
An Ambiguous Past 
REPRESENTING MAORI HISTORY1 

PAKEHA AND MAORI WRITERS of tribal histories have occupied an ambiguous 
position both in terms of the historical profession and Maori iwi (tribes). The 
canonical histories of tribes have been written either by amateur historians or by 
writers which the profession has not considered historians at all but rather 
ethnographers or anthropologists. A number of writers of tribal histories have 
denigrated the mana motuhake (separate prestige) located within each hapu 
(subtribe) and iwi. They frequently emphasized a European notion of chrono-
logical order and historical process in their narratives. They sought to harmonize 
various oral and written accounts from different authorities and tribes, adjudicat-
ing over the competing claims of traditions. Tribal histories often represented the 
past from the perspective of leading rangatira (chiefs) and their hapu; any 
dissenting opinions were excluded or underplayed. Tribal histories were also 
often gendered histories; the roles of women were subtly downplayed or 
overlooked, with certain notable exceptions. Accounts were also censored 
according to Western norms of morality.2 

More recently, attempts have been made to redress this imbalance and present 
new histories of Maori iwi and hapu. However this revisionary history, in my 
view, far from attaining closure raises fresh issues concerning the practice and 
practitioners of Maori historical discourse. In the first part of this paper I want 
to discuss these new issues and explore alternative resolutions which recognize 
the ambiguities in the Pakeha colonization of the Maori past. In the second part 
I will explore one alternative in more detail, using as my example the historical 
representation of a well known North Island tribe, Tuhoe, by the equally notable 
Pakeha scholar of Maori, Elsdon Best. 

1 Parts of this paper were read to a combined meeting of the Department of Maori Studies of the 
University of Otago and the Historical Section of the Otago Branch of the Royal Society of New 
Zealand, and at a seminar of the Department of Anthropology of the University of Otago. I am 
grateful for the interested and encouraging responses from members of these audiences; in particular, 
Helen Leach. Godfrey Pohatu, Jim Williams and Sarah Williams. 

2 The tribal histories I am referring to here are John Te H. Grace, Tuwharetoa: The History of the 
Maori People of the Taupo District, Wellington, 1959; Leslie G. Kelly, Tainui: The Story of Hoturoa 
and his descendants, Polynesian Society Memoir No.25, Wellington, 1949; Tiaki Hikawera Mitira 
(J.H. Mitchell), Takitimu, n.p., 1972 (Southern Reprints; originally published 1943); D.M. Stafford, 
Te Arawa: A History of the Arawa People, Wellington, 1967. However, the Maori authors Grace and 
Mitchell seem to preserve a greater textual felicity to the oral traditions underlying the histories and 
exhibit a greater respect for their material. 
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Two Maori historians, Joseph Pere and Charles Royal, have recently at-
tempted to define Maori history and who can practise it. Both contributions 
appear to have received the imprimatur of professional historians in New 
Zealand.1 Pere and Royal are engaged in the task of indigenizing historical 
writings and understandings of Maori iwi and hapu. To use the now popular 
phrase from the Treaty of Waitangi, they are asserting a claim of 'tino 
rangatiratanga' or sovereignty over history about the Maori of Aotearoa. The 
reference to the Tiriti highlights the radical and political nature of what these 
historians are attempting to do. Nor do they act alone but on behalf of all Maori. 
In this sense Pere and Royal can be said to perform the role of historians for a 
subaltern class: a subordinate and exploited ethnic group in society.41 do not 
propose to discuss the details of their argumentation here but instead focus on 
certain elements which I want to develop further. 

Pere and more especially Royal stress the essentially oral nature of Maori 
discourse on history; in Royal's words, 'Maaori consider the oral tradition to be 
the historical tradition, probably because it has served Maaori society since its 
beginnings.'5 Royal, who is concerned with guiding a neophyte student of tribal 
history through the sources for such historical knowledge, also discusses the 
place of written histories within the framework of iwi or hapu history. He 
acknowledged that Maori and Pakeha scholars had written a number of pub-
lished and unpublished works of history. While a tribal historian has to read these 
he questioned the authority often accorded such works. He believed that the 
knowledge in them was only partial: Pakeha writers were often fed misleading 
information while Maori scholars on occasion fabricated material to prevent 
outsiders gaining access to tribal matauranga (knowledge).6 Such texts are 
implicitly contrasted with the oral record which, despite the loss of knowledge 
with the declining use of te reo Maori (the Maori language), continues to be 
considered the best source for the past, because it was never 'divorced from its 
cultural reality', meaning its connection with nga tangata Maori or the whanau 
(family), hapu and iwi of the Maori people.7 

The indigenization of Maori history as iwi history also requires the 
indigenization of the practitioner, the historian. Pere puts the case: 'It is obvious 

3 Joseph Pere, 'Hitori Maori', in Colin Davis and Peter Lineham, eds, The Future of the Past: 
Themes in New Zealand History, Palmerston North, 1991, pp.29-48; Te Ahukaramuu Charles Royal, 
Te Haurapa: An Introduction to Researching Tribal Histories and Traditions, Wellington, 1992. 
Pere's paper was published by the History Department of Massey University while Royal's book was 
published under the auspices of the Historical Branch, Department of Internal Affairs. I would like 
to point out that the editors of Pere's article clearly nodded. At least one passage in the text is an 
unacknowledged direct quotation from my own work (see para.3, p.36 and n.13). 

4 My use of this terminology is influenced by several sources: discussions with and readings of 
the work of Ranajit Guha, e.g. 'The Prose of Counter-Insurgency', in Subaltern Studies, Delhi, 1983, 
II, pp.1-42; Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India, Delhi, 1983; Robert 
Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West, London, 1990, pp. 159-60; Gayatri 
Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays on Cultural Politics, New York, 1987. 

5 Royal, p. 21, also p.25; Pere, pp.30, 35. 
6 Royal, pp. 26-30. 
7 ibid., p. 21. 
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then that the writers of tribal history should be those who have kinship 
connections through whakapapa [genealogy] to the particular tribe and that 
access to that information should have the approval of the elders or repositories 
who may or may not give support to the task to be undertaken.'8 Royal bases his 
entire work upon such a resumption of the tino rangatiratanga or mana motuhake 
of iwi history: the work is addressed to Maori students wishing to learn about 
their own whanau, hapu and iwi. This redefinition of Maori history and Maori 
historians appears to achieve a final closure. Yet I want to maintain the 
possibility of other openings. 

An alternative entry point into the practice of Maori history is suggested by the 
writings of the critic Gayatri Spivak and subaltern history.9 Spivak points out 
that, in seeking to recover an indigenous culture without the presence of the 
colonizer, native historians risk reproducing an image still constituted in terms 
of Western fantasies of this other. History writing which maintains a dichotomy 
between the colonizer and colonized also risks remaining caught within the 
conceptual terms coined by the colonizer. Instead she introduces a deconstructive 
turn whereby such distinctions are displaced and the historian is incorporated 
into the writing of the past. 

Spivak discusses the rejection of Western theoretical ideas in studying non-
Western writing. She links this to the political problem when knowledge is 
wholly in the hands of the dominant class. She is also aware of the related 
problem that even when the subaltern groups participate in producing knowl-
edge they begin to assume a position of privilege similar to that enjoyed by the 
rulers. In her own work Spivak does not accept the need to reject the terms of .the 
West when writing of the non-West. Instead, she develops a criticism derived at 
least in part from the practice of deconstruction. This practice recognizes, in 
Spivak's words, the 'provisional and intractable starting points in any investiga-
tive effort; its disclosure of complicities where a will to knowledge would create 
oppositions; its insistence that in disclosing complicities the critic-as-subject is 
herself complicit with the object of her critique'.10 A point of leverage is achieved 
by locating the writer within the writing of the works. 

