Documenting Maori History:
THE A R R E S T OF TE K O O T I
R I K I R A N G I TE TURUKI, 1889*

TRUTH is ever a casualty of war and of the aftermath of war and so it is of
the conflicts between Maori and Pakeha in New Zealand. A bare hundred years is too short a time for both peoples, still somewhat uncertainly
working out their relationships in New Zealand, to view the nineteenthcentury conflicts with much objectivity. Indeed, partly due to the confidence and articulateness of the younger generations of Maoris and to
their dissatisfaction with the Pakeha descriptions of what is and what
happened, the covers have only in the last decade or so really begun to be
ripped off the struggles of a century before. Some truth is emerging, in
the sense of reasonably accurate statements about who did what and
why, but so inevitably is a great deal of myth-making, of the casting of
villains and the erection of culture-heroes by Maoris to match the villains
and culture-heroes which were created earlier by the Pakeha—and which
many Pakeha of a post-imperial generation now themselves find very
inadequate.
In all of this academics are going to become involved, partly because
they are going to be dragged into it by the public, by their students and
by the media, and partly because it is going to be difficult for some of
them to resist the heady attractions of playing to the gallery of one set or
another of protagonists or polemicists, frequently eager to have the
presumed authority of an academic imprimatur on their particular version of what is supposed to have happened.
At this rather crucial stage of the unfolding of New Zealand national
life one cannot but regret how late qualified, professional historians
began seriously to explore Anglo-Maori relations in this country. Keith
Sinclair really opened a new era with the Origins of the Maori Wars in

* The man known as Te Kooti Rikirangi took the name Te Kooti at his Christian baptism,
almost certainly after Dandeson Coates, Lay Secretary of the Church Missionary Society.
After his imprisonment and escape from the Chatham Islands he preferred to use one of his
father's names, Te Turuki. Of a dozen or more letters signed by him and still surviving in
the National Archives most are signed 'Te Turuki', one is signed 'Te Kooti te Turuki', and
one is signed 'Te Turuki te Kooti'. He was apparantly still (in the 1870s and 1880s) trying to
accommodate Pakeha readers (to whom the two letters were addressed) by sometimes retaining the baptisimal name by which they knew him. I have also retained it for the most
part in this article because he is still generally known by most Pakeha and Maoris as 'Te
Kooti', though in his own family and district the preferred name is Te Turuki, a name in
turn taken by descendants and co-religionists.
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1957; and there are still comparatively few historians publishing in this
general area. Still more must one regret, though one may understand the
reasons, the lack of trained publishing Maori historians.
Most Maori students of modern Maori history appear to be forming
their evaluations in the context of anthropology or 'Maori studies',
where the reading of detailed scholarly history is perhaps encouraged but
not always required. Anthropological research itself has paid very little
attention to the evolution of Maori society under contact. There has been
much strenuous endeavour to recreate the classical Maori past (often in a
form as sterile as it is static) and some thorough studies of modern Maori
in urban or rural locations—often excellent in their descriptions of
material life and relationships but still rather barren as regards the life of
the mind.
As more recent anthropology has moved increasingly from functionalist approaches to the study of culture in change and cultures interacting with other cultures so modern 'Maori studies' specialists have also
begun to present their versions of what happened between 1769 and, say,
1945. Thus, in her revised edition of The Maoris of New Zealand,
between twenty-eight pages on the Maori before 1800 and 300 pages on
the Maori today, Professor Joan Metge inserts ten pages on 'The years
between'. One must commend Joan Metge for the richness of her contemporary material, and the accuracy of her short historical statement,
and probably also her restraint at not attempting more of what she is not
trained to do. But my fear is that many students of 'Maori studies' will
never read more history than these ten pages. And ten pages are not
enough to show what powerful historical influences, what complex social
action and cultural influences have made Joe Hawke and Ben Couch and
Brigadier Poananga, Pat Hohepa or Sidney Mead what they are and why
they are so different from one another! There are whole dimensions
missing here.
Another recent (1977) work which shows some signs of becoming a
classic in the 'Maori studies' field is Professor Hugh Kawharu's Maori
Land Tenure, published by the prestigious Clarendon Press and priced at
over $30. This too contains a historical survey compounded from 'a
limited range of published sources long familiar to students of the subject'. 1 'Long familiar' is right: given the reliance on Cowan (1922), Keesing (1928), Belshaw (1940) and Smith (1948), and nothing later than Ian
Wards (1968)! The book stops short with the notorious 1967 legislation,
and does not note even in an addendum to the author's preface, itself
written in 1976, the amending legislation which followed under a Labour
government. A subject of such fundamental importance and present
political dynamite as land tenure surely deserves to be supported by the
most up-to-date available historical (and other) researches on the
subject.
1 Hugh Kawharu, Maori Land Tenure, Oxford, 1977.
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In the modern intellectual confrontation that urbanization and education have produced, much will depend upon the frankness and the
industry of the historians of cultural interaction—including the anthropologists and 'Maori studies' professors turned historians. Potted
histories, rehashed old histories, are not much use in this. The intellectual leaders of both races, and the media which publicize some of their
statements, should surely drink deep, not sip at this most sensitive area
of New Zealand history.
In doing so, they should have regard to the documentary record, and
its still largely unexplored riches. The recent vogue for oral history has of
course proved valuable. Michael King, in his biography of Te Puea, has
shown what it can reveal. But Dr King has himself noted the limitations
of oral history, notably the warping effects of recounting over time, and
the cultural purposes of the recounting—namely to support important
values and myths rather than to strive for objectivity. 2
Not that the quest for the Holy Grail of a single objective truth is the
proper preoccupation of the documentary historian either, since documents too are created by the protagonists in events, and reflect their
various standpoints about events or issues as they see them or reflect on
them. But it remains the professional historian's task to unravel these
various 'truths'—the events, the interpretations of events and myths
about events—usually in relation to larger issues or questions, and to
help readers make more informed judgments about them. In this context
the stock-in-trade questions of who first said what, and why, put the
documentary historian at an advantage. For documents—primary, contemporary documents—do have the virtue of a certain stability, of capturing and freezing the thoughts and utterances of contemporary
participants and defying subsequent interpretation and retelling.
The other important point to appreciate regarding documents about
modern New Zealand history is their abundance. This includes
documents written by Maori. It is perhaps not fully appreciated how
much the Maori, being a literate people by the mid-nineteenth century,
used their new-found talent and wrote letters, frequently, to each other
and to government officials. Indeed, because of factionalism and contention among leaders, there was usually a veritable flow of intelligence
about almost any important development. A great many letters have survived in the files of the various government officers and are now located
in the National Archives. The records of local courts, and journals and
letter books kept by magistrates contain very full revelations over time,
of the people and events of a local community. The minutes and evidence
compiled by the Native Affairs Committee of Parliament contain
voluminous records about particular issues such as land claims, and the

