
Before 1840

Benighted in New Bedford, Massachusetts, ancestral home of the Trapps or Pratts before 
they became Paratas, Ishmael beheld a harpooner “ just arrived from the south seas, where 
he bought up a lot of ’balmed New Zealand heads (great curios, you know) ...”

Herman Melville, “Moby Dick”, 1850

Whoever the earliest settlers were, the face of New Zealand was changed for ever with the 
intermittent arrival of about 1500 immigrants from the Western Islands of Polynesia around 
1350AD. New Zealand was then isolated from the rest of the world for a further three hundred 
years, the new inhabitants developing a unique tribal Stone Age culture of their own.[1] Proud, 
haughty and quick to take offence, they evolved a warrior society with increasing conflict 
between the tribes as their areas of settlement expanded so that they came into contact and 
competed for resources. That they were ready to attack for the slightest reason, Tasman found 
out quickly to his cost when he arrived in 1642.[2]

This happened again when, just over a couple of years after Captain Cook, Marion du 
Fresne arrived off our shores. While fishing innocently in calm waters, as he thought, he 
broke a tapu unknown to him and his fate was sealed. He and 26 of his crew were massacred 
and eaten forthwith.[3] As Lieutenant Roux, one of Marion’s officers, noted in his diary, the 
chiefs “declare war upon the slightest pretext, which wars are very bloody; they generally kill 
any prisoners they may capture”.

Not content with dispatching Marion, about 1500 tribesmen assembled to attack the 
hospital the French had set up on Moturua Island. Greatly out-numbered, the French defended 
themselves valiantly, using their firearms of course, and, with no further losses, killed about 
250 of the attackers including many chiefs who were very conspicuous amongst them.

From this episode, the tribes quickly learnt two lessons. The first was an enduring mortal 
fear of the “tribe of Marion”, confirmed in a letter from 13 Ngapuhi chiefs to King William 
in 1831 and again later by Rev. John Warren.[4] It was a major reason of many chiefs for 
signing the Treaty of Waitangi; to terminate the carnage of the so-called Musket Wars which 
followed was another.

The second lesson was of the vast superiority of European firearms over their traditional 
weapons, so that bargaining for firearms with visiting ships became a highly important activity. 
Traditional inter-tribal warfare became the intense and brutal slaughter of the Musket Wars. 
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The culmination was Hongi Hika’s return from a visit to England with several hundred 
muskets, many exchanged in Sydney for gifts he had received. 

Hongi’s party reached the Bay of Islands on 11 July 1821 and, shortly afterwards, he began 
preparing for his campaign. On 5 September, 2000 Ngapuhi, armed with 1000 muskets, laid 
siege to Mauinaina pa at Tamaki. It was taken with great slaughter – chief Te Hinaki and as 
many as 2000 of his men, as well as women and children, being killed. The victorious force 
remained on the battlefield eating the vanquished until they were driven off by the smell of 
decaying bodies. It has been noted that “deaths in this one action during the inter-tribal 
Musket Wars outnumber all deaths in 25 years of the sporadic New Zealand Wars.”[5] 

(My emphasis)
In December 1821 Hongi attacked but failed to take the Ngati-Maru pa Te Totara. Upon 

an idea said to be from his blind and bloodthirsty wife, Turikatuku, he decided upon treachery. 
A large party of Ngapuhi chiefs went to the pa to offer peace which was accepted and they 
received two meres from the Ngati-Maru to seal the deal. In the night, Ngapuhi returned 
to the unguarded pa, slew those within except the sons of the senior chiefs who were taken 
prisoners, Hongi drinking the blood of one while he was still alive.

Proceeding thence to the Waikato pa of Matakitaki, Ngapuhi attacked it with withering 
musket fire. Even though led by chief Te Whero Whero, with only four muskets the Waikato 
were virtually defenceless. Trying to escape, many hundreds were trampled to death in the 
deep ditch surrounding the pa or by the victorious Ngapuhi firing down upon them until 
tired of reloading. 

