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The New Zealand Government’s Niupepa and their Demise

THE NEW ZEALAND GOVERNMENT published the last issue of its final 
niupepa (Māori-language newspaper), Te Waka Maori o Niu Tirani, on 18 
September 1877. Te Waka Maori bookended 35 years of government niupepa 
production: its first newspaper, Te Karere o Nui Tireni, appeared on 1 January 
1842, less than two years after the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. However, 
this was not the first time the government quietly withdrew from niupepa 
production: its first newspaper expired in a shakeup of native affairs in 1846; 
and its second sequence ended in 1863 at the height of the Waikato War. The 
fall of Te Waka Maori was decisive, and it was not until the 1950s, with Te Ao 
Hou, that an official periodical was published to entertain and inform Māori 
readers. This article is the first to survey the trajectory of official involvement 
in newspaper production through its three phases. It also seeks to answer 
why, on three occasions (1846, 1863 and 1877), the government withdrew 
from niupepa production, arguing that immediate political concerns were 
pertinent to the government’s decision-making – a change of policy, war and 
a major libel case respectively. The article also posits that changes within 
Māori society, such as the advent of the Native Land Court and village-based 
Native Schools, made niupepa less essential to the government’s plans. 

The Niupepa Māori Corpus and Research
The niupepa corpus offers considerable scope for ongoing historical enquiry. 
With about 30 publications1 disseminated by government, as well as by 
religious and Māori political groups or individuals, from the 1840s to the 
1960s, niupepa offer invaluable insights on the development of a Māori-
language print culture, as well as a wide range of content on Māori society 
of the time, revealing Māori intellectual frameworks, political networks and 
changing cultural landscapes. Some scholars have used niupepa to explore 
aspects of Māori history;2 others recognize the value of niupepa and other 
Māori-language sources;3 but many historians are reluctant to access them, 
or limit themselves to the bilingual titles. Others may be loath to engage 
with publications they see as ‘tawdry’,4 implicated in a colonialism that 
transformed nineteenth-century Māori society from autonomous communal, 
tribal communities to a small minority in their own land, entangled (often 
unwillingly) in the political and legal machinery of the state, and exposed 
to the market economy, Western education and assimilation. While allowing 
Māori some space to air their own views, and utilizing te reo Māori as a 
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‘civic language’,5 the government’s niupepa were key tools of colonization. 
But these newspapers, both as colonial agents and sites of occasional Māori 
critique, nevertheless offer a valuable window on this dynamic time. 

Scholarly work to date on the Māori newspapers has been rather thin. This 
is despite an almost complete corpus of niupepa available online and growing 
academic interest in the history of New Zealand print culture,6 and of historic 
Māori engagement with texts.7 Niupepa, for example, have rated little or no 
mention in more general newspaper histories,8 perhaps partly because few 
New Zealand historians read Māori. Those scholars researching historical 
Māori texts are also spoiled for choice, meaning that niupepa are just one 
slice of a much wider textual culture: Books in Māori 1815–1900 lists 1565 
printed items that are not periodicals, and this is supplemented by thousands 
of Māori letters and other manuscripts held in public archives and family 
collections.9 

Content from niupepa has on occasion been reproduced in collected 
writings, anthologies and annotated translations, generally with some 
discussion of the sources.10 However, to date there has been just one edited 
collection, Rere Atu Taku Manu!,11 devoted to Māori newspapers as a topic 
of scholarly discussion, a few theses, one of which has been transformed into 
a monograph,12 and a relatively small number of journal articles and book 
chapters on the production or content of the newspapers.13 ‘Kimihia te mea 
ngaro’, a Marsden-funded project undertaken by a University of Auckland 
team, also compiled abstracts in English for many of the online niupepa 
articles, and Jane McRae, one of the project’s leaders, has written an entry on 
Māori newspapers for Te Ara, the Ministry for Culture and Heritage’s online 
encyclopedia.14 

Just as the term ‘newspaper’ could mean a variety of printed outputs in 
eighteenth-century Britain,15 Māori of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries applied the term ‘niupepa’ to a range of printed periodicals in their 
own language, including what would today be classed magazines. The physical 
dimensions of these publications were often small: Te Kopara (1913–1921), 
for example, was just 230 x 140mm. The number of pages per issue could be 
as few as one or as many as 54, with niupepa appearing weekly, fortnightly, 
monthly and sometimes sporadically. While some publications managed 
only one or two issues, others appeared over a number of years: Te Puke ki 
Hikurangi, for example, produced fortnightly issues on a fairly regular basis 
from 1897 to 1913. Like early New Zealand English-language newspapers 
that were run for ‘political advantage rather than financial profit’, niupepa 
made no money, seeking instead to promulgate a social, political or religious 
agenda.16 For example, Hēnare Tomoana, who founded Te Wananga, later 
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lamented ‘the amount of money he lost over this paper’.17 Despite settler 
papers becoming more profit-driven from the 1860s,18 the niupepa, although 
sometimes requesting subscriptions, all struggled unless a sponsor, such as 
the government, a church, political grouping or wealthy donor, was prepared 
to help pay the bills. 