2 Michael King, 'New Zealand Oral History: some cultural and methodological considerations', New Zealand Journal of History, XII, 2 (October 1978), 104-23.
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people concerned about them. So of course do the records of the Native
Land Court. Much of this has not yet been used by historians. Political
and religious gatherings by Maoris were frequently reported quite extensively and verbatim speeches often recorded. With the necessary
allowance for bias, misreporting and mistranslation with which all
documents must be treated, it is nevertheless possible to get rich insights
from these.'
Putting all this together, along with missionary archives and published
material such as local newspapers, it is often possible to build up a very
full picture of Maori history in the nineteenth century—a great wealth of
detail about the Maori people of the area, their social condition, the
pressures upon them, their activities, their leaders, their belief systems.
Oliver and Thompson's history of the East Coast," particularly the
detailed study of how the Poverty Bay Maori came to be involved in their
terrible and unnecessary military confrontation with government forces,
is an illustration of what is possible, and before the nineteenth-century
history of the Maori can become very full I believe there need to be more
such local studies, based on the documentary material.
Much of the material indeed is not very difficult of access. There is an
enormous wealth of detailed reporting in published parliamentary
papers. Even the regular annual 'Reports of Officers in Native Districts'
reveal much about the complex ways traditional and new kinds of rights
and relationships were being worked out. They would be, I should think,
a delight to anthropologists concerned with a vital, living and changing
culture.
Unpublished documents are less accessible and sometimes their location requires such skills of the professional historian as imagination and
a knowledge of the relationships between various arms of government
and individuals of the period. But many unpublished series are readily
accessible in National Archives, with but a little help from professional
archivists or historians.
For example, during the Anglo-Maori wars a transient set of officials
known as Agents for the General Government held virtual plenipotentiary powers in provinces where military campaigns were being fought.
Consequently in the complex military-diplomatic relations with the
northern Hawke's Bay, Poverty Bay and Urewera tribes during the pursuit of Te Kooti after 1868, the rather obscure series 'Agent for the

3 For example, I recall with satisfaction following up an obscure reference in private
correspondence to find two letters by South Taranaki chiefs to the Colonial Secretary conveying the decisions of the big meeting at Manawapou in 1854 which launched the alleged
'land league' in the area. The letters did not in fact modify the interpretation that Keith
Sinclair had already made, on the basis of other evidence, but two original Maori
documents on the subject were the best possible corroboration.
4 W.H. Oliver, and Jane M. Thompson, Challenge and Response: a Study of the
Development
of the Gisborne East Coast Region, Gisborne, 1971.
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General Government—Hawke's Bay' is rich and important reading.5 But
it is not particularly difficult or inaccessible material to use.
Following these remarks about the availability of documentary
material—remarks intended hopefully to interest and encourage rather
than provide a comprehensive analysis of material—this paper will seek
to illustrate, by reference to one particular incident, the kinds of insights
available from the documentary record. The incident chosen is the
attempted visit in 1889, of Te Kooti Te Turuki from his place of exile in
the King Country to his birthplace in Poverty Bay, his subsequent arrest,
and the legal actions that followed. In this case it will be clear that the
Pakeha too are prisoners of socially and culturally determined views of
events and of history.
In recounting a narrative the historian is immediately faced with the
problem of what is more significant, and less significant detail. His selection will normally be governed by his predisposition, sometimes not
explicit but always there, to see people and events against a larger context
of assumptions and inquiry. What follows is an attempt to place the
sharp little conflict that occurred in 1889 in the context of the great
debate between and among Marxists and structuralists (and their successors) about infrastructure and super-structure, about determinant or
at least causal relations in human society, and about economic causality
in particular. In New Zealand writing this tends to add up to term 'land
wars' as a summary of the bases of the Anglo-Maori struggle for control
of the country and the articulation of race relations subsequently.
Modern social anthropology, however, has shown the tremendous
importance of symbolism in human relationships—that culturally
derived symbolic relationships have themselves independent vitality,
partly related to modes and relations of production but by no means all
determined by them. I shall try to show that the Te Kooti incident is
replete with detail about both these views of social action and will offer
my own view of them at the end of the essay.
The events which originally made Te Kooti Te Turuki famous (or, in
some views, notorious) in the Colony are well known. He was born near
Te Karaka, Poverty Bay (by his own affidavit at a place called Paoka) of
the Ngatimaru hapu of Aitanga-a-Mahaki. 6 He was educated at
5 One bundle contained reports by Gilbert Mair on his pursuit of Te Kooti and included
the letter which the guerilla leader left for Mair in a forest clearing in 1872 urging the
government to stop the pursuit and let him live in peace. There was no special historical
significance in this find, because this letter had been printed in contemporary parliamentary
papers, but there was something of a thrill to see the actual paper, slightly tattered, as Mair
had found it in that remote clearing 100 years before, and brought it out to send to his
superior. At this stage, however, I would enter a caution that anyone proposing to use letters by eminent Maori, now dead, should have considerable regard to the strong sensitivities which Maori today have about these men, whose mana is still very real, and which
in the eyes of many, attaches to the very letters they penned and handled.
6 Affidavit of Te Kooti Rikirangi, 8 September 1889, J1 1890/407 Justice Department,
National Archives.
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Waerenga-a-Hika mission and became literate in his own language. He
dealt in horses and engaged in the coastal trade with Auckland. During
the conflict with the Pai Marire in Poverty Bay he was officially assisting
the government forces but was accused of communicating with kinsmen
among the Pai Marire—of 'spying' and supplying ammunition. In 1866
he was arrested and deported without trial to the Chatham Islands. Te
Kooti always maintained his innocence and the evidence of government
officers agrees that he several times asked to be tried but was denied that
right. In the Chathams he evolved his own ritual and established himself
as a leader. In 1868 he led a brilliantly executed escape by the Chatham
Island prisoners in the government brig Rifleman and sailed back to the
Mahia Peninsula area. On the way he threw overboard one of his own
party named Te Karihi (selected by lot according to Te Kooti's account)
to placate the storm gods. He requested a peaceful passage to the King
Country, but he would not submit or surrender the arms the party had
gathered; consequently he was attacked by the military under the command of Major R.N. Biggs. In September 1868 he struck back at Poverty
Bay and killed thirty-four settlers, including Biggs and his family, and
sixty Maoris. It was the most bloody single assault the settlers had experienced in New Zealand and other raids on East Coast settlements followed. Te Kooti and his war parties were hunted for the following five
years, until in 1873 he found refuge in the King Country. In 1882, in the
context of moves being made to secure the opening of the King Country,
Te Kooti was included in an act of amnesty.
Even before this Te Kooti was spreading his influence and his ritual to
some extent as a rival to the Maori King. Kinsmen and co-religionists
from Poverty Bay and the Bay of Plenty would visit him near Te Kuiti,
for his regular meetings called po takoto (the night of preparation or
fasting at the end of the month before the regular meetings at the beginning of the month) and in search of cures because, in the tradition of
Maori spiritual leaders, he was believed capable of healing.
After the pardon he sought to move about, to spread his influence and
teaching. However John Bryce, the Native Minister who had negotiated
the amnesty, took the view that while the proclamation of pardon was
'complete, absolute and without any expressed conditions' he had
included Te Kooti in it only 'after he had promised to give no further
trouble'. 7 Bryce had no objection to his visiting the Bay of Plenty but
objected to his visiting the East Coast and Te Kooti deferred the visit in
response to Bryce's objection. There were also many strong objections
by Maoris to Te Kooti's travelling about increasing his mana; a stream of
letters to this effect reached the Native Office from sections of most East
Coast tribes. They included threats to kill Te Kooti if he came. The settlers also objected strongly. In view of the likely breach of the peace,

