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1
Matemate-ā-one

From creation to colonialism
In this chapter, we explore the intrinsic relationship between Tūhoe and 
Te Urewera through the philosophy of matemate-ā-one. Our journey begins 
at the moment of genesis, in the epoch of ancestral creation, and continues 
through to later interactions with the Crown in the nineteenth century. 
The latter are characterised by an aggressive expansionism as the foundations 
of the settler-colonial state were established in the lands now described as 
New Zealand. In order to fully appreciate the more recent paramilitary raids, 
including the 2014 incursion on the Teepa homestead, it is important to first 
familiarise ourselves with the broader colonial tapestry within which these 
events are coloured. More fundamentally, it is the fusion of Tūhoe with their 
whenua that settler colonialism finds so threatening, and appreciating the 
centrality of matemate-ā-one to this story makes legible the state’s repeatedly 
violent interactions with Tūhoe over the past 160 years. This builds towards my 
overall argument that the sovereignty of the settler-colonial state is maintained 
through periodic eruptions of violence against Indigenous peoples, enabling 
the state to perpetuate its exclusive right of sovereign rule (Moreton-Robinson 
2015b; Watson 2009). In contrast to the discursive framing of Tūhoe as 
primitive, violent and isolationist, their histories, as depicted in the following, 
are defined by movement, communication, openness to new people and 
ideas, and the search for new horizons and opportunities.

Before beginning, I wish to make two important comments. I am inspired 
by, and draw heavily from, the renowned work of Judith Binney, who had 
deep relationships with many of Tūhoe’s senior leaders and intellectuals 
(Binney 2010, 2009, 1997, 1996; Binney, Chaplin, and Wallace 1996). 
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While I was in Ruatoki, whaea Judith was the only Pākehā researcher who 
received universal acclaim from whānau, and in honour of her relationship 
with Tūhoe, she was bestowed with the title ‘Tōmairangi o Te Aroha’ – 
‘the heavenly dews of love’ (New Zealand Herald 2011). This is my ethical 
and methodological justification for basing this and the following chapter 
upon her work. Finally, I am not a historian of Tūhoe history, but I have 
had the great privilege of studying elements of this history through oral and 
written histories. As Binney continually insisted throughout her vast corpus 
of work, and as I do here, a complete history of Tūhoe is, as always, for 
Tūhoe and Tūhoe alone to write.

He tangata nō te whenua: A people 
of the land
In Indigenous contexts, the fusion of people and place fundamentally 
predates the settler state’s efforts at the same. In te ao Māori (the Māori 
world/s), this synthesis of land and people is captured in the common 
phrase, ‘tangata whenua’. The term generally denotes the ‘people of the land’ 
(tangata: people; whenua: land, placenta), but more specifically encompasses 
a people’s indissoluble bond with their ancestral landscape. To this end, the 
word ‘whenua’ contains the double meaning of land and placenta – both 
of which sustain and nourish. Staple crops such as kūmara (sweet potato) 
and taro/kalo (root vegetable, Colocasia esculenta), and other nourishment 
from the land, shaped the bodies of kin, embedding this connection at an 
elemental level. In this manner, ‘tangata whenua figuratively and literally 
means “people of the land”’ (Aikman 2015, 76). This is most ardently 
manifest in the ritual practice of burying whenua in the land, as pre-eminent 
Whakatōhea scholar Ranginui Walker describes:

Each generation was bonded to the land at birth by the custom of 
planting the afterbirth, also known as whenua, in the land. When a 
child’s pito (umbilical cord) was cut and buried with the afterbirth 
in the land, it was known as an iho whenua. The iho is the core, 
the centre portion of the cord which is between the child and the 
whenua, symbolising the connection to the land (1990, 70).

This tradition is well established throughout the Pacific (Jolly 2007a, 515; 
Kahn 2000), reinscribing the centrality of land to life across Oceania. 
As Marama Teiho, of Huahine in Tāhiti, described in relation to her people’s 
practice of pu fenua (‘call to the earth’):
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The placenta is always put back in the earth. When the child is in 
the womb the mother takes care of it, but when it is born the mother 
calls the land to take care of her child. The land will give life to the 
person by providing food. Now there are lots of pu fenua here because 
I had many children, plus my children bring their children’s placentas. 
You can bury it and then move away. It doesn’t matter because you are 
still connected to your family’s land (in Kahn 2000, 10).1

As Jolly summarises, ‘In many Austronesian languages, the word for land 
(whenua, fanua, vanua) is the same as that for placenta, and a person’s 
attachment to place is secured by the planting of the placenta soon after 
birth’ (Jolly 2007a, 515). At the Teepa homestead in Ruatoki on a hot 
summer’s afternoon, Waitangi’s dad explained to me: ‘All my mokos’ 
[whenua] are buried over there’, beneath the Tōtara tree yonder, and that 
his and his sisters’ whenua rest beneath the rhododendron adjacent to the 
house. The ongoing practice of burying whenua in the land serves to bind 
people to place and is continually reinforced. At the time of our kōrero, 
Dad’s most recent moko was awaiting the burial of her whenua, to join her 
whānau beneath the shelter of the Tōtara tree (John, 21 November 2016). 
This reflects how, as Jolly describes, the ‘imbrication of body and land is 
palpable in language and in corporeal practice’ (Jolly 2007a, 515). In this 
way, tangata whenua denotes an eternal legacy of place that existentially 
surpasses that of the settler-colonial project. For Tūhoe, this is cemented 
and amplified by matemate-ā-one.

Matemate-ā-one: Eternal legacies of place
As the sun blazed down upon us that day, I gazed into the mountains whose 
ancient, outstretched arms reached into the heart of Te Urewera. These were 
the mountains that had long given life to Ngāi Tūhoe, as well as other iwi, 
forming the indissoluble bond between tangata and whenua – people and 
place – enunciated through matemate-ā-one. As Tūhoe’s ancestral estate, 
Te Urewera is vast, extending across the Bay of Plenty and into Hawke’s 
Bay (Figure 1.1). It is composed of rivers, valleys, forest and crested peaks 
that form the ancestral base of countless generations of people. Interwoven 
within the trees, rocks, streams, lakes and mist of Te Urewera is an ever-
unfolding story binding ancestor to descendant, implanting knowledge 

1	  See also Haunani-Kay Trask’s description of mālamaʻaina and alohaʻaina (‘care and love of the land’) 
in the Hawaiian context (Trask 1992, 26).
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and kōrero throughout the verdant landscape. In the bosom of Te Urewera 
stands Ngāi Tūhoe’s most sacred ancestral mountain, Maungapōhatu 
(Figure 1.2). As descendants of Pōtiki I, himself born to Maungapōhatu and 
Hinepūkohurangi (Binney 2009, 21; Miles 1999, 13), Ngāi Tūhoe ancestry 
emerges from the very heart of Te Urewera.

Figure 1.1. Key features of Te Urewera and the Tūhoe world.
Notes: In the time of the ancient ancestor Pōtiki I, as explained by the elder John Ru 
Tahuri in the late 1990s, Tūhoe’s boundaries extended in a roughly circular route from 
Te Upoko Ngā Waka near Maungapōhatu in the east to Ōhiwa in the north, across to 
Awakeri and Waiohau in the west, and across vast tracts of ranges to Tarapounamu 
in the south (John Ru Tahuri 1998 in Binney 2009, 20–22).
Source: CartoGIS Services, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National 
University, 2018. Adapted from Binney 2009, Encircled lands: Te Urewera, 1820–1921, 20, 
with permission of Bridget Williams Books.
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Figure 1.2. The great and exalted ancestor of Tūhoe, Te Maunga 
(The Mountain), Maungapōhatu.
Note: Maungapōhatu stands in the heart of Tūhoe’s homeland, Te Urewera.
Source: Lloyd Homer, GNS Science 1986. VML 2828, catalogue number 9147/22. 
Photograph courtesy of GNS Science.