Hongi’s opponent, Te Waharoa of Ngatihaua, was equally bloodthirsty. He is reputed to 
have been the equal of Hongi, feared by Te Rauparaha and even Te Whero Whero. Concluding 
an uneasy peace with the Ngati-Maru chief, Takurua, Te Waharoa and his tribe arose at 
midnight, massacring in cold blood the too-confiding Takurua and nearly every man of his 
tribe. Their bodies were devoured, and their wives and property were shared by the ruthless 
Ngatihauas. 

Te Whero Whero for his part deciding to make war in Taranaki, attacked the 
formidable pa of Pukerangiora in 1831. When the starving defenders broke and ran 
Waikato attacked It is said at least 200 escapees died immediately, with Te Whero Whero 
killing 150 single-handedly with blows to the head. It was only when his arm grew tired 
and swollen he was forced to stop. Those captives with finely tattooed faces were beheaded 
carefully on a wooden block so their heads could be preserved. Later, dozens of slaves 
were dragged away, carrying the heads of their relatives to be hung as war trophies in 
the Waikato villages in the north. It is thought that as many as 1200 Te Ati Awa people 
lost their lives at Pukerangiora. 

Those that stayed behind in the pa watched the awful fate of their whanau unfold 
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before them. The scene that followed was terrible, with huge numbers of the dead gutted 
and spit-roasted over fires. Some Waikato warriors indulged in a feast of such gluttony that 
they died.[6]

Te Rauparaha perceived that the Waikato were probably too strong for his Ngatitoa tribe 
so commenced a long migration south, inflicting heavy slaughter upon Rangitane and others 
on the way. Establishing himself on Kapiti Island, Te Rauparaha commenced an invasion of 
the South Island, almost exterminating the northern tribes and then falling upon the Ngai 
Tahu, first at Kaikoura, then Kaiapohia and in 1832 upon Onawe with bloody massacres, 
cannibalism and slavery in each. The Ngai Tahu had already been weakened by their own 
“Kai Huaka’ or “eat relation” feud.

The 1835 genocide in the Chatham Islands by Ngati Mutunga and Ngati Tama from 
Taranaki was yet another example. So skilled in the art of slaughter were these invaders that 
when a huge cache of skulls were found at Hawaruwaru in the 1920s, all had been surgically 
executed by a blow at precisely the same place on the temple.[7] 

These are but a sample of incidents from almost continuous warfare waged with “fiendish 
determination” amongst Maori tribes in the decades before 1840 “by which whole districts 
had been depopulated and tribe after tribe practically annihilated”.[8] By John Robinson’s 
careful estimates, 35,400 were killed in a population numbering around 127,000 in 1800 
with more dying from wounds.[9] The social impact must have been profound. Paul Moon 
refers to the “pervasive sense that communities faced the threat of destruction at the hands of 
their foes”, the “heightened state of fear that dominated most if not all Maori communities” 
and the “relentless and intense social stresses” and suggests that the consequences may still 
be felt today.[10]

Recounting the foregoing is no mere sensationalism. There were many losers as well as 
winners, perhaps ten thousand of them slaves living in abject conditions.[11] Many of the 
grievances which it is alleged are widespread amongst people with some Maori ancestry 
today must surely have their source in these experiences of their forebears, quite apart from 
the enduring psychological damage they have inherited. Yet many of them deny or simply 
do not want to know of this significant part of their history.

One such is a certain Te Tao Nui Anihana who responded on 12/3/15 when I wrote some 
of this material in the “Northland Age”: “I’ve been reading your disgusting comments and 
selfish attempts at my ancestors who have passed away”. This is of course a classic case of 
“blame the messenger” from someone not wanting to know the truth.

Today’s problems including the worsening social indicators amongst Maori people will 
not be solved by denial. Throwing money at them in the form of massive “treaty settlements” 
has not done so and until all the important factors are recognized and taken into account the 
problems will endure.
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* * *

It was not long after Captain Cook put New Zealand securely on the charts that others 
started to arrive here. From 1792 whalers and sealers were soon harvesting the rich southern 
ocean from bases in Riverton, Waikouaiti and Banks Peninsula, to name a few. Many led 
reasonably settled lives, taking Maori wives - some sold or given to them by chiefs anxious 
to protect their daughters from predatory northern tribes.[12]

Then in 1814 missionaries began arriving in the far north to establish a permanent presence.
The greatest concentration of Europeans was of course at Kororareka, described as “the 

hell-hole of the South Pacific”. Most of them were certainly not plaster saints[13] and much 
has been written alleging the great damage their behaviour inflicted on tribes living nearby.