7 Bryce to Native Minister, 18 December 1889, J1 1890/407.
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wrote T.W. Lewis, the Native Department Under-Secretary, Te Kooti
was forbidden to visit the Coast. 8
When John Ballance, the Native Minister who succeeded Bryce in
1884, first received one of Te Kooti's requests to visit Poverty Bay he
directed the local officials to tell him: 'As a subject of the Queen he is of
course entitled to the protection of the law—but it is against the law to do
anything calculated to provoke a breach of the peace, and if he proposes
to go about the country with armed followers that is contrary to the law
also.' Te Kooti replied reassuringly, thanking Ballance for the warning
and concluding his letter 'God save our Queen Victoria'. 9 At this time
also he expressed his pacific attitude by helping rescue a survey party
from the clutches of a rather violent leader named Te Mahuki, who
objected to the opening of the King Country.
In late 1885, having spread his faith successfully in the Bay of Plenty,
even among the Arawa, Te Kooti proposed to visit Wairoa, northern
Hawke's Bay. This time Ballance replied to Maori objectors that Te
Kooti was a free man, at liberty to go where he thought fit, and that,
though the government would prefer he did not go to the Coast, they
would not stop him. He urged them to bury the past. To the Chairman of
Wairoa County Council he said he was satisfied that Te Kooti was loyal
and would conduct himself in a peaceful and orderly manner. He urged
that as little notice as possible be taken of the visit. To the Bishop of
Waiapu, who also complained, Ballance expressed the hope that 'you
and the other Reverend Gentlemen you name will use your influence to
prevent any retaliation by natives and others against Te Kooti in defiance
of the law. . . . Any prevention by force of Te Kooti's travelling freely
through the country would be a breach of the law which the government
would not be justified in committing or countenancing'.' 0 He refused
Colonel Whitmore permission to call out the Armed Constabulary but
sent an Inspector of Police in advance of Te Kooti to ensure that no
violence was attempted. Despite a dream which Te Kooti feared was a
warning of assassination, he pressed on (there can be no doubt of his
courage) and the visit was entirely successful from his point of view. He
wrote of the growth of peace and love 'under the mana of our Queen and
the Government of New Zealand'."
His mana increased, and he was increasingly consulted on matters of
illness or trouble or makutu (sorcery). He began to elaborate an organization of secretaries, and uniformed equerries, contemporary symbols
of status and power borrowed from the Pakeha culture. His movement,

8 Lewis, minute, 18 October 1884,. M A 23/8, N.O. 84/3136 Maori Affairs, National
Archives.
9 Te Kooti to Native Minister, 24 October 1884, M A 23/8, N.O. 84/3188.
10 Ballance, minutes, December 1885, M A 23/8, N.O. 85/4009, 4024, 4133.
11 Te Kooti to Under-Secretary, Native Department, 31 December 1885, M A 23/8,
N.O. 86/23.
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like those of its other dissident leaders, had its own regulations, and
semi-formal tribunals to try offenders. Part of his teaching was against
selling land or putting it through the Native Land Court, and Maori of
Ringatu faith (as his church came to be known) began to object when
blocks were brought by others before the Native Land Court. Despite all
of this, Ballance declined requests by Maori and settlers that his teaching
be stopped, because 'government do not recognise religious
distinctions'.' 2
In 1886 Te Kooti, with government approval, visited the settlement of
Te Hapuku, the pro-Pai Marire ariki of Hawke's Bay, much to the irritation of Renata Kawepo and other pro-government chiefs of the area. On
the way he even passed through Napier to the accompaniment of a few
groans from spectators.13 In 1887 there was a big meeting near Opotiki,
at Maraenui, attended by sections of all Bay of Plenty tribes (including
the Ngatipikiao branch of Arawa at Maketu) and the Urewera, who had
left off negotiations with government agents, who were trying to get
them to establish an official tribal committee, and gone over to Te Kooti.
Te Kooti was now prophesying that the lands confiscated in the 1860s
would revert to the Maori. Ballance again refused to oppose the meeting,
ordering only a prohibition on arms. In Opotiki Te Kooti and another
man got drunk and fell off their horses, but Te Kooti preached moderation to his followers and the Maraenui meeting was peaceful.
All this led inevitably towards a visit to Poverty Bay, and the movement towards it gained momentum from support by the influential
Poverty Bay chief Wi Pere, who frequently visited the prophet, and
whose son was one of Te Kooti's staff. 14 But before the visit could be
made the Stout-Vogel government fell and Edwin Mitchelson replaced
Ballance as Native Minister. Now, when requested by Poverty Bay settlers, Mitchelson partly reverted to Bryce's policy and requested Te Kooti
not to go, although he informed settlers that he could not, by law, stop
the visit."
As the Maori of Waituhi village prepared for the visit the Poverty Bay
Herald leader-writer poured forth his outrage that this man, who, he
alleged, had murdered men, and outraged, tortured and killed Poverty
Bay women in 1868, was now being feasted. He was concerned that if Te
Kooti were allowed to come unhindered, local Maoris would think that
only fear 'has stayed the hand of the avenger'. But, 'Fortunately this was
a British community still influenced by old associations and love of law
and order'. They would not kill Te Kooti (unlike the settlers in the

