful. The heart-beat of the
scribe still quickens when he recalls the lilt, the poise and the seductive allure
of those maidens as they sang and danced to a melodious and tuneful ditty.'
Pei Te Hurinui did not succeed in conveying the idiom of one language in a
form appropriate to the other. He was contrivedly 'literary' in his approach,
and his feel for English was not such as to be able to sustain the experiments.
Regrettably, the failure was so obtrusive that it tended to blind European
readers to other merits in the two books. More recently the writing of Witi
Ihimaera and Patricia Grace has shown that in fiction at least it is possible to
make the transition of thought and feeling that Te Hurinui attempted in
historical writing.
The form that seemed to me most appropriate to meet some of the
difficulties was one that would involve writing according to the conventions
of Western history and biography (expository prose, clearly labelled sources,
footnotes, and some discussion of methodology) but from sources that were
Maori — the transcripts of interviews taped with authoritative oral
informants. If there were disagreement over facts or interpretations — from
Maori or Pakeha quarters — then sources could be identified, returned to,
examined and disputed. This seemed an appropriate and reliable way of
combining the conventions and the requirements of oral and literary
methods.
A fourth consideration was that I wanted the result of my research to be
available to my informants. An important justification for what I was doing
was that I was recording for Waikato Maori posterity, and that this would
have beneficial educational and cultural consequences. Hence I was not only
prepared to let my sources see the results of my research, I wanted them to
do so — it was a means of verifying in their eyes and in their terms that what I
was doing was socially worthwhile; it would justify effort and time they had
devoted to me, and the (to them) eccentric nature of the demands I had
made; and for me it was a means of giving back to a community something of
what had been taken from its members.
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So much for the ideal. I found quickly that it had to be modified
constantly; that factors arose which, as far as I knew, had not been
professionally or comprehensively discussed previously in New Zealand; and
that in seeking to cope with these factors I was to a large extent breaking new
ground. Some of the difficulties could be termed methodological — and these
could arise in the course of any subsequent New Zealand oral history project.
Others could be called cultural and arose out of trying to apply Western
research techniques and analytical tools to a Polynesian situation; these
would be likely to recur when later researchers applied themselves to Maori
topics. Still other problems arose as a combination of methodological and
cultural factors.
One of the first difficulties I encountered was that of establishing from
oral evidence alone something as fundamental as what apparently happened:
sequence, chronology, an acceptable degree of plausibility and accuracy.
Memories deteriorated, informants died, and second-hand oral accounts
differed (sometimes even first-hand oral accounts differed). Only contemporary documents could give an authoritative account of the composition and
sequence of some events, especially those for which there were no longer
surviving witnesses.
Second, both sets of resources — oral and documentary — were too thin
for either to be relied upon exclusively; nor were either entirely reliable on
their own, for reasons I shall discuss. Third, contrary to my expectations,
there were documents that either expressed adequately or hinted at the kinds
of Maori viewpoints that I had hoped to elicit from oral informants. And
fourth, it became apparent that if I pursued the ideal of continuous referral
of the results of my research to informants as I had promised, I would be
severly inhibited in discussing problems of methodology. Such discussion
would appear to informants at best as expressions of doubt or disappointment, and at worst as wounding personal criticism for unreliability or
deception.
A further difficulty I had not foreseen was that the researcher — if he is to
open and retain channels of communication — can find himself involved
unavoidably in the cosmology of his subjects and its rituals. He can find
himself embraced by and drawn inside concepts and values he is hoping only
to witness and record. He also finds himself in a position where — if he
discusses some of these things — he may be regarded as having broken
confidence.
1 have noted that 'oral research cannot be done precipitately or coldly. It
can only arise out of a relationship of ease and trust.' This does not mean
simply taking time to get to know people, sitting with them, talking with and
about their families, taking them to the shops and the doctor, witnessing
family feuds and sharing family joys and bereavements. It does mean these
things; but it can also mean having to wait while an informant prays before he
begins a taping session, having one's tape recorder sprinkled with water to
whaka noa or decontaminate it, having to kneel while an informant places his
9
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hands on one's head to deliver a Pai Marire blessing, even (in one instance)
being invited to enter a river to be blessed and cleansed. All these things
occurred in the course of the Te Puea project. I would feel I was breaking
confidence in the most reprehensible way were I to make these intimacies
part of my study; yet I am aware that to ignore them is also to fail in some
measure to carry out professional responsibilities;
The major ways in which the shape of the project changed in the course of
research were that I became aware of the need to draw simultaneously from
documentary and oral sources; that I was going to have to do far more than
use one to throw light on the other; that I was, in fact, compelled to match
one rigorously against the other and to draw conclusions about discrepancies;
that I would have to build my narrative and analysis from both kinds of
sources; that I would have to protect my informants from possible personal
or social injury resulting from a public discussion of methodology and
sources.