Spivak's critical contributions to the issues of history and feminism in the first 
and third worlds raises a number of points which, I think, are relevant to writing 
Maori history. The construction of an alternative Maori history which accords 
primacy of place to oral tradition risks overlooking the massive impact upon 
Maori culture of the corpus of European writings and ideas since contact in the 
eighteenth century. The story of this contact and colonization is complex and 

8 Pere, pp.45-6. 
9 This reading of Spivak is based upon the critical essay by Robert Young in White Mythologies, 

especially pp. 167-70; Spivak, In Other Worlds; 'The Rani of Sirmur', in Francis Baker et al., eds, 
Europe and Its Others, Proceedings of the Essex Conference on the Sociology of Literature, 
Colchester, 1985,1, pp. 128-51. My own reading of Spivak has also been assisted by a commentary 
on her writings by Chris Prentice of the English Department, the University of Otago. 

10 Spivak, 'Criticism, Feminism and the Institution', p. 180quoted in Young, White Mythologies, 
p. 170. 
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cannot be gone into here except to point out that its dynamics include not only 
the gradual domination of Maori by Pakeha but also the equally important 
processes of resistance and at least a partial transformation of the colonizing 
culture on the part of Maori society. It is within this complex process that, 
following Spivak, the production of Maori history must be located. 

The writing of the past can thus be interpreted as an act of resistance and 
transformation, turning the culture of the Pakeha against itself. To belittle the 
significance of the written texts of Maori history ignores their positive contribu-
tion to the maintenance of matauranga Maori (Maori knowledge) and mirrors the 
undervaluing by certain Pakeha scholars of oral tradition as a record of the Maori 
past. The practice of deconstruction, as interpreted by Spivak, stresses that 
simply denying the presence and significance of such texts is not possible: 
history is implicated in a complicity of text, author and critic; of colonizer and 
colonized. Finally, Spivak demonstrates the uses Western theoretical discourses 
can be turned to in the criticizing of the first and third worlds. Rejecting the 
possibilities such ideas evoke is to repeat, it seems to me, at an intellectual level 
the impoverishment of Maori society experienced in the colonizing process. The 
ideas and practices of the West, as Spivak shows, can be used to assert the mana 
of an indigenous culture. 

In the rest of this paper I wish to demonstrate how the methods and writings 
of the West might be turned against themselves and in favour of the subaltern 
classes. I will explore dimensions of the work of a prominent Pakeha ethnogra-
pher, Elsdon Best, who did much to construct our present understandings of the 
Maori past and culture. In 1907 Best completed writing a monument to the 
colonial representation of the colonized's past: the tribal history, Tuhoe: The 
Children of the Mist." It remains the largest and most comprehensive of all the 
tribal histories published in the twentieth century. As a result it has often been 
the focus of attention, being picked out by Charles Royal in his criticism of 
Pakeha histories of Maori iwi and subjected to a textual critique by another recent 
writer on Tuhoe history, Jeffrey Sissons.12 In order to understand this work it first 
needs to be located in terms of the life of Best and the experiences of Tuhoe up 
to the turn of the century. 

Best was born in 1856 and grew up in the countryside just outside Welling-
ton.'3 The rural environment appears to have encouraged Best to develop an 
unusually early interest in the local flora and fauna. From all reports he also 
scorned institutional authority, disliking school and preferring a carefree, 
outdoor life. As a child he heard stories told by soldiers who had served in 

11 Elsdon Best, Tuhoe: The Children of the Mist: A Sketch of the Origin, History, Myths, and 
Beliefs of the Tuhoe tribe of the Maori of New Zealand... 2 vols, 3rd ed., Wellington, 1977 (originally 
published 1925 as Vol.VI of the Memoirs of the Polynesian Society). 

12 Royal, p.26; Jeffrey Sissons, Te Waimana: The Spring of Mana: Tuhoe History and the 
Colonial Encounter, Te Whenua Series no.6: Pacific People, Land and Literature, Dunedin, 1991, 
pp.6-21. 

13 The following biographical material is derived from the only full-length study of Best, E. W.G. 
Craig, Man of the Mist: a biography of Elsdon Best, Wellington, 1964. Here I hope to turn around 
Craig's hagiographical veneration of his great-uncle. 
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Taranaki; he associated this subjugation of the Maori with his own subjection to 
educational authority. The family history also records that Best developed an 
early sympathy for Maori from his father, an official in the Wellington Provincial 
Council, who came from Northumbria in England. According to Craig the 
Northumbrians, a number of whom settled in the area, kept alive the recollection 
of their own struggle for autonomy against the English and the Scots; this appears 
to have encouraged a degree of sympathy for the Maori. The Northumbrian 
settlers also retold other parts of their traditions concerning supernatural crea-
tures and beings; they maintained what Craig characterized as a closely knit, 
clannish atmosphere. Perhaps as a result of this degree of cross-cultural identity 
the local Maori seemed to Best at least to be 'industrious, temperate, and 
cheerful ' . Not surprisingly, the young Best is reported to have declared: 'I want 
to be a Maori tohunga'.14 

The next significant event in Best's contact with Maori occurred in 1874 when 
he migrated to Poverty Bay where his sister had married a local farmer.15 This 
district had been the site only a few years previously of an event still recalled by 
Pakeha today as the Poverty Bay massacre when local Maori and Pakeha had 
been attacked as utu (payment, retaliation, revenge) by Te Kooti, an important 
Maori prophet. Best aligned himself with Pakeha opinion of the time, believing 
that war was inevitable with the Maori in what he referred to as the 'struggle for 
mastery'. Yet, according to his biographer Elsdon Craig, Best also believed that 
'the dominant race had a duty to the subjected, and to mankind in general, to 
compile and preserve a permanent record of the customs, traditions, achieve-
ments, and aspirations of the people it displaced'.16 In the contested ground of 
Poverty Bay, Best began learning Maori. He went so far as to build a hut on his 
brother-in-law's property where he could pursue his self-described 'hobby'. 
There he listened to Maori narratives and waiata. This interest in the Maori went 
hand in hand with disrespect for their culture on other levels; he ruefully admitted 
in later years to having used pou (posts) from the famous Waerenga-a-hika pa as 
fence straining posts.17 

The European struggle for mastery which Best so applauded led him later to 
enlist for service in the Armed Constabulary, a para-military arm of the Police. 
This ideological commitment went hand in hand with an economic need; by 1877 
the depressed national economy had put an end to much of the bush labouring 
work upon which Best relied.18 He served in Taranaki, enjoying baiting the so-
called rebels from Ngati Ruanui; nevertheless, he continued to collect ethno-
graphic material from captured Maori and to examine pa sites.19 The armed 
occupation in Taranaki betrayed not only the fragility and insecurity of Pakeha 
dominion over the country but proved to be the nursery for a later generation of 

14 Information on Best's early life from ibid., pp.11-19. 
15 ibid., p. 22. 
16 ibid., p. 23. 
17 ibid., p. 24. 
18 ibid., p. 25. 
19 ibid., p. 26. 
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ethnographers. Best's commanding officer was W.E. Gudgeon, later a Judge of 
the Native Land Court and writer on Maori and Polynesian traditions; he married 
Best's sister, Edith.20 Best also made contact with S. Percy Smith and Edward 
Tregear, both men later became founders of the learned Polynesian Society and 
leading civil servants: Smith was Surveyor-General and Tregear became the first 
Secretary of Labour.21 Best was subsequently able to obtain a transfer to the 
Native Contingent of the Armed Constabulary, which mostly comprised mem-
bers of Te Arawa tribe; he served with them in the notorious invasion of Parihaka 
in 1881 where the government sought to suppress the resistance of the Taranaki 
Maori leaders, Te Whiti and Tohu.22 Colonial subjugation and the acquisition of 
Maori knowledge were never so closely twinned. 

