
  
 

    

PAPATŪᾹNUKU’S PROGENY: 

FOREMOTHERS OF MᾹORI  

WOMEN’S POETRY  

WRITTEN IN ENGLISH 

 

 

  

 

by 

 

Robin Joyce Peters 

Ngāpuhi, Te Popoto; Ngāti Whatua ki Kaipara 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in [partial] fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy in English 

University of Auckland 

2021 

  

 

 

 



i 
 

 

 

 

 

 

OTUREI MARAE 

 

Ko Ramaroa me Toka Toka ngā maunga 

Ko Hokianga me Kaipara ngā moana 

Ko Wairoa te awa, 

Ko Ngātokimatawhaorua te waka 

Ko Ngāpuhi, Te Popoto me Ngāti Whatua, ki Kaipara ngā iwi 

Ko Oturei te marae 
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Papatūānuku me Uku Kākano 

na Colleen Waata Urlich 

 

 Painting, acrylic: “Kapowai” or “Dragonfly” Lake  

beside ancestral land, traditionally used for gardens,  

leading to Ripiro Beach. 

 

Clay Vessel: Uku Kākono. 

Glazed and fired uku of Papatūānuku  

used for storing the seeds to be nurtured by 

Papatūānuku in the future.    

 

Ki te mea ka taka te Kākano ki te wāhi e tika ana ka tinaku, ā, ka pihi ake he tipu hou. 

If a seed falls in the right place it will germinate and a new seedling will sprout. 
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ABSTRACT  

 

The primary aim of this thesis is to investigate and archive the lives and poetry of the 

first Māori women poets who published in English. These seven foremothers of poetry, 

Papatūānuku’s Progeny, are taonga (treasures) and emerged from the late 1970s. They are 

Vernice Wineera (Ngāti Toa Rangatira, Ngāti Raukawa), Evelyn Rosella Patuawa Nathan (Te 

Roroa, Ngāti Whatua, Te Rarawa, Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Torehina, Ngāti Hau, Ngāti Maniapoto), 

Trixie Te Arama Menzies (Tainui, Ngāti Hei, Ngāti Whanaunga, Ngāti Maru), Arapera 

Hineira Kaa Blank (Ngāti Porou, Ngāti Kahungunu, Rongowhakata, Aitanga-a-Mahaki), Bub 

(Noeline Edith) Bridger (Ngāti  Kahungunu), Toi Anne Te Rito Maihi (Ngāti Ipu, Ngāti Te 

Apa o Kahungunu, Ngāti Hao o Te Taitokerau) and Jacqueline Cecilia Sturm (Taranaki, 

Whakatohea, Te Atiawa, Pakakohe). 

The foundational mythic story in Aotearoa concerns that of Papatūānuku, Earth 

mother. She frames the central lines of enquiry in this study in order to position this thesis 

within a Māori world view and engage with these indigenous poets appropriately by drawing 

upon indigenous epistemologies. The principle of whakapapa (genealogy) is derived from 

Papatūānuku and is often described as layers. This thesis peels back layers of personal and 

social histories to reveal first Māori women’s poetic voices that have, until now, largely been 

obscured and ignored by a predominantly Pākehā mainstream literary canon. This thesis 

forms and establishes lost connections and relationships between these Māori poets, Māori 

readers and the wider literary community. It weaves these voices into a more visible literary 

kete (basket) for ongoing research into Māori women poets writing in English. The poet-

based chapters consist of biographical information, interviews and an analysis of select 

poems that provide central pathways into each poet’s oeuvre. Each chapter seeks answers for 

their relative lack of publication within the main literary landscape of New Zealand and 

outlines the ways in which these foremothers found agency and supported each other in order 

to publish their work. Drawing upon Kaupapa Māori Methodology, the central form of 

investigation in this thesis is kanohi ki te kanohi or face to face engagement with the 

foremothers or their families where possible. These interviews gather and recuperate these 

poetic voices, often known to their families but seldom beyond a whanau (family) context. 

These interviews form a living archival component and are central to the thesis proper. This 

thesis has aided in the recognition of Papatūānuku’s Progeny, who themselves keep giving 

birth as this thesis sheds light on previously unknown work. Two significant discoveries in 

this thesis include: Toi Te Rito Maihi’s previously unpublished poems and a private 

manuscript of poems by Evelyn Patuawa Nathan. 

  

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

He Hōnore, He korōria ki te Atua 

All Glory and Honour to God 

I acknowledge my tupuna and the taonga they have bequeathed 

and the love and teachings and support of my parents and my sister Lynette Walters. 

My sister Colleen Waata Urlich and brother Michael Walters who passed away during the  

journey this thesis took me on, aroha mutunga kore. 

Haere ra 

Trixie Te Arama Menzies 

Evelyn Patuawa Nathan. 

and Miriama Evans, taua of our Evans mokopuna who also passed during the writing of this thesis. 

Ki a ratou kua wehe ki te po moe mai, moe mai. 

 

 Thank you to my supervisors, Associate professors, Dr. Selina Tusitala Marsh and Dr. Alex Calder for 

your endless encouragement, guidance and awhi and for your belief in the kaupapa and belief in me. I have been 

most fortunate and blessed. I wish to thank the foremothers and their whanau for the privilege of being received 

so warmly into your busy lives, with such goodwill and generosity: Thank you Vernice Wineera for your 

response to the initial contact and your generosity and to your children Jarred Pere and Kim Pere Pa‘alua for 

kanohi ki te kanohi exchange in Hawai‘i. Thank you to Jennifer Paki for further history on the Wineera whanau. 

For finding Evelyn, nga mihi to Bernard Makoare, Christine Ludbrook and Melissa Nathan. Nga mihi Bernard 

for the initial whanau enquiries, Christine for your generosity in sharing so much of Evelyn’s art, and to Melissa 

for the background and poetry. Nga mihi to Georgina Stewart, for whanau background and for initiating the 

contact with your mother Trixie, and to Marama for the warm hospitality in the visits to your grandmother 

Trixie. My eternal gratitude and respect to Trixie. Toi Maihi, every meeting was a delight. Thank you for the art 

and the poetry. Marino Blank, for the precious sharing of your mother, Arapera’s, life and poetry and your own, 

my warmest gratitude. Thank you also to Rev. Hirini Kaa for sharing warm memories of your Aunty Bella and 

to Ngarino Ellis for the contact with Marino and for your constant encouragement. Eternal gratitude and aroha 

to Miriama Evans for the interview and support. Aroha mutunga kore. For further kanohi ki te kanohi 

interviews, nga mihi to Irene Brorens and Kimai Tocker, Bronwyn Bannister and Sam Elworthy, and by 

correspondence, Roger Steele. Through the University of Auckland Press fund I was able to travel to Samoa and 

Hawai‘i as part of the research. Thank you to the University. Fa’afetai Selina Tusitala Marsh for organising 

these journeys of discovery and for the opportunity to facilitate precious Polynesian connections. The PhD 

cohort within the English Department has been a constant source of support and my aroha to Katea Duff, Ania 

Grant, John Adams, María Mitenkova, Xiaojun Ding, Sristi Bhattarai, (Spring) Zhang, Eleanor Bloomfield, 

Severi Luoto. Special thanks to April Geers for the warm welcome and ongoing awhi and to Nina Nola and 

Claudia Marquis for their encouragement. Waiora Port, you are my role model, nga mihi aroha. Nga mihi nui, 

Taitokerau Māori Artists’ Collective. To my Oturei whanau and all of the aunties and uncles and cousins, past 

and present, my eternal gratitude for your aroha, nurturing and awhi throughout the years. Arohanui to the 

Peters whanau and our Walters whanau and all the many branches. Eternal thanks to my parents-in law, Joan 

and Len Peters for their support. Aroha and nga mihi to my Rakena whanau, loving memories of Joy, Rua and 

Pip. To my nephews and nieces and your families, my never-ending aroha and ‘bugs’ for your constant aroha 

and support to Rochelle, Simon, Mitchell and Maddy, Danya and Ken, Jonny Jody, Cora and Ava and Shannon 

and Michael. To my beautiful daughters, Tracey Peters, and Andrea Evans thank you for your aroha and 

support. You inspire me every day. Thank you Piripi Evans for your support and to our mokos Kiri Joy, Lizzie 

and Joshua, arohanui forever. Thank you to ‘Uncle’ Pat Evans. To our first born moko Myrah Walters thank you 

for all of the unconditional love and support and help with proofreading and formatting. Nga mihi Tracey and 

Myrah for your tautoko in Samoa and Andrew and Jim for tautoko in Hawai‘i.  

To Jim, my rock and the keeper of my heart, and son Andrew, my constant supporters and source of 

encouragement, who have shared this journey with me every day and who have nourished me and made 

sacrifices for me, there are not enough words. Aroha mutunga kore.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 
 

 

STYLISTIC NOTES 

 

 

 

This thesis uses the macron where it is appropriate to do so. If publications do not use the 

macron, the thesis does not do so when quoting from those sources. 

 

MLA Style is used for referencing and bibliography. Each chapter has a Works Cited section 

and footnotes are used. 

 

 

           

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  



vii 
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………………..…1 

CHAPTER ONE. BREAKING THESILENCE:VERNICEWINEERA…………….……….24 

Introduction and Publishing Information…………………………………..………….…......25  

Biography: Karanga in the Life and Art of Vernice Wineera………………………………..29 

Interview: Vernice Wineera…………………………………….………………...……….…54 

Analysis of Poetry…………………………………………………………………………....58 

CHAPTER TWO. TE AO MᾹRAMA: OPENING DOORS AND FINDING  

EVELYN ROSELLA PATUAWA NATHAN………………………………………………80    

Introduction and Publishing History…………………………………………………………81 

Biography……………..……………...………………………………………………………94 

Interview: Melissa Nathan…………………………………………………………………..103 

Analysis of Poetry….………………………………………………………...……………..111 

CHAPTER THREE. WHAKAPAPA IN THE POETRY OF   

TRIXIE TE ARAMA MENZIES………………………………………………………..…126 

Introduction and Publishing History………………………………………………………..127 

Biography:………………………………………………………………...………………...134 

Interview: Trixie Te Arama Menzies…………………..…………………………………...142 

Analysis of Poetry………………..…………………..……………………………………..152 

CHAPTER FOUR.  RANGITUKIA, SOUL PLACE OF 

ARAPERA HINEIRA KAA BLANK AND MARINO BLANK………………………….174  

Introduction and Publishing History………………………………………………………..177 

Biography………………………………...………………………………………………....179 

Interview: Marino Blank……………………..........…………..……………………………196 

Analysis of Poetry…………………………………………………………………….….....214 

CHAPTER FIVE. MAHUIKA, GODDESS OF FIRE: 

BUB (NOELINE EDITH) BRIDGER …………………………………..…………………242 

Introduction and Publishing History……………………………………………………......243 



viii 
 

Biography……….…………………………………………………………………………246 

Interview: Bronwyn Bannister…………………….……………………………………….254 

Analysis of Poetry..…………………………………………………………………………261 

CHAPTER SIX.WEAVING WITH WORDS, TALKING WITH HER FINGERS: TOI 

ANNE TE RITO MAIHI…………………………………………………..………………..281 

Introduction and Publishing History…………………………………………………….….282 

Biography:…………….…………………………………………………………………….288 

Interview: Toi Maihi……………………………………………………..…………………302 

Analysis of Poetry…………………………...……………………………………………...328  

CHAPTER SEVEN. KARE PAPUNI: JACQUELINE CECILIA 

STURM………..…………………………………………………………………………....352 

Introduction and Publishing History………………………………………..………………353 

Biography:…………………………………………………..………………………………357 

Analysis of Poetry……………….…………………………………….................................389 

 

CONCLUSION……………………………………………………………………………..410 

APPENDICES: OF UNPUBLISHED POETRY:  

APPENDIX  A: EVELYN ROSELLA PATUAWA NATHAN…………………………...427 

APPENDIX B: TOI ANNE TE RITO MAIHI…………………………………..…………444 

BIBLIOGRAPHY……………………………………………………………………..……455 

 



1 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

The intention of this thesis is to bring ‘into the light’ little known less established 

Māori women poets publishing in English. The phrase is borrowed from the first anthology of 

Māori writing edited by Witi Ihimaera and D.S. Long in the 1980s and 40 years later this 

thesis brings into focus seven Māori women, the foremothers of Māori women’s poetry who 

published in English. The seven first wave Māori women poets, heirs of Papatūānuku, the 

Earth Mother, featured in this research are Vernice Wineera Pere, Evelyn Rosella Patuawa 

Nathan, Trixie Te Arama Menzies, Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank, Bub (Noeline Edith) Bridger, 

Toi Anne Te Rito Maihi and Jaqueline Cecilia Sturm. These women, taonga or treasures of 

Papatūānuku, belong to two worlds; one informed by a legacy of the ancestors; the other 

dominated by a westernised society in a colonised Aotearoa New Zealand or elsewhere 

abroad. 

          I have called these first Māori women poets Papatūānuku’s Progeny in order to 

appropriately frame lines of enquiry. In mythological terms, Hineahuone, the female Dawn 

Maid, was created by Tane from the uku or clay of Papatūānuku. Thus Māori women trace 

their whakapapa back to the Earth Mother. In the context of this thesis Papatūānuku’s 

progeny or children, in terms of poetry, share inherited taonga such as turangawaewae, 

having the right to stand, to belong in the landscape of literature and to form a platform of 

support and nurture for the generations to come. The seven daughters of Papatūānuku named 

here are Aotearoa’s indigenous literary foremothers. Why were their voices obscured and 

why did it take so long to find publication compared to their male counterparts? Hone 

Tuwhare’s first book of poetry, No Ordinary Sun, was published in 1964 but Vernice 
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Wineera’s Mahanga: Pacific Poems did not make its entrance into the light of the published 

world until another 18 years later in 1978, followed by Evelyn Patuawa Nathan’s volume, 

Opening Doors, in 1979.  What circumstances, therefore, enabled the foremothers to 

eventually find enough agency and find publication, most of them outside of mainstream 

avenues? 

         As it was almost impossible to find information in books, where would the research 

information come from? Alice Te Punga Somerville’s Once Were Pacific: Māori 

Connections to Oceania, which includes Wineera and Patuawa Nathan in the chapter                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

“Pacific-based Māori Writers” (Te Punga Somerville, 37-51) was the only text I could find, 

apart from inclusions of poetry by Wineera and Patuawa Nathan in anthologies such as 

Trudie McNaughton’s Countless Signs: The New Zealand Landscape in Literature: An 

Anthology, and Patrick Evans’ summary of the themes of Māori women’s poetry in The 

Penguin History of New Zealand Literature. Evans commented on the difficulties 

encountered by Māori women and young Māori in having their work published and in 

establishing a wider readership. After quoting the last two verses of Hone Tuwhare’s poem, 

“Heemi,” Evans observed that: 

 

… going to Baxter’s funeral represents some kind of establishment as a writer, but the 

larger culture did not offer a double literary identity to everybody and women and 

younger Māori found themselves without the sort of foothold that helped Tuwhare. 

Their poetry breathes exclusion and loss. (Patrick Evans, 9). 

 

 

He illustrated his argument about Māori women’s exclusion by quoting an excerpt 

from a poem by Wineera.  In “A Taste of Learning,” Wineera writes: 

 

You cannot give me just a taste 

 and then withhold the apple.  

 

                        (Evans, 1990, 249). 
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While Evans’ summation may be valid it raises the question of whether there were other 

themes in the poetry of Papatūānuku’s progeny and other ways that suggest how they  

established a turangawaewae, a foothold, in the landscape of New Zealand Literature.  

 

Heirs of Papatūānuku 

 

 Framed as heirs of Papatūānuku, what is the relevance of myth to an investigation of 

the publishing histories of Māori women poets?  Ranginui Walker argues that “In a culture 

that lives and grows, there can be nothing outmoded or discredited about mythology. 

Properly understood, Māori people can and will respond today. All that is needed is that these 

myth messages be more clearly signposted” (Walker, in King, 170). According to Walker 

myths may be read as “the mirror image of a culture” because they act as maps for “the 

philosophy, ideas and norms of the people who adhere to them” (Ibid). The creation myth 

centres on the occasion when Ranginui, the sky father and Papatūānuku, the earth mother 

were separated, and light and knowledge was let into the world. 

In the spaces created when the primordial parents were separated, the children were 

able to emerge into the light and life as we would know it. In the spaces in New Zealand 

literature, cleared by Ihimaera and Long is there still room for Māori women poets writing in 

English to emerge? The following accounts support Walker’s views. Reverend Māori 

Marsden, theologian and academic, describes Papatūānku as being: 

 

 

Like the Greek ‘Ge or Gaia’, a personification of Earth, the Maori term Papatuanuku – 

Land from beyond the veil; or originating from the realm beyond the world of sense-

perception, was the personified form of whenua – the natural earth...  It was also the 

term for ‘after-birth’ – placenta. This use of the term ‘whenua’ served as a constant 
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reminder that we are born of the womb of the primeval mother...Papatuanuku is our 

mother and deserves our love and respect. (Marsden in Royal, 2003, 44, 45).  

 

 

 

Marsden’s emphasis on the word whenua, meaning the natural earth and placenta, the 

after-birth, may be considered as a symbol for the birth or emergence into the light of the 

Māori foremothers of poetry written in English. However, as noted previously, this process 

was not achieved as easily as their male counterparts. Marsden also indicates that 

Papatūānuku, as a mother, deserves love and respect. This is an analogy for the foremothers 

who deserve respect and deserve to have their voices heard. The development of the 

foremothers’ voices with relation to Papatūānuku is illustrated by anthropologist, Elsdon 

Best: 

 

 

The development of myth forms a consistent part of the development of culture and 

nature myths are the most beautiful of poetic fictions ... Hence was the Earth Mother 

endowed with the power of speech, with mother-love and other human attributes. This 

feeling survives with us in our personification of such qualities as mercy, charity, 

peace. (Best, 5). 

 

 

 

Best in the same passage, called Māori “barbaric folk” asserting that these 

personifications of qualities are not as common as they are on some cultural planes but they 

still exist. This colonial viewpoint, represented by Best, is a barrier through which Māori 

writers have, in the past and to some extent today, had to struggle through to have their 

voices heard. Māori women poets have had to overcome obstacles not only as Māori, and as 

women, but as poets, because poetry is not perceived as having the status of novels or short 

stories. Their “standing” is often not perceived as being as prestigious as that of other writers.   
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The Māori world view is that each person has a right to have a standing place on 

Papatūānuku.  This is known as turangawaewae, tu meaning to stand and waewae meaning 

feet. Thus is the place where one has rights of residence, the place one belongs to through 

kinship and whakapapa. (Moorfield, 227). Whakapapa, which links humanity to the primeval 

parent Papatūānuku, gives a person standing or status and is essential to identity. There are 

well known proverbs associated with Papatūānuku.  An example is: “He wahine, he whenua, 

ngaro ai te tangata:  For women and for land, men die.” (Ryan, 224). This proverb suggests 

that land and women are taonga, or treasures and this work endeavours to position Māori 

women poets as taonga in the New Zealand Literary Canon. A Māori mythological 

framework seeks to position this thesis within a Māori world view that informs its 

organisation and research aims for the Māori community and beyond.  

 

Whakapapa and Whangai: Writing informed by the Legacy of the Ancestors 

 

Whakapapa links the seven foremothers of poetry back to the divine, to the 

cosmological myth of Ranginui the Sky father and Papatūānuku the Earth mother that they 

might be recognised more fully as part of the literary canon in order to enjoy the rights and 

privileges of their peers, namely visibility and acknowledgement. Sir Apirana Ngata 

describes whakapapa as layers (teara.govt.nz /en /whakapapa-genealogy /page-1). The 

intention of this thesis is to peel back the layers of the whakapapa of Māori women’s poetry 

written in English to reveal the voices of the foremothers and to bring into the light the 

particular and unique changes and challenges these poets experienced and their agency in 

overcoming them. 

          Finally, Papatūānuku is an appropriate paradigm for the examination of Māori poetry 

because the genesis of the publication of Māori women’s poetry written in English followed 
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almost immediately on the national movement for the retention of Māori land which 

culminated in the 1975 Land March to parliament. Led by māreikura, wahine toa, Dame 

Whina Cooper, the first steps taken were from Te Hapua, 15 kilometres away from Te 

Rerenga Wairua, Cape Reinga, one of the most sacred sites in Māoridom. Other protests 

involved Ngati Whatua, Orakei where strong women were involved, and the struggle to 

reclaim the Raglan Golf Course, under the leadership of Eva Rickard.  

          This ‘rising up’ of Maori women as leaders, as mothers of the nation, as agents of     

Papaūānuku gave impetus to the emergence of more Māori women poets writing in English. 

As Marsden indicated, Papatūānuku is nearly always referred to as a living personality, not a 

possession or a thing. The spiritual dimension of the earth mother is a continual inspiration 

for Māori writers, particularly women, who know what it is like to love, create, bear children, 

nurture, sacrifice, comfort, serve, withstand pain, feel seasons of despair and hope, re-growth 

and renewal, all subjects found in Māori women’s poetry written in English.  Papatūānuku, 

whenua, land, mother of mankind is a paradigm and a metaphor for Māori women poets 

writing in English. The Earth mother is the mauri or life force, and spiritual guide.  

          Cleve Barlowe in Tikanga Whakaaro classifies whakapapa as the genealogical descent 

of all living things from the gods to the present time.  The meaning of whakapapa “is to lay 

one thing upon another” as for example, to lay one generation upon another. (Barlowe, 173). 

He explicates this by adding that “Whakapapa is a basis for the organisation of knowledge in 

respect of creation and the development of all things.” (Barlowe, 173). To create a 

whakapapa is to validate identity. Whakapapa and poetry are inextricably linked because the 

words used to describe creation, when Rangi and Papa were separated, are in oral poetic 

form.  
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Te Po nui            The GreatNight               from the nothing the begetting 

 Te Po roa            The Long Night               from the nothing the increase, 

Te Po uriuri            The DarkNight               from the nothing the abundance, 

Te Po kerekere             The Intensely Dark Night              the power of increasing, the living                                                                      

                                                                                             breath    

                                                                              

Te Po tiwha  The Gloom-laden Night,             it dwelt with the empty space, 

Te Po tangotango The night to be felt              it produced the sky which is above   

Te Po kitea....          The Night Unseen....                   us 

 

(Alpers,15) 

 

 

 

Poetry is used to describe the processes of creation in the myth of the parting of 

Ranginui and Papatūānuku. When whakapapa is recited to a formulaic pattern, it is delivered 

with poetic repetition, rhythm and diction, which are memory aids for both speaker and 

listeners.  Other forms of poetry in the genealogical layers of whakapapa are found in the 

form of haka, chants and waiata. Māori women poets have a particular link to genealogy, or 

whakapapa, as they have inherited a rich tradition of poetic forms which are linked 

genealogically to the beginnings of creation. Love and loss were often the subjects of chants 

and waiata.  The forms of poetry included pātere or “women’s vaunting songs in reply to 

insults” (Orbell, 1991). These taonga tuku iho or treasures of the ancestors have been 

inherited by Papatūānuku’s progeny, the foremothers of Māori women’s poetry written in 

English.  

The use of whakapapa as a point of reference has precedence in Jon Lois Battista’s 

Doctoral thesis, “Me he Korokoro Kōmakō- With the Throat of a Bellbird.”  She used 

whakapapa as an organising principle for her methodology as well as a basis for cultural 

distinction. Battista argues for a “distinctive Maori aesthetic in Maori literature written in 

English,” asserting that these are identifiable using a Māori framework.  
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Ani Mikaere, Māori lawyer, reminds us that: “Ultimately, as Māori, we are all 

connected by whakapapa to one another and to our Māoriness.” (Mikaere, 285-286). She 

explicates this further by adding:  

 

The significance of whakapapa extends well beyond the somewhat limited 

connotations of human genealogy that are applied to it. My position is that whakapapa 

embodies a comprehensive conceptual framework that enables us to make sense of 

our world. It allows us to explain where we come from and where we are going. 

(Ibid). 

 

 

Mikaera cites Māori lawyer, Moana Jackson, describing whakapapa as: “... a series of 

never-ending beginnings.” (Mikaere, 175). The oft used symbol of the spiral is another 

important metaphor signifying connection. Spirals of fern fronds and other vegetation were 

given to Papatūānuku by Tane, to clothe her. Spirals are a further symbol of the connections 

between the first wave Maori women poets and Papatūānuku and with each other. The spiral 

is intrinsic to a whakapapa paradigm which encourages multiple points of contact. The points 

of contact that are explored in this thesis are the archival histories of the poets, their peers and 

their whanau. The phrase, “te torino whakahaere, te torino whakamuri,” which may be the 

translated as “at the same time as the spiral is going forward it is going back” is an apt one to 

describe these multiple points of contact (Ihimaera, 123). Spirals, used in women’s moko 

kauae, also connect them through whakapapa to Papatūānuku as the spirals of the moko hold 

the whakapapa of the whanau.  

           Schwimmer notes that “The Maori philosophers saw the whole world order as a vast 

genealogy. The simplest genealogies were those of common man, tracing himself from a 

tribal ancestor. These showed how man was related to other members of the tribe, they 

showed who he was” (Schwimmer, 14). 
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These facets of whakapapa as outlined by  Mikaere, Jackson, Barlowe, Battista and 

Schwimmer support  the importance of the literary whakapapa which each of the foremothers 

has inherited, their turangawaewae on Papatūānuku, and  the literary inheritance they pass on 

to future generations with all the rights and privileges that this embraces. 

An important component of whakapapa is whangai, loosely equated with adoption, a 

practice whereby children, usually with a whakapapa link, become members of another 

immediate family and are given all rights and privileges. The relevance of the practice of 

whangai to this thesis is in re-establishing the lost connections and relationships of a Maori 

literary whakapapa and filling in existing gaps. Through a whangai framework the intention 

is that the legacy and gifts that these foremothers of poetry have bestowed on succeeding 

generations will become apparent. One of the foremothers, Jacqueline Cecilia Sturm was an 

actual whangai. The impact of  this is explored in her chapter. Mahinaarangi Tocker, singer, 

song writer, whom Sturm mentored, is one such whangai of poetry. She achieved one solo 

publication, Lyrics without Melody, in 2008. One of her poems is included at the end of this 

thesis. As a concept and practice whangai is inextricably linked to whakapapa. This is partly 

illustrated by George Graham, Journal of the Polynesian Society, (57:3, 267-268, 1948). 

 

European adoptions ... are mostly due to the natural urge impelling couples to adopt a 

child or children, though as often as not such children may be of unknown parentage.  

In the case however of Maori adoption such are invariably the result of Maori custom 

applying and such adoptions are made to ensure the retention of the family group of 

such children, thus to preserve the tribal identity, and therefore the succession to land 

and tribal rights. 

 

 

Therefore the purpose of Māori adoption is to ensure the preservation of identity of 

kinship, of whakapapa. In a keynote address, “Tamaiti Whangai: The Adopted Child: Maori 

Customary Practices,” a monograph by Māori academic, Hirini Moko Mead, he emphasised 

the threefold nature of whangai. Mead points out that the child is a taonga or valuable asset, 
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one that must be protected, in the interests of the whanau (Mead, 87). This is related to the 

forming of the whakapapa of the early Māori women poets. While they do not all have a blood 

relationship they have a literary relationship which binds them together as mothers, sisters and 

daughters of poetry.   

Rev. Dr Michael McCabe, Director of the Nathaniel Centre, makes the following 

observations with regard to whangai:  

 

In particular it is worth noting that whangai is never undertaken as a private 

arrangement but is always subject to the wider family and what is best for the 

community. This suggests that some accountability to the broader community, 

including the wider whanau, as well as some form of communal discernment, is 

absolutely essential” (Whangai, Surrogacy and Adoption. The National Centre for 

Bioethics, 2005-2011). 

 

 

The report observes that whanau and whakapapa links are important.  

Sir Eruera Stirling recalled for Dr Anne Salmond, the circumstances leading to his 

becoming a whangai at two or three years of age.  He relates that he was marked as someone 

special because of two moles, one on the lower lip and one on the chin. The first, according to 

his grandmother, signified the upper or traditional site of learning which dealt with the sacred 

and with mana, kura wānanga. The second, te kauae raro, signified learning from the realms 

below, or through modern schooling. He said: 

 

When Hiria Te Rangihaeata came and asked for me my mother agreed, she had to, and 

the old lady took me to her whare nikau. I lived here with Hiria and Pere until I was 

about seven years old.1 (famous.adoption.com/famous/Tamaiti-whangai.html)  

 

 

 
1 A whare nikau is a traditional house in the bush. Pere was a relative, an expert in traditional knowledge, and 

Hiria’s husband.  
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The following is a clear explanation of whangai given by Merimeri Penfold, Maori 

academic, to Deborah Shepherd, in her book, Her Life’s Work. (Shepherd, 2009):  

  

 Whangai means to ‘feed’ so we ensure that the children get the support and nurture 

they need and if the family are not able to do that for whatever reason, the wider 

family step in. Somehow Māori are very good at giving out to others or calling people 

in. It’s a healing thing … (Shepherd, 105). 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

Coincidentally (because it is relatively close to Penfold’s turangawaewae at Te Hapua) 

it was at a prize giving at Kaitaia College, December 2013, that further insight was gained as 

to the concept of whangai, because it is an integral part of the school song: 

 

 Kua rongo, i te reo no mai rānō, 

 Ki nga uri o Muriwhenua.  

 Kia Matou te kareti o Kaitaia  

 Ka Whangaia ka tupu  

 Ka puawai  

 Ka Whangaia ka tupu  

 Ka puawai.   

 

We have heard the voices from long ago 

We the descendants of Muriwhenua  

To us, the College of Kaitaia  

That which is nurtured grows then blossoms. 

 

 

 

This aspect of nurturing is an important feature of whangai.  

Archival Component 

 

           General archives of Māori Writing exist, such as Jon Lois Battista’s  “Nga Aorangi: A 

Bibliography of Māori Women’s Writing by Māori Women,”  published in Hecate 23.1. Her 

Doctoral thesis has been mentioned previously with regard to whakapapa. Bridget 
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Underhill’s PhD thesis from the University of Canterbury in 1998, “A Bibliography of 

Writing in English with Partial Annotation” is a comprehensive listing and has been digitised 

as Komāko.  

 Kate Ngakauiti Shaw, née Carnachan, 40 years prior to this research was one of the 

first Māori women to publish poetry in English. Shaw is an example of a lost generation of 

poets. In 1910 she won two second places in an Agricultural and Pastoral Show competition 

for an essay and an original story. She was 24 years old. In the 1930s she wrote articles for 

the Rotorua Daily Post. By the 1940s she had interest pieces and poems published in the 

women’s section of The Dairy Exporter, a farming magazine which is still in existence today. 

She sometimes published under the pen names Counter or Bobbin, inspired by working in a 

draper’s shop, perhaps. Her poems included “The Village Postmaster” and “Let Our 

Memorials Have Beauty” which were written to support New Zealand soldiers of World War 

II. (Underhill, 1110). Although not achieving a solo publication, Shaw self-published her 

poems in 1981. Entitled Occasional Poems, at least 100 copies were printed, although it is 

now difficult to obtain. The Rotorua Library has one copy, for library use only. Reina 

Whaitiri and Robert Sullivan include her poem “Vaughan” in their anthology, Puna Wai 

Kōrero. where Shaw remarks: 

 

        

          I see you as the Seasons –  

          yes, all the Seasons.  

          The Kōanga – gladness 

          of earth now kissed by gentle rain, 

 

             (Excerpt, Whaitiri and Sullivan, 269) 

  In discussing ‘New literary Genealogies,’ Alice Te Punga Somerville identifies the need to 

archive Māori writing: 
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There will always be more Māori writing then we think, beyond books for sale in  

bookshops and post-1970s publications. To produce a new history of [Māori] writing, 

we need to conduct careful and ongoing searches of the archive, broadly defined and 

seek unpublished as well as scarcely and distantly published works.  

              (Te Punga Somerville, 200). 

 

 

 

 

 

As Te Punga Somerville points out, there are not enough scholars to complete this task, one 

that has the potential to take Māori researchers on a network of journeys across the Pacific 

and in so doing, retrace the voyages of their ancestors in search of this whakapapa. However, 

before post-1970’s “new histories” of Māori writing can be written, we must ensure that our 

literary history is indeed, a full history. It is my contention that gaps exist, surrounding early 

Maori women poets, and this thesis addresses that void and sheds light in the creative spaces 

made possible by the “bloodless revolution” spoken of in the poem, “New Zealand, the 

Lucky Country” (Marsh, 1). These early women poets were an important part of the Maori 

Renaissance of the 1970s, an era Walker referred to as ka whawhai tonu matou: the struggle 

without end. (Walker, 1992).  Poetry was an important outlet for resistance and expression as 

both Māori and women.  

Te Punga Somerville acknowledges the need to include “distantly published” writers. 

Whakapapa knows no national confines or citizenship except for blood, hence the inclusion 

of Vernice Wineera based in Hawai‘i and Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, long-term resident in 

Australia.  
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Kaupapa Māori Methodology    

 

In order to access previously undocumented histories and unpublished work, this 

thesis recognizes and actively engages in oral histories as appropriate in the Kaupapa Māori 

Methodology outlined by Linda Smith in her seminal work, Decolonising Methodologies: 

Research and Indigenous Peoples.  An important part of this process is the practice of kanohi 

ki te kanohi or face to face.  Graham Te Hingaroa Smith summarises the key concepts of 

Kaupapa Māori Research as “related to being Maori” and as “connected to Maori philosophy 

and principles.” He argues that the “validity and legitimacy” of Maori is “taken for granted” 

as is the “importance of Maori language and culture and the struggle to gain autonomy over 

our own cultural well-being” (Smith, 187). 

The key tenets of Kaupapa Māori Research Methodology are identified as 

Whakapapa, Te Reo, Tikanga Māori, Rangatiratanga and Whanau. These terms are present in 

the essential questions posed by Linda Smith which include: What research do we want to 

carry out?  Who is the research for? How do we want it to be done and how do we know that 

it will be worthwhile? Who will own the research and who will it benefit? Further explication 

is provided in the views expressed by Kathy Irwin, whom Linda Smith cites: 

 

 

Kathy Irwin characterises Kaupapa Maori research as research that is ‘culturally safe’; 

that involves the ‘mentorship’ of elders; that is culturally relevant and appropriate 

while satisfying the rigour of research; and that is undertaken by a Maori researcher, 

not a researcher who happens to be Maori. (Linda Smith, 186). 2 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Linda Smith’s first name is used to avoid confusion with Graham Hingaroa Smith. 
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  Irwin and Linda Smith stress the importance of tikanga and of proceeding with respect, 

as being Māori does not automatically equip a person for the task of undertaking Māori 

research.  The most appropriate way to describe this process is to quote from Henare Te Owai’s 

lament for his friend Pine Tamahori, entitled “Ma Wai Ra.” Te Owai asks who will take care 

of the marae when we are away from it and his answer is that tika (doing the right thing), with 

pono (integrity) and aroha (love) will be the caretakers.3 I can think of no better way of 

describing the desired approach. Above all, one should be humble and if in doubt should 

consult the elders for advice.  

According to Linda Smith, Irwin positions her model within the framework proposed 

by Russell Bishop, Professor of Māori Education at Waikato University. Bishop was the lead 

researcher in the development of Te Kotahitanga programme for schools from 2001 onwards, 

initially with the goal of improving achievement levels for Year Nine and Ten Māori 

students.  The research teams included Māori and non-Māori. Kaupapa Māori Methodology 

was pivotal to the Kotahitanga programme, which has resulted in measurable and favourable 

outcomes not just for Māori students but for all students.  Engagement with students, whanau, 

kaumatua, teachers and principals in kanohi ki te kanohi, or in face to face engagement, was 

essential to the gathering of narratives and is a useful model. Bishop situates Kaupapa Māori 

research firmly “within the Treaty of Waitangi…”.  He argues that non-indigenous people, 

generally speaking, have an obligation to support Māori research (as Treaty partners). (Linda 

Smith, 186).  

          The following whakatauki, which is often sung at hui or gatherings, is a reminder of 

the importance of people:  

 
3 Te Owai composed this lament for his good friend Reverend Pine Tamahore, an Anglican minister who passed 

away in the Ruatoria district in 1933. Distance did not allow him to return for the tangi as Sir Apirana Ngata had 

sent Te Owai to Tai Tokerau in 1933 to teach Ngapuhi the haka Ruamoko in readiness for Lord Bledisloe, the 

Governor General’s visit to Waitangi Treaty Grounds in 1934. folksong.org.nz / ma_wai_ra / indexhtml  
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                     Hutia Te Rito Harakeke 

 

 Hutia te rito harakeke, 

 Kei hea te komako e ko? 

 Mau e ui mai,  

 He aha te mea nui o te ao?  

 He tangata, he tangata, he tangata. 

 

  

 If you pluck out the heart of the flax bush 

  How can the bell bird sing?  

 You ask me,  

 What is the greatest reality of the universe? 

 I reply, it is people, it is people, it is people! 

 

    (Hirini Melbourne)4 

 

 

Linda Smith felt the need to “decolonize” research methodologies that were colonial, 

paper driven and aggressive: “Indigenous methodologies tend to approach cultural protocols, 

values and behaviours as an integral part of methodology.” (Linda Smith, 14).  Indigenous 

researchers are looking from both the inside and the outside, according to Smith, in contrast 

to being subjected to the outside gaze of the colonial or western researcher.  The emphasis for 

the indigenous researcher is in the relationships forged by kanohi ki te kanohi engagement, 

which Smith expands further into the expression, “kanohi kitea, the seen face.” (Linda 

Smith,15). Being present at events, being seen, reporting back to communities face to face, 

participating in tikanga, sharing and partaking of food are examples of acceptable and 

necessary practices which are important in indigenous, in this case Māori, research. This will 

ultimately enable the recuperation of a history that has largely gone undocumented within the 

New Zealand literary canon.   

 
4 https: /menza.co.nzwaiata-hutia-by-hirini-melbourne  
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          An innovative aspect of this method of Kaupapa Māori Research draws upon my 

particular ‘situatedness’ in the community. There is a whakatauki which states “Kāore te 

kumara e kōrero ana ano tōna ake reka: the kumara does not boast of its own sweetness.” 

However my own whakapapa and extensive networks within Māoridom are fairly extensive. I 

am fortunate to be in a space where my family and wider whanau, personally knew and 

know, a number of nationally renowned elders, including early and present day Māori literary 

and artistic figures. Although I hesitate to call myself a kuia, my age bracket means that I am 

able to engage with writers and artists, kuia and kaumatua, and draw upon resources, 

particularly oral resources, that are not always available to others. My whakapapa includes 

Nga Puhi, Te Popoto; Ngati Whatua Ki Kaipara; Te Rarawa and Te Aupouri which facilitates 

connections, as does the history of service to Māori communities by my whanau.  

            Kaupapa Māori Research Methodology is, therefore, appropriate for this project 

because it endeavours to, as Smith phrases it, decolonize methodologies. It seeks to 

recuperate a history that has largely gone undocumented, is not recognized in the New 

Zealand literary canon, and must be located in Kaupapa Māori. As appropriate in Kaupapa 

Māori Methodology, transcripts of interviews were returned to participants for approval or 

alteration and they will receive a copy of the research if they indicated this preference. Report 

back of a general nature will be at marae, beginning with my own at Oturei, at Māori research 

centres and during appropriate hui.     

   

Papatūānuku and Politics 

 

             Clearly, any study of Māori Women Writers will inevitably address issues of politics. 

Miriama Evans (Ngati Mutunga, Ngai Tahu), a policy adviser to several Prime Ministers, 

including Jenny Shipley and Helen Clarke, a writer, a member of the Waitangi Tribunal, and 



18 
 

former chair of Ngati Mutunga Runanga, was instrumental in having the bone people 

published by a women’s cooperative, Spiral, after mainstream publishers had turned it down. 

Justification as to the quality of the writing was proven when it won the Man Booker Prize, 

the only New Zealand novel to do so until Eleanor Catton won it with her novel The 

Luminaries, in 2014. Miriama Evans was asked by Ian Wedde and Harvey McQueen to be 

and editor with them of The Penguin Book of Contemporary New Zealand Poetry, Ngā Kupu 

Titohu o Aotearoa. She wrote a foreword for the publication and gathered the material for the 

Māori section kanohi ki te kanohi at marae and hui.  Miriam Evans collected a range of 

poetry from short basic pepeha to more complex compositions that people use for a range of 

occasions. Wedde and McQueen questioned some of the pepeha type poetry as they felt they 

were too simple but she insisted that they were an integral part of custom and tikanga. The 

difference Miriama Evans made as a Māori editor was that some of the material would not 

have come into the light of publication without her knowledge and intervention.  (Interview, 

28th July, 2015 at Khandallah, Wellington).   

          Valuable insights into the political nature of publishing Māori writing are given in 

Evan’s article “Politics and Māori Literature”, published in Landfall, 1985. Miriama Evans 

begins by referencing the “flurry of the 1970s when Patricia Grace, Witi Ihimaera and Pat 

Heretaunga Baker appeared in print and suggested the emergence of a Māori literature in 

English” (Miriama Evans, 40). Although this was taken as a sign of the emergence of Māori 

writing she was keen to emphasise that a core of Māori writers already existed: 

 

However, Maori literature in English remains largely invisible.  More recently, J. C. 

Sturm’s collection of short stories The House of the Talking Cat, and Keri Hulme’s 

novel, the bone people, have been published by Spiral, a feminist imprint established 

in the 70s. Spiral comprises a series of women’s collectives throughout New Zealand 

which focuses on women’s literary and art publications. (Evans, Miriama, 40). 
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            Witi Ihimaera commented that while New Zealand has had to fight for literary 

standing, it has been even harder for Māori writers. They have had to create an audience in 

the face of perceptions that have insisted there is no audience because Māori do not read and 

Pakeha are not interested in literature written by Māori (Ihimaera, 1). 

          In order to move beyond the annotated bibliography produced by Bridget Underhill 

and those of Battista, this archive, informed by the concepts of whakapapa and whangai, 

centres around an in-depth examination of the seven Māori foremothers, the difficulties they 

encountered in publishing their own work and their active agency in finding published voice. 

Closer examination enables a more nuanced appreciation of the obstacles experienced by 

these writers. 

This thesis, therefore, seeks to address the question of the invisibility of the 

foremothers of poetry in the New Zealand Literary canon by filling out some of the 

biographical histories of the foremothers, some of which are coming to light for the first time 

through conversations with family members and by accessing little known archives.  

Featuring author and whanau interviews and select close-readings this archive-based research 

seeks to identify the “processes of oppression” (Irwin,1) that have made Māori women 

invisible by focusing on Māori women’s agency and on the various ways they have found 

published voice. It seeks to weave these voices into an existing literary whakapapa and 

provide a platform for ongoing research into Māori women poets writing in English. 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  



20 
 

Works Cited 

 

Print 

 

Battista, Jon Lois. “Nga Aorangi: Bibliography of Maori Women’s Writing by Maori 

Women.” Hecate 23.1 (May 1997): 143-176. 

 

 ---,      Me he Korokoro kōmako = ‘With the throat of a bellbird’: a Māori aesthetic in Māori 

             writing in English. Thesis (PhD-- English)—University of Auckland, 2004. 

 

Blank, Arapera Hineira. Nga kokako huataratara: the notched plumes of the kokako. 

Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1986 and 1995. 

 

Best, Elsdon. Maori religion and mythology: being an account of the cosmogony, 

anthropogeny, religious beliefs and rites, magic and folk lore of the Maori folk of 

New Zealand. Wellington: Te Papa Press, 2005 reprint.  (Govt. Printer 1976 – 1982). 

 

Bridger, Bub. Up here on the Hill. Wellington: Mallinson Rendell, 1989.   

Evans, Miriama, Harvey McQueen and Ian Wedde, Eds. The Penguin Book of Contemporary 

New Zealand Poetry: Ngā Kupu Titohu o New Zealand Aotearoa. Auckland: Penguin, 

1989      

 

--- ,     “Politics and Maori Literature”. Landfall. 39:1 March 1985. 

 

Evans, Patrick. The Penguin History of New Zealand Literature. Hong Kong. Penguin 

          Books,1990.  

  

Grace, Patricia, in Te Ao Marama: Contemporary Māori Writing. Te Torino: The Spiral vol. 

          Ihimaera, Witi, Ed. Auckland: Reed Books, 1996.  

 

Irwin, Kathie. “Towards Theories of Māori Feminism.”  Feminist Voices: Women’s Studies 

for Aotearoa /New Zealand. Ed. Rosemary Du Plessis. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1992. 

 

Ihimaera, Witi, Ed. & long D. S. Into the World of Light:  An Anthology of Maori Writing.   

Heinemann, 1982.  

 

Graham, G. Journal of the Polynesian Society (57: 3, 267 – 268, 1948. 

McCabe, Rev. Dr. Michael. “Whangai, Surrogacy and Adoption”. The National Centre for 

Bioethics, 2005 – 2011.  

 

Maihi, Toi Te Rito. Pakakē! Pakakē! Whalesong. Auckland: IWA Associates, 1992. 

--- ,     Whakaaro Aroha Australia.. Northland: Self-published, 2003.  

  



21 
 

  

Marsh, Selina. Dark Sparring: poems. Auckland, New Zealand: Auckland University Press,  

2013. 

 

 --- ,    “Ancient Banyans, Flying Foxes and White Ginger: Five Pacific Women”.  

            Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, Auckland University, 2004  

 

Mead, Hirini Moko – “Tamaiti Whangai. The Adopted Child: Maori Customary Practices.”  

          Keynote address delivered at Adoption Conference, 1990, 10 – 13 May, Victoria,  

          Australia. 

              

Menzies. Trixie Te Arama: Uenuku. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1985 and 1995.  

--- ,      Editor. He Wai: A Song. First Nations Women’s Writing, Auckland: Waiata Koa,  

           1995.  

--- ,       Papakainga. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1988. 

--- ,       Rerenga. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1992. 

--- ,       In the Presence of My Foes.  Auckland: Waiata Koa, 2000.   

 

Mikaere, Ani. Colonising Myths – Maori Realities: He Rukuruku Whakaaro. Wellington:  

          Huia Publishers and Te Tākupu, Te Waananga o Raukawa, 2011. 

 

Moorfield, John C. Te Aka: Māori-English, English-Māori Dictionary. 2000 Auckland:  

          Pearson, 2011.    

 

Orbell, Margaret. The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Māori Myth and Legend. Christchurch:  

Canterbury University Press, 1995. Reprinted 2003. 

 

Patuawa Nathan, Evelyn. Opening Doors. Suva, Fiji: Mana Publications, 1979. 

 

Pomare Maui and James Cowan. Legends of the Māori. Volume 1 – Mythology, Folk – Lore, 

          Tradition and Poetry. Christchurch: Cadsonbury Publications, 2012. (Original edition, 

           published, by Fine Arts (N.Z.) Ltd., Wellington 1930).  

 

Royal, Te Ahukarama, Charles, Ed. THE WOVEN UNIVERSE: Selected Writings of Rev. 

              Māori Marsden. Ōtaki: Te Waananga-o-Raukawa and the Estate of the Rev, Māori 

              Marsden. 

  

Ryan, P.M. P. M Ryan’s Dictionary of Modern Māori1975, Auckland, New Zealand:  

           Heinemann, 2012.   

 

Shaw, Kate Ngakauiti. Occasional Poems. Rotorua: Self-published, 1981. 

Schwimmer, Eric. The World of the MAORI. Wellington: A. H and A. W Reed. 1996.  

Shepherd, Deborah. Her Life’s Work: Conversations with Five New Zealand Women.  

          Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2009. Print. 

 

Shirres, Michael P. Te Tangata: the human person. Auckland: Accent Publications, 1997.  



22 
 

Simms, Norman. Silence and Invisibility: a study of the literatures of the Pacific, Australia,  

and New Zealand. Washington, DC: Three Continents Press, 1996.  

 

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples.  

Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 1990. 

 

Somerville, Alice Te Punga. Once Were Pacific: Maori Connections to Oceania.  

          Minneapolis, USA: The University of Minnesota Press, 2004. 

 

Sturm, J.C. The House of the Talking Cat. Wellington: Spiral, 1983  

 --- ,       Dedications, Wellington: Steele Roberts, 1996 

--- ,       The Glass House, Stories and Poems. Wellington: Steele Roberts, 2006.  

--- ,       Postscripts. Wellington: Steele Roberts, 2000. 

--- ,       House of the Talking Cat. Wellington: Steele Roberts, 2003. 

 

Sturm, J. C. Ed.  Points of departure: more poems from Wellington’s eastern  

suburbs. Wellington: K Forrester, 1995. Two editions.    

 

Underhill, Bridget. “A Bibliography of Writing by Māori in English with partial annotation”.  

Christchurch. PhD Thesis, University of Canterbury, 1998.  

 

Walker, Ranginui. Ka whawhai tonu Matou. Struggle Without End. 1990. Auckland, 

          Penguin, 2009. 

--- ,     “The Relevance of Maori Myth and Tradition” in Te Ao Hurihuri, Aspects of 

   Maoritanga. Michael King, Ed, Auckland. Reed Publishing, 1992.  

  

Wendt, Albert, Reina Whaitiri and Robert Sullivan Eds. Mauri Ola: Contemporary 

Polynesian 

          Poems in English. Auckland: Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2010.      

           

Wineera, Vernice. Mahanga: Pacific Poems. Hawaii, USA: Brigham Young University, 

Hawai‘i. 

--- ,     Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems. Compiled and Edited by Jay Fox. Provo,  

          USA, Brigham Young University, 2009. 

      

Periodicals 

Allen, Chadwick. “Rere Ke. Moving Differently: Indigenizing Methodologies for 

Comparative Indigenous Literary Studies.” Studies in American Indian Literatures. 

Series 2. Vol.19. No.  4. WINTER 2007. pp.1-28, University of Nebraska Press.  

 

Journal of the Polynesian Society. (57: 3, 267-268, 1948). 

Te Ao Hou 31: June 1960, 25. 



23 
 

Electronic Sources 

 

Sir Eruera Stirling. https://famousadoption.com/famous/Tamaiti-whangai.html accessed 13 

April 2014. 

 

folksong.org.nz/ma_wai_ra/indexhtml accessed 2 December 2020. 

www.komako.org.nz  accessed 27 July 2020. 

Millar, Paul. “Ka mate ka ora; new zealand journal of poetry and politics.” 

www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz  accessed August 2014. 

  

http://www.komako.org.nz/
http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/


24 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

Karanga Mai: Breaking the Silence 

 

VERNICE WINEERA 

Ngāti Toa Rangatira, Ngāti Raukawa 
1 December 1938- 

 

 

Fig 1: Vernice Wineera, photographed by her son, Dana, in 2019. 
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Introduction and Publishing History 

Vernice Wineera (Pere), the first Māori woman to achieve published voice in poetry 

written in English issues the karanga, across Moana Nui a Kiwa, “the vast marae called the 

Pacific,” (Wineera, 2009, 45) inviting her fellow Māori foremothers of poetry in Aotearoa to 

karanga in return and to accept the invitation to join her in entering the world of publication. 

Wineera is positioned as the kai karanga because in 1978 she was the first Māori woman poet 

to publish a volume of poetry in English with Mahanga: Pacific Poems. It won the South 

Pacific Festival of Arts Literature Prize in 1980. 

 Wineera maintains that through the ability for the karanga to cross Moana Nui a 

Kiwa Pacific women can claim “the true identity of place and voice that are rightfully theirs.” 

(Hippolite Wright, Ram, Ward, 2005). Her whakaaro or thoughts confirm the shared 

whakapapa and shared experiences of Māori women poets. Wineera affirms her kaumatua 

status and her credentials in the following statement:  

the call of the Karanga across the marae. 

The nose flute in the night 

… I am taking my place 

on this vast marae 

that is the Pacific 

we call home 

 (“Heritage,” Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Voices, 45) 

 

When the karanga from the host marae is heard the manuhiri or guests, led by their 

kai karanga, one who has the sacred duty of returning the karanga, move forward as they now 

have permission to cross the marae atea (the forecourt) and enter the wharenui or meeting 

house. Poetry is the metaphorical marae here but Moana Nui a Kiwa, the Pacific Ocean, is the 

marae atea in reality, for the poetic voices connect back and forth across the Pacific forecourt 

from Hawai‘i to Aotearoa, as the karanga is issued and answered by Papatūānuku’s progeny. 
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Once the wharenui or meeting house is entered, permission to speak is given. Although this is 

customarily the province of senior males, in calling up Wineera she and others of 

Papatūānuku’s progeny are given authority to speak; they are not reliant on men to speak for 

them.  

In the world of publication Wineera’s voice was heard in solo collections, in 

collaborative works and in periodicals such as Kritya, an Indian magazine. Before her first 

book of poems was published four of her poems were printed in the Māori Affairs Magazine 

Te Ao Hou in June 1975  (Number 78) and increasingly in Mormon and Hawaiian periodicals 

such as Ensign and Kula Manu but the audience was a select one.  

 

Fig 2: Book Cover of Mahanga: Pacific Poems, 1978. The cover illustration is a woodblock print by 

the author, based on traditional Māori designs. 

  

When Mahanga: Pacific Poems, now out of print, was published, the author used the 

pen name Vernice Wineera Pere. She was 40 years old and the previous year had completed 

her undergraduate degree, a Bachelor of Arts in English and Art with distinction. Mahanga is 

comprised of thirty-nine poems and the author provides a glossary of Māori terms for her 
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(mainly) American readers unfamiliar with Aotearoa and the Māori language. There was to 

be a space of 31 years between Wineera’s first and second volumes of poetry. Into the 

Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems was published in 2009, this time under the name of Vernice 

Wineera. 

                                            

Fig 3: Book Cover of Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 2009. Cover illustration a painting by 

Wineera entitled “Rangimarie, peace, peaceful.”  

 

 

In 1979 Wineera edited Ka Po’e La’ie, a collection of poetry by La‘ie residents, 

published by The Polynesian Centre, La’ie. Two more publications followed: The Effect of 

Legends Tapu, and Myths on Family Life in the Pacific, 1980, and The Story behind the 

Legend of the Seven Maori Canoes and the Descending Maori Chiefs in 1980. In the same 

year Wineera was awarded the South Pacific Festival of Arts Literature Prize at the South 

Pacific Festival of Arts in New Guinea. Tu Tangata Magazine reported: 
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A Ngati Toa woman from Hawaii winning international acclaim in Papua New 

Guinea … it may sound a little confusing but it’s not. The occasion was last year’s 

South Pacific Festival of the Arts. The woman was Vernice Wineera Pere, originally 

from Porirua but now living in Hawaii. And the acclaim came from her winning entry 

in the Festival’s literary competition. She won first prize in the poetry section. (Tu 

Tangata, 1 November 1980, p3)  

 

Wineera attended the festival and so was there to receive the prize. Other writers and 

artists from Aotearoa who attended and who have achieved national and international status 

included: Digger Te Kanawa and Erenora Hetet, Arnold Wilson, Cliff Whiting, Katarina 

Mataira and Ngoi Pewhairangi.   

 In collaboration with Robert Craig, Wineera wrote Tapa Samples from Polynesia, 

1990, and through her involvement in the Polynesian Centre, she worked with the 

government of the Kingdom of Tonga in producing a series of promotional videos. 

Fig. 4: Book Cover of Tapa Samples from Polynesia, 1990. 

 

Despite having two solo volumes of poetry published, partnerships in some 

publications and inclusions in other publications, Wineera remains almost unknown in the 

country of her birth.  In 2012, as indicated in the Introduction, Alice Te Punga Somerville 
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explored Wineera’s Pacific and Aotearoa connections in Once Were Pacific: Māori 

Connections to Oceania and Robert Sullivan and Reina Whaitiri included Wineera in their 

2014 anthology, Puna Wai Korero. More recently, Paula Green included Wineera in Wild 

Honey: Reading New Zealand Women’s Poetry, a study of New Zealand women’s poetry, in 

2019. Green addressed Wineera’s exploration of belonging to two races, as explored in the 

poem “Half-caste.” The shorter lines and sustained rhythms favoured by Wineera remind 

Green of the expanse of the ocean and the windswept waves of the Pacific and their 

relationship with those who live on islands. (Green, 238-239).  

 

Biography: Karanga in the Life of Vernice Wineera Pere 

 

Although Wineera’s voice was the first to break the silence by achieving publication, 

her chapter was one of the last to be written for this thesis largely because there was not 

enough information through primary or secondary sources. Contact details for Wineera were 

not readily available but in December 2013, while planning the scope of the thesis, I 

telephoned Brigham University, Hawaii Campus, the alma mater of the poet. Although she 

was no longer employed at the University the receptionist informed me that Wineera’s son 

Jared worked at the campus and put the call through to his office. I introduced myself through 

my iwi connections and Jared was happy to give me contact details for his mother. Ideally, I 

needed kanohi ki te kanohi or face to face conversation if she was to answer the interview 

questions. However, owing to the distance between us across Moana nui a Kiwa, kanohi ki te 

kanohi was not possible at that time. I contacted Jared Pere again in April 2019 as I needed to 

source biographical information. By July 2019 I was conducting research in Hawai‘i where I 

met with Jared, the second oldest child of Wineera, and Kim, the second youngest child.  
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The poet’s reaction when learning of the project and about the other Māori women 

poets was to welcome the ties that could be formed by the connections of Māori and Pacific 

women writers across the Pacific. On December the 7th 2013 she replied to my email: 

 

 

I believe your dissertation subject to be very compelling both for what it will add to the 

all-important need for a continuing dialogue in Maori taonga – which treasures, such 

as poetry greatly add to the significance of both ancient and modern Maori arts. 

 

I am excited to learn of other early Maori women poets, as I have spent my life mostly 

in Hawaii, and have noticed over the years a coming together of Maori and Hawaiian 

scholars whose works enrich both traditions. 

  

I believe that such Pacific-wide sharing of indigenous arts can succeed in wonderful 

ways to encircle and support the work of Pacific women’s lives. 

 

 

 

Wineera sent a copy of Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, a greeting card and a 

poster advertising a recent art show in La‘ie, at Brigham Young University. The exhibition 

included works by herself and two of her sons, Jared and Dana. Wineera commented on 

these:  

 

           The Contemporary Pacific Voices: Continuing Traditions Card is from the most recent 

  exhibition of local artists of Polynesian and Pacific heritage. 

 

Two of my sons and I had pieces in the monthlong show. My son, Jared, carved a 

beautiful, seven-foot oar, shown on the card. 

 

I had four abstracts in the show, abstracts representative of Pacific land and seascapes, 

and another son, Dana, put in a large painting of a young Samoan man that attracted 

many comments. 
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Fig. 5: Poster for Art show in La‘ie, 2013, featuring a Vernice Wineera abstract painting.  

 

Unbeknown to me, Vernice had begun to experience ill-health at this time, which explained 

the silence that followed. 

Valuable insights into Wineera’s whakapapa and whanau were gained from her first 

cousins, Jennifer (Jenny) Paki, née White, Michele Parata-Hamblin and Francis White whose 

mother Hinerau was Wineera’s father Stan’s sister.  They co-wrote a chapter on theirs, and 

Wineera’s, great grandmother Haana Cootes Wineera for the publication, By Their Fruits You 

Will Know Them: Early Maori Leaders in the Mormon Church, edited by Selwyn Katene, 

2017.   

The following biographical material has four parts. Each of these represents a particular 

karanga in Wineera’s life.  The first is the karanga of tupuna or ancestors and turangawaewae 

(literally the standing place of the feet or the place one has the right to occupy) through the 

karanga of Takupuwahia Pa, Aotearoa, New Zealand; the second part is the karanga of the 
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Mormon Church, the third investigates the karanga of education, while the fourth section traces 

the karanga of poetry and the creative arts.  

 

Karanga of Tupuna, Turangawaewae and Takapuwahia Pa.  

 

This section explores the karanga from Aotearoa, the land of Wineera’s birth, the voices 

of Takapuwahia Pa, her turangawaewae and her whakapapa which call across the Pacific to 

Wineera in Hawai‘i. Wineera responds to this call in her poetry when she references spiritual, 

physical, and whakapapa ties between Hawai‘i and Aotearoa and the rest of Polynesia.  

The brief historical background outlined in this section reveals inherited traits in mana, 

strength of character, leadership, love of whanau and creative talents. Wineera was born into a 

family with an impressive record in leadership, oratory, sport, education, farming skills, literary 

skills and creative arts. The importance of whakapapa or belonging is expressed in several of 

her poems, including “Heritage.” Wineera is a descendant of Te Rauparaha and references this 

inheritance in the poem, “Ae Te Rauparaha.” While all poems may not reference Wineera’s 

personal life, this one has a clear  biographical aspect and her ancestor is addressed directly:  

 

 

          Toa! Toa! The cry 

          Te Rauparaha! 