What follows is a more detailed discussion of conditions and factors
encountered in field-work and in processing the results of research. Some are
cultural in origin and related specifically to the Maori background of my
major informants; others are methodological and could, as I have suggested,
arise in any oral history project. It is not always easy to separate the two
categories, however; cultural factors that intrude on research and analysis
become methodological problems. The approach I shall adopt is to discuss the
difficulties that can arise from the preparation for and carrying out of
field-work; and then the more purely methodological problems of comparison
and analysis.
Work with Maori informants who have been brought up in what could be
called a traditional and conservative Maori environment, usually that of a
rural Maori community, poses considerations for the researcher beyond the
conventional ones of courtesy and copyright. In the first place, if the person
or topic to be studied could be viewed as tribal 'property', then it may be
necessary to obtain authorization to proceed from tribal and family sources.
There are no ground rules as to how this should be done. The researcher must
take prior advice on the appropriate people and organizations to be
approached (in some instances it may be enough to see the kaumatua who is
regarded as family spokesman, in others it may be necessary to approach a
tribal trust board). This is not simply a matter of courtesy, although the
courtesy element rates high in Maori consideration; it is also a matter of
diplomacy and expedition. Many potential informants will simply not talk
about a topic to a stranger if they do not feel that they have tribal or
community approval to do so.
In the case of Te Puea, I was helped by the fact that I knew the major
informants prior to beginning research, and by the fact that the institution of
ariki still operates in Waikato. Once the Arikinui Te Atairangikaahu and Te
Puea's immediate family had given permission for my study, most other
informants cooperated without question. Without this authorization, in spite
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of any personal relationship, they would not have done so.
The researcher who begins without prior relationships will need to take
steps to establish rapport with his potential informants. Once authorized to
pursue his study, he should make himself known to informants, preferably
through a third party known to the researcher and his source; and he should
satisfy the informant as to his credentials to proceed, what he intends to do,
why, and the use to which the collected research material will be put.
In addition, the researcher must work to establish the kind of relationship
in which the informant will feel relaxed and confident enough to answer
questions fully and unselfconsciously. This requires not simply the forebearance of the informant but his active cooperation. Apparent ignorance or
unwillingness to help are often no more than symptoms of shyness or
anxiety. In this context I can do no better than to quote A.H. Fox
Strangways who has said that 'willingness is only to be bought with unfeigned
sympathy, inexhaustible curiosity, lively gratitude, untiring patience and a
scrupulous conscience'.
It is also necessary to adopt what Hugh T. Tracey has called 'personal good
manners in the context of local norms'. This may mean dressing up for an
interview (if it is to begin in a marae situation); or it may require dressing
'down' so as not to provoke discomfort on the part of the informant. In the
case of elderly Maori folk it certainly means accepting cups of tea and at least
some of the food that is likely to be offered by way of hospitality. I have
noted elsewhere the importance of eating in the home of informants: 'The
groaning table (euphemistically called "a cup of tea" but possibly embracing
sponges, trifles, fruit salad and cream) has to be dealt with, in spite of work
or diets. Eating with people, especially those who do not speak English easily,
is the major way of cementing relationships. It gives hosts confidence and
makes them happier about discussing more consequential things.' I have
witnessed the destruction of a potentially close relationship between
researcher and informant by a simple and insensitive refusal to accept food. If
it really has to be refused (and most researchers can summon up the reserves
to eat something), then this is best done in what might be called a 'Maori'
way, by citing an appropriate proverb, for example ('Ko to te rangatira kai he
korero' — 'the food of the rangatira is talk').
Maori language too is an important factor in establishing rapport with the
elderly. With reference to the Tangata Whenua films I wrote:
10

11

12

It would be impossible to do this kind of work adequately without some
knowledge of spoken Maori: to introduce yourself in acceptable, comprehensible terms; to reply appropriately to formal welcomes; to explain your
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also seen as a symptom of sincerity of interest. Doors have been closed in the
past because of a literal lack of understanding about people's purpose, or
assumed lack of caring deduced from ignorance of basic Maori.
13

(I have also seen a Maori informant close the door on a researcher because of
an innocent misunderstanding of English. The researcher had promised
'generous acknowledgement' of assistance. The informant thought this meant
he was to be bribed into cooperation and refused to have any more to do
with the researcher.)
Ideally, the researcher of Maori topics should speak fluent Maori; as a bare
minimum he should be able to introduce himself in Maori, greet the
informant in sincere and courteous terms, explain his purpose, and if
necessary ask questions in Maori, even if the informant speaks some English. I
reached what I consider to be this minimum level of qualification. Where an
informant can speak only Maori or wishes to do so for greater confidence,
fluency and clarity, then the non-Maori speaking researcher must have a
reliable interpreter and (later) translator, preferably one known to the
informant and familiar with local personalities and proper names. I need not
emphasize that meticulous care must be taken with subsequent translation
and advice sought about ambiguities or uncertainties.
Even after taking all these steps a researcher should leave time for a
potential informant to prepare himself and give his contribution some
thought, and to investigate the researcher's alleged credentials and the climate
of opinion about the proposed project. An interviewee who helped me
extensively wrote subsequently: 'Your first letter made me very wary of what
was to come as I did not know you personally and I will now confess that I
made a special trip to visit Te Ata because without her consent I would never
have been able to offer what little I have to give.'