12 Ballance, minute, 27 May 1886, M A 23/8, N.O. 86/1561.
13 Inspector Bullen to Ballance, 6 January 1887, M A 23/8, N.O. 86/4239.
14 Wi Pere had, in 1887, lost the seat of Eastern Maori to James Carroll and may have
been feeling predisposed to align himself with those who were challenging established
authority.
15 Mitchelson, minute, October 1887, M A 23/8, N.O. 87/2783.

DOCUMENTING M A O R I HISTORY

33

American West), but they would not have 'the slayer of women and
children feted in their midst without exacting the justice that is denied by
the law of the country through the hideous mistake of Mr John Bryce in
pardoning the vilest miscreant that ever infested New Zealand'.' 6 The
clergyman William Williams corrected the overstatement. There had
been no torture or outrage of women in 1868; but he deplored the way
the government had previously facilitated Te Kooti's visit to Hawke's
Bay with a 'bodyguard' of police."
Amidst a flurry of invitation and objection by East Coast Maori, Te
Kooti delayed a further year. Among the objectors was a considerable
group from Te Karaka who resented the throwing overboard of Te
Karihi on the way back from the Chatham Islands. Others feared being
impoverished to supply Te Kooti's feasts. Robert Bush, Resident Magistrate at Opotiki, thought that the meetings actually led to more landselling in order to pay for them, and the government began to contemplate legislation prohibiting such meetings.18
In August 1888 James Carroll, M.H.R. for Eastern Maori, advised the
government that the visit was fixed for March 1889, at Te Karaka. The
settlers did not react until Maori located on the Waipaoa river bank
between Matawhero and Waerenga-a-Hika established a new settlement
about a mile south-east of the Rangitira hotel, Karaka (modern Te
Karaka). A large runanga house, measuring approximately 60 feet by 33
feet, was being constructed and it was reported that Te Kooti had been
communicated with and expressed his wish to attend the opening ceremony. The government was immediately requested to use its influence to
prevent the visit. Mitchelson replied that he had written to Te Kooti on
23 January 'giving strong reasons why it was inadvisable he should go'.
But, the Poverty Bay Herald concluded, it was unlikely that the government would use force to prevent him."
In the first week of February, however, Te Kooti was brought to
Auckland by Charles Hursthouse, the government surveyor then at Te
Kuiti, to discuss the proposed visit with Mitchelson and Atkinson, the
Premier. He went with several attendants, one designated his private
secretary, another in a 'handsome uniform'. 20
On 8 February Mitchelson pointed out to Te Kooti the objections of
Poverty Bay settlers and Maoris and urged him not to go. Te Kooti
demurred, saying he had given his pledge to go to Te Karaka and that he
was going in the interests of peace. He had long promised not to resume
arms and as he and his followers were subject to the law they would not
now carry them. He had intended to take only a small revolver as a pres16
17
18
19
20

Poverty Bav Herald, 24 October 1887.
Rev. W. Williams to Native Minister, n.d. [Oct. 1887], MA 23/8, N.O. 87/2984.
MA 23/8, N.O. 88/1312, 88/1322.
Poverty Bay Herald, 29 January 1889.
Poverty Bay Herald, 8 February 1889.
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ent for his son, but if this displeased Mitchelson, he would leave it behind
also. He said that the danger to himself did not weigh with him and he
had told his followers that if he were killed they must not avenge him. He
also claimed his rights as a free citizen.21
Indeed the Ringatu movement in general was at that stage appealing to
the protection of the law. In the Eastern Bay of Plenty was the small
Ngaitai tribe, centred on the village of Torere, and sandwiched at the
time of European contact between the mighty Ngatiporou to the east and
the Whakatohea to the west and south. They had aligned themselves with
the incoming British power for protection, as did other small tribes, and
were noted 'loyalists' during the struggles with the Pai Marire in the
1860s. They stood in the path of Te Kooti's march to Te Karaka and
were to play a significant role in subsequent events. The leader of the
Ngaitai, a very notable man with the notable name of Wiremu Kingi, had
died in August 1888 and some of the Ngaitai alleged sorcery on the part
of local Ringatu as the cause. The Ringatu of nearby Maraenui thereupon wrote to the Native Minister repudiating the charge and pointing
out that their church was 'under the mana of the Queen and is subject to
the law which she has made for the good of the two races'. 22
Again the government was caught in a considerable dilemma. Neither
Mitchelson nor Atkinson felt able to actually forbid Te Kooti to go, and
their attempts at persuasion failed. 'I told the Premier', Te Kooti said
later, ' "permit me to paddle my canoe in peace, when I come to the
mouth of the river if I find the waves too high I can return" \23
He then returned to Kihikihi and set out on horseback for Poverty Bay
via Rotorua and Opotiki, his initial party of about thirty men and
women growing steadily as he rode. Meanwhile, at Te Karaka the
runanga house had been completed and decorated with symbols of contemporary as well as traditional themes. Potatoes had been planted along
the Motu road to feed Te Kooti's party. Wi Pere and his son were in the
Bay of Plenty negotiating with local Maori and officials to let Te Kooti
through. 24 By 22 February he had reached Opotiki, with a following of
about 250 people including women and children.
Meanwhile a furious convulsion was going on among Poverty Bay settlers. Numbers of settler families had come into Gisborne in something
like panic. Others were arming. On 18 February about 500 settlers and
some Maori met at Makaraka and planned to raise a force large enough
to overcome the 600 or so followers of Te Kooti estimated to be in the
district.