A series of family tragedies coupled with the unfavourable economic climate 
seem to have prompted Best to leave New Zealand for the United States in 1883; 
he originally intended also to visit South America.23 Best's own journeys to other 
newly colonized societies highlights an historically common moment between 
the settling of New Zealand and the colonization of the new world which was 
then being so vigorously pursued. While in the United States Best visited the 
Pueblo ruins in New Mexico. These remains appear to have had a profound effect 
upon him: he described it as one of the two kura (treasures, sacred knowledge) 
he had encountered in his lifetime. 

Upon his return to Aotearoa in 1886 he took up a series of partly successful 
bush felling enterprises.24 At the same time he renewed his association with the 
study of Maori; he was invited by S. Percy Smith to attend the inauguration of 
the Polynesian Society, in 1891: Best was elected to the Council at the Society's 
opening meeting.25 At this time he also renewed his associations with many of 
the leading lights of the Pakeha study of Maori, such as Edward Tregear, T.G. 
Hammond and W.L. Williams.26 Such was the esteem in which his Maori 
knowledge was held that, according to Craig, he presided at meetings of the 
Society's Council in Percy Smith's absence.27 It was Smith, the 'chief of the 
Polynesian Society, who was to take a leading part in bringing Best to the 
Urewera district and so launch him upon his future career as New Zealand's 
leading Maori authority; an authority founded upon the body of knowledge 
possessed by the Tuhoe. 

For much of the nineteenth century the Tuhoe in the remoteness of the Urewera 
had been spared the experience of other tribes suffering from the onset of disease, 
depopulation and the weakening of tribal cohesion and authority which followed 

20 ibid., p. 28. 
21 K.R.Howe, Singer in a Songless Land: A Life ofEdward Tregear 1846-1931, Auckland, 1991, 

P-21. 
22 Craig, p.28. 
23 ibid., p.41. 
24 Information on Best's activities after his return to New Zealand from ibid., pp.41-53. 
25 M.P.K. Sorrenson, Manifest Duty: The Polynesian Society over 100 years, Memoir no.49, 

Auckland, 1992, p.26. 
26 Craig, p.46. 
27 ibid., pp.47-8. 
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land purchasing.28 One of the first signs of this process was the surveying of land. 
Surveys were required in order to divide the land into blocks prior to being 
brought before the Native Land Court; this was usually the prelude to subsequent 
purchases for Pakeha settlement. Until the 1890s Tuhoe had successfully fended 
off government efforts to survey their land. Attempts by the Surveying depart-
ment under Percy Smith had been obstructed and the surveyors evicted. Later 
surveying efforts were accompanied by military units and a number of Tuhoe 
protestors were arrested. In 1894 the Premier, Richard Seddon, under pressure 
from quarters such as Kotahitanga and James Carroll of Ngati Kahungunu, an 
increasingly influential member of the ruling Liberal Party, had visited the 
Urewera to deal with the unease.29 When Tuhoe continued to resist, Carroll and 
the Maori Members of Parliament, Wi Pere and Hone Heke, brokered a fresh 
understanding. As a result of negotiations between the government and the 
Tuhoe chiefs, the Liberal administration in 1896 passed legislation governing 
the Urewera under the title of the Urewera District Native Reserve Act. In 
essence, Tuhoe ostensibly had control of the land in exchange for funding 
surveys and possible sales of land through the Crown. As things turned out, the 
apparent control Tuhoe gained was to be largely illusory: power imperceptibly 
passed from the chiefs to the government. 

With relations between official surveying parties and the Tuhoe still in a 
delicate state, Percy Smith made a case for Best to take up a position in the road 
survey gang; he was to act as a cultural mediator between the Tuhoe and the 
Pakeha. The other motive behind the appointment, one applauded by some MPs 
when debating the Urewera legislation, was for Best to collect Maori materials 
from a tribe Pakeha considered truly primitive (and hence the most authentic) 
before the changes increased European contact would bring about: changes they 
believed would inevitably spell the decline of traditional information.30 Thus it 
was as a colonial agent of the government and the changes they wished to effect 
amongst the Tuhoe and other Maori that Best began his ethnographic work in the 
Urewera district in 1895. He was to remain in the Urewera district until 1910 
serving in various official posts. In 1897, at Smith's behest, he was appointed 
Secretary of the Urewera Commission which was charged with the responsibil-

28 Information on the state of Tuhoe in the 1890s from Judith Binney, Gillian Chaplin, Craig 
Wallace, Mihaia: The Prophet Rua Kenana and His Community at Maungapohatu, Auckland, 1979, 
p.22; Craig, p.56; Sissons, pp.2-4; Peter Webster, Rua and the Maori Millennium, Wellington, 1979, 
pp. 123-53; John A. Williams, Politics of the New Zealand Maori: Protest and Cooperation, 1891-
1909, Auckland, 1969, pp.91-97. 

29 Kotahitanga is an influential idea which has run through Maori history and politics since last 
century. Towards the end of the nineteenth century it was expressed in an influential grouping of 
Maori tribes which sought to establish a united Maori movement capable of addressing the economic 
and political problems caused notably by the loss of land. The most recent work on this theme is 
Lindsay Cox, Kotahitanga: The Search for Maaori Political Unity, Auckland 1993, especially 
pp.65-70. James Carroll was an Irish-Maori Member of Parliament; he later became Minister of 
Native Affairs. He was the most influential Maori politician acting within the Pakeha political 
structure in this period. Alan Ward, 'James Carroll', The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, 
Wellington, 1993, II, pp.79-81. 

30 Craig, p. 54. 
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ity of subdividing Tuhoe land under the 1896 legislation.31 From 1904 he became 
a Maori Health Officer attached to the Mataatua District Maori Council which 
had been set up under the Maori Councils Act 1900 as an attempt by Carroll to 
obtain some limited Maori local government.32 In these positions Best continued 
to obtain traditional information. 

The motives of the Maori who shared their knowledge with Best during his 
time in the Urewera seem to have varied. One important informant, Paitini Wi 
Tapeka of Ngati Maru, initially came to see the Pakeha on the survey gang who, 
he had been told, spoke Maori. He sought employment as Best's guide; instead, 
he and his wife, Makurata, another important source of information, acted as 
domestic help at Best's workcamp.33 Tapeka hoped that if his knowledge was 
recorded by Best it might be preserved for the future.34 Like many other chiefs, 
Tutakangahau of Maungapohatu, one of Best's most significant associates, 
appears to have realized Best's value as an avenue to the knowledge of the 
Pakeha which could be of use to his own people. Such skills would ensure he 
maintained his effective leadership. He deepened their association not only 
through giving Best the knowledge he sought but by making him a foster parent 
for some of his children while they attended school at Te Whaiti.35 

As part of his relationship with his Maori associates Best provided food and 
money as payment for his knowledge: he sent flour and money to the Ngati Awa 
tohunga, Hamiora Pio.36 This was a quite common arrangement at the time: an 
earlier collector, John White, had paid a number of Maori associates for their 
knowledge, including Pio.37 Tapeka seems to have considered his close relation-
ship with Best entitled him to special consideration; Craig notes that Best had to 
bring to a halt his repeated requests for loans of £5. Such pleas for monetary 
assistance were undoubtedly perceived as recognition of the mutual obligations 
which existed between Best and his associates. In his desire to learn the kura 
(knowledge) of Tuhoe Best was prepared to accept such obligations. In return for 
receiving mea tapu (sacred things) such as karakia (religious incantations) he 
accepted greater demands upon him from Tuhoe.38 While some members of the 
iwi sought his assistance many other people appear to have expressed a more 
ambivalent attitude. On the one hand, Best accepted such compliments as 'the 
white ruanuku [wise man]'39 which seem to have been designed to massage his 

31 ibid., p.91. 
32 Sissons, pp.4-5; Craig, p. 116. 
33 ibid., pp.56-7, 84-5. 
34 ibid., p.57. 
35 ibid., pp.75, 80-1. Webster, pp. 142-3, comments on the situation of the Tuhoe chiefs. An 

interest in a limited connection with the Pakeha world while remaining distinctly Tuhoe was also 
expressed by chiefs such as Te Whare Kotua, speaking to Seddon and Carroll in 1894; Te Whare 
Kotua was interested in improving communications and obtaining schools for the children, ibid., 
p. 126. 