With the groundwork laid, the researcher must make arrangements to
return and to begin interviewing. If the informant is elderly, it may be
advisable to make arrangements for subsequent visits through a younger and
more active member of the family, by telephone or by letter. Experience
cautions against arrangements by letter alone, except in the case of younger
informants or of those with a professional background. It is not uncommon
for researchers to arrive for a long-standing interview — perhaps after
travelling hundreds of miles — only to find nobody home. It may be that the
informant did not understand a letter, was unable to read at all, or simply
forgot because the arrangement was made too far in advance and without
subsequent confirmation. More important, in the words of a proverb, 'a face
seen is a message understood'. It is both more courteous in Maori terms and
more prudent to make arrangements in person, if possible. And then it is wise
to confirm arrangements through a third party before setting out. Elderly
Maori folk are frequently in demand for tangis and huis which may occur at
short notice and take them well away from home. The important thing is that
when the researcher arrives to work he is expected.
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Obviously too the researcher should be well prepared for an interview. He
should have read as widely as possible around the topic, consulted previous
interviews with other informants, brought copies of relevant documents and
photographs for identification, explanation and memory aids, and thought
about the interview itself and planned questions. Except in cases where the
purpose of an interview is a limited one, the researcher is unlikely to obtain
all the information he requires in a single session; he will need to return for
elucidation and further questions. Frequently it is only towards the
completion of a project that the researcher becomes fully aware of what
questions he should be asking.
I have found the use of a tape recorder for interviews essential. Note
taking alone is slow and cumbersome. It is difficult to listen carefully to what
is being said and to sustain a feeling of conversation if the researcher is
looking at his pad and writing throughout. Carefully used, a tape recorder
allows informant and researcher simply to talk, comfortably and naturally.
Where an informant is unaccustomed to technology he may baulk at the
machine and microphone and feel temporarily ill at ease. But this feeling
almost always passes with familiarity, especially with the use of a condenser
microphone which does not need to be pointed at the speaker.
I have found that most informants talk most satisfactorily in surroundings
that are familiar to them, usually their own homes. It is necessary for the
interviewer to suggest a quiet place, however, or he may find himself
competing with the noises of television, grandchildren or a wet-back stove.
Apart from diminishing concentration, such noises-off can seriously affect the
audibility of a tape. An empty room is a definite advantage, as is a quiet and
comfortable place in a garden.
These things may have to be explained and arranged in advance. Many
informants will be accustomed to speaking in noisy public situations, and a
family may be tempted to act as spectators to the interview, offering advice
or comment. Most often this is not helpful. It can also be surprisingly
rewarding to transport an informant to sites where he lived formerly if he is
going to talk about them and things that happened there. The sight of
forgotten geographical features or derelict buildings can loosen a flood of
forgotten recollections, as can the viewing of old photographs.
Numerous and unexpected difficulties will still arise, even in the wake of
meticulous preparations for field-work. It is prudent to check that tapes are
indeed taping and recorders recording as an interview begins. I have had the
experience of finishing an interview with a blank tape, for no apparent
reason; more commonly, the informant may not be close enough to be
audible or some other noise may be causing interference. It is far easier to
check these things at the outset than it is to repeat a lengthy and possibly
exhausting conversation, although it is wise not to cut a speaker off in full
stride to do this (a simple test conversation, explained as such, is adequate).
Sometimes it may be necessary to improvise unorthodox tactics to secure
cooperation. One informant was initially unwilling to be part of the project,
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in spite of its being authorized by Te Atairangikaahu. What finally induced
him to cooperate was the information that other people were placing on
record their view of his contribution to the Kingitanga; he was in effect being
represented to posterity by other spokesmen, and this proved unacceptable to
him. He began to work with me to correct what he considered to be the
misconceptions of others.
The pattern of the interview itself will be determined by the kind of
rapport that the researcher has established with the informant, and by the
informant's willingness to communicate. It should be structured in the sense
that the researcher should have as clear an idea as possible of the ground he
wants to cover; but it is unlikely to proceed satisfactorily if the researcher
sticks to his plan like a script. Obviously, an informant will talk most freely
and most fully if he is at ease.
Interrogative interviewing is unlikely to be appropriate for elderly Maori
informants. It is usually more satisfactory for the interviewer to nominate the
subject he wishes the interviewee to talk about and then let him discourse
about it, whaikorero style. Interruptions should be minimal and certainly not
such as to break the interviewee's flow of thought or narrative (interruption
of an elder on what could be regarded as a formal occasion is looked upon far
more unfavourably in Maori circles than in Pakeha ones). As the informant is
talking, the interviewer can jot down questions about matters which are not
clear or which could benefit from elaboration. In addition, he should be
crossing off topics as they are covered from his check list. Additional
questions should be raised after the speaker has completed his peroration.