 

          Some say you ate the flesh of men 

          slain in battle. What can I say?  

          I who carry your blood in my veins. 

          Can I deny it? 
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After reciting her whakapapa the speaker in the poem accepts her heritage proudly with 

the words: 

 

          See me now, Te Rauparaha 

          See me wear your name 

          in my ancestry,  

          bright cloak of mana 

          about my shoulders, 

          treasured huia feather 

          in my hair, 

          my blood Ngati Toa. 

  

          (Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 47) 

 

The poet is proud to be a descendant of the chief Te Rauparaha, demonstrating this to 

the world by wearing the prized Huia feather (a sign of rangatira inheritance) in her hair. 

Wineera is also a descendant of wahine toa or strong women, Haana Cootes is one of them. 

Wineera Te Kanae, Wineera’s great grandfather, married Harata Cootes from Otaki in the early 

1860s. The marriage was arranged to strengthen the blood ties between rangatira whanau. 

Wineera Te Kanae and Harata had four children but when Harata, sadly, died, Haana, her sister, 

although engaged to a Pakeha doctor, was persuaded to marry Te Kanae and bring up her 

sister’s children.  Together they had twelve children of their own but only seven lived. Wineera 

Te Kanae was a landowner and a farmer and in 1884 became an assessor in the Māori Land 

Court. His manuscript, The History of Te Rauparaha and his Tribes was published in 1888 

(Katene, 104). Wineera therefore has a tradition of writing as part of her whakapapa.  

Wi Neerea died in 1905, leaving Haana a widow at the age of 44. Haana was multi-

talented and resourceful and was able to support her family. An accomplished seamstress, 

Haana made suits for her husband and Jack for their work at the Native Land Court. She made 

herself two sets of clothing for special occasions, one for tangihanga and the other in European 
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style with a hat and scarf for church attendance, excursions to the city for shopping and for 

formal visits to whanau and friends. Hard work and shrewd business practice on the part of 

Haana, in selling fruit, vegetables and flowers to the markets, enabled the family to survive. 

Akuhata (one of the grandsons) in an interview with Mark Sheehan, in 1986, describes her as 

a magistrate for the area. He affirmed that her word was law, using as an example that on 

formal occasions, when visitors came, none of the locals would sit at the table on formal 

occasions at the marae until the visitors had been fed. (Katene, 118 and 121). 

Haana was a midwife and the family historian. She was active in politics. In 1914, Haana, 

with eleven others had petitioned parliament for relief as they believed land had been 

wrongfully acquired by the crown. The outcome was: that on 15 June 1916 the petition was 

considered by the Native Affairs Committee, who referred it for government inquiry. 

  

No further record of the petition has been found, but several of Haana’s grandchildren 

recalled her standing on George Katene’s [Courts’] corner with papers under her arm 

asking whanau for money for a solicitor to fight to get the land back. This would have 

been in the mid to late 1930s.  (Katene, 108).    

 

Fig. 6: Takapuwahia Pa, Porirua. www.ngatitoaiwi.nz 
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Wi Neera and Haana’s third eldest son, Vernice’s grandfather, Hoani Te Okoroa (Jack) 

was born in 1887. Jack attended Te Aute College for four years and was in the Te Aute cadets.  

On leaving school he spent two years in the Heretaunga rifles. After enlisting in the 30th 

Battalion Australian Infantry in May 1915, he was deployed to Gallipoli where he received a 

gunshot wound. Sent to England for treatment, he met Gertrude Victoria Kemp and in 

November they married. In 1917 their son Stanley Henry Te Okoroa Wineera (Vernice’s 

father) was born.  

Jack was the recipient of two war medals, the Victory Medal and Star, the British War 

Medals that all active soldiers received. In 1917 Jack returned to war service in France, with 

the Australian Infantry where, tragically, he was shot and died of wounds. Jack’s widow, 

Gertrude, and baby son Stan travelled to New Zealand in 1919 to honour the promise Gertrude 

had made to Jack that if anything should happen to him, she would take the baby home to meet 

Jack’s family.  

Although she had not intended staying in New Zealand, Gertrude married her 

husband’s brother Te Kanawa, Haana’s second eldest son, an accomplished rugby, soccer and 

rugby league player, who represented New Zealand in the Māori Rugby League team in 

Australia. He was one of the originals to wear the jersey with the symbol of the kiwi. Te 

Kanawa was a carver, diver, shearer and ploughman. Wineera’s English whakapapa came 

initially through her grandmother Gertrude, while her beloved grandfather was in fact her 

great uncle.  

Education was highly valued by Wineera’s whanau. Haana sent Gertrude and Jack’s 

son Stan to the Maori Agricultural College (MAC, established by the Mormon Church) in 

Hastings in the late 1920s. Stan was at the school when the Napier earthquake struck on the 

3rd of February 1931. The school literally broke in half and the boys had to sleep on the lawn 
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so his grandmother removed him and he completed his education at Otaki Maori Boys’ 

College, where he became Head Prefect. In conversation with Wineera’s cousin Jenny Paki 

(née White) in August 2019, she remarked that she was sure Stan would have remembered 

his grandmother Haana. Through the Kaupapa Methodology of research Paki, whom I had 

known for many years as a member of the wider whanau, had emerged as a close relative of 

Wineera. She was able to fill in many of the gaps in the research.  

Like his father before him, Stan served in war time. He was a Sergeant Major in the New 

Zealand Army and was stationed in Fiji, while other brothers served in Europe. After the war 

Stan forged a career as a stand-up comic and tap dancer, becoming a founding member of “The 

Kiwi Concert Party.” Stan appeared on “The Howard Morrison Television Show” in the 1960s 

and performed with “The Maori Volcanics Showband” who toured extensively in New Zealand 

and overseas. Comment from the advertising as part of the souvenir programme of “The New 

Zealand Kiwi Revue,” originally the “N.Z. Entertainment Unit” formed with the 2nd N.Z. 

Expeditionary Force, Middle East [circa 1950] reads: 

 

Take a pair of wondering eyes, a nervous easing of the collar; a neat pair of tap shoes 

and a sure touch at light comedy, and you have Stan Wineera, another man who writes 

his own scripts such as “Life of the Party” and “Property Man.” He is one of the more 

versatile comics.  

 

A Television New Zealand documentary series, Funny As: The Story of New Zealand 

Comedy, July 4 to August 18, 2018, featured Māori and Pasifika comedians, including The 

Laughing Samoans, Billy T. James and Oscar Kightley. Wineera’s father Stan was featured 

in the initial filming but unfortunately did not make the final cut. However, I was able to 
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view and enjoy deleted scenes in the 28 July episode. The extra scenes, viewed on demand, 

affirm the statement above. 

Paul Horan and Phillip Matthews co-wrote Funny As: The Story of New Zealand 

Comedy. The book was written to accompany the television documentary. Stan was featured 

in a Kiwi Concert Party poster as a comedian and a dancer (Horan and Matthews, 25). During 

the Second World War the Kiwi Concert Party performed throughout the theatre of war in 

Crete, North Africa, Syria, the Lebanon and Italy. The group was comprised of about 30 

soldiers. On their return to New Zealand the concert party undertook two tours of the country 

in 1945 and 1946. Three million tickets were sold between 1945 and 1954, the most of any 

performing group to the present day. Horan and Matthews report that a member of the Kiwi 

Concert party, Eddie Hegan, wrote in his autobiography:  

We now had so many comedians in the show it was a battle for existence! Dick  

[Marcroft], Stan [Wineera], Ernie Fish … Red Moore, Wally Proctor, Billy Bain, and 

even Terry [Vaughan] himself were all in comedy … the were so comedy packed that 

no one man could have possibly handled it. (Horan and Matthews, 23). 

 

Fig.7:Stan Wineera on stage. Photograph courtesy of Jenny Paki. 
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Paki, in conversation in August 2019, commented that her cousin Vernice enjoyed 

performing as a young person. Stan’s performing career, however, meant he and his wife 

Jeanne were away from their daughters Jeannie, Vernice and Patricia for long periods of 

time, so Te Kanawa and Gertrude and the uncles and aunts became the girls’ caregivers.  

 
Fig 8: Photograph taken about 1960 when Stan was performing at the New Plymouth Sound Shell. 

Jeanne, Vernice’s mother, is on the left. Jenny Paki’s mother and father with Jenny’s siblings make up 

the rest of the group. Photograph courtesy of Jenny Paki.  

 

Eventually Stan retired to Waiheke Island in the Hauraki Gulf. He is buried in the 

Waiheke Island cemetery. Wineera referenced her father at home in Waiheke in his later years 

in her poem “At Waiheke” which was published in the Indian journal, Kritya in 2008 and 

renamed “Homecoming: For my Father,” in her volume Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific 

Poems. Wineera had been resident in Hawaii since 1960 and had returned to Auckland with 

her husband and family in the mid-1970s. She found it difficult to deal with the ravages that 

time had inflicted on her father:  

… From the city I arrived 

with smoked cod and grapes 
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in the package between us, 

amazed at the years age 

had ground on your face. 

 

 Her sorrow at her father’s fragility and the loss of communication between them 

wrought, perhaps, by geography and time, is expressed in the last section of the poem:  

 

Peeling flesh from bones 

you pointed to old photos, 

the leavings of your life. 

I fingered the years between us 

trying to appear wise 

but all the while seeing you laid bare 

like the fish now stripped of flesh 

and your bleak stare 

across an ocean, empty, 

save for wind-whipped waves.  

 

          (Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 59) 

 

Wineera, with her sisters Jeannie and Patricia, came to Takapuwahia Pa in the early 

1940s to live with their grandparents, Te Kanawa Wineera and Gertrude Victoria Kemp. 

Kim, Wineera’s daughter, observed in conversation in Hawaii, July 2019, and again in email 

correspondence in August 2019, that the closeness of the whanau made up for not having 

parents and that she had only ever heard her mother talk happily about her childhood at 

Takapuwahia Pa. There was always a special bond between Wineera and her grandfather and 

he had a pet name for her, “Fathead,” which was always used in a loving way. To this day 

Wineera often talks about her grandfather. Although perhaps not rich in financial terms, the 

sisters were rich in aroha. Clothes were home-made and, as the pictures show, were 

attractive, made from the same bolt of cloth, no doubt for economic reasons, and obviously 
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sewn with skill and care. Wineera depicted her grandfather in her poem “Going Home: For 

Te Kanawa” where she remembered with fondness, activities from their daily life: 

 

It is silent in the wet hills 

mist swallows you in your glistening oilskin, 

your own skin, Maori brown, 

glows in the fading light. 

 

The grandfather is lost to the child’s sight in the mist but soon reappears with traps in 

one hand and possums and rabbits in the other. The horse and the child are glad to see him and 

they look forward to making the steep descent to the house where there is lantern light and a 

hot stew on a wood range: 

 

… We will go down and sit together 

and your big hands will break bread 

and pour the milk, frothed and warm. 

I will hear again your silent command 

of hill and horse, and small animal. 

We will go down now, you and I, 

old man, horse, and child, 

the wooden sled creaking 

as the light fades.  

 

  (Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 52 )  

 

Buying butter from the store was expensive so butter was home-made after milking the 

cows. The children did not like the taste of butter made by hand. However, their grandmother 

Gertrude, would make the butter and then wrap it in a store-bought wrapper. The children 

couldn’t tell the difference and said they liked it. Wineera depicts this experience in her later 

poem, “Afternoon Tea,” with the description of:  
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… the round plate of warm scones, 

the trace of butter homemade 

yellowing its oval dish. 

 

(Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 85)  

            

 

Fig. 9: Grandfather Te Kanawa Wineera with Vernice’s first cousins Jennifer (Jenny) Paki  née White 

and Andrew Parata circa 1948. Photography courtesy of Jenny Paki who commented that Te Kanawa 

always loved children.  

 

 

 

     The whanau lived in close proximity to Takupuwahia Pa, in the papakainga or whanau 

village, which meant there were lots of cousins to play with. Wineera wrote about the games 

they played, including “Captain and the Flag,” in her correspondence, and Figure 10 shows 

her holding a flag in readiness for the next game perhaps. The aunties supported the girls and 

gave them opportunities to experience different activities, including beach trips and train trips 

into the city. Wineera felt she was lucky to have been brought up in the Pa, where she was 

able to absorb tikanga and kaupapa and respect for her Māoritanga in both happy and sad 

times. 
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Fig. 10: Vernice with her sisters: Jeannie on her right and Patricia on her left. Photograph courtesy of 

Jenny Paki.  

 

 
Fig 11: Wineera family photograph early 1940s. Back. L to R: Ilta, Magden, Stan, Erinora, Ra. Front. 

L to R: Hinerau, Nanny Gertrude, Mahu, Te Kanawa. Photograph Courtesy of Jenny Paki. 
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The photograph at the beach, Figure 12, was taken prior to receiving news that one of 

the young men in the whanau had been fatally injured in a football accident on the day of their 

picnic. The poem “At Porirua,” is a recount of the shock and sadness of that day through 

children’s eyes:  

… An accident-- 

football-- 

a tram-- 

snatches from an adult 

air of shock.  

The urgent toll-calls 

and telegrams, 

your slow old hands winding up the clock. 

And how, the long, grey journey 

into town 

we did not count 

the sleepy station shops, 

but stared upon 

your white and furrowed frown 

afraid of what awaited 

when we’d stop. 

 

How strange 

that children’s sea-side laughter rings 

with ashen echoes of such long-gone things. 

   (Mahanga: Pacific Poems, 20) 

          By the time the sisters had reached secondary school age, they were separated from the 

beloved whanau. Stan, their father, had found work as an entertainer in Australia and wanted 

the girls to join him there in Sydney and they attended Sydney Girls’ College. Eventually 

they returned home to finish their schooling at Wellington Technical College. Wineera and 

her sisters continued their education in tikanga and culture at the marae and this knowledge 

and love of whakapapa and tradition were taonga that Wineera and her husband were to pass 

on to their children as they lived out their lives in Hawai‘i. 
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Fig. 12: Picnic at Titahi Bay, February 1947.  

L to R: Aunty Ilta, Aunty Erinora Parata, Jeannie Wineera holding Andrew Parata, Vernice 

Wineeera, Patricia Wineera. Photograph courtesy of Jenny Paki.  

 

During our conversation in Hawai‘i Kim Pere Pa‘alua, Wineera’s daughter, remarked 

that the whanau always observed Māori protocols and tikanga. Jared, her brother, gave  

examples of the respect for one’s host on the part of visitors, by taking shoes off before 

entering someone’s house, and of respecting elders.  

Kim shared an anecdote on the returning of the Royal Hawai‘ian robe and helmet to the 

Bishop Museum in Honolulu, in order to demonstrate the family’s knowledge of tikanga. The 

Wineera Pere whanau attended the Karanga ceremony and Kim was proud that the whanau was 

able to join in the Māori protocols including the waiata. The royal garments had been presented 

to Captain Cook in 1779 by Chief Kalani‘opu‘u. However, after Cook was killed in retaliation 

for the killing of a Hawai‘ian noble, the cloak and helmet were taken to England by the crew, 

passing into the hands of several collectors. Eventually they were sent to New Zealand as part 

of the recognition of the attainment of dominion status in 1912. Housed in the Dominion 
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Museum, Wellington, the robe and helmet were later shifted to Te Papa and from there were 

handed back to the Bishop museum in Honolulu on March 17th 2016.   

Fig 13: (a): Hawai‘ian Royal Cloak, made of feathers, presented to Captain Cook by Chief 

Kalani‘opu‘u. 5 Source: Te Papa. 

Fig 13: (b) The helmet that accompanied the cloak presented to Captain Cook. Source: Te Papa.  

 

 

 

 
5 The taonga when housed in Te Papa. Source: https://tepapa.govt.nz 

 

https://tepapa.govt.nz/
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          Kim recalled an occasion when she supported her mother at an international conference 

presentation held in Honolulu. During question time Wineera was challenged from the floor as 

to whether she was Māori. When Wineera replied in the affirmative she was then challenged 

that she would not know what it was like to grow up Māori or to be familiar with Māori 

protocols and living in a pa. Wineera was able to assure the questioner that she, Wineera, had 

indeed been raised within Māori tikanga and that her house was two minutes away from 

Takapuwahia Pa. The house is still there and one of Wineera’s uncles lives in it.  

Jared related an anecdote during the meeting in Hawai‘i which illustrated the 

inheritance from the tupuna at Takapuwahia Pa. A few years ago, after a heavy storm, a rock 

became exposed in a stream near Jared’s house in La‘ie. He liked the appearance of it so he 

carried it home, placing it by the front door. One day his mother visited him and asked where 

he had sourced the rock. When he explained about finding the rock she told him that her 

grandfather always had a rock at the front door. The inheritance and family traits are not 

diminished though there is an ocean between the whanau in Hawai‘i and the tupuna and whanau 

in Aotearoa.  

Whanau connections remain important to the Hawai‘ian Wineera-Pere whanau. They 

have many relations in Aotearoa and they keep in close contact with them and with Aunty Pat 

in Australia. Unfortunately, neither she nor Vernice keep the best of health today.  
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Fig. 14: Vernice with two of her uncles and an aunt at the whanau homestead in Ngati Toa Street, 

Porirua. The whanau had gathered to celebrate Uncle Madsen’s 80th birthday in November, 2002. 

L to R: Uncle Mahu and Aunty Lois Wineera, Vernice and Uncle Madsen Wineera. Photo courtesy of 

Jenny Paki.  

   

 

 

Karanga of the Mormon Faith 

 

          The Mormon faith was one of the pivotal foundations, drivers and inspirations of 

Takapuwahia Pa, an important part of Wineera’s family life and the reason she and her 

husband were called to serve in Hawaii. Wineera’s great grandparents accepted the Mormon 

faith in 1887 and in 1888 Wineera’s tupuna were baptised, including Haana, Wi Neera Te 

Kanae, Ria Te Uira Wineera and Peneamine Wineera. The missionaries learned the Māori 

language and were completely dependent on the people of the marae for their housing and 

food. In turn they taught the people and conducted church services. It was unusual at this 

time for missionaries to live among the people but when the missionaries travelled 

throughout the rohe or district they were assured of hospitality at Takapuwahia Pa and at 

other Mormon settlements and households. Wineera married Baden Pere of Ngati Porou, the 

first Māori jet-fighter pilot in New Zealand. In 1960 they took up residence in La‘ie, in 
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Honolulu, Hawai‘i, as part of their duties within the Church of Latter-Day Saints. The 

karanga of the church brought the Wineera Pere family back to New Zealand in the early 

1970s. Baden was appointed as head of the Auckland mission. He was the first Māori to be 

accorded this honour. When they returned to Hawai‘i Baden was appointed Bishop of the 

Fourth Ward of the Latter-Day Saints Church in La‘ie. He held senior positions throughout 

his life, until he passed in 2012. 

          As a wife and mother Wineera supported her husband in his responsibilities and work 

within the church and was an active contributor herself. She was involved in the Relief 

Committee and in teaching Sunday school. Wineera’s daughter, Kim, observed that the 

congregation soon noticed her mother’s creative skills and literary talents. The work at the 

East-West Centre and the Polynesian Department of Brigham University were all part of 

Wineera’s commitment to life-long learning and to her Mormon faith.  

Two of Wineera’s faith poems were published in the Mormon periodical Ensign, in 

July 1975, No. 69.  In “Questioning” she addressed her lack of faith, likening herself to Jesus’ 

disciple Thomas, who is most remembered for doubting. “Waiting Room” explores 

relationships with God and with others and concludes that one is able to have conversations 

with God. The Editor’s note in Ensign observed that:  

 

Sister Pere is gifted with a seeing eye, and understanding heart, and an artist’s pen. She is a 

native New Zealander and is currently living there with her husband, Mr Baden P Pere, 

president of the New Zealand Auckland Mission. (https:www.lds.org/ldsorg/v/index.jsp)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
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Fig. 15: Wineera with the two eldest children circa late 1960s. Teryl is on her right and Jared on her 

left. Photo courtesy of Jenny Paki. 

 

 

 

Karanga of Education 

 

 

          The call of education was a deep-seated and historical part of the Wineera family, a 

taonga handed down through the generations. On the 16th of August 1848, Te Rauparaha, 

Tamehana Te Rauparaha and Matene Te Whiwhi gifted 500 acres at Whitireia to the Crown 

for the establishment of a school at Porirua. Subsequently, on 8 December 1850, the land at 

Porirua was granted by the Crown to Bishop Selwyn for the building and maintenance of a 

school at Porirua. The school was not built and when asked to return the land in 1877 (Wi 

Parata vs Bishop of Wellington) and in 1901 (Hohepa Wineera vs Attorney General) the 

Crown said it had issued a grant to the church in 1850 and land could not be returned 

(Katene, 107). 

          In 1909, the Mormon Church of Latter-Day Saints established the first school in Porirua 

and provided the only formal education until Māori pupils were accepted into the Porirua 
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school years later. The school was built alongside Toa Rangatira, the meeting house, that had 

been opened in 1901. For the next forty years it also served as a meeting place for the church. 

Attached to the back of the house was a single room in which the missionaries lived. 

          Haana and Wineera (the poet’s great grandparents) sent three of their sons to boarding 

school. Mention has been made of Wineera’s father Stan, who attended the Māori 

Agricultural College, and later, Otaki College, in the late 1920s. Wineera’s education, post 

Sydney Girls’ High School and Wellington Technical College, was continued in Hawai‘i. 

She completed her undergraduate degree at Brigham Young University and gained a Masters’ 

degree and a Doctorate at the University of Hawai‘i. 

At the Hawai‘ian campus of Brigham Young University, Wineera taught Creative 

Writing and Pacific Studies from 1978 to 1980 and again from 1992 to 2008, where she was 

also editor of  Kula Manu, a literary journal, and director of the Pacific Institute. From 1980 

to 1992 she worked at the Polynesian Cultural Centre where she was Vice President. As part 

of her duties Wineera was pleased to welcome visitors from New Zealand, including Dame 

Te Atairangi Kahu, the Māori Queen, and Sir James Henare, ariki and orator of Ngati Hine 

and Ngapuhi iwi, and famed Lieutenant Colonel in the Māori Battalion.  

 Kim, Wineera’s daughter, stated that she was not not sure what inspired her Mother 

to attend college [university] but she knew that her Father supported the decision and her 

mother was excited by all the learning and opportunities to study, write and research.6 

Wineera taught English at Brigham Young University and taught members of her immediate 

family. Her daughter Kim has enjoyable memories of her mother’s university lectures in 

English and praises her mother’s teaching abilities. Kim and her brother Jared went on to 

major in Fine Arts. Kim also took her mother’s classes in Pacific Islands History and Art and 

 
Correspondence, 08 August 2019 
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recalls that her mother was a gifted teacher, setting interesting assignments, marking them 

meticulously and making helpful notes on how to improve them.   

Wineera’s whakapapa of creativity is manifested in all of her children and many of 

her moko. In further correspondence of 30 June 2020, Kim outlined the whanau’s 

involvement and investment in creative arts:  

 

… we are all artists actually : My sister Teryl is a painter, photographer, designer, 

works with textiles and mixed media, and writer. My brother Jared is a carver, painter, 

sculptor, illustrator, etc. … all mediums really. My brother Dana is an illustrator, 

painter, graphic designer, photographer, also involved in performing arts 

(theater/film/tv), etc. My sister Kerry (RIP) was a graphic artist and photographer. My 

sister Rani is a textile artist and painter. I am an illustrator, painter, printmaker, hand 

letter artist, photographer , photographer, writer (when I put my mind to it). My brother 

Guy is an illustrator, designer, painter, etc. Also, most of our children are artists too, in 

one form or another … we are very blessed.  

 

Karanga of Poetry and the Creative Arts 

Throughout her correspondence Wineera’s daughter Kim has consistently emphasised 

the driving force of creative arts and poetry in the life of her mother and her willingness to 

share her talents, beginning with her family and her community, including her university 

students. Through her solo collections and inclusion in other publications, Wineera has 

reached out to Polynesia and a world-wide literary audience. Painting was always an 

important part of her art expression and she experimented with Pointillism. The wonder is 

that Wineera was able to accomplish so much while balancing her other roles: mother of 

seven children, a supportive church wife, university lecturer, director of the Polynesian 

Centre at BYU and Vice President of the East West Centre, in La‘ie. 
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          Kim gave an insight into the writing process used by Wineera when she explained that 

when writing poetry her mother saw the words of the poems in front of her, they were visual 

entities, and when painting she also visualised scenes and images. Kim expanded further:  

 

Mum was an English major, with a minor in Art. Everything she did included writing 

and art, even in our home life. She would create the art that decorated our walls at home, 

or would hang pieces made by her favorite artists … our home was always beautiful 

because of her love and talent for art.  

I remember she organized a poetry group in the community with some of her friends 

and they would meet at each other’s houses and read and write and encourage poetry. 

Mum worked for the Institute for Polynesian Studies at Brigham Young University-

Hawaii, and her boss was Robert Craig. He encouraged her to publish her poetry; he 

was very supportive and appreciated her talent.  

 

Kim, in the same correspondence, recalled her mother’s creative and literary talents:      

 

 

I remember when Mum was designing the artwork for the cover of Mahanga, and how 

It had to be just so because the spine of the book would be separating the artwork in 

two pieces (front and back) and she wanted both sides to be equally artistic in design 

and in the feeling and theme she was trying to convey. She chose the lettering font with 

the same care and eye and some of that process was done at home on the kitchen table. 

Mahanga was her project but Mum made us, her family, feel like it was our project, 

including us in every aspect of it. 

I remember going with Mum to the art room at BYUH while she was preparing for her 

art show pieces, and at that time was working on a series of large wood blocks and 

block printing abstract art. I hung around and was fascinated by the whole process, 

which resulted in bright, bold, eye-catching mountain and sun scenes.  (Correspondence 

08 August 2019). 

 

Kim summarised her mother’s creative life, involvement in her community and her influence 

as a parent: 
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She is also fun to be around and has a great sense of humor and positive attitude, [to] 

family, church, school, work, talents, interests. I remember her always making the time 

to help with homework and projects, taking us to appointments. 

I’m not sure about her early teaching at BYUH, other than teaching Japanese students 

English in the summer. Jared would remember I’m sure. When I went back to college 

myself in 2005-2008, I took a class she was teaching which combined history and 

Pacific literature and art. She was a great teacher and she really enjoyed engaging the 

class in discussions. Mum would assign us essays and art projects and introduced 

Polynesian writers and their views on cultural identity as Polynesian / Pacific people 

and their contribution to the wider world. It was a fascinating class. She especially 

wanted us to recognize our own cultural identities and connections we make in life 

through our voice in writing and art, and the connections in our families, communities, 

church, and the world.  (July 2019). 

 

 

Fig 16: Front and Back Covers of Mahanga: Pacific Poems, showing Wineera’s craftsmanship 

in matching the kowhaiwhai pattern. 
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Answers to Interview Questions received from Vernice Wineera, by correspondence, 

from Hawai‘i, January 20th, 2014.  

 

Can you tell me about your early years of pre – school, school and post – school life and the 

kind of community you grew up in, particularly with regard to the way you believe these 

strands shaped your life? 

My early years of pre-school and post school life were very much shaped by the Pa I grew up 

in. I was about five or six when I went to live with my grandparents, Te Kanawa Wineera and 

Gertrude Victoria Kemp, in Takapuwahia Pa, Porirua.   

It was the best of all worlds for a young child to enjoy, and many of my poems reach back to 

those early years of my life and the love that sustained me within my whanau. I believe that 

the closeness of living within a Pa where every household is related to one another was a 

wonderful haven for a young child. Moreover, we children played every evening on the 

marae, skipping rope, running races, playing “Captain and the Flag” and other games until 

our elders called us home at dusk. 

 

Did you feel any whanau and hapu expectation? If so, how have those expectations been 

realised?  

I can’t say that at the time of growing up in the Pa that I felt any significant expectations as to 

the future as far as my teenage life, but all the aunties and uncles in the Pa certainly watched 

over us growing children – we couldn’t get away with much, surrounded as we were with so 

many relatives close at hand. 
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Were you the first writer in your family, when did you start writing and who or what inspired 

you? 

I was the first in my family to become a poet. I remember writing short poems as a child, or 

‘playing with words’ is probably a more correct answer. I started writing a few short stories 

in college, but soon discovered a love for poetry best. 

 

Why did you choose to write poetry? 

I think I found poetry to be more satisfying because of rhythm and rhyme, although I am not 

musical in any way. There are so many ways to write poetry, one can break up verses, 

backtrack to skip over something, then later pull it back again. 

 

As a Māori woman you are an heir of Papatuanuku. To what extent, if any, is your writing 

centered in Māori mythology? 

Unfortunately, I haven’t worked much with Māori mythology in my poetry except as a 

reference to a line here or there, or a token of strength. 

 

If there are any Christian themes in your writing, do you feel that these are incompatible with 

Māori mythology? 

Actually, I feel no drastic disparity between Christianity and Māori mythology, perhaps 

because of my Mormon heritage. I accept and embrace the integrity of both. 
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How has being Māori and being bi-cultural influenced your writing? 

I believe being Māori and bi-cultural to be the greatest gift to my life and work. I love the 

power and significance of speaking from two, or even many voices that signify the beauty of 

our lives and language, and I am most happy when readers can enjoy the beauty of our 

culture. 

For me, being Maori and bi-cultural has definitely influenced my writing to the extent that I 

find myself relishing the task of enlightening non-Maori to the beauty of our treasured ways 

of life, love, and humanity. 

 

Why did you choose to write in English rather than in Māori? 

Sadly, because I am not fluent in Māori. 

 

Were you conscious of writing for a Māori audience or were you writing for women or for a 

wider audience? 

I want to continue to contribute to some of the beauty and glory of who we are as a people 

and the trials and struggles that we face and yet prevail over each and every day. 

 

Professor Patrick Evans commented that the poetry of women and younger Maori “breathes 

exclusion and loss.” (Evans, 199). Does this comment represent the themes in your poetry? 

Loss, I understand, but I don’t personally feel excluded because I treasure my bi-racial 

whakapapa.  The phrase “breathes exclusion and loss” however, carries such sadness as to 
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portend something quite tragic among the women and young Maori of today. If that is so, I 

feel real compassion for them and their future. 

 

What influence did contemporary and social and political issues have on you? 

I have lived most of my life outside of New Zealand, so the contemporary social and political 

issues that daily resonate in my life mostly play out in the context of our multi-cultural 

islands here in Hawai‘i. 

 

How did you manage to keep your life in balance in terms of finding time to write, run a 

home and care for a family as well as being employed in the work force? 

Looking back from my vantage point now, I couldn’t have accomplished anything without 

the help of my family. With seven children in elementary and high school, any day could 

throw out a challenge at any time! Somehow, fortunately, things got into routines and we 

were able to navigate the homework, housework, and other issues pretty well.   

 

Can you outline the processes involved in having your work published. Was this a 

straightforward process or did you have to publish or self- publish as part of a co-operative? 

If the latter is the case, can you describe the kind of support you gave each other as writers 

and as women, and any other support you were given by other women who were not writers? 

I had wonderful professors who consistently urged me on when I doubted my own abilities. I 

was extremely lucky to have the opportunity to attend Brigham Young University, Hawaii, 

for my undergraduate classes, and The University of Hawaii where I received both my M.A. 
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and Ph.D. in American Studies. The title of my dissertation is: A Study of Reflexivity and the 

Representation of Culture in Touristic Display at the Polynesian Cultural Center, Laie, 

Hawaii.   

 

Analysis of Poetry 

 

While Wineera’s poetry has strong Polynesian and Māori themes, these are just two 

of the aspects of her poetry. Other themes addressed include children and family life, 

teaching, belonging to two cultures, the diversity of cultures, spirituality, faith, and the 

vulnerability of living on an island, at the mercy of the ocean.  

The three selected poems feature Wineera’s karanga to other islands in the Pacific and 

to Aotearoa, the homeland of the poet, with a focus on Takapuwahia Pa, Wineera’s 

turangawaewae. The karanga issued forth seeks connections, perhaps lost over the years, 

inviting an answering karanga.  

 

  Hokule’a7 

 

          We have all watched  

          with some misgiving  

          the ocean of possibilities  

          beyond our doors, 

          wondering, in our complacency, 

          whether we had courage enough 

          to chart a course 

          to farther islands. 

          No one of us 

          can yet walk on water, 

          and so few ever try, 

          knowing the fragility 

 
7 The punctuation of Hokule’a replicates that used by the poet, as compared to the more common practice today 

of Hokule‘a. 
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          of the sea’s soft skin 

          and the hook of fear we feel 

          within our very human lives. 

          So it was with some rationalization 

          that we watched your proud sails 

          turn towards Tahiti. 

          We were not with you 

          for a multitude of reasons, 

          yet we watched, fascinated, 

          and something deep within us 

          stirred with pride 

          and we put aside 

          the mundane happenings 

          of our comfortable lives 

          to watch the star of gladness 

          track across the sky. 

 

          We watched. 

          We saw the rain we had not seen 

          for many balmy weeks 

          come slanting off the ocean, 

          its arrival appreciated as always 

          for the promise of sustenance 

          it brings to these islands, 

          and no less for its blessing 

          on the launching of our hopes 

          that sailed in Hokule’a. 

          We watched 

          As an ocean of hospitality 

          whipped suddenly to spray that stung 

          the salt-caked flesh of limbs. 

          leaning against waves 

          steep as the Koolaus 

          risen abruptly from deep green valleys 

          and safe, placid fields. 

 

          We watched, 

          As an ocean of welcome 

          claimed sudden sacrifice. 

          --The age-old sacrifice. 

          Blood for blessing, 

          one for many, 

          ensuring perpetuity 

          of all human communion 

          and ease of endeavor. 

          We saw men we had newly come to know 

          stripped of all 

          but love of life and heritage 

          grow even taller in our eyes 
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          and stand above the upturned hull 

          of dreams that would not drown 

          nor die. 

 

          Ae, we watched, 

          and watching, felt at once 

          the poignancy of guilt, 

          the shattering of smugness 

          in lives that now know triumph 

          born of pride in Hokule’a. 

           

          (Mahanga: Pacific Poems, 26-27) 

 

 

 

The Star of Gladness     

     

The karanga in Wineera’s poem “Hokule‘a” is a call to grasp the opportunities of an 

ocean of possibilities. There are two oceans: the physical ocean of Moana Nui a Kiwa, or the 

Pacific and the ocean of opportunity of the mind and heart to chart a course and make the 

most of life’s possibilities. Both require strong faith, the kind of faith that would enable a 

person to ‘walk on water’ or to become godlike or heroic. In Matthew 14: 22-36, the disciple 

Peter attempted to walk on water and succeeded, until he became afraid8. Wineera outlines 

the wonder and admiration of the spectators, the “we” in the poem, who witness the faith and 

heroism of those on board Hokule‘a who become like gods who can walk on “water” because 

they set sail in faith that the dream will come to fruition. 

The teller of the story of Hokule‘a is in Honolulu, Hawai‘i, with friends and whanau 

and a crowd of hundreds, watching the launching and setting sail of the double-hulled wa‘a 

(waka or canoe) as it sets sail across the ocean to Tahiti. The wa‘a is built according to tradition  

(although constructed from fibre glass) with a double hull and two sails, called wa‘a kaulu or 

crab claws.  

 
8 www.smekers.education.com 
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There are no navigational instruments onboard. The wa‘a will be guided by the stars 

and the trade winds.  The purpose of the journey, as with the one before it, was to prove the 

skills of the ancestors who used traditional and ancient knowledge to ‘chart a course’ by the 

stars to their destination. Whakapapa connections were a goal as the adventurers hoped to 

prove the origins of the peoples of Polynesia were Asian, rather than American and that they 

had discovered and settled the many islands of the Pacific, not haphazardly, but as deliberate 

acts of exploration. The renaissance and reclamation of these arts and whakapapa connections 

were also to prove that the tupuna or ancestors were not blown off course, arriving by 

accident at other island destinations, but were skilled navigators, aware of the routes 

crisscrossing the Pacific, and aware of their destination.  

Building Hokule‘a was an act of faith and was the inspiration of the artist Herb Kane 

who made his dream into a reality by building an ocean-going wa‘a, the like of which had not 

been seen for 600 years. Kane named the vessel Hokule‘a after a star, the Star of Gladness. In 

1976, the maiden voyage to Tahiti was a wonderful success. However, on the second journey, 

in 1978, a tragedy unfolded.  

The speaker in the poem compares those on shore watching, who wonder if they 

would find the courage to venture into the unknown, with the crew on board, who are taking 

a leap of faith. The risk factor is heightened by personifying the sea, who possesses a 

“fragility” and a “soft skin,” and in the description of the onlookers’ own response to being at 

the ocean’s mercy in a “hook of fear.” Wineera, in describing the fear of those who do not 

dare venture forth, demonstrates how deep-seated the emotion is, as a hook is difficult to 

extract and may cause more pain in the process.  
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Fig. 17: Hokule‘a the wa‘a in the 1970s. Source:archive.hokulea.com  

 

The date of the launch was March 16, 1978. Tragedy struck when one of the hulls 

developed a leak and the wa‘a overturned. The crew managed to hold on to the craft and one 

brave sailor, Eddie Aikau, an accomplished surfer, used to riding 30-foot waves on the North 

shore, set off bravely on his surfboard to find help. Aikau was the inaugural  lifeguard at 

Waimea Bay and had saved 500 people. No one lost their lives on his watch and he had 

earned the saying, ‘Eddie would go’ (surfertoday.com). Although flares had been fired they 

had not been noticed and Aikau lived up to his reputation, insisting on setting out to seek 

help. Eventually the flares were sighted and help came, but sadly Eddie Akau was never 

found. He had given his life for his fellow sailors. The writer of the poem refers to this as the 

sacrifice of one, using a Christ-like analogy. The event has mythical Pasifika and Māori 

parallels also.  

The repetition of the phrase “We watched” highlights the flurry of activity onboard 

the wa‘a compared with the passivity of those on shore. Each verse or segment begins with 
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the phrase: “We watched.”  One effect of this repetition is to highlight the difference between 

those who are willing take a risk and set out in faith, and those who are onlookers. However, 

the onlookers in this case are also supporters, willing the wa‘a and the crew on to success, 

perhaps living vicariously through them. 

Wineera repeats the phrase “We watched” to carry the narrative forward and to 

demonstrate the investment of support and the emotional and spiritual involvement the karanga 

of Hokule‘a has stirred within them: “We watched your proud sails turn towards Tahiti” and 

“We watched fascinated, stirred with pride” describes the departure of the wa‘a, followed by 

“We watched, we saw the rain we had not seen for many balmy weeks.” The rain is described 

as bringing sustenance for the crops and a blessing to the people and the venture. In Polynesian 

tikanga rain is always considered a blessing if it falls on ceremonial occasions. In stark contrast 

the waves become suddenly mountainous, compared by the teller of the story to the Koolaus, 

the highest volcanic mountain range in Hawai‘I, and the vessel is overturned. In the watching 

there was guilt on the part of the watchers, that the dreams and hopes of the sailors and of 

Polynesia, might perish. The guilt is felt because the watchers had not been involved, had not 

put themselves at risk and the vessel is overturned. The shock reverberates through the word 

“whipped” which is used to describe the forces and sounds of nature and the breaking of the 

wa‘a as acts of violence. The final scenes are those of seeing the sacrifice of a life, the death of 

one of the crew, and of the rest of the crew standing on the hull. 
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Fig. 18: Scale model of traditional Hawai‘ian wa‘a; Bishop Museum, Honolulu. Photography, R. 

Peters July 2018. 
 

 

 

Those who had put themselves at risk now become godlike, like those who are able to 

walk on water. On the shore, the onlookers find their feelings of smugness are turned to 

feelings of guilt. The crew on the wa‘a have faith, they have embraced the “ocean of 

possibilities” in a physical capacity. Those watching are challenged to find their own ocean 

of possibilities, to have something to believe in, to strive for, to find their own star of 

gladness, to embrace their own culture. It brings back a pride in being Polynesian, validates 

who they are and gives them  much to strive for.  

The poet asks of the reader what is your personal Hokule‘a? What are you afraid of? 

What prevents you from responding to the karanga and venturing forth? The sea’s soft skin is 

what we are afraid of, we are afraid of walking on water, of pushing ourselves outside of our 

“complacency,” our comfort zone. The reader is challenged to discover and take hold of her 

or his own ocean of possibilities. Wineera issues the karanga, the karanga of poetry 

connections across Moana Nui a Kiwa, inviting the foremothers to find their own oceans of 
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possibility, to “walk on water,” to venture out on journeys of discovery, connection, and 

reconnection. 

These sentiments are evident in the title of her second volume of poetry, Into the 

Luminous Tide: Pacific Voices. By 2009 Wineera had made some changes to the original poem. 

The poem now appears continuous without stanza breaks and she has substituted “tack” for 

“track” in the last line of the first stanza so that the onlookers now watch: 

 

 

the star of gladness 

tack across the sky 

 

 

 rather than “track.” The more nautical term ‘tack’ works well with the theme of voyaging but 

the preference for either term is in the eye and ear of the reader. Other changes include 

omitting the phrases: “…an ocean of hospitality,” and ocean of welcome.”  The “salt-caked 

flesh of men” becomes “the salt-caked flesh of limbs.” The whole of Verse three, which 

explores blood sacrifice and heroism, is omitted in the second version. Perhaps Wineera felt 

it would be more palatable for modern-day readers and did not wish to date the poem. 

Without Wineera’s confirmation these interpretations can only be supposition. One effect is 

to engage the curiosity and attention of the reader.  

The poem highlights the Pacific connections with Aotearoa in whakapapa and 

traditional waka building and navigation. Navigator Nainoa Thompson took Hokule‘a on at 

least nine other journeys to places which included Canada and Rapanui and to Waitangi, 

Aotearoa, in cooperation with Hekenukumai Busby, New Zealand master carver, waka 

builder and navigator who used ancient Māori waka building methods. Te Aurere, Busby’s 

double hulled waka, using the ancestors’ methods of navigating by the stars, crisscrossed the 

Pacific, a total of 30,000 nautical miles of sailing. Nainoa Thompson was one who answered 

the wero or challenge to do the same. “Hek” Busby encouraged the mind-set that sailing to 
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Rapanui was achievable in terms of navigation across “an ocean of possibilities” at a time 

when others thought it impossible. The relationship was such that Nainoa Thompson, of 

Hokule‘a, spoke at Hekenukumai’s funeral in the far North of the North Island in May 2019, 

where thousands had gathered to pay their respects and to acknowledge another intrepid 

sailor.  

 

Toa Rangatira 

 

A second poem of Wineera’s is of interest because it also addresses issues of 

whakapapa or connections and of the right of return to one’s marae and turangawaewae after 

many years of absence. After living on an island on the other side of the Pacific, without 

contributing to a marae community and hapu, can the speaker claim turangawaewae status? 

Will she be recognised or treated as a stranger? The return appears to be a journey of the 

imagination but could equally have been a physical journey. 

 

       

Toa Rangatira 

 

          This is a truth: one cannot, 

          save for long, quiet nights, 

          return to time and place 

          of yesteryear. 

 

          Once I tried with eagerness 

          of cherished reminiscence, 

          but I had grown a giant 

          who dwarfed the once vast 

          marae of before, 

          and peeling paint, 

          weathered wood, 

          blind-eyed, dusty panes 

          wailed not the welcome call 

          into the air. 

 

          “I am home,” I said 
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          to a whip of playful wind 

          that trailed my words 

          and flung them 

          at the wide-eyed tekoteko. 

          He gave no sign 

          save that carved out 

          of defiance. 

          Nor would he prance forth 

          to lay at my feet 

          the fern leaf symbol. 

 

             (Mahanga: Pacific Poems, 18 ) 

 

In the poem the speaker has returned to his or her marae, to find it is apparently 

deserted, and no longer imposing or threatening. The poem’s subtext suggests a pride in 

belonging to a rich inheritance, coupled with sadness at not finding the old familiar loved 

whanaunga in residence. The poem asks questions asked of all in Māoridom: Who are you? 

Where do you come from? Who are your tupuna? The answer lies in the speaker’s response 

or seeming lack of response. 

The poem addresses the karanga of turangawaewae, the homeplace and marae of 

Wineera’s childhood. There is a saying that you cannot go back to moments in time, cannot 

capture what once was, cannot feel the experiences again, except perhaps when nights are 

long and the experience comes back as a dream. At one level the speaker has outgrown the 

marae. What seems huge in childhood no longer seems so when one grows older.  Buildings 

that seemed huge are now much smaller.  Has the marae lost some of its potency? The wood 

is weathered, the paint is peeling and the dusty panes give the building the appearance of an 

old, blind man. The marae has been scaled down to Liliputian size and the speaker is now a 

giant.  
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The speaker announces herself: “I am home,” but the words are snatched away. Until 

now the speaker has played a passive role but the wind has acted for her, taking her words 

and flinging them at the tekoteko, or carved ancestor figure. There is no response, there is no 

wero or challenge to determine whether the manuhiri or visitors come in peace or hostility. 

The wero is in the form of a green fern leaf, which is laid down, and is to be picked up by a 

leading male figure if the party comes in peace. It is at this point that the reader becomes 

aware of another layer of meaning within the poem. The speaker is alone and has no one to 

pick up the wero. 

Whakapapa is the reason the speaker is not challenged. The speaker is tangata whenua 

of that marae. It is his or her standing place for the feet, the place of belonging with 

privileges and responsibilities. She or he has the right to enter the marae at any time without 

being challenged. Only manuhiri or visitors are challenged.  To understand the poem fully 

one needs to return to the title “Toa Rangatira,” and the tekoteko figure. Who was Toa 

Rangatira? The answer is in the name: toa means strong and rangatira means noble. Toa 

Rangatira is the name for Te Rauparaha  (Wineera’s ancestor) and therefore Ngati Toa 

Rangatira is her iwi. Te Rauparaha was the fierce warrior who composed Aotearoa’s most 

famous haka “Ka Mate! Ka Mate!” Ka Ora! Ka Ora!” which translated means, “I Die! I Die! 

I Live! I Live!”  

Te Rauparaha was the war leader for Ngati Toa during the musket wars. During one 

of the battles, he was in danger of capture. Te Heu Heu, paramount chief of Tuwharetoa, 

advised Te Rauparaha to go to Lake Rotoaira. There he was told to climb into a kumara pit, 

where chief Te Whaarangi’s wife Te Rangikoaea sat on top of the pit. The combination of the 

woman and the food weakened the powers of the opposing side’s tohunga so that his 

incantations caused no harm. 
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The relevance of this portion of Te Rauparaha’s history is that as a direct descendant 

of Te Rauparaha, Wineera, or the person about to enter the marae, does not need to be issued 

an invitation through the karanga of the tangata whenua or the laying down of the wero for 

she is tangata whenua. He or she belongs and does not need an invitation or to prove 

themselves or to prove whether they come in peace by picking up the wero. The proof that 

the speaker is a descendant is in the words, “I am home.”  The lament on her or his part is in 

the absence of whanau, of the voices and activities, sights and sounds of the marae which 

bring it to life; the personification in the “blind-eyed dusty panes” adding poignancy to the 

absence of loved ones who bring life to the marae and wharenui. The wind trailed the 

speaker’s words and flung them back at the speaker because the speaker did not need an 

announcement. The tekoteko’s only sign was defiance because as the brave Ngati Toa 

warrior, he was relaying a message to the speaker about being brave, being proud. The 

speaker can indeed announce with authority, “I am home.” 

 

Tangi 

In the third poem selected, “Tangi,” the karanga is at its longest and strongest. 

Wineera’s lived childhood experiences at Takapuwahia Pa and her knowledge of tikanga and 

kaupapa of tangi ceremonials add poignancy to the narrative.  

Tangi 

 

          I will know I am home 

          when I see the old women. 

          The old women in shawls 

          calling the lament. 

          The old women in their black coats 

          shading their eyes with their brown hands. 

          The old women with their long cries 

          that caress the heavy air and carry me 

          back to my belonging. 
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          The old women with ferns in their hair, 

          waving green leaves in their hands, 

          swaying to the mourning chants, 

          slowly waving the leaves, 

          calling me forward, 

          calling me home. 

 

          And I will know I am home 

          when I see the old men. 

          The old men with their felt hats, 

          waving their carved sticks, 

          clearing their throats. 

          The old men in gabardine coats, 

          wearing tartan scarves, 

          And tattoos of wrinkles. 

          The old men speech-making 

          under the rafters of kowhaiwhai, 

          untangling the genealogies 

          and reapportioning the land. 

          The old men discussing politics 

          and the protocol 

          of my coming home. 

 

          I will hear the breathing 

          of those who watch by me 

          through the long night, 

          through the three-day night. 

          I will hear the murmur 

          of living voices about me, 

          and outside, the children. 

          I will hear the children at play 

          beyond the green marae, 

          waving their toetoe fronds, 

          flicking the marbles. 

          The children in their 

          hand-me-down clothes 

          of navy blue and grey. 

          I will watch the fingerplay of whai. 

          I will dream with the children. 

 

          And I will be at home 

          when I smell the cooking fires, 

          when I see the cooks hanging 

          the big black pots over the fires 

          and peeling potatoes 

          with butcher knives. 

          The cooks with their hands in the hangi, 

          the men in the mists of smoke and steam, 

          I will know I am home 

          when I see the women washing the puha 
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          and the girls setting the long tables. 

          I will taste again the hangi meat, 

          the salt-slick lick of mutton bird, 

          sweet and strong, 

          the smoked eel, warm from the oven, 

          the kina cool from its crusted shell. 

          I will eat with all of them 

          when I come home 

 

          And I will see the pukana of the women, 

          and the gestures of grace, 

          fern leaves flowing green 

          and free beside clean waters. 

           I will hear the nose flute 

          across the years, 

          and hongi with my tupuna 

          and shed tears 

          for what was lost along the way. 

          I will know I am home  

          when I see the meeting house, 

          Toa Rangatira! The proud name. 

          When I see the bush again, 

          the hills, the beach, 

          the old house. 

          All the old houses of home. 

          When I walk around the pa 

          knowing again all the houses 

          and all my family living and loving 

          in all the old houses, 

          I will be home. 

 

(Into the Luminous Tide: Pacific Poems, 106-108) 

 

 

In contrast with the previous poem, “Toa Rangatira,” the speaker here is being called 

home in community. She has arrived and is being called forward on to the marae atea, the 

space in front of the whare whakairo or carved meeting house. Unlike the previous poem, 

where the speaker does not receive a karanga, there are many voices of women uplifted to 

call her back to where she belongs.  

 In the poem “Toa Rangatira” a case was made that the speaker did not need to have 

the karanga issued because they belonged to that marae, were tangata whenua. Why should 

this occasion be different? The answer lies in the fact that the party is being called on to the 
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marae as a funeral party with their loved one’s body. Tikanga dictates that they be accorded 

full ceremonial rites. Tangi, to cry, mourn, weep, refers to Māori funeral observances held 

over three days, generally, at a marae, with the funeral on the third day.9 

Another contrast between the two poems is in the confidence and surety of the 

speaker as opposed to the hesitancy in the former poem. Confidence is emphasised by the 

repetition of the phrase “I will know.” In the first verse, “I will know I am home” is followed 

by “when I see the old women.” The description is heightened by the addition of colours to 

the blackness (traditional dress for tangi being black) as in the brown hands (Māori hands) 

and the green ferns waving, and green ferns on their heads. The brown hands are noticeable 

against the black because they are the only part of the body visible because the long black 

skirts and robes fall to and over the feet. The greenery in the hair is called a taua, where the 

leaves are woven together to make a crown. The kai karanga wear the taua to greet each 

roopu or group of people who approach the marae to pay their respects. Many of the 

mourners, both men and women will wear a taua as they proceed to the wharenui. It is 

customary for buses and carloads of mourners to stop at some distance from a marae to 

source suitable ferns or leaves to fashion into taua. As each of the mourners moves forward to 

pay respects to the deceased, the taua is laid on an ever-growing pile at the foot of the coffin. 

The image is clearly drawn with Wineera’s artistic eye, and demonstrates her ability, as 

referred to in conversation with Wineera’s daughter Kim, to create vivid scenes as she writes. 

Who is the tangi for? The clue comes halfway through the first verse in the words: 

 

The old women with their long cries 

that caress the heavy air and carry me 

back to my belonging. 

 

 
9 Moorfield J. C. (192)  
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At face value this might refer to a carrying of emotion and heart strings to be coming 

back home. A deeper meaning is possible, that the speaker is imagining, or in fact being, 

carried through the gate in a coffin. The large numbers of kai karanga, the chanting, the 

“slowly waving leaves” indicate the tūpāpaku coming to his or her marae to lie in state. If it 

was a group of mourners waiting for the karanga, the kai karanga group would be smaller, 

probably two women and, usually, not more than three. The repetition of the phrase “The old 

women” with their “black coats,” with their “long cries,” and “ferns in their hair” indicates a 

large group such as would gather to welcome home the dead. Significantly, the verse ends 

with:  

 

calling me forward, 

calling me home.  

 

 

 

as opposed to the usual custom of the group being called forward as manuhiri. Within Māori 

tradition or tikanga, the belief is that the soul or the spirit of the person is present, listening to 

and hearing the events happening around them throughout the three days of the tangi.  

 There are hints that it is the speaker’s own tangi in each succeeding verse. The scene 

in stanza two describes the whaikorero or speeches by the old men. Again, the imagery 

allows the reader to enter the wharenui, to be present as “The old men” who wear felt hats, 

carry tokotoko or carved sticks, wear gabardine coats and tartan scarves, and have “tatoos of 

wrinkles” which gives them status and respect. The wrinkles have been well-earned over the 

years of contributing to the marae and community. The speaker pictures the old men as she 

remembers them. “Tatoos” elevates them to the rangatira status, for chiefs traditionally wore 

the tatoo. Recitation of the genealogies is always important but especially so at a tangi, where 

there may be, and nearly always is, debate about where the deceased should be interred. 
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Often there are discussions and arguments as to whether the person should be taken to 

another marae to which they have iwi links. Such debate is considered a mark of honour. 

Whakapapa, or ties through birth and genealogy, add firm resolve on the part of the whanau 

and the marae elders and usually put an end to any argument. Stanza two concludes with the 

whaikorero of the old men in the wharenui: 

 

The old men discussing politics 

and the protocol 

of my coming home 

 

the use of the first person pronoun suggests the speaker is the deceased, as the protocols 

traditionally refer to the dead returning to their turangawaewae. The third stanza appears to 

confirm that the speaker has returned as a tūpāpaku. This is suggested by the lines: 

 

I will hear the breathing 

of those who watch by me 

through the long night 

through the three-day night. 

 

 While some readers may interpret the scene as the tangi for one of the speaker’s nearest 

whanau, with the speaker sitting beside the coffin for three days and nights, the phrase, “I will 

hear the living voices of those about me,” suggests the speaker does not have a living voice.  

 The rhythms of the tangi are described: the karanga is issued and returned, the old men 

rise to make speeches, children play and food is prepared. The activities are vivid: the cooks 

hang “big black pots” over the fire and are “peeling potatoes” with butcher knives, before they 

put their “hands in the hangi.” There is a reason the cooks are known as ringa wera or hot 

hands. The heat from the fires and the hangi pit, along with the steam from pots, rise up until 
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the cooks are enveloped in “mists of smoke and steam.” These light touches of aroha raise the 

spirits. The speaker, watching the hand game of whai, or cat’s cradle, and dreaming with the 

children, is taken back to simpler times of her or his childhood. There is a touch of magic in 

Wineera’s description, conjuring up an atmosphere of wonder and enchantment.  

The women and girls have other duties, and the sumptuous description of the food is 

highly appealing. They set the juices flowing with the repetition of the ‘s’ sound and through 

that we can savour the taste, especially of the mutton bird or titi, with its “salt-slick lick sweet 

and strong.” The smoked eel is warm and contrasts with the kina, “cool from its crusted shell.” 

Such delicacies are served at the hakari or feast at the end of the tangi. A state of noa or freedom 

from the extension of tapu (Moorfield, 118) is then reached and daily life may be resumed. 

Meanwhile, spirit of the departed may observe all the events carried out with tikanga before 

making the final journey to Cape Reinga and from thence on to Hawaiiki.  

In the final verse, filled with nostalgia and sadness, Wineera sums up the karanga of 

the spirit, the longing for home. The part the women play in providing waiata and action songs 

is described: “I will see the pukana” (a gesture where the eyes are opened wide in a stare of 

defiance) and “the gestures of grace,” the delicate movements of the hands in the action songs. 

Such performances are part of the ritual and are a mark of respect and aroha. Memories of clean 

waters and green fern, the sound of the nose flute, hauntingly beautiful, are reminders of the 

ancestors, whom the speaker says she will hongi. Photographs of the ancestors adorn the 

wharenui walls. Perhaps their images in the photographs in the wharenui are greeted with a 

bowed head and with silent respect but perhaps as spiritual beings they are greeted with hongi 

as the speaker moves to the world of the spirits. 
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 Finally, the speaker moves through the marae complex, acknowledging the meeting 

house, Toa Rangatira, named after the brave warrior ancestor, Te Rauparaha, then through to 

the papakainga where the whanau once lived, calling up echoes of the past: 

 

knowing again all the houses   

and all my family living and loving 

in all the old houses, 

I will be home. 

 

Other readers will have their own interpretations. The poem indicates a tangi, and my 

close reading suggests that the speaker is describing his or her own tangi. Perhaps it might be 

a dream or a wish-fulfilment of someone a long way from home, who on hearing the karanga 

of the marae thinks about the life left behind, while issuing their own karanga to be part of 

that world once more. Whether literally or figuratively, the tangi is the heart’s cry to return 

home. The rhythms and tikanga of the tangi as it moves through the ceremonial stages, 

recalled by Wineera with sharp observation and tender descriptions, capture the essence of 

home. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has provided a background and archival material on the first of 

Papatuanuku’s progeny, Vernice Wineera, the first of the foremothers of poetry to publish a 

sole collection of poetry. The intention has been to fill in some of the gaps in the knowledge 

of this taonga, so that others may recognise the beauty and quality of her work.    
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Wineera has lived most of her life in Hawai‘i but has maintained her strong whakapapa, 

turangawaewae and whanau connections within Aotearoa, issuing the karanga across Moana 

Nui a Kiwa, which she visualises as a marae. An invitation is issued to other foremothers of 

poetry to join with her and the karanga has been returned. Successive chapters outline their 

journeys into the publishing world. 

A multi-talented artist and writer, Wineera deserves recognition within New 

Zealand’s literary canon for the sheer quality of her work. She has been a hidden taonga, a 

treasure. The wonder is that she was able to achieve so much while caring for seven children 

and her home, supporting a husband who was prominent in the life of their church, teaching 

at university, editing the university poetry magazine, Kula Manu and being involved in the 

Polynesian Cultural Centre. In correspondence, on the 18 th of August 2019, her daughter 

Kim wrote: 

 

She is humble about her talents because she knows they are blessings from God, and 

they shaped her life, a little girl from the pa at Takapuwahia, Porirua, to a wife and 

mother of seven children, a life-long student, who loves life, her family, her culture and 

her faith. Somehow Mum made it all work.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

Te Ao Mārama: Opening Doors and Finding 
 

EVELYN ROSELLA PATUAWA NATHAN 

Te Roroa, Ngāti Whatua, Te Rarawa, Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Torehina, Ngāti Hau and Ngāti 

Maniapoto. 

15 April 1933 – 28 August 2019 

 

Fig. 19: Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, circa early 1990s. Ludbrook House Collection. 
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Introduction and Publishing History 

 

 

Opening Doors 

 

Before opening the doors 

onto the street, 

to the curious eyes of the world 

I open myself, 

to make adjustments suitable 

to the needs 

required by the weather.  

A brolly, rainhat, galoshes 

or a flower to outwit 

my flagging psyche, 

maybe a brandy to support the flower. 

Then I choose with care  

the outer self I shall wear today. 

 

 (Opening Doors: Patuawa Nathan, 26) 

 

Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, also known as Evelyn Nathan Patuawa, Eve Nathan and 

Evelyn Finney, achieved publication in 1979, a year after Vernice Wineera. The slim volume 

Opening Doors: a collection of poems by the Maori Poet Evelyn Patuawa Nathan was 

published in Fiji. The title poem suggests an elusiveness of character on the part of the 

persona in the poem, one which easily extends to the writer of the poem in the last two lines: 

 

Then I choose with care 

the outer self I shall wear today. (26) 
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Fig. 20: Book Cover of Opening Doors, 1979. Illustration by Patrick Fong. 