The government was responsible for a number of titles,19 but was not the 
only body to publish niupepa. During this period of official state involvement 
several Pākehā philo-Māori floated four titles, and the Wesleyan Church 
published Te Haeata monthly for three years. Two Māori-run publications 
also directly opposed the government’s own niupepa: Te Hokioi e Rere Atu 
Nā, a Kīngitanga paper that produced anti-government propaganda and 
advocated Māori independence until it was terminated by the British army’s 
invasion of Waikato in 1863; and the Ngāti Kahungunu-based Te Wananga, 
which waged an intellectual battle with the government’s Te Waka Maori 
o Niu Tirani in the 1870s. After the government withdrew from the field in 
1877, niupepa continued to appear, produced principally by tribal leaders and 
pan-Māori organizations seeking autonomy. By 1913 only church periodicals 
remained: Māori Anglicans published four titles between 1898 and 1932; 
while the Presbyterians published Te Waka Karaitiana from 1934 to 1960.20 

Government Niupepa, the Public Sphere and Māori Opinion
The New Zealand government’s first involvement in vernacular newspaper 
production in 1842 was a logical if unusual step; similar settler colonies 
such as Canada or Australia do not provide a precedent. A number of key 
factors contributed to the decision to print. The nature of the Crown–Māori 
relationship laid a foundation for a government niupepa. The Treaty of Waitangi 
was intended to introduce a colonization influenced by humanitarian ideals, 
a gentler form than that applied in North America and Australia.21 Although 
the Māori text of the Treaty (that most Māori signatories endorsed) is less 
clear about the limits of Crown governance, the English-language version 
states unequivocally that Māori ceded their sovereignty to Queen Victoria, an 
assertion sufficient for William Hobson to establish himself as Governor, with 
a handful of soldiers and officials.22 However, theoretical sovereignty proved 
inadequate to gain Māori acceptance of British governance and English law, 
or to cause Māori to sell sufficient land for the incoming rush of settlers. 
Lacking effective coercive powers, successive early governors relied largely 
on personal relationships, persuasion and propaganda, including niupepa, 
for the first two decades of colonial rule in their attempts to ‘amalgamate’ 
Māori into the nascent state. The first niupepa, Te Karere o Nui Tireni, was 
also the project of George Clarke, the government-appointed Protector of 
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Aborigines who had resigned as a missionary in order to take on the new 
post. His missionary experiences, including a spell as a teacher, would have 
conditioned him to see the value of a textual outreach to Māori.23 

The nature of Māori society, and its recent historical experience, also gave 
sense to printing texts for Māori. Not only did Māori speak one language 
(with mutually understood dialects) but many quickly learnt to read and 
write. Protestant missionaries had arrived in New Zealand in 1814; biblical 
translation, printing of texts and the transmission of literacy in order to read 
those texts were core features of missionary activity.24 Although literacy per 
se was not the only factor, Māori began to convert in increasing numbers after 
a workable Māori orthography had been developed in 1820, so that by the 
1840s significant numbers had the ability to read and write. The missionary 
literature was predictably religious in content, but Māori were keen to possess 
and consume it in order to acquire new knowledge. Indeed, as Anna Johnston 
suggests, for missionaries and Polynesians alike, ‘books came to represent an 
artefact of modernity and western cultural capital in itself’.25 

Certainly, at times, Māori appreciated the value of niupepa. In the 1840s, 
chiefs travelled to Auckland to get the government’s niupepa hot off the 
press.26 Although as few as 500 copies were sent to the principal chiefs 
around the country, Māori, living communally in villages, shared these texts 
and read them aloud at public meetings. Māori also wrote expressing their 
desire for the government newspapers, but this depended on shifting levels of 
engagement with the new order. For example, in 1857 the chiefs of Rangiaohia 
exclaimed to Te Karere’s editor that ‘our hearts greatly rejoice because 
of the words printed in the newspaper’.27 However, Māori enthusiasm for 
colonization soon soured, with Rangiaohia and most of Waikato becoming 
staunch supporters of the Kīngitanga.

The Māori engagement with niupepa begs the question: to what extent 
did these publications contribute to the formation of a public sphere and the 
production of public opinion within Māori society? Certainly, early English-
language newspapers in New Zealand clashed with the state and with each 
other, with local issues quickly percolating throughout the Pākehā reading 
public.28 Vernacular newspapers operating in colonial India were also 
instrumental in the development of an indigenous public sphere.29 But was 
this the case for Māori? Significantly, in the colonial societies of both Pākehā 
New Zealand and indigenous India, those who produced the newspapers and 
those who read them belonged to the same societies. The relative speed of 
the Māori acquisition of literacy precluded Māori gaining the technological 
means to produce printed texts, leaving this enterprise largely in the hands 
of Pākehā. It was not until 1862 that the Kīngitanga acquired a press, from 
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which they printed Te Hokioi; indeed, for Māori, even obtaining writing 
paper could be difficult at times.30

With the exception of Te Hokioi (1862–1863), whose output was relatively 
meager, Pākehā ran all Māori-language newspapers until Te Wananga 
ushered in an era of genuinely indigenous niupepa production from 1874. 
J. Habermas defines the public sphere as ‘mediat[ing] between society and 
state, in which the public organizes itself as the bearer of public opinion’, 
and ‘although state authority is so to speak the executor of the political 
public sphere, it is not part of it’.31 In nineteenth-century New Zealand the 
Māori ‘public sphere’ existed on marae around the country. Māori engaged 
with the government’s newspapers, and the discourses contained in their 
pages sometimes influenced Māori opinion or actions, but the government 
(and other Pākehā-run) niupepa were directed at the ‘other’. At no time did 
Pākehā-run niupepa represent Māori, any more than the English-language 
newspapers that occasionally contained content by or for Māori.32 As M. 
Meadows and S. Avison have discussed with relation to more contemporary 
Canada and Australia, ‘the Aboriginal public sphere . . . should be seen as a 
discrete formation that develops in a unique context’, alongside but outside of 
‘mainstream public sphere processes’.33 The nineteenth-century Māori public 
sphere was no different.