Observations made in the course of the Tangata Whenua series are
applicable in this context. I noted that the interviewer may have to discard
his own notions of time and relevance. 'It's partly because of a rural mode of
communication, partly a Maori one. There is a strong suspicion and dislike of
the city hustler who breezes in with preconceived ideas and tries to mould
people. The tempo that works is a bit like the one you adopt for a tolls
operator: "transfer charge, person to person, number calling, person calling,
number charged to, number calling from, who's calling" — if you break the
sequence or accelerate the pace you destroy the rhythm and communication
[may collapse] . . . . Within the right tempo, you have to approach the
subject of conversation in slow concentric circles, deal with it, and back out
gradually the way you came in.' I should add, however, that there are no
sure recipes for interviews of this kind. The most a researcher can do is
anticipate the conditions he may encounter, be aware of how other people
have coped with them, and then rely on sensitivity and intuition.
Inevitably, some reputable informants turn out to be blusterers. Hours and
hours of talking may produce only a massive willingness to help and to be
part of the historical record — but no useful first-hand information nor
helpful insights shed on the topics discussed. Others of my informants, even
more difficult, appeared at first to be blusterers but turned out to be
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storehouses of information. There is need to be as careful in the rejection of
informants as in their selection.
An initial difficulty with some informants was their predisposition to say
what they thought they should say in answer to my question, to present a
'sanitized' view of protagonists and relationships (this sprang from the fact
that many informants assumed at the outset that the purpose of the exercise
was to gather panegyrics for Te Puea and other leaders of the past). Early in
discussion I asked Tumokai Katipa about a vital relationship in Te Puea's life,
that with Apirana Ngata. 'She thought he was a very nice man', Katipa said
cautiously. 'Very clever too.' Much later, in the course of discussing specific
topics like the opening of Mahinarangi and the beginning of the land
development schemes, a far more complex view emerged. The only questions
in this context that had any real meaning were ones like: 'What did Ngata say
at the opening of Raukawa and what did Te Puea think about that?' Broad
queries most often did not produce useful information. They were worth
asking mainly as an entrance to more detailed conversation.
A related difficulty was that some informants believed throughout the
project that its purpose (and the purpose of their talking to me) was to
manifest and uplift the joint mana of Te Puea and the Kingitanga. This meant
that they were unwilling to discuss some vitally important issues and
incidents if they felt that information about them would reflect discredit on
Te Puea, Waikato or the King Movement. Usually such matters involved sex,
alcohol or money (Te Puea's promiscuous behaviour in early years was an
example). In such cases I had to agree to respect confidences, to seek
verification from other informants less unwilling to be identified, or simply
not to acknowledge my source so as to protect an informant from personal or
social injury.
Where I felt that information was titillating but not central to an
understanding of personalities or issues, I made no reference to it — although
I left such information on tapes for the possible use of later researchers. If on
the other hand I thought that the information was germane — as in the case
of Henare Kaihau's alleged relationship with Mahuta's wife — then I referred
to it in discreet terms.
Discretion did not prevent violent reaction from some people, however. A
woman who had read my description of Te Puea's early years was highly
offended and said: 'You've written about things that people have no right to
write about'. (Like many of my Maori advisers, she made distinctions
between what was appropriate for oral transmission among Maoris and what
was appropriate for preservation on the written record for anyone to see; she
viewed the former situation as the arena for scrutiny and criticism, and the
latter as the proper place for closed-ranked tribute and adulation.) I found
the only way to disarm this sort of criticism was to give some indication of
the kinds of things I had chosen not to write about — to emphasize the fact
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that I had indeed been both selective and discreet.
The foregoing raises a diverting but interesting question. Is it easier for a
Maori than for a Pakeha to write 'Maori history', particularly a Maori from
the tribe or family concerned? This suggestion has been made with
confidence. From my own experience I would contend that it is not so, at
least certainly not straightforwardly so. The outsider — especially the Pakeha
who is known locally and trusted and made privy to 'inside' information — is
often more easily able to cope with many of the factors discussed above
because he is not as bound by Maori expectations as a Maori would be; nor is
he expected to be subject to what might be called 'Maori consequences' for
such things as not upholding mana or encroaching on matters regarded as
tapu. And it seems to me to be essential for an understanding of some matters
that the truth is able to be told and not concealed for reasons of culture or
diplomacy.
Even the Pakeha researcher who limits his discussions scrupulously to
matters of relevance and weighs information carefully and responsibly will
encounter difficulties of a purely Maori kind. Following publication of Te
Puea, I received a letter which said in part: 'The Kaihau family have been
deeply wounded by the way they come out in this book. Even small children
have been humiliated, and older ones thrown into despair . . . . In dealing
with Maori things we have to remember that nga mahi o nga tipuna [the
doings of ancestors] have a place in contemporary life . . . you can't make a
separation of generations . . . you must consider the effect on the living.'
The letter went on to suggest that I should apologize to the Kaihau, Herewini
and Tamehana families for including in the book information about their
forebears that could be regarded as discreditable. There is no suggestion that
the information is incorrect, or even unfair; simply that it will make it
difficult for descendants to hold their heads up because of their oneness with
ancestors. All this compounds the historian's conventional difficulties of
selection and discretion and may make it difficult for him to return to an
earlier area of research.
