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Abstract
This article gathers texts from missionaries and surveyors during the first 
phase of European colonisation in Wairarapa, New Zealand, from 1841 to 1853, 
and critically analyses them as part of a wider corpus of settlers’ writings. 
Diaries, maps and reports are used to examine colonists’ attitudes toward the 
environment of the district; based on these, the argument is made that settlers 
viewed Wairarapa through the Gothic mode, a tendency that portrayed the 
environment as simultaneously beautiful, alien and hostile. Throughout this 
analysis, it is further argued that this current of attitudes contributed to colonial 
desires to exploit ‘waste land’ throughout the district, wherein the extraction of 
natural resources became justified as an act of familiarisation and accessibility. 
These attitudes appeared throughout formal documents, alongside memoirs 
and personal texts, encompassing themes of religion, expansionism and 
capitalism. It is concluded that the methods of literary description used by these 
settlers reveals that settler capitalism, among other ideologies of colonisation, 
deeply permeated European outlooks on the environment, affecting the public 
and private literary works produced by colonists as a reflection thereof.

Keywords: New Zealand, environment, Gothic literature, Wairarapa, missionaries, 
surveyors, public opinion

Introduction
The wilderness has long held a special status in Western colonial literature. The historian 
Tzvetan Todorov wrote in 1982 that the colonial wilderness represented ‘real Sirens’, 
which caused the settler to forget ‘his interpretations and his search for gain in order 
to reiterate tirelessly what serves no purpose’, a beautiful yet alien, ‘inexplicable’ 
symbol for ‘the destruction of the traditional social fabric’.1 More simply, the colonial 
environment represented a ‘land of outcasts’ that the settler was ‘called by … God’ 

1	  Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America (New York: Harper & Row, 1984), 25, 135, 162.
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to ‘save’.2 The wilderness was acknowledged by colonists as an abstract concept that 
could be conquered by a sufficiently strong adversary, and a difficult task that, in 
an imperial context, represented colonial power extending control over a newly 
settled land. The concept of ‘tam[ing] what may be wild’ had become fully integrated 
into a European settler-colonial discourse by the mid-nineteenth century, forcing 
the wilderness into a unique literary position between beauty and corruption, often 
influenced by the Gothic mode.3 Writings surrounding the alienation and conquest 
of these environments would come to define New Zealand settler literature in the 
period of European colonisation immediately following 1840. 

Within this context of environmental imperialism, this article examines a small part 
of the writings produced by the colonists of Wairarapa and its environs, keeping 
in mind how these texts would impact settlers’ views of their local environments. 
Between 1841 and 1853—comprising the earliest phase of European settlement in 
the district—two forms of colonial texts are examined. First, the article explores the 
function of surveyors’ writings in depicting colonial attitudes toward Wairarapa’s 
environments; these reveal attitudes regarding resources and geographies from 
surveyors’ personal and interpersonal perspectives. Second, missionary writings are 
examined with respect to how these literary works would contribute to cultural 
expectations of clearing the ‘waste wilds’ of the province, both ‘filling the landscape 
with … religion’ and representing it in terms of an ‘indescribable ghastliness’ standing 
in a peculiar tension with settler optimism.4 In doing so, this paper argues that settler 
texts in Wairarapa promoted ideas surrounding the ‘taming’ of wild landscapes 
through the imposition of the Gothic mode, figuratively granting ‘malign agency’ and 
‘the uncanny’ to indigenous environments.5 These conventions would, to colonists, 
irrevocably ‘secure the exoticism of … an imaginary “elsewhere”’ and encourage settler 
expansionism through the alienation and othering of the district’s environments.6 

Othering and imagining are evident through the writings of the agriculturalist William 
Golder, who arrived at Port Nicholson (Wellington Harbour) in 1840, swiftly taking 
up residence in the nearby Hutt Valley; at the time he built his log cabin, named 
‘Silvan Grange’, the valley was relatively unsettled by European colonists, and, to 
him, represented ‘an open wilderness … where blissful energies are often crush’d’.7 
Golder remained fascinated by what he perceived to be the wilderness surrounding 
Wellington for the remainder of his residency in the colony, seeing them as either 
‘a blank surface’ for further imperial conquests or an ‘angry storm’ of nature’s chaos.8 

2	  Ibid., 162–5.
3	  William Golder, The Pigeon’s Parliament (Wellington: Lyon, 1854), 96.
4	  David Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, in Medievalism and the Gothic in Australian Culture, ed. 
Stephanie Trigg (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005), 16, doi.org/10.1484/M.MMAGES-EB.4.000022.
5	  Ibid., 15–16.
6	  Misha Kavka, ‘Haunting and the (Im)possibility of Māori Gothic’, in The Gothic and the Everyday, ed. L. Piatti-
Farnell (Auckland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 225–6, doi.org/10.1057/9781137406644_13.
7	  Golder, Pigeon’s Parliament, 1, 100.
8	  William Golder, New Zealand Minstrelsy (Wellington: Lyon, 1852), viii; Brian Opie, ‘The New Zealand Minstrelsy, 
1852: William Golder and the Beginnings of a National Literature in New Zealand’, Victorian Poetry 44, no. 3 (2006): 
273–92, doi.org/10.1353/vp.2006.0038.

http://doi.org/10.1484/M.MMAGES-EB.4.000022
http://doi.org/10.1057/9781137406644_13
http://doi.org/10.1353/vp.2006.0038
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Thirteen years after his arrival, during the colonial government’s first dedicated efforts 
at its settlement, he visited the sparsely colonised region of Wairarapa. Upon arriving, 
he would turn a direct focus toward the natural environments in which he found 
himself, concluding that: 

Though the foundation’s laid,
Man must put forth his industry to rear
The structure to completion; and exert
His energies to tame what may be wild

Additional verses make clear Golder’s attitude toward the Wairarapa wilderness. 
‘Belts of forests’ that ‘variegate the scene’ are characterised as ‘waste wilds’, despite 
their use in breaking ‘the force of storms’. Golder further describes the landscapes 
of the province as ‘prison walls … a baleful influence’, a force designed to subject 
the individual colonist to ‘sad decrepitude’ due to the ‘seemingly hostile Nature’ of 
New Zealand’s land forms.9 Here, Golder imagines landscapes through what Todorov 
describes as ‘the “mysterious,” the “inexplicable,” the “inadmissible,” introducing 
themselves into “real life” or the “real world.”’10 In doing so, he would involve himself 
in the ‘century-long tradition’, as David Matthews notes, of portraying the colonial 
wilds ‘principally in terms of the bizarre and strange: the uncanny, in short’, part 
of a wider background of settler Gothic literature.11 Similarly, Golder illustrates a 
sense of ‘rugged individualism’ in interacting with ‘that which resists being known’, 
a clear association between colonial development and the conquest of ‘the unheimlich, 
the “uncanny”’ that defined Wairarapa for its colonists. These writings constitute 
a small part of a larger literary trend in early Wairarapa literature. This current would 
invoke Gothic cultural redefinitions of the ‘alien’ landscape, dictating how settlers, 
especially those from established colonial institutions such as the Crown and Church 
Missionary Society, interacted with Wairarapa’s environments.12 