 

In Māori literary critiques Patuawa Nathan has sometimes been acknowledged, as 

referenced in the Introduction. Alice Te Punga Somerville’s (Once Were Pacific: Maori 

Connections to Oceania, 37-59) devotes a chapter to three Māori poets who are, or were, 

based in the Pacific at the time of publishing (2012). The three poets are Vernice Wineera, 

Evelyn Patuawa Nathan and Robert Sullivan. Te Punga Somerville critiques two of Patuawa 

Nathan’s poems from Opening Doors: “Omamari,” and “In the Beginning.” Robert Sullivan 

and Reina Whaitiri included five of Patuawa Nathan’s poems in their 2014 anthology, Puna 

Wai Korero: An Anthology of Māori Poetry in English. Evidence that Patuawa Nathan is 

perhaps now being recognised within the mainstream New Zealand literary landscape, is her 

inclusion in Paula Green’s 2019 anthology, Wild Honey: Reading New Zealand Women’s 

Poetry. Green is moved by the quality of Patuawa Nathan’s work: “Her poetic melodies cling 
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to me. Like so many other women writers she is a puzzling gap.” (Green, 240). The poet’s 

desire to reconnect with her origins remind Green of Wineera and she compares Patuawa 

Nathan to a tidal movement “that both reveals and conceals.” (ibid).  

As with Wineera’s Mahanga, Patuawa Nathan’s Opening Doors is almost impossible 

to obtain. However, I was fortunate to procure the last second-hand one available from a 

major on-line book company. Although not in pristine condition, as shown, I consider it a 

taonga. There are twenty four poems in this slim volume. Eight of them feature Aotearoa 

place names in their titles, suggesting that a sense of a sense of whakapapa, of acceptance and 

belonging is important to Patuawa-Nathan. 

Resident for most of her life in Australia, the poems were written while Patuawa 

Nathan was teaching in Sydney and the Northern Territory. The foreword to Opening Doors 

notes that Patuawa Nathan wrote a historical novel. Unfortunately, it was lost in the mail on 

the way to Collins publishers in London. The writer of the foreword to Opening Doors, 

whose name is not given, noted that at the time of publication Patuawa was preparing another 

poetry collection for publication. Twenty three unpublished poems by Patuawa Nathan are 

included with this thesis. (see Appendix). However, there is no way of ascertaining whether 

these poems form the collection spoken of. Some of them appear to be drafts or re-workings 

of poems on the death of her mother, some are about her tangata whenua but others venture 

into new ground. The poems are to be read only, and not reproduced, as the rights of 

publication remain with Melissa Nathan, Patuawa Nathan’s daughter.     

Patuawa Nathan was the most elusive of the foremothers in terms of availability of 

research material. After three years of intermittent emails, letters, archival and oral research, 

the first information came through Christine Ludbrook, of Ludbrook House, Ohaewai, 

Northland. Ludbrook and her whanau have long been supporters of Māori art and especially 

of the bi-annual Ngāpuhi Arts Festival held in Kaikohe. The Tai Tokerau Festival features an 
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exhibition of Māori art by the most talented and experienced of Māori artists from all iwi 

throughout the motu. In conversation in 2016 Ludbrook mentioned that Patuawa Nathan was 

well known to herself, and that she, Ludbrook, had curated an exhibition of Patuawa 

Nathan’s paintings in 1992 at Ludbrook House. Patuawa Nathan had returned to New 

Zealand with the intention of setting up a Māori Art Cooperative in the Kaipara, her 

turangawaewae. She had hoped the venture would support Māori artists and provide 

employment. This did not eventuate, although the reason for the failure of the enterprise is 

not clear.  

The news regarding Patuawa Nathan’s art was a revelation as the scant information 

available up to this point was in reference to the author’s poetic skills. Christine had no 

knowledge of Patuawa Nathan’s writing abilities, nor that she had achieved a solo publication 

of poetry. She did, however, direct me to the Ministry of Education Office in Kaikohe and the 

District Court in Kaikohe to view works by Patuawa Nathan. The paintings at the Ministry 

were on loan while those at the Courthouse were the property of the District Court.  

Subsequently I was invited to Ludbrook House where I was able to read through the 

small collection of Patuawa Nathan’s papers held there. These consisted of brief descriptions 

of the paintings exhibited at Ludbrook House in 1992, photographs of some of the paintings 

and a letter Patuawa Nathan had written to Ludbrook from Auckland after the exhibition. 

Some of Patuawa Nathan’s paintings, part of the Ludbrook private collection, were on 

display at Ludbrook House, and at least twenty others were in storage. As Patuawa Nathan 

had not left a forwarding address, the works could not be returned to the artist. An interesting 

feature of the paintings is that they are painted on wallpaper rather than on canvas. The width 

of these paintings is 21 inches (the standard width of a roll of wallpaper) and most are from 6 

to 9 feet in height. 
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Fig. 21: The Eel Trap, Poonga, by Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, Oil on Wallpaper. Source: Ministry of 

Education, Kaikohe Office, Broadway, Kaikohe, 2016. This and other paintings previously held by 

the Ministry have now been returned to Patuawa Nathan’s whanau.  

 

 

 

In her notes for the Ludbrook House Exhibition, Patuawa Nathan commented that the 

Eel Trap – Poonga, signified the importance of eels as part of Māori diet, while the manaia, 

birdwoman, was unique to the collection as birdwomen, to her knowledge, had never been 

depicted in story or art form before. But as the artist herself declared it was time to rectify 

history. “There cannot be a Birdman / Manaia unless there was a female / Birdwoman in the 

first place.” Aartist’s notes, Ludbrook House Exhibition 1992). 
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Fig.22: Female Manaia Figure, Kaikohe District Court Foyer. Source: R Peters, with the  permission 

of the Court. 

 

Fig. 23: Northern Female carved figure. Photograph courtesy of Ludbrook House. 
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Fig. 24: Poster for Patuawa Nathan’s Art Exhibition at Ludbrook House, 10 October 1992.  

The wording on the Poster is replicated at the right for clarity. The artist ‘s name displayed on the 

poster is Eve Nathan Patuawa.  

 

 

 

Patuawa Nathan, disappointed that few of the paintings were sold, defended the use of 

wallpaper in a letter written to Ludbrook: 

 

 

Your friend Mrs. … is very genuine & was interested in the red & black whale – but 

looked alarmed when I said it was painted on wallpaper – its10 actually vynol [vinyl] 

wallpaper, sized with selleys sealer and & acrylic exterior house paint – then painted 

on top of that. The vynol wallpaper comes from the Nikkon Japponese Hotel 

MacLeary Street Potts Point. Tell her that Hundertwasser paints on any old scrap of 

paper, cardboard, envelopes etc. – it’s the quality of the sizing technique & its lasting 

properties – it’ll last forever and she can change it if she gets sick of it – I can touch it 

up whenever – if she likes it, as she’s your friend & such a lovely person. In haste 

   Arohanui – Eve 

 
10 As written by Patuawa Nathan 

 

LUDBROOK HOUSE 

ART GALLERY 

 

WE ARE PRIVILEGED TO BE ABLE TO SHOW AND 

OFFER FOR SALE FOR THE TIME IN NEW ZEALAND 

A COLLECTION OF PAINTINGS BY: 

 

 

EDITH NATHAN PATUAWA 

(NGATI WHATUA TE RARAWA TRIBE) 

 

 

WE CORDIALLY INVITE YOU TO ATTEND A 

PRIVATE SHOWING ON: 

 

SATURDAY 

10 TH OCTOBER 1992 

AT 

4. 00 PM 
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Fig. 25: Detail from Evelyn Patuawa Nathan’s handwritten letter to Christine Ludbrook. Patuawa 

Nathan Papers, Ludbrook House. Image reproduced with permission.  

 

Patuawa Nathan’s comments highlight her resourcefulness, creativeness and 

innovation. Not all of the paintings were executed on wallpaper, another group, 29 in all, 

were painted on canvas and were priced at $800.00 each. Patuawa Nathan introduced the 

typewritten list of paintings with the comment that the works were offered for sale at reduced 

prices to fund a community based centre for alternative technology at Maropiu, Dargaville. 

 In 2018 Ludbrook offered paintings to a Whangarei art gallery, with Patuawa 

Nathan’s daughter Melissa’s permission. The gallery displayed them for a short time but 

returned them as they commented that they were not sure how well the paintings would be 

received by the public and the gallery did not have the funds to purchase them. This 
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constitutes a similar dynamic to the worth and value of her poetry in terms of critical 

reception. 

Fig. 26: Northern Birth. Photograph courtesy of Ludbrook House. 

 

The painting depicted in figure 26 is an example of the fusion of Māori and 

Aboriginal art. Women of rangatira status in the North gave birth in special houses named 

whare kōhanga and groups of midwives were appointed to care for the expectant mothers. 

(Mead, 292). The mother in the painting appears to be on a bed of leaves or garlands which 

form a nest, in a pattern reminiscent of Australian aboriginal repetitive designs. At the foot of 

the painting are shapes which appear to be trees but on closer inspection look like a group of 

women. On the bottom left of the frame is a kuia and small child. The next painting, a 

representation of the Treaty of Waitangi also fuses Māori and Aboriginal styles. The spirals 

are reminiscent of the moko of the rangatira who signed the Treaty using patterns from their 

moko as their signature. The background evokes Aboriginal patterns and forms a glistening 
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sea scape. Stars or Fireworks have been juxtaposed and Patuawa Nathan’s note reads: 

“Honour the Treaty.”   

Fig. 27: Honour the Treaty. Photograph courtesy of Ludbrook House. 

 

The second source of information came to light through contact with Patuawa 

Nathan’s whanau in Kaihu. Although approaches had been made to Patuawa Nathan’s wider 

whanau, none of them had any knowledge of her address in Australia. Finally, information 

surfaced from artist and whanaunga member, Bernard Makaore. On Friday, 21 October 2016, 

a reply to my enquiry was received from Makoare. He had spoken with his relative Daniel 

Patuawa Nathan, who provided the following information: 

 

She is Tuck Nathan and Jonny Nathan’s sister and was raised here in Kaihu but left for 

Australia many years ago. She has worked extensively in Aboriginal communities and 

fuses a lot of Aboriginal symbolism into her painting. She is very well known in 

Australia and apparently has no real intentions of returning and is quite elderly now. 
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Some years ago she came back to Kaihu to spend some time (before Uncle Tuck died) 

reconnecting and eating Toheroa! While here she did some paintings which are in the 

wharekai at her marae, Taita, in Mamaranui.11 

 

By the time of the Ngāpuhi Festival in 2017 neither the organisers of the Ngāpuhi 

Festival nor Christine had found contacts for Patuawa Nathan. One of the artist’s paintings 

was exhibited at the festival in the hope that someone would recognise the artist and would 

have information which would help locate her. Sadly, this did not eventuate. However, in 

2018 a successful outcome was reached when Christine was able to locate Patuawa Nathan’s 

daughter Melissa who was happy to correspond with me and to answer questions in support 

of this research. Melissa’s responses were received in March and November of 2018.  

Evelyn lived in Lismore at the time Melissa wrote her responses and was a resident in 

a Retirement Home as she did not enjoy good health. Mother and daughter enjoyed a close 

relationship. Melissa explained in correspondence (16 March 2018):  

 

My mother was diagnosed with dementia about 10 years ago. At that time she lived by 

herself in inner-city Sydney. I brought her home for five years but as time passed her 

mental state declined and progressed further into dementia.” Melissa added: “My 

mother has had a tumultuous and very mysterious life. There are gaps … 

 

 

Patuawa Nathan’s mother died prematurely in her early forties. Clearly the trauma of 

losing her mother before her teenage years was a loss Patuawa Nathan felt for the rest of her 

life and it appears to have shaped her life’s quest to fulfil her dreams of becoming an artist 

and a writer, and to grasp every opportunity to learn These unpublished poems express 

 
11 Toheroa is a shellfish delicacy found in some parts of both the North and South Islands on West Coast 

beaches. AN endangered species, it is possible to gain permits for special occasions and for kaumatua and kuia.  
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Patuawa’s deep sorrow and loss. They are reproduced as the author typed and formatted 

them. 

 

Lament for Hera 

 

They would escort her 

Death's the rest of the way. ritual music throbs 
The family sat motionless in the 

mournful numbed with despair, morepork call crying together. somewhere 
Closeness and warmth outside. 
in sharing the grief burden flowing 

with tears Inside, from ancient springs, our mother lay, washing the 
hollow cheek an exhausted shell of absence. 

 on her marriage altar. They call to her departing soul 

Nothing urging her to leave lived in her eyes without regret, without guilt. 
anymore. To leave all sickness, all pain and suffering behind 

The family in her earthly body. closed in 
It was time for her to go. circling her 

bed They tell her as though to stop that her work is over her leaving. she has 
done well, Eight siblings her parents wait to greet her had suckled away on the 
other side, her nurturing energy Ngatihau whanau too, drained she will not be 
alone. her mothering gifts. 

Leaving 

Together, family drank deeply an 
empty vessel of death's black wine. to embark 

They sustained each other on its 
timeless voyage. with generous memories, 

while blank face child statues 

The eldest son Pare ring the death bed at her side traumatised, to the end, 
the anchor gone forever. fighting back tears Already feeling the void 
wiping her brow and deprivation ahead, comforting her. eyes drown in 
pools 
Until from which pain sings. a rattling moan signalled the arrival of the 
serpent. Uncle Reihana's voice rose with his message of farewell to 
Hera's soul. To ease her on her way into the ethereal sanctity of whanau 
waiting for her beyond. 
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Old home on the slope 

 

Old home on the slope weathered and dull now 
haloed by the foot hills of Tutamoe. 
Our mothers face was haloed by dark hair and an aura of gentleness. 

Outside the top house the puriri tree an odd, 
leaning shape its trunk one end of the clothes 
line. 
Our dark haired mother wore a track between the house, the top well and 
clothes line. 

Rain often swept Kaihu Valley flooding creeks and roads 
isolating cattle without hay, cutting off houses. 
Our gentle mother cut and stacked fire wood to dry warmed the house 
washed and fed us before preparing for nightly prayers. 

That final night we gathered at her bedside silently, under 
the steep roof of sky severing threads to release her, to let 
her go. 
Our gentle mothers guiding hand was stilled at forty two. 

 

 

In November 2018 Melissa came to New Zealand with her son and visited her 

mother’s tūrangawaewae for the first time, where she was able to familiarise herself with the 

places that shaped her mother’s life and where she was able to connect with whanau.  
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Fig. 28: “Me and Mumsy.” Evelyn Patuawa Nathan and her daughter Melissa, circa 2015. Photo 

courtesy of Melissa Nathan.  

 

 

 

  Biography: Finding Eve 

 

          Melissa is the most appropriate person to introduce her mother. This introductory 

statement is an excerpt from correspondence received from Melissa, 16 March 2018: 

 

 

My mother, Evelyn Rosella Nathan was born at Maropiu, Kaihu Valley. She is the 

fifth child of nine (eleven births in total). The family had a dairy farm and everyone 

worked hard milking cows, attending to crops etcetera before and after school. 12Life 

was happy but also hard work. 

 

 
 12 Milking machines were not generally available or affordable in the 1930s. The process of milking was 

performed by hand stripping the teats – a difficult and tiring process for women and children who were often the 

main workers.  
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 Maropiu is a small country district in the Kaihu area north west of Dargaville. 

Geographical features include the Maunganui Bluff, Omamari Beach and Tutamoe maunga; 

all of these are of cultural and spiritual significance to the local iwi and throughout Tai 

Tokerau, Northland.  

Several of Nathan’s poems in Opening Doors give glimpses of village life in the 

Kaihu Valley. The following poem is an example. 

 

The Kaihu 

 

The Kaihu stretches 

below the foothills, 

idles through 

cow chewing pastures, 

the river mist rises, 

the wind crosses 

the range and dies. 

 

When young we 

  bird nested 

tree clad banks. 

Set eel traps  

in weirs, while our 

mothers pounded 

clothes on boulders  

and sat about 

gossiping. Cleaning  

kutu heads, waiting 

for washing to dry.  

 

        (Opening Doors, 10)  

 

The slow pace of life in the country district is captured by the slow actions portrayed 

by the verbs. The personified Kaihu river stretches and idles. The wind dies in one place, 

rises in another in the form of “gossiping.” What seems to be a carefree life here, full of 
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adventure on one level, is actually work and food gathering. The word “pounding” belies the 

manual labour required for daily washing of clothes.  

There are no modern conveniences such as washing machines yet the memories from 

childhood are happy ones of playing and making fun without expensive toys and by 

contributing to the household by catching eels. Washing is done communally on a designated 

day, by pounding the clothes on boulders to clean them. The women have time to relax a little 

and share gossip while the washing dries (on fences or on top of the long grass). Cleaning 

lice from the children’s hair is an activity taken for granted.  

 
Figs. 29 and 30: Two protest posters by Patuawa Nathan. In the first the Kaihu River of her childhood 

is now polluted and the eels are dying. In the second, the native trees on Tutamoe Range are 

endangered. Photographs courtesy of Ludbrook House.     
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Other aspects of Patuawa Nathan’s early life are revealed in the poem “Childhood.”  

What becomes clear in the poem is that while life was hard the close family unit sustained 

existence, physically, emotionally and spiritually. The first verse illustrates this:  

 

Then the family was all 

and we hastened toward 

the bells on Sunday. 

 

 

The church played an essential part in the lives of families. Patuawa-Nathan’s 

memories include the rhythm of work through the seasons:  

 

Winter saw rains 

flood the flatlands, 

stranding the traffic. 

Only the train 

snaked through. 

 

The men went away to war and “women prepared the kumara gardens.” Women and 

children had to carry on the hard work on the farms as well as in the homes. For some 

families this became permanent as husbands and fathers were killed in action:  

 

Then spring again, 

some of the men came back, 

the bridge was decorated, 

and the Sunday bells 

tolled for the families 

of the dead. 

 

    (Opening Doors, 15) 
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Fig. 31: Kaihu today, looking from the Kaihu Tavern towards the Tutamoe ranges. Photograph: R. 

Peters. 

 

In the papakainga the family was surrounded by relations which meant they were 

obligated to take care of those who were older and those who were in ill-health. Patuawa 

Nathan’s mother, Hera or Sarah, was a hard-working, competent woman who was renowned 

for helping others. Melissa feels that her mother never really recovered from the trauma of 

her mother, Hera’s, death. Patuawa Nathan ran away to Auckland several times, where she 

believes her mother lived with an older brother and worked as a kitchen hand or in similar 

occupations. Patuawa Nathan’s father was reputed to be a ‘hard man’ and brought his 

daughter back several times.                                                           

Seven years of unknown history follows this period. Melissa has no information for 

the next eight years of Evelyn’s life. However, in the early 1950s Patuawa Nathan met her 

first partner at the Rawene Hospital where she worked. Her first child was born in 1954, 

when she was twenty-one years old, and her second child in 1956. Another eight years of 

unknown history, according to Melissa, followed, although there are indications that Evelyn 
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had various kinds of employment, including cooking on a sheep station in the Christchurch 

area, and possibly as a teacher’s aide or in similar work. 

The period appears to have seen the development of Patuawa Nathan’s artistic and 

creative writing skills, as in 1960 she wrote an article on the aboriginal painter Albert 

Namatjira, who died in 1959. The article was published in Te Ao Hou in June 1960 under the 

pseudonym Evelyn Patuaua and is a rebuttal of those critics who claimed that Namatjira’s 

work was modelled too closely on his teacher, Rex Battarbee. Patuawa Nathan insisted: 

  

Albert Namatjira in his paintings reveals a oneness of artist and subject, which 

is found only in a person as close to nature as he was. Many of Namatjira’s critics 

have said he was merely an imitator of Battarbee, but this to me is untrue.  

Their similarity stems from their common objective – that of painting truthful, 

sympathetic and loving pictures of the finest landscape in Central Australia. 

Namatjira had no pathological fear of painting trees that were trees and mountains 

that were mountains, but he did draw the line at including a human figure in any of 

his work because of religious taboo. (Te Ao Hou 31: June 1960, 25) 

 

Patuawa Nathan’s daughter Melissa reveals in the interview that her mother was 

widely read, very resourceful and an intellectual. These traits are demonstrated in the critique 

of Namatjira’s unique painting style and Patuawa Nathan speaks with authority and a 

knowledge of the European traditions of art when she claims: 

 

Namatjira was an artist who was wholly and sincerely captivated by the lights, 

the colours, the lines, and the shapes ever present in his home area. In his paintings he 

set forth the fine, grand, and beautiful scenes of this landscape with intense pride and 

feeling with all the technical skill at his disposal. Because he had the courage and 

conviction to portray his scenes so vividly and in the violent colours decreed by 

nature he was often the butt of severe criticism by city-bred critics.  

They wrote and spoke about the harsh reds and heavy purples of the eroded, 

sunburnt country, the monstrous shape of rocks and mountains, of paintings done in 

the interior, and one realizes instantly that they have been emotionally repelled not 
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only by the paintings but the landscape as well. Yet these same critics would wax 

lyrical over the work of Gauguin whose trade mark was to emphasise the best points 

of his work with brilliant, harsh colours and outrageous distortions. (Ibid, 26). 

 

Patuawa Nathan also highlighted the unfair treatment received from the Australian 

governmental system. Although he had been accorded full Australian Citizenship rights, had 

met the Queen Mother, and stayed at the home of Frank Clune, an Australian author, 

Namatjira was incarcerated. His crime was that he shared a bottle of beer with a “fellow 

native.” (Ibid, 29). Patuawa Nathan commented: 

 

           Albert remained aloof and not a little bewildered, he was thrown into a 

compound with all the down-at-heels – the methos, the scum of the earth, the killers. 

Albert was broken-hearted, his mana was desecrated, his leadership jeopardised, his 

spirit well and truly broken. In his own words – the whiteman had pointed the bone at 

him. Less than six months after his release Albert Namatjira collapsed while painting 

his beloved mountains 90 miles north of Alice Springs.  (Ibid, 29). 

 

 

Having an article published in Te Ao Hou demonstrates a level of acceptance among 

Maori aritists and writers and with wider Māori society. Patuawa Nathan was 27 years old 

when she wrote the article. This is a highly credible achievement for someone whose formal 

schooling was curtailed at the age of 12. Patuawa Nathan, as previously mentioned, was 

known to Harry Dansey and Hone Tuwhare, two leading figures within the world of Māori 

Art and Creative writing and although their combined efforts to initiate a Maori Artist and 

Writers group were not successful in the late 1950s and early 1960s their work bore fruit in 

1973, when Ngā Puna Wahanga (New Zealand Māori Artists and Writers Association) was 

formed at Te Kaha.  
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In 1964 Patuawa Nathan had her third child. She married Melissa’s father in 1965 and 

left New Zealand for Malaysia, where the fourth child, Melissa, was born in 1966. Melissa 

assumes the cultural divide was too much for her mother. Her husband was an English rubber 

plantation manager so they led a comfortable life. They had a large house, servants, a driver 

and cook but apparently Patuawa Nathan found it hard to settle into this life of privilege so 

she separated from her husband, left Malaysia with the children and moved to Australia. At 

thirty- nine years of age she was a single mother with four children, although the oldest son 

was 22 and presumably self-sufficient.  

By the time Opening Doors was published, in 1979, Evelyn had moved from Sydney 

and had been living by herself in Darwin since 1978. She lived in a squat consisting of about 

three abandoned houses, left over from the Darwin Port Harbour Master, with other 

Aboriginal and Pacific Islander women and their families, having managed to acquire these 

houses from the government for use as women’s emergency accommodation. During this 

period Patuawa Nathan worked for the Darwin Rape Crisis Centre as a volunteer community 

worker. Melissa went to live with her at this time.  
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Fig. 32: Evelyn Patuawa Nathan in Darwin, 1979. Photo courtesy of Melissa Nathan.         

                                                                       

Fig. 33: Protest Poster: Nuclear Toxins Deform S. Pacific Babies. Photo courtesy of Ludbrook House.  
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Fig. 34: Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, telephone counselling at Sydney Wayside Chapel, Kings 

Cross, 1981. Photo courtesy of Melissa Nathan. 

 

 

Interview Questions answered by Correspondence by Melissa Nathan on behalf of  her 

mother Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, November 18, 2018.   

 

Can you tell me about your early years of pre-school, school and post-school life and the 

kind of community you grew up in, particularly with regard the way you believe these strands 

shaped your life?   

There is a strong sense of family and community: the whole valley to Maunganui Bluff and 

Omamari are related. Nanny Tema lived next door in his own house at Mohoa and they 

looked after him in his old age. He’d had a stroke and was paralysed on the left side. Mum 

often talks about Nanny Tema. I think he was a firm but fair kind of person, not at all soft and 

cuddly.  
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At age five she attended Maropiu District Primary School, 1938. She liked school and had 

big plans for herself. She thought she was quite a good student. She was good at English, 

History and Language. She had no other formal education apart from primary school. I think 

she is probably self-taught.  

At age thirteen-ish Mum’s mother, Sarah, died of cancer.  Mum has never really recovered 

from the death of her mother and that loss has had a significant impact on her. These days, 

with tears in her eyes, Mum often talks about how wonderful her mother was, strong-willed, 

traditional, good mother and care giver, always helping other women or families in the 

community, “even the Pakeha.” 

Her relationship with her father has been harder to figure out. Somewhat tumultuous I expect. 

Although he seemed to be a good provider he was a tough man and if alcohol was involved, 

heavy handed. Life wasn’t easy for Māori in those days, the Government oversaw and 

approved anything to do with money and land use, even the pay cheques. Everything had to 

be applied for and approved. Can you imagine the frustration that would have caused? Even 

though she may speak fondly of him now, she didn’t in the past. Hindsight and context can 

make you more understanding.  

Soon after his wife’s death her father re-married.  Mum couldn’t cope with the new family 

dynamics. She felt she was expected to stay and work on the farm. She had dreams. She ran 

away from home - at fourteen years old? – to Auckland where her elder brother lived. I think 

they set her up as a maid? Her father retrieved her one or two times and took her back to 

Kaihu.  

[Melissa responded]: Seven years of unknown history followed.  
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Did you feel any whanau and hapu expectations? If so, how have those expectations been 

realised? 

Mum felt she was meant to work on the farm and help look after her siblings. I’m inclined to 

speculate that she was seen as another pair of working hands and another mouth to feed.  I 

don’t think her academic abilities or any other strengths were realised by her family as a 

child. [I’m] not sure there was much scope for Māori farm girls or women at that time in 

regard to academia or paid work beyond domestic style work. Perhaps part of the writing was 

her own self-expression.  

 

Were you the first writer in your family, when did you start writing and who or what inspired 

you?  

Unknown. She probably watched her father write regularly to the government to get the 

things he needed etcetera.  I assume this might be how she learnt to get things and where to 

get them from. She is also very intellectual, widely read and political and incredibly 

resourceful. Apart from many letters, these poems [the collection of Patuawa Nathan’s 

unpublished poems held by Melissa and kindly forwarded to me for this research] are the 

only written pieces known to me. Perhaps part of the writing was her own self-expression and 

to prove to herself that she had something worthwhile to offer others. Or perhaps the 

opportunity presented itself to her and she went along with it.  

 

Why did you choose to write poetry? 

Unknown. She likes abstract themes, perhaps?  She doesn’t like to have to explain her 

feelings, perhaps she can’t. It’s easier to write to an unknown audience, that way you are free 
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from judgement and questions. There is a kind of detachment available, like if you’re writing 

fiction. 

 

As a Maori woman, you are an heir of Papatuanuku. To what extent, if any, is your writing 

centred in Maori mythology?  

[Melissa responded]: Unknown. 

 

If there are any Christian themes in your writing, do you feel that these are incompatible with 

Maori mythology?  

[Melissa responded]: Unknown 

 

How has being Maori and/ bi-cultural influenced your writing?  

There seems to be a sense of loss and sadness in some poems but also a strong connection to 

the land, and spiritual tones. Nostalgic. She often refers to the morepork which she told me 

was our spiritual guide. 

 

Why did you choose to write in English rather than in Maori? 

When my mother was a child the Māori language was not encouraged by the English, 

although her whanau – parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts -  spoke to each other in 

Māori and probably to the children. I assume that once she left home and had to forge out an 

existence for herself that English was more useful to her than Māori. Over the years I suspect 

that she forgot most of the language, rituals and protocol. Even today, at eighty-five years 

old, she expresses her desire to learn Māori and korero. She does remember a few words and 

will even correct my poor pronunciation. 
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My mother is fluent in English. She is the most articulate speaker, with clear enunciation, a 

huge vocabulary and careful diction. She is a real wordsmith if she wanted to turn it on.  

Funnily enough, she has never spoken with an accent. I don’t know how she has achieved 

this. Mimicry? 

 

Were you conscious of writing for a Maori audience or were you writing for women or for a 

wider audience?  

Unknown. I assume it just poured out and she was writing what was in her heart at the time - 

the words that she could never speak to anyone. 

 

Did you face any obstacles as a Maori woman writer?  

Unknown. Probably not. She was not published in New Zealand or by New Zealand 

publishers. Exports seem to do better. I think she would have given up if it was too difficult. 

As far as I can tell, this is a one off. She gave anything a go. The more interest it sparked, the 

more she would produce, if her surroundings were conducive.  

 

Professor Patrick Evans commented that the poetry of women and younger Maori “breathes 

exclusion and loss.” (The Penguin History of New Zealand Verse, 1990).  Does this comment 

represent the themes in your poetry?  

I would agree. Her poems are a mixture of memories, grief, sadness, nostalgia, regret, loss of 

culture, land and dignity. 

 

What influence did contemporary social and political issues have on you?  

Mum has always been an activist and campaigner; painting banners and attending rallies and 

marches. I remember going down to Canberra to support the Aborigines regarding land rights 



108 
 

at the Tent Embassy in the Seventies. She was into social justice, women’s rights, human 

rights, anti-racism, anti-guns and  indigenous issues of any Indigenous Peoples. Care of the 

sea, land, fishing rights, land rights, gay rights, alternative energy [were causes she 

supported]. 

 

She was a warrior: spirited, passionate, verbal, headstrong, but not malicious. She would 

write submissions and initiated the formation of groups such as WESDN: ‘Women’s 

Enterprise Support Development Network’ in the early eighties and the ‘Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders’ Women’s Refuge in Digger Street, Cairns, in the mid-Eighties. 

 

How did / do you manage to keep your life in balance in terms of finding time to write, run a 

home and care for a family as well as being employed in the work force?  

She didn’t. Commitment was not a strong point.  At that time there were no children at home 

and no permanent employment. She would have been forty-six years old when she wrote 

those poems. She was free to work all day and all night if she so desired. 

 

Can you outline the processes involved in having your work published?  Was this a 

straightforward process or did you have to self- publish or publish as part of a co-operative?  

If the latter is the case, can you describe the kind of support you gave each other as writers 

and as women, and any support you were given by other women who were not writers? 

I suspect that mum had a chance meeting with someone involved with the South Pacific 

Creative Arts Society or a South Pacific Government Publisher that was looking to nurture  

or promote indigenous talent. She either already had the poems or churned them out. It 

wouldn’t surprise me if she was just helping someone out. It was not a career choice because 

she hasn’t written anything since but had the opportunity to. This is a niche market so I can’t 
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see that she did it for the money. As an unknown author, I doubt there even was any money.  

I think she would have been aware of the historical legacy of her work though. 

 

 

Is there anything else you would like to discuss? 

 

Important things to know about Mumsy’s character: Eve is very private and rarely discusses 

anything personal about herself. She is closed emotionally and hates to be asked personal 

questions no matter how broad they may seem. She will tell you that its none of your 

business, or it’s too painful to talk about. She never talked to me about New Zealand, her 

family life, herself, Māori culture, or my father. She only said that her mother’s name was 

Sarah, and that she died when mum was about thirteen years old.  She has only started to talk 

about her parents and grandfather in the past two years. She makes the odd comment like, 

“My father was a champion woodchopper,” or, “Did you catch a horse for Nanny Tema?”  

 

Eve is capable, clever, an achiever, incredibly resourceful and creative. She is arty, a good 

researcher, a great networker and a charming speaker. Eve is imaginative, a big thinker, 

methodical and valiant. As a great community person she is good at making things happen. 

Always willing to help others, she is not into gossip and is not materialistic, but often 

optimistic. Well-groomed and dressed she is eloquent, resilient, forgiving (she does not hold 

a grudge) and doesn’t like a fuss. Eve likes to “get on with it” and move on to the next 

project. She likes to keep busy. She is very generous and will give you anything of hers (or 

mine) if you like or need it. She was attractive to men and she liked men that were 

intellectual. She wasn’t a hussy.  She rarely drank alcohol or smoked and was never into 

drugs or pharmaceuticals.  Her weaknesses are cheese, chocolate, bread and cream. Mentally 

unstable, restless mentally and physically, my mother was a fringe dweller, a loner, easily 

bored, impatient, critical, headstrong, proud, a martyr, and more interested in what she was 
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doing and how you could help her achieve it. She gives a lot but doesn’t necessarily expect 

anything back. She is haunted by her past. 

 

She is self-taught and has survived by her wits. She has been on a pension most of my life. 

As far as I know she has only been to New Zealand, Australia and Malaysia. She has used her 

strengths, exaggerated stories and half-truths to acquire the things she needed. She likes a 

quick return; she does not have the staying power for long term projects. She is well thought 

of and loved by her friends. She was born before her time. 

 

Overall, she was a terrible parent but not the worst. Your basic needs would be met: food, 

shelter, water. I was raised an only child and became independent at fifteen years old. My 

brothers never lived with us, though they occasionally visited. I don’t remember Mum being 

around very much, perhaps half the time.  It was the same for my brothers. She was not the 

greatest grandparent either. She was a better parent ‘at a distance,’ that is, by phone or mail 

not really in person. I think she loved us, in her kind of way, and did her best but she would 

have been better off without kids. 

 

She has always loved literature, been a voracious reader of a variety of texts from the Greek 

classics, history, psychology, poetry, trashy magazines, broadsheet newspapers, politics, 

Māori contemporary issues and history. Art, alternative energy and gardening are other 

interests. Eve is an avid radio talkback listener on current issues. She has always loved 

controversial topics.  
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Analysis of Poetry 

 

Love and loss are key themes in Evelyn Patuawa Nathan’s poetry. The poet is an 

observer of human nature and sketches an outline in each poem with sparing touches and 

powerful use of vocabulary that engages the reader and the listener. Location, within the 

framework of love and loss, is a recurring theme. Other themes of location are location of the 

heart, of the iwi and of culture. Conversely, the poems also have themes of dislocation, of not 

belonging, and of longing to return. Patuawa comments upon loss of land and dignity, and 

loss of identity for both New Zealand Māori and Australian Aboriginal. Poems of grief are 

counterbalanced with poems of nostalgia that look back on a happy childhood in a small rural 

community.  

 “Omamari,” the first poem, is a location poem and a poem of love and loss. The 

speaker’s thoughts ebb and flow like the tide as she contemplates ancestral history. Patuawa 

Nathan created a painting of Omapere and while it did not accompany the poem, an image is 

presented for comparison of the written word with the visual interpretation.    

Omamari 

 

At dusk, 

with the tide running out 

and gulls leaving the cliffs 

in noisy packs 

to worry uncovered flotsam, 

then, history stirs me. 

 

And again on windy mornings 

at first light 

while a heavy surf 

pounds the shoreline, 

a sorrow 

is born 

as I remember that  

my ancestral canoe, 

Mamari, 

foundered on this beach. 
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  (Opening Doors, 9) 
 

 

 

“Omamari” is a location based, a poem occupying a particular geographical space and 

a poem of location in spiritual terms; a place of identity and a place where connection with 

the wairua of the ancestors is possible.  A reflection of iwi history and the lasting impact of 

that history on the speaker’s life are traversed. The foundering of the Mamari canoe is part of 

oral tradition in Tai Tokerau and has also been recorded in print. Ruanui, captain of the 

Mamari waka, and Kupe’s son, Nukutawhiti, captain of the Ngatokimatawhaorua waka, 

sailed from Hawaiiki together and landed in Hokianga. However, after settling in the 

Hokianga, Nukutawhiti and Ruanui quarreled and Ruanui and his crew were forced to leave. 

They sailed southward but the Mamari canoe came to grief at Omamari, where it was caught 

in the shallows and destroyed by the huge waves. Many people were lost. (Te Rangi Hiroa, 

60). 

The persona in the poem is drawn to the beach where the waka foundered. The first 

scene is a dusk scene. As the light fades she is stirred by the iwi history but does not give 

voice to her thoughts. The second scene, at dawn, with heavy waves “pounding the shoreline” 

brings reality and clarity. The speaker remembers that many of her tupuna lost their lives 

here. While the strength of the incoming tide “pounds” the shore, this tragic event is 

remembered. Flotsam, which is at the mercy of the forces of the currents and wave action, 

and the prey of the seabirds becomes an easy metaphor for the historical loss of life that 

occurred in this place, as if the ghosted bodies are being tossed relentlessly again by the 

power of the waves.    

The interval between the dusk scene and the dawn scene invites the reader to imagine 

what has been left unsaid. As a lament it has a haunting quality, evidenced in the phrase “a 
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sorrow is born.” This sorrow is evidenced in the in-between times, the times between night 

and day – the times of “dusk” and “at first light.” These are the times of “dreaming” of 

uncertainty and of growing consciousness or awareness of the wairua of the location. The 

word “born” suggests a new emotion, a new realisation of the enormity of the history of this 

place that had formerly eluded the onlooker until this time. Now that the persona’s emotion 

has been stirred, along with the fresh awareness of history, the new light cast on this place 

will be something that must be borne from now on, a burden.  

Verb clusters set up an atmosphere of negativity, of sorrow. The tide is “running out,” 

the gulls are “leaving” to “worry uncovered flotsam,”  

 

while a heavy surf 

pounds the shoreline.  

 

The onomatopoeia in the word pound personalises the ocean as an insistent and 

relentless force. There is no afterthought or explanation. The poem ends starkly and bluntly 

with the phrase “foundered on this beach.” This gives impact and emphasis to the tragedy 

that has taken place here.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 35: Omamari Beach: Source: Wikipedia. 
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Like the flotsam on the beach, the emotions of the unnamed person have been tossed 

about, as she or he has mourned the loss of the ancestors, as if the waka is being wrecked all 

over again and the spirits of the ancestors are there and are being mourned all over again. 

This idea of the past being experienced in the present is according to Māori tikanga or 

custom.  

There is the suggestion that the speaker in the poem has come to grief here in a 

personal way and feels like a piece of flotsam from the wreckage, tossed about at the mercy 

of the waves. The suggestion is also one of cyclical seasons – we begin at dusk and end up at 

dawn – the end is the beginning in an interesting koru-like manner, as in Patuawa Nathan’s 

painting. The personal foundering underpins the historical one and yet the land holds both 

kinds of spaces. The land acts as a refuge.  

   Fig. 36: Omamari: Photograph courtesy of Ludbrook House.  

 

An interesting painting,  although not necessarily essential to the understanding of the 

poem, “Omamari”  is Patuawa Nathan’s pictorial interpretation of the history shared in the 
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poem. Within the picture are symbols of Māoridom: the outline of a wharenui or meeting 

house with a koru symbol covering at least two thirds of the building and another larger and 

more fully drawn koru symbol to the right. The wharenui symbolises whakapapa, and tribal 

history, kinship, the ability to claim a right to being tangatawhenua, or having a right to stand 

in that place. The koru symbol, an important motif in carving and moko, which also tell tribal 

histories and whakapapa, is based on the new frond of the silver fern and symbolises new 

life, renewal of life, and growth and strength. Tutamaoe range and Tutamoe mountain are 

represented. Sea life abounds shellfish, jelly fish, marakihau or sea monster, fishhooks, stars, 

stylistic patterns and eyes. In the left foreground is a figure which is ghostlike and to the right 

of Tutamaoe is what appears to be a waka tupapaku, a wooden receptacle for the bones of a 

deceased person. The predominant colours are blue and red. Blue presumably for the ocean 

and red perhaps for the loss of life and because red is the sacred colour. While there are other 

symbols which are not clear, the painting represents the elements in the poem. Each work of 

creativity stands alone but each enhances the other.  

Perhaps some of the unpublished poems by Patuawa Nathan help enlighten the 

meaning and intentions of Omamari. Copies of three originally handwritten poems show the 

thought processes of the poet in the drafts. As far as I could decipher the drafts read as 

follows: 

Drafts for “Omamari.” 

 

“Poignant and Reflective Space 

  heavy with story 

Myth and memory surreal >…heavy with story (does myth contradict history?) 

lavendar to magenta limbo 

 

Imprisoned between night and day                                     

its changing veils 

ethereal – calling waves 

…in wind song dance  

 

Twilight at Omapere 
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Poignant a reflective space 

hallowed and heavy with history. 

Myth and memory surreal 

thin lavendar to magenta limbo 

imprisoned between night and day 

its changing views 

ethereal 

transparent 

everywhere 

commanding                           

 

Plaintive putorino flute sounds 

not heard by all 

Tangi – reedy and mournful        

  rang in the air 

Captive 

then fades 

t the rich and deepening….13 

 

The comparison with Patuawa Nathan’s completed poem and the drafts show the 

development of ideas regarding myth, death and with connotations of being imprisoned, of 

being held by outside forces beyond the poet’s control. The image of the “putorino” bone 

nose-flute is a connection back to the ancestors, but a haunting one. The echo of their 

presence increases her own disconnection and alienation. The lament here is made tangible in 

the in-between spaces between night and day.  

The age-old question when Māori meet is who are you and where do you come from? 

The poem answers the question – the speaker is the descendant of the waka that came to grief 

here with huge loss of life. The waka was broken, perhaps the person on the shore has been 

broken in his or her life journey but the souls of the people have survived, a remnant of the 

people has survived and the memories of the person on the shore will survive like the nose 

flute’s effective centre.  

 

 
13 All formatting is as set out by Patuawa Nathan in her draft, including  “t” before “the” in the last line. 
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Education Week 

In contrast with “Omamari,” centered strongly in Māori tradition and belief, the 

following poem, set in Australia, shows an indigenous people who have not been recognised 

as equals in their own land, have little left of their traditional ways and little to look forward 

to. Patuawa Nathan had first-hand experience of Aboriginal culture, having lived and taught 

in the Northern Territory. Her article on Albert Namatjira in 1960 illustrated a fascination 

with Aboriginal art, and her fusion of aboriginal elements within her paintings has been 

noted.  

 

Education Week 

Education week  

in a Northwest country town, 

My class of twenty four, 

Aboriginal boys and girls, 

and I, 

visit the local jail. 

In a small concrete cell 

bare 

but for the humour  

of wall graffiti,  

they reach among comments 

for names of cousins 

and brothers 

and fathers. 

 

                (Opening Doors, 23) 

 

 

In the poem, a teacher and her class are visiting the local jail. The story is recounted 

simply and starkly without embellishments. The question that arises immediately to mind is, 

who planned the outing and did they have a close knowledge and appreciation of Aboriginal 

culture and tikanga? Education Week is an important time in the school calendar, and 
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presumably one which gives the students options regarding real life after their school life is 

over. Are they being taken to view the jail as a deterrent, as a warning that the jail is where 

they could find themselves if they do not get a good education and do not conform to the 

education system of the colonisers? 

Patuawa Nathan contrasts the bareness of the cell with the humorous graffiti on the 

walls. Reality of life, and acceptance of life are highlighted as the students look for the names 

of their ‘cousins and brothers and fathers.’ In the eyes of the colonisers the names are 

statistics but the students have emotional and whanau ties to the names and “reach” in to seek 

and find connection, a record of their whakapapa.  The bareness of the cell highlights the 

bareness of the future for the male students, an acceptance that this is what their future life 

will be. The message is reminiscent of Apirana Taylor’s “Sad Joke on a Marae.” Unless the 

cycle is broken and the colonisers change their attitude, and anti-colonial sentiment and 

resistance rise to the political level, the jail cell will be the homeland and the whakapapa will 

be the names on the jail cell wall. The situation also highlights the importance of scribing, of 

leaving one’s mark, of the minimal acknowledgement of presence – albeit in the most un-

romantic, down- trodden environment. There is a parallel between the graffiti and Patuawa 

Nathan’s writing. Her poetry is the mark that she was here, that she lived and breathed and 

worked and resisted.  

  

“In the Beginning” is also a poem about connections, identity and whakapapa.  

 

 In the Beginning 

 

 In the beginning  

 his name was Manu Te Waaka 
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 descendant of Northern chiefs. 

 Living in Kings Cross  

he became addicted to drugs 

ending on heroin, 

starting out for kicks on grass 

needed to dull the worries 

of family ties left behind. 

 

He changed his life style, 

changed his sex, 

had hormone shots, 

became Louise Santos 

more cosmopolitan  

And very very chic. 

Worked at a nightclub, 

made a good living. 

Moved with a crowd  

of other transvestites 

absorbed in their particularity 

Walked with ease in a society that accepted  

The fates of the extraordinary, 

but could not handle 

his own psyche. 

Home-sickness was not stronger  

      than fear of returning 

to face humiliation. 

and intolerance. 

He became depressed, unable 

to cope with pressures. 

Heroin did the rest.  

 

We followed the coffin 

myself and other Northerners. 

Friends of Louise dressed up  

a sad funeral, into a 

gay wake, while we found 

an elder to perform 

traditional rites.  

 

He rests now in the cemetery 

at Botany 

On a hill overlooking the sea. 

 

 (Opening Doors,11-12) 

 

Patuawa’s poem is one of whakapapa, of beginnings and endings, of birth and death, 

of a search for identity, a search for turangawaewae and a sense of belonging. The poem 
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addresses three foundational tenets at the heart of being Maori: tika, pono and aroha, as 

defined in the Introduction and which may be summarised as doing the right thing with 

integrity and love.  The framework of the poem  spirals through a series of beginnings and 

endings to beginnings again.  

The poem begins by announcing Manu’s whakapapa. “In the beginning” Manu, son 

of a chiefly line in the North of New Zealand, was created, or born, into the whanau of Te 

Waaka. The phrase, “In the beginning” is Biblical, the opening words of Genesis, Chapter 1, 

in the Old Testament of the Bible. The verse concludes, “God created the heaven and the 

earth.” Paipera Tapu, the Māori Bible, translates this verse as: “He mea hanga na te Atua i te 

timatanga te rangi me te whenua.” (1968, 6). The reference to the Māori version is relevant as 

in the North, Manu’s turangawaewae, church services for Māori were traditionally conducted 

in te reo through the generations as they still are today. The inference in the Biblical verse is 

perhaps that as Manu was created by God, he should have remained as God created him. 

However, the phrase “In the beginning” indicates there are changes impending. 

As Manu’s birthplace is the North he will be descended from Kupe and Rahiri. His 

waka will be Ngatokimatawhaorua, the re-named and re-adzed waka of Kupe. However, none 

of that will matter to Australians in the city who have no conception of what is tika or right 

for Māori.  Other Māori, and the Aboriginal, indigenous tribes of Australia would no doubt 

have an affinity and an understanding but sadly, as indicated in other poems by Patuawa 

Nathan, the indigenous people are sent out of the city to reservations as in her poem, 

“Aboriginal on the Last Train Home.” (Opening Doors,19).  

The first stanza positions Manu in a new beginning. He is living in Kings Cross, 

Sydney, a red light district, where he tries marijuana first “for kicks” and then becomes 
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hooked on harder drugs. Manu has become someone who is now living on the margins of 

society and the drugs help to dull the worry he feels for the whanau he has left behind.   

Manu attempts to make a new beginning, by becoming a new creation through a 

series of changes. He changes his life-style, his sex, and, through hormone shots, becomes the 

very chic, cosmopolitan Louise Santos who works at a nightclub. The world Louise moves in 

is a closed one, as indicated in the phrase “absorbed in their particularity,” a world in which 

“she” is accepted. There are indications that while Manu may have felt it was tika and pono 

for him to change his sex, his worry that he would face “humiliation” and “intolerance” at 

home drove him into deep depression. His name, Manu Te Waaka indicated someone who 

was mobile – manu, a bird, can fly and a waka can cross the ocean – but Louise was rendered 

immobile by shame and fear. Unfortunately, Manu was born ahead of his time, perhaps, as 

what was not acceptable in the 1970s is acceptable today. Sadly, he was too afraid to return 

home so he never knew whether he would be accepted or not. In becoming Louise Santos, 

appearing to be Latin American, Manu has apparently tried to put aside his race, and his 

whakapapa which is not tika, but he felt it was the tika thing for him. There is a hint of 

incipient racism when Manu takes on a Latin American identity, a suggestion that Australia 

was not yet ready to accept Māori as equal citizens. Manu or Louise became korekore or 

mate pāpōuri, a condition like depression but one where the wairua, the spirit of a person 

gives up all hope. The stanza ends starkly by reporting that heroin ended it all.  

The responses from other Māori in Sydney are where tika, pono and aroha are fully 

displayed. The narrator has found other Northerners so Manu has whanau to accompany him 

to his resting place in his coffin which is his waka to the next world to meet his ancestors. 

Cultural ties are strong and they act out of aroha and pono because it is not tika to leave the 

dead to face tangi and funeral rites alone. The “sad” funeral becomes, with a play on words, 
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one of gay or happy memories, attended by Manu’s flamboyant, gay, colourful transgender 

friends. The statement:  

 … we found  

an elder to perform 

traditional rites. 

 

  

shows the importance to Māori of following tikanga, of holding close Māori cultural 

practices. Although they are away from Aotearoa in a strange land there is an ingrained need 

to have tika carried out with pono and aroha. In death Manu finds himself at last, resting 

peacefully at Botany Bay. He has gone from one landfall – that of Kupe – to another, that of 

Cook. However, more importantly, he is resting within the mother earth, Papatūānuku, of 

first nations Australians, who have lived in that place for at least 5,000 years. It was a penal 

colony so perhaps in one respect, Manu is imprisoned there. However, in another respect, his 

spirit is free, his mind is at peace. Manu is facing across the Tasman sea to Aotearoa. His 

wairua, or spirit, will be able to fly like a bird back to his home in the North, to visit his 

whanaunga on the way to the departing place for Hawaiiki at Te Rerenga Wairua, Spirits 

Bay. Manu has spiralled back to the beginning to meet his ancestors. Patuawa Nathan’s poem 

“Tasman Sea,” which follows “In the Beginning,” on page 13,” sums up the barrier to 

Manu’s physical return but Manu is positioned to look out and across to his homeland and his 

spirit is free, like a bird, to fly.  

 

Conclusion 

The following poems express Patuawa Nathan’s love and longing for her 

turangawaewae. They express her desire to return to the place of her birth, to feel renewal, as 

expressed in the first poem. However, there is the tug between two countries, as the Tasman 
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sea separates Australia from New Zealand. It forms an ocean barrier, yet paradoxically joins 

them together by washing against the shores of each. 

 

           Summer in the Kaihu Valley 

 

I return with summer to my village 

the same poplars stretch and unfurl 

taking care not to squander 

a moment, just watching 

the flow of the Kaihu 

            in her seaward quest. 

            Now summer prods, impatient 

            with a finger of ardent reason, 

            whispering new secrets 

            promising to retell things 

            forgotten by my jaded senses. 

            Fresh hues on a bushland canvas. 

            She holds aloft scarlet-tipped fingers 

            halting the hours 

            so I may know again 

            his hesitant valley of my birth.  

 

 (Opening Doors,1) 

 

Tasman Sea 

 

Winds scab the rugged hills 

crouched on a southern coastline. 

Holding back ocean barriers. 

Delaying the exiles’ return.  

 

(Opening Doors, 13). 

 

Opening doors and finding Eve has revealed a determined, talented, resourceful, 

motivated and creative writer. Although her formal school education ended at primary school 

level, Patuawa Nathan, a voracious reader, achieved a high level of literacy. At the heart of 

her poetry is the deep love of her turangawaewae, her Māoritanga and her mother, Hera or 
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Sarah. Her poems of the North capture life in the decades of the forties and fifties and again 

in the nineties. In her choice of subjects she was ahead of her time, focusing on racism, 

sexism and on environmental issues.  

The high quality of the poetry is complemented by the equally outstanding works of 

art. Patuawa Nathan is a taonga. She continued to write and create art in the face of many 

obstacles, alienation, silencing and invisibility. Like those who graffitied their names on a jail 

cell wall, she was determined to leave her mark. This thesis addresses the question of 

Patuawa Nathan’s invisibility in the New Zealand literary canon by filling out some of 

Patuawa Nathan’s biographical history, much of which is coming to light for the first time 

through conversations with her family members and accessing little-known archives. It is 

then, in the assertive act of visibility, that I make known an archive of Patuawa Nathan’s 

work and, with permission, present her unpublished poems in this thesis, to serve as a 

springboard for further research into our first wave Māori women poets.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Whakapapa in the Poetry 

of 

TRIXIE TE ARAMA MENZIES 

                                      Tainui: Ngāti Hei, Ngāti Whanaunga, Ngāti Maru 

16 August 1936-30 July 2017   

 

 
Fig. 37: Trixie Te Arama Menzies, frontispiece: In the Presence of My Foes. 
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Introduction and Publishing History 

 

Trixie Te Arama Menzies was the first of Papatūānuku’s progeny in Aotearoa to 

answer the karanga issued by Vernice Wineera from Hawai‘i, that of achieving published 

voice in poetry. Her first solo volume of poetry was published in 1986, eight years after 

Wineera, and seven years after Patuawa Nathan. Menzies’ whakakapapa included a Māori 

ancestress, Topeora, a famous composer of waiata in the early nineteenth century and 

Menzies’ mother, Dorothy Calvert, who self-published poetry collections in the early decades 

of the twentieth century as koha for her family. Menzies’ daughter Georgina Stewart, an 

author in her own right, has poems included in several of her mother’s publications. Although 

Menzies’ Māori whakapapa may not always have been openly acknowledged within the 

whanau, the search to reconnect with her heritage became a life-long motivating force and a 

source of inspiration for Menzies, one which she explores in the poem “Harakeke,” where 

she traces whakapapa back to Papatūānuku, the Earth mother, and Ranginui the Sky father.  

 

Harakeke 

 

Roots clustered, entwined in the body of Papatuanuku 

In slow searching plant time, patiently growing 

Seedheads leaning, reaching upward to Rangi 

Gathering light and air, sunshine and strength 

Into fibres for the scraping, the soaking, the rolling, 

Delicate golds and half tones of different green 

Humble colours, not dazzling like scarlet kaka feathers 

Not striking like the bright plumes of the kotuku or hawk 

But homely, strong as a woman built for childbearing 

Provider of warp and weft, the fabric of being. 

 

Wharikitia te whare mo te manuhiri 

Kia pai te whare mo te manuhiri 

 

The house must be prepared to welcome the manuhiri 

The whariki woven and spread, life is the guest –  

 On the whariki we were conceived and born, and there we slept 

 Feeling it firm beneath us, sheltering and warm. 

 The whariki supported our coupling and when life was spent 

 There we were laid to be mourned, our spirit farewelled. 



128 
 

 At the last we were wrapped in a whariki, returned to Earth. 

 Season succeeded on season, dark followed light 

 Unblinking eyes of our foremothers gazed to the future 

 To us, their descendants, knowing their strength was sufficient  

 Despite betrayal for guns, death in the swamps 

 Bequeathing a cloak to cover us, a kete for treasures.  

 We are part of the pattern that must never be broken 

We must continue the weaving, even the bruised ones 

Our work will fashion the nets to catch the stars. 

 

  (Uenuku, 13)   

 

The phrase “We are part of the pattern that must never be broken,”  connotes a sense of 

connection, of belonging. The poem begins with the phrase, “Roots clustered, entwined in the 

body of Papatuanuku” denoting the close connection between mother earth and 

tangatawhenua. There are hints at attempts to reconnect with whakapapa in the imperative 

“must” in the phrase “must never be broken.” The underlying question is focused on “the 

pattern.” The pattern in the poem is the pattern of weaving in the whariki (or mat) in the 

ancestral wharenui and it is the pattern of the life cycle. The mat welcomes the manuhiri or 

visitors, it blesses marriages and births, supports death: all the links of whakapapa within the 

circle of life. The patterns woven into it are whakapapa designs so for Menzies the harakeke, 

born of Papatūānuku, the earth mother, woven into patterns to form the whariki, is a 

metaphor for whakapapa, which connects her to her origins, tells her who she is, where she 

belongs, and guides her as she moves forward to meet her ancestors. 

Menzies’ mother Dorothy’s whakapapa was from the Tainui iwi and Ngāti Hei of 

Coromandel as well as from a Scotsman belonging to an Edinburgh settler family. For many 

years the Māori inheritance was perhaps only hinted at, and when acknowledged, it was in a 

rather negative light. Reference to this is made in the poem “Old Photos,” from Menzies’ 

second volume, Papakainga, where the speaker in the poem is looking at two photographs. In 

the first she is the baby being held by her mother. In the second the speaker is holding her 

own baby and she reflects and concludes:  
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We never saw it then: under a welter 

of cuddles, lace-patterned knitting, lullabies 

the rod of patriarchy; only the shadows 

reflected, gazing from our haunted eyes –  

puerperal depression, or some such, 

blamed on our Maori blood. It was no wonder                         

my mother and I both fell out with love.  

 

  (Papakainga, 30) 

 

This is reiterated in the poem “Ki Aku Tipuna Maori,” from Uenuku where a deep longing to 

connect with her whakapapa is expressed by the poet in the words:  

 

Where are my people of the tonuitanga 

I have shared the love-hate politicking of the family –  

Once there was a whanau but we are separated –  

Ka raungaiti au. 

 

Once there was a black-eyed woman who was my ancestress, 

She lurked behind the innocent eyes of my babies, 

 

   (Uenuku, 9) 

 

The interview in this chapter and anecdotal information from Menzies herself, from 

fellow poet Toi Te Rito Maihi and the correspondence from her daughter Georgina reveal the 

desire Menzies had to explore her Māori heritage. In response to the first question in the 

interview, which asked about the early educational years of the poet’s life, the community 

she grew up in, and the way she believed this had shaped her life, Menzies talked about a 

childhood vision of paradise with reference to the first poem she wrote, then followed this 

with the remark, “The knowledge just seeped into me that we had Māori ancestry.” The word 

seep has connotations of a slow and gradual realisation as Māori culture and identity was not 

recognized or practised or talked about in society and consequently within families. Like 

many in her generation and generations to follow Menzies’ growing consciousness about her 
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Māori heritage was gradually realized over time. Menzies’ daughter, Georgina Stewart, in 

correspondence, 16 August 2013, explained the whakapapa: 

 

Let me explain the whakapapa: Merekaimanu from Ngāti Whanaunga me Ngāti Hei 

in the Coromandel married settler Edward Davis. Their daughter was my 

grandmother, Dorothy Calvert (née Stewart).  

 

The Stewart name [is] on both sides of the family (my father was William Stewart 

from Matauri Bay – my main Maori heritage). [This] is confusing but one of those 

intriguing family questions – on both sides there was a Stewart man from the 

Edinburgh area, one a banker, the other a seaman – who made a life in colonial N. Z. 

about the same span of time. 

 

One immediate response to the thoughts you have outlined about the project is that 

my Grandmother and perhaps many others of her era, were from a social milieu in 

which the Maori heritage was firmly suppressed – this is obviously a factor in the 

phenomenon of Maori writing in English. The courage of my mother was to explore 

this Maori heritage, even to marry a Maori whose attraction was in part that he 

happened to hold her grandfather’s surname – a personal quest to reclaim he identity, 

long before it became ‘cool to korero.’ 

  

 

Uenuku, published when Menzies was 50 years old, in 1986, won the PEN award for 

a first book of poetry, a remarkable achievement for someone outside of mainstream 

publishing.i The title and the cover design reveal cultural connections. Menzies was linked to 

the  Uenuku through her Tainui whakapapa. Toi Te Rito Maihi created a cover illustration to 

convey the might and majesty of Uenuku the Rainbow God. The original graphic included 

the spectrum of the rainbow but because of the length of the design it did not translate easily 

into a miniature version. However, the upper part of the design was effective in creating an 

‘eye boggling’ effect. Three decades later, Maihi gifted the painting to Tainui through Te 

Whare Taonga, the Waikato Museum. 

The quest to pursue her whakapapa connections, to find out who she was and where 

she came from, is evidenced in each of Menzies’ volumes of poetry. The most prolific of the 

foremothers of poetry, Menzies achieved four solo volumes of poetry and edited a collection 

of indigenous women’s writing. 
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Fig. 38: Book Cover of Uenuku, 1986. Design 

by Toi Te Rito Maihi.                                                  

 Fig. 39: Book Cover of Papakainga, 1988. 

Design by Toi Te Rito Maihi. 

 

Fig.40: Toi Te Rito Maihi gifting her artistic interpretation of Uenuku to Te Whare Taonga Waikato, 

on 21st August 2018. Source: Te Whare Taonga Waikato. 
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The following statement was made about the gift, via the museum’s Facebook page: 

 

 

 

Yesterday we welcomed a new addition to our collection – ‘Uenuku’ by renowned 

artist Toi Te Rito Maihi (Ngati Kahungunu, Ngaapuhi. The acrylic on canvas painting 

is Toi’s interpretation of the carved Tainui tribal god Uenuku, known as the god of 

the rainbow. The carving was discovered at Lake Ngaroto in1906 but is thought to 

have been made about A D 1400. The work, painted in 1986, has been sought after by 

other collections but Toi feels it belongs to Waikato because of Uenuku’s significance 

to Tainui. (Te Whare Taonga Waikato, Waikato Museum).   