It also seems to me to be unreally idealistic to state that Maori groups are
more likely to arrive at agreement on one Maori candidate for a project than
on a Pakeha. Would Ngati Porou reach an easy consensus about which East
Coaster was best qualified to write about Ngata? Or Taranaki on a candidate
for Te Whiti O Rongomai? From the way both federations speak about such
matters, it seems unlikely. If the candidate was local his case would be subject
to inter-family and sub-tribal tensions, and to the often cruel refusal to accept
a local prophet in his own country. And if it was a case of a Maori candidate
from another district, there would be strong suspicions about his motives for
moving outside his own people (such as an East Coaster raised when he
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approached Waikato for permission to write an M.A. thesis on the institution
of poukais).
I did encounter occasional difficulty extracting information on matters
considered tapu or religious. To throw light on this and related aspects of
research, I want to quote at some length from an earlier discussion of
conservative Maori attitudes to documents and the process of converting oral
traditions to documentary or literary forms:
. . . . the process of conveying information was formerly surrounded by
religious concepts. It is still thus supported in the cosmology that many
Maoris adopt when they move out of a Pakeha situation into a Maori one.
There is still a tradition among older people that once you have committed
information to memory in appropriate and authorised circumstances, then
that information with a life of its own becomes part of you and your life. In
particular it becomes part of your mauri and part of your personal tapu, the
quality that protects. John Rangihau of Tuhoe explains the feeling this way:
'I talk about mauri and some people talk about tapu. Perhaps the words
are interchangeable. If you apply this life-force feeling to all things —
inanimate and animate — and to concepts, and give each concept a life of its
own, you can see how difficult it appears for older people to be willing and
available to give out information. They believe it is part of them, part of their
own life-force, and when they start shedding this they are giving away
themselves. Only when they depart are they able to pass this whole thing
through and give it a continuing character. Just as they are proud of being
able to trace their genealogy backwards, in the same way they can continue
to send the mauri of certain things forward.'
A consequence of accepting this view is that you may only say or re-tell
certain things (particularly tauparapara, whakapapa, or family stories) in
circumstances that are appropriate — usually huis, tangis or whare wananga.
Misuse of information can make its sacred character profane. It can result in a
diminution of mauri (which Rangihau says leaves a person 'an empty hulk'
and 'without purpose'). And it can create chinks in the armour of personal
tapu, leaving a man vulnerable to physical and mental illness. It can even
bring about death . . . many Maori sources believe, on first reaction, that by
committing information to paper, tape or film they are risking illness or
misfortune.
I encountered a number of problems in the course of the Te Puea project that
arose out of such attitudes and values.
One was a tremendous reverence for anything written by Te Puea, coupled
with a strong feeling that anything written by her or others for private
consumption (diary, letters to private correspondents) was not appropriate
for public consumption. At the request of one informant I withdrew
references from letters written in the 1930s, mainly about conditions at
Waahi Pa. But the attitude was most obtrusively associated with Te Puea's
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diary. This document, referred to elsewhere, is a proverbial mine of
information and one that, knowledgeably and sympathetically edited, should
make a book on its own. It includes not only details of her movements over
thirty years but also her intelligent assessment of the affairs of the day and in
particular her frequent observations about the behaviour of other public
figures.
Attitudes to publication of the diary were — at the time of writing —
insurmountably conservative. One view is that it is a tapu document (like
King Te Rata's journal held in the Pei Jones Papers) and therefore not
suitable for publication (and there was a great deal of resentment among
some Waikato kaumatua when Pei Te Hurinui referred to Te Rata's journal in
his essay 'Maori Kings'. There was another and what might be termed
'Pakeha' view that the diary should never be published because it was not
written for publication. It contains information of an intimate and highly
confidential nature about some people still living and others only recently
dead. The informant primarily responsible for the diary, Alex McKay, was
unable to answer to his own or to my satisfaction the question why Te Puea
kept it in the first place. His eventual and reluctantly expressed view was that
this activity was 'compulsive'. An additional difficulty he raised was that of
the initials, other abbreviations and personal short-hand references that Te
Puea used and which he believed could be understood only by Pei Te Hurinui
and in some instances himself. Once McKay is no longer available, editing of
the document will be extremely difficult.
A related difficulty was a fear among some elderly informants that there
could be consequences of a traditional kind for talking with me, and that a
life would have to be paid as a price for completion of the project. Some
earlier reservations were removed by the instruction of Te Atairangikaahu
that kaumatua were to help me, and that their actions would not then come
into the category of hara and involve loss of personal tapu. But the fear of
loss of life was strong, as it had been on other projects with which I have been
associated. One informant, aware of this feeling, indicated he was prepared
to be the lightning rod for such consequences. He knew what people were
saying, he believed in the validity of what they said, and he knew he was
dying in the year that he helped me. There was a noticeable relaxation among
some other informants in the wake of his death in 1975.
