John Hutton — Ngati Whare Historian

In this edition John takes a break from colonial
history and looks at some issues of Ngati Whare's
long-term occupation of Te Whaiti-nui-a-Toi.

Archaeology, Ecology and Ngati Whare
Oral History

In earlier Panui we looked at the involvement of
Ngati Whare in the New Zealand wars (the battles
of Orakau, Te Tapiri, and the attack on Te Harema
pa). We then looked the Ngati Whare relationship
with Te Kooti, and the eventual “surrender” of the
Ngati Whare chiefs Hapurona Kohi, Paraone Te
Tuhi and Hamiora Potakarua to the Crown in 1870.

If we were following a strict chronology, we should
now study at the next critical period of Ngati
Whare’s colonial history — the work of the Native
Land Court creation of the Urewera District Native
Reserve.

However, | have been recently looking the history
surrounding some of the older Ngati Whare pa and
kainga (those around before European settlement),
and indeed the story of the much longer Maori
occupation of the Whirinaki valley and its
surroundings, perhaps better described as Te
Whaiti-nui-a-Toi. So | thought it was a good
opportunity to review some older Ngati Whare
history, drawing both on korero passed down by
Ngati Whare kaumatua, the statements recorded in
the minute books (also written up by Elsdon Best),
as well as the archaeological and ecological ssudie
that have been done in the last few decades.

I should say that what is written here is very mach
‘work in progress’. | am not an archaeologists or a
botanist, but | have found some of their theories
interesting. The problem with archaeology is that i
often fails to engage with Maori ‘oral history’. It
seems to me that both Ngati Whare oral history and
archaeologists can have quite a useful discussion
together, and perhaps learn from each other. But
that's a much longer task. All I have here are some
ideas, more speculation than fact. Perhaps one day
they will lead people to do further study.

Te Marangaranga

Most Ngati Whare readers will be aware of the
traditions surrounding Wharepakau's conquest of
the early occupiers of Te Whaiti-nui-a-Toi, Te
Marangaranga. Ngati Whare kaumatua point out
today that although the mana of Wharepakau
became the main source of rights in land for Ngati
Whare, through intermarriage after the conquest,

Ngati Whare are ultimately connected to Te
Marangaranga as well.

Little is actually known about Te Marangaranga.
We know there were many of them — Te Tini o
Marangaranga, as they are sometimes described —
and that they descended from Toi. The names of
some chiefs, such as Haeana, his sons Poutini and
Rangiahaua, and lhurakau, are remembered in
Ngati Whare traditions. Yet these were chiefs alive
at the time of Wharepakau and Tangiharuru, and all
were killed or driven from the district during the
conquest. We also know about a series of pa, or
perhaps more likely kainga belonging to them and
spread out over the Rangitaiki and Whirinaki river
valleys, well proving their occupation of the area.

When did the conquest take place? If you look at
Ngati Whare whakapapa, which traces descent from
Wharepakau to Ngati Whare alive at about 1900
A.D., you can count some eleven to thirteen
generations. While it is risky doing this (no-one
properly knows how long a ‘generation’ is), we
might cautiously take an average of 20 to 25 years
each. This gives us a date range of around 1600-
1660 A.D. for the conquest of Wharepakau.
Likewise, if we look at other whakapapa we can
count a large number of generations from
Wharepakau back to Toi, and also from Haeana
back to Toi.

It's important to be careful here. Many of these
more ancient genealogies were collected by Elsdon
Best for his friend Percy Smith, who believed he
could average them all out and find the date of
Maori arrival in New Zealand. Personally, | think
that the many whakapapa we have back to Toi
belong to the traditions of individual iwi, andsit’
very hard to say with certainty that one is trueewh
compared to another. That said, even if we don't tr
to average the genealogies out, some run for gs lon
as 15 to 20 generations. That’s quite a long time!

We can thus confidently say that the presence of Te
Marangaranga in Ngati Whare oral accounts and
the genealogies back to Toi point, at the veryteas
to a significant period of Maori occupation of Te
Whaiti-nui-a-Toi prior to the conquest by Whare-
pakau and Tangiharuru. How then might we find
out more about this very early period?

Pa Building in Te Whaiti-nui-a-Toi

Archaeologist Kevin Jones has put a timeframe on
pa building in Te Whaiti-nui-a-Toi as belonging to
the “late pre-European” period (that is, thé"1@

18" century A.D.). This is somewhat later than the
building of pa elsewhere in New Zealand, and
reflects the inland location. Jones concludesttiat



area “is unlikely to provide an age for pa earlier
than the accepted age for New Zealand-wide
commencement of pa building at 1550.” If we take
the date of the conquest of Wharepakau as being
between 1600 and 1660, this corresponds to Jones’
later date of pa construction.

We also know from oral history that Wharepakau
first settled just to the east of Minginui. Twotbe
larger settlements there are known as Mangamate
and Matuatahi. We know that Te Pa-o-Taketake
(where Murumurunga stands) was built the
generation after Wharepakau (Taketetake was
Wharepakau's grandson). We know too that
Umurakau was built by Katau, some 5 generations
after Wharepakau. Umurakau was the largest Ngati
Whare pre-European pa, and appears to have been
occupied by a significant number of people for
some time. (Ngati Whare readers should ignore the
statements made by Elsdon Best that Umurakau
was a Ngati Pukeko pa — it was most certainly a
Ngati Whare pa, and was only briefly occupied by
Ngati Pukeko when they were living at Te Whaiti).

However, the construction of fortified pa from
perhaps 1600 A.D. doesn't tell us much about Te
Marangaranga. Nor does it rule out lengthy
seasonal or semi-nomadic occupation of the region
without defensive pa-building, and with more
rudimentary kainga or temporary habitation sites.