 

Fig. 41: Book Cover of Rerenga, 1992. Cover 

illustration by Toi Te Rito Maihi.              

 

Fig. 42: Book Cover of In the Presence of My 

Foes, 2000. Cover illustration by Toi Te Rito 

Maihi. 

Fig. 43: Book Cover of He Wai: A Song: First Nations Women’s Writing,1996. Cover illustration 

Hokio, a South Island Cave drawing copied by Meriana Paul. 
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Fig. 44: Rangi Kuini Wikitōria Topeora, Ngāti Toa, Ngāti Raukawa. Source: 

www.aucklandartgallery.com  

 

 Topeora was born at Kawhia in the early19th century. She was the niece of Te 

Rauparaha of Ngāti Toa and sister of Te Rangihaeta. She was an important composer and 

orator. She signed the Treaty of Waitangi at Kawhia on the 14th of May 1840, one of the 

estimated five to thirteen women to do so.  

 

Inclusion in other Publications 

 

Menzies was included in The Penguin Book of Contemporary New Zealand Poetry: 

Ngā Kupu Tītohu Aotearoa, 1989, edited by Miriama Evans, Harvey McQueen and Ian 

Wedde. Rangi Faith included her in Dangerous Landscapes: An anthology of New Zealand 

poetry, 1994. While Menzies does not appear in other mainstream anthologies of the 1980s 

and 1990s, Māori and Pasifika editors redressed the demographic representation by 

compiling anthologies of Māori creative and non-fiction writers. Menzies was included in the  

Te Ao Mārama series of the 1980s and 1990s edited by Witi Ihimaera and D. S. Long, in 

Mauri Ola: Contemporary Polynesian Poems in English by Wendt, Whaitiri and Sullivan 
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(2010)  and by Whaitiri and Sullivan in Puna Wai Korero (2014). Menzies was also included 

in periodicals such as PRINTOUT: Literature and Arts Magazine (1991), Te Pua (1992) and 

Wrapper (1992).  

 

Biography: Whakapapa in the Life and Poetry of Trixie Te Arama Menzies  

 

The information for this section is drawn from the interview with Menzies, from her 

daughter Georgina Stewart, and from her friend Toi Te Rito Maihi.  

 Trixie Te Arama Menzies was born in Wellington on August 16th 1936, to Dorothy 

Calvert, née Stewart, and Geoffrey Calvert. Menzies’ father had qualified as an engineer but 

her parents had married during the depression years. As jobs were hard to find her father 

studied to become an actuary. The marriage did not last and Dorothy returned to Auckland 

with her baby to live with an aunt.  

Menzies’ mother eventually gained employment as a relief teacher in country schools 

but was at the mercy of the availability of teaching positions. The constant moving from 

place to place (Menzies attended seven different primary schools) meant that she did not have 

time to feel as if she belonged to any of the areas they spent relatively short times in. 

Consequently there was a lack of whaka whanaungatanga, a feeling of belonging, or of being 

connected to any relations through whakapapa. Much of Menzies’ poetry focuses on attempts 

to forge, deepen and explore her cultural identity or roots. 

It was during her adolescent years that Menzies became proactive about pursuing her 

Māori heritage. Although her mother was the French teacher at Opotiki High School and 

Menzies had taken French and Latin, she insisted on learning Māori.  This meant taking 

lessons by correspondence as there were no classroom teachers available. Her determination 

is illustrated by the words, “I bullied my way into it.” ( See Interview). This personal desire 
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to connect with her whakapapa and the use of the word “bullied” demonstrates a good 

measure of stubbornness, strength and tenacity.  The quest continued at Auckland University 

which she attended from 1953 to 1956 and gained a Bachelor of Arts. Menzies took Māori 

language classes with fellow poet and academic Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank, and she 

associated with other leading academics such as Bill Tawhai, a noted Shakespearean actor 

and educationalist, Merimeri Penfold, later a member of the University academic staff, Maori 

Marsden, a noted Māori clergyman, scholar and prophet, and his brother George. Each of the 

persons named came from strong Māori communities and was secure in her or his 

Māoritanga and cultural practices. These role models and supporters formed another layer of 

whakapapa within the academic and church worlds as most of them were actively involved in 

Anglican Māori church life. The church headquarters was based at the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre near the conjunction of Khyber Pass and Symonds Street. This was the venue for 

hui and social occasions as well as Church services. Ranginui Walker and his future wife 

Deidre, together with many others who were studying at Auckland Teachers’ Training 

College in the same era of the nineteen fifties, attended dances in the Holy Sepulchre Hall. 

Other strands of this new whakapapa were to be found in belonging to the Auckland 

University Māori club which met to practise for waiata and action songs and sports 

exchanges between the other three universities, Victoria, Otago and Canterbury.   

Menzies married at the end of 1956 after Graduation. In 1960 she attended Auckland 

Teachers Training College where she gained a Secondary Teachers qualification. As a young 

mother and housewife busy with child rearing and community activities, she delayed her 

teaching career until the 1970s. However, her desire to write continued. She was a member 

and secretary of PEN’s Auckland branch. Menzies was also an inaugural member of Ngā 

Puna Waihanga, which was another whanau of diverse but like-minded creative people, 

another layer of whakapapa. This association of Māori artists and writers was formed at Te 
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Kaha in 1973, when two hundred artists and writers gathered in response to Hone Tuwhare 

who convened the inaugural hui. Menzies was a founding member and an active member 

throughout its existence. Notable artists and writers in attendance at the first Nga Puna 

Wahanga included Witi Ihimaera, Rangimarie Hetet, Kura Rewiri, Elizabeth Murchie, Para 

Matchitt, Buck Ninn, Bill Tawhai, Rowley Habib, Donna Awatere, Syd and Hana Jackson, 

Dr. Douglas Sinclair, Fred Graham and Cliff Whiting. Nga Puna Waihanga may be loosely 

translated as the wellspring of creativity and was the first Māori artists’ and writers’ group to 

be formed. As noted in Chapter 2, Evelyn Patuawa Nathan, Harry Dansey and Hone Tuwhare 

had made attempts to set up an artists and writers group in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It 

now came to fruition. Through the organisation Te Ha, it is still in existence with strong 

regional branches that meet, encourage and support each other, holding workshops and 

undertaking community projects. Menzies’ associates and friends, Arapera Hineira Kaa 

Blank (writer and educator) and Toi Te Rito Maihi (artist, writer and educator) were also 

members of Nga Puna Waihanga. 

Menzies’ involvement and recognition within the world of Māori society, literature 

and art, was cemented within the Māori world in the 1980s at a Nga Puna Waihanga hui held 

at Turangawaewae Marae, home of the Kingitanga, when the Māori Queen, Dame Te 

Atarangi Kaahu, known at that time as princess Piki, recited Menzies’ poem entitled 

“Koauau”. (Interview, page 176). “Koauau” was based on the ability of Richard Nunns to 

manufacture and produce music from a bone flute. 

Menzies enrolled as a Master of Arts Student at Auckland University where she 

studied under the tutelage of C. K. Stead in a paper which included dealing with and debating 

the colonial legacy of literature and literary appreciation. The interview gives evidence that 

she did not always agree with his analysis. “Appreciation of a poem on E Pa To Hou”, 

published in Landfall, September 1988, was completed while Menzies was reading for her 
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Masters and engaged as a tutor in the English Department. Merimeri Penfold, from the Māori 

Studies Department, encouraged this exploration of Māori literature and Menzies published 

Papakainga in 1988, just two years after her first volume, Uenuku. In 1989 Menzies set up 

the English component of the Wellesley Programme at the university, a pre-entry course. 

Teaching at Otahuhu College was another important facet of her life. Apart from 

economic benefits, it gave her writing time in the holidays and valuable lessons in crowd 

control. This skill was used in the many public sessions of reading in bars and taverns, such 

as The Globe, The Gluepot Tavern, The Albion and The Shakespeare Tavern in Auckland. In 

these venues Menzies and her contemporaries promoted their poetry by participating in 

Poetry Live Sessions as the warm up acts before the main musical act of the evening, a 

tradition that continues to this day. Menzies was able to quieten the crowd when they became 

unruly, attributing this skill to her teacher training. She also performed her poetry at Nga 

Puna Wahanga Hui and the Auckland University Students’ Orientation Week 1985, and at 

the Listener Women’s Book Festival, Auckland, in the same year. 

Menzies met regularly with fellow writers, weavers and teachers Arapera Hineira Kaa 

Blank and Toi Te Rito Maihi, who was also an artist, together with actress, photographer and 

film maker Ramai Hayward. They were inaugural members of the publishing group, Waiata 

Koa, meaning The Dawn Chorus, a name given by Hohi Pine Whaanga Kaa. Te Rito Maihi 

and Kaa Blank encouraged Menzies with her writing. Sometimes life does not always run 

smoothly and when Menzies turned to her friends for help and advice, they suggested that she 

should write about her experiences.   

The return of the Te Maori Exhibition from the United States of America in 1986 was 

a catalyst for Menzies in that it accelerated her quest to find her personal whakapapa. The Te 

Maori Exhibition was a collection of Māori art that toured major centres of the United States 

from 1984 to 1986. The opening ceremonies took place at the Metropolitan Museum in New 
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York, beginning with a dawn ceremony where the large party of kaitiaki or guardians ensured 

that correct tikanga or protocols were followed. From New York it travelled to St Louis, 

Chicago and San Francisco. Te Maori was considered a watershed in the development of 

Māori art and culture in that it was the first time traditional Māori art was exhibited 

internationally in its own right other than as artifacts collected by colonisers and displayed in 

museums. It was part of the cultural renaissance begun a decade earlier. The pieces were 

chosen by leading Māori kaumatua such as Professor Hirini Mead (Linguist and Artist) and 

Dr David Simmonds (ethnologist and deputy director of the Auckland War Memorial 

Museum) in consultation with Dr Douglas Newton (Head of Primitive Art) at New York’s 

Metropolitan Museum. 

Henare Te Ua, notable Māori broadcaster of the era, accompanied Te Maori overseas.  

His comments are indicative of the renaissance that was occurring within Māori arts and 

culture at the time as indicated by Ranginui Walker in Ka Whawhai Tonu Matou, 2004: 

 

The euphoria among Māori was ignited by the pieces being collectively referred to as 

‘taonga’ or unique treasures. The contrast between the objects and the exquisite 

workmanship of both large and small pieces begged the question: why hadn’t Te Maori 

happened sooner? The difference lay in the difference between an artefact and a work 

of art. Te Maori shifted from the former to the latter and so entered a new world of 

appreciation. (Te Ua, 212). 

 

 

This could be described as a te ao mārama or awakening moment, for Māori art was 

thrust into the light. As Te Ua observed, the wonder was that it hadn’t happened sooner. A 

second observation could be posited that the works of art had to be appreciated by people 

across the other side of the world before mainstream New Zealand saw merit in them. One 

work, Uenuku, was a signpost for the future of Māori art as it was different from the 

traditional intricately carved style. It was also a signpost for Trixie Te Arama Menzies in two 
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ways: first, she was connected to it through her whakapapa and secondly, as referenced, she 

was to use Uenuku as the title and theme of her first book of poetry written in English. Te Ua 

describes the representation of Uenuku in the following manner:    

  

Perhaps the most stunning object was Uenuku, the enigmatic slab-sided, striated wooden 

piece about the height of a very tall man, terminating in a circle from which protruded 

several wooden fingers like short strong spokes. It was the most un-Maori looking piece 

in the exhibition and seemed to be part of an age-dimension belonging to the future (Te 

Ua, 212). 

 

 

When Te Maori returned home the exhibition was renamed Te Hokinga Mai, 

signifying the return. It toured the major centres of the country, beginning in Auckland at the 

Auckland Art Gallery. These works in the Te Maori exhibition were regarded as tupuna with 

personal wairua or spiritual links to their descendants, so it was important to welcome them 

back with the correct rituals and respect. 

It was during preparations  for the Auckland Karanga Karanga , a Māori women’s 

artists and writers exhibition in 1986, that Menzies, armed with documentary evidence, 

uncovered her personal whakapapa connections to a fellow artist, Te Aue Davis. (See 

Interview). Menzies’ first action after the discovery of their shared whakapapa was to consult 

with Davis on the question of what to put on the cover of her first volume of poetry. Her next 

was to defer to Davis’s judgement in an act of whanaungatanga or familial relationship with 

one she recognised as her tuakana or elder in rank. Davis’s response was that Uenuku must 

be on the cover, rather than Manuhiri, chosen by Menzies. The statement was a significant 

one as manuhiri means visitor or guest, someone who is invited into a house or onto a marae 

in order to share with the hosts. On the other hand, the significance of Uenuku is that he 

represents Tainui iwi, whakapapa, tangata whenua rights and privileges. 
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Fig. 45: Uenuku in the Te Awamutu Museum, 1975, prior to its inclusion in the Te Maori exhibition 

in 1984.  Thought to date from about 1400, and 2.7metres tall, it resembles some Hawai‘in traditional 

carvings (Brett Graham ‘whakairo – Māori carving – Carving before 1500’ teara.govt.nz). 

 

 Davis has reminded Menzies that she is not a visitor, she belongs to the land. Menzies 

is tangata whenua not manuhiri. In whakapapa terms both women belonged to the Tainui iwi. 

Uenuku was carried to New Zealand on the Tainui waka, as a wooden carving. Menzies had 

been searching for this link her whole life up until this moment. As an ancestor and a spiritual 

being it is tikanga that Uenuku should be acknowledged first by being on the cover and being 

the first poem in the book.  

Naming this first book of poetry Uenuku therefore marked the successful 

reconnections of whakapapa and signalled the way forward for successive poetry collections 

by Menzies. The anthropologist Te Rangi Hiroa (Sir Peter Buck) wrote that Uenuku was an 

important ancestor in the Cook Islands and according to Māori tradition, in Hawaiiki. The 

carving was a visual symbol of this deity. “He was a war god and his symbol was also a 

rainbow.” (Te Rangihiroa, 461). The depiction of Uenuku on the cover, was an affirmation of 

Menzies’ personal whakapapa and a whakapapa link to Te Maori. The rainbow, Uenuku’s 

symbol, is considered a sign of hope and promise and new beginnings. The apparently simple 
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artistic representation by Toi Te Rito Maihi of the deity on the cover bedazzles the reader. 

Maihi described it as an “eye-switchy thing.” The use of contrasting shapes creates the 

illusion of the waving rainbow locks or fingers of the god. Consequently the viewer is 

engaged in a kind of enactment where the eyes tend to lower, away from the intensity of the 

graphics. Maihi has used an optical illusion to subliminally suggest that mere mortals should 

not gaze at the gods. The original painting includes the colours of the rainbow at the base and 

is 6 feet tall.  

Lowering the gaze in the presence of rangatira or chiefs and respected Kaumatua and 

Kuia, is also a sign of respect and awe and may perhaps be indicative of a little fear. 

However, there is also a promise, as Uenuku was accompanied by the rainbow, signifying 

hope. Using a Māori lens, both the title and the illustration reveal cultural connections and the 

hope and promise of discovering this and other whakapapa links.  

Members of the Waiata Koa co-operative who were also present at the preparations and 

exhibiting with Menzies included Arapera Kaa Blank (poet) Toi Te Rito Maihi (artist and poet) 

and photographer and publisher, Ramai Hayward. The wahine toa included here, unable to find 

publication within the mainstream sector, formed a publishing co-operative in response to the 

return home of the Te Maori exhibition. The co-operative was based in Auckland and included 

artists as well as writers. The name Waiata Koa, referred to the dawn chorus of the birds – 

songs of joy - and was given to the cooperative by Hohi Pine Whaanga Kaa, a relative of 

Arapera Kaa Blank. (He Wai: A Song, back cover, 1996). 

Members of Nga Puna Waihanga were, with other Māori women writers and artists 

from throughout the motu, instrumental in setting up the Karanga Karanga exhibitions. These 

were a series of three exhibitions held in Wellington, Gisborne and Auckland to welcome Te 

Maori home. Karanga Karanga was translated as “A Calling Out, A Gathering In” by Darcy 

Nicholas who wrote a review in the Listener, 12 July 1986. Nicholas commented:  
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The Karanga exhibitions are an important cutting edge for women’s art. What I saw in 

Auckland and Wellington exhibitions showed me that this movement needs vigorous 

support because of the importance of women’s art internationally. 

 

The pathway of the karanga leads us to the threshold of our ancestors. This one has just 

started and the journey will be an exciting one (citygallery.org.nz).    

 

 

Menzies continued writing into her retirement years and was encouraged by friends, 

particularly Te Rito Maihi, and Kaa Blank to do so. At the time of the kanohi ki te kanohi 

interview, Menzies was 78 years old and was still living in her own home in Meadowbank, 

Auckland.  

 

Interview with Trixie te Arama Menzies at her home in Meadowbank, May 5th, 2014 

[Menzies did not wish to have the interview recorded. Another meeting after the interview 

and further correspondence followed, during which she made changes, insertions and 

amendments in order to achieve this transcript. Every effort has been made to be faithful to 

her wishes].              

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Can you tell me about your early years of preschool, school and postschool life and the kind 

of community you grew up in, particularly with regard to the way you believe these strands 

shaped your life? 

 It’s funny you know, but I have heard it said that future poets have an early vision of 

Paradise. And it was like that, goodness knows where it came from [her first poem]. It was 

about a garden. In later years we had a bach and I sat at the table and wrote it out.   
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The knowledge just seeped into me that we had Māori ancestry.  My mother was a relief teacher 

and we went to a lot of different schools.  I had seven primary schools and two secondary 

schools.  I want you to consider two things about my mother: she was a devout Christian and 

she loved to teach.   

People used to say to me, why do you do so well at school?  Your mother must teach you.  But 

I just used to read all the time.  I’d come home from school and put on the potatoes and they 

would boil dry. This was from age about seven.  Later I did all of the cooking and most of the 

housework.  I was not good at sewing.  The teacher would say, “Get up and recite.” I’d do 

Shakespeare: “Is this a dagger that I see before me?”   

It was at Opotiki that I became aware of things Māori. It must have been crucial, I think, 

those two secondary schools. I’d taken French and Latin. My mother was the French teacher 

so I continued that. But then I was expected to swot Latin on my own, which was deadly. 

Here was this vibrant living language all about me and I got into that.  I bullied my way into 

it. We learn grammar very early in our lives. I was fascinated to hear a local girl say “e kore 

ahau e know.” Know, of course, should be mohio.       

I had to do Māori by correspondence and I did two years’ assignments over Easter, but I had a 

tutor, Peter Baker, a local kaumatua. At that time Māori was only available to Stage Two at 

University.   

Bruce Biggs was the tutor [at the University of Auckland] but very much on equal terms with 

the students. In our class there were Maori Marsden and one of his brothers, George, also 

Arapera Kaa Blank and Bill Tawhai. I remember we were all puzzling over the meaning of 

Kua keria koe i roto i te mara o Mara, and Maori said, “I think I’ve got it! You’ve been digging 

in the garden of Mara. You’ve been committing adultery with Mara.” In a similar situation I 

was studying Twentieth Century Poetry under C K Stead at Masters Level. We were discussing 
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T S Eliot’s “Little Gidding” with the term unimaginable zero summer.  I said, “I think I’ve got 

it, it means the winter solstice.”  

But he said, “It doesn’t matter what it means, it doesn’t work as a poem,” which may be true, 

but I think it does. Karl insists there is no God, but his god is poetry.  

 

 Did you feel any whanau and hapu expectations? If so, how have those expectations been 

realised?  

 Yes, well, you always have little clashes. My mother said, “I expect you to get an M.A. I 

thought, get stuffed, but I did, years later. My mother taught French and English to Form 

Five.  She had done English One. I was in Six A at Opotiki and I had another teacher for 

English.   Later, when I got English One at University I told her I had caught her up.  

I knew Meri Penfold when I was tutoring at University.  I had published “Appreciation of a 

Poem” on “E Pa To Hau” [Landfall, September 1998] and she said, “Very good, now you do 

“Ka Eke Ki Wairaka.” That was about “The Love Song of the Mountains.”  By this time I 

had published Papakainga and Queen Te Ata, we used to call her Piki, read “Koauau” during 

a Nga Puna Waihanga hui. She had a beautiful deep voice. 

My father absented himself from the scene when I was very young.  It was a deeply unhappy 

time. I grew up not knowing him.  I was brought up by a great aunt, my mother’s aunt.  She 

took in my mother and her brother, then another two girls, Winnie and Mavis, daughters of 

another brother whose wife had died in the ‘flu epidemic. Winnie’s daughter Phyllis is as close 

to me as a sister. She comes down to help me, four days every month.    

I stayed with my father once for two weeks: see the poem, “Homesick.” I found him to be a 

great gardener and utilising his engineering skills.  He had visited me many times over the 

years but this was the only time my hospitality was reciprocated. 
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Now we come to the Karanga Exhibition.  My second husband, Barry, had been given the job 

of printing out the whakapapa for each exhibit. I knew Te Aue Davis was née Davis. I got 

hold of her and I said, “You’ve got to come over here, Toi is here.”   

She muttered, “Oh, all right, I want to see Toi anyway.”  

She came and I produced these birth certificates and afterwards she said she had thought it a 

waste of time. I first showed her my mother’s and then my grandmother’s and she said, 

“That’s my mother’s sister!”  She gave a shout.   

I said, “You have to look at this cover.” 

She said, “What’s this business of “Manuhiri” on the cover? “Uenuku” has to come first” 

(which meant the cover). So “Manuhiri” had to get relegated to half way through the book.  

Ramai said, “I’m not going before Uenuku, thank you!” So it meant the whole book was re-

designed. 

 

Were you the first writer in your family?   

Just my mother, Dorothy Calvert, and her early work.  I’ve been through and through and 

anthologised and edited her poetry. But my father has written books too, on topics like 

inflation and energy. He graduated B. E. (Bachelor of Engineering) but he and my mother 

were young and very broke. There were no jobs. In those days women didn’t work. He was a 

vegetarian, she was a meat eater. It was a deeply unhappy time but  there were jobs for 

actuaries. He had to pass exams. An important thing for me was that I read an article that said 

“Calvert’s theory on population trends still stands.” I felt very proud of that.  
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When did you start writing? 

 “Watercress” would have been one of the first. Rozelle Gilberd, still living, was the daughter 

of Nell Nathan, a well-known journalist of the time.  I stayed with them for about three days in 

1956. “Watercress” happened just as in the poem.   

You write because you have to not because you want to. It’s a relief. Once it’s out you have 

to work on it, except sometimes I dreamt it, like “In a Clearing with Lions.” Ramai lived 

down the road from me and she would say, “It’s lovely to find a poem in the letter box.”  

Allan Curnow would say the same thing about C. K. Stead when at one time they lived very 

close together as neighbours.  

 

 Trixie reads: 

 

In a Clearing with Lions 

 

Imagine stepping up to climb a ropey ladder 

Climbing quite high, then looking down to see 

The ladder shrinking underneath your feet 

Looking more closely, perceiving what it was –  

The tails of male lions standing in formation 

You jump down quickly, knowing you would fall 

By this time the ladder has shrunk to nothing 

 

This came out just as it was.  You know Kendrick Smithyman wrote a critique of “Goblin 

Market” and he said tails were metaphors for penises. 

  

Are you saying that the lions’ tails are penises? 

 Yes, that’s what I’m saying.  

[She continues reading about the female lions] 
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Then you gradually become aware of other lions 

Sitting around looking at you intently  

Saying nothing 

              You realise they are the adult female lions 

The ones that you should rather ask for help 

They will not set up any false ladders 

They will tell you the truth though it may be hard 

   to hear 

Walking on solid ground is better 

Than waving round like a creeper in the air 

 

  (Papakainga, 29) 

 

 

 

A friend said: “Oh, that’s just like Trixie talking.”   

Ramai used to tell me off for my critical writings.  She would say: “One day someone will go 

on about your work with clever quackery; that will teach you.” And it happened, a critic said 

fibre not fire. [This is a reference to the poem “Muka”, Papakainga (6), line 7: “At the last may 

I shine lustrous with inner fires”]. 

 

And, who or what inspired you? 

 Oh, different things.  A poem I wrote when I was ten.  It was a picture in my great-aunt’s 

lounge: “Night and Day.” James K Baxter’s Jerusalem Sonnets inspired “Pearls of God.”  

Shakespeare’s Henry 1V, Part 1, inspired “Volcano.” It struck a chord with my first marriage. 

A television news item inspired “Where is Our Hope?” A man called Tumanako, which means 

hope, killed his wife. When I see a lot of paintings. Ross Hemara’s stamp design inspired 

“Tarawera Lives”. “French Knitting” was just an idea. “Apple” - there really was an apple tree. 

“23 ½ Degrees”, that’s about the temperatures, seasonal. The tilt of the earth on its axis is 23 

½ degrees and that causes the seasons.  People thought it was like Bub Bridger’s poem, 

“Gossip”, but it wasn’t. Trips: that trip to Greece inspired “Argument at Delphi.” Incidents: 

like a young truck driver. [“To a Young Truck Driver”]. 
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Why did you choose to write poetry? 

 

I didn’t choose.  Ramai said, “You will write poetry.” I said, “I don’t will it.” There are four 

books.  They represent the four elements: Earth, Fire, Air, and Water.   

 

Were you told to do this? 

 

No, it was just my idea. Uenuku is Earth, Papakainga is Fire, Rerenga is Air and In the 

Presence of My Foes is Water. You know, “He leadeth me beside the still waters?”  I also 

helped put together He Wai, a Song.  You may have seen it.   

 

As a Māori woman you are an heir of Papatuanuku.  To what extent, if any, is your writing 

centred in Māori mythology?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Yes, well, I said I would write Rerenga and would it be presumptuous to put “Kotuku” on the 

cover: Kotuku Rerenga Tahi – Kotuku of the Single Flight. I asked Arapera and Toi about it 

and they said it was perfectly all right. I showed Arapera a poem of “New Year’s Day Walk.” 

”Arapera said, “It’s like a brain pattern; it’s like Toi’s water pattern.” All three of them 

[including Ramai Hayward] have been a great inspiration and encouragement. It was at 

Kawakawa Bay where you look right out onto the rocks to the Hauraki Gulf.  Arapera said it 

was well put. “Harakeke” has been anthologised quite a lot and so has “Ki Aku Tipuna 

Māori” (“Spring Growth”). Mike Poli, from Otahuhu College, put “Climber” in the Otahuhu 

College annual magazine. He’d say, “Go on, force your ageing body on.”   

 

If there are any Christian themes in your writing, do you feel that these are incompatible with 

Māori mythology? 

At first, “Rescue.” I spent a long time explaining this to Bridget Underhill. Now, iridescence 

is not there by accident, it’s a rainbow. When Toi and I talked about this we realised that 

“Rescue” had to go above. I think if you’re sincere, sincere in what you do … there are many 
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different faiths.  I always knew about my Māori background, that I was a Davis.  I always knew 

that I had Scottish blood. For a time I went through a phase of not recognising my English 

blood. The Calverts were dye merchants in the North of England. My father’s father was a 

Calvert and his mother was a Campbell. The Campbells were bitter enemies of the Stewarts. 

When I discovered my Māori background I also found the Irish.  

How has being Māori and / bi-cultural influenced your writing?  

Well I mean, it’s just so obvious.  It’s just a given.   

 

Why did you choose to write in English rather than in Māori? 

 

Oh, because I’m not competent in Māori. Years later Arapera said she should have helped me 

more to become fluent.    

 

Were you conscious of writing for a Māori audience or were you writing for women or for a 

wider audience? 

 Well, I just wrote for the poem. There’s generally a poem that says something to someone.  

Sometimes I’ve been up at Poetry Live and this has happened. At Poetry Live the group (Iain 

Sharp, Bob Orr et al.) would ask me to read from Cavafy.14 They just wanted to hear it. 

Arapera was putting her poems in for the Karanga exhibition. The Te Maori Exhibition was 

the inspiration for Uenuku. I put Uenuku in with Arapera’s Nga Kokako Huataratara. 

Uenuku was co-winner of the PEN First Book Award. 

 

 

 

 
14 Cavafy was an important Greek poet of the 20th Century. His works were translated by Edmund Keeley and 

Philip Sherrard.  
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Did you face any obstacles as a Māori woman writer?  

There weren’t any because Waiata Koa had grants. Ramai and Merania Paul liked “Koha”: lots 

of bird imagery. “Koha” is about Ramai. You see, I admired the fountain at her place. She 

brought it wrapped in cellophane.   

 

Do you think the situation has changed? 

I wouldn’t have a clue.   

She looks at the poem again and discovers that there is a line missing: Good heavens, the line 

“transforming the market place into a temple again” is missing.  I can’t believe I never noticed 

it before. 

 

[Later, in a phone conversation on Friday morning, May the 9th, two days after the initial 

interview, Menzies had given more thought to the line and decided that she did mean to leave 

it out because she wanted the poem to have fourteen lines.]  

  

Professor Patrick Evans commented that the poetry of women and younger Māori “breathes 

exclusion and loss.” (1990: The Penguin History of New Zealand Verse).  Does this comment 

represent the themes in your poetry?  

Ah, it can be! Well, Hinewirangi, they sort of stand-off and then they get recognised. She told 

me that it’s interesting that I edited her differently for He Wai than others for example. Witi 

Ihimaera and I have edited her.  
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What influence did contemporary social and political issues have on you? 

“Rastafarian with Blue Rosette” I’ve already mentioned. “Census Night, A.D. 1991” is 

religious too. Caesar had agreed everyone must be taxed. The first stanza’s vocab is very 

Latinate, but not the second: “beasts in the back yard.”  A lot of Polynesians keep animals out 

the back; babies are born out of wedlock and the household breathes a sigh of relief when the 

census collector has gone. It’s about just listening to people, hearing what they’re saying. 

Someone said, “I’ve got a photo of your poem - going on to the marae with sacks of potatoes 

and flax”.   

 

How did you manage to keep your life in balance in terms of finding time to write, run a home 

and care for a family as well as being employed in the work force?  

 Well, as I said in my speech when I was asked to come back to Otahuhu [College] for a special 

assembly, I presented a copy of Papakainga to the school Library and said, “There’s a bad 

word in it but you’ll have to buy the book if you want to read the bad word.” That got a laugh 

and a clap.  Sometimes I wrote in front of classes when I was supervising, taking sports, on 

holidays. I would prepare my school work but then there were holidays, you can think, you 

multi-task.  You have to multi-task. 

 

Can you outline the processes involved in having your work published? Was this a 

straightforward process or did you have to self-publish or publish as part of a co-operative? 

If the latter is the case, can you describe the kind of support you gave each other as writers 

and as women, and any support you were given by other women who were not writers? 

Well, it wasn’t self-publishing because I always had help and the support of the group. I always 

had support from Ramai, Arapera and Toi.  You get a little back in tax. We used to ring each 

other up and meet when possible. Just little bits of prize money at first. Creative New Zealand 
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was really for He Wai, and for Arapera. I must mention the Poetry Live Sessions. There were 

lots of different poets and ideas and guests would come, bouncing it off, and performing. It 

was handy being a teacher because you knew about crowd control, how to handle the audience 

if they got noisy or heckled you.  I learnt not to use redundant words, for instance, for one, 

“Gold”, the title comes at the end and I never mention the title in the first line, I just continue 

straight on. 

 

Analysis of Poetry 

  The themes of each of Menzies’ volumes of poems, listed in the introduction, are 

referred to by Menzies in the interview. The themes in Uenuku are those associated with 

Papatūānuku the Earth mother and the four seasons of life: Spring, Summer, Autumn, 

Winter; times of planting, times of growth, times of gathering, times of joy and times sorrow, 

accompanied by rites of passage: birth, coming of age, marriage, old-age, death and 

humanity’s  

dependence on Papatuanuku for physical and spiritual sustenance. Papatūānuku is the subject 

of “Spring Growth.” 

Spring Growth 

 

August again, planting time for potatoes, 

Weeds waist high must be cleared, soil prepared, 

Half hidden rows of silver beet peep out 

And ghostly stumps of summer corn and beans. 

Unbidden, green, earth offers us her blessing, 

Unbought bonus issue, soft to the spade 

Between the planned out rows, like Whina’s dream 

Of heaven, Earth offers us puha in the spring. 

 

  (Uenuku, 10)  

 

Menzies’ use of personification shifts the emphasis from mere mortal control and 

intervention to immortal control by Papatūānuku. The vegetables are given personalities and 
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become animated: the silver beet hides and peeps out, while “green earth” offers us her 

blessing.” The summer corn and beans are “ghostly stumps” and humans are given 

permission by mother earth to dig because she is “soft to the spade.” 

 The climactic last two lines emphasise Mother Earth’s control over mankind. Humans 

have planned the gardens with rows of cultivated crops in rows of military precision but 

Papatūānuku takes little notice of human plans, she sends her own crop of Puha between he 

rows, a crop that is not cultivated but is highly prized by Māori. The reference to Whina’s 

dream of heaven” comes from a quote by Dame Whina Cooper when she was being interviewed 

on television in the late 1980s, during which she shared a dream of heaven. Cooper asked God 

to allow her to go there but he had not given her permission at that time. However, she was 

able to ask her departed relatives what food they ate in paradise:  

 

 

My relations, cousins, they are all dead but I said to them,  

“What do you eat in heaven?”  

And they said, “Puha.”  

 (www.nzonscreen.com 

 

 

Dame Whina Cooper was a practising Catholic so the observance of the Christian faith 

was part of her daily life and the statement would not be unusual in this context. The suggestion 

is that God’s children will always be provided for. A woman of great mana, capable of leading 

combined iwi from Cape Reinga to Parliament to protest the acquisition of Māori land, in 1973, 

she was also a matakite (a prophet or seer) which made her claims of being able to talk to her 

whanau in Heaven plausible.  

 Papakainga, Menzies’ second collection, centers on the theme of fire. One facet of 

this theme is ahi kā which means “keeping the home fires burning.” This is a well-known and 

http://www.nzonscreen.com/
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well used term throughout Māoridom and connotes keeping the bonds to one’s home whenua 

and marae alive by visiting and contributing whether it be financially, working in the kitchen, 

helping with maintenance, taking part in meetings and planning and in festive occasions, 

attending tangi and the like. Ryan (5), defines the term as “occupation rites” and refers to 

whenua, the land, more specifically to hapu and ancestral land. Therefore if connections and 

relationships have been maintained by a member of the hapu to a marae and ancestral lands, 

that member will always be welcome to visit. Fire can also burn out of control and Menzies is 

not afraid to address issues of battered wife syndrome, “Rescue,” (18), betrayal between 

husband and wife, still birth, “Nga Roimata,” (8 and 9), post-natal depression “Old Photos,” 

(30), incest and rape (“No Smoke Without Fire,” (25). 

          Menzies traces whanaungatanga bonds to papakainga in a poem of the same name: 

                        

                       Papakainga 

 

 A beach where earth runs out to sheltered channel 

 A delta formed when river changed its course 

 Fire in a ring of stones above which hung 

 Meat between two forked sticks, salt sky for savour –  

 That was a home, that distant campfire burning 

 With stolen fire, by our own hands plundered 

 Daring the gods, their glory for a hearth. 

 

 Meat from that fire has lodged between my teeth 

 Bones from that meat lie buried in the sand 

 Shells from the pipis that the children gathered  

Still rest upon that beach, heaped in the midden 

 

Race memories of ancestral banquets haunt 

That stony beach, that cooking place in earth 

I rub rough sand into my winter skin 

The dark blood drips upon the ground again 

The scattered spirits gather close, reform 

Cold ashes flicker into ghostly flame 

And dancing shadows beckon, call my name. 

  

  (Papakaianga, 18) 
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Menzies’ third volume Rerenga (1992) references the air and stratosphere, the domain 

of Ranginui, the sky-father, moving, perhaps, more towards the spiritual realm. The poems 

celebrate the joy of flight. There are two sections: The first is Koha and the second is 

Rerenga. Koha may be translated as donation, gift, parting message or scar. Perhaps this 

foreshadows the theme of the collection. The first poem “Koha” describes the aroha of 

responding to an individual, a friend, with the gift of an object the friend had admired: 

 

To Ramai Hayward, Christmas Eve 1985 

 

Koha 

 

Last night I came to visit you my friend 

You straightened my mind though I scarce opened 

my mouth to peck at your cooking –  

In fact I hardly got a word in edgeways! 

 

… The only light the little one under your fountain 

and its splintered reflection in the falling spray 

 

… Today you came to my door like a flash of sunlight 

… Your arms full of a gift wrapped in red cellophane 

… You were gone almost before my first shriek of your name 

 

             Greetings, Immortal one! Favoured of the gods! 

 

 (excerpt from Rerenga, 6) 

 

 

Another (“Kakatai”) paints a touching scene, when the manuhiri proceed on to a 

marae with a donation of food to sustain those gathered at the hui. Kakatai is the blue heron”  

  

Kakatai 

… No rain till now Tungia, when you flew up in it  

bringing the refreshment of an old memory –  

A blue heron flying over the meeting-house, 

White Island puffing away out there over the brilliant sea 

… How well I remember the sight of you 
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Full of ihi leading the young ones on 

 

The old people cried when they saw what you had brought – 

All that you needed – 

Your sacks of potatoes for koha, and your flax. 

  

       (Rerenga, 10) 

 

 Menzies’ poem “Census Night” describes a different kind of flight on census night 

when the appointed Census officials visit homes to count the members in the household. The 

poet describes a Pacific Island household who are hiding pigs at the back of a house in urban 

Auckland which is against the by-laws) and an unmarried mother in a back bedroom with a 

baby the whanau do not wish to have counted. This circumstance is, perhaps, a precursor of 

the “Dawn Raids.” 15 

The second section, Rerenga, is dependent on physical flight. There are flights taken to 

distant countries – to Britain, France, and Greece – inhabiting other spaces for a time. The book 

ends with a poem by Menzies’ daughter Georgina, referencing her competency with te reo and 

with cat’s cradle, examining the spaces created by shapes and by words and by an absence of 

words: 

 

When I Speak … 

 

  by Georgina Stewart  

 

… English, I play with the words 

String games, cat’s cradles, cages and webs 

Formed with swift dexterous movements, but –  

 

I nga wa ka korero i te reo 

Me ata haere au, kia tika 

Penei i te kauri nei  

Maua hoki o te whanau a Tane 

 
15  In 1974 the “Dawn Raids” began. Police entered homes in the early hours of the morning and those who had 

overstayed their work visas, mainly Samoan and Tongan, were sent “home” despite the fact they had been 

welcomed to Aotearoa in the 1950s and 1960s. There was an economic downturn and this was the government’s 

solution.  
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Tu toe tonu. 

 

(When I speak Maori I must proceed carefully 

to keep straight – like the kauri 

both of us children of Tane 

still we stand.) 

 

      (Rerenga, 33) 

 

 

 

The contrast between English and te Reo is that English is convoluted and tangled, like a cat’s 

cradle string game but te Reo is upright and straight like the Kauri tree and has mana.  

Menzies’ fourth volume In the Presence of My Foes takes its title from the fifth verse 

of the Twenty Third Psalm. The importance of the title is again not in what is said but in what 

is not said. The phrase before this in verse five reads, “Thou preparest a table before me” 

denoting preference and protection. Another omitted line, “Thou leadest me beside the still 

waters,” Verse two, is the crucial verse. The theme of this volume is therefore one of peace 

and protection. Water is a cleanser, and in Māori tikanga is used to protect and to cleanse 

from tapu, as in when one leaves an urupa and cleanses with the washing of hands and 

sprinkling the head with water. It is also used to bless a house and in the baptism of a child, 

which was an ancient Māori practice as well as a Christian practice. In this volume, Menzies 

brings Christianity and Māori tikanga together, in an acknowledgement of colonisation. 

The protagonists in these poems venture to the other side of the world, to Britain and 

Greece, to unfamiliar and potentially dangerous landscapes where divine protection and peace 

are claimed as the travels progress. There are journeys of the emotions and of the soul, the 

turmoil of broken relationships. The collection is still grounded in Papatūānuku the Earth 

mother in both Aotearoa and ancient lands. The karakia is still the same whether in Aotearoa 

or distant lands. The persona in the poems in this collection is confident that whichever part of 

Papatūānuku she is standing on, whether in Aotearoa or distant climes, she will find assurance 

and protection “in the presence of my foes.”  
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Whakapapa, love and loss, daily life, politics, Māori tikanga, harakeke and weaving, 

taonga tuku iho (the gifts of the ancestors), spirituality, art, writing and the strength and 

support of women are frequent threads in the poetry of Trixie Te Arama Menzies. She had a 

comprehensive knowledge of classical culture and literature and an interest in science, 

mathematics and astronomy.  

 

Excerpt from:  

On the Marble Street a Footprint 

 (a prose poem) 

 

‘Your name. It’s like a Greek name.’ 

‘The way you say it.’  

‘You like Greece?’ 

‘I love it. I don’t want to leave.’ 

 

Fingers itch for pen and paper to see if the vein could be  

mined. The bordello engraving, itself a found poem. 

A footprint on the left 

a woman with bare shoulders on the right 

A cross above the foot, the price below 

the heading of the sign is a heart: 

Turn left at the crossroads and buy love 

 …  

… ( … Go carefully. The manuhiri doesn’t force itself on the tangata whenua.) 

 

  

   (In the Presence of my Foes, 19)  

 

Menzies’ personal whakapapa of poetry was important to her and she acknowledged 

the taonga she received from her tupuna Topeora and from her mother, Dorothy Calvert, 

taonga that allowed her to view the world through a Māori lens and taonga she passed on to 

the next generation as shown in her daughter Georgina Stewart’s poetry.  

The following poem by Topeora, translated by Menzies’ daughter Georgina Stewart was 

published in He Wai: A Song: First Nations Women’s Writing. The rangatira status and mana 
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of the writer of the poem are clear. 

Grey 196 na Topeora 

 

Tera te marama, ki runga ana mai 

O Tikihorehore ra 

Puke ka whakaahu, ki kahapuke ra ki Mokau ra 

Ki Taranaki ra 

Kei raro e Hari 

Te ra tutata ki te tau I’ra rangi 

I kare ai e roto 

‘Ai he akakura hei kokiri, tau rawa atu, 

Ko Kaikoura ra. 

Te kite noa ake, nga rimu e huaki 

Ki te Whaiapawa. 

Rongo i hara mai no Korea 

Muru ana i ahau 

Puta tu mai, ki Taupo ra, ki Rotorua ra. 

Ko Ohinemutu ra, 

kei raro. Pukuiti 

Te wa tutata ki te tau i rangia. 

I taku hoko-itinga. 

Ra pea koe kei te ao e rere kei te ao e rere taka runga nana i, 

Whiu mai, te aroha i ahau 

 

 

 

 

There’s the moon, shining above Tikihorehore 

 

The hills looming up to Kahapuke, to Mokau 

Yonder to Taranaki 

Below there Hari 

Living together in those days 

The stir it caused 

Spearhead for conflict that eventually reached 

as far as Kaikoura 

 I can even see the driftweeds parting 

to the Whaiapawa 

I heard from Korea 

I was to pay the price 

They were stacked up against me in Taupo, in Rotorua 

in Ohinemutu 

and down in Pukuiti 

Until I married  

my childhood sweetheart 

Wherever you may be 

In this world or the next 

it is he 

Gets my love now. 
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He Wai: A Song: First Nations Women’s Writing, (100-101)  

 

 

The poem, whether autobiographical or nor reveals a mana wahine who is able to take 

charge of a situation and out maneuver her foes.  

Menzies’ mother, Dorothy Calvert, inherited the taonga of poetry from her ancestress 

Topeora. While she did not achieve publication, Calvert collated collections of her poetry and 

gave them to family members as Christmas presents. Menzies included some of her mother’s 

poems in her own volumes of poetry. Calvert’s Christian faith is evident in the following 

poem, which she wrote,  and which is included in her daughter Menzies’ volume, 

Papakainga.  

 

24. Tangi 

by Dorothy Calvert 

 

(Based on Jeremaiah 23.) 

 

O sorrowing Earth, in lamentation, 

Thy builded wonders being hewn down 

thy planted furrows even plucked out, 

The whole land mourning because of vainglory. 

 

O mountains trembling for the visitation, 

Thy valleys low with shame 

The palaces of thy cities in reproach, 

The wellsprings of the wilderness dried up. 

 

O land of prophets falsely counselling. 

priests and people fed with lies and levity, 

Chaff to their own wheat 

profaning in their hearts the burden of the Lord. 

 

O Earth, Earth, Earth, 

Why are thy courses evil 

And the forces of thy streams awry? 

The grievous whirlwinds have in fury howled; 

The fire is angry – and the hammer in the rock. 
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Thy ways are slippery in the darkness. Weep.  

 

      (Papakainga, 31) 

 

 

Analysis of Poetry    

 

             Uenuku 

 

            Out from the unencompassed past you stand 

Beaming your radiance on us, Rainbow-named 

Stranger to time yet owning those your kin 

Who flank you, softer spirals to your spines 

Their fingers locked inside their rounded forms 

Who was the bold one turned yours round, up, free? 

Body reaching out from embedded wood 

Sends the bands arcing in defiant waves; 

Visible spectrum spans a watery sky, 

Combs out its ghostly locks by mirrored light, 

Watches the gathering masses from on high 

 

Uniquely formed, inscrutable response –  

Rejecting questions that enquire too close. 

But to all those protected by that power 

Such secret knowledge may we feast on there 

That we may float free and walk the air. 

  

           (Uenuku, 8)  

 

Uenuku was the god of war, the god of the rainbow and  an important ancestor in the 

Cook Islands and (according to Māori tradition) in Hawaiiki, the ancestral homeland of the 

Māori. He  became the rainbow god after falling in love with the Mist maiden. They married 

and had a  daughter but every day, when morning came, they disappeared as they had to 

return to their home in the sky. Uenuku tried to block the windows so that his wife could not 

see the sun but when she realised this she fled with her child forever.  Rangi, the sky father, 

felt sorry for Uenuku who was spending his life searching for his wife and child and turned 

him into a rainbow so that he could be reunited with them in the sky.    



162 
 

 

In the poem the ancestor god is addressed directly:  

  

Out from the unencompassed past you stand 

Beaming your radiance on us, Rainbow -named  

 

(Uenuku, 8).  

 

“Uenuku” is a prayer or hymn of praise to a spiritual being. “Out from the 

unencompassed past” suggests timelessness, the deep mists of time, before there were routes 

charted from Hawaiiki to New Zealand. Hawaiiki is the mythical homeland from which 

Māori ventured across the great ocean of Kiwa to search for landfall in Aotearoa. Ironically, 

Hawaiiki is associated with compass points especially the East, but mortals have not been 

able to discover its location.  Menzies has deliberately referenced the “unencompassed past”  

before the beginnings of time – the shifting and stirring of creation.  Yet paradoxically 

Uenuku the god is a compass because as the guide for the Tainui canoe he is charting the 

course to the new land. The first line ends with the words, “you stand” and in that standing 

there is majesty, pride and strength. The author can take comfort that Uenuku will give her 

that taonga of strength so that she and her poems may stand in front of her peers with strength 

and assurance.  

“Beaming” in the second line is also a play on words, with its reference to the 

“radiance” of the light of the rainbow, and at the same time the personification of the 

beaming smile or blessing upon “us”. Uenuku is at one and the same time remote in his 

spiritual presence yet close through the warmth of his beaming light and smile.  The 

reference to “us” could be the descendants of the Tainui canoe and also the artists and 

writers’ groups, Waiata Koa and Nga Puna Waihanga, which Menzies belonged to.   
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This is a fitting way to begin because it follows the tikanga of beginning any Māori 

gathering with Karakia (prayer) and himene (hymn). At the same time Menzies’ first poem is 

a mihi to her audience, those who will read her poetry and those who will listen to her poems. 

As a descendant of the Tainui iwi, Menzies is looking to her ancestors for guidance as she 

sets out on her journey, her waka of poetry. It is both a tribute to her heritage and an 

incantation or karakia for guidance. Uenuku is at once sacred, the rainbow guide, and the 

tauparapara, the prow of the canoe, to show the way forward– and is an acknowledgement 

that the poet cannot do this alone. Menzies needs the strength of her ancestors to guide her 

and she needs to acknowledges that her gifts of speech and discernment come from them.    

There is a stone, associated with the Tainui waka in the Te Awamutu museum, which 

may only be photographed with the permission of the Māori king. The carved representation 

of Uenuku in the same museum, referred to earlier in the chapter, belongs to the Te Tipuna or 

Archaic period. Made from New Zealand totara wood, the carving stands at 2.7 metres tall. An 

upright post, the top is a spiral in form. Four weaving verticals, like the teeth of a comb, emerge 

from these verticals. The stone, as per tradition, is placed in the hollow (Nancy Swarbrick, 

‘Waikato Settlement’ Te Ara.govt.nz). 

   As a stranger to time, Uenuku is not bound by time – he spans all time. Yet Menzies 

explores his softer side with reference to the mythical story of how he became a rainbow. 

This is achieved by alliteration in line four: “ … softer spirals to your spines.” The softness of 

the “s” sounds, follows the softness of the vowel sounds in the assonance of the “o” s.  This is 

a reference to the softer side of Uenuku, his kin are the Mist maiden, his wife, and their child, 

with whom he has been reunited in the sky. As a husband and parent he will surely look 

kindly upon this child of Tainui, Trixie Te Arama Menzies when she asks for his guidance 

and blessing.    
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Reference is made to his tangible form as depicted in the carving, which dates back to 

1400.  She asks who dared to depict him in this way. The inference is that no mortal hand 

could have created the image, only someone equally or more powerful would have the 

audacity to do so. Emphasis is therefore given to his god-like status. Freedom is represented 

by the rhyme scheme which is also free.  There is no rhyming pattern until the last two lines 

where the author asks for physical protection and access to the secret, enabling knowledge 

from the rainbow god.   

 Perhaps Menzies  hopes also that some of the audacity of the carver who dared to 

depict Uenuku will be transferred to herself and inspire her with daring and creative abilities, 

for in daring to carve the god, the carver has also dared to capture his spirit and knowledge. 

As a guide, Uenuku becomes the compass on the waka not just a guide, Once he is 

standing on the deck he becomes the compass.   

 

Easter Wedding 

        The theme of the poem is highlighted by the physical setting and typescript on the page. 

It addresses the recipient, Ina, then begins with the words “at an” followed by the bold type 

of the title. Ina is at a wedding and the bride has gone and she is alone under a lassiandra tree. 

The words fall down the page as the mentioned petals fall or as a bird might fall from flight, a 

sign of the subject’s falling mood and hopes. There appears to be little hope that the subject 

of the poem will ever be a bride.  

          Traditionally Easter is a time of hope in both the Christian and Pagan calendars. It is 

the celebration of the resurrection of Christ and the gift of eternal life for Christians. For 

those who are not religious it is a time of treats and in the Northern hemisphere it is the 

beginning of Spring, marked by blossoms and the birth of farm animals. These are signs of 

hope, of new life and new beginnings. 
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(for Ina) 

 

at an  

                    Easter Wedding 

         

 

 she stood 

                           under a lassiandra – 

                                                       the bride had gone –  

           

          Her dress was navy  

                                                  white 

                                                                and deep rose pink 

          Venous,  

                                    the velvet 

                                                            violet 

                                                                                 petals 

          dropped 

                                   on her 

                                                         one 

                                                                               by 

                                                                                                  one. 

 

                                                                                                                 (Rerenga, 16)  

 The inclusion of the colours in Una’s dress is interesting, creating a story within a 

story. Ina is dressed in pink, white and navy. Pink is a colour often worn by young girls and 

by bridesmaids, while traditionally the bride wears white. The major part of the dress is navy 
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however, a sensible and formal colour such as an old maid might wear. Ina has been left in 

the shade as an old maid and in the shade of the lassiandra.  

 Lassiandra or Tibouchina Urvileana is a woody shrub and apparently was popular in 

the 1970s. It grows to three metres and flowers in the late summer and early autumn. The 

flowers are saucer shaped and predominantly pink, white and purple but do not last in the 

winter (www.plantsrescue.com). Perhaps as a late summer and autumn plant the lassiandra is 

indicative that the woman is in the autumn of her life, with little hope of becoming a bride. 

Purple is a royal colour and an attractive colour but when the petals are described as venous 

other connotations arise. Venous suggests veins, and the colour purple, and perhaps bleeding. 

Ina is metaphorically bleeding, she has sacrificed her own life for the happiness of the bride 

who has now gone. Ina has no one, not even another wedding guest to turn to. She is lonely 

and alone with the petals, which are traditionally thrown over the bride or scattered at her 

feet. The lassiandra petals fall sadly on Ina one by one. The last repetition of “one” stands 

alone, as does the subject of the poem.  

  

Koauau 

 

           To Richard Nunns 

 

          The smell of kanga pirau fills the dining hall 

          Carried by waves of warmth from the piped heating 

          Pork bone and watercress smells drift over too       

          Voluptuous ancestors watch over everything 

          In the koauau workshop bonedust chokes you 

          They are grinding dry bones, dust beckons dust, 

          Ashes, our own vile bodies in the end   

           

          Yet children welcome us and play, intent, 

          Messengers of sweet notes in their bone music 

          Echoing clear the spirit voices sing 

          Go find your other bones! they call from somewhere, 

          The Lady will flaunt her signals, should she want you 

http://www.plantsrescue.com/
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          Meantime, don’t disappoint the ringawera –  

          The fires are lit, the creek has drenched the corn. 

 

          Turangwaewae. June 1986 

 

              (Papakainga,7) 

       

Fig. 46: Richard Nunns breathing life and music into a bone flute or Kōauau. (Nunns, 28) 

     

           Who is the poet addressing? Menzies wrote this at a Nga Puna Waihanga hui at 

Turangawaewae, the home of the Kingitanga, as indicated earlier. As it was customary for the 

artists and poets to perform with waiata, stories and poems in the evenings, it is likely that the 

poem was written for them. Indications are that it was written at the hui in a workshop where 

it was noticed by Dame Te Atarangi Kahu (Princess Piki at the time) who later recited it that 

night. Reference in Line 13 to the ringawera (literally, hot hands or the cooks and dish 

washers) indicates it was written for the hosts of the hui as well. Menzies is also addressing 

Richard Nunns, a Pakeha teacher and musician who devoted his life to researching taonga 

puoro (traditional Māori musical instruments). Nunns resurrected or gave life to taonga puoro 
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by retrieving the almost ‘lost art’ of creating and playing them, much of this in conjunction 

with Hirini Melbourne.  

          All the warmth and colour, and the satisfaction of the senses in sight, sound, smell, 

touch are celebrated in this poem which describes the wonderful aromas coming from the 

marae kitchens while workshops are in progress. The poet conveys wave upon wave of 

succulent inviting flavours: Kanga pirau (fermented corn), pork bones, watercress, for these 

are all favourite foods within Māoridom. The picture of the bounty is completed by the 

voluptuous ancestors who watch over everything. Menzies’ writing workshop is apparently 

being held in the Wharenui or meeting house, as she is referencing the photographs and 

images of ancestors on the walls. (It is part of the tikanga after a funeral to place the departed 

person’s photograph on the wall).  Why voluptuous ancestors? The descriptor used appears to 

give them life as does the phrase “watching over everything.” She achieves the effect of wave 

upon wave of wonderful scents by not using any punctuation until she comes to the word 

dust. The pause is a deliberate one as it makes the poet and the reader reflect upon death in 

the midst of life.  The use of the phrase the dry bones, however, is a Biblical reference to the 

dry bones which the Lord will breathe life into (King James Bible: Ezekiel 37: 4-14, 890). 

     The bones Richard Nunns is “grinding” are also finding new life through being turned into 

instruments, into flutes, where the breath of life literally turns them into sweet music:  

 

The kōauau is the most well-known of all the traditional instruments. It is a short end-    

blown flute constructed from wood, bone or, less commonly, stone. The instrument is 

essentially a tube, hollow at both ends, and typically has three finger holes. It is held 

at an angle to the lips (not horizontally or vertically) so that a stream of air catches the 

mouth of the far side of the instrument. 

            The word Kōauau is thought to echo the gently undulating voice of the instrument.  

             (Nunns, 78).           
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     The use of the double letter ll in Lines 1 and 3 and the alliteration and assonance in Line 2 

(“waves of warmth”) are a replication of the long gentle notes of the kōauau. The gentleness is 

harshly interrupted by the nose and dust in the workshop: 

 

         In the koauaua workshop bonedust chokes you 

         They are grinding dry bones, dust beckons dust, 

         Ashes, our own vile bodies in the end. 

 

  

         Menzies uses these three lines to emphasise that all must die: “Dust to dust ashes to 

ashes” is part of the funeral service, as is vile bodies, a reference to Philippians3: 21:  “Who 

shall change our vile body that it might be fashioned like unto his glorious body…” (King 

James Bible, 1205).  The reference gives hope of eternal life, which is what Nunns is doing. 

He breathes life back into the bones. Ironically, although most flutes would be whalebone or 

cow bone, they were sometimes fashioned from human bone so when played, life was 

breathed into them and through them. Menzies is encouraged by the hope in the next 

generation of the children with their “sweet notes” and the instruction to “Go find your other 

bones” is Menzies signalling the importance of whakapapa links. As referenced previously in 

the expression: ‘He’s one of my bones. He’s related to me.’ The children are the living 

breathing kōauau.  

      So although death will beckon eventually in the form of “The Lady,” a reference to Hine 

Nui  Te Po, the lady of the underworld,  goddess of death, there is hope in the vibrant scenes 

being enacted. Life is to be celebrated. Life is for the living.  The ringawera (the hot hands) 

the cooks and those who prepare the food and wash the dishes, must not be disappointed.  

Appreciation must be shown to the hosts for all their hard work, for “The fires are lit, the 

creek has drenched the corn.” The kanga pirau (rotten or fermented corn) and all savoury and 
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sweet dishes are waiting to be appreciates and savoured to the full, as life is for the living and  

should be savoured to the full. The poem is a hymn of praise for the gift of life and the 

fullness of life.  

 

Conclusion 

          Whakapapa in the life of Menzies was a driving force for personal standing in the 

world and for creativity within the literary world. Menzies’ writing career was one of 

cooperation with other Māori women poets within Waiata Koa and further afield with both 

women and men, in Nga Puna Wahanga, the Māori writers’ and artists’ association, 

supporting others and in turn being supported. As a wahine toa, she was not afraid to join 

academic circles or to establish herself as a reviewer within literary circles. Her poetry 

explores both private and public dimensions, politics, te ao Māori and te ao Pākehā, the 

seasons of the year and the seasons of life. The treasures she received from her ancestors 

have been handed down to her descendants. Her daughter Georgina Stewart is an academic 

and a poet and  her whangai daughters of poetry, those of the present and those of succeeding 

generations who take inspiration from her, are also benefactors of her legacy.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Rangitukia, Soul Place 

of 

ARAPERA HINEIRA KAA BLANK 

  Ngāti Porou, Ngāti Kahungunu, Rongowhakata and Te Aitanga-a-Mahaki 

7 June 1932–30 July 2002 

Fig. 47: Arapera Blank, photographed by her husband, Pius, on their wedding day. Source: Anton and 

Marino Blank, For Someone I Love, (20) 
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and MARINO BLANK 

 Ngāti Porou, Ngāti Kahungunu, Rongowhakata and Te Aitanga-a-Mahaki 

and Swiss 

05 July 1961- 

 
Fig. 48: Marino Blank. Source: Oranui.co.nz 
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Fig. 49: Mt. Hikurangi. Source: Te Ara Ki Hikurangi www.doc.govt.nz. 

 

Excerpt from: 

                                             Rangitukia, Soul Place 

 

From Hikurangi the Waiapu 

binds many whanau to the sea, 

On the other side her sister stream 

The Waikaka renews my song 

Above her O-Hine-Waiapu 

Another soul place binding bones 

Hawaiiki-nui-ki-Aotearoa 

Rangitukia-Te Uranga 

 

We are inheritors 

of interwoven dreams 

whose paua shimmering music ever 

echoes on the wind. 

 

(nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako,1995, 51) 
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Introduction and Publishing History 

 Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank was born at Rangitukia. She was a rangatira, a wahine toa, 

a charismatic and commanding presence, a devout Anglican, a protestor, a trailblazer in the 

world of writing, a fluent speaker of Māori and a lover of words “that sparkle” 16 in both 

Māori and English and she utilised both languages in her writing. She was a much-loved 

teacher and a woman who moved easily in both Māori and Pakeha worlds in Aotearoa and on 

the international stage. Blank’s volume, nga kokako huataratara: the notched plumes of the 

kokako,17 made its appearance into the light of the publishing world in 1986, a few months 

after Trixie Te Arama Menzies’ first volume of poetry, Uenuku. Like Menzies’, Kaa Blank’s 

publication was in response to the Karanga Karanga exhibition of Māori women’s art.   