21 Te Kooti, affidavit, 8 September 1889, Jl 1890/407; Poverty Bay Herald, 9 February
1889.
22 Ringatu Maoris of Maraenui to Mitchelson, 22 November 1888, MA 23/8, N.O.
88/2637.
23 Te Kooti, affidavit, 8 September 1889, Jl 1890/407.
24 MA 23/8, N.O. 89/495 (various telegrams).
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Interestingly, Arthur Desmond sought to give Te Kooti's side of the
question. He had been employed by the Te Karaka Ringatu and become
acquainted with a great many of the prophet's followers who gave a very
different view of their leader from that of the settlers. He argued: 'Te
Kooti was originally a peaceable native of Poverty Bay (loud cries of
" n o " ) but there were certain land speculators in the district (strong dissent and uproar). The Chairman (Mr Walsh) said they hadn't come to
discuss Te Kooti's character but to stop the meeting [at Te Karaka].' 2 '
Desmond was not allowed to speak further. A.B. Newman moved for the
formation of a Vigilance Committee, and one was appointed including at
least four Maori among its nineteen man committee. After some speculation that settler action might provoke another massacre (Major Biggs's
action of 1868 was recalled) it was decided to recruit 300 men and 300
stand of arms to serve under Major Westrupp (a former Armed Constabulary commander) if the government failed to stop Te Kooti, and to
request Major Ropata and the Ngatiporou to help.25
The following day, 19 February, the Poverty Bay Herald's editorial
raised the issue of land and settlement. It stated that Te Kooti had
indicated a wish not merely to visit the district but to reside there. This,
the leader-writer said, was unacceptable: 'The chances greatly are that Te
Kooti's direct influence would be to arrest the work of settlement. Maori
leaders who are ambitious of exercising mana are strongly opposed to the
Natives selling their lands. As the majority of Maoris in this district are'
Hauhaus, Te Kooti's influence would most probably be a serious
obstacle to the settlement of the land question, the most important subject which affects the future of Poverty Bay.' 27 While urging caution,
therefore, and the use of force only as a last resort, the editorial asserted
the necessity of convincing the government that it was absolutely unacceptable that Te Kooti be permitted access to the district.
Meanwhile the government attitude was still far from reassuring to the
settlers. A telegram from the Justice Minister, T. Fergus, to James
Booth, Resident Magistrate in Poverty Bay, was quoted as saying that
government was using every effort to stop Te Kooti 'except actual force,
which would be clearly illegal (Te Kooti since pardoned being a free man)
to stop his going to Gisborne and will continue to do so. Government
have full information as to Te Kooti's movements and are satisfied that
there is no fear whatever of his breaking the law.' 28
The Poverty Bay settlers sought additional justification for their
stand. Their newspaper printed comments alleging that Te Kooti's
cavalcade carried arms and a settler quoted a letter, allegedly in Te
Kooti's handwriting, saying that when he came he would exterminate the
25
26
27
28

Poverty Bay Herald,
ibid.
Poverty Bay Herald,
ibid.

18 February 1889.
19 February 1889.
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Pakeha for ever and ever.
On 19 February Robert Bush, R.M. at Opotiki, went to see Te Kooti
near Whakatane to convey once more the government's wish that he turn
back. He was specifically instructed to look for arms and saw none. For
his part Te Kooti said that he wished to see his friends before he died but
repeated his metaphor that 'he was the master of a vessel, who looked for
breakers before crossing the bar, and if there were too heavy a sea he
would put back'. 29
Meanwhile, reporters attended meetings of the so-called 'Hauhau'
community at Te Karaka. An account of the settlers' Makaraka
assembly read at one of those meetings evoked great indignation.
'Porangi nga Pakeha' (Out of their minds, the Pakeha) was the most
common expression reported. A leader who called himself King
Matutaera said:
W e desire to continue in friendship with the E u r o p e a n s . I f trouble comes it c o m e
from the E u r o p e a n s . T h e M a o r i s do not want to see more war. T h e night o f war
has passed away; it is daylight now. T h e anger is gone away. T e K o o t i cometh in
peace an old man with grey hairs and many thoughts. Twenty years have gone
behind. T e K o o t i longs to see the place o f his birth, b e f o r e he goes beyond the
skies for evermore. He c o m e s to see his kindred and then returns to his far distant
•place o f exile. T h r e e days will he s o j o u r n among his friends, and amid the weeping and wailing o f his kindred he will sadly depart. W e wish to be left alone in
peace and quietness; to cultivate our land under the shadow o f the Queen. T h e
Queen is over us all. T h e law is our guide, the anger is passed away and peace,
peace, peace is our m o t t o . W e extend the hand o f friendship and kindness to all
Europeans.30

The reporter noted that 'The Elevated Hand' religion prevailed with
services 'much like the Church of England' though Saturday was the
Sabbath. The principal 'dogma' could not have been palatable to settlers. It was 'no land to be sold'. Other 'dogmas' were 'no moneyrangatiras' and.'all men to live in fraternal love and kindness'.31
Arthur Desmond also continued his pleas for conciliation. The
Poverty Bay Herald published his letter saying: 'as an unprejudiced
observer, I may be allowed to remark that the interests of Poverty Bay
will be best promoted by a more amicable feeling being fostered between
the two races. At some period in the history of colonies or nations race
feuds must be allowed to die.' 32 But the great majority of local settlers
and Te Kooti's Maori opponents would not have this. The Poverty Bay
Herald noted the Ringatu stand against land-selling and said: 'now if
29 Poverty Bay Herald, 20 February 1889; MA 23/8, N.O. 89/495.
30 Poverty Bay Herald, 20 February 1889.
31 A 'money-rangatira' was probably a man who tried to assert his standing by raising
money through the sale of tribal land and living in style while the money lasted. There were
many such sad spectacles, especially in Hawke's Bay and coastal Poverty Bay, during the
flush of landselling in the 1870s.
32 ibid.
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that idea is adhered to there will be a serious check to settlement or a
system of Maori landlordism will be established in this district. The latter
could be an intolerable evil.' 33
At a further big settler meeting on 22 February at the Gisborne City
Rink, Desmond tried to read a message from the Te Karaka leaders but
was assaulted and had to be rushed from the building under police protection. A settler of 1868 vintage proclaimed emotionally that his wife
had made him promise to shoot her rather than let her fall into Te
Kooti's hands. Hoani Ruru, a kinsman of the man thrown overboard by
Te Kooti to placate the storm gods during his escape from the Chathams,
said that 200 of his people would stop Te Kooti. Wi Kakaha of Ngatiporou said 'Your law will not prevent me going with my people to meet
Te Kooti. Don't let the Hauhau despise the mana of Ngatiporou.' 34
Armed men, Maori and settler, were by now pouring into the district. A
jingoist poem which was printed gave the mood. Despite the banality its
symbolism is significant. Entitled 'The Settlers' Song' it reads, in part:
N o w ' s the day and n o w ' s the hour
See the front o f carnage lower
See approach T e K o o t i ' s power
As to victory!
Should the vilest murderer's hand
B a c k e d by that fanatic band
Flaunt its power throughout the land
Britons are not free.
B y the butchered babes o f yore
By the women bathed in gore
Black T e Kooti must evermore
B a c k w a r d hunted be. 3 5