Archaeology, Ecology, Diet and Forest Use

It's important, then, to go back further into the
archaeological record. While vigorous debate
continues, the general date range now put forward
by archaeologists for Maori settlement in New
Zealand is the thirteenth century; that is, between
1200 and 1300 A.D. One guiding fact is that no
archaeological finds have been made that predate
the Kaharoa eruption of 1314, which left a band of
ash over large parts of the North Island. But fiatls

a number of sites have also been dated back to the
1200s. Of course, it’s all still an open argument.

Its here that the archaeological research getsypret
interesting. As many of you will already know,
when Maori first arrived in New Zealand, there was
the moa and other species of ground-dwelling birds.
None of these birds had been exposed to humans
and it didn't take long for them to be hunted to
extinction. The introduction of the kiore probably
made things worse. Archaeologists now argue that
early Maori didn’t have a ‘conservation ethic’ as w
might describe it today, but learnt to be
conservationists after these major protein supplies
dried up. In the process there were some rapid
adaptations to Maori residence and resource use,

through to the “classic” Maori encountered by
James Cook in 1769.

Studies of the pollen record by archaeologists show
that there was a high level of forest-burning
through the 1200s to 1400s. Seemingly, large tracts
of land were cleared of trees to allow for the gitow
of bracken-fern. Fern-root was an important part of
the Maori diet, being one of the key sources of
carbohydrate available. It could be dried, stoned a
even used as travel rations. It would certainlyehav
been important in inland regions, such as Te
Whaiti-nui-a-Toi, where the kumara could not be
easily grown.

It is thus possible that much of the ‘clear’ lamd i
the Whirinaki valley, between Te Whaiti and
Minginui, had been deliberately cleared then
regularly burnt by early Maori settlers, and indeed
by Ngati Whare from c1600 to cultivate fern-root.
When the missionary William Collenso travelled
from Lake Waikaremoana to Te Whaiti in 1841, he
described the experience of coming out of the bush
as follows:

Towards evening, we emerged from the
dense forests, in which we had for some
days been confined, to a large plain
covered with fern, the first fern we had seen
for several days. My natives rejoiced at the
sight, vociferating loudly their being
privileged to see a “koraha maori”
(indigenous fern-land, open country,)
again! Their uncontrolled joy forcibly
reminded me of the rejoicing of the “ten
thousand” Greeks, on their again seeing
the sea.

Of course Collenso was being guided by Maori
from Northland, so they would have been less
accustomed to the dense bush than Ngati Whare!

The curious fact here is that, for those older Ngat
Whare alive today who grew up at Te Whaiti in the
1930s to 1950s, and who remember a lot of scrub in
the valley, that scrub wasn't actually around 100
years earlier. Rather, the scrub appears to have
grown after the Crown illegally purchased much of
the land in the 1910s, then subsequently let it lie
idle until it sold it for farms in the 1950s andea

Also, with the introduction of the white potato ffino

the early 1800s onwards, fern-root became less
important to the Maori diet. There are many records
of potato being grown at Te Whaiti and other places
in the valley after 1840. This too probably meant
that frequent burning of bracken to encourage
regeneration decreased. In the record of the
Urewera Commission (1901-1907), for instance,



Ngati Whare representatives make frequent
reference to pa, kainga, waka kereru (bird hunting
locations) and ‘cultivations’ (meaning potato and
other introduced cultivable plants), but they hardl
ever mention fern-root grounds. Thus, we can see
that even by 1900 the Ngati Whare diet had
changed considerably from 100 years previously.
Kereru and other birds were still being hunted,
often with a gun, but fern-root was not used so
much as a dietary staple.

Studies of forest types raise a number of other
interesting possibilities. For example, there are
many un-answered questions about the long-term
reproduction of the giant podocarp forests now
standing in the Whirinaki valley (those that were

left behind uncut by the Forest Service!). We know

that the Taupo eruption of about 200 AD caused
massive damage to the entire region’s forests, and
that forests re-established themselves afterwards.
But did the extraordinarily dense stands of totara,
rimu, miro, and kahikatea pre-date Maori arrival in

the Whirinaki, or was their growth in part caused

by early Maori burning of the bush?

These questions have to do with the way that
podocarp forests regenerate. By clearing land by
fire, leaving it in fern for a while then letting go

back to scrub, an opportunity arguably arose for

podocarps to invade in large numbers. This was
different to a gradual succession in an established
forest. Because rimu, miro, totara and others can
push their way up through scrub and ultimately out-
compete it, it is therefore possible that both radtu
reproduction and ‘assisted’ reproduction was taking
place at the same time in the Whirinaki.

As one example, there used to be a very dense stand
of totara in the Mangawiri basin, which was
unfortunately clear felled by the Forest Service in
the 1970s. These trees were aged at between 390-
490 years when they were cut down, and thus might
have in fact grown up after the land had been
deliberately burnt by early Maori settlers. Thedim
frame certainly fits with what we know of Maori
occupation in the wider Bay of Plenty area.

Of course, these are all unanswered questions. But
they are exciting ones — it may be that Maori
involvement in the Whirinaki forest has been going
on for much longer than we originally thought, and
with more significant impacts. While all Ngati
Whare today know about the importance of
preserved kereru in Ngati Whare custom, what
about all of the other, older uses of the forestd A
ultimately, what might the Ngati Whare
relationship with the forest be into the future? At
the very least, it should be an active one.
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Thomas Ryan, “View looking up the Whirinaki Valley
hand side and the Whirinaki River flowing through t

showing Te Whaiti Pa [Murumurunga] on the right
he valley. c1891, Alexander Turnbull Library.