          Kaa Blank shares this chapter with her daughter Marino Blank who answered the 

interview questions on her mother’s behalf and on her own behalf. 18 Marino has inherited a 

whakapapa of poetry from her mother.  Crimson, Marino’s first book of poetry, was 

published in 2014 by Anton Blank Ltd, her brother Anton’s publishing firm.  

           

 
16  Kaa Blank in the foreword, nga kokako huataratara: the notched plumes of the kokako (3) 
17 In Blank’s volume of poetry in 1986 nga kokako huatarara was translated as the notched plumes of the 

kokako and she used her maiden name, Kaa, to acknowledge authorship.  Successive editions were published as 

the plumes of the kokako. Acknowledgements of her poetry in this thesis are referenced as Kaa Blank, as used 

by her children, Marino and Anton Blank, in For Someone I Love, p 157.  
18 Marino Blank is referred to by her first name in this thesis to avoid confusion with her mother Arapera, her 

father Pius and her brother Anton. 
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Fig. 50: 3 Book Cover of nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako, second edition, 1995, 

which includes the essay, “ko taku kumara hei wai-u-mo tama: my kumara is as mother’s milk to my 

child.” Cover illustration by Toi Te Rito Maihi.  

 

Fig. 51: Toi Te Rito Maihi’s illustration for Kaa Blank’s essay “ko taku kumara hei wai-u mo tama: 

my kumara is as mother’s milk to my child.” (Kaa Blank, 54-55).                                                                           

 

In 1959 Kaa Blank was awarded the Katherine Mansfield Memorial prize for the best 

short article. Her essay, “ko taku kumara hei wai-u mo tama: my kumara is as mother’s milk 

to my child,” was published in Te Ao Hou, the Maori Affairs Magazine, in 1958. Between 
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1974 and 1996, Blank’s poetry was featured in a range of anthologies, general texts and 

periodicals. These included: POET: An International Monthly, Into the World of Light: An 

Anthology of Maori Writing, Listener, Haeata Her Story, Te Ao Marama: Contemporary 

Maori Writing Volume 1: Te Whakahuatanga o Te Ao: Reflections of Reality and in The 

Penguin Book of Contemporary New Zealand Poetry / Ngā Kupu Tītohu o Aotearoa.  

In 2015 Blank’s children, Marino and Anton, co-edited and published For Someone I 

Love in honour of their mother Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank and their father Pius Blank. 

Beautifully presented, this hard-backed volume is a collection of their mother’s writing and 

their father’s photography and is a tribute to their parents’ enduring love story. 

 
Fig. 52: Book Cover of For Someone I Love: A Collection of Writings by Arapera Blank. Cover 

photograph by Pius Blank on time delay. 

 

 

  

Biography: “Ko wai tenei?”  

 

Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank was born on June 7th, 1932. She declares her whakapapa 

on the fly leaf of her poetry collection: “I am a descendant of the tribes of Ngati Porou, Ngati 
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Kahungunu and Te Aitanga-a-Mahaki.” Her parents were the Reverend Tipi Kaa and 

Hohipene (Sophie) Kaa née Whaanga. The Kaa family belonged to a dynasty of Anglican 

clergy and Hohipene came from a long whakapapa of whanau who were strong in the 

Ringatu faith.   

One of a family of fourteen children, Kaa Blank’s siblings included Wi Kuki Kaa, 

writer and well-known national and international actor of stage and screen; Keri Kaa, writer, 

educator and promoter of te reo; and Archdeacon Hone Kaa, who, despite having a busy 

inner city parish to care for as well as National Anglican Synod commitments, was an 

advocator of child welfare and justice. She and her siblings made their mark in both the 

Māori and Pākehā worlds.  

          When Kaa Blank started her formal education, access to school was by walking or on 

horseback. New entrants were supported by older siblings who helped them get used to 

school routines and to withstand the bullying from the big boys. All children were expected 

to help on the farms before and after school. Boys milked the cows, helped harvest crops 

such as corn, kumara and hay while the girls were occupied in the house: preparing meals, 

cleaning, washing and ironing. There was little or no time to study, nor was there much space 

in the home for doing homework as families tended to be large and rooms in the houses 

small.  It was not uncommon to have five boys sleeping in one room Throughout her primary 

school years Blank was taught moteatea by the esteemed Sir Apirana Ngata.19 Standards of 

academic achievement were high and Ngata and his peers believed in excellence in both 

 
19Sir Apirana Ngata, 1874-1950, recorded over a period of years, hundreds of chants and songs from iwi 

throughout the country. He wrote others, including the renowned “Tipu e Rea” in which he addressed a young 

girl, advising her to take Pākehā knowledge for the head, but Māori knowledge for the heart. Ngata was the first 

Māori to gain a degree from a University: B.A. in 1893 and LLB. in 1896. He was a well-known, influential and 

well respected politician and lawyer and attributed with making a huge contribution to the revival of Māori in 

the 20th century. He belonged to the Liberal / National Party. (M.P.K. Sorrenson, Dictionary of New Zealand 

Biography, 1996.Wikipedia accessed 03/08/2018). 
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content and form, hand writing included. As a person of great mana in both Māori and 

Pākehā worlds, such eminence might have been overwhelming for a young child such as Kaa 

Blank. However, Sir Apirana Ngata was one of their whanaunga, one of their koro, and much 

loved.  

 During Kaa Blank’s primary school years a new dining room was built at Te Uranga 

marae. Named after a female ancestor, Hinepare, it was built in 1945 and the local school 

children helped with the decorating. This meant that all of their lessons were taught at the 

marae and time was spent every day on the artwork for the dining room. The boys learned to 

carve and paint the kowhaiwhai rafter patterns, while the girls were introduced to the art of 

weaving tukutuku panels. All students learned their genealogy and were tested just before the 

official opening of the dining room. It was essential to know the whakapapa as visitors for the 

opening would have whakapapa links.  

Educated in both European and Māori languages and arts and crafts, Kaa Blank 

remarked that she had never heard the word ‘Māoritanga,’ it was simply their way of life. She 

always appeared to be secure in her identity, confident in who she was and where she came 

from. In her essay, “The Role and Status of Māori Women,” Kaa Blank observed: 

Looking back it was a marvellous education in Maoritanga. While the building was in 

progress, the traditions, customs and folklore were related to parents and children by 

the experts of our village and the neighbouring ones. By the time I was 13 I was 

equipped with all the knowledge of genealogy, protocol and tradition which let me 

know who I was and what I was and therefore gave me identity. (Kaa Blank in For 

Someone I Love,135).  

   

Kaa Blank’s father took a close interest in his children’s education. He was able to quote 

passages from Shakespeare and expected his children to complete the quote or parry with 

another. Tipi would examine his children’s reports very closely.  
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Sir Apirana’s house was across the river from the Kaa household. The children treated 

him like a revered parent: they sang songs about him and he taught them songs. The 

following moteatea, referred to earlier, was written by Sir Apirana Ngata and gifted to a 

young girl. He wrote in the autograph book of a schoolgirl, Rangi Bennet, 1n 1949. 

(teara.govt.nz) The waiata is also appropriate for Blank, given the close relationship she had 

with Sir Apirana and because it encapsulates the life she was to lead and the achievements 

she was to make in her lifetime. While never losing her love for the treasures of the ancestors, 

Arapera was well equipped in the arts of the Pākehā and was able to use them to help both 

Pākehā and Māori. 

Sir Apirana’s waiata: 

E Tipu e Rea 

 

E tipu e rea mo nga ra o te ao 

Ko to ringa, ki nga rakou a te Pakeha 

Hei ara mo to tinanana 

 

Ko to ngakau ki nga taonga a o tipuna Maori 

Hei tikitiki mo te Atua 

Nana nei na mea katoa. 

 

Grow up and thrive for the days destined to you 

Your hands to the tools of the Pakeha 

To provide physical sustenance 

 

Your heart to the treasures  

Of your Maori ancestors 

As a diadem for your brow. 

 

 

 

Ngata’s poem or waiata provides a strong definition of what it meant to be bi-cultural in the 

1940s and 50s in New Zealand and was significant for the time as students were generally 

forbidden to speak Māori in the classroom or the school playground. 
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           At Secondary school level Blank attended Hukarere College for Māori girls, an 

Anglican Church School in Hawke’s Bay, which opened in 1875. Her sister Keri was sent to 

Queen Victoria Māori Girls’ College in Parnell, another Anglican boarding School. The 

boarding school background and whanau support coupled with Kaa Blank’s natural abilities 

and mana stood her in good stead when she entered the University of Auckland to study for a 

Bachelor of Arts in Anthropology, Māori and English. Her parents were proud of her and her 

father made entries in his diary recording her successes and visits home during the holidays. 

It was during one of these holidays, rekindling her relationship with Papatūānuku, feeling the 

earth beneath her feet and between her toes, and picking kumara, that the inspiration came to 

write the Katherine Mansfield Memorial prizewinning essay. Blank was aware of the 

financial sacrifices her parents were making to send her to school and university and refused 

to have a celebration at the marae for her 21st birthday. She chose to have a family picnic 

instead.  

Kaa Blank’s educational background was unusual in the 1950s and to some may have 

seemed privileged. However, she was at school with the support of her whanau who had 

made sacrifices to send her to boarding school and on to tertiary study. There was 

significance in fostering a female member of the family in in education at a time when the 

norm was to send Māori girls to school to prepare them for proficiency in domestic arts in 

order to become good housewives and mothers. Kaa Blank maintained that children had more 

chance of succeeding at boarding schools because they had more room to study, a regular 

study time and were not required to do farm and household chores to the same degree 

required of them in their home environment.  

 

Most of us in the Ngati-Porou area were educated in church boarding schools for Maori 

girls. Part of the reason was that our parents had loyalties to these schools because they 
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were ex-pupils. Part of it was that district high schools were viewed with some mistrust 

because they were still too new and therefore unknown. Sir Apirana’s comment that 

district high schools were just “pseudo high schools” also tended to encourage the 

exodus to boarding schools. Because he was a famous politician, a brilliant student and 

scholar and an ex-boarding school pupil, his opinions on the ideal type of education 

were greatly favoured.  

 

She added: 

 

Preparation for leadership, good house-keeping, some academic success, the fulfilment 

of religious and spiritual needs, and the maintenance of Maoritanga pervaded the 

curriculum. Any academic success was due not only to a reasonable standard of 

teaching but also to the fact that the girls were being nurtured in a constant 

environment. (Blank, A and M, 137). 

 

Fig. 53: Kaa Blank in her own kitchen. Source: For someone I love, 131. Photograph by Pius Blank. 

 

           Kaa Blank met her future husband Pius Blank, a Swiss immigrant, when he was on a 

photographic assignment for Te Ao Hou. Kaa Blank was performing in the front row of her 
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Māori Culture (Kapa Haka) Group. After gaining her Bachelor’s degree from the University 

of Auckland, Kaa Blank, with Pius, attended Ardmore Teachers Training College and they 

married in 1958. Rich experiences were gained while teaching in rural schools in small and 

remote country districts: Punaruku and Panguru in Tai Tokerau (Northland) and in small 

towns like Taumaranui. The Te Ao Hou magazine reported that at Punaruku “Mrs. Blank” 

was “… giving particular attention to the school’s action song group which has become one 

of the best in the district. (Te Ao Hou 29: December 1959, p4). Pius photographed Māori life 

in rural areas, compiling a valuable record of the 1950s and 1960s. The Blank’s social circle 

included academics, teachers, writers and artists such as Jacqueline Sturm, Rowley Habib 

(Hapipi), Selwyn Muru and Hone Tuwhare. They lived a bi-cultural, bi-lingual life, enriched 

by Pius’s Swiss heritage. Kaa Blank’s daughter, Marino and son Anton have warm and 

abiding memories of living in the Hokianga when their parents taught at Panguru Area 

School. 

 

           … Mum worked almost immediately after I was born. I still bump into Nga 

Puhi who were taught by Mum and Dad or who had a hand in baby-sitting. We lived 

next to the school and the students used to collect Marino and me during the breaks 

and cart us round the netball courts. There were lots of warm kitchens with wood fire 

stoves that we treated as our second home. We felt like the community’s kids and 

there was always someone looking out for us. (Anton Blank in Ihimaera W. Ed. 1998, 

22). 
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Fig. 54: Family life: Arapera nursing Anton and Pius nursing Marino. (Anton and Marino Blank, 

129). Photograph by Pius on time delay. 

 

 With two small children to care for in the early years of marriage, writing was not a 

focus, perhaps. However, previous travel experiences and exposure to a wider world outside 

of New Zealand gave Kaa Blank material to draw upon. As a young married couple, in 1960, 

the Blanks had travelled to England by ship, visiting Pacific Islands on the way and taking 

the route through the Panama Canal. After the children were born they travelled again to 

Britain where they found teaching positions in London. Pius’s father was suffering from ill-

health, which is why they had taken up temporary residence in the United Kingdom. They 

were able to use the school holidays to travel to Switzerland to visit Pius’s father. 
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Fig. 55: Travel in the early years of marriage through the Pacific. Source: Anton and Marino Blank, 

113. Photograph by Pius. 

 

 

 In 1971 The family travelled through the Rhine Valley to stay with family in 

Switzerland. On the way back to New Zealand they visited Singapore. Pius was so impressed 

with the country that they eventually returned to Singapore and worked there for three years.  

Kaa Blank taught at an Anglican Preparatory church school that the children attended, while 

Pius was the principal of a naval cadet school at Changi.  

          The Blank’s bought a house on the North Shore and named it “Te Kohanga: The Nest.” 

Their choice of name pre-dated that of the Kohanga immersion te reo pre-school initiative of 

the 1980s which are still in existence. Pius spent many years converting the home and the 

Swiss flag flew proudly at the front. There were many visitors, including Eric and Schiska 

Schwimmer. 

 Anton reminisced: 
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Marino and I delighted in Mum and Dad’s eccentricities. There were always stories 

and letters from our Maori side and our other turangawaewae in Europe. Our parents 

helped us to look at the world in different ways. The home was alive with ideas and 

we were taught to have a social conscience. Mum and Dad may have been fringe but 

they were also moral people. ‘That’s not on’ was one of Dad’s many over-used 

expressions. (A Blank in Ihimaera, 1998, 223) 

 

 

Kaa Blank was an active member of the Anglican Māori Synod and Māori artists and 

writers and collectives such as Nga Puna Waihanga and Waiata Koa. The significant factor is 

that she and her contemporaries were able to find and make writing time amidst the busy 

demands of everyday life, as most of them were teachers, wives, mothers, and pivotal 

members of artists and writers groups, and most had commitments to their home marae and 

papakainga. Kaa Blank, the fourth of the foremothers, was there at the beginning of the 

renaissance movement of Māori artists and writers with her friends and whanaunga Trixie Te 

Arama Menzies and Toi Te Rito Maihi. They were all school teachers within the Auckland 

city area, Menzies in South Auckland and Blank and Maihi on the North Shore. Kaa Blank 

taught at schools on the North Shore when the children were young and these included 

Takapuna Girls’ Grammar and Glenfield College.  Blank’s last teaching post was at 

Auckland Girl’s Grammar School in the inner city where she was affectionately known as 

‘Ma Blank.’ She went there in the early 1980s because the principal, Ms. Charmaine 

Poutney, asked her to. Kaa Blank had a coterie of students who remember her affectionately 

as a Miss Jean Brodie figure, the dynamic teacher in Jean Spark’s novel of 1960, The Prime 

of Miss Jean Brodie. (Ihimaera W, Herald Obituary, 2002). Her teaching subjects were Māori 

and English and her students regularly gained the highest aggregate marks in both subjects. 

She inspired her students to have confidence in their futures and her pupils included people 

like Annabel Lee of Māori Television.  
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          Kaa Blank’s home links were strong and she visited the Coast often. Her nephew, 

Hirini Kaa has fond memories of these journeys and shared anecdotes, including the slow 

driving and the conversations filling up the miles and hours. He remembers his aunt with 

affection. Hirini emphasised that city life must have been hard in many ways for her as she 

was brought up in a small community that was completely Māori and although she went to 

boarding school that was another Māori community. In Auckland it was a different way of 

life and very European. Consequently she often went to stay with her brother Hone (Hirini’s 

father) and his family at the weekends. Hirini’s opinion is that working as a teacher and being 

a parent in that atmosphere was hugely stressful and he feels that it still is, and that his aunt 

and her contemporaries were an amazing generation.  

 Kaa Blank was politically active and aware of injustices. She took part in protests and 

she and Pius marched against the Springbok tour in 1981. The march began at the Church of 

The Holy Sepulchre in Khyber Pass, then wound down Symonds Street and into Queen 

Street. The protest began peacefully enough but Blank was hit and injured by a policeman.  

          Hirini Kaa affirmed that his aunt was a feminist, a mana wahine, but not in the sense of 

challenging the traditional roles of Māori men. However, he does remember at least two 

occasions when his aunt spoke in the wharenui (meeting house) on her home marae, usually 

the domain of men as far as whaikorero was concerned. Kaa Blank was well aware of the 

work Māori women did in the background for their families and for their marae while the 

men were in the foreground speaking and taking praise for success. Hirini also remembers 

that on one occasion the Anglican priest, Reverend Maori Marsden, addressing the 

congregation at the Holy Sepulchre Church in Khyber Pass, asked if anyone knew anything 

about the prophet Moses. “Yes,” came his aunt’s voice from the pews, “He was a 

chauvinist!” Despite this, Kaa Blank was a devout Anglican. She was a member of a group 

who were commissioned to revise the Anglican Prayer Book in the 1980s. Kaa Blank fought 
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for the inclusion of te reo. In 1984 she was one of three facilitators of the National Council of 

Churches gathering at Turangawaewae marae, Ngaruawahia. The other churches involved 

were the Methodists and the Roman Catholics. Kaa Blank was an essential part of this 

important meeting. 

          In 1986, shortly after the publication of her volume of poetry, Kaa Blank travelled to 

Europe with a group of women writers to attend the third Feminist book Fair and the 

Commonwealth Writers’ Conference. The group included Jacqueline Sturm, her 

granddaughter Stephanie and Patricia Grace. The trip was organised by Spiral, the women’s 

collective who had published Keri Hulme’s novel, the bone people.  

          When the group visited the Stockholm Ethnographic Museum to view a cloak Joseph 

Banks had collected on Cook’s first voyage to New Zealand they were given a welcome and 

Kaa Blank replied with the Karanga. Heather McPherson commented that everyone was 

moved to tears through the emotion of it: 

 

I remember now that powerful ringing call and tears rising in tangata whenua and 

manuhiri from all over the globe. The emotion raised and shimmering in that smallish 

crowded room, left us, as Irihapeti Ramsden said, with ‘not a dry eye in the house.’ 

(Heather McPherson. Travelling with Arapera, October 27, 2016. https;//medium – 

com/spiral – collectives/travelling – with – arapera). 
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Fig. 56: In Stockholm with the cloak collected by Joseph Banks and after the Karanga. Arapera on the 

far right with Irihapeti Ramsden and Jacqueline Sturm far left with Patricia Grace. Source: Heather 

McPherson, Travelling with Arapera, October 27, 2016.   

 

 

Fig. 57: Some of the Spiral group on the trip to the Feminist Book Fair and the Commonwealth 

Writers’ Conference. Source: Travelling with Arapera, October 27, 2016. 

 

 

 

 

           McPherson was also surprised at Kaa Blank’s affection for and attachment to 

Rangitukia. At one stage of the journey some of the group were stranded in the countryside 
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on a railway platform in Austria. The occasion emphasized Kaa Blank’s attachment to her 

turangawaewae, Rangitukia and the difference, perhaps, between a Māori lens and a Pākeha 

lens. McPherson described the scene:  

 

 

 

Night noises flared, shook the grasses, scuffled down the tracks. A bird cried. Arapera 

wandered past absent-mindedly. Always attractive, smartly dressed, at times elegant, 

with a mischievous, conspiratorial sense of humour, she stopped and gazed into the 

darkness down the tracks. 

This, she said thoughtfully, reminds me of Rangitukia.  

… I was suddenly transported into one of those complex moments in which you learn 

something unpredictable about another person and yourself. Here was a compatriot 

who carried home inside her in a way I did not … (Travelling with Arapera, Oct 27, 

2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

           In 1994, Kaa Blank suffered a stroke. Witi Ihimaera commented: “In her prime she 

was glamorous, a woman of great wit and opinion. A stroke in her later years slowed her 

physically, but she was still as unstoppable in her intellect as ever.” (Ihimaera, New Zealand 

Herald Obituary, 12/08/2002). Ihimaera also commented in the same piece that he asked 

Blank why she had not completed and published her novel, whereupon: “She fixed me with a 

beady eye and said, “Witi dear, literature was not a priority for Maori; survival was.”  

  Her mana and charism and her influence upon wider society in Aotearoa are summed 

up by Witi Ihimaera in the New Zealand Herald Obituary of August the 12th 2002. 

 

In Auckland, the news of her death brought together an “A-list” of Maori and Pakeha    

– a sir, a dame, politicians, city fathers, captains of industry, a sprinkling of university 

professors, teachers, broadcasters, artists, writers, actors, friends, young women, men 

and mokopuna. They came to say goodbye to a great lady, regal, passionate, funny, 

looking fabulous to the last in her Patrick Steel creation.  

 

          (Ihimaera W, New Zealand Herald, Obituary, 12/08/2002).  



193 
 

 

Kaa Blank had earned these accolades in her own right and as a whanaunga and team 

member of a publishing cooperative. The fourth foremother of poetry, she had supported and 

been supported by, Waiata Koa.  Although she had not been recognised in her own country as 

an accomplished poet, Kaa Blank was introduced to the Queen of England in the 1980s as a 

New Zealand poet.  

 

Taonga of Poetry Passed from Mother to Daughter: Biography of Marino Blank 

           Marino Blank, eldest child of Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank and Pius Blank, was born at 

Taumaranui while her parents were teaching there. Her mother breast fed her in the 

classroom – quite a radical thing to do at that time. Much of Marino’s early life, as previously 

referenced, was spent in remote rural areas. At Panguru she remembers being looked after by 

the nannies at their home when her mother and father taught at the local school. It was a 

world full of warmth and love, with wetback fires, the aroma of rewena bread cooking and 

the smell of soap. By contrast the North Shore in Auckland felt cold physically and 

emotionally after the warmth of the Hokianga.  

When the family moved to Britain to be closer to Pius’s ailing father, Marino and 

Anton were introduced to their Swiss cousins. Marino has a close relationship with them to 

this day.  On the return home Marino attended secondary school on the North Shore in the 

1970s. She and her brother, Anton, grew up in a home where politics and issues of the day 

were openly discussed and where activists and artists and writers were frequent visitors. The 

children were accustomed to people like Witi Ihimaera, Selwyn Muru and Syd and Hannah 

Jackson sitting around the dining room table and taking part in animated discussions. Marino 
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became a Baptist at this time, during the Billy Graham crusades. Her explanation is that she 

had had enough of “Māori superstition.” Her brother was gay and she remembers praying for 

him nightly.  

In 1987 Marino married and went to England. She knew she wouldn’t come back a 

Christian. She did not elaborate as to why that should be but indicated her increasing interest 

in traditional and ancient Māori karakia and the close bond between herself and her maternal 

grandmother who was a traditional and spiritual healer. 

The siblings have always been supportive of one another. Her brother came out as a 

gay man during 1988. He came to London and was able to express his sexuality more freely. 

At this time Marino’s marriage was ending. She was introduced to Larry by her Aunt 

Georgina Kirby. Larry liked Anton and had accepted him. Marino and Larry have been 

together since 1990. It was when her aunt Georgina and her mother Arapera came to England 

that her mother was introduced to the Queen.   

Marino trained as a teacher and taught at Orewa Primary, Whangaparoa Peninsula 

Primary and Glen Innes Intermediate. The schools in South Auckland were ‘hard’ schools to 

teach in. However, when she returned to England, Marino taught at Battersea Park and at the 

John Milne school which backed on to the South West London estates. The latter was a 

difficult school but by this time she was used to handling difficult students through her New 

Zealand experiences. Marino was also studying architecture part-time at London Polytech 

Central which later became Westminster University. Marino married Larry and they have a 

daughter.  

In 1994 Marino came back to New Zealand because her mother had a stroke. As well 

as caring for her mother she worked at Mercury Energy, mapping and drafting. She looked 

after her mother for eight years. Kaa Blank passed away in 2002 and after having lived on the 
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North Shore in a Pakeha environment and in England, Marino observed the marked contrasts 

between the funeral observations of Māori and English cultures. In the latter the loved one 

would be taken to a funeral parlor and kept there alone until the day of the funeral service. 

Within Māori culture the loved one is surrounded by whanau for the duration of the mourning 

period at home or at a marae while a continuous stream of whanau and friends came to pay 

respects at an open coffin and say their last farewells, observing protocols which include the 

sacred karanga or call on to the marae, whaikorero (speeches) and waiata, karakia and church 

services. These customs resonated with Marino.  

In 2003 Marino’s career blossomed. For the first time she was working with other 

Māori and she was able to see the holistic nature of working within a Māori context, where 

the physical, mental and spiritual aspects of life are given equal importance. Having spent 

some time in London Marino had been away from such customs.  Not long after their mother 

passed, their father, Pius, was involved in a bad accident in Christchurch and had to be nursed 

for a long period of time. Once more Marino and Anton became caregivers for their parent. 

Pius passed away in December 2013. He was 84 years old.  

Gaining academic qualifications and writing poetry could be considered 

predestination for Marino. Her mother was the first in her family to gain a university degree 

and in turn, she and Pius had high expectations of their children. They thought Marino was 

conscientious but did not understand her eccentricities. While her creative flair was inherited 

from her mother, she inherited her father’s gifts for drawing and mathematics. Pius was 

constantly building bridge structures. Marino observed that the Swiss are great bridge 

builders. She is proud of her Swiss inheritance and her artistic flair is accompanied by a very 

practical outlook. She worked as a secretary in a corporate environment accounting for assets 

so that she would have enough putea (money) to pay for her studies and have enough 

resources to survive.  
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 Nowadays Marino is glad to be part of the Mt Roskill community, with whanau 

connections which include her husband’s in-laws and her brother, Anton. “It’s Māori life 

twenty four seven,” Marino reports. Her daughter and partner also live with them and she 

works for the Ministry of Justice while studying towards a Masters in Criminology, 

undertaking some work for UNICEF and working with Sir Anyan Satyanand on a project 

studying “Unconscious Bias.” 

 

Interview with Marino Blank 03 October 2017, on her mother, Arapera Hineira Kaa 

Blank’s behalf and on her own behalf 

 

 Kia ora Marino. Thank you for coming to speak with me today about your mother’s work 

and your own work. Your mother was one of the first Māori women poets to be published in 

English. If we could start with the first question: On your mother’s behalf, could you talk 

about the early years of pre-school, school and post-school life and the kind of community 

she grew up in with regard to the way you believe these strands shaped her life?   

My mother didn’t actually talk a lot about her childhood but there are certain precursors that I 

really do know.  One is that she spoke Māori before English and learnt English at school, that 

she was brought up in the era where they were punished for speaking Māori in the classroom 

so that did actually affect her in that she had the te ao Māori view of the world; it was very 

clear. She was brought up in a family that venerated academia and in her era that was 

evidenced by her family becoming priests because that was where the education took place: 

Anglican schools or Catholic schools. She was church schooled. Her primary was state 

schooling and her secondary schooling was actually church schools. There was a strong 

dominance of Christianity and for her the spiritual world was both Māori and European in 

that there was a strong Anglican flavour to their faith. 
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She did speak about her faith in that a very memorable thing for me is her talking about a 

tohunga coming to visit – about how the birds had told the tohunga that their namesake was 

sick. The tohunga arrived on a horse and just yelled from the gate, “Give me my namesake!” 

So it was that kind of community, where that kind of normality was not a spiritual concept, 

that I was brought up with.  There were reasons for that and it was her friend Trixie Menzies 

who came to England to tell me they [Marino’s parents] were very happy. At that stage I was 

divorced from an Englishman and I was living with a Māori man and they were pleased about 

that and Trixie came over to tell me that I was to have my baby but was to give my baby to 

my mother, and that I could carry on with my life in England.  [As far as I can ascertain, 

Marino kept her baby]  

My mother made a really conscious decision to separate me from the te ao Māori spirituality. 

It was to protect me. I knew my grandmother as a healer and that is something that is with me 

even now. Her karakia was in a reo that I don’t hear anymore because it was a karakia 

language as opposed to a spoken reo. I know that for my grandmother there was a particular 

prayer that she prayed over me and I found it in something called Tohunga and it was the ten 

stages of darkness. I never perceived my grandmother as an Anglican. I perceived my 

grandfather as an Anglican and my grandmother as a healer.  So that was my mother’s 

reasoning, but it was that power that she had that my mother wanted to separate me from, to 

keep me safe because as well as a positive energy there was often a negative sense. In my 

family there was often talk of cursing and blessing. We were brought up separate from that 

and it was my grandmother, who died in 1994, but whom I saw in the year 2000; and after 

seeing her I went back to sleep. My husband and I were sleeping in a tent outside the family 

home and I felt her poke my shoulder and [tell me] never to forget that I was Māori. So that 

was my mother’s reasoning and the other reason was that they [Marino’s parents] fell in love 

in English and English was the language that was spoken at home.  Māori was a foreign 
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language to me, as was Swiss-German. So that’s why, predominantly, I would say, the 

threads of the te ao Māori world are very strong in my mother’s writing and they are in mine 

as well. But for me it’s been a bit of a surprise because I was brought up in suburban Beach 

Haven. I was never really identified in the seventies as a Māori although I sat around the 

table with the likes of Syd Jackson and I knew very well about the politics of the seventies 

because I was birthed in the hotbed of it but I had a kind of ambivalence until I went to 

England. I was studying design in England and I became very aware that no matter how often 

I called myself white, that I don’t look white and I will never ever be categorised as a Pākeha. 

My Swiss family are very proud to call me Swiss because I don’t look Swiss and they claim 

that in me because I have good relationships with them but they are incredibly proud of the 

brown factor and I am too.   

So that thread from my mother does come to me but the other thing I’d like to mention is the 

Papatūānuku link, and what I’ve really thought about the Papatūānuku link was  that my 

grandmother always spoke about Papatūānuku and always referenced that to her sense of the 

world and her sense of the Māori position in Māori society because Papatūānuku, as far as 

she was concerned, was what grew the seed; that the mother wasn’t like a duality it was 

almost like a matriarchal approach and a view to Māori society and of course in Ngati Porou. 

I read Ngarino’s book [Ngarino Ellis, Art historian and University academic, Marino’s 

cousin] A Whakapapa of Tradition, and I love that scene where the English missionary was 

surprised when twelve out of fifteen chiefs that were presented to him were women, and you 

definitely feel that when you go to the Coast; it’s ‘in your face.’ That Papatūānuku’s Progeny, 

which you talk about, when I first read it, I thought, “That’s completely outlandish,” but as I 

prepared to come here it made more and more sense. When I write poetry it’s all about 

connection to the landscape. I studied architecture and I ended up studying landscape 

architecture because it’s always about the landscape. I’m always aware of the big, big blue 
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skies, I’m always connecting.  So, from an outlandish proposition it is actually quite 

fundamental, normal, probably a – what do you call it? – a ground stone.  It’s like the brick, 

when you build, the stone that you bury, that one stone, the brick that you put the building on.  

It seems to me that this makes sense. 

 

I like the way you are merging you mother’s poetry with your own. 

I had to wait ‘til she died, yes, before I ventured out, because she was so famous. I felt that I 

was just being a copy-cat really and also it was just that confidence that it was my own voice 

as opposed to my mother’s voice.  Sometimes the language is really close but in reading 

Puna Wai Korero, all of the female Polynesian writers have the same use of language, it’s a 

cultural thing but because my mother’s was so prominent, and I was her daughter, sometimes 

it looks as though I’m copying her words, so I waited.  

 

 Was it like a permission thing, like a son not getting up to whaikorero while his father is 

alive?  

 Yes, yes, it is, that’s a good analogy, lovely.  

 

  As far as your mother was concerned, was she the first writer in your family?   

Yes, she was. She was the first member of the family to get a B. A. here, from Auckland 

University.   
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What would have inspired her, do you think, to be a writer?  

The way she told the story to me it was my father, because she wrote poetry and then threw it 

away and he would rescue it from the rubbish bin. It was the same for me, I wrote poetry to 

Larry in letters. He kept the poetry and threw away the letters. 

 

How did you feel about him throwing away the letters? 

 I laughed, it just surprised me really, it surprised me he kept the poems. 

 

I guess they were love letters really, they were the letters. 

Yes, they were, they were the letters.  

 

You were obviously not the first writer in your family.   

No, and my brother writes as well. His genre is more short stories; my genre tends to be 

poetry and I find even when I’m writing my journal it pops out a poem. The rhythm just 

moves. I’ve tried writing short stories but they just don’t work, they fall apart and become a 

poem. 

 

And the fact that your mother won the Katherine Mansfield Writer’s Award, was that 

something that you always heard that would have inspired you?  

We always heard about it. The inspiration was that because my mother was an ‘active’ artist 

that we were constantly surrounded by the likes of Witi Ihimaera She just mixed with them 



201 
 

most of the time so the conversations in our house reflected the love of words, arts, creativity. 

My father was a photographer so his was a visual view of the world and with my mother it 

was words; it was very venerated. I took up design and asset management and basically the 

sciences, just to almost separate myself from the high prestige that creativity had within the 

family because I just needed to differentiate until they died and then I could claim the 

creative side again and go back to art. Yes, she was the first writer in her family but the other 

thing was that because they prayed a lot and there was a love of words in the prayer both in 

Māori and in English and in the Karakia, Māori words were always important to her family, 

and the rhythm of kapa haka and song; and my mother always said that a poem is just a song 

without a tune. There is that strong correlation I would say. 

 

Why did you choose to write poetry? Why did your mother?  

My mother told me that a poem can write itself. I think it’s just something that just chooses 

itself and that’s the way I feel about poetry, it just chose me, it’s fun. I find it’s a release and 

it helps me, it reflects my day and it helps me get to a deeper sense of self. I’ve noticed since 

my collection’s been published that my voice is becoming stronger and it is becoming more 

politically active and alive. I am surprised with the words when they fall on the page. I have 

become radicalised in my fifties, and that’s what writing poetry does, it helps you reflect, 

intellectually, where you stand in the universe and where your voice is. It clarifies; yes, it 

clarifies.  
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 To what extent, if any, is your writing centered in Māori mythology, as a Māori woman, and 

heir of Papatūānuku? 

 I don’t know my Māori myths enough but when I did Landscape Architecture at Unitec it 

was only after 2008 there was a cosmogony paper called “A Landscape History of Aotearoa” 

and I ended up reading a lot about the birth of the universe and about Māori cosmology and it 

all made sense to me. I think you’re born with it, so that being “heir” it’s about a way of 

seeing and it’s about awareness, and it’s about the sense of connectivity and it’s about 

listening.   

 

 Are there any of your poems in your book Crimson that show that connection? 

“Ko Hikurangi Taku Maunga.” My aunt took me to my mountain Hikurangi and I was a bit 

surprised about what I found in the journey.  

  KO HIKURANGI TAKU MAUNGA 

 

The Haka of Memory 

My ancestors 

Gods 

walked the earth and  

formed mountains 

 volcanic mysteries to which I belong 

 

 It was there that we talked 

 of land that softened under the rhythm of feet 

 the pounding and drudgery of work  

 

 The sun rises 

 the sun sets 

 full circle 

 to the moon 

 giving time to reflect 

 the grind of another 

 day done 

 

 The earth quaked  
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 I was ill, sick with vision 

 

 You spoke sweet memory 

 beauty in rhyme  

 

              (Crimson, 47) 

 

  

   

When my aunt took me down the valley the mountains were either side and it made me feel 

claustrophobic and I felt as if they were leaning down and staring at me and then when I 

came back I had to lie down because I felt quite ill and there was a lady who was staying with 

my aunt, and she was a seer.  She had been massaging my aunt’s feet and that night when I 

was lying in bed I heard a very ancient karakia so after she’d finished the massage I went up 

to her and I said to her, “Did you karakia when you were massaging my [aunt’s] feet?” and 

she said:  

“No.” She said to me, “What did you hear?”  

About two months later one of Larry’s nieces, my partner’s niece, started randomly talking to 

me about hearing those prayers and we talked about the ability to hear that ‘stuff’ and I’d 

been sleeping in the bed that my mother used to sleep in when [she] visited my aunt, so the 

mountain had connected me to my mother. You can’t escape it. I think that as an heir of 

Papatūānuku you try and escape it at risk.  

 

If there any Christian themes in your writing, do you feel these are incompatible with Māori 

mythology?  

My mother was strongly Christian and her writing reflects that duality but she doesn’t see it 

as a duality, she sees it as the same, so she sees it as holistic “Christiantanga” is what I call it. 

My world view is slightly separate from that. I became very involved in the “Born Again” 
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movement and reacted against it and I’ve come to a spiritual place where I say karakia but I 

tend avoid the ones with Jesus in them. I don’t think it has to be incompatible but I’m not 

comfortable with it; but I don’t see it as wrong, I just see it as different. 

 

 How has being Māori and being bi-cultural influenced your writing?  

With my mother it was everything because being bi-cultural gave her an opportunity to 

explore another world, so she could write a poem as comfortably in Rangitukia as she could 

when she was on a boat seeing the Rhine and looking at castles or experiencing Weinacht in 

Zurich.   

As far as being bi-cultural, I can’t avoid it and I don’t, because our house always had a Swiss 

flag flying in front of it. I have two passports: a Swiss and a New Zealand, so I’m very aware 

of it and I write to my Swiss cousins. We write each other letters at least once a month so our 

letters all cross the planet. The bi-culturalism is, now that I’m fifty, a strength.  

You are lucky.   

I feel that now, I didn’t feel that as a teenager. 

 

Why did you choose to write in English rather than Māori? Your mother had the reo and was 

bilingual. She could write in either language, and some of her poems she wrote in te reo first 

and then she put the translations with them? 

Yes, she did. I don’t think she meant some of them to be in Māori but she was lucky enough 

to be Māori and bi-lingual and could write both Māori and English. I think they stood in their 

own right in either language and she wrote them so.   



205 
 

Being fluent in Māori, why do you think she chose to write them in English rather than 

Māori?  

Because of the opportunities that being bi-lingual opens up in an artistic expression. I think 

too, it’s lovely because although they’re in English they’re from a Polynesian-Māori 

perspective and with seventy per cent of us not speaking the language it means we get access 

to that. If it was just in Māori then it would be lost to us, and it’s a way in. We must be one of 

the few nations of the world that wants to speak only one language. I mean, the Swiss 

consider it normal to speak three.  I think my cousin and my nephew speak three fluently but 

five well. Girlfriends speak eight to survive in Europe so we’re a bit isolated as to the 

language thing. It was sort of discouraged by my father, who was tri-lingual, and it was great 

seeing my parents in Tahiti because my father could speak French and my mother could 

speak Māori. They could [both] be understood by the natives. 

 

And what about yourself? Why did you choose to write in English?  

Because I don’t speak the reo. I’m teaching myself at the moment because I want the words, I 

want the karakia, because I find the rhythm and the beauty in those words are centering and 

help me. 

 

Do you think your mother was conscious of writing for a Māori audience or was she writing 

for a wider audience?  

 She was very aware of her Māori audience. She was very proud when she taught at 

Auckland Girls’ Grammar that she had the highest aggregate for Māori and the highest 
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aggregate for English because she considered both to be important to succeed. She was very 

aware of her political place in the academic world and in the world in general. 

 

What about yourself?   

I’ve only ever been published as a Māori author so I’m very aware of that but I’m also aware 

of a wider audience. My latest poem to be published in Ora Nui 3 is about Zurich so I’m 

writing about connection to the Fatherland as it were, so it’s a wider audience. 

 

 This is a publication of your brother’s? 

 Yes, Oranui 3. This is where I’ve found my voice has got to be far more political because I 

write about how I haven’t seen an Aboriginal yet, when I went to Sydney, and I write about 

Zurich so I’m not angry at what I see, but angry about what I perceive as racism.  

 

You mean how you can be right in the heart of the city and you don’t see an Aboriginal, you 

have to go out to Redfern and other places out of town? 

Yes, and that whole thing of it being founded on a convict population and it’s prevalent in 

their politics even now. I found that that came through, but I’ll read the one on Zurich 

because what we witnessed was a whole lot of German football fans coming in and doing the 

Hitler Sieg Heil! It was unbelievable, in the middle of Zurich and it was just football fans. 

 

              Zurich 

 

I ran the Limmat 

            My skechers christened 
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            The cobblestones and bridges that criss-cross 

The heart of Zurich city 

The river runs to the lake 

Bedecked with jewels 

Price on application 

And Dolce Gabbana on route 

Adjacent to hotels frequented by 

P.O.A 

Zurich 

There was a sound of running 

Good looking policeman dressed to the nines 

In AK 47s chatted in relaxed fashion 

I was quite taken by the design of their boots. 

In the distance the sound of the quickstep 

Feet drum of menace 

German soccer fans in Nazi salute 

Filed four across a thousand deep 

They had come to play. 

Ladies with prams and babies 

crossed the road in their hurry home 

as cops jogged in unison to positions staged 

to manage this pantomime. 

 

Pedestrians in silent shock watched 

the brazen shouting a thousand voices  

Sieg Heil the walk of triumph 

along the Landesstrasse 

Unapologetic gestures of pride 

Red light booths lit up in the anticipated rush of desire 

our groceries hung dead weights on a noose 

we ducked and walked with care 

the route home 

 

(Oranui 3, 7). 

 

That’s powerful. You weren’t by yourself? 

 I was with my partner, so it was fascinating, I was with Larry, and I felt safe. We just ducked 

home privately but we couldn’t wait to get upstairs and just shut the door. We weren’t the 

only ones. The Swiss are such girl guides, they don’t do that sort of thing. We went to dinner, 

to my cousin’s place, and her son had seen it and he just couldn’t quite believe it. These were 

Swiss-born, they couldn’t believe it!  “Oh my gosh,” he said, “Mum, you should have seen 

it!” We mentioned it at dinner. It was amazing! 
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Just moving on from that do you think your mother faced any obstacles as a Māori woman 

writer?  

It’s a bit of a dichotomy. I think she did but she was also promoted for it. I have a childhood 

memory of publishers saying, “Please hurry up with the writing,” so she was sought after, 

because she was a Māori writer, because she was a teacher. She was a good teacher and she 

taught good English papers. She got good passes and she got the Māori women that she 

taught across the line, but by the same token, when it came to obstacles she also self-

published and I self-published Crimson with my brother. My brother and I published that, so 

it’s very interesting, it’s a dichotomy. 

 

And that was one of the obstacles, wasn’t it? There is a question about publishing at the end 

but one of the ways that she and her contemporaries overcame that was through the Waiata 

Koa publishing group.   

In her group there was Selwyn Muru and I remember hearing them and they were angry 

because when they were at university, they were told to their face that there was no such 

thing as Māori art and we sit here past that revolution and what they had to do and the stand 

they had to make as artists. That support group of my mother’s was incredibly strong and 

that’s what she got from the likes of Trixie and Toi, and of course Toi was the illustrator of 

my mother’s first book of poetry, which was self-published, so they had to support one 

another.   
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Toi told me that she would go to your mother’s place on Friday nights and they would peer 

review each other’s work.   

Yes, now that was really so cool getting that email because I didn’t know that. I knew they 

were mates, I knew they got together often but I did not know that that was what they were 

doing. That was beautiful, it was a beautiful thing. That was a real gift in your email. I like 

that “breathe exclusion and loss” question. 

 

Does this comment reflect the themes in your poetry or your mother’s poetry?  

Yes, I do. I think it’s a longing and it’s what gives you the ability to see and write because 

you’re an outsider. My Uncle Hone told my brother that Māori leaders often, in their tribes, 

slept in a separate house; that leadership often sets you aside and I think that’s what I call 

being in an environment that is conducive to Māori, ‘the other culture.’ It’s a different way of 

seeing and I get that in my role as Tūakana coordinator [at the Business School, University of 

Auckland] that we’re looking at developing an atmosphere which is conducive to Māori and 

Pacific learning styles. Once you start opening up that conversation you’re opening up the 

other ‘other cultures’ that are out there. It validates a different expression which is ours in all 

creativity. But if you read it, a lot of my mother’s poetry is about loss and exclusion.  

 

Do you think it is because of being women, being able to feel sympathetic towards that aspect 

on behalf of others in our iwi and whanau? Is it a sensitivity? 

My husband’s Māori, my current partner. I think we live in a different landscape as women, 

emotionally. I think that it’s not the same language that we use when we’re describing the 

same situation. There are some men that write really well about longing and loss but I think 
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predominantly women probably have more of a lens where we are used to seeing that 

emotion. It seems to be categorised as a female lens, I guess.  

 

I think in some ways we’ve already touched on the next question: What influence did 

contemporary social and political views have on you and on your mother?  

The difference between my mother and I, I would say, and I say this is in full respect to my 

mother, I think maybe I inhabit a different emotional landscape. As I move closer to my 

Māori side and the role I have here as Tuakana coordinator the more peaceful I become; the 

more I explore, and the little language I use in karakia in the morning, the calmer I am. 

 

It was different for your mother?  

As she got older, she got more angry I think, that she had given (from my perspective, from 

the outside looking in) herself to the Bi-cultural movement. And I think that she got ripped 

off by it.  

 

Why was that?  

Because of all she’d given to it. I mean, the Treaty of Waitangi, it does rip us off, doesn’t it? I 

mean, we’re left with about five per cent of Māori land and we are constantly asked why we 

aren’t doing so well. They came and took away our assets, put us on the bottom of the pile 

and now we have to find a solution.  Mother bought in completely to a bi-cultural view of the 

world and I think she felt almost robbed, quite robbed, and I think she didn’t quite know what 
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to do about that!  She was brought up in an era before psychology before she could find a 

route to getting it. It wasn’t a wrongful anger, it wasn’t a sinful anger. 

 

No, a righteous anger. She was quite political, wasn’t she?  

Yes, and working really hard as a teacher [and] wondering “Why am I making the same point 

and you’re not listening? You know, we’ve got all the entrapments of looking middle class 

and yet we’re not making headway.” There’s that kind of sense of not winning the battle. So, 

when I use that anger I don’t mean it in a critical way. I’ve come the other way but I’ve also 

had similar experiences.                                                                                                                                                                                         

Marino reads her mother’s poem:  

Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

 

          It doesn’t talk of equality –  

          It couldn’t!  

          It speaks of rights and privileges –  

          It had to! 

          They were outnumbered  

          Ten to one! 

 

          Thus it fostered foreign rule 

          in return for looking after 

          Maori rights and privileges, 

          protection of their fish and fowl, 

          their land and all that lay therein. 

 

          What a piece of work man is! 

          That has the wit to overwhelm, 

          by peaceful means, a warlike race 

          And the heart to say with grace, 

          ‘Look, you’ve got a lovely deal!’ 

 

          Let me clarify what I said 

          at the start: 

          You mustn’t talk equality –  

          They didn’t! 

          You hammer rights and privileges! 
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          You really should! 

          You are outnumbered  

          Ten to one! 

 

           (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995,32) 

 

 

 

Yes, it was a righteous anger and in your own work, you’ve mentioned similar thoughts and 

you’ve read your poem, “Zurich.” I think we talked at the beginning about how you keep 

your life in balance in terms of finding time to write and do all of those things, with home and 

family and being employed in the work force.  

I write on the bus, that’s forty-five minutes each way; so I get an hour and a half! 

You use every opportunity? 

Yes! This year’s been lovely because of the almanac. I’m writing every day. It’s such a 

lovely discipline because your voice changes because you’re doing it every day. There’s a 

flow and there’s a rhythm and funnily enough it gets more contemporary because you’re 

using everyday language and I’m writing about everyday things.   

 

Can you outline the processes of having your work published and can you outline the process 

for your mother as well? Was it a self-publishing process or a co-operative one? 

The way I saw it happen for both my mother and I was collaboration. She collaborated with 

the Māori Writers’ and Artists’ Society, they formed friendships and they supported one 

another in their writing. That happened for me. The thing that I did was I turned up to a 

writing group that was being taken once a week and Hone Tuwhare’s son was in that group. 

It was all the children [of that former generation] that met. Collaboration? We supported one 

another and then we financially backed the book and then the network launched me into 
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another publication once it was published. At the book launch I was in touch with Robert 

Sullivan and then he contacted me to get or put a poem in an Australian E-publication and 

then got in contact for Puna Wai Korero. Yes, it’s the same thing, that collaboration of 

network and support.  

 

And they, the foremothers, had Ramai Hayward. 

Yes, she was fantastic! She visited my mother often when she had her stroke. She was rather 

glamorous. Rowley Habib was one of the group. The 1980s – that was when they were very 

strong. The Māori Queen, Te Ata, was a patroness and they had a Nga Puna Waihanga hui at 

Ngaruawahia. Yes, I have a photo of that – of my grandmother reading poetry. 

 

Her own poetry? 

It could have been, I don’t know. We were debating the merits of a poem in hand 

 

She was a strong woman, your grandmother? 

Very.  

 

It’s been a great pleasure to talk about all of these aspects. Is there anything else you’d like 

to add ?  

No, it was lovely, thank you. 
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Analysis of Poetry 

 

    Kaa Blank’s poetry collection spans the period between 1958 and1990 and the poems 

record and preserve traditions in small Māori communities of the 1930s through to the 21st 

Century. Blank’s poems, 35 in total, capture the essence of what it was to be nurtured in te ao 

Māori and in a small rural community, they include the Peace movement and politics. “What 

Can I” is an outpouring of love for her mother, Sophie, while “Rangitukia, Soul Place,” is a 

tribute to her place of belonging, her turangawaewae, on Papatūānuku and the wairua and 

whakapapa connections that bind her to Rangitukia, to whanau, hapu and iwi. Above all, her 

abiding love for her husband Pius, born on the other side of the world, who rescued her 

writing when she assigned it to the rubbish bin, was a major inspiration for her poetry. In 

turn, the love the Blank’s children had for their parents was the driver that led to the 

publication of their mother’s writing and their father’s photography in For Someone I Love. 

          An insight into Blank’s writing technique was shared by her daughter, Marino, in the 

interview. Blank also stated that the writing sets the whole thing up somehow. An indication 

that perhaps, once the subject is chosen, the wairua of the ancestors and the whakapapa, the 

rich store of knowledge and aroha, flow to the pen or the keyboard; the physical act of 

writing moves and inspires the writer to reveal the taonga of knowledge from heart and head 

into the light of day. Her love for Pius is expressed in several poems: 

   

A Yearning 

 

I was there 

We met 

Drunk 

And I saw 

you 

As if 

a magic bringer 

then I wanted 

to be close 
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That was all 

the moon 

Turned to 

bits and pieces 

Became lean 

Was 

Swollen 

No matter what 

It was there. 

  

eating 

bits and pieces 

Then flesh 

As if there 

were no beginning 

And 

no end 

‘From darkness 

 into light!’ 

 

Now I  

have seen 

if you desire 

or want 

whether only 

a dream 

Satisfy 

Your hunger 

But be 

true in spirit! 

 

 

He Koingo 

 

            I reira ahau 

Tutaki taua 

Haurangi ana 

Ka kite ahau 

i a koe 

Me te mea nei 

he taniwha 

Ka minamina 

kia piri  

 

Hei konei ra 
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ka huri 

Te marama 

He marama 

Marama rakau 

Huri noa 

Marama nui 

Ahakoa ra 

Mau tonu. 

 

Kakai ana 

Kongakonga  

Kikokiko 

Kore he 

Timatanga 

Kore he mutunga 

‘Ka mate ka mate 

Ka ora ka ora!’ 

 

Inaianei kua 

kite ahau 

Ki te minamina 

koe 

Ki te pirangi 

koe 

Ahakoa wawata noa 

Me kai kia ki 

Engari kia tika te 

Haere! 

 

       (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako, 1995, 22-23) 

 

Both English and Māori versions are included here to demonstrate Blank’s kaupapa 

that each may be enjoyed in its own right without relying on the other.  

 “When I Walk” examines the rhythm of everyday giving and receiving of love and the hope 

that love will last and that he will not be subsumed or changed by her love: 

 

 When I walk… 

 

               in the day 
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I keep the magic 

of believing 

that tomorrow 

is today 

and every day 

that there is no beginning 

and no end 

to an excitement 

that comes and soothes 

and quietens 

when his skin touches mine.  

 

 

and when I lie there 

partaking of his life 

hoping he is not being destroyed 

the inward warmth 

opens my eyes 

wide 

to a kind of sun.  

 

(nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako,1995, 25) 

 

Love for the place of her birth and for whanau are the twin pillars of the poet’s artistic 

expression. ‘Rangitukia, Soul Place,” and “What Can I” are two examples. The first poem is 

examined later in the chapter, the second is a heartfelt letter to her mother Hohipene (Sophie) 

thanking her for all the selfless love, care and guidance she had given her over the years, 

never looking for thanks or appreciation. Speaking to her mother directly, Blank says: 

 

What can I …  

 

          say to you who bore me? 

fed me on Mother’s milk? 

washed and caressed my flesh, 

hugged me when I ached 

when I yelled or screamed 

for no reason at all? 

 

What can I 

say to you who listened for my 

heartbeat to make sure 

I lived, breathed, and one day 
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gave you pleasure with 

a little smile, a 

            contented nod of my head? 

 

And do you remember, 

now that I am grown too big 

for you to nurse, too big 

for you to scold or give advice to, 

that once you wept for my life, 

Prayed for me that I grow up 

To remember you with love? 

 

For I do, 

For I owe you so much 

Your years of sweating in the kitchen 

on heavy feet too tired to 

even remember that once, 

you were young, full of excitement, 

alive to every note of the throated bird 

singing of endless Summer. 

 

And I know  

that I cannot take unto myself 

all your aches and pains 

soothe your tired limbs 

For you are too proud now to want me 

to put your feet up on a soft cushion 

hold your head when it aches.  

 

But sometimes I have 

this desire to do unto others 

all that you have done for me. 

I want to give them 

the whole world, until my feet 

feel the aches that yours felt, 

my body labour as yours did, 

And my heart be forever 

Open. 

  

      (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995, 10-11) 

 

The poet-daughter’s desire is to treat others as her mother treated her, to give them the 

world as her mother did for her: In doing so she will show her mother how much she loves 

her and how much she understands all the sacrifices her mother made for her, the many hours 
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of being on her feet in a busy kitchen. The imagery of feet is a recurring motif in Blank’s 

poetry. In this poem feet bear the weight of sacrifice and love. 

The following poem, “Rangitukia, Soul Place” has been selected for discussion 

because it encapsulates the love of Papatuanuku at Rangitukia. The title provokes the 

question of what is meant by a ‘soul place’ and why it is important. One facet of the answer 

is that this is a poem of connections, connections of people to place, of people to people, of 

whanau to tupuna, the ancestors. A celebration of life, the poem outlines what it was like to 

grow up in a small coastal settlement in a ‘traditional’ Māori community from the 1930s to 

the 1950s, against the background of a changing world. The increasingly negative effects of 

World War II on the men of the hapu, and the encroaching colonisation with attempts at 

assimilation through the education system are evident within the poem, as is abandonment of 

land to allow whanau to move to towns and cities for a more secure economic future.  

          The form of the poem follows that of Māori 19th century oral poetry, of which there 

are four main genres: whakapapa (genealogy), whakatauki (proverbs), korero (speeches) and 

waiata (songs). They are what Māori wrote down when recording their oral traditions. 

(McRae, 35). “Rangitukia, Soul Place,” falls into the category of whakapapa poetry with 

elements of korero and waiata. McRae defines these terms as follows:  

 

                     The genre of whakapapa comprises lists of densely informative 

sequences of   names, words, or phrases. These creative genealogies that record 

descent and family relationships or explain phenomena (such as the evolution of life); 

they also explain the place names of tribal boundaries or food sources (fishing 

grounds, trees, gardens) or name owners and their prized possessions.  

                      …Korero encompass different kinds of narratives (histories, stories, and 

myths) … And the term waiata, which I use generically, refers to the very many 

forms of sung and chanted poetry, for example waiata aroha, pao and karakia (songs 

of love and feeling, witty songs, prayers).  (McRae, 36). 
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 While “Rangitukia, Soul Place” may be read as a poem of nostalgia, a record of life in a 

small Māori village of the 1930s to the 1960s, as informed by Māori oral genres, Blank has 

also ensured that the poem has its own legacy: that of teaching and retaining important 

whanau, hapu and iwi information for succeeding generations. The poem is replicated in full 

here: 

 

 Rangitukia, Soul Place 

 

          From Hikurangi the Waiapu 

          carves wide grey lines to turbulent seas 

          asserting mana – vibrant sounds that 

          echo on the wind.  

 

          Eroding hills succumb to progress, 

          muted bush in hollows lie, with 

          bones of whanau undisturbed,  

          Manuka, puriri, giving way  

          to sunburnt grasses, creaking pine trees  

          now the home of shrieking magpies  

          swooping down on the unwary  

          echo on the wind. 

 

          Kumara gropes its way between 

          kiwi fruit and creeping grapevine, 

          Women weeding, rhythmic earth songs 

          echo on the wind. 

 

          Three miles south of Te Uranga 

          A battered one-way bridge still stands, 

          Monument to frequent bashings 

          by way-out drivers soaked in booze 

          at way-out cost in the Tiki pub 

          ‘Bloody hell I must be pissed!’ 

          Splintering wood and scrunching metal 

          echo on the wind. 

 

          Down the road to Te Uranga 

          Paopaoku, Taumatapuihi 

          once the pa of shouting whanau 

          echo on the wind.  

 

          Lima homestead round a corner 

          Where our Aunt once ruled her family 
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          Uncle Tom her careful husband 

          descendant of the Portuguese, 

          Fed his sheep on worn-out grass 

          straight across the Waiapu 

          on the slopes of Pohautea, 

          fattening on sheer wind. 

 

          Past Auntie Huinga’s, Te Uranga 

          te marae o te whanau 

          Hinepare, tuwhera mai 

          ki to iwi marara nei! 

          Soul place of the gathering kin 

          for funerals, weddings, celebrations, 

          Waiata, whaikorero 

          echo on the wind.  

 

          Across the road from the marae 

          Tapere-nui-a-whatonga 

          where all of us kids went to school 

          echo on the wind … 

 

          Once upon a time my granpa 

          dumped me wriggling over the fence 

          too whakama to go to school 

          with raggy pants and scabby bum 

          and all those kids yelling at me 

          Ya-ya-ya got a scabby bum 

          holes in your bloomers ya-ya-ya 

          Ka mau te wehi! 

 

          Teachers seeming all too clever 

          ruling with rod and ridicule 

          at my relations’ morning talks 

          about shooting pigeons every Sunday 

          shamed into a mouth-dry silence 

          when a voice booms out, Don’t you know 

          stupid child it’s against the law! 

          Ka mau te wehi! 

 

          Untold dodging morning school 

          so they would not have to read 

          coming in too late for lessons 

          mumbling the worn-out dumb excuse 

          My father said go up the bush 

          Sir I was looking, looking for… 

          ‘A lost elephant I’ve no doubt!’ 

          Ka mau te wehi! 

 

          You can’t fool me I’ve heard them all 

          This village is a crying disgrace! 
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          He filled his chest with heated air 

          ‘No wonder you’re unteachable! 

          There’s weeding kumara, shearing sheep 

          Chasing pigs or bobby calves for 

          God knows what since everyone’s poor!’ 

          Ka mau te wehi! 

  

          Watermelons apples ripening 

          Expert thieves in pine trees scheming 

          Turanga and his famous notice 

          pasted on the shop-front window 

          ‘Persons caught in my pea-orchard 

          will be persecuted by me.’ 

          Children yelling, ‘Piss-poor spelling!’ 

          farting on the wind. 

 

          No matter what one’s sex or age 

          as long as one could walk upright 

          Everyone learned to milk a cow 

          before one learned to read or write 

          Warming feet on winter mornings 

          on green hot shet from cows’ backsides 

          Knee-deep mud and raupa feet 

          Seldom bought gumboots 

 

          Most in the cowsheds yelling 

          Others in the pine trees singing 

          Miritene, Miritene 

          he like a Hine Putia 

          his horse, poro te waero 

          puketere skinny behind 

          Father’s elsewhere occupied 

          Ka mau te wehi! 

 

          Home-made bread in the Gisborne Herald 

          Pork-fat mixed with golden syrup 

          Kanga waru pudding with clotted cream 

          Grandma saying, Ka mau te wehi! 