One other matter should be mentioned. I frequently and unexpectedly
turned up useful documentary material by asking interviewees if they had
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photographs, letters, newspaper clippings or things of this kind. The private
papers of Mick Jones and Maharaia Winiata'came to light in this way. Such
documents were also to be found on a smaller scale in homes where I had no
reason to look for them. Many families, for example, keep a record of deaths
and tangis. This can be invaluable as a means of dating events that might
otherwise be fixed only by their proximity to other events.
I have referred to the need to check oral evidence rigorously against
documentary sources, where possible. There were many points at which I
found the oral and documentary records differed. In some cases it was
because the documentary source was incorrect. And, as I have said elsewhere,
errors conceived by careless or uncomprehending researchers tend to be
perpetuated merely because they have acquired documentary authority'.
One of the most emphatic examples I can give is Eric Ramsden's belief
that Te Puea was responsible for some of the carving at the front of Pare
Waikato, the meeting house completed in 1927. Everybody I spoke to who
lived in or close to Turangawaewae in the 1920s was adamant that Te Puea
never touched the pare or maihi of this house, other than to give directions
on how she wanted it done; and that she never carved facings for any
building, believing very strongly that this was work for men only. To doubt
this view I would have to suspect a conscious conspiracy on the part of the
inhabitants of Turangawaewae to cover up a public event that would have
been witnessed by dozens of people and talked about by hundreds more; and
I cannot believe this to be the case.
Ramsden appears to have misunderstood a remark of Te Puea's when he
first visited Turangawaewae in August 1927. Certainly this was his first
meeting with Te Puea, and probably his first discussion with a group of
Maoris in a Maori situation. The ground was fertile for misunderstanding. As a
result of the visit Ramsden wrote: 'Visitors are housed in the capacious and
well-ventilated meeting house, part of the carving for which the Princess did
herself.'
Nearly thirty years later, W.J. Phillipps perpetuated and compounded the
error and attributed it to a communication with Ramsden when he wrote that
Pare Waikato was 'built under the instruction of Princess Te Puea Herangi,
who carved the pare over the door. The maihi was carved by a professional
carver, later to be dismissed by Te Puea, who completed the work herself.'
The assertion appeared again in 1975. Anne Salmond wrote in Hui that
'Princess te Puea [sic] dismissed a professional carver working on the house
Waikato at Turangawaewae marae, and completed the door architrave
herself. The information was attributed to Phillipps. In 1977, the same
assertion appeared in John Cresswell's Maori Meeting Houses of the North
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Island'. 'Princess Te Puea Herangi directed the construction of this house, and,
after dismissing the professional carvers, completed the maihi and carved door
pare herself.' All these references have attracted more than passing interest
because there is only one other apparently documented case of a woman
working on meeting house carvings; and they illustrate how difficult it is to
correct an error once it has appeared in print.
Conversely, the oral and documentary records sometimes differed because
the oral record was demonstrably incorrect. There appeared to be four
principal ways in which this could happen.
The first was a straight out failure of memory. Occasionally — and
understandably — the passage of time obscured recollection and people either
could not remember things they witnessed; or they remembered them
inaccurately. There is nothing sinister about this process; the researcher has
simply to be aware and wary of it. I was assured by one woman who
remembered Tawhiao and had attended his tangi that the prophet King had
had no facial moko. This was quite clearly disproved, of course, by
photographs and the recorded recollections of others.
Second, stories sometimes became confused or incorrect in detail as a
result of transmission through more than one person. One example is an
account of the occasion on which a woman exposed herself to Maui Pomare
during the Waikato anti-conscription campaign. One informant recalled Te
Puea saying that Pomare had been accompanied by Sir James Carroll and that
it was Carroll who proved himself a 'true rangatira' by not shielding himself
from the spectacle. Ramsden's account written from Te Puea's mouth
thirty years earlier makes it clear that the companion who so distinguished
himself was Te Heuheu Tukino. This was confirmed by a letter to Ramsden
from Lady Pomare.
Third, distortion may occur as a result of the wish of an informant to
appear in a more favourable light (and this wish and the resulting errors may
be wholly unconscious). Late in 1974 an informant told me Te Puea had not
opposed enlistment in the 1914-1918 war. I was unable to comprehend the
utter discrepancy of this account with the documentary record until it was
pointed out to me by Pei Te Hurinui that this informant was one of the few
who had agreed to take a uniform and train for army service after his arrest,
that he wanted to justify his decision, and that he had no idea of the extent
of my information from other sources.
Fourth, stories seemed sometimes to have altered in transmission because
of the wish of the story-teller to point up maxims and morals. Waikato
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tradition has it, for example, that Rangiaowhia was attacked on a Sunday in
February 1864. Reference to a Perpetual Calendar, however, makes it clear
that the day in question was a Saturday. The Sunday allegation, however,
emphasizes the enormity of what in Maori eyes is regarded as a blasphemous
massacre. A more innocent example is the popular account (in the 1970s) of
Te Puea's investiture in 1937 that has her walking forward to receive her CBE
in working boots. Photographs of the occasion show her to be wearing
carpet slippers; the origin of the working boots version would appear to be
the wish to emphasize her attitude to Pakeha formalities and her own
industry, which kept her at manual tasks even through the most ceremonious
of events.