Tūhoe’s autochthonous whakapapa has thus been inscribed in the mountains 
and rivers of Te Urewera since time immemorial, and as the Waitangi 
Tribunal has emphasised, the descendants of Pōtiki I (Ngā Pōtiki) were 
‘a people born entirely of the land’ (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 22). As Pōtiki 
and his progeny lived and existed in Te Urewera ‘long before’ the arrival 
of the waka Mātaatua (Wiri 1994, 29), the dawn of Ngāi Tūhoe began in 
the forested expanse of Te Urewera. Indeed, ‘[t]he relationship that Tuhoe 
maintains with Te Urewera has ancient origins’ (Te Awekotuku and Nikora 
2003, 10). As Tūhoe kaumātua Tamati Kruger explained in 2004:

Kare he waka o Nga Potiki. Kare a Nga Potiki e korero ana mo 
Hawaiiki. Koinei tona Hawaiiki. Kare ona tipuna e hoe mai i nga 
moana whatiwhati a Kupe. (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 29).2

2	  ‘Potiki did not have a canoe, Nga Potiki do not talk about Hawaiki. This is their Hawaiki. Their 
ancestors did not row the breaking seas of Kupe.’ Translation by Tamati Kruger.
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He then elaborated on the genesis and creation of the people of Ruatāhuna 
(of the western Urewera):

[i]f you can trace where the mist comes from and if you can age it 
then you have discovered how long we have been here and where we 
come from. That to me is the true meaning of Nga Tamariki o te 
Kohu … it’s the Ruatahuna people saying we are the descendants of 
these mountains and the mist. A very poetical way of saying ‘We’ve 
been here forever. We didn’t come from anywhere else. I tipu mai 
matou i te whenua … We are this land and we are the face of the 
land. When this land emerged from wherever we were on it … 
Wherever those mountains come from that’s where we come from. 
Wherever the mist emerges from and disappears to, that’s where we 
come from …’ That is the meaning of ‘The Children of the Mist’. 
That is why it is referred to as the Kohanga of Tuhoe … the origins 
of Tuhoe (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 231).

Kruger’s description emphasises the fundamental connection Tūhoe have 
with the land, stretching right back to (and beyond) the birth of Pōtiki I. 
As Binney explains, ‘[a]lmost all the hapū living in the Urewera mountains 
trace back to Potiki I’, an ancestor described as ‘born of the earth and sky’ 
(Binney 2009, 22). These are the ancestral origins of matemate-ā-one.

In one of my kōrero with Koro Bill, he emphasised this fusion of people and 
place, and the constitutive nature of matemate-ā-one to existence:

Te matemate-ā-one ko te whakapūmau atu ki ngā mea katoa i roto 
i tēnei Ao. Te Wheiao, Te Ao Mārama, Te Ao, Te Ao Hou, Te Ao 
Tawhito, a, tae noa ki ēnei rā, arā, ko Te Ao ā-Hurihuri nei i a 
tātau. Arā, hoki ngā whetū, te mārama, Tama-nui-te-rā, a Rēhua, 
a Matariki me ā rāua tamariki e waru. Te ngāherehere, ngā wai o 
Tangaroa, ā tātau hokinga maunga, ā tātau marae, iwi, hapū, a tae 
noa atu ki ā tātau whānau. I roto i tera ka hua te noho mō tērā 
kupu te matemate-ā-one. Ko te mōhio ki te take o ngā mea katoa i 
waenganui i a tātau te kainoho ki runga i a Papa-tūā-nuku. Nāna, 
ana, ka ora ai tātau te hunga tangata. Ka kitea te hōhonu o te kupu, 
‘The close integration to the earth’ (one … a ‘Oneone’. The dirt of 
the earth). Mai i taua one ka tipu mai ngā hua kai e whāngai nei i a 
tātau. Te One anō … the ocean/sea. Kai reira anō ngā kai whāngai 
i te marea. Arā, mai i tērā kupu te hono atu ki ngā mea e whakaora 
nei i a tātau. Ahakoa he aha te aha. Me kaua hoki e wareware te 
matemate-ā-one ki a tātau tonu. Ngā koretake e pōkai whenua nei! 
He aha te mea nui o Te Ao … he tangata, he tangata … engari kaua 
e wareware ki Te Whatu o Tīwhaia, arā te wahine, te whare whānau 
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tangata mai mō Tūmatauenga. Ko te aroha atu ki ngā mea e hīkoikoi 
nei i te mata o Papa-tūā-nuku. Ana, i ēnei ra e hoa kua āhua hē kē 
te whakapā mai i tēnei kupu. Kua parahakotia kē. Kua whakahuatia 
mai mō te mihi ki ngā mea koretake noa iho. E pā ana ki te waka 
Toyota, te Harley … aha atu, a, aha atu! Ērā mea nā te tangata kē i 
hanga. Kia tau te kupu rā [arā, o matemate-ā-one] ki [te whenua], ki 
tō ngākau, ki tō manawa, ki tō wairua, ā, ki te hinengaro hoki. Ki ō 
pākeke, ki tō whānau hoki (24 September 2021).3

Distinguished Tūhoe scholars Linda Nikora and Ngahuia Te Awekotuku 
describe this enmeshment as the ‘Tūhoe-Te Urewera synonymity’, and in 
the words of kaumātua Henare Tawhao Nikora, ‘Tuhoe and Te Urewera are 
one’ (Te Awekotuku and Nikora, 2003, p. 10). In Te Urewera, Tūhoe are the 
whenua, just as the whenua is Tūhoe, bonds of blood and kin ‘forged through 
genealogy, cosmology, pilgrimage, narrative and economics’ (Te Awekotuku 
and Nikora 2003, 15, 19). The forested landscapes of Te Urewera form the 
basis of life for Ngāi Tūhoe, providing both sustenance and the ‘physical 
structures within which Tuhoe relationships unfurl’ (Te Awekotuku and 
Nikora 2003, 19). These relationships – to whenua and to each other – 
are the bedrock of matemate-ā-one. The elemental expression of this is the 
symbiosis between ‘people [and] the environment which nurtures them’, 
and it is foundational to a Tūhoe worldview (Te Awekotuku and Nikora 
2003, 21). Whenua – Te Urewera – is the pillar of Tūhoe existence, an 

3	  Matemate-ā-one is what fixes in place everything in this world. From the world of emergent 
light to the new and old worlds, right through to the changing world we exist in today. 
[Everything is interrelated.] To the stars, the light, the great Sun himself and, beyond, to 
Rehua [Antares], and to Matariki [Pleiades] and their eight cosmic, heavenly children. The 
expansive forests, the oceans of Tangaroa, our mountains to whom we return, and our marae, 
iwi, hapū, right down to our whānau. In there we see the true essence of the word, ‘matemate-
ā-one’. It is understanding that our existence on this earth is only made possible by our primal 
ancestor Papa-tūā-nuku, manifest in the depth of the word itself – ‘the close integration to 
the earth’. (Here, ‘oneone’ denotes ‘the dirt of the earth’). From those earthen soils grow the 
fruits that nourish us, as do the oceans and seas in feeding multitudes. And in that word 
[– matemate-ā-one –] everything is connected, everything that nourishes and sustains us, 
regardless of whatever else is happening. We cannot forget that matemate-ā-one is what binds 
us together, especially as so many of us rush about our business without direction. [The 
sentiment is equally true when we ask,] ‘What is the most important thing in the world?’ Yes, 
it is people, but it is also the sacredness of women, who literally give life. It is about having 
compassion for those who walk on the land. But these days, the meaning of [matemate-ā-
one] has become corrupted. We idolise and apotheosise superficial things; [things man has 
created, and so, in turn, man worships]. [Totems of prestige], such as vehicles like Toyotas and 
Harley Davidsons. [That is not matemate-ā-one]; matemate-ā-one invokes a primal essence of 
connection, with [the land], your soul, your heart, your mind, your parents, and your whānau 
(translation by author).
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altar tended to by generations of descendants. Te Urewera has sheltered and 
sustained, as kin are born, prosper, and eventually transition into ancestors. 
For, as the phrase itself reiterates, death, for Tūhoe, is born of the earth.