Meanwhile, on 21 February, Atkinson, the Premier, had arrived in
Gisborne by sea and met the settler leaders. While he thought that the
settlers had 'lost their heads' 36 he nevertheless became convinced that
four or five people were determined to shoot Te Kooti and the risk of a
major clash between pro- and anti-Te Kooti forces was very real. For this
reason Te Kooti would have to be turned back.
The decision was announced in Poverty Bay, on Saturday 23rd,
together with the news of troop reinforcements—Armed Constabulary
from the South, Permanent Artillery and Naval Reservists from Auckland, Ngatiporou under the Anglo-Maori war veterans Major Ropata
and Colonel Porter, and of course the local militia glorying in titles like
the Ormond Rifles and East Coast Hussars.

33
34
35
36

Poverty Bay Herald, 21 February 1889.
Poverty Bay Herald, 22 February 1889.
ibid.
Atkinson to Hislop, 21 February 1889, MA 23/8, N.O. 89/495.
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That day the decision was also communicated to Te Kooti, who had
reached the village of Omaramutu, near Opotiki, with his followers.
The government's ultimatum, conveyed by Bush and Wi Pere, was
that if he did not clearly show by the following Tuesday evening that he
was on his way back to Waikato he would be arrested. Wi Pere, convinced now of the danger from Te Kooti's Maori opponents, joined in
urging a return to Waikato.
Te Kooti was obviously distressed at the government's stand. With
government help he had been quite prepared to defy Poverty Bay settler
opinion. He told Bush that many people had been killed on account of
grudges and jealousy, and likened his work to the work of Christ. Bush
said that more deaths might result from his persistance in coming. Te
Kooti said that his followers would kill no-one, nor avenge him if he were
killed. He said that the government's advice was in breach of the
amnesty, that if he were arrested his 'father' (the Native Minister), would
'break through his own peacemaking'. He was also angered by the attitude of Wi Pere, who had encouraged him to come in the first place."
For the next three days Te Kooti vacillated. He was very depressed and
drank heavily. In various moods he announced alternative intentions of
going back and going forward.
Meanwhile the government began to move forces to Opotiki by land
and sea. On Monday, 25th, an amazingly diverse military array marched
out of Gisborne, to rousing speeches, bands playing, flags flying and the
cheers of the crowd. There were Naval Reservists, Permanent Artillery,
Armed Constabulary, East Coast Hussars, Ngatiporou under Ropata,
and the police. They headed inland for Te Karaka and the mountain
passes. At Te Karaka, the Ringatu encampment in stark contrast, was a
scene of children playing, religious services—and the preparation of food
for the approaching troops. Soon the brilliant panoply which had set out
from Gisborne had begun to break down in the heat and dust, in a confusion of sore feet, insufficient food and water, lost equipment, and
furious bickering between the military officers and police officers. There
was much jocularity among Ringatu leaders at Te Karaka about the
antics and statements of the Pakeha. But news of warlike speeches by the
Maori leaders opposed to Te Kooti was greeted with cold silence. Considerable numbers began to leave the Ringatu settlement.
On Tuesday, 26 February, Atkinson announced the final decision that
Te Kooti was to be arrested. Addressing the troops he said that there was
not to be a military expedition but one to 'vindicate the law'. 38
The following day Te Kooti was still at Waioeka village, recovering
from his drinking bout, when the troops and militia began to arrive in
Opotiki by land and sea. Later that day he did turn back towards
37 Bush to Lewis, 23 February 1889, MA 23/8, N.O. 89/495.
38 Poverty Bay Herald, 26 February 1889.
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Waikato, and reached the village of Waiotahi, nine miles from Opotiki.
Unaware of this the troops raided Waioeka at 5 a.m. on 28 February.
They found Te Kooti gone but arrested a number of his followers. In
consequence of these arrests of his people Te Kooti let Bush know that he
would wait at Waiotahi to be arrested,39 and about 2 p.m. that day a
large party of police and troops under Inspector Goodall found him
there, sitting outside his whare, with about fifty of his followers present.
Goodall said he had come to arrest him. Te Kooti said that his desire
was to go back to Waikato. He suggested that the officers go back to
Opotiki and cable Mitchelson to that effect. Goodall replied that the
warrant he held was for Te Kooti's immediate arrest, and he could not
vary that. The argument continued, complicated by a row between
Colonel Porter and Goodall. 40 At this point the Ngatiporou and Ngaitai
contingents, who had been at Waioeka, galloped up, and after a short
pause, Te Kooti submitted, saying: 'Very well, I am going. I hope my
people will not be dark.' 41 He gestured to his people to be quiet, and
mounting his horse, was immediately surrounded by soldiers. The
cavalcade headed for Opotiki. 42
In Opotiki, Te Kooti was put in the lockup. Bush had wanted to lodge
him in a hotel but Goodall would not allow that, though he permitted
three of Te Kooti's wives to accompany him to the gaol.
The following day, 1 March, he was brought before Resident Magistrate Bush and charged under Section 8 of the Justices of the Peace Act
1882 with unlawful assembly. He was ordered to pay two sureties of £500
each to keep the peace for six months, or in default would be imprisoned
in Auckland for six months.
The next day, having made no move to find sureties, Te Kooti was
conveyed by steamer to Auckland and lodged in Mt Eden gaol. On 3
March, Mitchelson came to see him at the request of Te Kooti's 'private
secretary'. When Te Kooti asked to be released (pointing out that he had
already turned back towards Waikato when he was arrested) Mitchelson
said that the only way for him to get out was to find the sureties, and he
offered his assistance in this. That evening Mitchelson was visited on the
subject, by the 'private secretary', by one of Te Kooti's wives and by
Hirini Taiwhanga, the radical M.H.R. for Northern Maori who worked
closely with various former 'rebel' leaders and represented their
arguments in parliament; soon afterwards the sureties were paid by
Hamiora Mangakohia of Hawke's Bay and the Tuhaere family of Auck-