There were occasions, of course, when I would very much have liked to
compare oral and documentary records but was unable to do so because of
the absence of one or the other. There were no longer eyewitnesses to the
events that caused Te Puea to abandon Roy Seccombe and return to Waikato
in 1910, for example. Here I had to lean more heavily than I wanted on the
rather romantic story compiled by Judge Acheson. This was a pivotal point
in Te Puea's life for which I would have preferred a direct account.
On other occasions, when oral accounts were available but not sufficiently
detailed for my needs, I was able to fill them out with minutiae gleaned from
documents (the daily routine on the land development schemes, for
example). But I attempted to distribute weight and emphasis according to the
criteria of surviving participants. Conversely, there were occasions where
reliable oral accounts were available for key incidents that were most unlikely
to be verified against documentary evidence. One example was the conversation between Te Puea and Michael Joseph Savage over the appointment of
George Shepherd to the Native Land Court. This was witnessed by Pei Te
Hurinui, whom I considered a reliable witness; such closed-door decisions are
unlikely to be noted in government archival material.
One constant factor was the desirability of making comparisons between
Te Puea and Waikato, and leaders from other tribal areas. I was unable to do
this to anything like the extent that I would have liked. There was relatively
little supporting information in print, although I made use of what there was.
The diplomatic difficulties of extracting material from other living sources in
the manner I was doing in Waikato were immense and time consuming. Not
only did rapport with Waikato not help to obtain similar assistance from
other areas, in some cases it was a positive disadvantage.
The greatest single methodological difficulty I encountered was deciding
what the relationship should be between the interviews I had conducted and
the published comments drawn from those interviews. Previous work had
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given me views on this matter and some experience in the business of
interviewing, editing and referral back to sources. Hence I began with the
following assumptions:
I. It was advisable to interview informants in as wide-ranging a manner as
possible — both for their own comfort (so they did not feel pushed about or
restricted in what they could say) and to gather as much information as I
could about as many topics and events as possible. I was acutely aware that
elderly informants were unlikely to be interviewed again; and that though my
reason and excuse for interviewing them was Te Puea's life, they were able
and willing to talk with authority about many other aspects of early
twentieth-century Maori life. When they strayed into details or topics that
were not germane to my subject, therefore, I did not divert them. I was aware
that there would be other researchers who would one day want to pursue this
material. It seemed valuable to collect on tape everything that was offered.
II. Most of them could not be quoted verbatim in references of more than
one sentence. There is, clearly, an enormous difference between oral and
literary modes of communication; and oral history, to some extent, sets out
to make literary what was formerly oral. Verbatim quotes of any length on
relevant topics would be likely to include references to cups of tea, dogs
barking, children's misbehaviour, looking for mislaid false teeth; as well as the
stammerings, hesitations and nonsequiturs of ordinary speech. In addition,
old people frequently do not talk chronologically; their attention wanders
and they often repeat themselves. Sometimes they talk more lucidly about a
topic the second time they refer to it; sometimes they are most intelligible in
the first half of the first reference and the second half of the second
reference.
None of this should invalidate what they say or preclude a researcher from
quoting his informants. Nor should it require the researcher to quote them in
such a way as to make them sound mentally defective or senile. The simple
consequence is that editing is necessary and justifiable — to establish degrees
of coherence and clarity appropriate to the project; and to eliminate
irrelevancies and repetitions. (Willa K. Baum has noted, however, that the
nature of editing should vary according to the purpose of a researcher's
programme. If he is attempting to explore the thought processes of a
104-year-old, or a poet's stream-of-consciousness, then editing may be
undesirable, or at least of a different kind.) Editing may also be necessary
to ensure that informants are represented to posterity in a manner in which
they and their families would approve; I considered this a necessary ethical
assumption linked to what Baum has referred to as the ability of an oral
history project 'to bestow a feeling of recognition and dignity on the older
members of the community'.
III. Having edited those sections of the interviews from which I wished to
quote, I felt an obligation to refer the resulting transcript back to informants
49

50

Aq
Willa K. Baum, Transcribing and Editing Oral History, Nashville, 1977, p.40.
ibid., p.6.
5 0

121

NEW ZEALAND ORAL HISTORY

to assist accuracy and clarity and to test their satisfaction with the manner in
which they were to be quoted.
All this came within the terms of my original ideal of an oral history
project and seemed straightforward. In practice, however, it was anything but
that:
I. In the first place, the lengths of some of my interviews (especially those
with Tumokai Katipa and Piri Poutapu) were prodigious. It would have taken
over a year of full-time work simply to transcribe the tapes in full. (It has
been estimated that one and a half hours of taped interview generates forty
hours of processing; and one hundred hours two years. Willa Baum notes that
thirty taped hours fully transcribed is likely to produce 900 pages of
transcript. Needless to say the University of Waikato was unable to supply a
person with a good knowledge of written and spoken Maori in addition to
transcribing and typing skills.)