Born of and from the land, Ngāi Tūhoe’s ancestry are the rivers and 
mountains of Te Urewera, as much as they are the human manifestations 
of that heritage. Ani Te Hare of the Waimana Valley meditates on this 
connection in the following:

E hoki ana nga whakaaro ki to tatou Whaea o te motu, ki a 
Papatuanuku. Ko ia to tatou whenua, ko ia to tatou Turangawaewae. 
Piripono tonu o tatou wairua ki te whenua, piripono tonu o tatou 
aroha ki te whenua. I te whanautanga o te tangata, i paiheretia te 
Mauri, te Mana o tona Iho ki te whenua, ki a Papatuanuku, kia mau 
tonu ai tona Rangatiratanga (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 98).4

Here, she expresses the integral relationship of humanity with Papa-tūā-
nuku, Mother Earth, as the ultimate provider and nourisher of our living on 
the earth. The natural world and its denizens are not seen as split apart from 
humans but are kin or ancestors to us (Pugliese 2020; see also van Dooren 
and Chrulew 2022). Such a worldview sees rivers and forests not as assets 
to exploit but as estates requiring careful tending to provide sustenance in 
perpetuity. This ontological fusion, in which people are seen to be part of 
the land and share in its custodianship over generations, is antithetical to 
the colonial view of land as merely an exploitable resource. As Hakeke 
McGarvey explained in relation to the ancestress Ōhinemataroa, a principal 
living river of the Whārua, ‘He uri katoa matau o Tuhoe no Hine-mata-roa 
o Nga Potiki. No reira mai te take tipuna, tae mai ki a matau nei, me to 
matau noho tuturu, hapai hoki to matau kaitiakitanga’5 (Waitangi Tribunal 
2009, 100).

When taken literally, the phrase ‘death born of earth’ (Liu and Temara 
1998, 138) signals the eternal, unbreakable bond between Te Urewera and 
its people. Such death is a reminder of the fragility of life, and the need to 

4	  My thoughts return to our mother of the island, to Papatuanuku [the ultimate primal ancestor], 
she is our land, she is our place to stand. Our spirits are as one with the land, our love is as one 
with the land. When a person is born the essence, the authority and his connections are made 
with the land (with Papatuanuku) so that his own authority will be permanent (translation by 
the Waitangi Tribunal).

5	  All of us of Tuhoe are descendants of Hine-mata-roa of Nga Potiki. Our ancestral claim is from 
this source to ourselves, and to our continuing occupation and trusteeship. All of Tuhoe can 
whakapapa to our tupuna, Hinemataroa and the river belongs to all of Tuhoe (translation by 
the Waitangi Tribunal).
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cherish and nurture it before it passes beyond the veil. As esteemed Tūhoe 
leader Pou Temara has recounted in relation to Māori creation narratives, 
our mortality and finite limitations are the very reasons to celebrate life 
itself in this way, ‘kia tangi ai koutou ki o koutou mate, kia matemate-a-one 
ai koutou i a koutou’6 (in Te Awekotuku and Nikora 2003, 22). The core 
value here – maintaining relationships – is articulated as much through 
the interface between people and place as it is between people themselves. 
The fusion of Tūhoe and Te Urewera is the elemental matrix upon which 
these relationships are based. Nurtured in the bosom of Te Urewera, 
matemate-ā-one is a ‘living philosophy practiced by a living, dynamic 
community, in which the values sustain the people who continue the values’ 
(Te Awekotuku and Nikora 2003, 22).

Tūhoe’s existential legitimacy transcends time and space, and is 
fundamental to their ancestral identity. ‘[L]and is a central aspect of our 
personal and cultural identity,’ wrote pre-eminent Tūhoe academic John 
Rangihau in the mid-1970s (Rangihau 1975, 158), a sentiment echoed 
by other Tūhoe leaders: ‘[It is] essentially a feeling of genuine relationship 
and behaviour between people, place and property,’ described Tamaro 
Nikora. For distinguished Tūhoe scholar and linguist Wharehuia Milroy, 
‘Matemateaone grows from within the group, knowing and getting to know 
each other. The physical cues such as trees, mountains, rivers and kainga 
(villages) etc. are all factors that activate matemateaone’ (Te Awekotuku 
and Nikora 2003, 22–23). Matemate-ā-one is, therefore, a way of living 
that does not involve relationships between land and people premised upon 
violence and terra

terror . The seizure of land through settler colonialism, however, 
interrupted this symbiosis. As Te Awekotuku and Nikora caution, ‘Without 
Te Urewera, without Tuhoe, the concept ceases to exist, and to some extent, 
so will the people. Such is the fragile balance of relationality between land, 
people and heritage’ (Te Awekotuku and Nikora 2003, 88).

Matemate-ā-one features little in literature about Tūhoe, and as 
Te Awekotuku and Nikora note, ‘[The term] does not occur in the prolific 
writings of Elsdon Best.’ This, however, might suggest ‘that it was simply 
taken for granted by the locals [Best] interviewed [and thus unnoticed by 
him]’ (Te Awekotuku and Nikora 2003, 21). Nevertheless, for whānau 
today, it palpably permeates everyday Tūhoe experiences, as Koro Bill 
(see Figure 1.3) elsewhere reflected on his participation in the Vietnam war:

6	  ‘so that you will lament for your dead, and thus relate through matemate-a-one, grieving, with each 
other’ (translation by Te Awekotuku and Nikora).
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Nā Tūhoe tēnā kupu [[Matemate-ā-one] is a word from within Tūhoe]. 
Basically, [matemate-ā-one is] the love for everything, ki te whenua, 
ki nga manu [(to the land and birds)]; covers everything, [like] 
whakapapa. Anything that features for you, in your world. Haere 
au ki te whawhai [I went to war] … I a au i Burnham, i kite au i 
tētahi mapi, pātai ki te sergeant [While I was at the training camp 
in Burnham, I saw a map and asked the sergeant about it], [‘Why is 
New Zealand and Australia printed in gold on the map?’] ‘Cos … 
President Suharto, he wants to rule [us]. He wants us to be under 
Indonesians’ [replied the sergeant] … My love for our country came 
first above everything else – to keep our country free of communism. 
[It means a] deep love for the land. McDonalds doesn’t just come 
out of the shop … [it] comes from the land. Everything we have, we 
do, comes from the land … And [as] soldiers – we’re told we have 
to fight for our country. That is our matemate-ā-one … That was 
our love for the Queen. Love of your kai, love of your beef burger, 
everything in your world. Kāore te mea kotahi [(it is not simply one 
thing)] … [P]iiki kupu tērā [That is a word of significant gravity] 
(10 July 2016).

Figure 1.3. Matemate-ā-one in photographs: Koro Bill flanked by his tūpuna 
and mokopuna, at his home close to the Pekatahi Bridge, Tāneatua 2017.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.
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For Koro Bill, patriotism to Queen and country is another expression 
of matemate-ā-one, premised again on the importance of connection to 
whenua. At its core, then, matemate-ā-one denotes the nourishment 
of relationships, the primordial template of which is that between land 
and people:

[Te Urewera] provides us with a sense of belonging and locatedness 
within the world. For as much as Tuhoe is Te Urewera, Te Urewera 
is Tuhoe. Each belongs to the other … Te Urewera and Tuhoe – 
the place, the people – are synonymous (Te Awekotuku and Nikora 
2003, 19, 9).