Historiography
Previous scholarship has described Wairarapa’s early English literary output as largely 
consisting of objective assessments of the land by surveyors. In assessing the land, 
surveyors would produce literature separating ‘waste land’ from that which was 
desirable to colonisers. Brad Patterson’s collective works, for instance, have provided 
a contextual analysis of surveyors’ practices in representing forest, swamp, mountain 
and water resources. Patterson also discusses the role of information dispersal among 

9	  Golder, Pigeon’s Parliament, 96–9; Maria Pilar Baines Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction in an Australian Landscape’ (PhD 
diss., University of Zaragoza, 2012), 74.
10	  Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 15. 
11	  Tsvetan Todorov, Introduction à la littérature fantastique (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1970), 28–45.
12	  Stephanie Trigg, ‘Medieval and Gothic Australia’, in Medievalism and the Gothic in Australian Culture, ed. Stephanie 
Trigg (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005), 15, doi.org/10.1484/M.MMAGES-EB.4.000021; Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 71.

http://doi.org/10.1484/M.MMAGES-EB.4.000021
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early settlers, a key part of shaping cultural perceptions of the local environment.13 
A.  G. Bagnall’s foundational Wairarapa: An Historical Excursion also discusses 
travellers within the district, briefly analysing their motivations and techniques 
regarding land use and transformation. Bagnall’s account provides a useful chronology 
and background to the topic, though the environmental impact of settler policy is 
rarely evaluated.14 The application of the Gothic to Wairarapa, however, has remained 
a little-explored area within historiography. 

As mentioned in James Beattie’s ‘Fashioning a future’, Paul Star, Neil Clayton and Atholl 
Anderson have also contributed greatly to the study of European Romantic perspectives 
on land clearance and exploitation, asserting a far earlier and greater reach regarding 
colonial forest conservation. All four researchers, however, either focus on interpreting 
contemporary settler responses to Otago’s land use specifically, or in broader terms 
throughout the colony.15 Beattie’s work has also highlighted the negative correlation 
between utilitarianism among settlers and ideals of the picturesque and sublime. The 
practical impact of Romanticism is also explored, wherein swamp lands were deemed 
‘unhealthy’ owing to their lack of utility, whereas plains were regarded as beautiful 
largely due to their ability to be exploited for pastoralism.16 Jim McAloon’s chapter 
in Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking’s Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of 
New Zealand posits that the motivations behind this Gothic perception of the land, 
especially in Wairarapa, can be generalised within a perception of the wilderness as 
both an alien obstacle to be conquered and a resource to be exploited through colonial 
expansion.17 Giselle Byrnes’ extensive body of work on New Zealand surveyors also 
draws attention to how ‘diaries … are highly subjective and personalised constructions’ 
of cultural landscapes, wherein settlers created ‘literary illusion[s]’ in portraying the 
wilderness.18 More recently, Johnathon Wills, in his thesis ‘Gothic Negotiations of the 
Boundaries of the New Zealand Farm in Settler Literature’, has commented on how 
the contrast between the Gothic and the ‘norm’ served as a means by which colonists 
could control attitudes toward the environment.19 Collectively, these works form 
a strong basis for the continued study of literary attitudes among settlers regarding local 
environments during this early period. 

13	  B. R. Patterson, The Pre-1865 Wairarapa Land Purchase Surveys (Wellington: Waitangi Tribunal, 1998); B. R. 
Patterson, ‘Laagers in the Wilderness: The Origins of Pastoralism in the Southern North Island Districts, 1840–55’, 
Stout Centre Review 1, no. 3 (1991), doi.org/10.26686/jnzs.v1i3.240.
14	  A. G. Bagnall, Wairarapa: An Historical Excursion (Masterton: Hedley’s Bookshop, 1976).
15	  James Beattie, ‘Fashioning a Future Part II: Romanticism and Conservation in the European Colonisation 
of Otago, 1840–60’, International Review of Environmental History 7, no. 2 (2021): 97–101, doi.org/10.22459/
IREH.07.02.2021.04.
16	  Ibid., 123–4; James Beattie, ‘Colonial Geographies of Settlement: Vegetation, Towns, Disease and Well-Being 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand, 1830s–1930s’, Environment and History 14, no. 4 (2008): 587, doi.org/10.3197/​096734​
008X368457.
17	  Jim McAloon, ‘Resource Frontiers, Environment, and Settler Capitalism, 1769–1860’, in Making a New Land: 
Environmental Histories of New Zealand, new edition, eds. Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, (Dunedin: Otago University 
Press, 2013), 70–85; Paul Moon, ‘Entering the Periphery’, New Zealand Journal of History 49, no. 2 (2015): 104–5.
18	  Giselle Byrnes, ‘“Texted pasts”—The Sources of Colonial Land Surveying’, Kotare 1, no. 1 (1998): 17, doi.org/​
10.26686/knznq.v1i1.583.
19	  J. Wills, ‘Gothic Negotiations of the Boundaries of the New Zealand Farm in Settler Literature’ (MA diss., 
Victoria University of Wellington, 2022).

http://doi.org/10.26686/jnzs.v1i3.240
http://doi.org/10.22459/IREH.07.02.2021.04
http://doi.org/10.22459/IREH.07.02.2021.04
http://doi.org/10.3197/096734008X368457
http://doi.org/10.3197/096734008X368457
http://doi.org/10.26686/knznq.v1i1.583
http://doi.org/10.26686/knznq.v1i1.583
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Figure 1: Wairarapa and its surrounding districts c. 1853.
Source: Drawn by the author.

Literature regarding other British colonial ventures is also useful in analysing 
imperialist narratives within settler portrayals of the environment. Paul Carter’s 
The Road to Botany Bay, regarding surveyors’ reactions to Australian landscapes, hints at 
colonists’ rejection of ‘language as an objective mirror to reality’ in favour of figurative 
portrayals of ‘decay’ and ‘dark redundance’ as they related to indigenous landscapes 
and vegetation.20 Similarly, Herron’s ‘A Glitch in the Script’ and Maria Alarcos’ 
‘Gothic Fiction in an Australian Landscape’ relate settlers’ tendencies toward the 
Gothic portrayal of environments in media to ‘a hegemonic, colonial reality’ wherein 

20	  Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay (New York: Knopf, 1988), 43.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 11, Issue 1, 2025

76

‘supposedly blank, innocuous, or receiving land contains a monstrous and hostile 
fertility.’21 David Matthews’ account of Marcus Clarke’s writings on the environments 
surrounding penal colonies in Australia is also useful in evaluating the Gothicisation 
of the colonial environment, describing how overgrowth and ‘historical absence’ 
created fear within local literature.22 This article seeks to expand on these frameworks, 
characterising settlers’ interactions as part of a wider colonial world. 