Te Karere o Nui Tireni (1842–1846)
In 1842, the first niupepa, Te Karere o Nui Tireni,34 published by the Protector 
of Aborigines, asserted that it existed ‘so that the Māori know the customs 
and practices of the Pākehā, and the Pākehā knows the customs of the Māori 
... and living in ignorance of each other will end.’35 Given that this niupepa 
was written in Māori only, it aimed primarily to mould Māori opinion, rather 
than that of British settlers. Māori readers would learn ‘first, the role of the 
Governor, second, the Queen’s laws, the principles of justice and the crimes 
for which people are judged, and the many customs of Pākehā’.36 It also 
invited Māori to write to the newspaper about issues troubling them, ‘so that 
everyone may hear his thoughts’.37 These themes recurred throughout the 
four-year run of this monthly niupepa, with particular emphasis on peaceful 
race relations and the rule of law, land sales, advancement in civilization, 
and cultural practices – good, Pākehā ones that Māori should adopt, and bad, 
Māori ones they should abandon. 

To modern eyes, some of the messages relayed in the niupepa sound 
patronizing and condescending, even offensive. For example, in extolling the 
benefits of Pākehā coming to New Zealand, Te Karere o Nui Tireni in 1845 
stated: ‘... and we ask have you made progress in the last year, or have you 
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regressed? So, are you wearing better clothes? Have your houses improved? 
Have your cultivations increased, so that you and your children might obtain 
clothes? Have you ceased living idly in town? If the response of some of you 
to these questions is correct, you would say “we have only made but little 
progress”.’38 However, in the first years of colonization, many Māori were 
consciously seeking to embrace modernity. Some may not have accepted 
such criticisms with equanimity, but the niupepa tended not to publish Māori 
criticisms of its core themes. 

Incidents of racial conflict proved problematic for the government 
niupepa. ‘News’, often out of date even on local issues, generally fitted 
into the officially promulgated discourses rather than presenting events 
impartially, but when hostilities broke out the government’s weakness was 
reflected in its printed message. In June 1843 Ngāti Toa killed 22 from a 
party of armed Nelson settlers who had confronted them over disputed land at 
Wairau. It was clear that the settlers had acted rashly, and in August Te Karere 
published an account giving both sides of the conflict. However, with regard 
to the Māori killing of prisoners, it stated that ‘all the Pākehā are saying 
that this is a wicked act of violence, if it is true’.39 Te Karere sought to calm 
the tension by printing a ‘translation’ of the Acting Governor’s proclamation 
instructing settlers to keep off any disputed land until ownership had been 
settled. However, where the original English stated ‘the Native owners of the 
soil should have no reason to doubt the good faith of Her Majesty’s solemn 
assurance that their territorial rights would be recognised and respected’, the 
Māori text cited the Māori text of the Treaty in which Māori rangatiratanga 
was guaranteed.40 

The newspaper also printed a letter from Tumutumu defending the actions 
of Ngāti Toa on the day, in which he detailed the aggressive stance of the 
Pākehā force, and exclaimed, ‘the words of the Queen to us, the Māori people, 
which you have said to us, are a waste of time, that we should not kill, or steal, 
or do anything. What is this?’41 This level of criticism was unprecedented, but 
the niupepa’s conciliatory position reflected that of a government that lacked 
the military capacity to react against a well-armed tribe, and recognized that 
Ngāti Toa held the moral high ground of defending their own land.42 

Te Karere o Niu Tireni’s position changed with the Northern War in 1845. 
With barely five years to cement its legitimacy, the government was far more 
concerned by this direct challenge to its sovereignty than by a land dispute, such 
as at Wairau. The niupepa published some details of the fighting,43 but pursued 
a more concerted and sustained discourse centred on Heke’s intransigence 
and the senselessness of fighting the Crown. Several articles, for example, 
criticized Heke’s claim that the Queen’s flag was a land-grabbing flag.44 
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Therefore England thought it would send a governor to New Zealand. Victoria, the Queen said 
to Captain William Hobson, ‘Come, Come to my Māori friends in New Zealand. Get the chiefs 
of those islands together and tell them, “The mana of their own flag is diminishing. Perhaps soon 
they will be vanquished by another people stronger than they are. But they should agree to my 
flag, as a flag for them and for us together, so that the whole world will know that New Zealand 
is now covered by England’s wings, and I, the Queen, have taken all the people of that place 
into my arms.”’45

The appointment of Captain George Grey as the new Governor, announced 
in Te Karere o Niu Tireni in November 1845, heralded the end of the first 
experiment in government niupepa, and a change in the administration of 
native affairs. Grey was unhappy with the slow pace of Māori amalgamation, 
and decided to take a more direct and personal interest in Māori issues.46 There 
was no December issue of Te Karere o Niu Tireni, with the editor apologizing 
in January the following year that ‘we were troubled with many other tasks’.47 
No more issues appeared, although the paper had not signalled its termination. 
By the end of the year Grey had abolished the Protectorate Department, 
establishing a Native Secretary much more firmly under his control.48 The 
death of the newspaper was thus an early casualty of Grey’s policy of pursuing 
a more Governor-to-rangatira relationship with influential Māori leaders.