39 Bush to Lewis, 28 February 1889, MA 23/8, N.O. 89/495.
40 Goodall had wanted to have the East Coast Hussars advance during the parley and
handcuff Te Kooti but Porter would not agree. He was also inclined to support Te Kooti's
suggestion of cabling Mitchelson. (Poverty Bay Herald, 1 March 1889.)
41 Poverty Bay Herald, 2 February 1889.
42 Porter had suggested that he be allowed to ride in later with Wi Pere, but Goodall
would not agree.
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land. Mitchelson subsequently stated: 'Before consenting to obtain
sureties I received an assurance from Te Kooti that in the event of my
getting him out of prison, he would never again attempt to visit Gisborne
without the consent of the Government.' 43 One other concession was
gained from him before his release. Prominent members of the Ladies
Union and of the temperance movement visited the gaol and persuaded
him to take the pledge against drinking.
On 4 March, after only two nights in Mt Eden, Te Kooti was escorted
from the prison by James Mackay (a former official but then a private
interpreter and 'Native Agent') and taken by public transport to Te
Awamutu, whence he made his way home to Otewa.
This then is the account of the Te Kooti's arrest and short imprisonment. Where does it fit into a general analysis of Maori-Pakeha conflict
in New Zealand? Why, six years after his pardon and after some peaceable travelling with the support of government, was he arrested? Why
did the government perform the patent volte face of ordering his arrest,
allegedly in vindication of the law, after years of saying that it would be
unlawful forcibly to prevent peaceable movements about the country by
Te Kooti? The answer fairly obviously is that the attitudes of settlers and
many Maoris in Poverty Bay were such that the government found it
necessary to prevent the visit. Indeed it is difficult to see how Atkinson
could have decided otherwise, once the situation had reached the stage at
which he found it on 21 February. The general settler and Maori public
in Poverty Bay, by their determination to resort to arms, regardless of
government opinion, forced the government's hand. To keep the peace
they had to stop the visit, and were obliged to legitimate their actions by
finding the necessary law.
Some aspects of the legal manoeuvring demonstrate this. The very
charge against Te Kooti put together by Goodall includes phrases
manifestly not in accord with Te Kooti's actions or intentions: 'by
unlawfully assembling to disturb the public peace'; 'this complainant is
afraid that Te Kooti Rikirangi will do some grievous bodily harm'. The
shallowness of these allegations was demonstrated when Maori and
Pakeha friends of Te Kooti appealed to the Supreme Court against the
order by Bush. Mr Justice Conolly pointed out in his judgment that there
was no evidence of any intention by Te Kooti and his followers to break
the peace, nor to do anything to justify terror or alarm. That some
people chose to be alarmed, or that some disturbance might occur if the
visit was persisted in, was not proof of an unlawful act or offensive act
on the part of Te Kooti. Conolly had no doubt that the arrest of Te Kooti
was 'a wise measure' in the interests of public safety, but he judged that
his commitment on the order on which he went to gaol was not lawful.
He allowed the appeal.44
43 Mitchelson statement, 14 December 1889, J1 1890/407.
44 New Zealand Law Reports (NZLR) (1891) CA, pp.27-29.
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The Crown in its turn took the case to the Court of Appeal. There,
Justices Richmond, Williams and Denniston overturned Conolly's decision. They found by reference to various decisions under common law,
and a statute of Edward III, that an assembly could be unlawful regardless of whether its purpose was lawful or unlawful. The state of mind of
the public was relevant, and it was within the powers of the magistrate to
stop proceedings which could result in breach of the peace. Now the
Judges were no doubt right according to common law as received in New
Zealand.45 They went further, however, and gave their own interpretation of the facts of the case, concluding that Te Kooti was 'intemperate
in his habits—a Maori prophet and a drunken one to boot', that his
followers' belief in him was 'fanatical', that there were beliefs circulating
about concealed arms, that 'the attitude of some of the party, and on one
occasion of Te Kooti himself', 46 was if not absolutely threatening,
ominous of evil, 'that he was at the head of two hundred and fifty men
riding as in military order', that therefore the Poverty Bay settlers did
not merely choose to be afraid. 47
Such accounts of Te Kooti's allegedly threatening assembly are unconvincing, especially in the light of the fact that under similar circumstances of alarm and counter-threats Ballance had quietly seen Te
Kooti ushered about Hawke's Bay. In the last resort the judgments
against Te Kooti depended upon the view of Te Kooti taken by the
authorities, from expediency, a view in sharp contrast to that which some
Ministers had themselves taken before they found it necessary to launch
the prosecution. The political and judicial realities were in the last resort
shaped by the attitudes of the Poverty Bay people, with the politicians
and law officers acting as their servants.
How in turn were the settlers' attitudes shaped? By the desire for land?
By the need to consolidate their control of the mode of production? The
Poverty Bay Herald was certainly unusually explicit in its opposition to
Te Kooti's influence on these grounds; and Te Kooti and the Ringatu
were of course explicit in their opposition to land selling. Yet, evidence
shows that the convulsion had all the marks of something far more spontaneous, uncalculating and irrational than simply concern about control
of land. It was rather that the settlers' cultural memories of 1868 were