          You don’t appreciate how hard we work, 

          I can’t understand this moumou kai 

          And my mother saying, Don’t waste a thing 

          Just eat up and shut up, had enough! 

 

          What’s important to me now 

          is changing seasons different songs 

          Winter and my raupa feet 

          Autumn corn and puha rich 

          Spring and green and hope renewed. 
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          From Hikurangi the Waiapu 

          binds many whanau to the sea, 

          On the other side her sister stream 

          The Waikaka renews my song 

          Above her O-Hine-Waiapu 

          Another soul place binding bones 

          Hawaiiki-nui-ki-Aotearoa 

          Rangatukia-Te Uranga. 

 

          We are inheritors  

          of interwoven dreams 

          whose paua-shimmering music ever 

          echoes on the wind.  

 

             (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995, 47-51) 

 

 

 

         The title of the poem immediately sets up the question of what is meant by a soul place. 

It is a place that is now deserted. The ‘Soul place’ may refer to the urupa where the ancestors 

and departed whanau members lie, a place of wairua or of great spirituality and a place that 

touches the writer’s soul. Collins defines the word spirit in a similar vein to soul: “… your 

spirit is the part of you that is not physical and that consists of your character and feelings … 

the non-physical … part that is believed to remain alive after … death.” (Collins 1501). The 

homonym in the title also recalls Rangitukia as the place where Blank places the sole of her 

foot, the turangawaewae or standing place for the feet, where she has rights and obligations.  

 Mead gives an extension to the meaning of spirit with the observation that when the Kai 

Karanga at the marae call the spirits of the past it is not unusual to find that there is the belief 

that the spirits will actually be present throughout the tangi or other occasions: 

 

          There is the belief that when the karanga women say ‘Hoki wairua mai e nga 

tupuna’ (Return o spirits of the ancestors) the spirits are close by and are not at some 

distance across the sea. They are the spiritual dimensions of the Māori universe 

always present and never too far away …Some say they feel the presence of the 

ancestors and are uplifted by it. (Mead, 148).  
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          The presence of the souls, the uplifting presence of the tupuna are a positive and 

central element of the poem. Soul may be expanded to connote the place that one feels drawn 

to, that defines them, the place above all others they long to be. Kaa Blank, the lover of 

words that sparkle in any language, would be fully aware of these connotations and of the 

Māori word for soul or spirit, wairua. In modern Māori it is frequently used in the sense of 

attitude, particularly with reference to Māori ways of doing things and relating to other 

people, to mood or ambience, and the underlying spirit of a proposal or course of action. 

Wairua is an eastern Polynesian word with similar meaning in Hawaiian, Rarotongan 

Tuamotuan and Tahitian languages. (Meredith also equates the term with the Hebrew word 

‘ruah’ and the Greek word ‘pneuma’ which literally denote ‘wind’ or ‘breath.’ (491). This 

definition of spirit or wairua is important to the understanding of the refrain “echo on the 

wind.”    

    Whakapapa poetry recites names and places: maunga, moana (sea) awa or river, waka or 

canoe, iwi and hapu (tribe and sub-tribe), ancestors, parents and self. Kaa Blanks’ poem lists 

the following: Hikurangi maunga, Waiapu river, Pacific moana. The line: “turbulent seas 

asserting mana” references the great Ocean of Kiwa, the Pacific, which the ancestors crossed 

to find landing in Aotearoa. Another term for this part of one’s whakapapa is known as 

pepeha. The important function therefore is to announce who you are and where you come 

from. She gives the sacred maunga Hikurangi precedence and in so doing begins her waiata 

in the traditional way, which is always to start with the sacred. 

           The poem is written in the first person, as a type of roving monologue. The 

geographical setting of the poem is in Te Tai Rawhiti, the East Coast region of the Gisborne 

area of the North Island. The reciter of the poem takes the readers to the sacred mountain, 

Hikurangi, then down over the valley, travelling through the landscape of the papakainga, 
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passing important sites, until a family home is eventually reached. There is a sense of being a 

bird or a spirit, gliding down through the village and surrounding areas. 

          Kaa Blank’s poem, therefore, has an important function, it establishes the whakapapa 

in such a way that it easily allows for the whanau to have access to the important details they 

need to commit to memory and to treasure. In a changing world, and with the relocation of 

families from rural to urban living there may not always be opportunities to families to gather 

and hold regular waananga at their traditional marae. Blank’s record, committed to paper, 

with anecdotes and humour keep the reader interested and engaged. 

          Having established her turangawaewae, Blank lists the invasive effects of colonisation 

the natural world is the interwoven rhythmic and subversive Indigenous survivors of 

colonisation: hills are eroding, pine trees have replaced native bush, as has grass for sheep 

and cattle. The hot dry climate has resulted in sunburnt pastures. Shrieking magpies, kiwi 

fruit and creeping grape are discordant notes. In contrast, the subversive Indigenous survivors 

of colonisation, the muted bush and the bones of the ancestors lie with other native flora in 

the hollows, undisturbed. Kumara “gropes” its way, the personification highlighting the spirit 

of survival, as if to announce, that if the native foods survive, against all odds, slowly, but 

surely, the people will survive. The rhythmic weeding of the women is like an earth song or 

hymn to Papatūānuku.     

            Stories are important in whakapapa poetry as memory aids. The story of the drunken 

driving episodes, bashing into the one-way bridge are another discordant effect of 

colonisation: the introduction of alcohol. This matter of fact retelling also highlights a feature 

of life in the 1950s, where many returned soldiers of World War II, haunted by the horrors 

they had lived through, were unable to talk to their families or professionals about what they 

had experienced and turned to alcohol to help drown out the memories. The film Ngati, 

directed by Barry Barclay, and set in the same era and area as the poem, highlights this 
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problem. Coincidentally, Wi Kuki Kaa, Blank’s brother, played one of the leading roles and 

won the award for Best Male Actor at the New Zealand Film and Television Awards, 1988.  

          The poem traces the geographical and man-made features as it moves down the valley 

and specifically lists the marae: Te Uranga, Paopaoku and Taumatapuihi. The speaker’s 

marae is Uranga and the dining room is named after a female ancestor, Hinepare. He or she 

ask that the marae be opened: “tuwhera mai,” for the scattered people to come home, “ko te 

iwi marara nei!” (48 & 63). The marae is a soul place of the iwi, where all important 

occasions take place.   

     Some ancestors’ names are recited: Uncle Tom who was Portuguese from Lima, the 

capital of Peru, and now living on Mount Pohautea, in a Lima or lime washed house with the 

Aunt who was a matriarch and who “once ruled her family.” (48). They subsist by tending 

sheep on poor pastures, so poor, the speaker maintains, the sheep are fattened on “sheer 

wind” (48). Kaa Blank has referenced the Spanish and Portuguese inheritance which is a 

feature of ‘The Coast.’ Other important whanau and characters are listed: Aunty Huinga, 

Granpa, fathers, Miritene, Heni Putia, Grandma, mother, fathers, school teachers; Turanga, 

who owns the store, and who has put a notice in the window threatening anyone who raids 

his pear orchard. His spelling of ‘pea’ is a Māori transliteration of pear draws the comment 

from the children, “Piss-poor spelling!”  followed by the comment, “farting on the wind” 

which captures children’s delight in scatological humour. Lists of occupations include 

hunting, weeding kumara, shop keeping, shearing sheep, looking after pigs, milking cows 

(which was often left to the children while the fathers were busy elsewhere) and raising 

bobby calves (the bull calves which were eventually sent to the meat works). While life may 

be simple there is a delicious and mouth-watering lists of foods: watermelon, pears, home-

made bread sandwiches filled with pork fat and golden syrup, wrapped in newspaper to take 

to school, puha, “kanga waru pudding with clotted cream” (known as ‘rotten’ or fermented 



227 
 

corn and considered a delicacy). Kaa Blank captures the carefree life of the children who 

warm up their feet on winter mornings “on green hot shet from cows’ backsides” (the 

spelling of “shet” a colloquialism replicating the sound made when stepping into fresh, warm 

cow dung).  They do not always appreciate what they have or are given to eat. The weariness 

of the grandmother and the mother are captured in the complaint of the grandmother that the 

children don’t appreciate how hard the women work and in the frustrated dictum from their 

mother that she is sick of them wasting food (moumou kai) and snaps, “Just eat up and shut 

up, had enough!” 

           There are two refrains which bind the poem together and move the action forward, 

cementing the whaakaro or thoughts and memories. They are: “echo on the wind” and “Ka 

mau te wehi!  The first is repeated seven times, with two variations: “fattening on sheer 

wind,” and “farting on the wind,” both already referenced. The phrase carries the movement 

forward as the reader moves down the valley, it emphasises the messages in each verse and 

the echo forms a memory aid as the storyteller proceeds. More importantly, the wind, or hau 

in Māori, may also be translated as breath (Moorefield J C, 282) so it has life and carries the 

wairua and the voices of the ancestors. The second phrase is defined by Kaa Blank as “what a 

disgrace!” and is used ‘tongue and cheek,’ usually in a humorous manner, in the latter half of 

the poem, five times and mostly by the children, to poke fun at others, as in “holes in your 

bloomers ya-ya-ya” followed by “Ka mau te wehi!” This part of the poem tells the story of 

Rangitukia through the eyes of the children and the phrase is appropriate because it is 

informal and helps define the world of childhood memories. In For Someone I Love the 

phrase is translated as ‘fantastic, awesome’ and may be translated in terms of the children’s 

comments, to highlight the humour of a situation and the amusement caused by it.  

          Considering its place within the genre, “Rangitukia, Soul Place” is a poem that touches 

peoples’ senses in every respect with sights and sounds, touch and smell and taste. The poem 
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begs participation and response from a specifically Māori readership. The memories are most 

likely to resonate with older Māori who have knowledge of growing up in a rural setting but 

they are aimed at the younger whanau so that they never forget who they are and where they 

come from. The poem honours the sacred maunga Hikurangi and the sacred Waiapu river, the 

different marae and wharenui, the whanau and the ties of whanaungatanga. Viewed through 

the children’s eyes, school and family life are described clearly and with humour. Kaa Blank 

has forever preserved a way of life in the 1940s and 1950s New Zealand.   

          The poem evokes spiritual ties to the place of Kaa Blank’s birth, which spreads further, 

back to Hawaiiki. The winds give power to the sails of the waka bringing the ancestors to 

Aotearoa. The winds keep her in touch with her turangawaewae, as they are the voices of the 

ancestors and voices of memory, voices of the past and the present. The reference to paua 

shimmering music as the poem closes, describes the diversity and richness of colour glowing 

like silk, glowing like the theme of whakapapa and a “soul place”  that runs throughout this 

poem, for in Māori carvings the eyes are made of paua shells that shine like silk. These are 

the last feature to be added to ancestral carvings and once inserted they are believed to bring 

the carving to life. Paua eyes are the windows of the soul.  

         Kaa Blank was a weaver and therefore conscious of the weaving together of different 

patterns. They all come together in the poem to form a new pattern: 

 

          We are the inheritors 

          Of interwoven dreams 

          Whose paua shimmering music ever 

          Echoes on the wind. 

 

 

 

Love for her homeplace, her turangawaewae was at the core of the poet’s being. 
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         Weinacht -Switzerland  

 

          Music resonant and rich 

          swells the air 

          as if a sea shell 

          wrapped itself around me 

          long ago on a childhood shore. 

 

          My heart lifts to incense 

          wafting myriad flickers 

          muted bells, communion 

          in another land 

          with another people 

 

          in a dream 

          magic world 

          slowing down 

          purity peace softness 

          lingering free singing 

          Stille Nacht with people 

          breaking bread wondering 

          why two-thirds 

          through our father 

          Heaven and earth are yours 

 

          I am feet walking 

          celebrating birth 

          paying homage to rebirth 

          in a transient world 

          and we are joined 

          by earthly ritual 

          we created 

          reaching into every soul.  

 

          Rising from an ancient pew 

          cool air and cobbled road 

          different smells 

          people talking 

          sharing giving gifts 

          beckoning from 

          a loaded tree. 

 

                (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995, 24).  

 

          The persona in the poem is experiencing Weinacht, Silent Night, or Christmas Eve, in 

Switzerland. The first response is to the music which seems to wrap around the observer like 
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a sea shell, a wondrous, magical experience such as that of putting a shell to one’s ear in 

childhood and being able to hear the sound of the sea, even when miles inland. The 

transference of thought back to childhood days indicates a child-like delight in the sounds, 

appreciation through the ear, coincidentally shaped in some respects like a shell.  

          The ear then gives way to the heart which lifts when another of the senses is engaged, 

the scent of the incense wafts and engages the sense of smell. This is followed by a feast for 

the eyes, the flickering candles. The persona describes herself as an outsider who belongs to 

another land, but who feels included. The word communion indicates not only that she will 

break bread in the Lord’s supper, but that she feels communion and connection with the 

people she is among. While it may be presumptuous to assume that the poem is a personal 

experience of the poet, we may assume there are autobiographical threads. One indication is 

in the last two lines of Verse 2, where the teller of the story indicates that her or his origin is 

from another land and people. Although from another land, the persona feels the uplifting of 

the spirit in the act of worship as described in the following lines: 

           

          

          in a dream 

          magic world 

          slowing down 

          purity peace softness 

 

 

 

 

However, a moment of humour is subtly shared, in that, after taking communion (“breaking 

bread”) her concentration lapses and her mind wanders off during the reciting of “The Lord’s 

Prayer” (“our Father”) to the point where she wonders why “heaven and earth are yours.” 

There is no explanation given but perhaps she feels God is in Heaven and mankind is on and 

of the earth and should have more autonomy? Perhaps just an indication of how thoughts may 

wander in church.   
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          Feet, one of Kaa Blank’s favourite symbols, “I am me feet walking” return the speaker 

to the street, still in a worshipful state of mind and reflecting on rebirth, a reference to the 

risen Christ of Easter, perhaps, and to the renewal of her own faith. There is recognition that 

people pass through a material world, but those of Christian faith recognise it is a transient 

world that does not last, a world people pass through before attaining eternal life in Heaven. 

          However, she is pleased to be part of the here and now, to be part of “the earthly ritual” 

that people have created to celebrate Weinacht. These rituals include “different smells” which 

perhaps indicate delicious food cooking, people are sharing Christmas gifts from a “loaded 

tree” and she is as pleased to be part of the earthly rituals as she was to be part of the 

heavenly rituals.  

          The tone of the poem, one of peace and worship, softness and magic, cool air and 

cobbled roads gives  an entrancing visual image of what appears to be a story book 

Christmas, the kind nor experienced in the antipodes. The persona in the poem shares these 

experiences and yet at the same time seems to be at a distance from them, almost as if she is 

floating and looking down on the events below. Blank has created a sea shell of her own in 

the form of the poem. “Weinacht, - Switzerland” is the sea shell that wraps itself around her 

and reminds her of those experiences of long ago, bringing the magical experiences of the 

senses to take her there again.  

 

Te Tiriti o Waitangi  

The poem is reproduced in full in the interview on page 211. 

         

          The speaker in the poem is addressing those who would say to tangata whenua of the 

land, Māori, that they had no right to complain or to seek to have lands returned to them 
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because they had been given equal rights and privileges of mainstream New Zealanders. In 

fact, Māori were not given equality when the Treaty of Waitangi was signed with the British, 

who at that time were outnumbered by the Indigenous people ten to one. The speaker uses the 

Māori term, Te Tiriti o Waitangi to bring attention to the discrepancies between the English 

and Māori versions of The Treaty.   

      Walker stated that the validity if the Treaty “hangs on the translation of the word 

sovereignty.” (Walker, Ngā Pepa a Ranginui, 53). Rev. Henry Williams and Busby, who 

were responsible for translating the Treaty, were well aware that the Māori equivalent to 

sovereignty was the word ‘mana.’  Walker gave as evidence the fact that when Busby 

persuaded the chiefs of the north “to declare their independence” in 1835, kingitanga was 

used as a kingship and mana was the translation for sovereignty over the land.  However, 

when Williams and Busby translated the first article of the Treaty, they substituted 

kawanatanga or governorship for mana. (Walker, Ngā Pepa a Ranginui, 53). Claudia Orange 

explains that kawanatanga means governorship and “does not convey the many facets of 

sovereign power and authority.” (Orange, 26).  

         From the 14th of September to the 16th of September 1984, a national hui was 

convened at Ngaruawahia by the Māori Ecumenical Council of Churches, (Te Rōpū 

Whakawhanaunga i ngā Hāhi). There were three churches involved: Anglican, Methodist and 

Roman Catholic. Kaa Blank, a member of The Māori Ecumenical Council of Churches, was 

one of the major organisers of this hui. Walker records that a thousand people gathered to 

discuss the Treaty at the marae of the Kingitanga. (Walker, 72).  Following the hui, Kaa 

Blank, Manuka Henare, of the Catholic Church, and Haare Williams edited “he korero aroha 

ki nga tupuna: talk, conciliate and heal,” in 1985. It was circulated by Te Runanga o 

Waitangi.   
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 The setting of the poem is against the groundswell of annual protests on Waitangi 

Day at the Treaty Grounds. Police were present and arrests were made over several years. 

Blank affirms for her readers that the Treaty does not speak of equality it speaks of rights and 

privileges. In 1840 the British, who were outnumbered ten to one, promised to protect Māori 

and their taonga including land. Kaa Blank points out their duplicity, by paraphrasing a quote 

from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “What a piece of work man is” (“What a piece of work is man” 

Act II, Scene 2) which may be interpreted as humans may seem noble and great but they also 

have doubtful qualities. The inference is that the British gained the colony of New Zealand 

by means of trickery. Knowing they could not take Aotearoa by force because they were 

outnumbered, they used beguiling language on the Treaty document instead. Kaa Blank tells 

her audience that now they should hammer rights and privileges, because they are 

outnumbered ten to one. The interpretation of this may be that Māori population is growing 

every decade or that Māori representation in formal settings such as tribunals and courts 

outnumbers that of the Pakeha.  

 Kaa Blank and her photographer husband, Pius, have bequeathed their whakapapa of 

creativity to their children, Anton Blank and Marino Blank. The chapter concludes with a 

poem by Marino Blank.  

 

Crimson 

 

She sounded 

her playful tune, 

to Christmas. 

The hue of 

Pohutukawa 

hovered above the 

scent of summer. 

 

I awoke that morning 

to Hindi straining 

the transistor, 

and smells of the umu 
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logs burning 

close to the 

happiness 

of children, 

who had broken 

the dawn 

with their 

excitement 

of opening gifts. 

 

Tiny fingers 

which had 

expertly read 

the contents 

of wrapped tokens 

this day 

undid the secrets 

so eagerly 

waited for. 

 

The silence of  

Auckland 

cloaked our 

journey to lunch. 

There we supped 

embracing the sweetness 

we call our own. 

 

Aroha 

of the 

Pohutukawa. 

 

Marino 

Puketapapa 

Christmas 2002 

 

(Crimson, 10-11) 
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Fig. 58: Book Cover of Crimson, 2014. 

Blank’s poem is like a hymn to the Pohutukawa tree, the true New Zealand Christmas tree. 

Christmas is a sacred time, and the colour crimson, in Māori mythology is a sacred colour, 

the colour of Papatūānuku, Mother Earth. The pohutukawa forms a protective umbrella-like 

layer over the grass with its sweet smells, perhaps indicating newly-mown lawns. 

          The pohutukawa is the first thing the speaker sees and the first sound he or she hears is 

Hindi language coming from the transistor, indicating an Indian radio station and alternate 

religions on this Christian Celebration: Sikh perhaps, or Muslim or Buddhist. A multi-

cultural neighbourhood is indicated as next door the smells of an umu oven indicate that a 

Pasifika family is preparing the hot rocks to cook their Christmas food.  

          Children’s excitement is the same in any language and the excitement is caught by the 

tiny fingers which have been feeling the Christmas presents under the trees for weeks, 

guessing at the contents. The small family appears to be existing within their own small 

bubble or cocoon and as they travel to the other side of the city to share Christmas with other 

family or friends the city appears to be deserted. Perhaps most have left the city for the 
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holidays or are enjoying the peace and quiet of their homes away from the stress and rush of 

the city Christmas rush. The phrase “there we supped” hints at a special and sacred time of 

communion with whanau. The Pohutukawa provides an umbrella of blessing over all.  

 

Conclusion 

         This chapter has a unique place within the thesis because it is a mother and daughter 

chapter. It set out to be a chapter about the life and poetry of Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank but 

when her daughter agreed to be interviewed on behalf of her mother it was obvious that the 

whakapapa link of poetry was so strong that Marino Blank needed to be included as an heir 

of poetry and in her own right.  

        Marino is proud of her Māori and Swiss whakapapa and her Swiss cousins are proud of 

her Māori whakapapa. The cousins write to each other frequently and Marino’s poem 

“Zurich” describes an incident in the country of her father’s birth. The taonga she has 

received from both parents and whakapapa are evidenced in her poetry and she is aware of 

the taonga she has received from her maternal grandmother, Hohipene. Marino’s mother 

Arapera was a strong Anglican and Hohipene was a healer. Marino feels that wairua and 

expresses it in poems such as “Driving,” Ko Hikurangi Taku Maunga” and “Ko Waiapu Taku 

Awa.”  

          Marino’s journey to find her whakapapa and poetry was a journey that took her from 

the Pākeha environment of North Shore Auckland to London and Europe and back home to 

care for her mother, where she discovered more about her inheritance. The memories of 

being brought up in smaller towns like Taumaranui and in remote places like Panguru are 

warm and inspiring. She is learning te reo so that she can converse with her mokopuna. A 
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mana wahine like her mother and grandmother, Marino, from being hesitant to express 

herself while her mother was alive, in case people thought she was influenced by her mother, 

has found her own voice and is carving her own future. She writes every day and loves it 

when the words “fall on to the page.” (Interview). A thread that binds mother and daughter 

together is the fact that their husbands facilitated their journey into poetry by saving their 

poetry. Pius saved his wife’s poetry from the waste paper bin and Larry kept his wife’s poetry 

that she sent to him with love letters, he threw away the letters but kept the poems.   

 This chapter has traversed Kaa Blank’s journey from the early promise of her 

Katherine Mansfield prizewinning essay, “ko taku kumara hei wai-u-mo tama: my kumara is 

as mother’s milk to my child,” to her essays on the important roles that Māori women play in 

the continuation of the whanau and in Māori society and values. The poems by Kaa Blank, 

selected for this chapter are evidence of her ability to write on a wide range of topics from 

family life to politics to the Treaty of Waitangi, her experiences in Switzerland, the 

turangawaewae of her husband. They are testament to her Ngāti Porou whakapapa, her 

turangawaewae, her involvement in church and community, politics, writers’ and artists’ 

organisations and her ability to embrace new cultures and experiences. Kaa Blank’s poem 

“Rangitukia, Soul Place,” encapsulates the wairua, the essence of her life and the things that 

were important to her. She took Rangitukia with her in her heart, even to Stockholm, as 

outlined within this chapter. Rangitukia was her soul place and Pius was her soul mate and 

they were both provided inspiration for her poetry.  

 Kaa Blank was educated at boarding school at a time when many girls from Māori 

families did not have that opportunity. However, she came from a strong family who believed 

in education and a family that were leaders in the Māori Anglican church. Much of her early 

education was facilitated by Sir Apirana Ngata and provided her with a belief in her heritage 

and in herself as a Māori and a mana wahine. Kaa Blank was able to write in both Māori and 
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English, the only one of the foremothers to do so. She was a much loved teacher and her 

students called her “Ma Blank.” She was proud of the achievements of her students. As with 

other foremothers of poetry her writing times had to be gleaned in precious moments between 

the commitments of teaching, family life, community and church work and supporting other 

writers and artists within the Waiata Koa and Nga Puna Wahanga cohorts. Given the clarity 

of her voice, the quality of her work, the wonder is, as with the other foremothers in this 

thesis, that she has not hitherto been recognised within the canon of New Zealand Literature.   

          The following poem is evidence of Kaa Blank’s belief in who she was and where she 

came from and is perhaps a gentle rebuff to those who have categorised her without taking 

time to know her.   

Ko Wai Tenei? 

  

 Some people say 

Hmmm, eccentric! 

What rubbish! 

I have more class than that! 

 

Other people say 

No-ooo, ex-tro-vert! 

We-ell, perhaps, I mean, 

Not so clear cut as that! 

 

One or two say 

Schizophrenic! 

What a deep thought! 

Quite a clever word, that! 

 

I’ve really thought hard 

About who I am, 

About my person, 

And my status 

And what they say about that! 

 

And do you know? 

I am the opposite 

To what is said! 

I am 

an Aristocrat, 

a romantic, 
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an independent, industrious 

Woman, a Maori –  

That’s me! 

 

     (nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako, 1995, 53) 

 

The following quotes encapsulate Kaa Blank and her daughter Marino. The first is a 

statement from a mana wahine, the second is a statement of whakapapa, identity. 

 

Tu mai ra, 

nga kai-hautu, kai-tiaki. 

E ki ra! 

‘He atua, he tangata?’ 

He wahine he tangata! 

 

Take your places, 

leaders, guardians. 

Who says, 

‘A god, a man?’ 

 A woman, a man! 

 

(For Someone I Love: A Collection of Writing by Arapera Blank, 5) 

‘The sun rises 

The sun sets 

The sun rises. 

 

he ra ka whiti 

He ra ka to 

   He ra ka whiti.’ 

 

(nga kokako huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995, 41) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Mahuika, Goddess of Fire 

BUB (NOELINE EDITH) BRIDGER 

Ngāti Kahungunu 

15 July 1924 – 8 December 2009 

 

 

Fig. 59: Bub Bridger, “up here on the hill” in Wellington, in her “red coat” among the “wild daisies.”  

Source: www.read-nz.org 
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Introduction and Publishing History  

The poem “Blatant Resistance” is a reflection of Bridger, someone who is full of fire 

and enthusiasm. The image of the poet in a brilliant red coat portrays a lady of ‘mature’ years 

who declares she will not slide softly into old age. She looks like “a fire engine” and doesn’t 

“give a damn” (Wild Daisies, 8). Refusing to be a victim of arthritic ills and sleeplessness, 

Bridger steps out boldly into downtown Wellington, full of joy and zest for life. There are no 

full stops or punctuation marks until the end of the poem, a reflection of the sentiment 

expressed by the speaker that it is better to live a full and enjoyable life in flow, without pause 

until one must stop. The poem is the last entry in her final collection of poetry, Wild Daisies: 

The Best of Bub Bridger, published when she was 81 years old, a testament to the fact that the 

fires of life and creativity were still strongly alight.  

 

 Blatant Resistance 

 

I have a new scarlet coat and 

I look like a fire engine. 

And I don’t give a damn 

One should grow old gracefully 

Somebody said - I don’t know who 

But I’ve heard it all my life and 

So have you well to hell with all that 

I refuse to grow old anyway 

But reluctantly and bold as brass 

And when arthritis bites in all 

My bones and sleep sulks outside 

My bedroom window in the dark 

I just toss and turn and scratch 

And swear the hours away I’m not 

Growing older—it’s the stupid 

Betrayal of bones and flesh 

That makes me feel this way but 

 

Look at me now with springs in 

My heels and the wind in my hair 

Any moment I’ll start whistling 

And might even dance you a jig 
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And stop all the traffic along the 

Quay wearing my new scarlet coat 

And looking like a fire engine. 

 

(Wild Daises, 8) 

 

 

For the purposes of the research and for this chapter, Bridger is likened to a kaitiaki or 

keeper of fire. In Māori mythology, the goddess Mahuika’s fire brought warmth and sustenance 

until Maui, the demi-god, tricked her and almost dowsed her fire. The main point of comparison 

between Bridger and Mahuika is that of keeping the fire burning. Mahuika, angry with Maui 

who had persuaded her into parting with her nails until there was only one left, threw her last 

nail of fire away. The fire lodged in the Kaikōmako tree which has been a source of fire ever 

since through the friction of rubbing pieces of its wood together.  (Grace, Wiremu ‘How Maui 

Brought Fire to the World’ tki.org.nz). Bridger had a fire and a passion for writing from 

childhood but the flames of creativity were doused by her life’s circumstances. These included 

leaving school at an early age to work in factories and having small children to raise as a solo 

parent. However, the flame of writing was never extinguished but lay dormant until Bridger’s 

50th year when it was rekindled by Michael King at a writing workshop at Victoria University 

in 1974. Bridger’s flame of writing burned brightly for the rest of her life and is now preserved 

in two solo volumes and several anthologies. 

The first of Bridger’s solo publications, Up Here on the Hill (1989) consisted of poetry, 

while the second, published in 2005, contained both short stories and poetry. “The Stallion,” 

Bridger’s first short story was published in the New Zealand Listener in 1975, the year after 

the writing workshop. Her poems were published frequently in the magazine in the 1980s.  
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Fig. 60. Book Cover of Up Here on the Hill, 1989. 

 

Andrew Mason recalled: 

 

As the magazine’s editor in the 1980s, I used to dread it when Bub’s poems appeared 

because they attracted so many imitations, none of which came anywhere near the quality 

of her work. (Introduction, Wild Daisies). 

 

Mason observed that Bridger was the people's poet:  

 

The things that matter so deeply to all of us – love and hope, and beauty, sadness and 

pain and loss. These things are at the heart of life, and Bub gets to the heart of them and 

all in a handful of words (Wild Daisies, 11). 
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   Fig. 61: Book Cover of Wild Daisies: The Best of Bub Bridger, 2005. 

 

Biography: Blatant Resistance in Life and Poetry 

 

Noeline Edith (Bub) Bridger was born in Napier on the 24th of July 1924. She was the 

second child. Apparently the family had always called her Bub from the time of birth and it 

became her given name. Bridger’s whakapapa was Māori (Ngāti Kahungunu) and English 

through her mother and Irish through her father. As Mason points out in the introduction to 

Wild Daisies: The Best of Bub Bridger, she belonged to “two cultures that celebrate the spoken 

word” (9). 

Her date of birth meant she grew up in the depression years and she had to leave school 

at 13 to help support the family. Bridger attended two primary schools, Greenmeadows and 

Tarradale in central Te Awa, or Napier. Bridger was six years old when the Napier earthquake 

struck. Fortunately, the children were outside at morning break, as the building was made of 

bricks and it collapsed immediately. She also attended Napier Intermediate and Napier Girls’ 
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High. As noted, Bridger had always been a keen writer and an avid reader and she particularly 

enjoyed the author Robin Hyde, whose novels Wednesday’s Children and The Godwits Fly 

were her favourites. However, Bridger was not able to develop her passion for writing as 

working gave her little time for the luxury of writing.  

Bridger was employed in a hat factory and a tobacco factory for four years after she left 

school. She was 18 when the family moved to Wellington. Her father was a waterside worker 

in Napier but in 1942 he was transferred to Wellington. Here she found employment in the 

records department of the Social Security Department: Work and Income. The family lived in 

a flat in Molesworth Street next door to parliament. The present-day St Paul’s Anglican 

Cathedral was built on the site of the block of flats. When her father finished work on the 

Wellington waterfront she moved back to Napier for a period of time.  

At the age of 22 she married Brian Bridger, a lawyer. They had four children but the 

marriage was apparently an unhappy one with allegations of spousal abuse. Her husband took 

up a post in Samoa, but Bridger ‘fled’ with the children and returned to New Zealand. Her 

youngest daughter was born two weeks after the return to New Zealand. A kind landlady 

helped set the solo mother up in a state house. Bridger spent most of her life in Wellington 

where she lived at Essendon and worked at the Kodak factory in Porirua while caring for her 

family. Later she moved to Strathmore Park and then to Kilbirnie before moving to Westport. 

About her writing journey Bridger noted: 

 

I always wanted to [write] but there were 4 kids and no DPB before that and I was too 

busy being mother, father and sole provider to do anything as indulgent as ‘my own 

thing.’ Then at last they all grew up and when I was about 50, I was able to begin writing. 

I write about ordinary people who live ordinary lives. I try to write honestly and I try to 

make myself laugh. When I can do that, writing becomes a joy (Underhill 145). 
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Bridger also stated: “I’m part Māori, part English, half Irish and that feeling sings in me 

like the wind” (Underhill 145). She attributed her entrance into the world of publication to 

Michael King: “Michael was the one who showed me the way. When he read my first short 

story he said: “You are going to be a writer” (Ibid). A trip to Ireland was the catalyst for 

Bridger’s foray into poetry when Bridger was 60 years old. She stated: “I started to think 

poetry. It was the most incredible experience and I came home to New Zealand and I couldn’t 

get it down fast enough and I haven’t stopped” (Ibid). Bridger acted in television programmes 

and wrote for television and radio. She read her short story, “A Wedding” at the second New 

Zealand Writers’ Conference in Wellington in 1979. Over a decade later she read other 

examples of her work at the New Zealand Writers’ Week in 1991, and at the Listener Book 

Weeks in 1993 and 1994. She was a popular literary figure at overseas events, reading at the 

Women and Arts Festival, Sydney, October 1982, and eventually at all of the Sydney 

universities over time (Underhill, 145). 

Bridger travelled further afield to share her work, attending a Women Writers’ Festival 

in Britain in 1984, taking with her a suitcase of books by fellow New Zealand Women writers 

because she believed they should be exposed to a world-wide readership. On the same trip she 

conducted writing workshops on tours of England, Ireland, Netherlands, Germany, Italy, 

France and Switzerland. Bridger gave back to her own country of Aotearoa by touring the 

country where she visited schools, conducting poetry and creative writing workshops. 

She was interviewed by Kim Hill and Fergus Hill on Radio on numerous occasions. An 

interview originally broadcast in 2005 was replayed on Kim Hill, Radio New Zealand, 2009. 

Bridger was living at Granity at the time of the interview. She had gone to the Westport to be 

near to her son David, who was the manager of a resort and eventually a friend bought her the 

cottage at Granity. Looking back on her life Bridger recalled that she was not brought up with 
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any knowledge of her Māori whakapapa and that her mother claimed that her colouring came 

from Spanish inheritance and sometimes from Italian inheritance.  

After the family moved to Wellington Bridger had eventually flatted with her twin sisters 

Gladys and Ivy and it was in later years, as Bridger’s children were leaving home, that Ivy 

inspired Bridger to join King’s writing class. Unfortunately, there were no places left but 

Bridger saved up and paid small amounts to Victoria University, until one day she received a 

letter saying she had paid for the next year’s tuition and was enrolled. Her first assignment was 

to write about a famous person. Bridger felt she did not know anyone famous, but then she 

remembered that Sam Hunt, a friend of her children, was a frequent visitor to her home when 

he was 17 years old. She described him as a lovely young man. Bridger was proud of her 

daughters who had all gained university degrees and her son who was in management. When 

Hill asked her about the trip to England, Ireland and to the European continent, Bridger 

recounted that she spent six weeks in Ireland at the end of the trip, owing to the kind invitation 

of a woman she met during the poetry readings. When Hill asked Bridger to read her favourite 

poem, Bridger chose “Priorities” because she said she could not live without music. Music had 

saved her life and sustained her through her darkest days (Kim Hill, 2005, replayed 2009).  

Bridger was a ‘mother of Performance Poetry’ in Aotearoa as a Māori and as a woman. 

She was a member of the women’s comedy co-operative, Hen’s Teeth, a group of women 

artists who performed on stage from 1988 to 2001. The group included Kate Jason-Smith, its 

founder, Lee Hatherly, Kate Harcourt, Rima Te Wiata and Pam Corkery: 

 

The group was remarkable for its inclusion of multiple generations of performers - Lee 

Hatherley, Kate Harcourt and Bub Bridger brought older character comedy and 

monologues to the stage which was incredibly rare at the time. (as the show’s name 

might imply). (Horan and Matthew, 230). 
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Pilditch commented: 

 

Tom Cardy noted that “a fair crop of Kiwis, women as well as men, didn’t think women 

could be funny.” People used to say women aren’t funny. They used to say that, truly,” 

said Jason-Smith. Hen’s Teeth proved them wrong in 1990, when they played to a 

combined total of 3,000 people in one week at the Wellington International Arts Festival. 

(Pilditch, 10). 

 

 

However, Māori women have always been performers, able to capture the attention of 

a crowd, and also performers of poetry through their long whakapapa of composure and 

performance of waiata throughout the centuries. Some of the waiata were committed to paper 

with the advent of colonisation and the introduction of printing presses.   

Fig. 62: Bridger as she appeared in “Hen’s Teeth” and in the photograph used in her Funeral brochure, 

with the comment from her son David that she was fearless. Source: en.wikipedia.org 

 



251 
 

The great number of songs written down in the 19th century confirms that there were 

very many composers in the oral society. Both men and women were composers, women 

composing mainly love songs and men more laments: 

 

… In Nga Moteatea, for example, there are Hinekitawhiti of Ngāti Porou, Topeora and 

her daughter Kahoki of Ngāti Raukawa and Ngāti Toa Rangatira…And most sung 

songs …were composed, memorised and then sung (McRae and Jacob 2011).  

 

 

Emma Neale, in her review of Wild Daisies: the best of Bub Bridger, noted that the 

collection had its roots in drama and song (“Tousled and tart,” New Zealand Review of 

Books: Pukapuka Aotearoa, 2006). While Te Arama Menzies and others among the 

foremothers read their poetry at places such as The Gluepot Tavern in Auckland as a vehicle 

for getting their poetry into the public domain, Bridger took this to a higher level. She was a 

well-known actor and performer of her comedic poetry. Jan Pilditch observed that comedy as 

a genre: 

 

…was still not considered an appropriate form for women, even in the 1980s. In this 

sense, even stepping on to the stage represented a challenge, not merely to males per se 

but to the idea of what constituted a performance. (Pilditch, 10). 

 

 Andrew Mason commented: 

 

The stage became the springboard for Bridger’s comedic poems about men. Bridger’s 

first volume of poetry, Up Here on the Hill, appeared in 1989. About the same time, 

the Hen’s Teeth collective of women performing artists asked her to join them and 

read some of her poems. Out of that grew those deliberately risqué poems celebrating 

men, and a whole new career as a performing artist for Bub. The most famous of 



252 
 

these fantasy poems is undoubtedly ‘A Christmas Wish’. Her wantonly expressed 

desire for the All Black Whetton brothers created a national enthusiasm for the work 

of this ‘elderly maker of rhyme’ (Wild Daisies 11). 

 

 Bridger performed in the three-part television series, Fish Skin Suit in 2000. The screen 

play, directed by Peter Burger, was written by Briar Grace Smith and Bridger played the part 

of the grandmother, Nan. Her grandchildren take her for an outing in her wheelchair to the 

beach and discover an Elvis impersonator dressed in an orange suit. He walks out of the sea 

and they believe he is the lover of Hine Tai, a female taniwha.  

 

Fig.63: Bub Bridger as the grandmother in the television series, Fish Skin Suit. Source:  Kahakura 

Productions, 2002. 

 

 

Bridger’s character, Nan, watches silently as her family struggle with relationships 

and only at the end, when the family comes together again, does she speak: “Sometimes the 

world is so beautiful it hurts to look at it. It hurts even more to speak about it. It can make 
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you feel you don’t deserve to be a part of it, but you do, we all do.” (Kahakura productions, 

2002). 

Bridger continued writing into her 80s and was supported by literary friends. At the 

Michael King Creative Writing workshop she met Frances Cherry who became a life-long 

friend. Cherry recalled how Bridger loved young men and they loved her. Denis Welch met 

Bridger when she started writing for the Listener. Bridger spent her last years at Westport and 

then moved to a cottage in Granity so she could be close to her son David. Andrew Mason, her 

editor, had arranged the accommodation. Sadly, her writing career was curtailed by the tragic 

death of a granddaughter. Welch was a frequent visitor. He remarked: “In some ways a troubled 

soul but a woman who expressed everything she felt. She didn’t repress anything, she let it all 

out and you couldn’t help but feel here was a woman who had a lot to give.” (Radio New 

Zealand News, 8th December 2009). 

In 2002 Bridger was honoured in the Queen’s Birthday Golden Jubilee Honours when 

she was awarded the MNZM (Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit) medal for services 

to Literature.  

Fig. 64: Bridger at home in Granity. Source: Suff.co.nz 
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Interview with Bronwyn Bannister at Thorndon, Wellington, 8th November 2014 

 

While it was not possible to interview Bridger or any of her family, I was fortunate to 

be introduced to someone who had met and worked with Bridger. Bronwyn Bannister was 

publicity manager at Mallinson Rendell when Bridger’s last book was published in 2005. An 

edited version of our conversation, with information pertinent to the writer, is included here.  

Bronwyn played excerpts from Bub Bridger’s C. D. Wild Daisies before the interview. 

 

Wild Daisies 

 

If you love me 

Bring me flowers 

Wild daisies 

Clutched in your fist 

Like a torch 

No orchids or roses 

Or carnations 

No florist’s bow 

Just daisies 

Steal them 

Risk your life for them 

Up the sharp hills 

In the teeth of the wind 

If you love me 

Bring me daisies 

Wild daisies 

That I will cram 

In a bright vase 

And marvel at 

 

(Wild Daisies, 13) 

 

The poem portrays a woman who was strong and bold and one who hated artifice. 

Buying flowers from a florist is too easy. Bridger, or the speaker of the poem, would like to 
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believe that gifts given have meaning and that the giver is willing to sacrifice some of their 

own comfort in order to show their sincerity. The daisies are beautiful because they are without 

pretence and they withstand the elements and hardships of life.  

 

Tell me, please, about your experiences in publishing Māori women writers.  

I was the publicity manager at Mallinson Rendell when Bub’s last book, Wild Daisies was 

published and I didn’t actually know a lot about Bub Bridger before then, I have to admit, but 

meeting her and reading her poems, I was really impressed by her liveliness and by the sense 

of humour. Often in poetry, humorous poetry is sometimes looked down on really, as opposed 

to serious poetry. But the poems on the C. D. we just listened to, the poems in here, they’re 

really talking about some really quite powerful events and powerful emotions as well. I was 

very impressed by her energy and her humour and her ability still to be so engaging and so 

interested in all of that; the poems that she wrote where she does talk about her background 

too, about all of her experiences as a Māori and her Māori ancestry and her Irish ancestry which 

is quite a powerful mix. I know a few people with Māori and Irish. That’s quite a powerful 

combination, it often seems to me.   

 

Do you think there are specific obstacles faced by Māori Women? 

I don’t feel I could speak about the specific obstacles faced by Māori women. I think there are 

obstacles faced by women around the fact that the primary child rearing is still primarily left 

to women. There’s always going to be that conflict. Personally, as a writer, I had to make those 

choices between giving my time to writing and finding things that would actually bring in 

money, so there’s always going to be that conflict. I think that that’s all that I can speak about 

from my own experiences rather than knowing enough about what specific obstacles for Māori 

women there would be other than being those sorts of gender expectations, or the issues for 



256 
 

your family obligations coming into conflict with your writing time, your writing energy.  I 

think the obstacles faced by Bub would be obstacles faced by probably not only Māori women 

in that time which were the economic ones of being a woman on your own with children and 

before the Domestic Purposes Benefit and having to raise children and therefore having to 

focus on that rather than perhaps pursue your creative experiences and your creative life. I think 

she worked as a cleaner. She worked in some quite hard situations and she had to give a lot of 

time to that. It wasn’t until she was in her early fifties that she could pursue her writing interests 

and pursue her publishing life. But that part of her had to wait until there were other things 

done in her life and there’d be choices that women had to make even more in those days before 

there was State support. 

 

Do you want to elaborate on that? 

The arts isn’t a priority for this current government. It seemed to me that there was a bit more 

of a heyday under the previous government, probably for arts funding and arts support, so until 

it’s given that sort of support and that sort of consistent funding I think that’s the biggest risk 

and the biggest danger for the arts. It’s very much a piecemeal approach, so how can you build 

up a strong system, or a strong group of people that keep coming through, if you don’t have 

that?  

 

What do you think that this country needs to do to see more Māori women in print? Do you 

think there needs to be more women’s publishing co-operatives as there were in the 1980s like 

Spiral in Wellington and Waiata Koa in Auckland?  

Yes, I think so. It was Spiral that published Keri Hulme’s book. That was a huge step for them. 

I wrote an article about Spiral and that whole experience because they set up that collective 
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purely to publish books as well. I thought it was purely to publish the bone people. They 

believed in that book so much, but they did publish other books. They were the first publishers 

of Jacqui Baxter’s short stories as well, but I think it is easier now, just as our society has 

improved in its attitude towards acknowledging that the Māori voice is coming through in the 

publishing. 

Poetry is always going to be something on the fringes. It’s always going to be harder in a 

country with four million people to actually find those opportunities. Steele Roberts is the other 

publishers that I worked for a long time ago, and I certainly know Roger and my son works 

there now. No one makes money out of publishing poetry in New Zealand so that it’s very 

much something you do because you love it and you want to support it but it’s hard to keep 

that going and it’s not a business model that’s going to help you as a publisher or enable you 

to keep building that sort of list.  

 

Do you find that there are more Māori poets now, more Māori women than you were aware 

of?  

I think there are, but I don’t have a lot of familiarity with the current people that are coming 

through now so I wouldn’t think I can speak about that but that there are. That book that was 

published a few years ago by the woman about the Pitcairn Islanders, that was a Huia Press 

book. I think there’s some really interesting explorations of different cultures and some of it 

from the Pitcairn Islands or the Pacific Islands or the Māori experiences really. I think there’s 

just more of an openness about the fact that that there are different stories to be told. 

And how do you feel that is reflected in Bridger’s poetry? 

I think it shows through in her life experience and her humour, but there’s quite a lot of 

emotion, even though there is humorous poetry. It’s quite an emotional content in her poetry. 
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It’s quite an after-bite, almost. There’s quite a sharpness to it, there’s a sense of loss and 

almost an acceptance of it, because that’s the way that people were. So, I think that that 

comes through very strongly. I do like that “Johnny Come Dancing” one because it also has 

that fantasy element in it. Who are these five fairies? Whether it’s the common Christina 

Rosetti’s “Goblin Market” or any of those Celtic myths and questions found in Celtic poetry, 

you take something, therefore there’s a price to be paid for it which you may not find out 

until afterwards, which is also true in actual life, whether you take the King’s shilling or have 

to be a soldier. I like the way she brings all of that into what is a family story but not a literal 

one. But there is enough of the literary, the literal, for it to be quite powerful - that blurring of 

the boundaries between them.  

 

Is there anything else you’d like to talk about in your experiences with publishing? 

Well the other book that I had been involved with though it wasn’t a book of poetry, was Jacqui 

Baxter’s book of short stories when Roger Steele re-published it. What really struck was it was 

just so strongly capturing of that time and place it reminded me of the things that I would hear 

my parents talk about, the New Zealand of the 1940s and 50s which was quite a grim New 

Zealand at times. Certainly, shops and restaurants and bars seemed to close and there weren’t 

really restaurants. But anyway, her stories aren’t about restaurants, they’re about people who 

went to restaurants, they’re about the reality of life and I guess that’s what influenced both Bub 

and Jacqui. which are probably the ones that I can talk best to. There’s the domestic story that 

they’re telling at the same time as well. It’s a story about not having enough money, of having 

to think about food and meals and the logistics and mechanics of the household, as well as 

looking for that something extra and just wanting a bit of fun and a bit of love.  
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Did you feel that she would feel as if she was marginalised? 

In the Jacqui Baxter ones, or with J. C. Sturm as she was writing under, certainly that would 

come through more so, yes. 

 

So, you feel that it was hard not just for Māori, and for Māori women but for all women in the 

40s and 50s, dealing with domestic life and finding time to write and express themselves? 

I think so and I think that would go right through to the 1970s to leave a relationship and to get 

State support. But with working, it wasn’t until the 1970s that it became possible to get any 

sort of support. Even with the benefit, it’s always going to be harder for a woman like her and 

something that I don’t feel I can understand but I can understand it from my personal 

experience. There must have been a sense of isolation from having a Māori background that in 

a lot of New Zealand culture you didn’t talk about. It’s only in the last twenty to thirty years 

that there’s more openness and acknowledgement that your Māori background, your Māori 

culture is part of you, part of how you have become who you are, whereas for someone like 

Jacqui Baxter, she probably didn’t, wasn’t able to express that or acknowledge that. 

 

She had really lost her background through her circumstances, hadn’t she? And yet she never 

resented it and she did reconnect with it later. 

Yes and in a different city, and in different ways, because you know, even before James K 

Baxter went to Jerusalem she was still the one who had to hold things together and all of those 

things that would have been so much harder when you’re the artist’s wife, rather than being 

seen as an artist yourself.  
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From your own reading of both women, do you feel that there is Māoriness that comes through 

in their stories and their poetry as part of their identity?   

Probably more so because of my reading with Bub Bridger. I know that that probably does 

with Jacqui Baxter, but I haven’t read so much of that myself. But with Bub Bridger she does 

embrace her Māori ancestry. She actually embraces it in those poems, she embraces it for all 

its Englishness, its Māoriness, its Irishness. It has made her who she is. 

 

Could you tell me a little about your own background in publishing and writing? 

I had a novel published quite a long time ago now, published by the University of Otago Press, 

Haunt, which was set in Seacliffe. I guess where I feel that sort of connection then with Jacqui 

and Bub, as a single parent and a writer, was I had to make the choice about writing and 

working and being able to work in a way that brought my children and me a form of life; 

because you can’t really be a struggling writer and a parent. I could make choices and certainly 

that would be something which was familiar, to make sure you can provide for your children 

and to give them opportunities. That would be something that would certainly be familiar to a 

lot of women writers. 

From there I moved into publishing which is where I worked for Steele Roberts and worked 

on the re-publication [of House of the Talking Cat] for J. C. Sturm, or Jacqui Baxter, and met 

Bub Bridger when I was working as the publicity manager for Mallinson Rendell. She was a 

wonderful woman and it was a great experience to meet her and to work with her on this book. 

It was a great celebration for her, and it is really great given that she became unwell and died 

not long afterwards, really a few years after the book was published.  But it was a great 

celebration, the launch of it. She was brought here to Wellington for it, so it’s really nice that 
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things can happen and people can feel that they’re getting that honour while they’re still around, 

to be blunt, and can actually enjoy it and they’re appreciated and can feel that warmth from it.  

 

Analysis of Poetry 

 

Distinguishing features of Bridger’s poetry include oracy, immediacy, humour, 

sharpness, sadness, admiration of beauty, feminism, lyricism from her Māori and Irish 

backgrounds, fantasy, and comedy. Uses of form include the ballad. One of Bridger’s desires 

was to celebrate life and to express herself openly and the ballad form was often used for her 

humorous and performance poetry. Pilditch noted Bridger’s involvement with the performing 

group Hen’s Teeth and the influence it had on her poetry. It was important that she had an 

audience for her work (Pilditch 10). On the page the ballad allows for unexpected 

associations and plays a strong part in establishing tone. In Bridger, rhyming and metrics are 

used largely for her comic poetry and take the place of the poet’s strong delivery, ensuring 

that the playful tone cannot be mistaken. Even the limerick is not unknown in Bridger’s 

poetry, as in the introduction to: 

 

  Men 

  I must make a confession   

I’ve a wicked obsession 

For long-legged sexy young men 

I try to write words 

About flowers and bird 

But I’ve lost all control of my pen. 

 

      (Wild Daisies 20) 
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Bridger’s love of music is expressed in:  

Coming Back Down to Earth: For Ry Cooder 

Restless 

At three a.m. 

I turn on the radio 

And there you are playing  

Guitar like no one else 

… I go to town  

To buy your music 

… Never mind  

The rent 

… I play it all day 

…. I tell you 

I love you and dance 

… I see me whirling 

Wide - eyed 

Flushed 

… Joyous as a girl 

An old ridiculous woman 

Forgetting 

Her age and her reason 

Smiling   smiling   smiling 

 

(Wild Daisies, 31) 

  

 

The poet is able to poke gentle fun at herself, while revealing a woman of passion and 

engagement in life’s gifts. Bridger expresses love of the seasons and the seasons of life, in her 

poem:  

 

Gossip 

 

Now that daylight saving’s ended 

Summer is packing her bags 

And down there beyond 

The mountain 

Autumn waits she may just 

Pick up and come running 

Because she knows 
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The Old Man 

Is not too far behind 

Her scarlet heels and 

He is drawn to that shady lady 

He likes her style… 

 

(Wild Daisies 66-67) 

 

 

The love theme has a different focus in the poems to her children. The poems reveal a 

mother’s abiding love for her children and the sadness at their growing up and leaving home 

to make their way in the world. They are poems of love and loss and include the celebration of 

her whakapapa and her love of words. Some of her most poignant poems are those expressing 

a mother’s love and the pain felt in not being able share the hurt and trauma that the transition 

from childhood to adulthood often brings. In “Love Poem” a mother, apparently estranged from 

her eldest daughter, catches sight of her as she walks through the Sunday market: 

 

            Love Poem 

           

Yesterday 

            I watched you walk 

Slim and neat-footed 

Through the Sunday market 

Your bright clothes glowed 

Golden as the leaves 

… And happiness shines on you 

Like the sun on daisies 

You lose your wariness 

The watchful knowledge 

Of pain 

Suzy! 

… My first born 

… Beautiful 

At the Sunday market.  

 

(Wild Daises 71-72) 
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The speaker in the poem compares her delicate firstborn child, Suzy, with the son 

who was born later. In the poem “David” she explains:  

 

 When you were born a big-headed 

 Bullet of a boy swollen and alien 

 

  

 

 

Shocked by his appearance, the mother finds there are different kinds of love and concludes: 

 

I was slow to comprehend and that one 

Day I would wake up to a love so easy 

And so immense it would take my breath 

 

(Wild Daisies, 72) 

 

 

Bridger’s articulation of the pain and hurt that can be a part of “mother-daughter” love 

connection is expressed in her poem:  

 

For Shannah 

… Ah! The music –  

Katchen turning sound  

Into champagne 

…Then I see you my darling 

… in a shining dress 

In a golden field 

And you are the dancer! 

 

… And your love comes warm  

On the wind 

I breathe you in 

And for a moment 
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The pain  

Slips away…  

 

(Wild Daisies, 94) 

 

Bridger’s poems of grief tug at the heart, as in “To Perth by Rail” about her friend, or 

perhaps her sister, Ivy, in Australia, who passed away prematurely: 

  

Ivy died this morning 

There was ice in the wind 

 

…Without fear or fuss  

She slipped away… 

 

Bon voyage my friend 

You’ll be well on your way 

Riding in the sun to Perth 

By rail 

Free of the pain now 

And in from the cold 

 

(Wild Daisies 22-23). 

 

 

The following poems have been chosen because they reflect Bridger’s strong feminist 

stance, the celebration of her whakapapa and her love of words. The first poem, “At the 

Conference” demonstrates “blatant resistance” in the face of society’s perceived notions of 

what is acceptable. The second poem, “Johnny Come Dancing” looks at the consequences of a 

lack of resistance in the face of temptation and the chain of events that follow, although they 

will not all be negative.  “Skeletons” is a song about whakapapa and resistance against racism. 
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            At the Conference 

 

Sydney University, August 1988 

 

In the midst 

Of all the academic discourse 

In language fearfully 

Intelligent and intimidating 

There’s a lady  

Knitting 

Sitting there listening 

Smiling 

While her hands fly 

In cobweb-fine cotton  

Thread 

She is knitting a cloth 

For her dinner table 

I take the risk 

And disturb her concentration 

Excuse me,’ I whisper 

‘How many stitches?’ 

Without 

Taking her eyes off 

The presenter of a paper 

That has me totally confused 

She murmurs 

‘Two thousand.’ 

She has made my day! 

 

In a lecture room 

Stacked 

With literati from all over 

The world 

And not missing a word 

She is knitting 

Two thousand stitches 

Into a dinner cloth 

 

             (Up Here on the Hill, 17-18) 

 

Knitting is often seen as a domestic pursuit, but the lady has brought it into the public 

arena. Women who knit are often regarded as having inferior intellectual capacities, but this 

satirical poem sets out to disprove the stereotype. The knitter has the capacity to hold an 
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intricate pattern in her memory while her eyes are fixed on the speaker. Her nimble fingers 

are creating an article of lasting beauty as she listens to and processes the academic 

information and theories of the speaker’s monologue. The knitter’s intelligence is of equal 

worth to the literati and she proves her ability to multi-task. She listens and processes the 

information coming from the stage while knitting 2,000 stitches into a lacy pattern. The 

lecturer at the podium, moving through his or her own pattern of words and theories, is 

perhaps relying on the pattern of words on a printed sheet, or on a digital screen in order to 

relay the information to the audience. The knitter needs no tangible pattern or prompters; she 

has learnt it by heart and memory and can execute it without even needing to look down at 

the work. 

 Knitters know that knitting while reading or listening or watching is a form of short 

hand or note-taking because when looking at the piece of work later the pattern becomes a 

memory aid. The woman is catching the words in a web, a web of fine cotton which will 

become a cover for her dining table. The image of the spider with the web elevates the position 

of the woman who is catching the words as a spider would catch flies, suggesting her 

supremacy. The most famous knitter in literature is Madam Defarge in Charles Dickens’ Tale 

of Two Cities, who sits knitting at the guillotine during the French Revolution, recording the 

names of the aristocracy who are destined to meet their fate at the guillotine, into the patterns 

of her craft. A kinder analogy is that of Miss Marple, the unlikely amateur detective who 

features in numerous Agatha Christie crime novels. The elderly, softly spoken matron sits and 

knits at her window but observes closely the details of what is happening around her in the 

village, perhaps knitting clues into her garments, thus enabling her to solve crimes when others 

cannot.  

The observer in the lecture room is delighted to witness the boldness of the knitter 

because she has found the lecture “fearfully intelligent and intimidating” and hard to 
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understand. Observing someone who is able to multi-task and who can understand the lecture 

is comforting and assuring. This satirical piece of poetry is a reminder that sometimes 

ordinary people accomplish as much as intellectuals do. There is a dual meaning in the word 

stacked which refers to the room being stacked full of intelligentsia. The inference is that the 

atmosphere is stacked against anyone who is not perceived as an intellectual and anyone who 

would dare to knit. The poem is a reminder about elitism and judgement. Women who knit 

are not highly regarded as a rule, yet as Pilditch observes about the knitter:  

 

… apparently interested in all that she hears at the conference; but being female, and 

more concerned presumably with domesticity, issues a gentle reminder to the paper-

givers that intellect alone will not get the work done (Pilditch, 5) 

 

  

While I agree with Pilditch, I would add that the woman is knitting because she enjoys 

knitting and she enjoys listening and the two work together to prompt her memory. The woman 

is elevating the work that women do, the domestic tasks of the household, to the level of the 

work that academics, often men, do. All kinds of cleverness are of equal worth. The poem 

suggests that the skills of working 2,000 stiches into a pattern, without looking down at her 

hands, or the knitting needles, or the pattern, yet not missing a word of an academic lecture, 

places this woman on an equal level with the academics. Furthermore, she will have something 

to show for it at the end, a beautiful lace cloth to decorate hearth and home. What outcomes 

will the lecturer have to show at the end of the lecture and how will they be measured?  

 

Johnny Come Dancing 

 

To Long John Montgomery 
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1 

On Douglas* Bridge 

On Douglas Bridge 

They were dancing! Dancing! 

And he seventeen swinging home 

Through the twilight 

A day’s work done 

And not a care in his head 

Stopping in wonder 

What dancing! Dancing! 

Their black curls bouncing 

 

(*pronounced Dooglies) 

 

 

And their red shoes flashing 

Five little girls – dancing! Dancing! 

With their dark eyes gleaming 

And their green dresses shining 

Saying – Dance Johnny! Dance! 

And we’ll give you a shilling! 

And he danced and he danced 

And he danced till the dawning 

Then they were gone 

With the grey of the morning 

And Johnny limped home 

Clutching a shilling 

And his mother cried out 

And covered her head 

Oh! Johnny my darling 

You were not in your bed 

And the fairies were out 

On Douglas Bridge 

Did you dance with them Johnny? 

Did they give you a penny? 

When he showed her the shilling 

She kissed him goodbye 

Then she wrapped him a loaf 

And a coat for the weather 

And that was the last 

They were ever together. 

 

 

  

2 

He wept and he cursed 

And he called to his mother 

But the five little girls 

Dragged him down to the river 

Then he begged and he pleaded 
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That they take back their shilling 

But they shook their dark heads 

It’s no good your crying 

You danced for our shilling 

Now you’ll dance till you’re dying 

You’ll dance down the road 

And you’ll dance to the sea 

And you’ll dance till you reach 

The last country 

But it won’t be all sorrow 

Though you’ll always be lonely 

And you’ll weep when you hear 

The wild north wind calling 

Then they jumped in the river 

And when he looked over 

There was only a swirl 

And the sound of their laughter. 

 

 

  

3 

So he walked to Lough Foyle 

And he met a sea captain 

One man short 

To sail to New Zealand 

Where’s that? Asked Johnny 

Is it far away? 