Te Karere Maori (1849–1863)
After a three-year hiatus a new government newspaper, Te Karere Maori, 
or Maori Messenger, appeared. Unlike its predecessor, little indicated 
that this was indeed an official newspaper.49 It was bilingual, its masthead 
sported no coat of arms and it claimed to be ‘published at the offices of the 
agents Williamson and Wilson, Auckland’ to be sold at 3d a copy. It was not 
revealed until 1854 and then only in the English text, that any public notices 
printed ‘are to be considered as official communications’.50 The content also 
was heavily ‘educational’ rather than ‘official’, with considerable material 
designed to ‘elevate’ Māori, and encourage them to engage with modernity. 
Its superior tone was even more apparent than its predecessor’s.

Friends, Maories, perhaps you occasionally reflect on the many things the white man introduced 
amongst you, and upon their many works by which mankind is elevated. The white man discov-
ered you sitting in darkness,—you ate men,—you were continually fighting, and did everything 
else that an evil disposition prompted. . . . you were found living on the plants of the earth,—for 
instance: fern root, tawa berries, the root of the convolvolus [sic], hinau berries, the tree fern, 
grubs, the root of the raupo, and the various other kinds of weeds that the earth produced—you 
were like animals....51

The content was varied. The first issue contained an extended article on 
the formerly ‘dissolute’ Hawaiians whose advances in civilization Māori were 
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expected to emulate.52 The following paper provided a report on the history 
of smallpox, and promoted the availability of free vaccinations.53 Geography, 
history and religious matters also featured.54 In particular, Te Karere promoted 
Māori engagement in the market economy, carrying advertisements for goods 
and services, as well as ‘shipping intelligence’ on vessels using the port of 
Auckland. But this was a government publication, financed out of the Native 
Secretary’s Department.55 

Te Karere Maori suffered a seven-month gap from May 1854, under the 
acting governorship of Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Wynyard, reappearing in 
January 1855. The new ‘Messenger’ was transformed from a four-column, 
four-page (460 x 300mm) paper, to a publication of two bilingual columns, 
of smaller dimensions (260 x 180mm) but of at least eight pages, and often 
many more.56 In many respects, the content remained the same, stressing the 
benefits of land sales, colonization, civilization and commerce. This was 
clearly a more ‘official’ publication, featuring the Royal coat of arms in the 
name-plate, and with more direct discourses of Crown sovereignty, and the 
need for law and good race relations.57

Unfortunately for the new Governor, Sir Thomas Gore Browne, 
his administration from 1855 to 1861 coincided with a growing Māori 
dissatisfaction with colonization. The pressure of Crown agents to buy land 
to satisfy the insatiable Pākehā desire for Māori land fuelled quarrels, even 
warfare, within and between Māori kin groups. As if oblivious to Māori 
sensitivities, Te Karere Maori published details of lands sold, alongside 
entreaties for further sales and for Māori to individualize their tribal estates.58 
Land issues produced the two major challenges to Browne’s governorship: 
the First Taranaki War (1860–1861) against Te Āti Awa over a disputed land 
sale; and the Kīngitanga, a Māori ‘kingdom’ designed to curtail land sales, 
and the resulting inter-tribal bloodshed. 

The Kīngitanga, in proclaiming an alternative Māori state, challenged 
the government’s own claims to sovereignty. In September 1857, Te Karere 
Maori attacked this movement, arguing that Māori could lose the benefits 
of the Treaty and Crown protection by stating, ‘there are two paths, that of 
children [of the Queen], and that of enemies: he who is not a child is an 
enemy.’59 Donald McLean, Browne’s Native Secretary, believed that Māori 
would tire of the Kīngitanga, and advised that ‘is not likely to be attended 
with any important or serious consequences, if the Government abstain from 
interfering in the matter’.60 Te Karere Maori subsequently published little in 
opposition to the Kīngitanga in its first few years. However, it occasionally 
printed letters from Māori chiefs disavowing any loyalty towards the 
movement.61 As Ihakara Tukumaru of Manawatu stated, ‘I do not approve of 
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setting up a Maori King, it will not succeed; it is better now to submit to be 
guided by the Government, as it was that saved us from many evils.’62

Notwithstanding Browne’s policy of non-interference, the political 
situation had deteriorated significantly with the Taranaki War in 1860. When 
Kīngitanga warriors travelled south to assist, the prospect of a much wider 
conflict seemed possible. In the face of this challenge, Te Karere Maori 
minimized its exhortations on ‘civilization’ and commerce, taking a more 
‘political’ stance, to assert the government’s right to rule. Indeed from August 
to November 1860, it devoted all its pages to publishing the proceedings of a 
month-long conference of friendly and neutral chiefs at Kohimārama, called 
together to condemn Te Āti Awa and the Kīngitanga, and to acknowledge 
Crown sovereignty.63 