Surveyors’ reports
Literature produced through European interactions with the Wairarapa landscape 
began immediately after their initial expeditions. In a general sense, Paul Carter has 
evaluated ‘journals [as] classics of the romantic genre’ that ‘recognize not an objective 
description’ but an altered reality defined by resource access. These sentiments would 
apply to many works by Wairarapa’s ‘explorers’.23 

Early incursions into the area were brief, and surveyors were accorded few opportunities 
to execute these subjective evaluations. The prospector William Deans, for instance, 
entered Palliser Bay alongside naturalist Ernst Dieffenbach in 1840 to ascertain 
Wairarapa’s general suitability for settlement. Writing relatively plainly, he reported 
that it was ‘free from timber, and covered with tolerable herbage’, though he would 
later state that the land was ‘moderately wooded’ upon examining it ‘more minutely’.24 
Dieffenbach, meanwhile, reported the presence of a ‘very open’ stretch of forest 
alongside scrub-land and burned areas throughout the bay.25 Similarly, a subsequent 
expedition by the sailor Abel Best reported a river ‘superior to the Wanganui’ and 
‘well-forested land’.26 The letters sent as a result of these two expeditions are among 
the first pieces of literature to originate from European sources in Wairarapa, however 
brief. These surveys mainly concerned the feasibility of pastoral farming in previously 
cleared land. Timber clearance was also of concern; Best anticipated the widespread 
introduction of the timber industry to Palliser Bay within ‘a very few years’ due to 
the economic importance of industrial forest management, the suitability of the land, 
and the prospect of future purchases.27 

21	  J. C. Herron, ‘A Glitch in the Script’, Coolabah 18, no. 1 (2016): 89–90; Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 74.
22	  Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 15.
23	  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 88.
24	  J. Deans, Pioneers of Canterbury (Wellington: Reed, 1937), 29; New Zealand Gazette (NZG), 19 December 
1840, 2.
25	  NZG, 12 September 1840, 3.
26	  Ibid., 2 October 1841, 2.
27	  Deans, Pioneers of Canterbury, 29; NZG, 2 October 1841, 2.
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Immediately following these early incursions, the New Zealand Company colonial 
organisation began work on planning further survey expeditions into the region. 
These surveys would be less transitory, allowing for greater detail in documenting 
subjective experiences. Robert Stokes, Assistant Surveyor to Captain William Mein 
Smith of the Company, was tasked in November 1841 with reaching Palliser Bay 
through the Remutaka mountain range that bounded the district.28 Stokes had, 
as a young man, administered a plantation in Jamaica, granting him familiarity in 
colonial landscapes. Directly prior to his assignment to the Company, Stokes was a 
surveyor in the English town of Cheltenham, where he aided in mass land clearance 
for a spa complex.29 Such factors are likely to have influenced his views on settler-
colonial expansion and wilderness exploration, preparing him to confer ‘freedom on 
a “recordless land”’ in perceiving New Zealand’s landscapes as equally exploitable.30 

However, Stokes’ unfamiliarity with the landscape would become evident in his 
report. He characterised Wairarapa primarily as being filled with alien and peculiar 
land forms: he recounts ‘sand thrown up by the south-east gales’ as one obstacle, and 
the ‘parallel ranges of lofty hills’ as yet another barrier to traversal by colonists.31 In a 
subsequent publication of the report, Stokes clarified that these hills were considered 
a ‘dividing range’.32 To Stokes, the landscape introduced him to the ‘extreme 
geography’ of Wairarapa, an apparently improbable topography akin to Australian 
settlers’ perceptions of the ‘lofty unbroken outline’ of the Eastern Highlands.33 Along 
with these comparatively objective descriptions, Stokes also sought to portray this 
apprehension more poetically. One of his notes on Lake Onoke depicts ‘imprisoned 
waters’ liable to ‘burst their bounds with a noise like thunder and rush into the 
Ocean’, mirroring Golder’s description of the Hutt Valley as ‘prison walls’.34 Similarly, 
Stokes highlights the foreignness of the landscape by recounting ‘hills in the form 
of an amphitheatre’, implying a ‘great figure of alterity’, to him, that would serve 
as an unsettling reminder of colonial exposure to this new wilderness.35 Rather 
than a landscape open to colonial transformation, the district’s topography ‘was 
perceived “in Gothic terms of enclosure and entrapment”’, a vision complementing 
the associated ‘terror’ of imprisonment within Australian settler writings, albeit 
separated from New South Wales’s association with convictism.36 Stokes’ report 
clearly shows a tendency within settler groups across the wider Pacific colonial milieu 
to characterise landscapes as requiring ‘physical toughness’ to explore, an indication 

28	  C. A. Lawn, ‘The Pioneer Land Surveyors of New Zealand’ (unpublished manuscript, 14 October 1977), 31–2. 
29	  Affidavit of Robert Stokes, 16 May 1839. D2025/Box6/Bundle3, Gloucestershire Archives (GA), Gloucester, 
England; Lease of Pittsville by Robert Stokes, 20 August 1833. D2025/Box64/Bundle1, GA; Windsor and Williamsfield 
Inventory of Slaves, 1814. MS. Clar. dep. c. 389/2 fol.1 recto and verso/Bundle 15, Bodleian Library, Oxford, England.
30	  Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 13.
31	  NZG, 18 December 1841, 2.
32	  NZG, 22 December 1841, 3.
33	  Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 73.
34	  NZG, 18 December 1841, 2.
35	  Ibid.; Golder, Pigeon’s Parliament, 96; Todorov, Conquest, 167.
36	  Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 15; Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 73.
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that these surveyors in part regarded the land as ‘a heap of earth’ in need of ‘material 
conquest’.37 Above all, Stokes emphasised ‘both magical and hyper-real’ aspects of the 
landscape, linking ‘geographically and culturally specific places’ through a colonial 
Gothic ‘hegemonic view’ of acceptable, productive land forms.38 