36 Craig, p.59. 
37 Michael Reilly, 'John White: Part II: Seeking the Elusive Moohio: White and his Maori 

informants', New Zealand Journal of History, 24, 1 (April 1990), pp.53-4. 
38 Craig, p.99. 
39 ibid., p.95. 
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sensitive ego. On the other hand, he had to endure a goodly degree of teasing: 
elders would ask him to interpret love letters.40 

The passage of knowledge between the tribal scholars and Best always 
remained within a decidedly Maori context. Pio recited a karakia for their mutual 
protection when discussing matters he considered tapu.4' Another expert, 
Ngahoro, reprimanded Best for inquiring about the god Io while in a store, 
thereby bringing the tapu Io into contact with the quintessentially noa (ordinary) 
substance of food. Tutakangahau also asked Best not to mention Io in newspa-
pers since these were often trodden on by people or, worse, used to wrap up 
food 42 On another occasion Tutakangahau became upset at Best when he invited 
him to wash his hands with soap that had been used on food vessels. A woman 
weaving in a whare tapere (house for entertainment) scolded Best and ordered 
him out of the house after he had walked in while smoking a pipe.43 

These men and women took a degree of risk in furnishing Best with some of 
their knowledge. Tutakangahau, whom Best considered his best Tuhoe source, 
said people believed a severe storrn had arisen as a result of his divulging 
information to Best, a Pakeha; they had warned him not to mention these things 
to Best again.44 The danger of passing on mea tapu to such outsiders was always 
present: one of John White's early associates and his son died as a result of 
releasing tapu information.45 Pakeha involved in such transactions rarely ac-
knowledged such hazards: Best seems to have wilfully flouted the observations 
of tapu.46 Perhaps as a consequence some Maori proved wary of him. The Ngati 
Whare hapu of Tuhoe met and spoke at some length before deciding to give Best 
access to their knowledge.47 Others appear to have expressed hostility to Best's 
work: he encountered growing opposition from tohunga; according to Craig, an 
attempt was made on Best's life. These opponents seemed to fear that with his 
accumulating knowledge of forces such as makutu (sorcery) he could become a 
threat to the community.48 

One of the main products of the co-operation between Best and Tuhoe scholars 
was Tuhoe: The Children of the Mist. Best claimed that the aim of the work was 
to record the history, myths and genealogies of Tuhoe, as much was already 
unobtainable.49 This notion forms a common theme in collectors' prefaces which 
regularly stressed the value of their wares by asserting the imminent demise of 
the knowledge they had recorded. At first sight Best was addressing a Maori and 
more especially a Tuhoe audience. Thus he quoted a well-known whakatauki of 
Tuhoe on the title page and prefaced the history by a mihi (dedication) to those 

40 ibid., p.99. 
41 ibid., p.59. 
42 ibid., pp.71-2. 
43 ibid., p.68. 
44 ibid., p.72. 
45 Reilly, p.47. 
46 E.g. Craig, p.68. 
47 ibid., p.59. 
48 ibid., p.73, 
49 Best, Tuhoe, t, p.ix. 
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koeke or old men who had recounted to him their past.50 He spoke of the history 
as 'a small enough return' to these 'native friends' who had given him the 
published traditions.51 This theme was also developed in Craig's biography, 
which stressed how members of Tuhoe encouraged such a work as an historical 
record for the iwi.52 The end of the preface also seemed to speak to the local 
people: 'The descendants of Toroa, and Toi, and Hape, of Potiki and Tuhoe, shal 1 
seek [the Mataatua waka] in days that lie before, to reclaim the old-time sagas 
imparted to the intrusive Pakeha, to re-learn the doings of their courageous 
forbears who broke through the handing sky, who knew the ways of many waters, 
and carried the mana Maori across the curve of the earth to the lone land of Aotea-
roa.'53 Best poses here as a cultural mediator for future as yet unborn generations 
of Mataatua descendants. 

These claims however are displaced by cracks in the rhetorical edifice which 
he is constructing. Other remarks suggest the possibility of a second audience: 
'It must be borne in mind that, however uninteresting these data pertaining to 
tribal history and genealogies may be to Europeans, yet they are of undoubted 
interest to natives.'54 Such an interpretation is strengthened by authorial com-
ments scattered throughout the volume: Best described Tutakangahau as 'a 
survival of the old-time inter-tribal fights, [who] also fought against us at Te 
Karetu (Ma-karetu) and elsewhere.'55 The inclusiveness of the first person plural 
pronoun alerts a reader that Best was addressing an educated and scholarly 
Pakeha audience. This authorial intention has been remarked upon by Sissons in 
his critique of Tuhoe; he also pointed out that this audience is betrayed by the 
English language of the text.56 

Best's earlier remarks can now be read more clearly. The future descendants 
of Mataatua whom he was addressing were Maori who had been redeemed and 
transformed by their association with the hegemonic Pakehatanga (culture of the 
Pakeha). These transformed Maori were like Best's koeke labelled as good: in 
the first case, because they were like the Pakeha; in the second case, because they 
reflected the truly primitive and uncontaminated pre-European Maori.57 In 
contrast, Best like many other Europeans, disliked contemporary Maori reform-

50 ibid., p.lx], 
51 ibid., p.ix. 
52 Craig, pp. 124-5, 133. 
53 Best, Tuhoe, I, p.ix. 
54 ibid., p.ix. 
55 ibid., p.223. 
56 Sissons, p.20. He also quotes several other authorial comments betraying the intended Pakeha 

reading audience. 
57 This fear of contamination or change to an apparently earlier (primitive) generation of Maori 

is also echoed in other ethnographers' attitudes to changing traditions. In the nineteenth century John 
White argued against distributing Maori whakapapa to living Maori experts for checking, on the 
grounds that they would only corrupt what he considered immutable texts transmitted carefully over 
time by duly qualified tohunga. This was an attitude which seems to have been derived from 
European thinking, as it also occurred in the debates surrounding the authenticity of the Scottish 
Ossianic texts. Reilly, 'John White: The Making of a Nineteenth-Century Writer and Collector of 
Maori Tradition', New Zealand Journal of History 23, 2 (October 1989), p. 160. 
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ers such Rua Kenana, seeing them as modern throwbacks to a Maori tradition 
which, in Best's 'struggle for mastery', had to be subjugated.58 The ethnogra-
phers' admiration for the traditions of the past and desire for a transformed future 
out of a problematical present reflect their ambivalent status operating between 
two worlds. 