To present itself to Māori in a new light, the government rebranded its 
niupepa’s title in 1861.64 Literally, ‘a guest from afar’, Te Manuhiri Tuarangi’s 
first issue asked to be welcomed into Māori communities: ‘It is customary 
among the Maories to welcome the advent of a stranger with cries of Haere 
mai! Haere mai! The welcome is commenced with the approach of the visitor, 
and is prolonged until he has fairly entered the kainga. Now, therefore, the 
“Manuhiri Tuarangi” awaits the welcome of the Maori people.’65

The focus was now on asserting colonial power. After a year’s 
inconclusive fighting, a truce was called in Taranaki. Te Manuhiri Tuarangi 
published the negotiations and the Governor’s conditions to Te Āti Awa, 
which, despite the essential issues left unresolved, was presented to readers 
as the tribe’s ‘submission’.66 The paper also printed Browne’s ultimatums 
to Te Āti Awa’s as-yet unreconciled allies,67 including the Kīngitanga, in 
which he threatened further conflict unless they were prepared to submit to 
Crown sovereignty.68 Rather than risk all-out war immediately, the British 
government reappointed Sir George Grey as Governor in September 1861. 
As Te Manuhiri Tuarangi explained, ‘Now, this is the original Parent, who 
has returned to us in the midst of confusion; and hence we advise, that all the 
children, whether Maori or Pakeha, should listen to his voice, to that of the 
father, that prosperity and quietness may grow up amongst us.’69

Grey’s policy was to provide wavering Māori tribes with a degree of 
self-government, in an attempt to undermine any support for the Kīngitanga. 
He employed the government’s niupepa (its name restored to Te Karere 
Maori) to promote this policy, extolling those tribes that engaged in the new 
system.70 As in the late 1850s, Te Karere expended relatively little space 
railing against the Kīngitanga, again printing a number of letters from chiefs 
wanting to distance themselves from the movement.71 The niupepa’s focus 
was primarily on the government’s ‘peace’ policies rather than on its enemies. 
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The ideological battle was waged away from the government’s main 
Auckland-based niupepa. To argue its own case, the Kīngitanga published its 
niupepa, Te Hokioi, on an intermittent basis from 1862, attacking the validity 
of the Treaty of Waitangi and the government’s right to govern Māori, while 
attempting to substantiate the Kīngitanga’s own efforts at establishing a 
Māori state.72 In early 1863 Grey instructed John Gorst, the somewhat 
beleaguered magistrate appointed to Te Awamutu, deep within Kīngitanga 
territory, to counter its propaganda by publishing a more local niupepa, 
Te Pihoihoi Mokemoke i Runga i te Tuanui.73 Its first issue provocatively 
attacked the pretensions of the Māori King, suggesting that he was either 
unable or unwilling to maintain order within his territory. In just over a month 
Gorst produced four issues, but in March 1863 a party of Ngāti Maniapoto 
warriors, angry at his insults, broke into his compound at Te Awamutu and 
seized the press, type and the undistributed fifth issue, ending the short life 
of this government newspaper.74

War, breaking out again in July 1863, effectively ended this phase of 
government niupepa production. As tensions rose, and in the initial stages 
of the conflict, the government employed Te Karere Maori to justify its 
position.75 Again, it printed letters from chiefs supporting the government.76 
But Te Karere Maori ceased production on 28 September 1863 without any 
explanation, while the army was only part way into the Waikato campaign. 
The niupepa had not been expensive to run; in 1862, for example, its costs 
amounted to £509/13/3 out of a total £44,026/4/6 spent on ‘Native Purposes’.77 
A more reasonable explanation is that the government had already largely 
given up trying to culturally ‘improve’ Māori through its newspaper from 
1860, and with warfare having polarized Māori opinion, the government no 
longer considered that mere persuasion was its best option. 

This change in attitude can be seen in a new publication, Ko te Kahiti o 
Niu Tireni, from 1865. A Māori-language counterpart to its official Gazette,78 
Ko te Kahiti communicated the details of sittings of the Native Land Court 
to Māori and other official business. It contained nothing to ‘amuse’ or 
inform Māori, except for official notifications. The war in 1863 showed that 
the government’s efforts to encourage uncooperative or suspicious Māori to 
voluntarily accept the colonial administration and its laws had largely failed. 
From now, the central government preferred to rely on the brute force of the 
British Army, or legislative chicanery, to effect its will.

Te Waka Maori o Ahuriri (1863–1871)
As one niupepa was expiring, another was emerging. Donald McLean had 
already enjoyed an extensive career within the public service, as a Sub-
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protector of Aborigines, Police Chief, Native Secretary and Chief Land 
Purchase Commissioner. Despite being responsible for massive Māori land 
loss through his purchasing role, this Highland Scot, fluent in Māori and at 
ease in the Māori world, was nevertheless popular with many chiefs.79 In 
December 1862, he was elected onto the Hawke’s Bay Provincial Council, 
and when it met in February he assumed the role of Superintendent 
responsible for the administration of the province.80 Four months later, Te 
Waka Maori o Ahuriri appeared in Napier, the provincial capital, published 
by McLean to try to keep war from breaking out in Hawke’s Bay. Although 
the Waikato War had not quite begun, hostilities seemed inevitable, and some 
influential Ngāti Kahungunu chiefs espoused sympathy for the Kīngitanga. 
In its initial issue the paper announced that it wished to uplift Māori, and 
improve race relations, but also stated, ‘Before, and up to this time, there 
have been good, peaceful relations between Māori and Pākehā in this place. 
Their transgressions have been minor. The winds that cause ripples on the 
water are light in some places. The great storm that carries along death and 
evil has not hit the peace of our place, and it never will.’81