Contemporary surveyors such as H. S. Tiffen would also adopt Stokes’ Gothic 
perspective, as with an 1843 map wherein Wairarapa Moana (a large wetland 
including Lake Onoke and Lake Wairarapa) and the Ruamahanga River are stylised 
as a decaying corpse suspended from a noose.39 Tiffen, who had a similar English 
surveying background to Stokes, probably felt many of the same apprehensions, 
especially due to the differences in topography between England and Wairarapa; 
nonetheless, he would ascribe some of this illumination to his Te Ātiawa guide 
Te Raro, who was also unfamiliar with the region and was openly concerned about 
conflict with Ngāti Kahungunu iwi whenua.40 This shared sense of the uncanny itself 
represented an anomaly in colonial writing: as Misha Kavka argues, ‘in the case of 
Māori, the traditional embrace of departed spirits does not allow for the dread-filled 
notion … on which the Gothic thrives.’41 Moreover, the depiction of a landscape as 
a hanged corpse, especially if Tiffen aided in the depiction, is consistent with what 
King defines as ‘a genuine feature in nineteenth-century writings about New Zealand 
landscapes: their Gothic obsession with decaying or skeletal indigenous corpses’, 
a recurring trope that contributed to colonial perceptions of the local environment 
as an inherently unsettling, undesirable space.42 Tiffen may also have been invoking 
convictism and imprisonment in this illustration, given that his upbringing near 
the Thames Estuary would no doubt have exposed him to the practices of public 
hanging and gibbeting.43 The coinciding attitudes of Tiffen and Te Raro toward the 
territory would reflect a rare overlap between ‘Indigenous perceptions of the real’ and 
‘a Western hegemonic view’ in creating narratives connected to the land, although 
each individual was propelled by highly varying evaluations underlying the district 
as a literary object.44 

37	  Todorov, Conquest, 44–5.
38	  Kavka, ‘Haunting and the (Im)possibility of Māori Gothic’, 226; Herron, ‘A Glitch in the Script’, 86.
39	  Todorov, Fantastique, 24–45; H. S. Tiffen map of Palliser Bay, 1844. MS-Micro-Coll-13-1404, Alexander 
Turnbull Library (ATL), Wellington, New Zealand.
40	  Heather Bauchop, Ngāti Ira and Rangitane in Te-Whanganui-a-Tara to 1865 (Wellington: Waitangi Tribunal, 
1997), 17–18.
41	  Kavka, ‘Haunting and the (Im)possibility of Māori Gothic’, 225–6.
42	  Edmund G. C. King, ‘Towards a Prehistory of the Gothic Mode in Nineteenth-Century New Zealand Writing’, 
Journal of New Zealand Literature 28, no. 2 (2010): 36.
43	  Vic Gatrell, The Hanging Tree (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 268–9, doi.org/10.1093/oso/​9780198​
204138.001.0001.
44	  Herron, ‘A Glitch in the Script’, 86.

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198204138.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198204138.001.0001
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Figure 2: F. J. Tiffen’s sketch map depicting Wairarapa Moana and the Ruamahanga 
River as a corpse, c. 1843–44.
Source: Digital copy of a map by Tiffen, MSDL-2483, ATL; Digital photograph of a Colonial Office 
record comprising a hand-drawn map, MSDL-2472, ATL.
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Despite Stokes’ influential portrayal of Wairarapa as a place of ‘gothic imprisonment’, 
the defining feature of his account is its heavy focus on the ability of this ‘immensity’ 
to be exploited for its resources, and, in doing so, bestowing upon the landscape 
a settler-colonial Gothic sense of beauty.45 Concerning the Ruamahanga flood-plain, 
Stokes perceived 

land of the best description, that may be brought under cultivation at the least 
possible expence [sic], with … valuable timber for all the uses of the Colonist, 
watered by a fine river … the valley of Wairarapa must be considered a most 
useful and valuable appendage.46 

The forests of the Remutaka mountain range were ‘valuable’ to Stokes through their 
ability to be redeveloped as pastoral land, an attitude undoubtedly influenced by 
his former experience in Jamaica and England. The district, Stokes wrote, would be 
‘easily cleared and afford ample pasturage … in different parts of the valley are large 
groves and belts of trees … never found but in the best soil’. Like other colonial 
surveyors, Stokes related the lush environment to ‘the beauty of fertile regions long 
settled and civilized’, projecting a future ‘homely reproduction’ onto the ‘perturbing 
otherness’ of Wairarapa’s land.47 Reinforcing this notion, Stokes proposed that ‘a road 
may be made so as readily to unite Wairarapa with the valley of the Hutt, at a cost 
perfectly insignificant, if we regard the extent of level and fertile land’, an evaluation 
clearly motivated by the potential ‘civilized future’ of the district.48 This road would 
prove difficult both to construct and navigate, and notably continues to be recognised 
as such.49 Within a colonial framework, the perception of Wairarapa as a place of 
‘isolation and death’ could be far outweighed by potential profits, and quickly became 
an equally othered ‘Edenic place waiting to be … tamed’ within this framework 
of literature.50 Six years after Stokes’ report, future Land Purchase Commissioner 
Donald McLean would endorse the settlement of Wairarapa for economic gain.51 
Stokes’ report, then, exemplifies a view of the district not only as an otherworldly 
and foreboding place of ‘immense barriers’, but also as a symbolic object, as Alarcos 
proposes, signifying European ‘colonial anxieties’ regarding settlement and economic 
prosperity within an ‘uncivilized country’.52 

Charles Kettle was also among the first surveyors in the region, accompanied by several 
Ngāti Raukawa guides through the district of Horowhenua, which lies to the north-
west of Wellington, and Wairarapa in 1842. Prior to his appointment by the New 
Zealand Company, he had taught mathematics at a Kent grammar school and held 

45	  Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 73.
46	  NZG, 22 December 1841, 3.
47	  Ibid., 18 December 1841, 2; Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 237; Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 75.
48	  NZG, 22 December 1841, 3; Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 237.
49	   R. Grapes, G. Downes, & A. Goh, Historical Documents Relating to the 1848 Marlborough Earthquakes (Wellington: 
Institute of Geological & Nuclear Sciences, 2003), 14–15.
50	  Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 76.
51	  McLean to Sinclair, 1 February 1847. MCLEAN-1018437, ATL.
52	  Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 76–87.
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a position as an engineer’s clerk. As such, many of his surveys would be defined 
by an ‘unbending allegiance’ to mathematical principles. Nonetheless, according to 
Patterson, the elaborate nature of his writings on the ‘exploration’ of Wairarapa would 
be celebrated among future pastoralists.53 

Kettle’s expedition produced a chart that would promote, as Stokes had, the idea of 
Wairarapa as an ‘unspecified and indistinct … new world Arcadia’ through the lens 
of Gothic ‘lost world’ fictionalisation.54 Though the original map cannot be located 
for analysis, the survey cadet Arthur Whitehead preserved an inexact copy of it in 
his 1848 Treatise on Popular Surveying.55 Unsurprisingly, Kettle’s map, like Stokes’, 
focuses mainly on the feasibility of resource exploitation. On it, annotations refer to 
valuable types of wood available to settlers, and also signal fertile soil: ‘forest of totara’ 
and ‘totara rimu’ are common features on the map. Areas are also highlighted for 
their ‘abundance’ of various food resources, documenting the ability of the district to 
support its initial European settlers. However, Kettle’s map does not simply describe 
useful resources with a view to their exploitation. The land is again defined as ‘the 
uncanny … rendered acceptable’, with emphasis on the ‘fine level … land’, a ‘fine 
valley’, and the ‘undulating’ features of the land in an unfamiliar yet positive manner. 
While in practice referring to the district’s accessibility, Kettle’s outlook also portrays 
an underlying ‘desirable’ attitude toward the land, reinforcing ‘motifs of return and 
restoration’—the creation of ‘civilisation’ in the wilderness—through more elaborate 
descriptions of land resources, as Stokes had done in his own report. Overall, the 
map seems to reflect optimism toward the region, with the clear implication that 
exploitative settlement would allow colonists to become ‘familiar with the beauty 
of loneliness’, a theme common in Antipodean Gothic literature.56 Through this 
portrayal of a romantic, fertile wilderness, Kettle’s map would express and reinforce 
settlers’ ‘colonial anxieties’ in their desire for immediate expansion. 