The reality was rather different and on the whole their presence was welcomed by the 
Maori chiefs to whom they provided not only a profitable market for the prostitution of their 
slave women but also material goods such as tobacco and rum together with more mundane 
articles such as blankets, iron cooking pots and steel tools.[14] The chiefs soon learnt some 
tricks of the trade and began charging harbour dues to visiting ships - quite a nice little earner. 
Hongi Hika for one encouraged the presence of Europeans.[15]

There were adventurers too of whom Frenchman Charles de Thierry was an example. It 
is said[16] that it was he who arranged the supply of about 500 muskets, powder and ball to 
Hongi in Sydney in return for the purchase of 40,000 acres in the Hokianga where he hoped 
to set up a French colony. Activities such as his alarmed many Maori chiefs and were one 
stimulus for their signing the Treaty of Waitangi which put paid to his ambitions. De Thierry 
ended his days as a piano teacher in Auckland.

So “times they were a’changing” and doing so rapidly.
A key indicator of the position which some chiefs saw developing was the letter from 13 

Ngapuhi chiefs to King William, written on 16th November 1831, in both English and Maori 
versions, with assistance from missionary William Yate. Points in this letter which show clearly 
the concerns of the writers are:

“It is only thy land, which is liberal towards us.”
“We have heard that the tribe of Marion is at hand, coming to take away our land.”
“we pray thee to become our friend and the guardian of these islands, lest the teasing 
of other tribes should come near us”
“if any of thy people should be troublesome and vicious towards us we pray thee to 
be angry with them”
and: “We are a people without possessions. We have nothing but timber, flax, pork 
and potatoes.” (See Ch.2)
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Of those who signed, perhaps the two who saw most clearly that the murderous warfare 
between the tribes had to cease were the brothers from Hokianga, Edward Maihi Patuone 
and Thomas Waka Nene, albeit both had participated in Hongi’s brutal campaigns earlier.

It was this letter and similar reports which led to the appointment of James Busby as 
British Resident in 1833. Busby was well-meaning but ineffectual. Pember Reeves (op.cit.) 
described his career as “a farce without laughter” and referred to “Mr Busby’s bloodless 
puerilities”. 

A barque, the Sir George Murray, built at the Hokianga by Lt MacDonnell, RN (ret’d) and 
others, on entering Sydney Harbour hoisted a Union Jack which, not being a British-registered 
ship, it was not entitled to fly. It was impounded for some time and obliged instead to hoist a 
Maori mat.[17] Busby decided to provide a suitable flag. The independent eyewitness account 
of visiting Austrian Baron von Hugel was reported by Michael King.[18] It was not explained 
to the puzzled chiefs who assembled what was intended. They were asked to choose a flag 
from three hanging limply from flagpoles. They “politely proceeded to vote for all three”. 
One finally being selected as the “Flag of the Independent Tribes of New Zealand” a naval 
officer called for “a triple hurrah”, the Europeans present sat down to a cold luncheon of pork 
and potatoes and the chiefs were given “a cauldron of [karorirori, flour and water mixed with 
sugar] which they were obliged to eat with their fingers”.

Busby did not stop there. As King continues “A second and equally contrived ceremony 
took place again at Waitangi in October 1835.” “[I]n exchange for a second cauldron of 
porridge” he persuaded assembled chiefs to sign “A Declaration of the Independence of New 
Zealand” by a “Confederation of United Tribes”. There was very little Maori input to this 
document. A few people said they approved but most comments were scathing when it was 
reported. “A paper pellet” said Governor Bourke in Sydney. Captain Fitzroy, later Governor, 
arriving in the Bay of Islands in December 1835 said of Busby “He chose to tell everyone ... 
that he could do nothing.” “The Confederation of chiefs had been helpless in the face of social 
disorder [and was] acknowledged by the chiefs themselves to be impracticable”.[19]

An early observer of New Zealand with a keen eye, albeit no better man than his father, 
Edward Jerningham Wakefield wrote: “So little were these or any other chiefs of New Zealand 
capable of performing such an act as the document describes, that their own language wanted 
the most important words expressive of its purpose, such as “independence’, “sovereignty”, 
“government”, “confederation”, “legislative” and even a name for the country over which their 
new authority purported to extend.