McLean was unsuccessful in this aim. In 1865 and 1866 government 
militia and loyal Māori groups fought adherents of the Pai Mārire, a syncretic 
religious group, in Poverty Bay and Hawke’s Bay. Warfare again broke out 
in the area between 1868 and 1872 when a group of Pai Mārire prisoners 
returned from exile under the charismatic religious leader Te Kooti, and 
waged a guerilla war across the central North Island.82 

Grey had terminated Te Karere Maori after war broke out; the niupepa 
had formed part of the soft diplomacy of his ‘peace policy’, of little use 
once the battle lines were drawn. In contrast, Te Waka Maori initially faced 
a peaceful, albeit somewhat unsympathetic, Māori audience. When Māori 
opinion in Hawke’s Bay became split over Pai Mārire, McLean retained the 
niupepa for its propaganda value. ‘After [the Kīngitanga] came this stupid 
venture, the Hauhau; its ideas were placed within a religious framework so 
that people would take note of it. So, all the ignorant people flocked to this 
new undertaking, low-born people, and [those with] murderous hearts–the 
clear-headed tribes didn’t turn to it, they could see the evil within it.’83

Despite its ‘provincial’ focus, Te Waka Maori o Ahuriri was clearly an 
official publication, with James Grindell, a court official in Napier, taking on 
the role of editor.84 The impression was reinforced from July 1865 when a 
small block of the Royal Arms was inserted into the nameplate title.

Like a number of the colonial elite, McLean participated in politics both at 
the provincial and national level, gaining the Napier parliamentary seat in 1866. 
From its inception in 1856 to 1877 there were 18 separate ministries within 
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the House of Representatives; beset with parochial provincialism, political 
egos and no established parties, the longest lasted over five years, but others 
just a matter of days. Despite the instability, McLean served continuously as 
Native Minister from 1869 to 1876 in a succession of ministries (except one 
that lasted a bare month) because each new ministry considered him the best 
man to overcome Māori disaffection, and to amalgamate Māori within the 
developing settler state.85

Te Waka Maori o Niu Tirani (1871–1878)
In 1871, McLean shifted Te Waka Maori o Ahuriri to the capital and renamed 
it Te Waka Maori o Niu Tirani (The Māori Canoe of New Zealand). The 
large image of the Royal Arms in the nameplate, reminiscent of the earlier 
Te Karere newspapers, enhanced its ‘official’ status, but it was clearly a 
rebranding rather than a rebirth, with the volume numbering following on 
from the Napier-based niupepa. While the underlying discourses remained 
the same, there was also more focus on parliamentary politics. In 1867 
McLean had ushered a Native Representation Act through Parliament, giving 
universal suffrage to Māori men to elect four representatives. Although Māori 
gained a voice within Parliament, proportionately they remained woefully 
under-represented.86 Te Waka Maori o Niu Tireni gave much of its space to 
summaries of parliamentary speeches relating to Māori issues, including 
those of the new Māori representatives.

In their reports, some Resident Magistrates suggested that the niupepa, 
‘a means of information and instruction’, was popular with Māori in their 
districts.87 Although aimed at a Māori readership, from October 1873 it was 
published with parallel bilingual columns. The names of subscribers, both 
Māori and Pākehā, who paid their 10 shillings each year often featured on 
the front page, but the paper was heavily subsidized by the government. 
For example, the government received only £124/5/- in subscriptions 
in the 1875–1876 financial year, yet paid the editor £400.88 Not all Māori 
valued the niupepa. For example, H.K. Taiaroa, the Member for Southern 
Maori, informed Parliament in 1875, ‘The Waka Maori was a government 
newspaper. Many Maori sent statements to the Waka Maori, but they were 
never published in that paper. If papers were sent in against the Government, 
they were rejected by the Waka Maori, which said it would not print them.’89

In 1874 Te Waka Maori was faced with a rival. In the early 1870s the 
Ngāti Kahungunu chief Hēnare Matua initiated the ‘Repudiation Movement’ 
to invalidate fraudulent land deals in Hawke’s Bay, soon supported by most of 
the tribe’s chiefs, including Karaitiana Takamoana, the Member of Parliament 
for Eastern Maori. Henry Russell, a wealthy station owner and politician, also 
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allied himself with this movement, although his motives were largely political, 
primarily designed to embarrass his enemies within both the Hawke’s Bay 
social elite and Parliament, including McLean. The repudiationist efforts forced 
the appointment of the Hawke’s Bay Native Lands Alienation Commission 
in 1873, which, despite encountering some irregularities, considered that 
‘nothing was proved ... which ought, in good conscience, to invalidate any 
purchases investigated by us.’90 Russell then helped bankroll a number of cases 
to the Supreme Court, with little success, and in 1874 with Hēnare Tomoana 
established the niupepa Te Wananga to promote the repudiationist message, 
in opposition to the government’s Te Waka Maori.91 While, as detailed by Lyn 
Waymouth, Te Wananga raised general political issues around the Treaty of 
Waitangi and Māori political representation,92 it also directly criticized the 
‘Ring’ (or ‘Ngatihokohe’ [the dodgy-dealing tribe] as they were labelled in the 
Māori text), the capitalists, including McLean, who had amassed large stations 
of Māori land through supposedly sharp practice.