Of greater significance to Kettle’s map are the unwritten, omitted details of his 
journey in portraying this ‘desirable’ land. Second-hand accounts of the expedition 
point toward the map having an unstated function as an implicit promotion of 
settler-colonial expansion in the district. These private accounts largely contradict 
the positive outlook expressed on the chart, showing that Kettle may have excluded 
details regarding difficulties experienced by the party. The prominent colonial 
administrator Edward Jerningham Wakefield’s elaborate account of the expedition, 
apparently derived from a conversation with Kettle, constitutes its own contribution 
to colonial Gothic literature, wherein the terrain and climate represented ‘malign’ 

53	  Brad Patterson, ‘Charles Henry Kettle’, in Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/​
1k11/kettle-charles-henry, accessed 11 October 2024.
54	  Charlotte Steel, ‘The Problem of Landscape’ (MA diss., University of Canterbury, 2009), 52; Matthews, ‘Marcus 
Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 15; King, ‘Towards a Prehistory of the Gothic Mode’, King, ‘Towards a Prehistory of the 
Gothic Mode’, 47.
55	  Patterson, Land Purchase Surveys, 4–5; Lawn, ‘The Pioneer Land Surveyors’, 30; Arthur Whitehead, A Treatise 
on Practical Surveying, as Particularly Applicable to New Zealand (Exeter: Longman, 1848), plate 1.
56	  Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 15–16.
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and insurmountable obstacles.57 His account, coloured by his background as 
an administrator to his family’s various colonial ventures, has been described by 
biographers as ‘propagandist and apologist’ in nature.58 Despite this, Wakefield 
wrote that 

the party suffered severely from the weather, which was constantly wet at 
this season of the year where they were travelling, round … one of the great 
dividing ranges [and] endured considerable hardship from the continued heavy 
rains among the hills.59

Echoing Stokes’ characterisation of Wairarapa as an oppressive, carceral landscape 
evocative of imprisonment and division, Wakefield’s account negates Kettle’s 
observation of ‘fine land’; instead, ‘the landscape has turned into an adversary’.60 
Furthermore, Kettle is portrayed by Wakefield as a figure who was, by climatic 
circumstances, ‘blocked from returning’ to the more familiar and ‘civilised’ Port 
Nicholson; he ‘failed in two successive attempts to discover a passable path over the 
Rimutaka’ and was ‘threatened with being marooned’ in a prison-like landscape.61 
Wakefield’s account also mentions a significant dearth of resources in Wairarapa’s 
‘immense tract of … almost uninhabited country’. Kettle’s party reportedly 
experienced a significant ‘want of food’ despite its availability in the environment, 
such as ‘numerous pigeons’ and ‘wild cabbages,’ referring to native kererū and pōhata 
(Brassica rapa var. sylvestris) respectively, species largely unfamiliar in settler cuisine.62 
‘They arrived half-starved’, he wrote, ‘and nearly worn out with fatigue, with but a 
few rags left … they certainly did look most miserable objects’.63 Wakefield, here, 
represents the landscape as inherently hostile to Kettle. Whereas many contemporary 
Antipodean Gothic writers, such as Clarke, commented on the ‘terror of starvation’, 
Wakefield instead chooses to portray Wairarapa as somehow outweighing this primal 
fear through its flawed provision of unfamiliar and thus undesirable resources.64 
Wakefield’s account evokes the idea of Wairarapa as inherently hostile; as Carter 
comments, these writings could ‘bring the “other” into focus, if only as an enemy, 
as a perceivable space’, characterising the land as antithetical to settler-colonial 
‘civilisation’.65 

57	  Ibid., 15.
58	  Ronda Cooper, ‘Edward Jerningham Wakefield’, Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, teara.govt.nz/en/
biographies/​1w5/wakefield-edward-jerningham, accessed 11 October 2024.
59	  E. J. Wakefield, Adventure in New Zealand (London: John Murray, 1845), 2:217.
60	  Alarcos, ‘Gothic Fiction’, 127.
61	  Wakefield, Adventure in New Zealand, 2:217–20; Matthews, ‘Marcus Clarke, Gothic, Romance’, 16–17.
62	  J. Herries Beattie, ‘Nature Lore of the Southern Maori,’ Transactions and Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute 
52, no.1 (1920), 53-77; Wakefield, Adventure in New Zealand, 2:217–20.
63	  Wakefield, Adventure in New Zealand, 2:217–20.
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Wakefield’s account does, however, occasionally subvert this characterisation, 
lending some ‘homely’ familiarity to the landscape. The Ruamahanga flood-
plains, for instance, are cast ‘as a most delightful tract of country’, ‘a vast English 
park on a magnified scale’, wherein ‘alternate tracts of the finest primaeval forest, 
and pastureland covered with mixed fern and grass and small shrubs, lay between 
the numerous streams’. Wakefield appears, here, to cast Wairarapa as an interface 
at which ‘the domestic and the familiar are entangled with the mysterious and the 
exotic’, identifying the district as a paradoxical confluence of his ‘civilised’ homeland 
and ‘the wilderness’.66 In finding this familiarity, Wakefield continues, to assert that 
‘the idea … that New Zealand was a very mountainous and rugged country, began to 
be dispelled [and the] accessible country far surpassed the difficult and impracticable 
part in extent’.67 The account’s distinct hostility swiftly transmutes into a ‘hopeful’ 
sentiment regarding the landscapes and forests, subverting what Matthews defines 
as ‘the Gothic-melancholic narrative’ expressed earlier. Motivated by the capitalistic 
ideals of exploiting this ‘easily accessible country’, Wakefield promoted the district 
through settlers’ ability to transform the land, whereby they would be ‘able to- return, 
triumphantly, to what must now be regarded as [their] true home’ in the colony.68 
In later Gothic literature, these landscapes would be portrayed similarly, showing 
Wakefield’s influence on future works: in the 1888 novel Mihawhenua, for instance, 
colonists experience ‘interment’ in an unfamiliar New Zealand environment, but 
eventually accept it as ‘less final … than it had first appeared’ in a revelation of 
‘settler belonging’.69 Wakefield’s technique in ‘resolv[ing] the Gothic challenges to 
the Arcadian myth’ has been described by Wills as ‘pragmatic rather than ethical’, 
explicitly aiming to promote ‘pastoral progress’ by explicitly negating Kettle’s dark, 
visceral perception of a ‘Gothic wasteland’.70 In contrasting these ideas, Wakefield’s 
‘propagandist’ account would ultimately encourage settler colonists to ‘tame’ the 
hostile wilderness of Wairarapa. 