The domination of the Tuhoe history by the outsider-ethnographer is reflected 
throughout the work's content.59 The history is divided into two sections: the first 
recounts what Best considered the tribe's history; the second concerned myths 
and folklore; material which he cordoned off from the historical narratives. The 
first chapter of the tribal history locates the text in the genre of colourful 
travelogues of native peoples. Such language again betrays the Pakeha reading 
audience: 

It is the sea-girt land of Aotea-roa, far down beneath the Southern Cross. A land riven by 
the vast forces of Nature in times long past away, but now a fair land of many charms, 
forest-clad and studded with snow-clad peaks. It is the Ika-a-Maui of the ancient tribes, 
it is the land of myth, and song, and quaint folk lore, it is the final Hawaiki.60 

Best, as he often does throughout his narrative, brings the reader to this 'final 
Hawaiki' as if by canoe, a rhetorical conceit, and introduces them to the land: 

A lone land, a wild land of rough bush ranges; nor plain, nor pasture breaks the ever 
present forest. A land to breed a rude people, a fierce, proud, and warlike tribe of 
mountaineers. They are here. The sons of Toi and of Potiki hold the savage bushlands. 
They are the descendants of the Celestial Child, and of Hine, the Cloud-born. They are 
the offspring of Toi, the Wood Eater; they are the Children of the Mist (p. l) . 

The Maori are presented in this passage as a primitive people occupying an 
unimproved land. Cultivation in the form of pastures is a sign of civilization: a 
privilege allowed only for the more advanced European. This representation of 
a 'rude' society opens a speculative reconstruction of the early New Zealand 
environment and Maori settlement (pp. 1-6). All the while they are represented 
within categories from European history; at one point he describes them as 
'Polynesian Berserkers from far isles' (p.5). In this imagined reconstruction of 
first settlement Best also betrays his understanding of early human habitation in 
Aotearoa, depicting the first migrants as lacking agricultural skills — they did 
not grow kumara — and being peace-loving peoples. These early settlers were 
idealized savages whose arcadia would be rudely overthrown by later migrants 
from the fleet of migratory waka from whom the Maori descended. 

58 On Best's dislike of Rua Kenana, see e.g Craig, pp. 120-1; Sissons, p.5; Webster, p. 148. 
59 This point is well made by Sissons, p.20, who connects it to the wider political issues of the 

day: 'The history that Best presented to his audience was Tuhoe knowledge, objectified, judged and 
alienated at a time when the Crown was preparing to further alienate Tuhoe land.' Not surprisingly 
when Tuhoe finally saw the light Best was working as an ethnologist at the Colonial Museum, the 
forerunner to the National Musuem of New Zealand. 

60 Best, Tuhoe, I, p. 1. Further page references to this work will be included in the main text of 
this paper. 
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The third chapter of the history, nearly 200 pages, details the history and 
identity of what Best called the 'early tribes of Tuhoeland'. He relates the origin 
of the tribal name Nga Potiki, the earlier name of Tuhoe (p.23). The story in its 
published form is clearly a composite of versions, combining at least two 
versions (Tuhoe and Ngati Kahungunu) and incorporating much information 
describing the location of the events using modern landmarks. These segments 
highlight Best's authorial adjudications. The story concerns Hine-pukohu-rangi, 
the Mist Maiden or more prosaically, 'the personification of mist and fog': the 
first description harks back to the characteristic romantic language Best fa-
voured when writing, while the second suggests a more ethnological or scientific 
form. Hine attracted Te Maunga to earth and from their union came 'Potiki the 
First'. Potiki was the eponymous ancestor of Nga Potiki. This tribe was 
autochthonous or, as Best put it, 'They have sprung from their own savage 
ranges, and from the white fog clouds which envelope them. They are begotten 
of Mother Nature; they are the Children of the Mist.' As with the earlier chapters 
Best's choice of wording creates an image of a primitive people. However the 
story, touched up by Best, also tells us much about one Tuhoe understanding of 
their origins. They are not descendants from a waka but were here before that. 
The parents of Potiki also continue themes found in Polynesian creation 
narratives: Hine, the mother, is derived from the land while the father is invasive, 
from the skies. 

Another narration in this chapter recounted an incident from the early history 
of Nga Potiki (pp.37ff). Best dated it around 1600 A.D. The story concerns 
descendants of Romai-rira or Rongo-mai-rira, the eponymous ancestor of Te 
Hokowhitu pakira a Romairira (which Best describes condescendingly as 'the 
startling name' of a hapu, also known as Te Upoko-pakira). Romai's son was 
Hahore, who lived in the Hui-tieke pa on the Karioi block (presumably part of 
the division of Urewera land carried out under the 1896 legislation). The story 
was about two of Hahore's daughters: Hakua-rangi and Mamae-rangi. The two 
children were insulted by a related party of Nga Potiki, who not only did not feed 
them but insulted them further by smearing their lips with bird fat. The insult 
alluded to probably referred, at least in part, to the association of the noa bird fat 
and the tapu chiefly daughters. Hahore sought utu on two occasions against the 
offending party, which appeared to establish his bellicose reputation and that of 
his people. 

The language in which Best chose to relate this story emphasizes the colonial 
incorporation of tribal history. The opening of the account is firmly situated 
within European history: 'One fair morn, somewhere about the time of the Thirty 
Year's War, or when Richelieu was schooling the Huguenots . . .' (p.38). The 
tone of language also continues an ironical mode textually mocking the Maori 
characters. The women went into the 'forest of Tane in search of the picturesque'. 
Hahore, a prominent chief, is linked with food: 'the old cannibal thought no small 
beer of himself'. Such associations of tapu and noa continues the flouting of such 
sanctions which Best's Maori informants rebuked. (A similar ironical tone can 
be detected in the reference to Richelieu, but then he was French.) Best also used 
archaic English forms like 'quoth'. Such phrasing seems intended to highlight 
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the archaism of the text, thereby reinforcing the notion of Maori primitiveness. 
Despite Best's reading his relation of the account emphasizes certain features 

of Maori culture. The incident, implying the break up of Nga Potiki into distinct 
hapu, highlights the elasticity of Maori tribal structure which often involved 
conflict between kin. The pretext for the attack on the offending hapu of Te Tini 
o Te Kohiti-kareao also stressed the rank and tapu possessed by daughters of 
chiefs. The story also suggests the sorts of tactics a chief such as Hahore could 
use when seeking to attack an enemy. He could surprise them while they slept 
or slay them treacherously while they worked for him some time later. Neither 
action seems to have been deemed reprehensible. Another noteworthy feature 
found near the end of the text is the appearance of whakatauki referring to the 
adaptability of Hahore's descendants and to the fearsome warrior reputation of 
Hahore himself. These were clearly treasured pieces of tribal literature which 
completed the narrative of this illustrious tipuna. 

Another sort of narrative found in this tribal history concerned the role and 
significance of taniwha, or supernatural creatures. One such account (p.41) 
explained the tribal name of another Nga Potiki hapu, Nga Maihi. According to 
this version Maihi, the eponymous ancestor was the son of Rua-mano, a taniwha, 
who lived in the Pa-puni lake east of Maungapohatu, the sacred Tuhoe mountain. 
The location of Rua-mano in the Pa-puni lake was undoubtedly important to Nga 
Maihi as proof of their possession of that locality. Using his characteristic 
ironical mode Best tells how Rua-mano tried to make its way back to the sea 
during the nineteenth century 'possibly with the intention of shipping as A.B. on 
one of the newly-arrived European vessels ' . The taniwha died at Nuku-taurua. 
Best also deployed another characteristic language, the scientific voice of the 
ethnologist: 'It is not improbable that natives have seen some of the fossilised 
remains of huge cetaceans near Ruaki-turi, discovered by surveyors some years 
ago'. Taniwha or other supernatural beings are frequently the subject of early 
historical narratives. As here they were often linked to human ancestors, 
emphasizing the intimate relationship understood by Maori scholars between the 
supernatural, natural and human worlds. A subsequent episode in this section of 
the work stressed how Rua-mano and his parent Tutara-kauika, the right whale, 
brought people in difficulties at sea back to shore after the recitation of the 
appropriate ritual (p.41). 