As Wolfe similarly recognises, ‘So far as Indigenous people are concerned, 
where they are is who they are, and not only by their own reckoning’ (Wolfe 
2006, 388). I now turn to unpack more deeply Tūhoe’s imbrication of 
people and place, through a continued discussion of early histories, peoples, 
narratives and interactions.

Born of the land: Narratives of emergence
Along with Pōtiki I, Tūhoe’s whakapapa derives from the ancient ancestor 
Toi, and the eastern Bay of Plenty is known as Te Tini-o-Toi (‘the multitude 
of Toi’) in reference to him. Further emphasising Tūhoe’s autochthony, Toi 
is also known as Toi-kairākau – Toi the woodeater – which refers to his 
residence in the area before the cultivation of kūmara (Binney 2009, 23). 
Tūhoe-pōtiki, the eponymous ancestor of Tūhoe, is both a descendant of 
Toi and Pōtiki I, as well as a great-grandson of Toroa, the captain of the 
waka Mātaatua. One of his pā (fortified village) was located upon Te Tāhū 
o Haokitaha, the ridgeline flanking the Teepa homestead in the Ruatoki 
Valley. Here we see Tūhoe’s dual autochthonous and immigrant whakapapa, 
captured in the whakataukī (proverb) ‘Na Toi raua ko Potiki te whenua, 
na Tuhoe te mana me te rangatiratanga.’7 This whakataukī, urges Binney, 
emphasises Tūhoe as the ‘dominant tribal grouping in Te Urewera’ (Binney 
2009, 23).

There were numerous other early peoples who populated this ancestral 
landscape, and there is much more to be said about the many peoples that 
today inhabit Te Urewera. I have barely touched upon the numerous other 

7	  ‘The land is of Toi and Pōtiki; the power and chiefly authority is of Tūhoe’ (translation by Judith 
Binney).
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early ancestors and their present-day descendants, their kōrero, histories 
and whakapapa, but I leave that to the comprehensive body of scholarship 
already dedicated to such a chiefly inquiry (Binney 2009; Waitangi Tribunal 
2009; Miles 1999; Stokes et al. 1986; Binney 2010; Binney et al. 1996; 
Oliver 2002; Johnston 2003). My intent here has been to provide a brief 
sketch of the early ancestors of Te Urewera, demonstrating that Ngāi Tūhoe 
are a people literally and figuratively born of the earth. Jolly’s statement, 
‘[T]he land is seen as active not inert, as possessed of people, living and 
dead’ (Jolly 2007a, 515), finds potent meaning in Te Urewera.

Te Urewera has long been home to various different iwi and hapū. However, 
by the nineteenth century, as Ballara notes, the ‘title [Te Urewera] embraced 
the collective descent groups of the Urewera country, regardless of their 
original lineage’ (Ballara 1998, 295–96).8 Again, in name as in practice, 
Tūhoe and Te Urewera were ‘one and the same.’ In the collective sense, this 
was not in name alone. By the late 1860s, it became clear that a unified 
series of Urewera hapū were much more capable of defending their territory 
than if they remained isolated from one another (Ballara 1998, 296). While 
this unity suffered setbacks, it became epitomised in Tūhoe’s establishment 
of Te Whitu Tekau, the Council of Seventy Chiefs assigned with protecting 
Te Urewera’s boundaries from external aggressors (Binney 2009, 5). 
The logic of strength through unity was at the heart of Te Whitu Tekau. 
Through interactions with the Native Land Court and other tribes, and 
the negotiation of challenges and provocations from outside Te Urewera 
throughout the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Ballara 
charts how Tūhoe became a consolidated grouping comprising multiple 
distinct hapū identities. She notes that ‘[b]y the 1990s these peripheral 
peoples were reasserting their separate identities, but the concept of Tūhoe 
as one tribe – one corporate group to confront the outside world – endured’ 
(Ballara 1998, 301). Today, over 60 Tūhoe hapū exist, dispersed throughout 
Te Urewera and beyond, with descendants living there and elsewhere in 
Aotearoa, Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada.9 The principal hapū 
based around Ruatoki are Hāmua, Ngāti Tāwhaki, Te Whānau a Pani, 
Ngāti Rongo, Ngāti Koura, Ngāti Mura, Te Māhurehure and Te Urewera, 
each linking to one or more of the 11 marae of the valley.

8	  See also Salmond for a discussion of the Whanganui River becoming a ‘legal person’ (Salmond 2014).
9	  See www.ngaituhoe.iwi.nz/nga-hapu-o-tuhoe-authority for more detailed information on the various 
hapū of Tūhoe and their associated marae.

http://www.ngaituhoe.iwi.nz/nga-hapu-o-tuhoe-authority
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I refer throughout to ‘Tūhoe the iwi’, ‘Ngāi Tūhoe’ and ‘Te Urewera’ not 
only because descendants today affiliate themselves as such, but also because 
colonial hostility towards Te Urewera invariably tarred all its inhabitants with 
the single brushstroke of ‘rebels’, ‘savages’ and, more recently, ‘terrorists’. 
The consequences of this were felt and continue to be felt by all Tūhoe, and 
my discussion throughout this book examines such repercussions as they 
pertain to Tūhoe as a whole.

As we travel further into the nineteenth century, the introduction of 
European technology drastically altered the sociopolitical and economic 
reality in New Zealand, with major ramifications for tribal landscapes of 
the time. Drawing on the observations of missionary Samuel Marsden 
in the Bay of Islands in the early 1800s, Ballara has elsewhere written 
that the increasing demand by Europeans for Māori agricultural products 
(principally, potatoes), coupled with the phenomenally transformative 
deployment of iron tools in agricultural practices, saw remarkable surges in 
both productivity and wealth for the northern people of Ngā Puhi (Ballara 
2003, 189; see also Petrie 2006). I share this story to highlight how Tūhoe 
histories and destinies are entangled with many others outside of their 
ancestral estate, and as such cannot be read through the lens of isolation as 
the colonial gaze has long perceived.

For renowned Ngā Puhi chief Hongi Hika, this economic expansion was 
critical in the acquisition of firearms, which he eventually achieved upon 
returning from a journey to England (Ballara 2003, 192). Knowledge of 
this new technology spread rapidly among Māori communities, transmitted 
through the robust communications infrastructure of ‘messengers and 
heralds, trading and visiting parties’ (Ballara 2003, 405). Galvanised with 
economic prosperity and new weaponry, Ngā Puhi warring expeditions 
could be ‘financed’ over greater distances and longer periods of time (Belich 
1996, 159). This was the case with the 1822 Ngā Puhi raids in Te Urewera, 
targeting, among other kāinga, Ruatoki. On this occasion, however, the 
more coastally based Ngāti Awa and Ngāti Pūkeko endured the majority 
of Ngā Puhi’s wrath, while Tūhoe retreated to support their forces engaged 
elsewhere in Te Urewera (Miles 1999, 29; Binney 2009, 44). A peace was 
eventually forged in 1823 between Ngā Puhi and Tūhoe, secured by the 
great chief Te Maitaranui (Miles 1999, 29–30). Early Tūhoe histories such 
as these highlight a critical point: Tūhoe history is not one of seclusion, but 
of movement and communication. As the Waitangi Tribunal has noted:
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… [t]he history of the peoples of Te Urewera is characterised by 
successive waves of expansion, integration and resettlement. From 
the beginning, Te Urewera has seen continuous interaction between 
old and newer groups: those who, according to their traditions, 
originated from the land itself and those who migrated across the 
ocean. Kinship bonds woven between peoples stretched beyond 
the region, to hapu and iwi throughout Te Ika a Maui [(the North 
Island)]. This is a human history that defies the common depiction 
of Te Urewera as isolated and removed. In the Maori world isolation 
was rarely the norm. Te Urewera was no different: the net of 
whakapapa stretched far across neighbouring regions and further 
afield (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 20–21).