It was thus somewhat ironic perhaps that in 1876 Te Waka Maori published 
two letters accusing Henry Russell of intimidation and sharp practice in his 
land dealings with Māori, and implying he had defrauded Ārihi Te Nahu, 
a wealthy and powerful young woman of chiefly Ngāti Kahungunu lineage 
who had entrusted her financial affairs to him.93 Although these letters had 
been signed by a number of people, Ārihi Te Nahu was clearly the instigator. 

Russell’s self-promotion as a defender of Māori interests added insult to 
the perceived injuries. The second letter also alluded to Russell’s political 
alignment, that ‘he is a persistent opponent of the Government, and wishes 
us, the Maoris, also to have no regard for the Government.’94 

The two letters provoked a gleeful response in the repudiationist Te 
Wananga. Accusing ‘the “Ring” and their minions’ of orchestrating this 
campaign, it stated that its rival (unaware that Russell was planning legal 
action against it for the first ‘false and calumnious letter’) had then ‘inserted 
another letter, purportedly written by Arihi, and others, and of the same 
libellous nature’.95 The controversy led to more Māori letters to Te Wananga; 
the first being a stinging personal attack on Ārihi Te Nahu from one of her 
neighbours, to which she replied with an equally abusive and offensive 
letter.96 Finally Hēnare Matua, the repudiationist leader, wrote a less personal 
letter, defending Russell’s honour, and suggesting that any allegations of 
financial impropriety should be taken to court.97

The End of Government Niupepa
Although libel and slander cases were not unusual in colonial New Zealand, 
most involved only Pākehā litigants and English-language publications. In 
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1878 Te Wananga itself was compelled to issue an apology over a letter it 
published disparaging a government officer, providing a brief moment of 
pleasure for Te Waka Maori.98 There were a few other libel cases initiated 
by Māori against niupepa, all in the early twentieth century and demanding 
relatively small amounts in damages.99 But the ‘Waka Maori libel case’ 
is the most significant involving a niupepa, both in terms of costs and its 
repercussions.

Henry Russell’s lawyer conceded that trying to sue the writers of the two 
Māori letters was ‘practically impossible’. Instead, action was directed, as 
Russell was entitled to do, against James Grindell, the editor of Te Waka 
Maori, and James Didsbury, the Government Printer, seeking the huge sum 
of £10,000 in damages.100 Although Russell was purportedly seeking to 
salvage his own reputation, it was clear that he was more concerned with 
damaging those of his political enemies within the Atkinson ministry. (This 
did not include McLean, who had resigned his Cabinet portfolio in December 
1876 and died within a month.) The government took responsibility for the 
defence, and the case became a significant political and news issue, within 
both New Zealand’s Parliament and the colony’s English-language press. 

Although the case was to be heard in Wellington, Māori gave evidence 
in Napier at a special commission. Ārihi Te Nahu was both the first and the 
principal defence witness, examined over four days. Although coaxed by the 
defence lawyer, Ārihi was able to provide little hard evidence to substantiate 
her claims.101 The Auckland Star succinctly stated, ‘It is generally rumoured 
that Arihi, the principal witness in the case of Russell v. “Waka Maori,” 
whose evidence occupied the Commission all last week, broke down in 
her statements, which are said to be of a contradictory nature. This rumour 
is given credence to, owing to the dejected state of mind of the editor of 
the “Waka Maori” as he appears when perambulating the streets.’102 What 
constituted ‘truth’ for Ārihi and her people in a Māori setting could not be 
easily reconstituted in a Pākehā court of law. 

The government lost its case and on 7 September 1877 the jury 
awarded Russell £500, which he donated promptly to charity. However, the 
government’s costs were horrendous: Parliament voted to allow £6000 to 
cover all associated expenses of the trial, an enormous sum when the New 
Zealand government’s ordinary annual expenditure at this time was about £3 
million.103 When John Sheehan, an opposition Member of Parliament who 
had also acted as a lawyer in the repudiationist cases, also served papers 
on Te Waka Maori, the government rather prudently agreed to read out an 
apology to him in Parliament and to provide him £100 to give to charity. The 
agreement was duly reported by Te Wananga to its Māori readers.104 
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As New Zealand’s English-language press made clear, Russell’s legal 
action against Te Waka Maori’s editor and printer was largely politically 
motivated.105 It also allowed his parliamentary allies considerable room to 
attack the government as the case proceeded, accusing it of using taxpayers’ 
money to produce a partisan publication, indeed one that included libellous 
statements about the government’s opponents. In October 1876, pressure 
from the opposition had led to the £400 subsidy for Te Waka Maori being 
struck off the government’s budget. 