“The new government was found so unreal, that no meeting of the confederated chiefs 
ever took place, nor was either the confederation, or the declaration of independence, or the 
national flag, even known to any of the native tribes out of the small peninsula which forms 
about a twelfth part of the country” [20]
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This so-called “confederation” never met nor transacted a single item of business and was 
abandoned entirely within a couple of years. Warfare had already broken out between two of 
the signatories, Pomare II and Titore; and Titore was killed. In May 1837, Captain Hobson, 
Royal Navy, arrived in HMS Rattlesnake to safeguard British interests. In his subsequent 
report he recommended the establishment in New Zealand of “trading factories” along the 
lines of those in India.

Any reasonable study must conclude that these efforts by Busby were a sequence of non-
events better described as comic opera. His “declaration” was a short-lived and worthless 
paper tiger. Yet this has not stopped latter-day activists milking it for more than it is worth. 
They wave his flag around and state falsely that it was the chiefs themselves who asked 
Busby to draw up his “declaration”. One BC Gregory claims that “The Confederation of 
Tribes’ flag is ‘sovereign’ ... since 1834. He Whakaputanga (a fancy Maori name for Busby’s 
‘confederation’) ... is current today.”[21] This is nothing but blatant propaganda to serve a 
false cause. The outspoken Margaret Mutu has called this rubbish document “immensely 
important”.[22] This indeed may be why it shares a display cabinet costing the New Zealand 
Taxpayer more that $7 million with the rat-eaten original treaty document and the act 
granting suffrage to women.

In one way only did Busby’s efforts have a useful effect – they began to introduce the 
chiefs to constitutional ideas new to Maori thought, particularly “sovereignty” for which they 
did not even have a word in their language.

* * *

Reluctant though the British had been to act effectually, they came to recognize that something 
must be done and that the only feasible way forward was to establish a formal colony.[23] 
This was accelerated by the knowledge that the New Zealand Company planned large-scale 
migration of British colonists to New Zealand. It was a fortunate time for New Zealand as a 
great wave of humanitarian feeling had arisen in Britain, a group known as”The Evangelicals” 
being prominent. Legislation was passed to regulate child labour in factories, initiate prison 
reform and abolish slavery, the latter becoming effective in all British possessions in 1838.

Captain Hobson was appointed for the mission to establish British sovereignty and he 
was given his 4,200-word brief dated 14th August 1839 by Lord Normanby, the Colonial 
Secretary. This was written by James Stephen, his Permanent Under-Secretary, an Evangelical 
and a nephew of anti-slavery campaigner William Wilberforce. 

Importantly it states: “The Queen ... disclaims ... every pretension to seize on the islands 
of New Zealand ... unless the free intelligent consent of the natives, expressed according to 
their established usages, shall first be obtained. ... Her Majesty’s Government have resolved to 
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authorise you to treat with the aborigines of New Zealand in the recognition of Her Majesty’s 
sovereign authority over the whole or any part of those Islands which they may be willing to 
place under Her Majesty’s dominion. ... You will therefore frankly and unreservedly explain 
... the reasons which should urge them to acquiesce ... and the impossibility of her Majesty 
extending to them any effectual protection unless the Queen be acknowledged as the Sovereign 
of their country.”

What this document says is perfectly clear. No half-measures were to be contemplated. 
Any student with doubts should read the whole of it with care. It shows clearly the honourable 
intentions and good faith of the British government, contrary to many false statements today 
of British aims and motives.

Hobson travelled from Britain to New South Wales in HMS Druid, arriving on 
Christmas Eve, 1839. In the long hours of the passage, without executive duties in the ship, 
as an “upright and plain-dealing” officer[24], so described by Normanby in his brief, he will 
assuredly have studied his brief thoroughly and noted the wording: “You will therefore frankly 
and unreservedly explain to the natives or their chiefs the reasons … to acquiesce”. In other 
words, Hobson was to explain his proposals in plain language, clearly and in full. As a naval 
officer, accustomed to giving orders to men of little education, he will have known exactly 
the meaning of these words and would have thought about what he was to say and the words 
in which to express it.