A second taniwha narrative (pp. 190 f.) concerns the tipuna, Maahu-tapoa-nui. 
He was the ancestor for a series of tribal groups around Lake Waikaremoana; his 
best-known descendants were Ngati Awa of Te Teko. Not surprisingly, Maahu 
was either a tupua (supernatural being) or else a taniwha. Best betrays a scientific 
scepticism towards Maahu and his descendants: 'The first seven of the children 
of Maahu are viewed with deep suspicion by the critical eye of the ethnologist'. 
He disposes of them as belonging to folklore and myth and hence of no 
ethnological interest. Thus does Western epistemology dispose of the world it 
cannot and will not comprehend. 

A page or two on in the narration Best relates an incident involving Maahu and 
one of his daughters, Hau-mapuhia, when they lived on the southern arm of the 
lake. Maahu asked her to fetch water from Te Puna-a-Taupara which she refused 
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to do. Angered, he threw her into the lake where, in Best's words, 'she became 
transformed into a water demon possessed of wondrous powers'. As a taniwha 
she formed various branches of the lake in order to reach the sea. After breaking 
out at Te Wha-ngaromanga she was overtaken by the light and was turned into 
stone. Best, in explaining the harmful effects of the sunlight, interpolated a 
characteristically ironical observation: 'which appears to have had a fatal effect 
on these subterranean gentry'. Best ended this episode with information he 
credited to his informants, indicating his own authorial disbelief: she remained 
where she had perished. He then added his own interpretation of the tale: the fate 
of Hau-mapuhia was a 'solemn warning to all disobedient children who decline 
to tote water to moisten the paternal gullet'. Further on Best came to an important 
consequence of this event. Maahu became worried over the loss of Hau-mapuhia 
and migrated to Putauaki near Te Teko and sent various ocean foods back as 
offerings to his daughter. These too turned to stone. Best sought a scientific 
explanation: 'This part of the legend is credible, as there is much shell conglom-
erate in the district.' 

At one level this conflict between Maahu and his daughter Hau-mapuhia 
concerns a daughter's relationship with her father. In this case she is able to 
answer him back but suffers the consequences. This is the level of explanation 
put forward by Best. However, the significance of Hau-mapuhia is only fully 
realized when she becomes a taniwha and changes the geography of the locality. 
It is now the woman who is at the centre of the story. Far from being the oppressed 
child she literally carves out her own identity and place in Best's historical 
narration of Tuhoe. Her significance is further suggested by the way that her 
father sends back food offerings from the coastal and sea environment for her. 
These presentations may also recall the exchange of commodities between the 
sea-side iwi Ngati Awa and the forest-bound Tuhoe. 

What Hau-mapuhia represented to the local people is difficult to read from this 
segment in Best's narrative. However the food offerings and the stress on her 
continued presence in the lake suggests that, like countless other mythological 
women, the land itself was associated with her. Perhaps she became, in a sense, 
the local guardian atua (god) or kaitiaki (trustee). Atua, such as particular 
animals or fish, were often assigned guardianship roles in Maori tradition. 
Whatever her exact status it is obviously something more than Best ' s disobedi-
ent child: an interpretation which wilfully misrepresents the narrational reality. 

Another characteristic feature of Best's writing was his resort to censorship; 
a feature he shared with earlier Pakeha collectors such as Sir George Grey.61 In 
the history of Ngati Whare, a hapu of Nga Potiki of Te Whaiti, Best related an 
incident concerning Taketake, the grandson of the hapu's eponymous ancestor, 
Wharepakau (pp. 142-3). He held a pa (Te Pa-o-Taketake) against Ngai Tangaroa, 
a hapu of Ngati Kahungunu. This is part of a sequence of fights involving Ngati 
Whare. Best immediately directed the reader's perception of this account: 'Here 

61 E.g. Bruce Biggs, 'The Translation and Publishing of Maori material in the Auckland Public 
Library', The Journal of the Polynesian Society, 61, 3-4 (September and December 1952), p. 181. 
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follows one of those idiotic and impossible stories which the Maori delights to 
recount'. The reader is left in no doubt about how to treat the narrative which 
follows. Taketake's pa was attacked and at the point of being overwhelmed. Yet 
Taketake appeared unconcerned and strode forth 'naked to the four winds' and 
stood in full view of the enemy. The narrative continued: 'No artificial weapon, 
made by man, held he in his hands, yet were the ranks of the enemy filled with 
admiration, even that they withheld the attack for a while, although they had 
reached the kiri-tangata, or inner line of defences'. Taketake's game was made 
plain: this was a diversionary tactic while his own men got into a position to 
attack from the enemy's rear. So signal was the defeat that Taketake's descend-
ants remained known as Nga uri o Taketake ure roa (The descendants of 
Taketake, [the] long penis): this designation makes plain the point (so to speak) 
of Taketake's ploy. Interestingly, Best did not provide a translation, comment-
ing: 'The details of the story are scarcely printable'. This censorship again 
confirms the Pakeha reading audience. 

While the narrative makes it plain that Best glossed over material referring to 
sexual activities or male and female genitalia this story shows that such 
information was a feature of tribal narrative. The evident admiration for the size 
of Taketake's member is not an unusual or bizarre aberration. Judging from 
Best's account the Maori informant, Rewi Rangi-amio, treated the penis as if it 
were a weapon; as Best remarked '[n]o artificial weapon, made by man, held he 
in his hands'. Similar associations between the penis and male martial arts can 
be located from other tribal accounts in eastern Polynesia.62 Judging from the 
evidence of the tribal title Taketake's penis was likely to have been erect; this was 
considered a good sign in warriors preparing for war. The words tora or tore 
referred to an erect penis and were especially used to refer to a display of warlike 
feelings: an example was the phrase for a young warrior, tore kai huruhuru.63 The 
story about Taketake reveals how easily such references sit in Maori historical 
narrative. The specific link between a fighting chief and his phallus also 
emphasizes the importance of male genitalia as an important symbol of mascu-
line culture and the arts of war. 

The commemoration of this event in the new hapu name stresses another 
common dimension of tribal historical narrative, the remembering of history in 
the names of persons, landmarks, or as in this case a group of people. Doubtless 
this account became an important narrative for Nga Uri o Taketake who could 
not only date their emergence with this story but take pride in the sexual and 
martial prowess of their eponymous ancestor. This surmise seems justified by 
Best's reference to the narrative's informant, Rangi-amio, as a seventh genera-

62 In particular see a text by Mamae of Ngati Vara, Mangaia, The Cook Islands. The passage 
reads: 'e kua tatara a Ikoke i tona maro, e kua akaten[i] i taua rakau, koia oki, tona ure, ei rakau tamaki 
nana i mua i te enemi ma te mataku kore'. ('Ikoke loosened his maro, exalting his weapon, that is, 
his penis, as his fighting weapon before the enemy without fear'.) 'Tara Taito', in Stephen Savage, 
'Collection of Books and Articles, Births, Deaths, Marriages, Wills', microfilm no. 0039, Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter Days Saints Genealogical Library, Rarotonga. 

63 Herbert W. Williams, A Dictionary of the Maori Language, 7th ed., Wellington, 1971, p.437. 
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tion descendant of Taketake himself: clearly his descendants still valued the 
narration of the story. 

The next major chapter in Best's historical narrative concerned the origin and 
history of the Tuhoe or Urewera tribe. Much of the first part of this chapter 
enumerates the various hapu of Tuhoe and the development of the iwi. Inevitably 
in such a process there were conflicts. Best explored an important fight under the 
title 'The House of Tuhoe divided against itself: The Death of Ue-imua' (pp.242-
5). The significance of the conflict was made clear in the very first sentence: Ue-
imua was the tuakana (elder brother) of Tuhoe-potiki, the eponymous ancestor 
of the iwi. Clearly conflict involving the death of such a person was a major tribal 
historical event. Best identified Ue-imua 's two wives and explained why the 
tuakana was to be slain by the teina (younger brother). Their motive, according 
to Ngati Awa sources whom Best believed, arose out of jealousy at Ue's growing 
influence at Ruatoki as a result of his marriage to the local woman Tapa. In this 
account women and the land are the keys to establishing an aspiring male chief s 
political prestige. 