These histories emphasise animation and communication, a theme that 
similarly unfolds as Pākehā evangelists first set foot into Te Urewera.

Christianity arrived from the 1830s, as missionaries sought to spread their 
versions of faith and institutionalised spirituality. My interest here is not so 
much in the spread of religion, but rather in the flows of movement and 
interaction engendered by the arrival of these new ideas and opportunities. 
In exploring missionary journeys into Te Urewera, for example, Binney 
emphasises the receptive responses from communities living there 
(Binney 2009, 46–61). The first Anglican missionary to establish a presence 
in Te Urewera was Reverend John Wilson in 1839, who was situated at 
Ōpōtiki and made regular evangelical visits to Waimana and Ruatoki 
(Binney 2009, 46). In 1840, William Colenso wrote of his entry into a pā at 
Te Onepoto, at Waikaremoana, in which he was received by a ‘young chief 
bearing a Testament in his hand to show that he was not a Roman Catholic’ 
(Binney 2009, 48). In other areas, Tūhoe taught themselves the content of 
religious teachings through oral transmission (Binney 2009, 47), and Colenso 
was awestruck by people near Waikaremoana, who were teaching themselves 
to read by means of biblical texts. The prized nature of the written word 
among Tūhoe was underscored in Colenso’s distribution of books at Oputao, 
which was met with people ‘shout[ing] for joy’ (Binney 2009, 51).

Colenso was preceded at Waikaremoana by the Catholic Father Claude 
Baty, who noticed the universal ‘desire for literacy in Māori’ throughout 
Te Urewera (Binney 2009, 51). This, more broadly, reflected the general 
trend among Māori to become literate (Miles 1999, 67). Elsewhere, Baty 
visited settlements, ‘some espousing Catholicism, others Protestantism’, 
and, on one occasion, he wrote of a Catholic chapel being erected ‘where no 
European priest [apart from himself ] had been before’. Wherever he visited, 
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knowledge or practice of these religions existed (Binney 2009, 51–53). This 
did not represent devout conversion to, or outright rejection of, foreign 
religions, but rather represented an ongoing debate surrounding the place 
of these ideas in relation to Māori theology. Indeed, Te Urewera was ‘clearly 
not isolated from the latest ideas in circulation’ (Binney 2009, 47).

These are not scattered and unrelated observations. They reflect a people 
keen to engage and interact with new people and ideas, who demonstrated 
endeavour to achieve parity in both spoken and written discourse (see also 
Miles 1999, 60–61). The dominant image here is of movement, with 
networks of information pulsating across the breadth of Te Urewera’s 
mountainous reach: ‘The impression gained is not one of isolation, but 
rather a flow of information and messages passing through the Urewera’ 
(Binney 2009, 51). This is of little surprise, of course, given matemate-
ā-one’s emphasis on celebrating and nurturing relationships. Despite this, 
discourse of Tūhoe as an isolated and secluded people persisted in the colonial 
imaginary. This discursive imprint was central to the later dispossession of 
Tūhoe of their lands and underlies the gradual solidification of the colonial 
project in Te Urewera. To that I now turn.

Tūhoe and Te Tiriti
In 1840, Te Tiriti o Waitangi was signed between rangatira Māori (Māori 
chiefs) and the Crown. In this, however, Tūhoe were entirely excluded, with 
the British never offering Tūhoe rangatira the opportunity to sign (Waitangi 
Tribunal 2009, 152). In common converstion, this is often expressed as 
‘Tūhoe didn’t sign the Treaty.’ This is a misnomer, however, because it suggests 
Tūhoe agency in refusing to sign after being presented with the opportunity 
to do so. ‘The Crown never offered Tūhoe the opportunity to sign’ is more 
accurate and refocuses attention towards the settler state’s injustices.

It is important to familiarise ourselves with this critical historical context, 
because although Tūhoe were not signatories, the repercussions of this 
moment have been far-reaching across the Māori world – and especially 
for Tūhoe – up to the present. Te Tiriti enshrined tino rangatiratanga 
(the unqualified exercise of chieftainship) of rangatira, meaning the sovereignty 
and self-determination of rangatira to determine their destinies as they saw 
fit. In Te Tiriti, rangatira granted the Crown kāwanatanga (governorship) 
(Orange 2021, 53), a subordinate authority to manage the settler population 
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at the behest of rangatira. This ‘created a new constitutional configuration 
with the grant of kāwanatanga for the Crown to exercise over its people’ 
(Independent Working Group on Constitutional Transformation 2018, 101).

In this framework, the Queen or her representative would act as governor, 
not as a supreme ruler. This was fatally mistranslated in English, with 
that version instead insisting Māori ceded ‘all the rights and powers of 
sovereignty’ to the Crown (Orange 2012). Kāwanatanga is not sovereignty 
by any definition nor stretch of the linguistic imagination, and, indeed, 
Te Tiriti – as the Māori language version – ‘did not convey the full meaning 
of the English text, especially the extent of sovereign powers’ (Orange 
2021, 53). Nearly all rangatira signed Te Tiriti, not its English counterpart, 
and so were assenting to the vision embodied in tino rangatiratanga and 
kāwanatanga. Yet, the British presumed sovereignty was theirs and acted 
with force on that assumption thereafter. The overriding aim of the British at 
this time was to ‘secure rangatira agreement [and not raise the] complexities 
of [the implications of ] sovereignty’ (Orange 2021, 53).

That Māori would willingly yield their mana, their sovereign power of self-
determination, is wholly fantastic, a cultural and linguistic absurdity that 
would never have been entertained by rangatira at the time. This is epitomised 
in the fact that the concept of ‘cession’ does not exist in te ao Māori:

The fact that there is no word for ‘cede’ in te reo is not a linguistic 
shortcoming but an indication that to even contemplate giving 
away mana would have been legally impossible, culturally 
incomprehensible, and politically and constitutionally untenable 
(Independent Working Group on Constitutional Transformation 
2018, 35; Jackson 2016).

In the landmark 2014 WAI1040: The Report on Stage 1 of the Te Paparahi 
o Te Raki Inquiry, the Waitangi Tribunal confirmed this understanding:

[R]angatira did not cede their sovereignty in February 1840[:] they 
did not cede their authority to make and enforce law over their people 
and within their territories. Rather, they agreed to share power and 
authority with the Governor (Waitangi Tribunal 2014, 526–27).

The Crown quickly dismissed the report and its findings (Independent 
Working Group on Constitutional Transformation 2018, 55). These are the 
ongoing colonial politics of place at play in the refusal to acknowledge any 
form of sovereignty beyond the settler state. To do so would unsettle the 
colonial foundations of New Zealand and jeopardise settler control over 
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land and resources by bringing into existential question the legitimacy of 
the colonial state itself (see Chapter 3). For Tūhoe, this is nothing new. 
Following Te Tiriti’s signing, and the complete absence of consultation with 
Tūhoe leadership, ‘the Crown made no attempt to contact the peoples of 
Te Urewera or to establish a relationship with them’ (Waitangi Tribunal 
2009, 128). The British did, however, presume Te Urewera was within their 
domain of control. But it was only in the 1860s that the Crown even began 
engaging with Tūhoe, more than two decades after the watershed events 
of 1840.