Christmas Eve when he arrived in Sydney was not a propitious time to start his many 
preliminary tasks. An important one was to obtain the few assistants he was permitted. 
Governor Gipps saw his chance to get rid of some deadweights and provided poor Hobson 
with “several officers, selected for their known incompetency.”[25] One was JS Freeman. 
Unlike Hobson who had joined the Navy at the age of nine and spent most of his service 
at sea, Freeman had had the benefit of the most prestigious education England could 
offer – at Eton and Oxford. His head was thus full of the pompous “royal style” language 
of treaties between European nations at the time. It was unfortunate that he was to be 
Hobson’s private secretary. Gipps made Hobson’s task harder by ordering Captain Joseph 
Nias, commanding HMS Herald and known as the most irascible officer in the Navy, 
to convey Hobson and his staff to New Zealand. Nias, on a mission to China which he 
favoured, was furious. However, the Herald duly weighed anchor and arrived in the Bay 
of Islands on 29th January 1840.

The rest, as is said, is history.

(This article formed the basis of Chapter One of “One Treaty, One Nation”, Tross, 2015, ISBN 
1872970 44 3 whose copyright is acknowledged. BM)

21New Zealand: The Fair Colony



ENDNOTES

1	 Including the extinction of moas, a primary 
food source, within a century. R Holdaway, 
Address to Diamond Harbour and District 
Historical Association, 10th March 2015.

2	 Tu-mata-kokiri who confronted Tasman 
got their comeuppance in turn, being 
exterminated by Ngai Tahu and Ngatiapa, 
the last battle being in the Paparoas about 
1800. 

3	 For a good account of this episode, read Ian 
Wishart’s “The Great Divide”, 2012, ISBN 
978-0-9876573-6-7, Ch.3 

4	 See T.L.Buick, “The Treaty of Waitangi”, 
1914, pp281-2

5	 Many of the details quoted here are taken 
from “The Encyclopedia of New Zealand” 
and other sources, easily obtained by 
“googling”. Much is summarised by Pember 
Reeves in “The Long White Cloud”, 1898, 
republished as ISBN 0-85558-293-6

6	 VUW, “History and Traditions of the 
Maoris of the West Coast, North Island of 
New Zealand prior to 1840”.

7	 M. King, “Moriori”, Viking, 1989, ISBN 
0-670-826553, footnote, p.64 and elsewhere

8	 TL Buick, op.cit., pp. 3-4
9	 J Robinson,”When Two Cultures Meet”, 

2012, pp64-65, ISBN 1-872970-31-1
10	 P Moon, “This Horrid Practice”, 2008, 

pp151-3, ISBN 978-0-14-300671-8
11	 From one taua in 1819 against the East Coast 

tribes Ngatiporou and Ngaiterangi, Hongi 
returned with nearly 2000 slaves.

12	 Jean Jackson, personal communication
13	 R. Kipling, “Tommy”, “Barrack Room 

Ballads”, The Dominions Edition (for the 
Colonies), July 1914

14	 Hazel Petrie, “Chiefs of Industry”, Auckland 
University Press, 2006, ISBN 978-1-
869403768, p.42

15	 The Encyclopedia of New Zealand: “Hongi 
Hika”

16	 Wikipedia: “Charles de Thierry”
17	 TL Buick, op.cit, p.21
18	 M. King, “The Penguin History of New 

Zealand”, 2003, ISBN 0-14-301867-1
19	 TL Buick, op.cit., pp 35 & 38.
20	 Edward Jerningham Wakefield. “Adventure 

in New Zealand”, John Murray, London, 
1845

21	 BC Gregory, “Northland Age”, letter, 1st 
May 2014.

22	 M. Mutu, Robson Lecture, Napier, 22nd 
April 2013

23	 “England has colonies enough”,Lord 
Glenelg, Colonial Minister, June 1837, 
echoing the Duke of Wellington, 1829

24	 And by Sir Edward Owen as “an 
officer of great merit and intelligence” 
in recommending his promotion to 
Commander.

25	 TL Buick, op.cit., quoting one Dr Martin, 
footnote, p.94

22 Bruce Moon