II. To listen to all the tapes and transcribe and edit only those sections that I
wanted to use (a fraction of the total) took over six months. In this manner,
doing what could be considered the bare minimum of processing, I typed
what seemed to be the most relevant sections of the interviews, edited them,
and referred them to my informants. Frequently matters that did not at first
seem important would assume significance subsequently, especially matters
requiring cross-references, and I would have to listen to many more hours of
tape, locate the new sections, type and edit them, and then relate them to
what I had already typed.
III. Edited material referred back to sources frequently generated subsequent
discussion and fresh information as a result of further consideration and
jogging of the informant's memory. The process sometimes produced
second-thoughts in which the informants became alarmed at the baldness of
what they had first said; it sometimes produced an outright contradiction — a
claim that what was quoted had not been said at all. All these reactions
produced a need to further rewrite the edited transcripts.
The result of all these factors was that in some instances (although by no
means the majority) final passages for quotation bore only indirect
resemblance to the original verbatim comments. The consequence was most
often an improvement in detail and clarity; but on a number of occasions I
was concerned that vigour was lost and emphases changed. It was an
unavoidable consequence of committing myself to refer material back to
major informants before quotation and attribution. In future projects I would
do this, but not as a matter of right, and not giving the informant discretion
to alter material on any grounds other than factual ones.
Baum has noted wryly that 'there is much disagreement in oral history
circles on what should and should not be done in the way of editing'. This
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is understating the situation. At the time of writing there were no accepted
rules of evidence as in the case of court procedure or in the methodology of
conventional documentary history. Viewing the Te Puea project in retrospect,
however, the most satisfactory course of procedure for future projects would
seem to be this:
All tapes should be kept. In addition to their information value, there will
be interest in accent, inflection, speech patterns, significant hesitations and
the degree of emotion with which an informant may infuse his recollection —
what could be called the 'flavour' of the interview and the interviewee. As
Baum suggests, such tapes should be marked with the name of the
informant, the place and date of the interview, the name of the interviewer,
the project title, the number of the session (first second, etc.,), and the
length.
Verbatim transcripts should be typed and one copy filed.
The second copy should be edited by the interviewer, retyped, and sent or
taken to the informant. This document should then be returned to the
interviewer with the informant's changes and comments noted. (If the
informant is illiterate or infirm, the interviewer may find it necessary to note
these things at the direction of the informant.) On this document, preferably
in a different coloured ink, the interviewer should also note the changes
initiated by the informant and comment on them where they appear
significant.
The interviewer should then type a third document incorporating the
alterations, this to be used for quotation and attribution. It should not be
referred to the informant, except in the case of serious doubts or ambiguities.
All three written copies of the interviews should be clearly identified (in
order of preparation) and kept so that the record shows clearly the process by
which original material became quotable and quoted. Both the original
verbatim transcript and the final edited document should have numbered
pages, an index with a list of subjects discussed, and (ideally) cross-references.
None of this is accomplished easily or speedily. In the case of a major
project it is a laborious and time-consuming process well beyond the
resources of an individual researcher. It requires a back-up institution to
prepare transcripts and do much of the re-typing. Ideally processing should be
carried out by full-time specialists in an institution to which the individual
researcher would attach himself for the duration of his project. Less ideally,
any institution sponsoring future oral history projects (a university, a library,
the Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council, for example) must make provision either
for the typing of transcripts by professionals; or for sufficient funding for the
researcher to arrange for this to be done.
Baum suggests that a written agreement should be drawn up between
interviewer and informant, and that it should include conditions for the
release of the interview material. I would agree. In the case of the TePuea
project, tapes and partial transcripts were deposited with the Alexander
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Turnbull Library with the condition that they were not to be consulted or
quoted without the permission of the interviewer and Dame Te Atairangjkaahu (representing Waikato interests and Te Puea's family).
It would be advisable for thought to be given to such matters before
interviews begin, particularly if they are likely to include sensitive or
controversial material; and if a declared restriction is likely to make an
informant more relaxed about speaking fully and frankly. In some instances it
may be necessary to consider an embargo against publication until after the
death of the informant or the people of whom he is speaking.
Some consideration too should be given in the review of copyright law to
provisions that meet the new factors raised by oral history: should copyright
lie with the interviewer, the interviewee, the institution holding the
transcripts, or should it be distributed among all three? (Tom Wilsted of the
Alexander Turnbull Library has suggested it should rest primarily with the
holding institution because of its more informed idea of potential usage.)
If one single thing is clear from all I have said it is surely that oral history
offers no short cuts to an understanding of the past. The view that truth is to
be harvested rapidly and excitingly by rushing into the field with tape
recorders and talking to anybody with relevant recollections is romantic; as is
the belief that this process is in some way 'easier' than working with
documents. True, documents do not talk back and oral informants do; but
both factors have in-built handicaps. Subjects who do talk back, who distill
what they say through passion, prejudice and memory, are infinitely more
difficult and time-consuming to work with and to cross-check than are
documents; and the real work — the processing that excavates probability,
insight and interpretation — continues long after the heady experience of
tracking down informants and interviewing them.
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