A conflict arose over a piece of cultivated land used by Tuhoe-potiki. Ue and 
Tuhoe quarrelled; Ue threatened to eat the latter 's heart; Tuhoe responded that 
he would hand his heart over provided Ue could slay him. He then upped the ante 
by suggesting that if he slew his tuakana he would eat his heart. This sequence 
of threat and counter-threat involving the notion of consuming the other as food 
is not uncommon: comparison to food or related activities was always a casus 
belli; especially when associated with persons of rank. Tuhoe now sought the 
assistance of the other teina, Tane-moe-ahi. Accordingly he and his warriors 
travelled to meet his brother, Tuhoe. However his travel was observed and Ue 
warned. Ue and his people then left their pa. Tuhoe observed his tuakana's 
movements and he too marshalled his men and set forth. The taua (war parties) 
of Ue and Tane met and began fighting. Ue got into strife after slipping over. 
Tane was able to hold Ue down with his huata spear. Tuhoe and his toa (warriors) 
then arrived. Tane called out to him that he had Ue. Tuhoe then made a pun on 
his tuakana's name, Ue-imua, pointing out that he was not first (mua, referring 
to his birth order) but last (Ue-imuri). The teina then slew him. This fratricide 
took a typical form in Polynesian history: the slaying of the tuakana by the teina. 
This was a classic form of fissure along which conflict in Maori traditions could 
break out. 

Tuhoe carried out his earlier threat which he had uttered to his brother and 
consumed his brother's heart. The location of this deed was commemorated as 
Te Ahi-manawa o Ue-imua: history once more was remembered by the naming 
of geographical landmarks. This segment ended with the karakia and the 
whangai charm, which were recited while the fire was being kindled and Ue's 
heart was consumed. This form of narrative occurs frequently in historical 
traditions. The conflict is ultimately about power and a desire to supplant the 
tuakana, who inherits it by virtue of his position in the order of birth. Instead the 
teina seek to subvert this 'natural' order and replace it with the principle of 
achieved leadership, leading by one's own efforts. The occasion for this attempt 
is the classic conflict over possession of land and the subsequent use of insults 
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between the disputants, which leads inevitably to war. In this the teina are 
victorious and mark their usurpation of their tuakana by two acts. First, they 
ritually consumed part of his body, thereby negating his mana and incorporating 
it into their own. Second, Tane took Ue's senior wife. 

The story also gives some insight into the procedures for gaining alliances and 
the watchfulness with which parties observed each other: Ue was alerted by such 
keenness. The story also gives an insight into the hazards of war, where an 
accident gave the contenders an unexpected opportunity. Another facet of this 
story is the use of puns. Playing on words is especially common in Maori and 
other Polynesian narratives. Another literary feature is the frequent use of 
dialogue. This, too, commonly occurs in historical narratives. The appearance of 
religious ritual and karakia in this account, a common textual feature of Maori 
historical narratives, again stresses their centrality to Maori life. 

Another set of stories surrounds the woman Uenuku-rauiri and her son Rangi-
te-ao-rere (pp.257-60). Uenuku was the sister of Ue, Tane and Tuhoe. The 
various stories to do with her brothers and their tipuna (ancestors) up to this point 
only mention her briefly. At first sight she would not seem to have been 
considered important. The following story corrects this impression. Uenuku left 
the district of Ruatoki and moved to Te Teko marrying Maungarangi from whom 
Ngati Awa trace their descent. Maungarangi was also a descendant of Maahu. 
Uenuku was credited with coining a whakatauki about her three brothers, which 
Best quoted for its historical value. Uenuku not only shifted districts to find a 
husband and produced works of literature but also expressed her independence 
of action through her sexual activity. She slept with Rangi-whakaeke-hau of Te 
Arawa. Rangi left instructions that if their child was a girl she was to name it 
Rangitaiki; if it was a boy she was to call it after the drifting clouds (Rangi-te-
ao-rere). 

When Uenuku was giving birth, the whakapapa of her husband was recited but 
to no avail, whereupon Uenuku told the people to recite the name of Rangi-
whakaeke-hau. The child was born. According to Best the old people jeered that 
the child was illegitimate. The child, a boy, was named Rangi-te-ao-rere as his 
father had instructed. He grew up to be a famed toa. Not too surprisingly, given 
that his real father was from Te Arawa, many Ngati Awa became jealous. Before 
long his birth was being impugned. Incidentally, this section again betrays Best's 
censorship of material: the reference to Rangi's origins, '[kjoia kei te poriro nei' 
('that is the bastard' ) is only given in Maori. 

Rangi sought information from Uenuku about his father. She provided 
directions to find him. A tohi (baptismal) rite was performed over him; a party 
of Ngati Awa accompanied him; a present of preserved food was taken for his 
father. As a final parting instruction Uenuku told him to provide food for his 
ancestor. This tipuna proved to be the taniwha Kataore. Once more a taniwha is 
linked through whakapapa with a tribal group. 

After travelling further the party came to the large house of his father: the 
wharenui or house of the chief of the kainga (settlement) or pa (fortified village). 
Rangi instructed his party to walk right into the house with their food. The 
association of noa food with such a house made tapu by its association with the 
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chief was a serious violation of Maori ordering of nature. Rangi himself 
clambered over the palisading rather than enter through the gate. He then 
proceeded to the house not over the marae (open plaza) but by the back of the 
house. He emerged through the window at the front of the building where his own 
people were waiting. As Best himself noted this aperture was a tapu part of the 
house. Rangi then seated himself on his father's sleeping place and called his 
people to bring food into the whare. All this was watched in amazement by the 
people of the pa, who rushed off to tell Rangi-whakaeke-hau. 

On his arrival the chief ordered the visitors out. When they refused he ordered 
them to be slain. Rangi-te-ao-rere then called out that most classic of Maori 
insults: pokokohua, and commenced reciting an oriori (lullaby) composed by his 
mother, which identified Uenuku and the naming instructions left by Rangi-
whakaeke-hau. After confirming his son 's identity Rangi-whakaeke-hau called 
his son out of the house. Rangi left again by way of the window. They greeted, 
in Best's words, 'after the manner Maori'. Rangi was then taken to the kainga's 
sacred place where a tohi was performed over him to remove the tapu. They 
returned to the wharenui where Rangi now entered by the door. The tapu was 
taken off the house and karakia recited over the food. There was then a feast. The 
account continues describing how Rangi fought his father's enemies and 
conquered Mokoia Island. After the death of his father, Rangi settled amongst 
the Te Arawa and became the tipuna of Ngati Rangiteaorere. 

The narrative about Uenuku, her son and his reunion with his father is rich in 
the s.orts of historical episodes found recurrently in Maori accounts of the past: 
1. The visitor who impregnates his host's wife and leaves behind naming 
instructions for a girl or boy. 
2. The discovery of the real father during the birth of the child. 
3. The diffident treatment of the offspring who, prompted by some chance 
comment about his parent, usually a father, seeks further information from his 
mother and decides to go and meet him. 
4. The manner of entry into the whare of the father; the deliberate and flagrant 
breaking of the rules of tapu; the subsequent identification of the child to the 
father. 
5. The son who decides to stay with his father and identifies himself with the 
paternal tribal group. 

The organization of this account stresses the importance of the three principal 
actors: the mother, the child and the father. At the outset Uenuku is depicted as 
a woman of rank and ability used to making decisions for herself. In this narrative 
her initiative in taking to bed the prestigious Te Arawa visitor Rangi-whakaeke-
hau demonstrates her independence of action. This of course emphasizes her 
rank, for only such a person would have the temerity to do such a thing and to 
be able to carry it off without punishment. The mother is also the crucial figure 
in guiding her son to find his father. Most likely it is the mother who prepares him 
for the journey. 