On 17 October, the niupepa alerted its readers to this development, and 
the following month announced its own demise.106 However, it appeared 
again in December, printing letters from influential Māori around the country 
imploring that the niupepa might live on. It declared that it would now survive 
on subscriptions, and ‘many European gentlemen’ had already subscribed, 
some getting as many as 10 copies each.107 The resurrected Te Waka Maori 
again attacked the political stance of Te Wananga,108 which responded in kind 
the following month. As it noted, ‘On looking at the imprint, however, we 
find that it [Te Waka Maori] is printed and published “under the authority of 
the New Zealand Government,” by the Government printer. This is in direct 
and flagrant violation of the vote of the House last session.’109

In August 1877, as the libel case was underway, the opposition pounced, 
criticizing the government for expending public money ‘for the purpose of 
defending an action brought by one citizen against another for an alleged 
libel’, and the ‘highly reprehensible’ action of continuing Te Waka Maori as an 
official publication.110 Once the court case was over, the government accepted 
as a motion of no confidence the opposition charge of ‘continuing to publish 
the Waka Maori newspaper at the public expense, in defiance of the vote of the 
House, and in allowing its columns to be used for the publication of libellous 
matter’.111 Debate dragged on over a number of days. The government argued 
that it had needed to keep a channel of communication open with Māori, and 
with support from both Māori and Pākehā subscribers Te Waka Maori was 
now self-supporting.112 The government just survived the vote, but the issue 
had become somewhat academic, as the niupepa ceased operating before the 
debate was over. The government, already weakened, fell less than a month 
later on an official motion of no confidence, and the treasury benches fell 
to Russell’s allies. Thus, rather ignobly, the government’s involvement in 
Māori-language newspapers came to an end.113 

Niupepa always struggled if they attempted to rely on subscriptions 
or advertising without some other form of patronage. Russell, financially 
embarrassed from his political efforts, withdrew support from Te Wananga, 
which ceased publication at the end of 1878. James Grindell, the editor of Te 
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Waka Maori o Niu Tirani, resurrected the niupepa in 1878. Although directly 
linked to the preceding publication, this was now a purely private venture, 
printed in the small provincial town of Gisborne. Lasting just over a year, it 
produced 42 issues.114 Two years later Ihaia Tainui, the Member for Southern 
Maori, asked the House to support another niupepa but gained no support 
from the government.115

The government may have felt niupepa had had their day. They were 
designed as a tool to assimilate Māori adults into the new colonial order, 
but the state now found itself in a position in which it could dictate more to 
Māori. Ko te Kahiti, for example, notified Māori of Native Land Court sittings 
they were compelled to attend to determine ownership of their lands. The 
government also established a more effective strategy of assimilation through 
the education of Māori children. Teaching English was always a priority; as 
Henry Taylor, a school inspector, asserted in 1862, the Māori language was 
‘another obstacle in the way of civilisation’.116 However, the government came 
to the conclusion that the church-run schools, the sole education provider for 
the first two decades of colonization, had failed, especially with regard to 
teaching English.117 As a result, Parliament passed the Natives Schools Act 
1867, giving the government responsibility for establishing a village-based 
primary school system.118 These schools, initially few in number, were slow 
to have an impact, but as Māori children increasingly imbibed the English 
language, the perceived need for Māori-language newspapers decreased.

Conclusion
For the first three and a half decades of colonial rule, the government 

dominated the production of Māori-language newspapers. While there was 
some space for Māori to express their views in this new media, the primary 
purpose of the government niupepa was to procure Māori acceptance of, and 
amalgamation into, the new colonial order: the state and its laws; the adoption 
of European customs; and good relations with incoming Pākehā immigrants. 
On two occasions, with Te Hokioi and Te Wananga, Māori produced counter-
narratives to the dominant government standpoint. Although these Māori 
publications may have created a sort of ‘public sphere’ through which 
Māori could meaningfully debate and critique the government’s actions, the 
government niupepa sought to align Māori opinion to its own discourses.

The run of the government’s Māori-language newspapers can be divided 
into three primary sets, with each run of papers experiencing a death of sorts 
due to various political and social causes. The first newspaper, Te Karere o 
Nui Tireni, produced by the Protector of Aborigines, ended when the new 
Governor, George Grey, abolished the Protectorate and took direct control 
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of native affairs in 1846. The second run of titles appeared from 1849 to 
1863. From 1860 these became more political in nature, in response to the 
Kīngitanga and the first Taranaki War. The government used its principal 
newspaper, Te Karere Maori, as part of its soft diplomacy, and terminated 
it after resorting to warfare in an effort to impose its sovereignty upon the 
Kīngitanga. 

The final phase began as its predecessor was ending, with Te Waka Maori 
o Ahuriri appearing as a local niupepa in the east of the North Island, an 
area not yet at war. It was the former Native Secretary, Donald McLean, 
now Superintendent of Hawke’s Bay, who established this newspaper in an 
attempt to inhibit war from reaching his province. McLean, however, saw the 
propaganda value of his niupepa even after hostilities began, and did not cease 
production. This phase of niupepa production also coincided with the settlers 
taking full responsibility for Māori and defense. After his appointment as 
Native Minister, McLean transferred the niupepa to Wellington, the colony’s 
new capital, and rebranded it as a national Māori newspaper. 

New Zealand’s parliamentary politics were fractious. Opposition 
politicians accused Te Waka Maori of being too partisan in its political stance, 
and were able to get its government subsidy removed. However, it was the 
libel case, when Henry Russell sued the editor for defaming his character, 
that effectively killed off this newspaper. The government fell soon after, and 
the new ministry felt under no compulsion to publish newspapers for its own 
purposes, especially as it was able to circulate necessary official information 
through Ko te Kahiti. The cost may have been a factor, but continuing a 
Māori-language newspaper ran counter to the prevailing attitude of expecting 
Māori to engage more with the English language, something best achieved 
through schooling. The government’s withdrawal from the field, however, 
did not mean the end of niupepa Māori: a succession of periodicals continued 
well into the twentieth century, most controlled and run by Māori themselves. 

LACHY PATERSON
University of Otago
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