Though these surveys would be superseded by official maps in the early 1850s, the 
texts produced by Stokes, Kettle and Wakefield would have a wider cultural impact 
among settler colonists.71 Handbooks intended for ‘emigrants to the southern 
settlements’ would occasionally base their observations on surveyors’ writings about 
Wairarapa.72 An 1849 pamphlet, for instance, asserted that Wairarapa’s ‘downs, table-
land, and plain, furnish one of the richest and most extensive pastoral countries 
imaginable’, with ‘the most lavish abundance’ of shrubs and grasses for agricultural 
purposes, echoing Wakefield’s familiarising accounts of the land as ‘a vast English 
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park’.73 Another, conversely, would define Wairarapa as a Gothic ‘place of settler 
disorientation’, writing that ‘the government arrangement is defeated’ by its ‘difficult’ 
terrain and weather. In both cases, these handbooks echoed surveyors’ consistent 
portrayals of a ‘difficult’ wilderness that needed to be conquered by settler colonists.74 
Newspaper reports of the surveys also became popular among Wellington settlers, 
who had tangible interests in the nearby district and its land forms. One writer 
recommended, in 1842, that settlers ‘second the exertions’ of Company surveyors 
in gaining information about these ‘most important districts’, thereby mythologising 
surveyors’ experiences as having ‘conquered’ Wairarapa’s environments.75 Surveyors’ 
perspectives on the land had, even in this early period, become deeply intertwined with 
popular perceptions of Wairarapa as an alien landscape to be conquered, exploited or 
feared, motivating settlers to ‘destroy this threat’ through colonial expansion.76 

Missionary reports
Parallel to Wairarapa surveyors’ interpretations, contemporary missionaries explained 
the district in their own terms. Owing to their differing intentions toward the land, 
missionaries’ outlooks varied greatly from surveyors’. While their writings sought to 
encourage colonising the land, their romanticised aspects seldom concerned the ability 
of settlers to access resources with a view to their exploitation, instead emphasising 
their spiritual and social concerns regarding the land forms. Nonetheless, as writings 
at the confluence of religion and ‘systematic colonisation’, they continue to filter the 
landscape through a uniquely settler Gothic lens. As Erin Mercer has noted, ‘assertions 
of European dominance and rational understanding’ and settler capitalist doctrines 
would often be undercut during missionaries’ ‘religious conquest’ of the Wairarapa 
wilderness.77 Through their extensive corpus of written work, missionaries would 
serve to prepare the land for European settlement by constructing the unfamiliar. 

The Revd William Williams was one such missionary, an English settler trained 
by the Church Missionary Society from 1825 onward. His main capacity was as 
a linguist and doctor at the Bay of Islands settlements, though he had extensive 
experience as a travelling preacher. He would produce a series of journals during his 
residence at Tūranga (Gisborne) in his capacity as Archdeacon; one concerned an 
1848 journey through Wairarapa. His account amounts to a microcosm of highly 
variable missionary attitudes to the district’s natural resources.78 Initially, Williams, 
like many other colonial authors, ‘does not portray a realised Arcadia, but he does 

73	  Ibid., 271–8.
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gesture toward it’ in describing picturesque landscapes that, while ‘disordered’, would 
nonetheless be conducive to European settlement.79 In his first detailed description 
of the region, Williams recounted that he had 

reached Te Kaikokirikiri, which is the last village up this extensive valley. The 
spot is a lovely one. The monotony of the grassy plains is here broken by 
frequent woods and the high range of Tararua covered to its summit with trees 
… it terminates this important district.80 

Williams’ account, while similar to surveyors’ remarks, differed in its depiction 
of the landscape. Instead of focusing on how the ‘grassy plains’ would provide 
‘accessible country’ for colonists, Williams portrays the flat land in eastern 
Wairarapa as a  repetitive  and tiring land form without regard to its ability to be 
easily exploited by pastoralists; as Carter summarises, to civilian colonists, ‘there was 
nothing mystical about the dispersion of monotony’.81 The ‘high range of Tararua’ 
was reframed as a ‘lovely’ object of appreciation rather than ‘impracticable’, an 
exemplary romanticisation of the aesthetics of the region’s landscapes. Alarcos has 
sought to define these attitudes within a framework of Gothic literature; Williams 
had entered a state of alterity, according to this interpretation, by considering the 
‘ugly’ mountains as ‘the foremost objects of the natural sublime’. Nonetheless, these 
positive descriptions of this ‘important district’ primarily exist to promote European 
settlement, much as Wakefield’s had done.82 Williams’ view of the land as ‘important’, 
in this case, appears atypical among his contemporaries, referring to its aesthetic 
qualities as well as its economic productions. 

However, darker aspects of colonial exploration are also prominent in Williams’ report, 
especially through contrasting Māori culture with Christian doctrine. In one passage, 
Williams described an area near Porangahau as ‘the threshing floor of Atad’, a reference 
to a riverside place of lamentation in the book of Genesis. Notably, Williams alludes, 
in this passage, not only to the physical characteristics of the landscape, but also to the 
social and spiritual significance of the area to Māori in the context of his profession: 
spreading Christianity.83 This account also serves as a method of othering the land as 
a failing ‘attempt to understand the laws of tapu by simple analogy with … the Old 
Testament’, likening the landscape to familiar religious doctrine to avoid engaging 
with ‘the exotic, bizarre, and unusual elements’ of the district.84 The area around ‘the 
threshing floor’ is described as ‘lifeless’, inexplicably causing the Church Missionary 
Society expedition to become ‘most thoroughly wearied’, a decidedly threatening 
aspect of the land, representing that which ‘is at once somatic and symbolic’ and 
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relating to the ‘ambiguity of abjection’ common in the colonial Gothic.85 Once again 
framing the landscape in the context of biblical doctrine, Williams would continue 
to link the ‘terror’ of the wilderness to ‘primitive and unproductive’ Māori knowledge 
systems in opposition to Christian ones: ‘The ground is poor, and the potatoe [sic] 
crop has failed … This would have been in great measure remedied if manure had 
been used … but the natives are indisposed to depart from their old customs.’86 

Williams, here, defines Māori systems as an inherently unproductive ‘dead forgotten 
creed’, ‘articulating—and justifying—the project of settlement itself ’, as Edmund 
King puts it. The implication, made explicit in later passages by Williams, is that 
colonisers’ influence would supply ‘the wants of the district’.87 As Beattie has 
described it, this attitude was common among settlers, especially missionaries: ‘many 
invoked biblical images and ideas to legitimise the improvement projects integral to 
settler capitalism’ in the eyes of the wider population of settlers.88 Contrasting the 
semi-Arcadian ideal of a ‘lovely’ wilderness with the ‘lifeless’ landscape surrounding 
Māori custom, Williams, through his text, promoted future colonial intervention in 
the district. 