The government’s earliest encounters with the people of Te Urewera, 
through the emissary Hunter Brown in 1862, were met with caution. 
The well-established networks of communication within Te Urewera and 
to the outside ensured rangatira were acutely aware of the broader political 
situation Māori were facing in the burgeoning power of colonial authority 
and aggression. This was exemplified by the invasion of the Waikato during 
Crown campaigns against the Kīngitanga. Brown journeyed to Te Urewera 
supposedly to ‘get the feeling’ of a proposition, put forward by Governor 
George Grey, for ‘“rūnanga”, or self-governing Māori district councils with 
powers to determine land titles’ (Binney 2009, 61, 61–65; O’Malley 1998, 
22–23; Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 132). The aim was to create a universal 
land tenure system that would appease both Pākehā and Māori, to ostensibly 
balance tribal autonomy with settlers’ ‘want’ of land. Historian Vincent 
O’Malley suggests that had such a policy been pursued, it ‘might have 
prevented nearly a decade of bloody fighting and racial conflict’ against 
the Kīngitanga in Waikato. He goes further to propose that ‘[c]ontrolled 
settlement of Maori districts on terms not inconsistent with the Treaty of 
Waitangi might have been possible’ (O’Malley 1998, 24).

In Te Urewera, there was thoughtful interest in such a system, but fears 
of the government taking land lay at the forefront of rangatira anxieties. 
These concerns were not unfounded. The overriding motivation behind 
the rūnanga system – indeed, behind the colonial government in general 
at this time – was to prise open Māori land for settler expansion (O’Malley 
1998, 24–25). In the case of Tūhoe, this meant that the ‘“sanctuary” of the 
Urewera had to be broken open’ (Binney 2009, 99; see also Brooking 1992). 
Nevertheless, Tūhoe had demonstrated a fervent interest in the concept of 
law and were keen to develop a system of self-governance, ‘in co-operation 
with Grey’ (Binney 2009, 65, my emphasis). This would be predicated, 
Tūhoe specified, upon collective agreement from each hapū. Nevertheless, 
the rūnanga system never matured past infancy. As became abundantly clear, 
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rūnanga would not function in the interests of European expansion, and, 
unsurprisingly, many hapū and iwi were not keen on ‘full-scale colonisation’ 
(O’Malley 1998, 25). Overall, Tūhoe were a politically attuned people, well 
aware of the unfolding circumstances of mid-nineteenth century colonial 
New Zealand, fully appreciating the Crown’s capacity for violence. At every 
possible step, they remained willing to work with the colonial administration 
to avoid the loss of land and the social, economic and political fallout that 
would otherwise inevitably follow.

Confiscation and invasion
As we turn to the 1860s and beyond, Tūhoe became subject to the full 
arsenal of colonial weaponry, in warfare and violence on the one hand, and 
law and bureaucracy on the other. This is epitomised in the widespread 
confiscation of Tūhoe land by the Crown in 1866, but it is only part of a 
much larger story. In recounting this narrative, we must first explore the key 
chain of events that collectively triggered the confiscations and paved the 
path for later Crown invasions into Te Urewera. Our discussion begins with 
Tūhoe’s involvement in the 1864 battle of Ōrākau (Ballara 1998, 294–95; 
Binney 2009, 68–73; Miles 1999, 100–02; O’Malley 2016, 315–35), the 
final encounter with British forces in the invasion of the Waikato. From 
here, imagery of Tūhoe as a wild, savage people, bent on haphazardly waging 
war, became solidified in settler consciousness (Binney 2009, 68, 73). 
Depictions of Tūhoe as secluded and savage had already dominated settler 
consciousness, as we have seen, but it was from this critical juncture that 
the discursive weight and authority of these imaginings began to materially 
inform and influence government thinking towards Te Urewera. It was here 
that the ‘nobility of Māori warrior resistance to British colonialism’ gave 
way to the ignobility of the ‘degraded Māori men of the settler-colonial 
period’ (Jolly 2007b, 10).

Binney highlights the lesser-known rationales for Tūhoe’s entry into the 
‘siege of Ōrākau’, emphasising the contested nature of involvement in 
the war (Binney 2009, 68–73). Ngāti Maniapoto chief Rewi Maniapoto, 
representing the Kīngitanga, had canvassed the Urewera region in the 
early 1860s in search of assistance in the protection of the Waikato against 
government forces (Miles 1999, 98). Some people offered him support, 
but others were contemplating the possibility of aligning with the Crown 
(Binney 2009, 69–70; Miles 1999, 98). Numerous careful considerations 
were raised in these debates, such as whakapapa links between Tūhoe and 
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Waikato, and the desire for conflict to be contained in the Waikato and not 
transgress the threshold of Te Urewera (Binney 2009, 70–71). To this end, 
a scattering of people were sent in support of Ngāti Maniapoto, but, as Best 
explains, the hapū of the Ruatoki and Waimana Valleys refused to participate 
(Best 1972, 566; Miles 1999, 99). They decided by a ‘majority … to protect 
their own borders’ (Binney 2009, 71). Armed resistance was the last resort, 
to be employed only if the security of Te Urewera were compromised, 
and, as the chief Te Ahoaho famously pronounced, ‘“Kia Tawharautia 
a Mataatua”, or “Let Mataatua [an aphorism for Te Urewera] be sheltered’’’ 
(Miles 1999, 99). Tūhoe’s ultimate decision to send a small contingent to the 
battlefront was a carefully measured response, one that prioritised caution 
over confrontation. Despite being heavily outnumbered, the combined 
Tūhoe and Waikato forces in the citadel at Ōrākau ‘resisted five sustained 
assaults and fifty-six hours of continuous fighting’ (Binney 2009, 72). Alas, 
Tūhoe suffered devastating losses. Of the 100 kin sent, 30 did not return 
(Miles 1999, 100).

Manufacturing rebellion
The battle of Ōrākau is a crucial moment in Tūhoe’s genealogy of colonial 
encounter. Through the eyes of government, it began to establish Tūhoe 
culpability for rebelling against the Crown. Such ‘rebellion’, it was argued, 
justified extensive confiscation of lands belonging to all major tribal 
groupings of the eastern Bay of Plenty. From here, the discursive weight of 
Tūhoe as a secluded, wild and now rebellious Other becomes clear. Binney’s 
reflection is fitting:

From this point on, Tūhoe had to contend with a reputation among 
Europeans for being the most determined of Māori fighters. The idea 
that they possessed a territorial ‘sanctuary’ in the mountains, and yet 
had given support (however limited) to Ngāti Maniapoto’s defence 
ensured that Tūhoe were distrusted. The colonists who had convinced 
themselves that Maniapoto’s resistance to military invasion was an act 
of rebellion against the Queen now became equally convinced – by 
their own rhetoric – that Tūhoe’s autonomous existence threatened 
European authority. But, in reality, Tūhoe’s responses to the spread 
of war had been considered, and cautious (Binney 2009, 73).

These depictions of Tūhoe as secluded and resistant are inconsistent with the 
historical narratives explored thus far, characterised instead by movement, 
deliberation, caution and vigilance.
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Another watershed moment preceded the confiscation of Tūhoe land and 
the subsequent invasions of Te Urewera by British forces: the killing of 
Anglican missionary, Carl Völkner, read by the government as evidence 
of Tūhoe rebellion (Binney 2009, 86). This saga began in 1865 with the Pai 
Mārire (Good and Peaceful) movement, a syncretic Māori faith. Pai Mārire 
representatives were sent by their leader, Te Ua Haumene, to the ‘“four 
quarters” of the land’ to spread word of their faith (Binney 2009, 73). 
Stimulated by the faith’s philosophy of defending territorial boundaries, it 
quickly dispersed across tribal borders (Head 1991, 284; Miles 1999, 101). 
To this end, Te Ua sent Kereopa Te Rau and Patara Raukatauri to search 
for converts in Te Urewera. He was explicit in his instructions to Kereopa 
and Patara: ‘kaua e aha ki te pakeha’10 (Binney 2009, 74). The events they 
subsequently generated suggest their actions were of their own volition, 
unsanctioned by Te Ua.