It’s further than that 

And we sail in the morning 

I’ll come then said Johnny 

There’s nothing to stop me 

The wee folk will get me 

And I’ll drown in the river 

Below Douglas bridge 

And I’ll always be cold 

And I’ll never be resting 

For the five little girls 

Will be dancing and leaping 

And my dear dear mother 

By the bridge there weeping. 

 

 

 

4 

So he sailed for New Zealand 

On the outgoing tide 

And it wasn’t all pain 

And it wasn’t all grieving 

Just so long 

As he kept on dancing 
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And the new land was almost 

As green as Ireland 

And he married a girl 

With her black hair waving 

And she led him a dance 

And she sneered at his pining 

For a two-roomed cottage 

With a rammed earth floor 

And nothing to keep 

The wolf from the door 

And she scoffed at his stories 

Of little girls dancing 

With their black curls bouncing 

And their red shoes flashing 

But she stopped when she saw 

His quick feet flying 

For where had she ever 

Seen such dancing! Dancing! 

With his long legs weaving 

And his blue eyes sparkling. 

 

 

 

5 

So he danced through the years 

Through the love and the hating 

Through the birth of his children 

And her final betrayal 

And he danced to his death 

One mild spring evening 

And he called out her name 

As he fell to the floor 

And the five little girls 

Came through the door 

And as he lay dying 

He saw so clearly 

They all had her face 

And her black hair waving 

With their dark eyes gleaming 

And their green dresses shining 

And the very last thing 

That he ever saw 

Was her dancing…dancing… 

…dancing…  

 

(Wild Daisies 25-29) 
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The poem begins its narrative in Ireland and portrays a young man, 17 years old, who 

is on his way home from work. It is twilight, the period between light and darkness, a time of 

magic, when he encounters and is entranced by five little girls on Douglas Bridge: “Five little 

girls – dancing! Dancing! (6). This is the stuff of fairy stories, of the Irish leprechauns and fairy 

folk. The repetition of the phrase “dancing. Dancing! keeps a rhythm and a focus throughout 

the poem. The poem dances off the pages as it was written to be read aloud and to have the 

audience in unison chant “dancing! Dancing!” The device holds the readers in thrall, just as 

the subject of the poem, Johnny, is kept enthralled.  

On one level the poem allows the imagination to fly, to keep dancing. On another level 

there are seeds of truth, a literal account which reveals the emigration and immigration story. 

Johnny is typical of young men who were deported to Australia or the other colonies of Britain 

for stealing a loaf of bread to feed a starving family. Others ran away to escape being 

apprehended or because of a wanderlust for adventure, signing on to become a deckhand or 

ordinary seaman as Jonny did. The use of the five little girls is perhaps code for transgression 

or even for a sense of wanderlust, the “dancing! Dancing!” being a metaphor for restlessness 

and seeking adventure. Whatever the case it seems Johnny had sinned or transgressed by 

engaging with the fairy folk and had to pay the penalty because he had sold his soul to them 

for the price of a shilling. Taking the little girls’ shilling in the fantasy story means Johnny has 

surrendered his free will and must dance to the tune of others now, just as those who take the 

King’s shilling are bound to the army or navy.  

The storyteller relates the story from a fanciful point of view rather than documenting 

reasons why people emigrated. Johnny’s compulsion to dance could be code for restlessness, 

an eagerness to search for adventure or for liking something too much or it could be a warning 

that if you do certain things there are going to be consequences. The consequences are that 

Johnny has not escaped but must now dance to someone else’s tune for the rest of his life.   
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The lines:  

… and his mother cried out 

and covered her head 

 

 

 

 indicate that Johnny’s mother believes he has committed a transgression so she is covering her 

head as part of a religious ritual, covering it in the presence of demonic spirits perhaps, and to 

be humble in the sight of God when she asks for forgiveness for her son, Johnny, who has 

dabbled in the dark arts by dancing with the fairy folk. Fairies or ‘little folk’ are not unknown 

in Ireland or the rest of Britain or Europe and they are not unknown in Māoridom in Aotearoa, 

where they are called patupaiarehe, which means Bridger’s poem may be read and understood 

whether the reader is Irish or Māori. However, the prediction from the little girls that though 

he will always be lonely that things will not be all bad, softens the blow. Deciding if he turns 

back the fairy folk will get him, Johnny joins the ship bound for New Zealand. Perhaps this 

could be a metaphorical way of saying, ‘If I turn back now I may be arrested for stealing and 

that will be hard on my poor old mother.’ Dancing is a metaphor for the ties to Ireland, to 

Johnny’s whakapapa from Ireland, which is known as the land of dancers and a metaphor for 

the new family ties and whakapapa Johnny makes in New Zealand. The Māori girl whom 

Johnny married also led him a dance. Endless dancing may indicate suffering but also 

engagement, active participation. The dancing connects Johnny to both Ireland and New 

Zealand and is a reminder that it is not always possible to leave the past behind for although 

Johnny was able to escape the little girls in Ireland and found times of happiness as well as 

sorrow, marriage and a family, he was compelled to dance to the fairies’ command.   

Although there were times of hating as well as loving, his legs and feet kept “dancing, 

Dancing!” As he lay dying the faces of the black-haired little girls appeared to him, but they 

all had the faces of his wife, a sign that he had not escaped his past but had carried it with him. 
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On the fairy tale level, the five little girls’ spell controlled the rest of Johnny’s his life. In the 

‘real’ world the moral of the story is that you cannot escape your past by running away or by 

moving to another country. The onus is on each person to dance to their own tune rather than 

to that of someone else. However, life is complicated and, for most people, made up of both 

and happy and difficult times. The secret is to keep “dancing! Dancing!” 

           Skeletons 

 

Yes  

It’s tough on you 

My children… 

 

A friend said – Are you lot Italian? 

Such hot-blooded 

Explosiveness? 

No 

We’re not 

All races breed all kinds 

Of lunacy 

And it bombards us 

From many sources – Irish 

Maori 

English 

The Montgomerys 

Moorheads 

The unknown Kahungunu man  

McClatchie the whaler  

In the Chatham Islands 

And his daughter Emma 

 

My great-grandmother 

Who shut her daughter Emily 

In a closet under the stairs 

At the house in Greenmeadows 

Till she broke and married 

Hares the English labourer who 

Had waited patiently for her 

To give in 

Or die… 

Christ! Think of that! 

And think of Harvey 

Her favourite son 

Who blew himself to hell 

And took his young wife 

On the journey… 
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Add to it the loonies 

From Douglas Bridge 

In County Tyrone 

My father Long John who hated 

Jews 

Royalty 

The rich 

And the world –  

His little sister Rachel died 

At twelve years ‘in an asylum’’ 

He said and Lily = Aunty Banty – 20 

In her green nylon raincoat 

Who used the crook 

Of her umbrella 

To threaten all officialdom 

Came here to escape 

The curse 

But it followed her 

And she lived half her life 

And all her death 

Alone 

At Porirua Hospital… 

 

Ah! 

No wonder we fight 

With all that in our cupboards –  

And I haven’t even mentioned 

 

The loose screws 

On your father’s side!  

 

(Wild Daisies, 70) 

 

 

 

In “Skeletons,” the theme is whakapapa and racism. First it is a sequel to “Johnny 

Come Dancing” as it continues the story of the family through the generations. Secondly, 

there is a suggestion from an observer that the passionate nature of the family must come 

from Italian blood, something which appears more acceptable, perhaps more romantic than 

having Māori blood. This is a poem where Bridger celebrates all of her ancestors and while 

some might categorise the skeletons as skeletons in the cupboard, Bridger celebrates the 

 
20 Punctuation used by the poet 
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skeleton as connections, as representing part of hers and her family’s identity and makeup, 

their bones in fact, as in Māori whakaaro or thought, bones means being related to, having 

whakapapa connections.  

The poem begins with a mother speaking directly to her children, who may have 

questioned their race, trying to find why they look as they do and act as they do. Is the 

narrator painting an accurate picture or is she dramatizing the whakapapa connections in 

order to make it more dramatic and romantic? The speaker refers to hot tempers, exuberance, 

and flamboyance. Are character and personality born of race or do they transcend race? The 

parent sketches for her children the different ethnicities they are made up of. These include 

Māori, Irish and English. The unknown Kahungunu man links their whakapapa to Ngāti 

Porou, in Te Tai Rāwhiti, or the East Coast of the North Island. The children also have links 

to the Chatham Islands where Māori affiliations include Moriori, Ngāti Mutunga and Ngāi 

Tahu. However, further elaboration of the story reveals that the European relations are prone 

to be very eccentric. The English side of the family who traditionally are meant to face life 

with ‘a stiff upper lip’ have a colourful history: the speaker’s great grandmother shut her 

daughter (the speaker’s aunt) in a closet under the stairs until she finally gave in and agreed 

to an arranged marriage.  

The speaker outlines for the children the Irish relations from Douglas Bridge. “My 

father Long John” whose hatred included Jews, the rich, royalty and the world.  Two family 

members spent most of their life in asylums for the insane: the first was her father’s little sister 

and the second his aunt, who tried to escape by emigrating to New Zealand but the “curse” still 

followed her.  

The poem is one of acceptance and celebration. Instead of attempting to hide the family 

tupuna skeletons in the cupboard, the speaker is insisting that the memories of ancestors should 
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be brought out and remembered with affection despite, or because of, their short comings or 

perceived differences. The speaker’s attitude is one of “blatant resistance” to the belief that 

perceived character traits must have their origin in Italian whakapapa. I believe this is the 

strongest statement Bridger has made about being Māori. Because she accepts and delights in 

every ancestor, accepting and even celebrating their shortcomings. Skeletons are whakapapa. 

The poem is one of identity, a recitation of whakapapa in order that the speaker’s children will 

know who they are and where they come from. Ironically, most of the eccentrics belong to the 

European side of the family, hinted at in the last stanza. 

 Conclusion 

            

Bridger is a wonderful example of “blatant resistance” in the face of life’s unkind and 

unfortunate circumstance. She is a modern-day Mahuika, goddess of fire. The fire for writing 

was lodged safely and guarded until it was free to burn. The passion and fire of writing, kindled 

in her primary school years, had to be allowed to die down for a period when she became a 

solo mother with a young family to care for but the fire was encouraged and rekindled when 

she attended creative writing classes with Michael King, and he announced that she would be 

a writer. Bridger as with others of the foremothers, had reached her mature years before her 

poetry emerged into the light of publication. At 50 years of age she was the oldest to start her 

writing journey and she was 60 before she began writing poetry. The trip to Ireland, her father’s 

homeland was the catalyst for the poetry and when she returned, she kept thinking poetry and 

could not write it down fast enough. Both her Irish and Māori whakapapa, two peoples who 

celebrated oracy, inspired her work. 

Bridger’s ‘blatant resistance” was expressed in her poems by lack of pretension and 

choice of subjects, “Wild Daisies,” “Up Here on the Hill,” “Blatant Resistance” are just three 

examples of that. Her ability to tell a story and to dance with words is demonstrated in “Johnny 
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Come Dancing,” and her love of music in poems such as “Coming Back Down to Earth: for 

Ry Cooder.” The love poems to her children are especially poignant as are those which reflect 

on the beauty of nature. More widely known to New Zealanders in the 1980s as a member of 

“Hen’s Teeth” the women’s comedic group, Bridger reached live audiences through taking part 

in stage shows for “Hen’s Teeth,” and household audiences through the televised series of 

“Hen’s Teeth” with her comedic poems, most of them celebrating the beauty of young men. 

Bridger was reluctant to have these committed to paper in case people gained the wrong 

impression of her. She also reached homes of the reading public through having her poems 

published in the New Zealand Listener. The love of words that dance and sing kindled the fires 

of Bridger’s poetry and the legacy she has left for Aotearoa. This is expressed in Bridger’s 

poem “Priorities.” 

 

Priorities 

 

If the bright light should fade 

And I could never 

Dance with words again –  

What then? What then? 

I’ll tell you – I would cry 

 

If the wild joy should cease 

And music becomes 

No more than sound – 

What then? What then? 

God help me! 

I would die 

 

If you should turn away 

And I might never 

See your face again –  

What then? What then? 

Don’t worry 

I’d survive 

 

(Wild Daisies 67-68) 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

TOI ANNE TE RITO MAIHI 

Weaving with Words: Talking with her Fingers 

Ngāti Ipu, Ngāti Te Apa o Kahungunu; Ngāti Hao o Te Taitokerau 

2 February 1937- 

Fig. 65: Toi Te Rito Maihi, talking with her fingers. Source: Auckland Art Gallery, 

www.aucklandartgallery.com. 

 

 

 

  

http://www.aucklandart/
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Introduction and Publishing History 

 

          Toi Te Rito Maihi is a poet, artist, teacher, weaver, writer, designer and story-teller. 

Her inspiration comes from the two worlds of her whakapapa: her father’s Māori iwi, 

Kahungunu of Te Tai Rawhiti and Ngati Hao of Te Tai Tokerau, and her mother’s Yorkshire 

inheritance. She expresses these taonga in the following statement: 

 

I’m fascinated with patterns – I see them in all things: from the obvious in water, 

movement, patterns of birds and other creatures, in the shapes of natural and un-

natural things, in the variety of texture, in the rhythm and overlapping and multiple 

fascinations.” (Toi Te Rito Maihi, exhibition brochure, “Revelations and Delights,” 

Village Arts Gallery, Kohukohu, 21 May–26 June 2016). 

 

     The origin for the title of this chapter comes from the observation made when Maihi, 

trying to learn te reo as a mature student, found it too difficult to accomplish. Her tutor told 

her not to be greedy as she already had a bounty of gifts. He observed that she did her talking 

with her fingers through her weaving. Despite not possessing the ability to speak te reo, 

Maihi conveys a rich multiplicity of the language of Māori tikanga, history, taonga and 

inheritance through the patterns of visual language she creates in her weaving, her painting, 

her prints and her writing. My contention is that Maihi utilises visual arts, inspired by the 

taonga of her tupuna, and the English language to express her aroha and joy in life’s gifts and 

to help others understand the Māori World view. 
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Fig. 66: Brochure Cover for the Toi Te Rito Maihi Exhibition, designed by Maihi for her “Revelations 

and Delights” exhibition at Kohukohu, Hokianga. 

 

 

 As one of Papatūānuku’s progeny and as a weaver, Maihi is very close to, and 

inspired by, Papatūānuku, the Earth mother, through the korari or harakeke (flax) with which 

she weaves. Harakeke is a taonga from the body of Papatūānuku, a phenomenon explained by 

Māori Catholic priest, Pā Henare Tate, who observed: “Firstly, it is the flax that grows forth 

from Papatūānuku – there is the link between the flax and Papatūānuku. Rituals are 

observed.” (Pā Henare Tate, Introduction He Kete He Korero: Every Kete Has a Story, a 

book Maihi co-authored with Maureen Lander, in 2005). Rituals include karakia before 

harvesting, cutting from the outer layers as the babies (rito) are at the center of the plant. 

Maihi is closely aligned with art and with harakeke through her given and whanau names and 

whakapapa, as Toi may be translated as art (Moorfield, 216) and Rito means the central 

shoots, the undeveloped leaves or the babies of harakeke (Moorfield, 178). Evidence of a 

whakapapa and whanau of weavers is given later in this chapter.  
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Fig. 67: Korari / Harakeke, Whakaaro Aroha (25). Photography: Toi Te Rito Maihi. 

 

Maihi explains her aroha for korari (the more commonly used term for flax in Taitokerau) in 

her waiata on page 3 of Whakaaro Aroha: 

 

KORARI / HARAKEKE 

 

The scent and sound and touch and sight of you 

is part of my being 

   Without you I am incomplete. 

Vulnerable … 

 

But 

when we are together 

your diversity, your complexity, 

excite and entice 

towards a merging of self and plant –  

a melding of the mauri of both 

in a voyage of respect and intrigue,  

of speculation, of creativity, 

wherein another possibility forever beckons –  

my fingers following multiple images 

within my mind … 
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Fig. 68: Book Cover of He Kete He Korero: Every Kete has a Story, 2005. Toi Te Rito Maihi and 

Maureen Lander. Cover design by Maihi. 

 

Although more widely known for her art than her writing, Maihi has had two solo 

works of poetry published, Pakakē! Pakakē! Whalesong and Whakaaro Aroha. The first, a 

narrative poem based on whanau history, is required reading for the English Language course 

at Osnabrȕk University in Germany.  The second, Whakaaro Aroha, is a collection of small 

jewels or  love poems to the natural materials Maihi weaves with, in which she addresses the 

mauri or life force within each one.  Whakaaro may be translated as “to think, plan, consider, 

decide” (Moorfield, 244) and aroha, used as a noun, equates to affection, sympathy, charity, 

compassion, love, sympathy (Moorfield, 11). Whakaaro Aroha may therefore be translated as 

Thoughts of Love. Each small poem is accompanied by a photograph by Maihi.  
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Fig 69: Book Cover of Pakakē! Pakakē! Whalesong,1992, a prose poem by Toi Te Rito Maihi. Cover 

illustration by Maihi.    

 

 

Maihi’s work is included in both international and national publications: Nga Uri a 

Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother: Die Nachkommen Der Erdmutter, in 

Germany, in He Wai: A Song and in Te Ao Marama: Contemporary Māori Writing: Volume 

5, Te Torino: The Spiral, in New Zealand. 
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Fig. 70: Whakaaro Aroha, 2003. Toi Te Rito Maihi, Photography by Maihi. 

 

Fig.71: Nga Uri o Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother: Die Nachkommen der 

Erdmutter, 1995. Cover illustration by Toi Te Rito Maihi. 
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Maihi has a small collection of unpublished poetry, including “Matauranga: 

Knowledge,” “Mohaka Song,” “Songs of the Stones,” “Blessings” and “Karen.” She has 

sustained a combination of art and poetry throughout her career. An example of Maihi’s 

Visual Poetry was an instillation in the H2O Water Exhibition in Wellington, 1986, discussed 

later in this chapter.  

               

 Biography: The Patterns of Life and Art 

 

Maihi was born in Hastings but started primary school in Auckland where she lived 

with her mother, sister and maternal grandparents while her father worked in the Wairarapa 

to earn enough money to provide the family with a home. When the family were able to join 

him Maihi completed her primary schooling at Masterton. Maihi’s mother taught her to tell 

stories and read stories before she attended school and encouraged her to observe the patterns 

of nature in the sea, sand, shells, trees and clouds on Waiheke Island during school holidays.  

Her father taught her the lore of the bush, seasonal planting, harvesting and fishing.  

 At primary school level Maihi and her siblings were encouraged by their parents to 

find their voice by discussing what they had learned at school each day. She has never been 

afraid to speak in support of others or to defend her own beliefs, (see Interview). At the time 

of writing Maihi was a participant in the Waitangi Tribunal hearings, speaking on behalf of 

local iwi in the Kaikohe and Taiamai rohe about the kaitiakitanga of interconnected 

waterways.  

 Maihi’s secondary schooling took place at Queen Victoria School for Māori Girls, an 

Anglican church school, because her parents wanted her to be able to take her place in both 

the Māori and European worlds. Queen Victoria was where she wrote her first poem and 
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where she became fascinated with tāniko weaving and its many patterns.  Tertiary education 

was completed at Auckland Teachers Training College, Epsom, Auckland, where she met her 

future husband Berry Maihi. They met by accident, literally, by bumping into each other on 

the stairs. Berry was a noted sportsman, proficient in all codes. He won the Māori Tennis 

Championship Singles on at least two occasions in the 1960s. (Altera Māori Tennis 

Association Inc,14). Maihi told her husband he could have the first 20 years of their marriage 

to play his sport as his body would wear out. She would then have the next twenty years to 

express her creativity through her art.  

 After their marriage in 1957 the Maihis took up teaching positions in Tai Tokerau, 

Berry’s turangawaewae. While teaching at her first school in Tautoro Maihi became aware of 

some of the Northern Ancestral stories as told by her students, whanaunga of her husband. 

Realising that these stories might be lost, she wrote them down. The headmaster submitted 

the stories to the local paper, The Northern News, without her knowledge. This was Maihi’s 

first published prose.  

The couple’s teaching careers took them to Taihape and Auckland. After the move to 

Auckland her artistic and writing career began to flourish and she found she could not wait 

for the twenty years she had promised (although she had waited for fourteen). The young 

couple had five children of their own and others who were whangai. As indicated in the 

interview Berry organised the family so that they all shared the chores, which gave Maihi the 

time to be creative and to travel throughout the motu researching and gathering material for 

her writing and her art. 

 Whakapapa is an essential theme in Maihi’s work and the treasures of the ancestors 

are reflected in her art and writing. Her parents continued to be supportive and inspirational: 

Maihi’s mother had put her artistic ambitions aside to care for her family but was now able to 



290 
 

attend weekend art classes in Wellington. Maihi’s father was a master carver and carved 

tokotoko, highly prized ceremonial walking sticks used to emphasise mana and ability in 

whaikorero. He wove all of their kete and knitted their clothes because Maihi’s mother did 

not like knitting.  

The patterns from both Māori and Pakeha ancestry influenced Maihi’s art: the fine 

geometrical designs in the art of weaving and the curvilinear wood carving patterns from her 

Ngāti Kahungunu and Ngā Hao inheritance and the curvilinear wrought iron work of her 

Yorkshire ancestors. Although Maihi did not learn Māori she was fascinated and entranced 

by the sounds of te reo she heard when the relations from Hastings came to visit. She was 

equally fascinated by the fine weaving they brought with them especially their kete and potae 

(hats) all of them with whakairo patterns and decorations, especially curvilinear patterns, and 

all of them made out of the finest materials: pingao and kiekie.21  

 Pakakē! Pakakē! a narrative prose poem is an example of writing and art based on 

her Māori whakapapa. The work  is based on her cousin’s and father’s memories of a small 

Māori community in Te Tai Rawhiti, the East Coast region of central North Island, and the 

special relationship the people had with whales who made seasonal journeys along the coast. 

Maihi came upon the story when she was on a trip searching for tāniko weaving patterns. Her 

whanaunga took her to the marae and there in the meeting house were records in the carving 

and the patterns of the story of the whales. Carvings in a Wharenui or Meeting House, 

contain character clues and stories. The carvings and patterns, such as those of the small 

whales at Kihitu were visual cues for oral story telling. Visual literacy, as described by 

Teresia Teaiwa argues that Pacific literature was based on visual as well as oral forms:  

 
21 Kiekie: a thick native vine with long leaves used for weaving.  (Moorfield, 70).Pīngao: Golden sand sedge, a 

native plant with golden-orange, polished, arching leaves which grows on sand dunes. Its dried leaves are used 

for weaving and tukutuku panels for their bright yellow-orange colour. (Moorefield, 148). 
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In Tahiti and throughout the Pacific, complex visual symbols have also been found in 

architecture, the landscape, and even markings on the human body. Roger Green, an 

archaeologist postulates that there are continuities between the prototypical Lapita 

pottery designs of some 3,500 years ago and tapa motifs and tattooing designs in 

Melanesia and Polynesia. In addition to red feathers, pennants, Lapita pottery, painted 

tapa, and tattooing. Pacific societies produced an abundance of material and visual 

arts, such as weaving, petroglyphy, rock painting, and wood carving (Mead and 

Kurnot; Mead). The proliferation (and elaboration) of visual and material culture in 

precontact Pacific societies indicates a sophisticated understanding of the visual, 

which has likely been overtaken and obfuscated by the introduction of writing.  

 

Maihi described how she found the visual narrative of a chapter of her whanau history 

at her father’s marae in Te Tai Rawhiti, the East Coast of the North Island.  

 

 At Kihitu, where the Wairoa river meets the sea 

 on a strip of flat land stretching north 

 bordered to the east by the sea 

 and to the west by the flank of a long hill, 

 there in the meeting-house 

Whangae gave me a gift. 

 

The gift was a korero –   

a story of my grandfather’s people 

of my iwi  

of those who had lived long ago in this place. 

 

When the people first came, 

named Kihitu and made it theirs, 

the whales travelled on their migrations 

close to the coast. 

The whales were numerous then. 

Hour after hour 

the great bodies could be clearly seen –  

gleaming shapes undulating, 

rising above 

then sliding unhurried 

under the great ocean swells.  

 

   (Pakakē! Pakakē! 1) 
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Maihi added in notes:  

 

Whalesong is based firmly in fact. The people of Kihitu did sing to the whales. One 

whale was swum into the shallows by members of a whanau for that whanau. My 

father as a boy spent hours on the hill watching, fascinated by the whales flinging the 

tiring younger calves over their bodies.  

A pregnant woman did swim with the whales and subsequently give birth to a child 

with webbed22 fingers and toes, whose feet left imprints ‘like seal flippers in the mud 

by the river.’ The child was very, very dark – frightening when the rest of the whanau 

were renowned for their fair skins. As soon as she was born a childless couple far 

upriver at Ruatahuna, were sent word that a child had been born for them. They 

accepted her and took her to their home far from the coast – for it was feared the 

whales would reclaim her. (Pakakē! Pakakē! 48). 

 

 

The narrative poem “Rimurapa” and the short story “The Hat” are two examples of 

Maihi’s recollections from childhood.  The first poem is based on the age old practice of 

preserving kai moana or seafood by vacuum packing it into rimurapa or bull kelp seaweed. 

Maihi recalled that she and her siblings were called away from play to help harvest and pack 

shellfish into the pockets cut into the kelp. The technique of preservation was essential as a 

means of storing food to feed the family, with plenty to share with whanau, neighbours, 

friends and those in need.  

Whanau connections inspired Maihi’s love of weaving. “The Hat” describes how 

Nanny Panapana, her grandmother’s sister, wearing a beautiful hat, made an impression when 

came to stay with Maihi’s family. Maihi describes the hat woven and worn by her great aunt: 

 

 
22 The occurrence of webbed hands and feet is known as Apert syndrome. Three digits or more on each hand 

and foot may often be fused together.  Medline plus.gov >condition apert   06/11/2020 
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The crown of that hat had been pushed downwards, and then the center curved 

upwards again over Nanny’s head so that a fold like a small wall ran ‘round and 

joined itself just above the brim. And the brim was sheer joy to my eyes. It was wide, 

to give shade from the sun, and a pattern had been woven right ‘round – a pattern of 

holes. 

… I loved that hat instantly. So did my mother. She hugged my father’s aunt, kissed 

her, welcomed her. Then still with her hands on Nanny’s shoulders, she leaned back 

and sighed, Oh, what a bee-yoo-ti-ful hat!” 

(Nga Uri o Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother, 158, 160). 

 

The story emphasises a trait of Māori tikanga, that of generosity. When Maihi’s 

mother admired the hat, Nanny Panapana graciously placed it on Maihi’s mother’s head. The 

hat was admired by Maihi’s future mother-in-law when she arrived for Maihi’s wedding and 

consequently was gifted it by Maihi’s mother. After many years, it was found again, as 

explained by Maihi in the interview. Maihi’s story of the hat ends in verse with a tribute to 

the quality of the materials and the skilled craftmanship of the maker:  

 

 It is still white 

 the kiekie is still flexible, 

 the pattern still causes dots of sunlight 

 to slide and dance across a brown face. 

 

 For many years yet 

 people will see it and say in delight 

 “Oh, what a bee-yoo-ti-ful- hat!” 

 

   (Nga Uri o Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother,164) 

 

A pivotal part of Maihi’s life and her development as a writer and artist was the time 

she spent at Te Kopuru on the Northern Wairoa River, under the tutelage of Reverend Māori 

Marsden, a charismatic religious leader from the Māori Anglican Church, an academic and 

philosopher who articulated the compatibility between Māori spiritual belief and the 
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Christian faith in his Paper, “God, Man and Universe,” published in King, 1975, (191-219). 

As a Māori writer and artist, Maihi was well equipped to learn from the master, Maori 

Marsden, over the 20 years she spent allied with him.  Her resolve that there was a spiritual 

world and that Māori and Christian belief are part of the same fabric was strengthened.  

The support of other Māori women was an essential component of Maihi’s artistic 

development and penmanship. The first was her whanaunga and fellow writer, Arapera 

Hineira Kaa Blank. They critiqued each other’s work. Later they were joined by Trixie Te 

Arama Menzies. By 1986 they had formed a Māori women’s publishing cooperative as 

referred to in earlier chapters. They were joined by raranga (weaving) artist Maureen Lander 

and further inspiration and strength was achieved when the group attended the regularly held 

Nga Puna Waihanga hui.  

Maihi, with fellow members of Waiata Koa and other writers, including Patricia 

Grace and Kaa Blank’s sister Keri Kaa, was inspired to promote the showcasing of Māori 

women’s Art  and Writing in the three Karanga Karanga exhibitions, referenced in former 

chapters of this thesis. Maihi exhibited her own art and her illustrations supported Menzies’ 

and Blank’s first publications. The exhibitions were part of the Māori Renaissance and the 

decades of the 1980s and1990s were a productive period for Maihi in the world of art both at 

home and abroad. In 1986 her installations, a meeting of art and poetry, were exhibited at the 

H2O exhibition in Wellington.  Her art was exhibited in Germany and she designed the 

architectural components for an exhibition entitled “the Discovery Place,” in Civic Square, 

Wellington.  

         In 1991 Maihi coordinated and exhibited at the first Māori Fibre Art exhibition in Sydney. 

This was followed, in 2001, by pavement designs, in co-operation with Ngāpuhi artist, Allen 
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Wihongi, for the New Zealand side of the ANZAC arches at the Canberra War Memorial. 

Sadly, her husband and soulmate Berry passed away in 1996. 

          Maihi was a member of the Māori and South Pacific Arts Council and served on the 

Crafts Panel of the Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council of New Zealand. She was a foundation 

member of the Aotearoa-Moana-nui-a-Kiwa Weavers Committee, which is now known as te 

Ropu Raranga Whatu of Te Waka Toi, the Māori Arts Council. Maihi collaborated with 

carver Allan Wihongi, and other artists in the construction of the Kohewhata Marae, 

Kaikohe, by participating in the designing and weaving of the tukutuku panels, in the 

wharenui, Puhimoanaariki. The marae was officially opened in 2012. In 2015 the marae was 

the host marae for the bi-annual Ngāpuhi Arts Festival, a component of the Ngāpuhi festival, 

held in Kaikohe.  Over 100 artists, including Indigenous artists from Australia, Hawai‘i, the 

South Pacific and Canada and America, were hosted at the marae and accommodated in the 

wharenui, and in caravans and tents. Maihi was part of the weaving roopu, who were 

accommodated under canvas near the wharenui, which allowed them room to be creative. 
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Fig. 72: Maihi standing beside her painting of Uenuku, the Rainbow god, at Village Arts Gallery, 

Kohukohu, 2016. The top two-thirds of the painting form the basis of the cover illustration for 

Menzies’ first book of poetry, Uenuku,1986, as referenced in Chapter 3. 
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She continued her practice of telling stories while she worked, other weavers shared 

their stories and it was one of the most popular venues during the course of the week, the 

gales of laughter attracting those who were passing by. Maihi exhibited some of her bird 

prints as well as her raranga at the exhibition held in the gymnasium of the local high school, 

Northland College. 

  In 2016, Maihi, in her 70s, was still active in the community and in weaving, painting 

and teaching. She held a retrospective exhibition at the Village Arts Gallery, Kohukohu, from 

21 May to 26 June 2016, entitled “Revelations and Delights.”  

 

Fig 73: “Whakapono.” Framed bird print by Toi Te Rito Maihi, exhibited at the Ngāpuhi Arts 

Festival, 2015, property of A. Peters. Whakapona may be translated as faith, belief. (Moorfield, 251).   
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 Fig. 74: Toi Te Rito Installation at Village Arts Gallery, Kohukohu, 2016. Photograph courtesy of the 

gallery. 

 

 

 

Fig. 75: Korari / harakeke kete displayed below a painting inspired by tāniko patterns.  
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The exhibition received a steady stream of visitors. Maihi, although she lived  more than an 

hour away from the gallery, attended nearly every day in order to answer questions and to 

engage with the public. The exhibition included sketches, prints, handwritten planning diaries 

and manuscripts, weaving, painting, printing and her published poetry 

 

 
Fig. 76: The Weaving group, Kaikohe. Toi Te Rito Maihi at front, right. Credit: The  Northern 

Advocate, July 23, 2015. 

 

 

 

As recently as 2015 to 2016 Maihi received a commission to design a church window 

for the Methodist and Presbyterian Uniting Parishes of Kaeo and Kerikeri. The design on the 

feature window of Whare Karakia o Manako in Kerikeri is based on the concept of weaving 

together. The theme is ‘Unifying.’ [Maihi] “sees us offering space for the diverse, often 

fragmented or divisive strands of the Kerikeri community to be woven together in strong 

relationships.” (www.kkup.org.nz > kerikeri). 
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Fig.77: Whare Karakia o Manako23: Cornerstone Church: Kaeo and Kerikeri Uniting Church 

Parishes, Kerikeri. Feature window designed by Toi Te Rito Maihi. Photograph, R Peters. 

 

 

Next to the cross the weave is sure and firm. At the edges, reaching out into the 

world, it is loose. Loose strands indicate that all are welcome here and can link as loosely or 

as tightly with the weave of the cross as they choose. ( www.kkup.org.nz > kerikeri). 

 Seen through a Māori lens and a weaver’s lens the pattern of whatu or weaving is 

appropriate because the muka or golden fibre obtained from scraping the harakeke is 

considered as the eternal thread that links humans to the spiritual world. This whakaaro was 

referenced in Trixie Te Arama Menzies’ chapter: 

 
23 Manako: To set one’s heart on, like, long for, want. (Moorfield, 95). 

http://www.kkup.org.nz/
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… artists 

of whatu and raranga 

…weave the 

Eternal Thread that links  

the past, present and future.  

 

(Evans and Ngarimu, Dedication page)  

 

 

 

 
Fig.78: Close up of lower area of Church Window featuring Weaving Pattern. R Peters.  

 

 

In 2020, at the age of 83, Maihi is an active artist and is completing her memoirs for 

publication. Several of her works are included in the Toi Tu Toi Ora exhibition at the 

Auckland Art gallery, a retrospective covering seventy years of Māori art. Her love of 

patterns is featured in her paintings and Uenuku, the painting Maihi sent to its rightful home 

in Tainui, takes pride of place.   
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Interview 

  

  The interview took place on the 5th of June 2015, in the weaving space, a room made 

available by the proprietors of a health shop on Broadway, the main street in Kaikohe. Maihi 

taught raranga and the art of caring for and harvesting harakeke. People came in to chat and 

to hear the stories she told while she wove. There were no classes on the day we met so we 

had the area to ourselves. At the time of the interview she was working towards a 

retrospective exhibition of forty years of her work which was to be held in the Hokianga. 

Normally we would have started with karakia, but we had just come from another hui at 

Kohewhata Marae nearby, so that provided an umbrella of blessing. 

Robin Peters: Kia Ora Toi. 

Toi Te Rito Maihi: Kia Ora, darling. 

Can you tell about your early years of pre-school, school and post school and the kinds of 

communities you grew up in, particularly with regard to the way you believe these strands 

shaped your life? 

I was born in Hastings. My father was Māori, my mother was of English extraction - and my 

father couldn’t get any work down in the Hawkes Bay. When I was three weeks old a letter 

came from my mother’s grandfather, who had been brought over from England to work at the 

Portland cement works because he was of a long line of wrought iron workers, [who made] 

all those wonderful gates and things in Europe. They needed workers at the Portland cement 

works so he told Dad to come up and Dad went up with his younger brother and worked at 

Portland for three years. The jobs ran out and Mum said she would go to work because it was 

easier for women. [Dad] refused.  He said, “I am not going to be kept by my wife. I’ll go 

down to Wairarapa [where he had whanau] and I’ll set myself up as a contractor, shearing 
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and fencing.” So that’s what he did and when he’d earned enough to pay for a deposit on a 

Māori Affairs house and land, he bought the land, then he sent for us. But it took him five or 

four years, and I can remember him coming back to Auckland because we had moved down 

to my mother’s parents place in Auckland and that’s where I started school. The first question 

at school was, “What’s your father’s name?” and I said, “I’ve got two: One is Daddy, and the 

other one’s Grand Pop, and Grand Pop lives with us.”   

I was quite eager to go to school because my mother was a wonderful writer and she started 

writing to her cousins in England when she was four. She was a wonderful story teller and 

she read us wonderful stories each night. And [there are] abiding memories. She would sit 

between the two beds, my sister in one, who was eighteen months younger, Ngaio, and 

myself in the other, and she would say, “Now, whose turn is it to open the book?” We had to 

close our eyes and then we had to open the book and if it opened at words, she read the story 

and whenever she came to a big word she would pause and repeat it and we would repeat it 

after her. If we opened it at a picture then we had to tell a story that made sense of the picture. 

We started at about three years old telling stories and in the household there were lots of 

Yorkshire stories as well. It was years later before I realised that when the Fairy Queen came 

to get our loose tooth that we had lost that day, the beautiful letter, in a beautiful little 

envelope that was only large enough for the stamp and our name, and a tiny little letter inside 

from the Fairy Queen, thanking us for our tooth, and telling us that it would be shaped to 

build a new part to her palace, was made by our mother.   

And then, lovely Sunday excursions: she loved walking, so we would always go walking. We 

were right on the top of the hill, at Rewa Road, Mt. Eden, and we would have to walk down 

the hill first. One favourite excursion was going down Landscape Road where there was an 

empty section which gave access to one of the old volcanic gas tunnels that came from the 

old Three Kings. They had quarried Three Kings out of existence, but this great tunnel was 
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there. She would have a torch and we would go in there. When we had gone along quite a 

way she would turn the torch off and we would sit down on either side of her and she would 

tell us ghost stories in this volcanic tunnel.  

She worked down at the railways in the offices [in Auckland City Centre]. There were all 

sorts of different papers there in different colours. On Fridays we would get on the tram at the 

bottom of Rewa Road and catch it down to the bottom of Queen Street and, hand in hand, we 

would walk, my sister aged three and a half, and me aged five, perfectly safe, round to the 

railway station. Everybody knew us and welcomed us and we would sit there until five 

o’clock. We would have all these pieces of paper to draw on because Mum was a fabulous 

artist. It was just wonderful. And then we would go to the pictures and then home on the 

tram.  Christmas holidays was for going to Waiheke Island, where she had a little bach that 

she could rent. We would go down there and that’s when she would say, “Look at the stories. 

Sometimes they were tāniko patterns, at Omamaru beach in the North, beautiful tāniko 

patterns, if the waves were not too rough. There were shells and she would say, “Listen to 

them.” We would wet them and look at them and look at the patterns, to see what the patterns 

would say, and then the clouds. If we were tired we would lie down under the pohutukawa 

tree which is still there and we would make stories and she would say, “Now, half-close your 

eyes and make stories about the leaves and then the bark.” She was just sheer magic and she 

made up stories on the instant.  

Every day began with a swim because there was no bathroom. One day I woke up and it was 

raining and I said, “Oh Mum, it’s raining!”  

And she said,” Yes, but the water’s warmer when it’s raining!” So down we went and nobody 

else seemed to know, because we were the only ones on the beach. Yes, storytelling was 

always part of it. 
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What a wonderful childhood.  What a wonderful mother! 

Yes, she was and Dad was magical too because walking in the bush with him, once we’d 

moved down to Masterton, it was amazing the things he would pick and eat. I said to him 

once when he picked some berries and was eating them - “They might be poisonous, Dad.” 

He said, “The birds eat them.” And of course, if the birds eat them and don’t drop dead, they 

are safe. I learnt about the interaction of all things in creation from the pair of them and all 

three blood children and five atawhai children, all have this self-confidence you know.  

 I look back at some of the things that I’ve done and stopped groups in their tracks and I 

think, “My God, I was so young.”  I was often one of the youngest in the group to challenge 

my first professor at Teaching College who was telling us that it was no use trying to teach a 

child to read before they were five and I thought that was stupid. We could read before we 

went to school and we could write a bit too so I stood up and challenged him. 

“Excuse me,” he said, after I’d spoken, because we’d all had to go to assigned seats. He 

looked out into the space and he said, “Miss Tree Tow, may I ask how old you are?” 

 I said, “Seventeen today.” 

And he said: “I rest my case! Sit!”  

I had said to him, “Look, we’ve come to learn how to teach!  I’ve always understood that 

teaching was to enable people to go as far as they can and you’re telling me that they can’t 

even start until they’re five?  That’s rubbish, I could read before I was five, we all could!”  I 

didn’t go to any more of his lectures, I just got my mate to sign me in on the register.    

This other thing that was so great was in Masterton. This is where I think the political thing 

came in because we were always asked at the dinner table what we had learnt that day. We 
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had social studies, which was geography and history, and we would say what we had learnt. 

Then Dad would give his viewpoint from a Māori point of view and Mum would give hers 

from a Pakeha point of view. But Mum was so pro-Māori because she could see all the 

indignities.   

The thing that really enraged me was that the Māori Affairs Department sent inspectors in 

without any warning and they could just come in any time of the day or evening and walk 

through your home, every room, to see how well kept it was. My father used to get so angry 

and my mother would be so pained on Dad’s behalf. We couldn’t make out why because it 

was such a hospitable home. The Social Welfare brought all sorts to us, mentally disturbed 

and a newborn baby and everything in between and yet still we had this indignity because of 

course, we were natives. I was disgusted that we had to suffer this indignity.  

I was finishing off my autobiography a month or two ago and a friend walked in and she said, 

“What are you doing now, Toi?” 

“I’m trying to finish my biography,” I said. “But you know, I’ve just suddenly realised that I 

haven’t got a chapter on my political views or my art works that are politically inclined.”  

She just burst out laughing and she said, “Toi, everything you do is political you know!”  

I said, “No, it’s not!” But I started going through my CVs and I thought, Oh yes, it is, it’s all 

showing the beauty of things that have been destroyed day after day, after day, and year after 

year, no matter what protests we put forward. 

Did you feel any whanau and hapu expectations? 

No, nobody voiced them, they just expected that we would do well, it was the expectation of 

all of us. 
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Was I the first writer? No, definitely not. Mum first.  

 

Were you the first from your generation? 

I was the first born, I was the first of my generation.   

 

You are descended from a line of writers, of storytellers?   

 Yes, Dad had wonderful stories to tell, and there was my English whanau. They didn’t sing 

and when we went down to Masterton and reunited with Dad, he was horrified that we didn’t 

sing. So, Sunday mornings if he wasn’t working on the farm somewhere, Mum would get up 

and make the breakfast and my Dad would say, “Toi!” I would get in bed beside him and he 

would sing a phrase and I would have to copy him, so it got to be something really 

pleasurable to sing with Dad in bed on a Sunday morning. We rarely went to church because 

Dad was a lapsed Catholic and Mum was loosely Anglican. She supported Kingi Ihaka and 

Manu his wife, who were our clergy at that stage. Kingi wanted us to be baptised. He taught 

us, “I believe in God…” but Mum said, “Toi, (I was eleven when were to be baptised) I don’t 

want you to feel that you have to know God according to how somebody else knows him and 

when you grow a little older, I want you to go to many different kinds of churches; try them 

out.”  So I did, I even went to a Jewish synagogue once with a Jewish friend, and I was quite 

fascinated. Because my mother was an Anglican, I am too, and I loved the Gregorian chants 

of the High Church but I couldn’t stand the incense, it gave me asthma! And the Catholics I 

thought were too much like jailers. No wonder that Dad was a lapsed Catholic. 
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What about the Methodists?  

No. I tried Ratana and I thought, “You’re a bit off-beam.” I tried Baptists as well but I 

thought, “No.” I ended up just thinking there is a spiritual world and I am happy with my 

connections with that. Talk about a fruit salad!   

 

“Why did you choose to write poetry?”   

I didn’t actually choose it. Sometimes you wrote something down and you realised that you 

had written poetry. I can remember being terribly surprised about the first poem I ever wrote 

and in fact it was one of the first things I ever wrote. It was about a comb, Grace Henare’s 

comb [daughter of Sir James Henare] and the way that she used it to do her hair. I thought it 

was quite fascinating, so that was the first poem I ever wrote. I never kept it. It’s gone 

somewhere in the rubbish bin at Queen Vic.  

Every now and again something strikes me and I cannot resist. Of course I’ve lost a lot of 

them, I didn’t really think anybody else would be interested in them but then by the time I 

had passed sixty I began to think more deeply and realised I did not want to throw that away. 

But of course I’ve lost the ones about going over to Waiheke on the ferry and looking at so 

many different personalities about me and thinking, what a fruit salad of humanity!  

 

As a Māori woman you are an heir of Papatūānuku. To what extent, if any, is your writing 

centered in Māori mythology?  

Well actually, I don’t think just us Māori women.  I think all people are, they just don’t know 

it. Well, it’s not a myth. A lot of European historians tend to write it as mythology when it’s 
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not, thank you very much. It’s got a firm seed of belief which may be embroidered and 

presented in a different way, but it’s still centered on a belief 

 

If there are any Christian themes in your writing, do you feel these are incompatible with 

Māori mythology?”   

No and after spending twenty something years closely allied and writing with Maori 

Marsden, where’s the difference?  There isn’t, you know! And I can remember being there 

one time, at Te Kopuru, and it had been a very dry season. He had a hedge between his 

garden and the neighbours and the other side was just a fence with wires and posts. Their 

kumara were so stunted because of the lack of water and his were beautiful, all in their 

mounds and spreading all over. The neighbours had come to ask him what was going on and 

he said, with that wicked twinkle in his eye, “What do you mean?” 

And they said, “We’ve noticed that up the river [the Northern Wairoa] from the coast, there’s 

just a small rain cloud formed in this absolutely cloudless sky about 2 p.m. every afternoon 

and it follows the river up and then it comes off the river and it sits just above your garden, 

and then it rains and then it disappears.” 

And he said, “Yes?” 

And they said “Well, what is happening, Maori”? 

He said, “Look, you know this language called visualisation, every afternoon I ask the Lord 

to bring some rain and so that he knows the target, in my mind I put a giant cross of white 

light over the middle of my garden.”  And they looked at him dumbfounded and he said, 

“You fullas, how many times have you come to say prayers with me? You haven’t been 
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listening properly!”  And it was true because I was there for a week and every afternoon this 

little cloud came and it rained on everything in his garden, yes. 

 

How has being Māori and bi-cultural influenced your writing? 

 Well it is because I got these opposing interpretations of the laws by which we live. Mum 

would know that according to the seasons this is a good season for this, or that is a good 

season for that but of course the seasons don’t always coincide with their names. Whereas 

Dad - I was absolutely amazed - because, walking through the bush one day, he said, “Oh 

look at that, its flowers are coming out.” So certain fish would be coming in-shore, it would 

be a good time to catch them or it would be good time for people to go and get the paua.  So 

he knew the relationships between the plants and the rhythms of the land and the rhythms of 

the sea. I had this relationship all the time. Mum of course, absolutely loved it. She was the 

dux of Whangarei Girls’ High because she’d lived at Portland in her youth.  Her father was 

an engineer and a wonderful artist. So you know it’s in the blood, none of it’s my fault, it just 

kind of happened.   

 

Why did you choose to write in English rather than Maori?”    

[Because] my father, despite being wonderfully fluent in both Te Reo and English, being 

Māori had been such a stumbling block to getting jobs in the Depression, that he was 

determined we were going to be the least Māori that we possibly could. And I didn’t 

understand this attitude when I was young because whanau from Wairoa would come down 

and visit. My Great Aunt Tupanapana! Oh, my God, they called her the Kaiser! She was 

beautiful, and stately, slender and she always wore the most wonderful, intricate potae and 

kete that matched; all whakairo, all whakairo and matching. She had different ones, there 
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were always different ones. She wove in kie kie, fine, fine work. I have one of her potae. 

When my mother saw it she said, “Oh what a beautiful hat!”  So, of course she took it off her 

head and put it on Mum’s.  And then when my mother-in law came down to the wedding 

Mum met her at the railway station and she was wearing the hat! And, of course, my mother 

in law said “Oh, what a beautiful hat!” So of course, Mum had to take it off her head and put 

it on hers!  

When my mother in law died the hat disappeared for years and then one day June Rakena, 

who is my husband’s remaining sibling, [said] when I was doing some weaving, “Oh, you 

might be interested, because I have Mummy’s old hat.”  

I said, “Oh have you dear?” She went to her room. She came back and she was wearing 

Nanny Panapana’s hat!  So I said to her, “That’s not your mother’s hat, that’s my mother’s 

hat, given by my father’s Aunt Tupanapana!”  

She said, “Oh Toi, you better take it.” At the time I felt it would be wrong to just take it away 

and I said, “No, but when you go don’t leave it to your daughter leave it to mine.”  

But years later she said, “You know Toi, I think you’d better have it.” I thought, Oh God, Tai 

[June’s husband] would be mowing the lawn in it and painting the garage in it - there were 

actual splashes of green paint on it.  So I took it back and I wore it. There is no wear at all on 

it, it is so beautifully made. 

I was teaching raranga at Training College after I had been teaching for about twenty five years, 

during a holiday activity week. I told stories as we were weaving and I told the story about that 

hat. Pani Driver said to me “Have you written it down?”   

I said, “Oh no, I don’t write.”  

She said to me, “You stop right here, you go right home right now and you write that story!”  
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I said, “Well, no, I’ve got to lock up.” 

She said “I will lock up! I will clean the room!  Go home now!”  

And all the rest said, “You go home now, that’s a lovely story!” So I got bulldozed out, went 

home and that one got published by a whanaunga in one of the little Māori magazines and I 

said, “Don’t you put my name on it” [The editor was] Piripi Whaanga one of the relations. He 

put a border round it of the birds, of my birds. So everybody knew it was mine, the naughty 

man!  

The very first published piece I got was because the first job I had was teaching at Tautoro [8 

kilometres south, south-east of Kaikohe] and I was so fascinated by the stories that the kids 

told. They were my in-laws, and I thought, “Wow, this is just fascinating! This should be part 

of our history lessons.” So I wrote them down as part of the history lessons of Tautoro. The 

headmaster, Harry Schroeder, didn’t tell me that he had taken it into the local newspaper 

office and I didn’t even know it had been printed there until he walked into the staffroom one 

morning with the paper and said. “Look, Toi!” And there it was, written out. I’ve never found 

it. I went (when I came back here) to The Northern News, to see if they had it and they said 

no, they’d sent all the old papers down to the National Library. 

You might be able to find it or even find it online. 

Oh, I don’t know how to do all that stuff.  

 

Were you conscious of writing for a Māori audience or were you writing for women or a 

wider audience? 

I wasn’t writing for anybody except I got a thought.   
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You were writing for yourself? 

No, it was the idea that came and I thought, Oh, I must write this down. 

 

Did you face any obstacles as a Māori woman writer?  

You know, I think we were given so much confidence as kids that it had never occurred to 

me that there would be obstacles just because I was half-caste Māori so if there were 

obstacles I certainly didn’t notice. 

 

Professor Patrick Evans commented that the poetry of women and younger Māori breathes 

exclusion and loss. Does this comment represent the themes in your poetry?” 

 I don’t think so. I just rejoice in the gifts of the natural world that are around us and 

sometimes bewilderment. I mean, one poem I wrote ends with “How can some people say it’s 

just a beach?”  And there was one woman - when I got cataracts on both eyes - and I thought 

what on earth is it going to be like being blind? I went home and my friend from Wellington 

rang me up, she was sensitive and she said, “What’s the matter, I’ve never heard you 

sounding like this?” 

I said, “I’ve just got back from the opticians and he said I shouldn’t be driving. I’ve found a 

difficulty in seeing clearly. He said I’ve got cataracts on both eyes and it’s going to be eight 

thousand dollars.” This was after I’d been talked in to putting all my money into this venture 

and lost the whole lot, after I’d had a conversation with God. (and I should have known 

better) and during which I said, “I wonder what it’s like to be so pohara?” because I felt that 

so many of the people were so dispirited. I hadn’t met the ones with flames in their hearts at 

that time just yet. And the next thing was, I was asked if I would put money into this venture 
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and I thought it sounded really good. And instead of keeping an eye on it, I didn’t; and I lost 

the lot, my whole life savings and the sale of our family home; the whole lot! So now I know 

what it’s like to be pohara, dear, but not in spirit, you know. And people say, “You should 

sell this, Toi, but whoa, whoa, why have you put such a low price on it?” 

But I say, “No, because she’s a lovely person and she can’t afford it if I put the right price on 

it.” I’m afraid that marketing is just not my thing. 

 

That’s beautiful. But it worked out alright with the cataracts? 

Oh that. Yes it did and she said to me, “Toi I am a single mother who is independent. I have 

and own my home and get a whopping big wage.” She is the only CEO I have ever known 

who has refused adamantly to take a yearly raise. She said, “I will pay for your operations.”  

 I said, “You can’t do that.” 

She said: “Yes I can. Just this morning - that’s why I’m ringing you - I was walking along the 

beach at Petone with the dog and I looked at the waves and I saw all the kowhaiwhai 

patterns; how you paint the water and then I looked at the shells, which I never saw before 

and then I looked at the patterns on the shells which of course I had never seen before 

because I didn’t even see the shells. I looked at the seaweed and I began thinking how 

different and diverse they were, and [wondered] how you would work with them, how would 

you observe them. Then I suddenly thought how would you paint each of them? I suddenly 

realised I had eyes before I met you but there were whole delights around me that I didn’t 

see. So you gave me eyes years ago and I’m giving you your eyes back.”  
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Now wasn’t that beautiful? And I, well - I had a little weep - yes, because she knew.  So I 

have never forgotten that. I will have to write that story down because she was just so 

amazing. 

 

What influence did contemporary social and political issues have on you? 

Oh, not necessarily on the poetry, though actually there is one I called “Matauranga.”  Oh 

there are a couple there that are definitely written in rage and the inability of people in 

authority to perceive -  even perceive a glimpse thereof -  let alone how much more 

wonderful life would be if they could inter-connect things, because I am on in my art works 

about nga aho, about the connections between this world and the other world; the different 

perceptions that other people have. I think, no wonder they have to go to silly parties and 

swop wives and get themselves drunk and drugged because they don’t know how rich life is, 

it’s amazing! I don’t understand it, the poor things need to be born again somehow.   

 

How did you manage to keep your life in balance in terms of finding time to write, run a home 

and care for a family as well as being employed in the work force? 

Well I look back and I’ll be dammed if I know, (laughs) except that I had boundless energy, 

and I had lovely children and a husband who was extraordinary. 

Now I had learnt the word rangatira from him, the meaning of it. It didn’t matter how many 

times people in authority abused him or overlooked him he always, if they asked him, would 

support them. I look at some of our iwi leaders and I think, O God, you’ve got it wrong, guys, 

we’re not holding you up. The old people upheld people or they were out! You’re supposed to 

be at the bottom of the heap holding us up. You are doing the Pakeha lead down, whereas 
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rangatira would uphold their people or they were ignored, although I loved Haami Piripi’s 

[Chair of Te Aupouri Runanga] talk the other night. I thought that was excellent, on the Sunday 

Television, how they all agreed with him.  

My children were wonderful because when we married my husband was a Māori tennis 

champion and he was a natural. I said to him it didn’t matter what size ball he chased and 

kicked or hit he was successful. And he was wonderful, he got people to do what he wanted. 

When he was Deputy Principal of Birkdale Intermediate, our Headmaster was Bob Menzies. 

He was wonderfully open minded, and he loved the way Berry organised. But he didn’t know 

that what Berry was doing was organising the whole school into whanau groups. Each block 

of four classes became a whanau (we never used the words) and everything was run 

according to tikanga and awhi and the school just ran like a dream. There were 800 kids and 

Bob couldn’t understand it! He just said that it was marvellous. Of course it didn’t take Bob 

long to realise it was run along Māori lines. Berry was just effortless; he was charismatic. I 

had taught alongside him at AUT [Auckland University of Technology) in the later years. I 

was there when Hemoata Henare was one of my students and she can’t even remember me 

because she was so fascinated with him. I said, “There were legions of women fascinated 

with him, and men as well!” (Laughs)   

When we married I said to him, “Look, (because I was hopeless at all sports) your body will 

deteriorate, so you should have the first twenty years and I will have the second.” But by the 

time fourteen years had gone past, the hunger to create would not be stopped and I said to him: 

“I’ve got to do Art!” He burst out laughing and he said. “Oh, dear, I never thought you would 

last this long! I will call a meeting with the kids. Now, what do you need first?” 

I said, “I need time.” 
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The oldest was at College, the next two were at Intermediate, the next two were at Primary, 

because we had acquired an atawhai by then. We had a meeting and he said, “Toi, you’re not 

to say anything unless it’s to ask something, so Mum has to be quiet. Now, kids, this is why 

we’re having this meeting, Mum is really an artist but she hasn’t had time since we married 

so we have to think of things that we can do that Mum usually does to give her time.” They 

divvied up chores, hanging out the washing and bringing in the washing, folding that which 

didn’t need ironing, and putting aside the ironing for Dad to do, because he enjoyed ironing, 

(even though my mother was disgusted that he did our ironing. She actually went out and 

bought me an iron so I could iron with him). They gave me time, preparing the vegetables for 

the evening meal even though Berry usually cooked, because I’m a rotten cook. The little 

boys did things like feeding the pets and they had to do the dishes and setting and clearing the 

table.   

 

Can you outline the processes involved in having your work published? Was this a straight 

forward process or did you have to publish or self-publish as part of a co-operative?    

They didn’t get published because of my efforts. Pakakē! was the first story that was 

published. When we moved to Auckland to teach my whanaunga, Arapera Kaa, or Arapera 

Blank (her mother and my father were whanaunga) lived a few blocks away and when she 

heard I was in the area she came to visit.  She said, “Oh, this is just wonderful. Every now 

and again, I’ll ring you on a Friday afternoon and you come down and while I have my sherry 

you have your coffee,” (because she knew I didn’t drink). 

 So we did this, we had this little readers’ club, just the two of us. 

Then I went down on the tāniko trail because I was fascinated with tāniko since the day I 

walked into Queen Vic. We all had to learn, the older girls taught the younger ones. We all 
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had belts and we had to do our own pare (headbands). Every girl’s was different because they 

used their own hapu patterns. I thought, “They only have stripes and triangles and diamonds 

which are actually two triangles joined together at the base, and yet, with those two symbols, 

the myriads of designs that you can make!”  

So every so often, periodically, I’d just get in the car and take off. I was going down the East 

Coast and I got down to Wairoa and bumped into a whanaunga of mine. She said, “Oh come 

and stay with us, Toi, never mind the motel.” I usually didn’t get much work done if I stayed 

with whanau you see. She was talking about stories that had to do with patterns, and about 

Whakakē, at my Father’s marae at Kihitu. I said, “Whereabouts is Kihitu?”    

She said, “What, you haven’t been to Kihitu? That’s where your great grandfather carved.  

He was one of the two carvers on that whare tipuna. Come on, get in the car and we’ll go.” 

So we went and it was pouring with rain. It was a rotten, stink, winter day but she had the 

keys to the wharenui so she opened it up. She said, “Come in here.” She sat there and in 

about five minutes she rattled off the story about the days when they used to hunt and swim 

with the whales. I was just blown away and I thought, heavens, sometime I’ve got to write 

this down because I was never aware of my great grandfather doing this and that this was part 

of his daily life.  This was just ridiculous and how many other members of the family had had 

to move, to go away for work, some in the cities in New Zealand and some in Australia and 

some elsewhere? This is part of our history, and we had no idea of it. I would have to write it 

down sometime. I went home and I was having a break in teaching so I tried to write about 

the tāniko. I couldn’t, the story kept going through my mind. So I thought, “Damn it!  and I 

said to Berry, (he had an empty resource room at school) “Dear, can I come and write there?”  

And he said, “Of course you can.”   
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So I took the typewriter to school and I just did five hours a day for three weeks and the 

words just poured out. I didn’t have to think, they just came and I typed as the words came. 

One of the teachers, a very dear friend, very spiritual, Irish, every lunch time she’d come in, 

and she’d pick up the sheets and read them and she’d go “Ho-o-o-o! Ho-o-o-o! And after the 

end of three weeks I knew that it was finished.  

I said, “I’ll show that to Arapera tonight and I rang her up and said, “I’ve got a new story to 

show you dear.” And so I went there and of course it was quite a wad of papers and she 

started reading and she read two pages. She had given me two of her poems. After she had 

read two pages, she said, “Whanaunga, I think you had better leave this with me.”  

I said, “Oh that’s fine, and that was Friday. Tuesday night I answer the phone and it’s Witi 

Ihimaera.   

“Toi,” he said,  

“What?”  