The son in his turn reveals his own rank by the apparently outrageous breaches 
of tapu he commits to his father's property and, by extension, his person. The 
reaction of the people emphasizes the seriousness with which the system of tapu 
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was taken and the penalties for its infringement. The route through the house 
which Rangi-te-ao-rere took not only was the one which most transgressed the 
tapu but it was the route always taken by the unknown child claiming its father's 
recognition, suggesting how the bonds of intimacy could be used temporarily to 
rupture the bonds of tapu. This same bond of intimacy 'forgave' the insulting 
remark 'pokokohua': close relatives apparently were able to make such remarks 
without necessarily precipitating the usual violent response. While Rangi-te-ao-
rere's mother is the key opening actor—she slept with Rangi-whakaeke-hau and 
prepared her son — the closing sequences in this narrative segment are termi-
nated by the father's recognition and performance of the tohi rite. 

This account also reveals certain structural features. A tohi rite is performed 
at the opening of Rangi-te-ao-rere's journey and another one at its close. The 
narrative can also be interpreted structurally as a series of encounters: 
1. Uenuku leaves Ruatoki and meets Maungarangi. 
2. Uenuku meets Rangi-whakaeke-hau. 
3. Rangi-te-ao-rere goes to his mother to find out about his father. 
4. Rangi encounters the taniwha tipuna. 
5. Rangi meets the people of his father's settlement. 
6. Rangi and his father meet. 
Such a form of story emphasizes the mobility inherent not only in the heke 
(migration) traditions of Maori tipuna but continuing in the histories of their 
descendants. At a cultural level too, this account tells much about the role and 
nature of tapu; the importance of entertaining guests; the reciprocal expectations 
of such guests; the roles of women and men; and the intimate interaction between 
humanity and nature. 

The final story I want to discuss concerns a female descendant of Tuhoe: 
Mahuru, a descendant of Uenuku's brother, Tane-moe-ahi (pp.321-3). She 
married a man from Opotiki and went to live there. As with Uenuku this woman 
of rank later went her own way and found another man at Whakatane, Takarehe 
of Ngati Awa. They moved back to Mahuru 's land at Ruatoki to live. Mahuru 
did not prepare the fern root for a meal properly and a quarrel ensued between 
her and Takarehe. He struck Mahuru on the head with a weapon. She responded 
with a biting line: 'E moe i to patu hai wahine mau' ('You had better marry your 
weapon, as a wife for you' ). She then fled. She reached a plantation where her 
relative Tamahape was working and sought shelter, explaining her reasons. 
When Takarehe arrived the two men fought and Taka was slain by Tamahape. 
The body was dismembered, cooked and eaten. Particular parts — not specified 
— were laid before Mahuru to eat. 

Best gave his interpretation or 'moral' of this narrative: it was lesson regarding 
the striking of women and what might happen to the son-in-law. This suggests 
that the woman was passive, being struck, and that the focus was upon the 
husband. Such an interpretation is another example of Best's wilful misunder-
standing of the narrative. Mahuru is the key figure; she is the person of specified 
rank. The reader is not told anything about her husband except his name, tribe 
and place of origin. His secondary significance is heightened when the couple go 
back to Mahuru's land. Obviously she is the more important of the two. This 



38 MICHAEL REILLY 

explains her biting retort when Taka is unwise enough to strike her. The use of 
such sharp language suggests that words were a weapon women could resort to 
against the physical weapons of the man. 

Mahuru's rank is further underlined when she again takes the initiative and 
leaves to find support amongst her own kin. Her husband, already skating on thin 
ice since he was living amongst his wife's people, sealed his fate by pursuing her; 
he was also obviously armed. His demise is almost certainly foreordained by this 
stage. His death and ritual consumption, thereby denigrating his mana tapu, is the 
only possible outcome. The rank of Mahuru is further suggested when she is 
given a part of her deceased spouse to eat. 

The criticism voiced by Charles Royal that texts such as Best's Tuhoe are 
partial is, I think, supported by the selected readings discussed above. Best 
clearly locates his tribal history within the colonial reality of New Zealand. His 
primary audience is an educated Pakeha reading public. He uses the form of the 
tribal narratives against themselves; he divides mythology from history thereby 
turning the Tuhoe past more nearly into a European form of historical discourse. 
He carried out an extensive campaign to ridicule the texts themselves. Such 
ridicule included the choice of demeaning references, censorship, and belittling 
comments, which often wilfully misrepresented the cultural meanings of the 
narratives. 

Like Best and his Tuhoe associates the history which they constructed moves 
uneasily between the culturally constructed realities of Aotearoa as a land 
divided between the colonizing Pakeha and the colonized Maori. Spivak's 
observation regarding an historian's subjective position within the history being 
written applies as much to the book which is the product of an authorial 
collaboration. To deny the significance of Tuhoe is to ignore its origin and 
existence within the very tribal history being sought by modern historians of 
Maori iwi. To accuse the text of being partial is simply to admit that all texts, oral 
or written, are the product of a diversity of cultural and political interests on the 
part of both the colonizer and the colonized.64 Instead of stressing the priority of 
one partial text over another perhaps a better model is that suggested by Judith 
Binney: the juxtaposition of Pakeha written texts and Maori oral narratives. This 
recognizes the common connections of history and culture existing between the 
two forms of recounting the past while being able to take full advantage of their 
differences.651 hope that the preceding reading of Best's Tuhoe may suggest one 
way into the discourse of Maori history. 

In her critique of writing by colonizer and colonized Spivak stressed the 
subjectivity of the historian. Pere and Royal emphasized the need for historians 
of iwi to have the appropriate whakapapa to legitimize their research. At this 
point I think it is appropriate to 'come clean' and display some of my own 

64 Nicholas Thomas, 'Partial Texts: Representation, Colonialism and Agency in Pacific History', 
The Journal of Pacific History, XXV, 2 (December 1990). p. 146. 

65 Judith Binney, 'Maori Oral Narratives, Pakeha Written Texts: Two Forms of Telling History", 
New Zealand Journal of History, 21, 1 (April 1987), pp.27-8. 
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credentials which may help explain my position within the text I am writing. I 
stand in some senses in an intellectual line of descent from Best: I am also a 
Pakeha scholar of Maori and Pacific pasts. 1 can claim a certain knowledge of 
tikanga Maori (Maori customs, practices) gained during a lengthy apprentice-
ship both at school and at university. I can recite an intellectual whakapapa to 
prove this claim and at the same time acknowledge those Maori teachers who 
entrusted me with a part of their own knowledge: June Mariu of Te Whanau a 
Apanui, Te Kapunga Dewes of Ngati Porou, Wiremu Parker of Ngati Porou, 
Hirini Moko Mead of Ngati Awa and Ruka Broughton of Nga Rauru. This line 
of teachers is supported by the ramifications of my own intellectual debts to 
teachers and universities both here in Aotearoa and in Australia. 

The Tuhoe scholars who guided Best were aware of the hazards of learning and 
of passing their knowledge on to an outsider. They, like Best, were framed by the 
processes of colonization occurring around them. While Tuhoe as an historical 
text betrays the marks of Best's authorial interventions it also retains the tohu 
(signs) of its Tuhoe progenitors; their interpretations of the past still ring through 
Best's readings and misreadings. The existence and maintenance of their voices 
justifies the continued use of such texts. The ambivalencies experienced by these 
men and women and expressed in theircollaborative work remain the same today 
for anyone who attempts to explore the events and meanings in the discourse of 
Maori pasts. 
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