In 1865, Kereopa and Patara arrived at Ōpōtiki, and both here and in 
Whakatāne, they emplaced a kati, or ‘stoppage’, to bar ships from entering 
either port. Their objective at Ōpōtiki was to stop Völkner from returning to 
the region (Binney 2009, 75–76). Völkner’s complicity with the government 
was well known, to the extent that he was advised not to return to his parish 
given fears for his safety. This was not helped by Völkner’s ‘predisposition 
to turn eveything into a conspiracy’ (Binney 2009, 76). Nevertheless, in 
violation of the kati, Völkner defiantly returned to Ōpōtiki on 1 March 
1865. The following day he was escorted to his death, a decision in which, 
as Binney observes, Kereopa was directly involved (Binney 2009, 76). 
However – and more to the point – evidence of Tūhoe collusion in these 
events is exceedingly inconclusive. There is a limited suggestion of Tūhoe 
involvement contained within ‘two scraps of evidence’ (letters with marginal 
references to Te Urewera), but indications of Tūhoe participation in this plot 
are tenuous at best (Binney 2009, 77–80). Nevertheless, these references, in 
conjunction with Kereopa’s later search for shelter in Te Urewera, would 
eventuate as a fundamental pillar of the Crown’s justification for a military 
response. This, they would allege, was a sign of of Tūhoe collusion in 
rebellion. From the Crown’s perspective, it would tangibly link Tūhoe to 
the killing of Völkner. Following the later killing of government agent James 
Fulloon (Binney 2009, 80–86; see also Miles 1999, 103) – in which, again, 
Tūhoe complicity is unconvincing (see Miles 1999, 103) – the colonial 
hammer crashed down upon ‘rebellion’ in the eastern Bay of Plenty.

10	  ‘Don’t do anything at all to the pakeha’ (translation by Judith Binney).
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The government’s response was immediate. In September 1865, Governor 
Grey announced a ‘proclamation of peace’ that the Taranaki wars had 
ended, pardoning the tribes who had fought against the government, but 
importantly (and ironically), excluded those ‘responsible’ for the deaths of 
Völkner and Fulloon. It declared that forces were being sent to the eastern 
Bay of Plenty in pursuit of the culprits for these murders and categorically 
stated that refusal to cooperate with government orders, or sheltering the 
perpetrators, would be met with the swift confiscation of land (Miles 
1999, 105–06). Martial law was imposed in Ōpōtiki and Whakatāne 
and the army deployed (Binney 2009, 88). A group of perpetrators were 
eventually captured (or were surrendered) and tried in Auckland in 1866. 
The punishment for those charged was the confiscation of land, a penance 
that extended also to Tūhoe, ‘to whom none of those who were charged 
belonged’ (Binney 2009, 93, her emphasis). For Binney, this is clear 
evidence that for the government, ‘the existence of rebellion was secondary 
to the confiscation of land’ (Binney 2009, 94). Here, in full view, we see the 
centrality of territoriality to the colonial project, and the lengths the settler 
state will go to – through law and war – to displace Indigenous peoples.

As a form of displacement, the confiscations that followed conscripted the 
racialised representations of Tūhoe to this end. They were operationalised with 
the overt purpose of ‘breaking up’ Tūhoe’s ancestral estate for settler benefit:

The confiscations were a different form of looting, intended to take 
the wealth and break the autonomy of the people of this region. 
In this agenda, Tūhoe were included … This was a policy designed 
explicitly to divide Māori into loyal and rebel categories, and to force 
Māori to prove their ‘loyalty’ by acts, deeds and a compulsory oath of 
allegiance to the Crown … It was a policy also designed explicitly to 
make land accessible to European settlers … It was a policy to ‘tame’ 
‘wild men’ by dispossessing them (Binney 2009, 94, her emphasis).

Here we witness the colonial politics of place at play in expropriating to 
exploit. Four issues converge here. Firstly, we witness the search for ‘rebellion’ 
in a context where this was repeatedly shown not to be the case. Secondly, 
Tūhoe’s association with Pai Mārire was presumed, not evidenced. Thirdly, 
the colonial state’s desire for Māori land to accelerate settler expansion is 
patent. Finally, we heard rhetoric that Te Urewera and its inhabitants were 
savage, ‘rebels’, less than human, in need of taming, isolated from the light 
of civilisation, and whose ‘autonomy was threatening to those who looked 
in its direction … who had had little, or no, contact with its people’ (Binney 
2009, 94). This dangerous cocktail of justifications sought to rationalise 
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Crown retaliation, and for government administrator Donald McLean, an 
‘autocratic’ individual who ‘deplored democracy’ (Ward 2017), it justified 
the confiscation of Tūhoe lands (Binney 2009, 94–95; Waitangi Tribunal 
2009, 166).

One other episode is important to discuss in relation to the Crown’s 
confiscation of Tūhoe land. As explained above, Tūhoe chiefs were keen to aid 
in the government’s hunt for Kereopa throughout 1865 and 1866. Binney’s 
is the only research that discusses the following instalment of the pursuit of 
Kereopa, through a close reading of archival material (Binney 2009, 101–11). 
In March 1866, a delegation of Te Urewera chiefs met with Colonel William 
Lyon, who oversaw the army and its deployment of martial law in the wider 
region. The chiefs in attendance included Te Pūrewa II of Ruatāhuna and 
Ruatoki (who led the delegation), Hetaraka Te Ahuru, Winiata Taratoa, 
Atama Te Kikiwi and Ihakara. The chiefs reiterated that they were not 
involved in Völkner’s murder but simultaneously made clear they would 
defend their boundaries from attack (Binney 2009, 104–05). Their condition 
for capturing and delivering Kereopa, who was in Te Urewera at this time, was 
predicated upon receiving an endorsement by Te Ua agreeing to this course 
of action. This would be an unwavering condition, as Tūhoe did not want to 
provoke unwanted reprisals from within Māoridom should they proceed with 
the capture before receiving official support from Pai Mārire’s leader.

During this exact time, Te Ua was being held prisoner by Governor Grey; 
further, it was known that Te Ua did not sanction Völkner’s execution 
(Binney 2009, 109). No letter was sent, despite the government’s knowledge 
that such a communiqué would immediately precipitate Kereopa’s capture. 
As this unfolded, the government also sent expeditions from the east in 
the belief that Kereopa was hiding at Maungapōhatu (Binney 2009, 110). 
Tensions were escalating, and the climate was uneasy. As well as receiving no 
letter from Te Ua, Tūhoe rangatira, in an atmosphere of heightened anxiety, 
were split on the matter of apprehending Kereopa and delivering him to his 
likely death. They found themselves unenviably stuck between a colonial 
rock and a hard place: they were eager to engage in dialogue, but their 
requests fell upon deaf ears. These observations are why Binney asserts that:

in an attempt to protect their lands from invasion, [Tūhoe’s leaders] 
made a collective effort to capture Kereopa. The government failed 
to respond to their request for a letter from Te Ua, at a time when Te 
Ua was the government’s personal prisoner. Conclusive documentary 
evidence does not exist, but it seems reasonable to suggest that the 
government did not wish to settle for peace terms with Tūhoe’s 
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leaders. The confiscations were to be pushed through, without the 
policy being jeopardised by the success of Tūhoe’s negotiations. 
The government wanted to break the autonomy of Te Urewera. 
If this is the case, then it can be understood why this entire episode 
concerning Kereopa has been obliterated from all previous historical 
accounts (Binney 2009, 111).