Moreover, Williams tended to relate infertile or ‘difficult’ land to disease and pestilence 
throughout his observations. Settler-colonial cultural links between disease and land 
infertility have been extensively documented; for example, Beattie describes ‘settlers 
… identifying [disease’s] purported sources’ in their environments throughout the 
entirety of the archipelago’s colonisation, leading to these environments’ ultimate 
alteration by European settlers.89 The traversal of such ‘difficult’ terrain would 
also have played a part in his assessment, wherein ‘the “steep wilderness” served 
symbolically as a “verduous [sic] wall” between the wilderness and Eden’, both 
as a religious object and as a representation of settler-colonial ‘civilisation’ replete 
with roads and bridle paths.90 In contrasting the land with ‘precious’ Christianity, 
Williams drew links to the infertility, and consequent undesirability: ‘in the matter of 
affliction’, for example, ‘I was glad to observe the Bible lying close at hand as though 
it were in use’. To Williams, the land’s Māori inhabitants had ‘long been the subject 
of disease’, an example of ‘all that Satan can do for his votaries’.91 Here, disease is 
portrayed as endemic to the district as an element of ‘rot’ and ‘wild growth’, and 
consequently ‘a force contrary to settler conceptions of progress and improvement’.92 
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In this, the ‘naturally unhealthy’ landscape, as Beattie puts it, became a source of 
illness and infertility almost possessing a Gothicised and personified ‘malign agency’ 
which could be defeated by Christian doctrine and colonial settlement.93 

Again, the omissions from this text are extremely telling in discerning settler attitudes 
and ambitions. Williams recounts that the missionaries were ‘abundantly supplied 
with potatoes and fish’ at Rangiwhakaoma (Castlepoint), for example, conspicuously 
employing language as objectively as possible, without reference to Christianity or 
to an apostate ‘affliction’.94 Here, Williams implies that the need for Christianisation 
and European advancement in the region would serve only to improve infertile 
land and would serve no purpose for the already-present resources of the district, 
a clear statement that in his view colonial land exploitation must be prioritised. 
In contrasting the supposed benevolence of Christianity with the ‘lifeless’ land of 
Wairarapa, Williams made clear that, to settler colonists and their institutions, land 
resources could only be romanticised if they were readily available for use by settlers. 
Māori knowledge systems, according to this view, did nothing but promote further 
disease and the infertility of ‘useful’ potential pastureland.95 The contrast of Christian 
doctrine with the Gothic ‘affliction’ that permeated the land served to express 
similar yet parallel views to Crown surveyors and reporters, comparably depicting an 
underlying desire to exploit the land’s resources for the benefit of settlers. 

The diary of William Colenso, a contemporary and friend of Williams, is also 
important to understanding the connections between the Gothic output of settler 
writers and the propagandistic alienation of Wairarapa’s land forms. Much of Colenso’s 
published corpus, according to the environmental historian Megan Kuster, ‘was 
revised to include the expected tropes of Romantic discovery’ as a ‘mode of erasure 
of Indigenous presence’, indicating a high level of engagement with contemporary 
travel literature.96 Colenso was aware of the Gothic and Romantic modes, describing 
‘the Press resulting’ from his missions as ‘highly romantic in not a few instances’. 
In his later published works, he quoted extensively from the poets Browning and 
Longfellow, writers who occasionally ventured into the Gothic in addressing British 
colonialism.97 Colenso also engaged with German romantic prose, describing a 
journey through the northern Wairarapa fern-lands as akin to ‘ascending through the 
dry mountain-woods to the witches meeting on the Brocken’, a reference to Goethe’s 
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‘Gothic composition’ Faust.98 Though mainly referenced in Colenso’s subsequent, 
more scholarly body of work, his earlier ‘bush jottings’ would also contain a similar 
‘Gothic license’.99 From 1844, he embarked on multiple missions to Wairarapa, noted 
in his private journals. These diaries would depict the district as ‘an enchanting and 
indescribable scene’ of ‘a peculiar lustre’ that, in the Gothic tradition Kuster argues 
was ‘shaped by eco-imperialism’, would portray the environment as otherworldly, 
foreign and antithetical to European ideas of civilisation.100 

After reaching Te Kaikokirikiri (in present-day Masterton), as Williams had, Colenso 
described the locality as ‘the woods … the edge of the great forest’, as well as ‘the long 
forest’, ‘the wet dripping forest’, and ‘the dark woods’.101 Unlike Williams, Colenso 
viewed the native forest not as a beautifying element of the country, but, like Wakefield 
and Stokes, an oppressive, carceral environment to which ‘the devil belongs’.102 Colenso’s 
diary entry recording his arrival at Te Hāwera reads: ‘just now emerging from the dark 
and tomb-like forest into the open space and sunlight and blue sky, and the present 
holy season … almost overpowered me with an intenseness of feeling’.103 Portraying 
the kāinga itself, Colenso described ‘a little doomed village’, surrounded by ‘the depth 
of the forests … coffined & buried’.104 Other pieces of Antipodean Gothic literature 
would similarly define colonial forests, not only in Wairarapa: Golder had previously 
described Te Awakairangi’s upper forests as ‘prison walls’, and Clarke describes a 
Tasmanian coastal forest as ‘gloomed by overhanging rocks’. Herbert Meade, another 
colonist writer, described the enclosure of the forest as a kind of womb, containing 
‘the stillness of the yet unborn’.105 Unlike European folk portrayals of forests as strict, 
impassable boundaries between ‘the human world and … the nonhuman depths’, as the 
analyst Robert Pogue Harrison identified, this colonial Gothic literature explores what 
it signified for settler colonists to be inextricably bound within a space, not excluded 
from it by ‘civilised’ settlement. Rather than a ‘dark and wild refuge’, Colenso and his 
contemporaries saw the forest as a ‘wild, greedy, imprisoning and depriving’ entity that 
could be slain, a prison from which the colonist could be liberated.106 In portraying 
these environments as hostile, Colenso would also stray into what Matthews calls 
‘outright personification … linked to Gothic effect’, describing an uncaring force of 
‘malign agency’ deserving of destruction.107 
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However, Colenso also sought to promote the cultivation of crops familiar to him, 
replacing the unfamiliar and unnerving native forest with cleared pastureland. Like 
Stokes and Tiffen, Colenso presented the environment as a foreboding and fearful 
entity with connotations of death and decay; however, he would clarify further that the 
introduction of European crops could abate this ‘suffering state’, evoking the visions 
of Arcadia also present in Wakefield’s rejection of the ‘dark’ Wairarapa. Four ‘young 
and healthy apple trees … which had grown rapidly’ are mentioned, ‘flourishing 
trees … to me as cheering as angels’ wings, truly a ray amid the gloom’, ‘tremulously 
playing in the sunbeams’.108 Reinforcing that Colenso viewed this ecological 
colonisation favourably, he wrote of it using allusions of religious ecstasy: ‘though 
sowing in tears, they [Ngāti Tutaiaroa] should yet reap in joy’. Later, Colenso would 
contrast Māori villagers ‘cutting wheat’ on ‘every undulating hill and slope’, with 
‘others in the swamps scraping flax’, a clear dichotomy between the ‘unhealthy’ marsh 
and the perceived idyll of pastoralism.109 At the heart of these alienating practices 
lay a personalised, religious motivation, as Beattie has described: ‘the colonists had a 
God-given duty to improve the land by making it bountiful and productive … Many 
saw clearing bush, draining swamps, and introducing exotic flora and fauna as their 
God-given duty.’ The literary descriptions given by Colenso concerning ‘ecological 
imperialism’ display this agenda.110 By invoking images of death and imprisonment 
when faced with native ecologies, systematically contrasting them with the religious 
ecstasy of afforestation and crop planting, Colenso would promote the clearance, 
exploitation and replacement of Wairarapa’s indigenous environments. 