45 Which, incidentally, is why the new state of Papua New Guinea in its constitution,
expressly removed all common law precedents which would otherwise have bound the
superior courts and required them rather to develop decisions based on other sources, such
as Papua New Guinea custom, as well as common law, than to do substantial justice
according to the circumstances of the case.
46 This was apparently a reference to Te Kooti's allegedly having uttered threats against
the Ngaitai. In fact about forty Ngaitai had come armed into Opotiki, before Te Kooti had
arrived there, with the intention of stopping him, but had been persuaded by Bush to
disperse and await Government orders.
47 9 NZLR (1891) CA, pp.30 ff.
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very real. 'Cultural' memories because only a few of the participants of
1868 were present in 1889, though they were given prominence. But the
settlers in remote and isolated Poverty Bay still saw themselves as a
pioneer fringe of British civilization in a barely controlled and still
unpredictable Polynesian land. In these circumstances symbolism about
butchered babes and women was the most potent of symbols, signifying
the essential heart of what settlers stood for and what they stood against.
In a perverse way their self-respect too was involved. The recitation of
atrocities, the patriotic doggerel, the mass meetings, the violent opposition to the one man who dared counsel moderation, the arming, the martial array; how thrilling, how stirringly dangerous, how grand it all was,
how justifying of violence and manipulation of the law. This was the
emotive, irrational edge of imperialism, among rank and file settlers. In
the last resort the decision to arrest Te Kooti was because, as Atkinson
put it, the settlers had 'lost their heads'; or as the Ringatu at Te Karaka
said in amazement: 'Porangi nga Pakeha'. 48
Nor should we omit to note the determination of Te Kooti's Maori
opponents. They had suffered more in 1868 than the settlers, and though
they regarded those killings as committed in time of war, they were not
loath to reopen the score. Nor were the descendants of the man thrown
overboard in 1868. There were factionalism and jealousy of the upstart
Te Kooti, and the aggressive pride of Ropata and the East Coast
Ngatiporou.
There is far more in all of this than can be summed up in some reductionist formula like 'rivalry for land'. Nor even is it a simple case of
Maori victims and Pakeha villains or vice versa. The truth, as usual, is
less simple than that, if less comforting to modern polemicists. However,
scholars are not required to make their writings either simple or comforting; they are supposed to assist in revealing the truth about a people and
its cultural roots. Maori and Pakeha of goodwill have after all been trying for a century and more to understand each other's apparently
peculiar and contradictory behaviour. If awareness of complexity, and
the potency of culturally derived attitudes and symbolic meanings can
help in this process—can help disclose the roots of racial antagonism,
perhaps we shall then be better placed to overcome those antagonisms.
For this reason too this paper has disclosed as much or more about the
Pakeha participants as it has about Te Kooti and the Ringatu; for the
history of the two are intertwined.
48 The cultural and symbolic forces displayed in the incident were still apparent when
the story was first recounted to me in Poverty Bay about 1950. It was recounted by farmers
with much the same bravado, and approval of the threats to shoot Te Kooti, as had
obtained in 1889. Land was not at issue any longer of course; the settlers already had it
quite secure. But Maoris were still widely regarded as turbulent and drunken and threatening, and unofficial segregation was strong. It was still part of the settlers' cultural baggage
not to see Te Kooti as a man provoked to excess by unjust treatment, but as a dangerous
and turbulent individual. I suspect that the mood has changed since then.
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There is also perhaps some comfort to be found in attitudes and
actions having a cultural derivation largely independent of bases in the
mode of production, because they are likely to be much more variable,
and more transmutable, while the mode of production may remain
unchanged. This has in fact happened in New Zealand. Indeed, in all the
sound and fury against Te Kooti in 1889 there were clearly ameliorating
attitudes. In a sense the Poverty Bay reaction was a-typical, in contrast to
the generally more tolerant attitudes in the districts around. Even when it
gave way to pressure, the government, rather guiltily, was clearly not
anxious to hound Te Kooti. His imprisonment was as brief and mild as
possible. If Porter and Bush (rather than Goodall) had had their way it
would not have really been an 'imprisonment' at all. Then there was Desmond, a lone voice but a brave one, who had come to know and understand Te Kooti's people, and spoke up for understanding and accord.
The Desmonds of New Zealand society have grown in numbers and
added to the flexibility of racial attitudes. Finally, while the Poverty Bay
Herald was hurling trumpet blasts against Te Kooti, it was simultaneously trumpeting approvingly of the successes of another group of
Maori—the Maori football team then touring the British Isles. Thus as
Te Kooti approached Poverty Bay the settlers learnt that Devon County
had been beaten by two goals and seven tries to nil, and Gloucester had
lost by a try to a goal and a try; as Atkinson arrived on 21 February they
learnt that the Maoris had beaten Bristol, Swansea, Newport, losing only
to a Welsh representative team; and that, as the Te Kooti crisis passed,
the Maori team had defeated Manchester by two goals and a try to a
try.49
In other words, the persistence of positive views toward Maoris, dating
from the foundation of the colony, added to a growing New Zealand
nationalism, meant that settlers were only partly hostile, or temporarily
hostile, or hostile to certain actions or attitudes by Maori and not to
others. The broad lines of a whole range of attitudes, evident in 1889 are
still evident, in such affairs as the recent Bastion Point dispute, although
there have been some shifting emphases, alterations in the balance of
numbers, and the emergence of new elements characteristic of urbanindustrial rather than rural-commercial society.
The passing reference to Bastion Point is not merely for the purpose of
making a trendy illusion, but to suggest that the resolution of outstanding issues between Maori and Pakeha depends now, as in 1889, only
in part upon the economics or the strict law of a matter (important
though these obviously are) and heavily upon the interpretation, the
cultural value, the symbolic significance that the protagonists place upon
facts or events. The resort by the Crown to injunction proceedings in the
Supreme Court to remove the Bastion Point protestors, rather than take

49 Poverty Bay Herald,

1, 4, and 21 February and 13 March 1889.
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an action in the Magistrate's Court for trespass, at least allowed the
Maori spokesmen to air historic grievances. Indeed, had the judge concluded (which he did not) that the Crown had used sharp practice at the
time it purchased the land, and declined to make the injunction, the
result would have been very embarrassing for the government. The case
still discloses an enormous gap between the ways in which many Maoris
and most Pakeha interpret past action by the Crown, but although the
main protesters did not gain all they sought, they gained far more than
the Crown would conceivably have granted in earlier protests, when
again and again it had stood firm on a lawful registered title.
If this view of Maori-Pakeha relations, as largely determined by an
interplay of a variety of cultural values and meanings, is accepted, then
there is all the more need for people to study their history, to read their
documents, to know and understand the actions of their forebears in all
their complexity. This points to a need on the part of scholars, academics
and university authorities to bridge the division between Maori studies
and New Zealand history, for each is manifestly incomplete without the
other. This will probably mean that more historians of New Zealand will
have to learn to read Maori; it will also mean that more Maori studies
scholars should read lots more documents.50
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50 Professor S.M. Mead, Victoria University of Wellington, very properly made the
point about Maori language in discussion at the History Section of the A N Z A A S Conference, Auckland, January 1979, where this paper was first read. I am also indebted to
Judith Binney, University of Auckland, for her invaluable criticism of the paper, both at its
presentation in Auckland and its subsequent revision. The financial support of the School
of Humanities, La Trobe University, for funding the research for the paper, is also
gratefully acknowledged.