This discussion reinforces a key point, one that the Waitangi Tribunal 
and Binney have already made clear (Waitangi Tribunal 1999, 64): the 
government’s overriding priority was the acquisition of land for settler 
expansion, not cooperation and negotiation with Tūhoe. This meant putting 
a decisive end to Tūhoe’s autonomy, irrespective of the cost (Waitangi 
Tribunal 2009, 162). Alas, as Binney remarks, ‘a rebellion [was created] 
where there had been none’ (Binney 2009, 100). This is the embodiment of 
the terra-fying colonial politics of place: the elimination of the Indigenous 
Other by any means necessary, with a firm view to ‘erect[ing] a new colonial 
society’ (Wolfe 2006, 388). The ultimate upshot of this deceptive colonial 
illusion was the confiscation of Tūhoe lands.

Confiscation gathers pace
Eastern Bay of Plenty lands became confiscated through an Order in Council 
under the New Zealand Settlements Act 1863, legislation that enabled ‘land 
of any rebellious tribe’ to be taken as recompense and punishment (Waitangi 
Tribunal 2009, 161). The Settlements Act dovetailed with the Suppression of 
Rebellion Act 1863, which was designed to ‘suppress a rebellion and punish 
those responsible for certain acts of ‘atrocity and outrage’. Its measures 
of punishment included summary execution (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 
295). Together, these acts oversaw more than four million acres of land 
confiscated from Māori, principally in the Bay of Plenty, Waikato and 
Taranaki areas (Ministry for Culture and Heritage 2021). Tūhoe fell prey 
to this legislation. Their confiscated lands, gazetted in 1866, were drawn as 
follows (Figures 1.4 and 1.5):

All that land bounded by a line commencing at the mouth of 
the Waitahanui River, Bay of Plenty, and running due south 
for a distance of twenty miles, thence to the summit of (Mount 
Edgecombe) [Pūtauaki], thence by a straight line in an easterly 
direction to a point eleven miles due south from the entrance to the 
Ohiwa Harbour, thence by a line running due east for twenty miles, 
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thence by a line to the mouth of the Aparapara [Hāparapara] River, 
and thence following the coast line to the point of commencement 
at Waitahanui (Binney 2009, 101–02).11

This evinces how surveying was a critical technology of colonial dispossession. 
Here, by cadastral plotting and the blade of a bureaucrat’s pen, Tūhoe’s most 
fertile and bountiful lands were seized as punishment for a rebellion they 
were not party to. The confiscation, it was argued in Tūhoe’s Statement of 
Claim, was intentional, designed both to severely impair Tūhoe’s economy 
and subjugate Te Urewera to Crown authority (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 
162–63). The seizure of the most fertile lands from Ruatoki, Waimana and 
Ōhiwa was a deliberate move by the Crown (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 162), 
and in the Ruatoki and Waimana Valleys, it was taken ‘without warning’ 
(Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 167). In retrospect, the Crown conceded that the 
confiscations were ‘unjust and excessive’ (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 155).

Figure 1.4. Bay of Plenty Confiscation line, 11 September 1866.
Source: CartoGIS Services, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National 
University. Adapted from Binney 2009, Encircled Lands: Te Urewera, 1820–1921, 103, 
with permission of Bridget Williams Books.

11	  New Zealand Gazette, 11 September 1866, 348.
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Figure 1.5. Awahou Road in the Ruatoki Valley, the present-day marker 
of the 1866 confiscation line.
Note: It was at this junction that the police established their roadblock during 
Operation Eight.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava, 2016.

The inscription of linear lines atop Tūhoe’s nineteenth-century tribal 
landscape in this way reflects the inherent incompatibility of Indigenous 
and settler understandings of land. They may have made sense in the 
surveyor’s drawing room, in the language of colonial cartography, but no 
consideration was given to the lived realities of hapū at the flaxroots level, 
where lines such as these appeared arbitrary, haphazard and hastily drawn 
(see also Fujikane 2021). The confiscation lines were entirely inconsistent 
with the exercise of mana whenua (ancestral jurisdiction over land; exercise 
of authority over land), which saw tribal boundaries as continuously in flux 
and within the purview of matemate-ā-one, diplomacy, and negotiation 
among hapū and iwi. This practice of cartography, I suggest, is palpable 
only when read in the context of an expanding settler-colonial state. Indeed, 
the Settlement Act and the Suppression of Rebellion Acts were passed at a 
time when settlers were demanding more and more land (Webb 2017, 685). 
For Wolfe, this is the process of violent replacement:

Rather than replacing one owner with another, settlers seek to replace 
an entire system of ownership with another. The settler/Native 
confrontation … is between sovereignties, which are primordially 
external to one another (Wolfe 2016, 34).



TERRA IN OUR MIST

76

Again, we are confronted with divergent ontologies: one based on matemate-
ā-one (whenua), the other, on extraction and exploitation (land, territory).

It is here that the politics of erasure and elimination extend also to the 
destruction of native title through confiscation, to pave the way towards 
‘alienable individual freeholds’ (Wolfe 2006, 388). Individualising title 
to Māori land was part and parcel of the colonial project, devastatingly 
implemented through the Native Land Court. The purpose of this court, 
as Minister of Justice Henry Sewell crudely described in 1870, was to 
‘detribalis[e] the Māori – to destroy, if it were possible, the principle of 
communism upon which their social system is based’ (Henry Sewell in 
Taonui 2012; see also Williams 1999). Through confiscation, Native Land 
Court alienation and other forms of dispossession, Māori were alienated from 
the majority of their lands within the first 50 years of settler colonisation 
(Reid, Rout, Tau & Smith 2017, 31).

As we can see, law was used overwhelmingly as a tool to oppress and subjugate 
Tūhoe. In this manner, law is not colourblind – nor has it ever been – but 
has served to define those who are deserving of the status of ‘human’ contra 
those relegated to subpersonhood (Weheliye 2014, 79; Mills 2011; see also 
Merry 2000). As critical theorist Alexander Weheliye has observed:

[T]he law itself has been thoroughly violent in its endorsement 
of racial slavery, indigenous genocide, Jim Crow, the prison-
industrial complex, domestic and international warfare, and so on 
… [I]t continues to be one of the chief instruments in creating 
and maintaining the racializing assemblages in the world of Man 
(Weheliye 2014, 81–2).

Crown violence, therefore, was effected through both armed conflict and 
the stratagems of law. From the time of gazetting, and into 1867 and 1868, 
this process of ‘Indigenous genocide’, was gradually felt through the impacts 
of confiscation. Tūhoe living on the seaward side of the boundary were 
forced to seek shelter inland (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 162), as the Crown, 
with law in hand, progressively evicted hapū from their original settlements. 
When one is backed into a corner, there tends only to be one recourse 
for action. Tūhoe responses hereafter, to which I turn in the next chapter, 
confirm this axiom.

This brief historical overview has explored Tūhoe’s emergence as a sovereign 
people born of ‘earth and sky’, detailing some of their stories of creation and 
their colonial interactions in the early nineteenth century. This is a narrative 
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of emergence, of Tūhoe’s imbrication with Te Urewera, and the symbiosis of 
people and place embodied in matemate-ā-one. Throughout, these stories 
have emphasised Tūhoe as a people open to dialogue with the outside world 
but, equally so, a people determined to protect their landed sovereignty. 
Te Urewera, then, was a place of movement, connection and communication, 
a reality inconsistent with the colonial depictions of Tūhoe as a savage and 
isolated people. Nevertheless, as we have seen, these discourses continued to 
inform colonial attitudes and thinking towards Tūhoe and their homeland 
and played no small role in the eventual seizure of Tūhoe’s most fertile lands 
and estates. Understanding this broader context is crucial in making sense 
of the ongoing state violence meted out to Tūhoe because, as a people born 
of the land, they maintain a superior sovereign claim to guardianship over 
Te Urewera. This claim, however, was repeatedly and aggressively challenged 
by the Crown in the decades that followed the early colonial era, unfolding 
as a tale of loss and destruction. The ‘competition of sovereignties’ this saga 
highlighted forms the basis of the following chapter.
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