Furthermore, Colenso’s sermons promoted similar ideas arguing for the integration 
of Christianised, European cultural methods and perceptions of the wilderness.111 
He presented Biblical analyses to Māori congregations, generally integrating verses 
from Philippians regarding missionary work and Roman cultural expansion during 
antiquity, drawing parallels between colonist experiences in Aotearoa and the Bible 
itself.112 F. W. MacKenzie, an English visitor to the colony in 1853, noted the 
common presence of these verses within settler church environments: he cites ‘a most 
excellent sermon from the Bishop on Phil. iv. 3, showing that good works … are 
written in the Book of Life as good fruit is to be produced by a good tree’. Another 
sermon alluded to the prophet Moses’ integration among the Hebrew population, 
perhaps implying that the adoption of European cultural practices by Māori would 
provide some benefit to them.113 Colenso occasionally made comparisons between 
Christian doctrine and the environment as Williams had, describing in one instance 
‘the trees of Jehovah’ at Te Hawera in northern Wairarapa, and using nature-derived 
analogies to describe religious dogma—‘to the eel, the mud; to the bird, the trees of 
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the forest; to the woodworm, the timber’—to aid in conversion practices.114 Mercer’s 
analysis of colonial Gothic includes defining this tendency toward Christian allusion 
within early literature: Māori religious tradition within Gothic literature ‘express[es] 
settler anxieties while also working to contain those anxieties’ through suggesting 
that the abandonment of such traditions can benefit the land, prospectively freeing 
it of ‘desecration’.115 Through his elaborate writings, Colenso illustrated what he 
perceived as the reciprocal giving of religion and taking of land. In describing his 
proselytisation efforts against the ‘backward nature of indigenous culture’, Colenso 
used his writings ‘to call for improving wasteland’, endorsing the replacement of the 
natural environment for the purpose of resource exploitation and contributing to 
the ‘settler discourse of “development,” “progress,” and “improvement”’.116 

The impact of religious writings on European cultural conceptions of Wairarapa and 
its ‘wilderness’ aided in the broader promotion of imperial mobilisation against ‘waste 
land’, as well as elevating the status of ‘flourishing’ developed land over the ‘dark’ forest 
that dominated the district. As Tony Ballantyne has put it, ‘textual production and 
circulation helped lay the foundations for the making of empire itself ’.117 While their 
diaries may not have had a wide readership until their compilation and publication 
decades later, missionaries certainly expressed similar views to other members of the 
local European populations. ‘The more flamboyant’ descriptions of missionaries’ 
experiences, as Ian Pool has pointed out, would have been thoroughly absorbed by 
‘the small number of Pakeha families encountered’ by missionaries as they socialised, 
‘popping in for a cup of tea or dinner’.118 The sustained contact of missionaries with 
their European contemporaries, like that of surveyors, would have greatly contributed 
to laypersons’ private perceptions of Aotearoa’s landscapes. Colenso, Williams and 
their colleagues had socially transformed Wairarapa into a landscape of Gothic 
and supernatural ‘dark wood’, apparently in need of familiarisation by conquest. 

Conclusion
The parallel experiences of surveyors and missionaries reveal several commonalities 
within literary perspectives of Wairarapa’s environments. These parties’ Gothicised 
outlooks on native landscapes would promote attitudes of conquest and exploitation, 
and the desire to transform unfamiliar environments, consistent with the wider 
British colonial policy of expansion. These conceptions, in turn, fuelled ideas that 

114	 Colenso, 22 December 1848 and 27 March 1846. qMS-0487, ATL.
115	 Mercer, ‘A Deluge of Shrieking Unreason’, 846.
116	 Beattie, ‘Empire, Environment and Religion’, 431; Mercer, ‘A Deluge of Shrieking Unreason’, 846.
117	 Tony Ballantyne, Entanglements of Empire (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 215, doi.org/10.1515/​
9780822375883.
118	 Ian Pool, ‘Contact, Interaction & Their Impacts’, in Colonization and Development in New Zealand between 
1769 and 1900, ed. Ian Pool (London: Springer, 2015), 97–8, doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-16904-0.
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Wairarapa’s ecologies represented an ‘accessible’ opportunity for manipulation into 
forms less foreboding and more familiar to European settler colonists, negating the 
Gothic horror of the ‘untamed’ land. 

Surveyors such as Stokes sought to portray this wilderness as a landscape ‘imprisoned’ 
by physical inaccessibility, a beautiful landscape marred by its inability to be directly 
colonised. Kettle and Wakefield, meanwhile, extolled the beauty and familiarity of 
certain aspects of the land to further overarching imperialist goals within Wairarapa. 
The immediate social effects were marked, leading to fearful yet optimistic perceptions 
of the land among civilians. Missionaries, meanwhile, wrote ‘flamboyant’ and extensive 
descriptions of the landforms they encountered in the district, emphasising both their 
impeding nature and their potential for further colonisation through their portrayal 
of the woods and ‘waste lands’ of Wairarapa through a distinctly Gothic lens. These 
early settlers, while undoubtedly finding ‘beauty and solace’ in their environments, 
portrayed themselves as pioneers within a wider ‘wilderness’ to be conquered through 
the European exploitation of Wairarapa’s ‘difficult’ and resource-rich landscapes. 
Gothic literary ideas surrounding the ‘taming’ of indigenous landscapes undoubtedly 
promoted the colonial European ideology of ‘subduing and replenishing the Earth’ 
through settler-colonial economic exploitation.119 

119	 Beattie, ‘Fashioning a Future’, 124; Beattie, ‘Empire, Environment and Religion’, 431.
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