He said, “Yes, it’s marvellous, I couldn’t put it down, Arapera gave it to me. I’m forming a 

little company that’s to be called IWA and I want to publish Maori writers. You, Roma Potiki 

and … Muru - from up the North here? Oh, I hate this ageing process where the word 

vanishes down South - Selwyn Muru. Only of course I was thinking of his name.  His name 

was Murupainga then. The big launch [of Pakakē!] was going to happen at our Te Taumata 

gallery in Auckland. Maori [Marsden] said, “I’m coming down for you Toi, I’m going to 

speak for you.” But then he got called away to something else. The event was happening at 

six o’clock that night. That afternoon I get a ‘phone call, and he said, “Toi, you get Jacqui.” 

Jacqui was my Irish friend who often accompanied me when I had sessions with Maori. He 

said, “You tell her she will speak for you.” She had a late meeting at school so she called her 
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sister-in-law to come in and give her, her clothes for the night, and she got dressed in the car 

on the way over the Harbour Bridge - no time to write notes or anything.  

She said, “I just said a little prayer, Toi, and stood up there.”  

And I said, “My God it must have been a long prayer.  Yes, it was a really wonderful address 

but I just wished you had stopped after the first eighth. (Giggles). So it was a lovely night but 

I hated the book, it was so badly produced. The cover was awful and I hated the inside of the 

cover.  He had got a professional to do it. I said, “You are going to have my painting on the 

cover and my paintings inside.”  

Yes, so anyway that was done and my brother did not even know I wrote. He had worked 

down in the South Island and acquired a wife and then had moved up to Auckland. He came 

to the opening and he bought the book and went home. He rang me at seven in the morning 

and he said, “Toi, I didn’t even know you wrote! We got home, about midnight. It was a 

lovely opening, and I got home and I started to read it and I couldn’t put it down, Toi.” 

I said to him, “Yes, that’s our inheritance.”  

He said, “Oh, it’s marvellous, I cried.” 

I said, “You what? It’s not a sad story!”  

Then Mum rings up. She always rang me up at seven every morning and we had a little talk, 

and she said, “Why did you have to write such a sad story? I cried and cried.” 

I didn’t think that it was a sad story, it just showed how, no matter what adversities you meet, 

you can overcome them. I had to include this thing that Dad had told me about. Kihitu is flat 

and there is the coastline, there is the outline of the Wairoa River and their land was on the 

slope going up to this ridge of hills. When the whales were running there used to be hundreds 
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of them. Those would have been the little black fish whales. He said, “I would sneak away 

from the gardens and if the corn was high enough I would sneak through so my father 

couldn’t see me, and up through the bush at the top and sit and watch them. It was amazing 

because sometimes the calves couldn’t keep up and the mothers would go back and dive and 

go underneath and from behind and lift the calf on its tail and flip it up and over her head.”   

I had to put that in the book. I think when all is told I have had a really magical life. I mean, 

most of the art works were exhibited because I was invited to. Students used to come and ask 

me: “How did you get known?”  

 I said, “I’m not the one to answer that question.” The first exhibition was when the kids had 

given me the extra time. They were changing the old lino in the classroom, the linoleum.  I 

got some of the lino, the good bits, and I carved them with birds because I was free to do my 

art at last. I did all these birds and then I printed them and then I took them to the local framer 

at Birkenhead and asked him to frame them. He loved them and he said, “Oh, these are just 

wonderful!” 

 I said, “These are just for the whanau, they are for Christmas presents.”  

He said, “Yes, but can we have an exhibition when I’ve framed them?”  

I said, “Oh that would be lovely.” 

So he cleared one whole wall of his shop and hung them all up there. Then he had a little 

opening and every one sold at the opening. I had to use the money, half to pay him, and the 

other half on ordinary presents for the whanau!  
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Can you outline the processes in having your work published? Was this a straightforward 

process or did you have to publish as part of a cooperative? If the latter is the case, can you 

describe the kind of support you gave each other as writers and as women, and any other 

support you were given by other women who were not writers?  

 No, no cooperatives.  

 

What about Waiata Koa? Were you associated with this, with Trixie and Arapera? 

 Oh, yes, of course, with Trixie. It was the end of her first marriage, and she used to write 

because she liked to write, it was natural for her to write but she would ring us up at all hours 

of the day and night to weep. This is before she started writing.’ 

 

You were like her sisters? 

Yes. Ramai Hayward and Arapera and I were the core group really, and we met quietly 

without her at home, without Trixie and we said, why don’t we suggest that she writes her 

feelings? So she started writing and then she was so pleased with what she had done that she 

asked if I would illustrate it. Then she took one of my paintings for the cover [of Uenuku] but 

I didn’t know that she was going to cut it in half which negated what it actually was about. 

But it still incorporated a mind- boggling, eye-switching thingy, you know, from tāniko.  It 

was Uenuku and then it won the Pen Award for Heaven’s sake when it was finished. We 

thought it would end there but she kept going and going and going, so it didn’t end there. But 

it was wonderful, it was wonderful for her. I think Waiata Koa came as a consequence of the 

Karanga exhibitions.  
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Mum came to me and said, “Toi, you and I haven’t been on holiday together for twenty-five 

years! Would you please take a week off school and come with me down to the inaugural 

Pacific Arts Festival (in 1976) at Rotorua?” We went to every performance and Mum had 

watercolour pencils and she sketched all the groups; each one. 

 

Do you still have those? 

No, I don’t! And then at night she would brush with water over them and all the colours 

would spring out. It was marvellous!  But every lunch time, we would go to see a different 

exhibition. We took the wrong turn at this hall and we ended up in a magical room full of 

Māori artists. They were so wonderful to us. They were already known to us and my 

whanaunga Georgina Kirby, was there too. She and Brian introduced themselves and there 

was darling Fred [Graham] and Rei Hamon. After two days of Mum and I coming in at every 

lunch time, we would just concentrate on the one wall. That is the first time Cliff Whiting 

exhibited his Papatūānuku, you know, that beautiful creation one? People so loved the 

kahikatea that he carved the god children out of that they would be stroking it. And so every 

morning they would come in with a warm bucket of water with kerosene in it, to wipe all the 

dirty finger prints off. They began talking to us and saying why we were there?  I said, “I’ve 

had these shapes in my head all my life and I’ve never known where they came from. It is so 

wonderful to see them all.”  

Georgie and Brian Kirby said, “Well, join us, join the Auckland branch, we meet every 

Friday.”  

So that was what I started doing and then after that, Karanga came, and then of course I was 

feeling hōhā because they were nice to us at our meetings but they never asked us to exhibit 

with them. All the women did was clean up the space, help them hang their works, get the kai 
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ready for the male artists and sing their waiata! The only women’s work would be a cloak 

from Digger and Rangimarie [Hetet] and a kete!  None of us were invited.  

There was a woman, she was a Thorburn, Ray Thorburn was her husband [CEO of Northland 

Polytechnic in Whangarei] and she was American. She was the curator at the Wellington City 

Art Gallery. One day she was walking along the Quay in Wellington and across the road she 

saw Robyn Kahukiwa, Patricia Grace and Keri Kaa. Ann called out to them, “Come across 

and have a cup of coffee!”  So, they came across and she said, “Look, I wanted to talk to you. 

I have just been to a Māori Art Exhibition and there’s no women’s work!  Aren’t there any 

Māori women artists?”  

They all chorused with one voice: “Of course there are!”  

She said, “Right, are they of national calibre?” 

They said, “Of course they are!” 

 “Right, if you can tell me by the end of the month, and if you can assure me that you have at 

least eight or nine, preferably twelve, by the end of the month, then in eighteen months’ time 

I will book the gallery for you.” 

Arapera rings me up.  She says, “Whanaunga, come around.”  So around I went and she had 

told me about this, she had this letter from her sister Keri and it had a wad of money in it. She 

and I were to go down and meet with them. I said, “Do we need to fly? If we do this thing we 

need to mail out lots of letters to people. And where is the putea for that?”  

Arapera said: “Got that in mind, dear. Now, if we keep this money and we pay for an 

overnight trip on the Express to Wellington it’s a lot cheaper, we’ve got money left over for 

postage and we can have a good korero on the way down because we’re too busy to right 

now.”  
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So, that’s what we did and Anne Thorburn welcomed us into this room and she said, “Right,” 

and stood by the blackboard with a piece of chalk, “give me the names.”  

But Keri said, “No, Anne, you go and make the tea. You go and get that ready and while 

you’re away I’ll take your place.” So, she stands up and she says, “Now, give me your 

names.”  

And I said, “Give us all a piece of paper and we’ll write the names of the ones that we have 

in our minds and then you can start with the first one when we call their names out and if the 

next one’s got different names, then we’ll accept that.”  And so that dealt with that really 

quickly and by the time the tea was made we had everything sorted out in no time. We put 

the names on the table and we had seventy-two names, seventy-two!  

Anne said, “I can’t accommodate seventy-two.” 

I said, “Well, some of them, not all of them, will contribute.” I looked at Patricia because 

Dick [her husband] was from the coast – “There’s a lot from there. That is such a long stretch 

of coast and we’ll need a person from there. Te Au Tamihana, she can do that. She’s bossy, 

and she can get the Gisborne Art Gallery.” So somebody else, Anne, organised that one with 

her. 

Somebody else said, “Oh, Toi you can organise Auckland.” I got the gallery at Pakuranga 

and we didn’t have seventy-two, but it was wonderful and it was so diverse. But was in the 

bad books of the boys! They told me that I had made a division between the women and the 

men. And I said, “No, you blokes did that.” They made the division.  

They [the other women] said, “You’ve got to come to every opening, Toi.” So, I had to fly 

down to Wellington, and then fly to Gisborne, but Ramai said, “You shouldn’t go to 



326 
 

Gisborne, Toi, what if there’s a delay and you can’t fly home in time for Karanga in 

Auckland?” 

I said, “Ramai, the Coasties will kill me, and some of them are my relatives, if I don’t go to 

theirs.”  That’s what happened, and Sandy [Adsett] would have scalped me. I was always 

grateful to Arnold Wilson because he always supported me, right from that very first time he 

did. His wife is a whanaunga of mine, she’s a Harris from Mangamuka. He was the only 

Māori male artist who came to the opening at Pakuranga and he was wonderful to me.  

I was just so grateful to him but the funny thing was that the only one that didn’t have any of 

the festive fodder was me because the radio people and the columnists. The T.V. people 

wanted to walk through the exhibition on the Tuesday (the exhibition opened on Saturday) 

and I thought that was fine, and I was able to be there. On the Tuesday I arrived an hour early 

because I just wanted to have a quiet time before people came. 

I get there and it’s carpeted, being Pakuranga, dear, and it’s beautiful. I go in and I hear these 

voices round the door and blow me down there’s Darcy Nicholas talking, and all ngā boys! I 

knew they were having an Art thingy up at Auckland University with darling John Hovell, 

and even darling John didn’t come. So, there were ngā boys! I thought, “Oh, naughty boys!” 

They were standing around this tree I’d got from the Glendowie rubbish dump and I’d hung a 

lot of kelp on it and there’s Darcy standing on the end of the row and he’s stroking one of 

them and saying, “That bloody Toi, I wish I’d thought of this first!” So I slipped across the 

carpet and I slid my arm around his waist and I said,” That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said 

to me!”  (Uproarious laughter).  That’s the first time I made him blush. I said, “Oh, you 

guys, you must have been so into your art you didn’t come on Saturday night, it was a wow!” 

Then I told them to get lost as I was going to be on T. V.   

So, that’s about it. I don’t wish to discuss anything else. 
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You’re quite happy?  

Yes, well, we’ve accomplished a lot today.    

 

Observation: Leading contemporary Māori artist Darcy Nicholas commented on Maihi’s 

exhibited work in the Karanga Karanga exhibition, Pakuranga, in the New Zealand Listener: 

“The creative Toi Maihi exhibited a wide range of works that included a powerful series of 

woven kelp pieces.” New Zealand Listener, 12 July 1986                                                

Fig. 79: Maihi’s bird print, Seagull.  

 

Fig 80: Kakariki: Native Parakeet - from Maihi’s Greeting Card series 1976. 
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Analysis of Poetry 

Story-telling and patterns form the warp and weft of Maihi’s weaving with words. 

Maihi’s poetry is based on her observations of patterns: patterns of human behaviour and 

patterns in nature. Her mother’s encouragement in Maihi’s early childhood to observe 

patterns and to look for the stories in the patterns is reflected in her art and in her writing.  

Inspiration comes from the natural world around her: from land and sea, from the birds in the 

air, from her beloved korari, or harakeke, and from other weaving materials such as kuta and 

pingao. Her work sings with the joy of living and the magic of the natural world and its 

taonga. Her address to the coastal plant, pingao is an example:  

 

PINGAO 

 

Pingao! 

 

You take my breath away! 

Despite searing heat of sun and sand 

lashed by storm and great tides 

threatened by onslaught of man and animals. 

you survive – not merely but gloriously! 

Light gleaming along your rippling lengths 

of greens and golds and orange. 

 

Even now – leaves stripped and bunched 

sun-dried and hung 

sweetly scented – 

you glow in the autumn-dim room 

the rain outside 

The sun inside – in you… 

 

                                                              (Whakaaro Aroha, 17)  

 

 

 

The poem is a love poem and a poem of survival; the speaker is in love with the 

natural materials she uses for weaving. Like a jewel, the pingao, which has survived and 

flourished on coastal sand dunes, and is now hanging inside a room to dry, shines and glows 
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and warms the reader. The use of personification and direct address creates a familiarity and 

a relationship that underpins te ao Māori, yet the use of imperative in the first line belies the 

warmth of feeling expressed later in the poem, and violent images of a harsh environment are 

juxtaposed with the beauty described at the end of Stanza One. 

          The poem is also a metaphor for humanity, it runs the span of lives and speaks of the 

beauty of aging. However, the golden hues of the pingao, highly prized for weaving fine kete, 

will live on almost indefinitely and will give immense personal pleasure for years to come. 

Reading and holding this dainty volume is like holding gems in your hand and being 

entranced by the facets of colour and magic of the pingao and the mauri or life force within 

which is emphasised by the use of personification and direct address. 

     

Fig. 81: Pingao. Toi Maihi photography, (Whakaaro Aroha, 17) 

 

There are often political messages, sometimes strongly expressed, and sometimes 

hinted at with wry comments, as in the unpublished poem, “Blessings,” which ends with the 

question: “How can some call these wonder-filled places “just a beach[!]” Other poems, such 

as “Rimurapa,” explore the friendship and cooperation of a group of fellow artists and writers 
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as they gather materials for their work and encourage each other. Some are written in the past 

tense as she looks back over the years; others are very much in the present tense, indicative of 

her being “in the moment,” of living life in the present, taking delight in creation, in 

belonging to creation and being inspired by it.  

Maihi’s poems are generally written in happy circumstances but there is an exception, 

and that is in the poem, “From the Clay.” This, as the title suggests, is about Papatūānuku, the 

Earth mother, the clay from which we are formed and to which we return at our passing. It is 

about creation, motherhood, birth, death, the gifts of Papatūānuku and the warmth of human 

support. The poem is printed on alternate pages with the German translations opposite, in 

Nga Uri o Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother, 144-157. Pages 146-152 are 

narrated in prose.    

 

From the Clay 

 

The last few days had been an experience for her –  

this working with the clay. 

Strange yet satisfying 

this kneading, dividing, joining, rolling, squeezing, 

moulding of forms from her mind. 

But sometimes the shapes that emerged 

Had little to do with those she had envisaged, 

and she was content to let them grow 

within the palms of her hands 

until they felt complete. 

Then the careful smoothing with the fingers, 

with the small knife blade, 

and the setting aside in a safe place 

to dry a little. 

The polishing then 

in small, gentle, overlapping strokes 

until a soft satin sheen 

replaced the dullness of the raw clay. 

The unbidden surfacing 

of memories of the same soft feel 

of a tiny, firm body now forever still… 

Push the memories away. 
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Bury them with talk and laughter and preparation of food. 

Back to the clay pot 

now dry to the touch 

for the final, long, painstaking burnish. 

Take the beautifully polished, fine-grained pebble. 

Use it over and over 

to stroke every portion of the surface of the pot. 

Again and again.  

The rhythm of the stroking so soothing,. 

pushing way back 

the grief lurking in her mind. 

The left hand 

ever-so-slowly revolving the clay 

as the right hand firmly and evenly stroked 

until the gleam was just right. 

Such satisfaction in the making, 

the holding, 

the looking. 

 

 (144-146) 

 

The first prose section on page 146, begins: 

It was some time during the third day that another idea came. This was to be quite 

large. The size of a dinner plate. It would be round, and as thick as her little finger. In the 

middle she would scratch the outline of a fish. 

She began to work. 

Later, as a final touch, very carefully, she wrote round the edge TE IKA O WAIPOUA, and 

leant back to smile at it, pleased with her effort. 

 

 

  

The remainder of the passage, in prose, recounts how a cousin helped her carve the 

fish, making it a “shape of great beauty.”  On the fourth day a kiln of loose bricks was built 

and the objects “she” had made were placed with others on alternate layers of sawdust. While 

the pots were in the kiln most people went to a nearby house to drink and relax through the 

night. While others slept the young woman kept drinking until dawn. 

The young woman was now in a quandary because Māori tikanga requires that you 

must give away the first thing you create. However, when she went inside to an older woman 
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to ask if she must gift her fish to someone, the woman, who did not know the reason for her 

sadness, was inexplicably moved to say: 

 

I don’t think what you are to give can be held in the hand. Instead you are to take 

back to your people the knowledge and skills you have gained in these few days, the 

fish you must keep. It is for you. (152). 

 

When the young woman’s cousin explained to the older woman that the young 

woman had lost her baby, and asked for prayers, healing of the spirit was able to take place. 

Others, mainly women, gathered in support. The older woman delivers a message: 

 

First came the reason for the gathering for only a few knew it. 

 

 

Then came the direct message:   

‶You must forgive yourself 

You must not blame yourself for the loss of your babe. 

Let the guilt go. 

Let the child go too. 

You had him for four months. 

Treasure the memory and let him go…″24 

  The sharing: 

‶I know the pain of a little one gone. 

And there must be others here too 

with the same knowledge.  

I know the longing for the touch of the small arms 

clinging, the warmth, the feel, the smell of a tiny 

body…″ 

 

Directly again: 

‶But, you have life. 

It is the greatest gift of all. 

Do not waste it. 

Let go the guilt. 

 
24 The quotation marks ‶ ″ and the italic script are replicated as they are used in the text, Nga Uri o 

Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother. 
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Love your child and let him go. 

Keep the memories and he will be part of you. 

Live your life.″  

 

(152-154) 

 

The narrative continues in prose and the child is committed to “His care” and the 

young woman releases her sense of guilt, as the other women share aroha with her and sing 

waiata and share hugs with her. The men follow them with awhi. (154). 

Awareness of the physical world returned, 

coffee was made and drunk, 

talk and laughter resumed 

with the knowledge that sharing gave the strength to endure 

until the grief diminished. 

 

And so it was 

That the fish stayed with the one who had formed it from the clay, 

It’s shadowy counterpart swirling above it 

Almost like a glowing memory.  

 

 

  (Maihi in Nga Uri o Papatuanuku, 154-156). 

 

The poem begins with a young woman working uku or clay to prepare it for creating a 

vessel. The experience described appears to entail a novice learning to work with clay and 

allowing the clay to dictate its own course. The physical activity and the feel of the clay have 

a therapeutic effect as she concentrates on the doing: “kneading, dividing, joining, rolling, 

squeezing” (144) and although she has patterns in her mind the clay seems to take on an 

energy of its own and to produce other shapes. The careful attention to progressing through 

the stages of working the pot, from smoothing the clay to polishing it with a special pebble to 
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produce a smooth and shiny surface, are perhaps meant to drown out her sad thoughts. The 

overall tone is that of someone looking for oblivion of thought.  

  Unbidden shapes emerge from the clay, accompanied by unbidden thoughts of the 

soft feel of her baby – “of a tiny, firm body now forever still …” The words appear to signal a 

cot-death, with its devastating impact on a young mother who is still grieving. She tries to 

push the thoughts away by helping with food preparation and socialising with others in the 

clay workshop. When the woman returns to working with the clay after a shared meal, the 

description of her movements suggest that the clay, consciously or in her subconscious, has 

perhaps become a substitute for her baby. As she strokes the surface of the pot, pushing away 

the grief, she derives great comfort from stroking the clay and finds: 

 

 

 

 Such satisfaction in the making, 

 the holding, 

            the looking. 

 

 

With the change to prose comes a change in the day, a change in the woman’s 

position and direction. This is day three of the workshop. The woman is no longer alone and 

lost in her own thoughts and she plans to make a large plate with a picture of a fish in the 

middle. Her baby has not been named but she gives a name to her plate: “  … as a final touch 

she wrote round the edge TE IKA O WAIPOUA,” meaning the fish of Waipoua, the location 

of the clay workshop.  In a spirit of cooperation, a cousin came to help by carving the fish she 

has drawn on the plate.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

On the fourth day the brick kiln is loaded with the work, the kindling is lit and during 

the long wait the potters eat and drink at someone’s home. She has had to let her creation go, 

just as she had to let her child go. He has been transformed, his wairua travelling to the 
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spiritual realm and his body going back to the ground, to the clay and to become clay. The 

clay plate with the fish and a name has gone to the kiln to be transformed. Before firing the 

clay is at a vulnerable stage, prone to crack or break. From that point of view it is a metaphor 

for the mother and the child. Will it come back and will it be whole or broken? How will it 

have changed? What will it look like? During the long wait through the night many stories 

are told, just as they would be on the final night of the tangi: “Much talk, many stories and 

the laughter!”  

  It is the anniversary of her baby’s death.  She cannot shut out the anguish but tries to 

keep “her pain under control” by helping with the cleaning up.  She is still with a group of 

people, but she is still “alone” because she has not shared her grief. She tries to find oblivion 

or at least sleep by drinking to drown her sorrows: wine at first, then beer and when that runs 

out, and then with clearing up and cleaning. 

 The turning point in the narrative is when the fish comes out of the kiln. Already an 

attractive piece of pottery, it is like her fish but not like her fish because the beauty is 

enhanced.  

 

Parts of the K and A added details to the mouth and perfectly positioned for the eye 

was her O. Barely discernible apricot spots gave form to the upper back. (150)  

  

 

Some of the letters from the words, TE IKA O WAIPOUA are highlighted and help form the 

mouth and eye, while the colours of the glazes used by the woman have merged and 

produced what appears to be a second fish. The shadowy outline of the second fish is like a 

spiritual presence, perhaps signifying the wairua of the fish. The turning point for the young 
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woman is when she is given permission to keep her fish and commissioned to reach out to 

others.   

Finally comes the catharsis when her cousin, the only one at the workshop who knows 

what has happened asks the older woman to say prayers. It is appropriate that a woman is 

asked to do prayers because of her understanding as a woman. A group gathers for support 

and a ‘direct message’ is conveyed.  Implied in this is the understanding that the direct 

message comes from a spiritual presence. Partaking of coffee signals a return to everyday 

life. The poem deals with the transformation of uku or clay into a durable, beautiful and 

strong substance after being fired in a kiln. The woman in the poem has been transformed 

from a vulnerable person to a person of strength.    

From her experience with the clay experience, the woman has been able to work 

through own grief at the death of her baby and to let him go. She has learnt that others can 

support and uplift a person who is grieving and has been commissioned to share her newly 

found knowledge and skill with others.  The therapeutic process of making clay pots and 

vessels has had an unexpected outcome, that of healing. The transformation of the vessels 

from soft clay to polished pottery with glowing colours is an assurance that the young 

woman’s baby will be transformed. His small body will lie in the arms of the Earth mother, in 

the clay, but his spirit will be with Ranginui the Sky father. The fish formed “from the clay” 

will continue to be “almost like a glowing memory,” as will her baby. She has been given a 

commission, being charged with taking the skills she has learned back to her people. The 

poem has uncovered unexpected outcomes, transformations that take place and lead on to 

rebirth.   
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Fig. 82: Print by Toi Te Rito Maihi, Nga Uri o Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother, 

157. The swirling patterns may represent the movements of the fish. The same print is used on p134 

of the same book, with the poem “Rimurapa,” the swirling patterns perhaps representing the long, 

waving strands of bull kelp.  
 

 

 

 

            Rimurapa 

 

In my mind for some weeks 

had been drifting some elusive snatches 

of memories from childhood. 

Occasionally images surfaced clearly 

before sliding again into obscurity, tantalising… 

Glimpses of the mesmeric languid ripple 

Of thick, water-slick ribbons 

as successive swells heaved them rhythmically skyward. 

Fascinating 

the reluctant lifting 

and the sliding, gliding subsidence 

from each crest into each following trough. 

 

The glitter of the knife as it slashed, 

the dragging of the gleaming lengths 

over the rocks to the sand 

colours ever changing 

dancing in the sunlight as we pulled –  

the pushing through the knife slit 

and breaking the spongy interior. 
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The filling with kuku and tuatua. 

The paua we matched in even-sized pairs 

allowing them to cling together 

one large black foot to another 

before pushing them into the hollowed rimurapa. 

 

Then the trudge to the old truck 

dragging the kai moana behind us 

across the reef and along the beach –  

our burdens growing heavier with distance 

and sand that clung to every wet surface 

obscuring the beauty of the rimurapa. 

 

I remember vividly how hoha we felt 

at our father’s insistence 

we interrupt our childish urges to play 

because of his deep-rooted need to harvest the sea. 

 

We gathered always, enough to share  

with relatives, friends, those with less than us. 

Even as we pushed each load into the shade 

we knew there would be more work 

for much of it would be dried 

preserved for later use. 

We would have to help with the shelling 

the cleaning 

the threading 

until the small shed was filled with strange necklaces 

with jewels of kuku and tuatua 

of strips of paua 

which gradually lost their lustrous colours with their juices 

shrinking to dull contorted shapes 

tough but delicious. 

 

One of us was discussing possibilities 

of innovative ways to use traditional fibre skills. 

I saw the proposed exhibition as an opportunity 

to explore material not usually used 

or to use material in a way that was new. 

 

I spoke of rimurapa 

the way we’d used it 

the way it was used to make poha to pack titi –  

that as it dried it shrank 

gripping each bird more tightly 

an early form of vacuum packing. 

I remembered my childhood promise to myself long ago 

to make from rimurapa 

something totally useless! 
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On a hurried trip to Dunedin 

I found no opportunity to gather the giant bull kelp 

but from the headland high above the sands of Piha 

I saw the gleam of rimurapa 

as the sea surged through a channel 

“Kelp!” I shrieked with delight 

and plunged excitedly down the path 

forgetting completely that we’d come to harvest harakeke seed. 

 

On the sand in the small bay 

I stopped in amazement 

to exalt over the complexity of patterns 

in a four metre length of twisted kelp. 

Helen photographed it for me. 

Ramai, Maureen and Kerry joined us 

with their seed-laden kits. 

I explained my need. 

 

We worked in rhythmic harmony 

balancing on the rocks. 

Ramai snatching at wave-thrown ribbons 

before they slithered out of reach 

I bending and slashing each plant above the holdfast 

Helen catching the flung “treasure” 

And filling our great kit. 

Maureen safe behind us, camera poised recording 

We were so engrossed so excited at our find 

we forgot to count the waves 

and were drenched by one that reared high above us. 

Alarmed for her 

I turned to Ramai 

and roared with laughter 

            She – still dripping 

            Had turned to Maureen to shout, “Did you get that one?” 

           Through her viewfinder 

            Maureen had seen the swift leap of the wave 

            too late to warn us 

            but – nor had she pressed the button! 

            “What” shrieked Ramai indignantly, 

“That would have made a marvellous picture!” 

 

            Safe on the sand once more 

            we fell about laughing 

            as we saw the area we’d just left 

            aswarm with people searching 

            for whatever the ‶natives had risked a wetting to gather 

            We became a collective-Pied-Piper 

            followed by an ever-increasing curious crowd 
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           as we returned to eat on the grass 

           and be impressed by Maureen’s clever fingers 

           transforming harakeke into a mosquito 

           balancing, swivelling on the elegant nose of Ramai. 

 

           Happily later I bore my treasure home 

           and three hours later  

           my father was helping me hang the fruit of my fingers 

           from the trees in the garden. 

 

           May they give as much pleasure to others 

           As their making did to me.  

 

            (Nga Uri a Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother, 134-142) 

. 

           Maihi introduced the narrative poem, “Rimurapa” in He Wai: A Song, where it is 

replicated in part (80-83) by including the following information:  

 

We were discussing flax-woven containers when to my mind came childhood    

memories of using kelp to carry kai moana. I remembered too, the mutton-birds 

moulded tightly within the dried kelp … I spoke of rimurapa, the way we’d used it, 

the way it was used to make pohato to pack titi25 – that as it dried it shrank, gripping 

each bird more tightly – an early form of vacuum packing. I already had beautiful 

water-smoothed pebbles and could imagine them clasped by the rimurapa, so when I 

saw it sweeping back and forth in the surges of Piha, others were soon helping me 

with the dangerous harvesting. The colours, the texture, the flexibility, the feel of the 

rimurapa made it sheer joy to work with … (He Wai: A Song, 80)  

 
25 Titi: mutton-bird, sooty shearwater, Puffinsus griseus, young of the sooty shearwater, nests in underground 

barrows. Moorfield, 212. Considered a delicacy.  
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Fig.83: Rimurapa. Whakaaro Aroha, 19. Photography: Toi Te Rito Maihi.  

 

 

A poem about preservation, “Rimurapa” narrates childhood memories of gathering 

and preserving kai moana for survival, recalling the sights and sounds and emotions 

associated with excursions to the beach to gather kai moana and the bull kelp. The poem then 

moves forward with the fulfilment of a childhood dream, that of preserving the Rimurapa for 

art’s sake. In childhood the speaker had to help gather food and there was no time for childish 

play.  

Despite the menacing wild west coastal tides on the dangerous Piha beach, a group of 

women, made up of writers and artists, risk their lives to gather the rimurapa. In so doing 

they manage to preserve their own lives from the onslaught of the strong tides and preserve a 

memory for years to come. They also preserve a lost taonga, the art of preserving food by 

vacuum packing, long before vacuum packing was introduced as a western art. The potential 

artistic installation of Rimurapa, planned by the speaker in the poem, will raise questions and 

spiral the conversation back to the original purposes and mechanics of preserving food. Thus 
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a piece of tikanga and history is preserved. Maihi’s photographs which accompany the poem, 

capture the patterns and movement of this amazing phenomenon. 

The processes of collecting and preserving was essential for survival and the kai 

moana was shared with whanau and friends. The preferred method of traditional ‘vacuum 

packing’ in slits and pockets cut into the rim, in preference to freezing the catch meant the kai 

moana was processed quickly while it was fresh. The method was an economical and 

necessary one as freezers are costly to buy and to run and were possibly not readily available 

in the 1940s and 1950s. There was no time for the children to play, the sea was their food 

basket and they were expected to help by putting the paua together by matching them foot to 

foot and placing them in the pockets of the seaweed.    

Maihi continues with her memories that swim in and out of her mind like the 

movement of the rimurapa in the swirling tide.  The name of the kelp, rimurapa, is 

onomatopoeic, mimicking the slapping sound as the kelp ribbons are cut and retrieved. Once 

the ribbons are full of the sea’s bounty such as paua and tuatua they are dragged along the 

sand to the old truck, growing heavier and heavier with the sand that clings to them.  The 

memory of how hoha and fed up the children would be when they had to stop their childish 

games to contribute to the family food gathering, has been remarked on. The process 

included more work when they eventually arrived home as they would have to shell, clean 

and string up other shellfish to dry.    

 Now, in this place at Piha, with her friends who are gathering flax seed to be used in 

an installation by weaver Maureen Lander, one worthy of welcoming Te Māori home, Maihi 

decides to use the kelp for something arty and frivolous, just as she had promised herself 

years ago, vowing to make something totally useless out of the giant seaweed. Her friends 
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stop to photograph and help gather it, although they put their lives in danger from the high 

tides and waves and the strong currents of the west coast at Piha.  

 The preservation of the rimurapa is not just for the “natives,” it is for all New 

Zealanders, as part of their heritage, although they may not understand it. Almost as 

important is the cooperation and friendship it took to gather the kelp in the face of danger, 

something that is in the DNA when Māori come together: working and sharing together 

rather than venturing out alone. 

   The poem spirals into the past then back into the future when her father helps her 

hang the rimurapa on the trees to dry. The memories of childhood hang on the branches with 

the Rimurapa and the two of them have an understanding that needs no speech or 

explanation. The apparent frivolity has preserved the knowledge of ancient survival 

techniques of food and life preservation, a reminder of ancient arts and the story has come 

full circle: in childhood, Maihi helped her father collect rimurapa to preserve food and life for 

the whanau, playtime had to wait. Now in adulthood, Maihi collects rimurapa to use in art 

installations and in an ironic twist, her father, who once insisted rimurapa be gathered to 

preserve food, helps her to achieve her childhood dreams of artistic expression. The rimurapa 

will become the play things she dreamed of, installed as installations in artistic display. 

Through the poetry the stories of rimurapa will be preserved for coming generations who had 

lost the stories and histories of its beauty and its life sustaining and preserving qualities.   

 

 Mohaka Song 

 

 Wakened in the wharenui by Richard 

 playing his koauau so softly 

 only I stirred, dressed, and followed him 

 to the mouth of the Mohaka River. 
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 There  

 we sat in silence on the grass edging the sand 

 facing the sea, waiting…… 

 The grey of the dawn sky lightened. 

 The central horizon glimmered 

 and a line of quicksilver 

 ran from the centre separating ocean from sky. 

 

 The light of the rising sun set the waves a-glitter 

 glowed through breaking surf 

 flowed across the sand and set wet shells gleaming 

 transforming the dew on the grass into brilliance 

  and warmed us.  

 

 I gave thanks for the joy of the day, for its gifts. 

 Then we separated to gather. 

 

 I was elated with my finds –  

 some from the sea 

 others from far inland borne and tumbled 

 by rough waters of an untamed river. 

 

 Richard joined me, 

 stretched his hand to encompass a number of pumice pebbles 

 and asked, “Why these?” 

 “For their colours.” 

 “But they can sing,” he said. 

 And a whole new world of entrancement began. 

 

 One by one he cradled each pumice pebble 

 in the fingertips of one hand and stroked it gently 

 with the fingertip pads of the other –  

 and commensurate with the glass content 

 drew forth whispers of resonance 

 to sing soft delight…. 

 

 (Maihi, Unpublished Poems) 
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 Fig. 84: Richard Nunns playing a putorino (large flute) at a presentation to the Friends of Auckland 

Museum, New Zealand Herald. Source: Te Ara Puoro, 57. 

   

 

 

 Songs of the Stones  

 

 The last poem is one of Maihi’s unpublished poems. It is a personal experience told in 

the first person and the occasion is at a Nga Puna Wahanga, Māori Artists’ and Writers’ Hui 

at Mohaka. This a waiata about potential and creativity; about finding one’s voice and 

sharing that voice. More importantly, the source of the potential is geographically located 

where the Mohaka river meets the Pacific Ocean, Moana Nui a Kiwa, the linkage to the  

spiritual homelands of Hawaiiki. These connections also highlight whakapapa.  It is through 

whakapapa that the links to Papatūānuku and creativity are found.  

 The poem begins at the marae, in the dark, in the ancestral house: This is symbolic of 

the myth of Creation. There is a shifting and a stirring as there was at the beginning of time, 

before te ao marama. Richard Nunns is softly playing the Koauau. The narrator stirs, dresses 
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and follows him, as if he were a Pied Piper, to the mouth of the Mohaka river.  Everyone else 

in the poem is asleep. They have not yet woken to the creation of a new day with new 

opportunities.  

 Richard Nunns was the Pied Piper whom Maihi followed, a Pakeha New Zealander, 

born in 1945, who had a background as a brass and woodwind player. He became an expert 

in playing taonga pūoro, the ancient Māori musical instruments.  He, in collaboration with 

Hirini Melbourne, was responsible for helping to bringing these instruments back to life after 

a century of silence.  It is fitting that the koauau should be singing to announce the creation of 

a new day because during creation the gods sang to the universe.  The tunes were named after 

the Sky father, while the rhythms came from the heartbeats of the Earth mother. (Te Ara 

Encyclopedia).   

  The pair sit in silence by the river mouth waiting… a time of waiting that suggests 

again the stages of the creation of the universe and this is echoed by further description as the 

darkness of the night turns into day: “The grey of the dawn sky lightened,” As with the 

original creation story this is the birth of a new day, a new world, with new possibilities. 

 Together, the two on the grass verge by the sand, with all life around them, watch the 

new day come into full glorious, dancing life.  The dancing and leaping are echoed in the 

words of action in the next verse and also in the physical pattern of the next verse with the 

words “a-glitter” and “gleaming” emphasized. 

 The narrator gives thanks for the day by offering a karakia or prayer, as Māori 

protocol dictates, in recognition of a higher power and protection. Then the two separate. 

This may be translated as an indication that in finding one’s potential, part of the journey is 

with others in collaboration and co-operation, but part of the journey is on one’s own, seeking 

out the knowledge for oneself, as the narrator does on the sea-shore.   
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 Delight is shown by the speaker in the patterns and colours of nature are discovered in 

the gifts from the sea and from the river. However, there is further potential within each one 

as she learns from the master of music who shows her that the stones can sing. The mouth of 

the Mohaka river has become like a mouthpiece of creation, through the medium of the 

magical musician Richard Nunns. Beginning in the house of the ancestors, Nunns has sung 

the beginning of the day into creation. The koauau has a haunting sound, an old sound, a 

spiritual sound, reminding the listeners of the sacredness and gift of life.  In a sense he is the 

intermediary and helps the narrator to acknowledge that creation happens every day, with 

new opportunities and potential. Part of this may involve periods of waiting, of striving and 

seeking, of learning from others and cooperating with others. There is the opportunity to take 

the ordinary and make it extraordinary. Richard Nunns is a pakeha but has perfected the arts 

of Taonga Pūoro. Without his genius, Māori may have lost a precious source of creativity and 

expression.  He too, has tapped into the spiritual source of potential which whakapapas back 

to the beginning of time. 

 

Conclusion   

 These three poems spiral the chapter back to the beginning, to the importance of 

patterns in the poet’s life, the movements, shapes, rhythm, and communication in all its 

forms. Maihi’s story is a story of potential, of finding and developing that potential, 

delighting and sharing in it. The lessons Maihi was given as a child by her mother and father, 

about the art of observation and finding the patterns and stories in every aspect of nature, 

have been fully utilised. She is a reader of nature and of human nature. Her mother 

encouraged her to look for patterns and to find the stories. Her father passed on lessons found 

in the lore of the bush and seashore, leading to a deep respect for the spiritual dimensions of 
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things unseen. She delights in the discoveries of patterns and stories within the natural world 

and the gifts of patterns and stories handed down from the ancestors. Her sharp eye and keen 

senses are also politically tuned and perceived and injustices are swiftly dealt with. She has 

appeared before the Waitiangi Tribunal on behalf of others on several occasions.  

 The world, particularly the Māori world, knows of her art in its various forms of 

weaving, painting, rimurapa installations and printing but her poetry has been a hidden 

treasure.  A few have been published but even these have been a well-kept secret from most 

New Zealanders apart from a relatively small selection of Māori artists and writers. Maihi’s 

poetry is perhaps more well-known on the other side of the world than it is here. The 

surprising fact is that Maihi, and other foremothers of Māori women’s poetry, Trixie Te 

Arama Menzies and Bub Bridger, were published in a German anthology, Nga Uri o 

Papatuanuku: The Descendants of the Earth Mother, in 1994, long before they were 

published in a mainstream anthology in Aotearoa. In their own country they were 

marginalised.  These foremothers deserve to be recognised within the canon of New Zealand 

Literature. 

 At 83 years of age Maihi is still creating, still inspired by the natural world and its 

patterns and stories and as referenced earlier and is completing her memoirs. She is an 

exhibitor in Toi Tu Toi Ora, at Auckland City Art Gallery, a collection spanning 70 years of 

Māori art. Her tāniko designs are part of the exhibition and the main piece is her painting of 

Uenuku, which she designed for the cover of Trixie Te Arama Menzies’ first volume of 

poetry, Uenuku, in 1986.  
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Fig. 85: Two of Maihi’s artworks in the Toi Tu Toi Ora Exhibition, Auckland Art Gallery, December 

2020 to May 2021.  

 

They represent two of Maihi’s favourite ways of talking with her fingers: Above, Tāniko weaving 

pattern and below, Harakeke weaving pattern.  

 

  



350 
 

Works Cited 

 

Print 

 

Aotearoa Māori Tennis Association Inc:  Foreword by Sir Tamati Reedy. A History of Maori 

Tennis: He Hitore o te Tenehi Maori. U.S.A: Aotearoa Maori Tennis Association, 

2006.  

 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back. New York, U S A: Routledge. 2002.  

 

Blank, Arapera Hineira Kaa. Nga kokako huataratara. The notched plumes of the 

huataratara. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1986. 

 

Bridger, Bub. Wild Daisies: The Best of Bub Bridger. Wellington:  Mallinson Rendell, 2005.  

 

Evans Miriama and Ranui Ngarimu. The Eternal Thread. Te Aho Mutunga Kore: The Art of 

Māori Weaving:  Wellington: Huia Publishers, 2005. 

 

Grace, Patricia. Waiariki. United Kingdom: Penguin, 1975. 

 

Ihimaera, Witi, Ed. and D.S. Long. Te Ao Mārama.  Contemporary Māori Writing, Volume 5. 

Te Torino. The Spiral. Hong Kong: Reed Books, 1996.  

 

King James Bible. London: Oxford University Press, Great Britain. No date of publication. 

 

King, Michael. Te Ao Hurihuri: The World Moves On. (Marsden, Maori: “God, Man and 

Universe: A Maori View”).Wellington:  Hicks Smith and Sons Ltd, 1975. 

 

Maihi, Toi Te Rito. Pakeke! Pakeke! Whalesong. Auckland: IWA Associates, 1992.    

--- ,       Whakaaro Aroha. Northland. Self-published, 2003. 

--- ,       With Maureen Lander, He Kete He Kōrero: Every Kete has a Story 2005. 

            Auckland: Penguin, 2008. 

--- ,      “Revelations and Delights, Village Arts, Kohukohu Exhibition” 

             Brochure, 21 May-26June 2016.  

 

Markmann, Sigrid, Ed. Nga Uri a Papatuanuku. The Descendants of the Earth 

 Mother. Die Nachkommen der Erdmutter. Osnabrȕck Bilingual Editions of 

 Marginalized Authors: Poems and Stories by Maori Women Writers. Gedichte un  

 Kurzgeschichten von Maori Schriftstellerinnen. Drawings by / Zeichnungen von 

 Toi Te Rito Maihi.  Germany: Verlag, 1994.  

 

Marsden, Maori. “God, Man and Universe: A Māori View” in Te Ao Hurihuri: The World  

           Moves On. 

 

Mead, Sir Hirini. Tikanga Māori: Living by Māori Values. Wellington: Huia Publishers,  

           2003. 

  

Menzies, Trixie Te Arama. In the Presence of My Foes. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 2000.  

  Illustrations by Toi te Rito Maihi. 



351 
 

--- ,      Papakainga. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1988.  Illustrations by Toi Te Rito Maihi. 

--- ,      Rerenga. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1992. Illustrations by Toi Te Rito Maihi.  

--- ,      Uenuku, Poems by Trixie Te Arama Menzies. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 1985. 

 Illustrations by Toi Te Rito Maihi.  

--- ,     Ed. He Wai: A Song. First Nation’s Women’s Writing. Auckland: Waiata Koa, 

           1995. Illustrations by Merania Paul and Toi Te Rito Maihi. 

 

Moorfield John. Te Aka: Māori-English, English-Māori Dictionary 2000. Auckland: Pearson, 

          2012. 

 

Nunns Richard with Allan Thomas. Te Ara Puoro: A Journey into the World of Māori Music.  

 Nelson: Craig Potton Publishing, 2014.   

 

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples 1998. 

 London and New York: Zed Books Ltd: University of Otago Press, Dunedin, 2012.  

 

Periodicals 

New Zealand Listener. July 12, 1986. Kirby, Georgina Kamiria and Darcy Nicholas. “A 

           Calling Out, a Gathering In.” Reviews of the Karanga Karanga Women’s Art 

           Exhibitions. 

 

The Northern News. A weekly newspaper serving Kaikohe and the Bay of islands. The 

Northern Advocate. Published six days a week, serving Whangarei, Kaipara and Northland. 

Electronic Sources 

www.aucklandartgallery.com>artist,Toi Te Rito Maihi talking with her  fingers  accessed  

          14/04/2016. 

 

www.kkup.org.nz  Kaeo and Kerikeri Uniting Parishes: Toi Te Rito Maihi’s commissioned 

Window design in the Cornerstone Church, Kerikeri.  accessed  07/11/ 2020. 

 

Te Ara Māori Dictionary: Rimurapa  accessed  07/11/2016. 

Te Ara Māori Encyclopedia. Koauau  accessed 22/ 11/ 2016. 

Teresia, Teiawa. “What remains to be Seen: Reclaiming the Visual Roots of Pacific 

Literature.” PMLA Vol.125, No.3 (May 2010) pp730-736. Published by Modern 

Languages Association. Wood Carving (Mead and Kurnot; Mead. 

www.jstor.org>stable /25704471 accessed 30/ 09/2020.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 



352 
 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

A Native Plant Will always a Native Be 

KARE PAPUNI: JACQUELINE CECILIA STURM 

                                       Taranaki, Whakatohea, Te Atiawa, Pakakohe 

                                             17 May 1927–30 December 2009 

Fig: 86: Jacqueline Cecilia Sturm at her home in Paekakariki in the 1990s, with Kapiti Island and her 

much loved ocean in the background. Photograph by Ans Westra. Source: teara.govt.nz. 
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Introduction and Publishing History 

Jacqueline Cecelia Sturm, the last of the foremothers to achieve a solo publication of 

poetry written in English, could have been the first if circumstances had been different. Early 

indications of her creative ability in poetry were evidenced in her writing submitted to the 

Otago University newspaper Critic poetry competition in 1947 where Sturm came second to 

her future husband James K Baxter. Sturm’s short stories appeared in print decades before 

her poetry collections. In an interview with Roma Potiki in 2006 Sturm observed that she did 

not receive encouragement for her poetry from Baxter after their marriage so she turned to 

writing short stories and became the first Māori to have a short story, written in English, 

published in a magazine. Numbers published “The Old Coat” in July1954 and the Maori 

Affairs Magazine, Te Ao Hou published “For All the Saints” in 1955. When C.K. Stead 

included “For All the Saints” in his 1966 New Zealand Short Stories: Second Series, Sturm 

became the first Māori writing in English to have a short story included in an anthology.  

          Her short stories have subsequently been translated into Japanese and German. Sturm’s 

first solo publication, 36 years after the Otago student newspaper entry and 29 years after 

“The Old Coat” appeared in Numbers, was The House of the Talking Cat. The book contains 

eleven stories and was published in 1983 by a women’s co-operative, “Spiral,” consisting of 

Miriama Evans, Miriam Evans and Irihapeti Ramsden. A repeat edition with Spiral and 

Hodder and Stoughton appeared in 1986. In 2003 a further edition under the name of House 

of the Talking Cat was published by Steele Roberts. 

       Sturm’s poetry finally came into the light as a solo volume of poetry with the publication 

of Dedications in 1996, forty-nine years after her first poem was published. Dedications is a 

volume in two parts and contains forty-two poems. Four years later Postscripts followed with 

three parts and thirty-nine poems. Both were published by Steele Roberts. Sturm’s fourth and 
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final book was The Glass House, published by Steele Roberts in 2006, which Sturm designed 

in four parts with one short story in each, followed by several poems. Her intention was that 

the poems should complement the short stories, and as she explained in the documentary, 

Broken Journey, the short stories should be read first.  

      House of the Talking Cat was a finalist in a national book awards competition in 1983 

and Dedications won the Montana New Zealand Poetry Honour Award in 1997. Sturm co-

authored How Things Are, a volume of poetry, with Adrienne Jensen, Meg Campbell and Harry 

Rickets. Her work has appeared in Landfall, Kapiti Poems and in Witi Ihimaera’s Into the 

World of Light and his Te Ao Marama series of anthologies. 

     The chapter takes its theme from Sturm’s words in the poem “In loco parentis,” in 

reference to her foster parents Ethel and Burt Sturm. The poem outlines without bitterness 

Sturm’s upbringing in a mainstream Pakeha environment with apparently little connection with 

whenua, iwi, hapu or whanau. As an adult Sturm sought out her Māori inheritance which 

enriched her personal life, her short stories and her poetry. However, she remained grateful for 

the love and support she had received from her adoptive parents: 

    

In loco parentis 

          for Ethel and Bert 

Eleven years old in domestic service 
Blacking other children’s boots and only 

One day off a month to visit mother. 

That was her. He counted himself lucky 

With a job at thirteen mucking in 

Planting out other people’s gardens 

For a roof, a bed, a bite to eat. 

 

          These things I never knew, or how 

          In his successful prime 

          Failure brought him down 

          With a flying tackle, sickness  

          Kicked him literally in the balls. 

          She found it easier to humour 
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          An invalid than wait for 

          A philanderer to come home,  

          Praised God for his retribution 

          Gave thanks for her answered prayer. 

          Nor do I know when love-hate 

          Became a kind of anxious caring 

          Living together, a duty not a joy 

 

          Or why they took me in. Maybe 

          Her menopausal hunger to be needed 

          One more time, sniffed me out, 

          A rare impulse to do a lasting good 

          Persuaded him to give 

          A motherless child a home. 

          Twenty years they planted, nurtured 

          Trained, pruned, grafted me 

          Only to find a native plant 

          Will always a native be. 

 

          How being out of step, place, tune, joint 

          In time became a preference 

          Not a pain, hardly matters now. 

          More profitable to recall instead 

          Daily lessons in caring and sharing 

          Beyond necessity, her singing 

          Around the house when there was 

          Nothing to sing about, his hands 

          Grown old, moving so carefully  

          So gently among the roses 

 

          And forget the rest.  

 

           (Dedications, 74-75) 

 

Reflecting on the hardships her foster parents had experienced in their early lives and 

the loss of their own childhoods owing to having to work to help support their families, 

Sturm realised she had been fortunate to have been given the gift of childhood herself and 

that the Sturms had raised her with the best of intentions. Sturm expressed sympathy for the 

couple as despite their “training, pruning and grafting” she had not become what they wanted 

her to be. The poem ends on a positive note as Sturm remembers that Mr Sturm had hoped to 

do an act of kindness which would make a difference to a young child’s life, while Mrs 
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Sturm, perhaps, needed to be ‘needed’ again as the Sturms’ daughters had grown up and left 

home. The unspoken love from her foster parents was expressed by their actions: Ethel 

singing when there was nothing to sing about and Bert tending the roses gently with old, 

work-worn hands.  

Sturm refers to native and introduced plants in other poems. In “Splitting the Stone” 

the artist is described as standing “In the small space between / the roses and the taupata,” 

(Dedications, 15). The reference is to having Māori heritage on one side and Pākehā on the 

other but preferring to stand in between the two, not letting either completely define her but 

recognising the contribution both made to the person Sturm had become. 

 A second poem which contrasts native plants and colonial plants is “Going Back.” 

(Postscripts, 20). The poem begins, “Griffith’s bach had gone, also / the hollyhocks and the 

ngaio tree.”  (Postscripts, 20). The hollyhock is reminiscent of an English country garden, an 

attempt to establish English culture, while the native ngaio tree symbolises indigenous 

tenacity. The blossoms on the ngaio tree are delicate but the trunk and branches are gnarled 

and hardy. The ngaio is the tree to which Rona clung, as she unsuccessfully tried to resist the 

forces of the moon’s pull. Although ‘progress’ has removed it, the ngaio may be seen as a 

metaphor for Sturm’s resistance to forces which threatened to make her a Pākehā New 

Zealander. The ngaio encapsulates her desire to cling to her Māori roots.  

          However, Sturm’s assertion that “a native plant will always a native be” may be best 

expressed by the native silver tree fern. The fern frond begins life in a tightly curled, delicate 

piko or koru shape. When it is fully grown the silver fern has long, elegant fronds with silver 

linings. At times, when attacked by forest fires or other disasters the fern appears to be 

damaged beyond repair, yet when the rains come the piko or koru shoots burst forth, 

regeneration takes place and the fern frond unfurls. The koru of the fern frond epitomises 

Sturm in two respects: the unfurling of her gift of poetry and the unfurling of her Māori 



357 
 

inheritance. In Sturm’s creative development there were periods where the gift of writing lay 

dormant for decades before the fern of writing was able to fully develop and the emerging 

koru spiral of poetry unfurled. 

 

Fig. 87: Future Promise: Silver Fern about to unfurl. Ohinemulutu Valley near Blenheim. Source: R 

Peters. 

 

            Sturm’s knowledge of her Māori inheritance grew after her marriage with her 

involvement in the Ngatiponeke culture club and other Māori organisations and her life was 

enriched by her active involvement in kapa haka, culture and tikanga. Sturm used these 

opportunities to help other Māori in Wellington and throughout Aotearoa nationally, by her 

involvement in the Maori Education Foundation and the Maori Women’s Welfare League.  

 

 

Biography: Whakapapa and Whangai 

Jacqueline Cecelia Sturm was born at Cottage Hospital in Opunake, Taranaki on May 

17 th 1927. Her whakapapa was Taranaki and Pakakohe through her mother Mary Kingsley 

Harrison and Whakatohea through her father Raymond, or Jack, Papuni of Opotiki, who was 

of rangatira descent. Moewaka Tautokai (Mary Kingi) Sturm’s maternal grandmother was the 
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whangai daughter of Wiremu Kingi Moke Te Matakatea, a rangatira warrior who later 

became a Parihaka pacifist. Her maternal grandfather was Whare Matangi Harrison, the 

nephew of the English novelist Charles Kingsley. 

           Hardships and setbacks in life for Sturm were evidenced from the beginning. The 

death of her biological mother Mary, from septicaemia, a mere two weeks after Sturm’s birth 

was the first uprooting of the delicate plant. Her father, unable to care for two small children, 

returned to his people of Whakatohea with his elder daughter, Evadne, leaving his younger 

daughter with her maternal grandmother in Taranaki.  

Te Kare Papuni was Sturm’s given name at birth. When used as a verb, kare connotes 

romantic love and when used as a noun connotes a very dear friend. Both of these shades of 

meaning were to become significant as Jacqueline Cecilia Sturm’s life unfolded. Her 

husband, James K Baxter, addressed her as kare in several of his poems and Bill Pearson 

became a supportive and lifelong friend from the time of their early contact in Canterbury in 

the late 1940s.  

          Sturm was nurtured by her Māori grandmother Moewaka until she was three years old. 

When her grandmother became ill, she went to live with her foster parents Ethel and Bert 

Sturm. Mrs Sturm was a nurse and had been a frequent visitor to the home as the baby 

suffered from eczema. Dressings needed to be applied regularly, so Mrs, Sturm was well 

aware of the care the young child needed. 

 

 

A Tender Plant: The Early Years of Education and Development  

          The early years of Sturm’s childhood and her entry into primary school education 

reveal racism and bullying. Mr. Sturm had owned a successful fruit and vegetable business 

but lost everything in the depression. The family moved to Auckland and it was here that 
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Sturm found out what it was like to be bullied and to be the brunt of racial discrimination. 

She knew from an early age that she and her foster father were different, as they were both 

dark. At times he would tease her by doing the pukana (poking out the tongue in a ceremonial 

gesture of defiance). However, her foster mother would discourage this as soon as she 

noticed it happening. Sturm was afraid of the teacher, who whacked her knuckles if she came 

to school with dirty nails or without a handkerchief, and she was afraid of what might happen 

to her on the walk home after school:  

 

On the way home from school some of the big kids would call me ‘nigger’ and bad 

names and beat me up if they caught me. I don’t know how long the nightmare lasted 

– it seemed forever – but when the Sturms found out what was going on they removed 

me from that school and I didn’t go to another simply because I wouldn’t. (Growing 

Up Maori,168). 26 

 

 

          When Sturm started primary school in New Plymouth she was treated like a specimen 

and was photographed, curtseying, on the school steps, apparently for a foreign publication: 

“One day the headmaster took me outside the main entrance where I was shown how to 

curtsey with a smile while a man took photos of me.” Sturm recalled that she felt silly and 

awkward and different. She believed the man was gathering material for a travel book on 

New Zealand and that the Sturms knew about it because they received a photo. (Growing Up 

Maori, 167-168). 

The Sturms moved to Hastings to live with relatives when Bert needed to find work 

again. Their daughter still refused to go to school but Sturm recalled playing with other 

children who were as dark or even darker than she was and the relationship led to another 

negative experience of being Māori. In one of the games the boys modelled themselves on 

 
26 It was not possible to interview a living relative of Sturm’s. This chapter relies on quotes from kanohi ki te 

kanohi interviews recorded by others such as Roma Potiki and from the Film documentary, Broken Journey: 

The Life and Art of J C Sturm. The quotations are woven into the biography section.    
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kaumatua, making formal speeches at a marae and walked up and down with sticks while the 

girls made willow headdresses to wear as a sign of mourning and began wailing like kai 

karanga calling people into a tangi. These events alarmed their parents:     

 

 

Suddenly, grown-ups came rushing out of the house, grabbed our branches and 

headbands and hustled the other kids up the path after telling me to go home. I think 

the other kids got hidings and Mrs Sturm questioned me very closely about what we’d 

been up to which wasn’t like her. I’m not sure who wasn’t allowed to play with whom 

but I never played with those kids again. (Growing Up Maori, 169) 

  

 

 

While the children had committed a breach of protocol because they were acting out a 

sacred process, they were modelling their behaviour on what they had observed on the marae. 

Unfortunately, no one was apparently willing or able to explain to Sturm the tikanga or 

processes the children were role playing, and the reasons why they should not have chosen to 

do so. As this was a new experience for her it may have been difficult for her to explain to 

her parents. Māori culture was definitely placed off-limits at that time. English was the only 

language spoken in the home, although her foster father sometimes spoke to his plants in 

Māori to encourage them to grow. 

          The next move was to Palmerston North where a kind headmaster encouraged Sturm to 

attend school by promising her she could play on the parallel bars at lunch time and during 

other breaks, which she did. The period spent at the school was a happy one. When she 

moved to a second school in Palmerston North Sturm discovered she was able to read 

advanced books with some help from the teacher. Tales of the Maori had some words she did 

not understand. When Sturm pointed to the picture of Māori the teacher insisted Sturm must 

know what Māori were because Sturm herself was one. The young student was not impressed 
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as she thought the people in the picture, with their painted faces looked very fierce. She 

decided she did not look like that and did not want to. (Growing Up Maori, 161). 

          Mrs Sturm took her daughter to the parade of the Māori Battalion in Palmerston North 

prior to the soldiers’ departure to the battlefields of World War II. It was a solemn and sad 

occasion. Both occurrences were on the periphery of Sturm’s life. Sturm was Māori and 

connected to Māori without being personally involved in observances of protocol, or with 

Māori relatives.  

          Sturm was a good scholar and was dux of two of the primary schools she attended. One 

of the last primary schools was situated on the Kapiti Coast. Sturm became close friends with 

another Māori girl and with a Samoan family and later described this as the happiest time in 

her childhood. (Growing Up Maori, 170). However, she was quarantined for an extensive 

time with a mystery illness (Rheumatic fever). Sturm tried her hand at painting to relieve the 

boredom. Deciding that she did not have a talent for visual arts, she tried writing and found 

she enjoyed it. Sturm explained to Roma Potiki how important this discovery was: “ I could 

paint pictures with words. And I learned, then, the most important thing, the power of 

words.” (Roma Potiki Interview, www.trout.auckland.ac.nz/journal 2006). The writing 

journey therefore began in her upper primary years when she was about 11 years of age, in 

Standards five and six, today’s intermediate school levels of years seven and eight. 

          The somewhat negative experiences of being Māori were replaced by positive and 

encouraging ones as Sturm progressed through her secondary school career. However, she 

was also expected to succeed academically for the sake of her race. Sturm’s foster father was 

of Ngāti Porou iwi and the family received visits from Sir Apirana Ngata and the Bishop of 

Aotearoa, Frederick A. Bennett. From an early age these leaders and others placed 

expectations upon her, inferring that she owed it to her race to do well educationally and 

become a role model. Sturm obliged by achieving excellent academic and sporting results at 

http://www.trout.auckland.ac.nz/
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secondary school level: She was dux of Napier Girls’ College, swimming champion and 

excelled at public speaking. Another interest was music and she took piano and singing 

lessons. Her favourite musical genre were classical music and jazz, which she enjoyed 

throughout her life. Sturm became aware of her comfortable circumstances and the 

opportunities she had been given when she visited her father’s people in the Bay of Plenty. 

The occasion gave Sturm cause to reflect on how fortunate her life was compared to the 

widespread deprivation she saw there. 

     While she may have felt the weight of expectation on her shoulders in terms of becoming 

a success in order to help her fellow Māori, Sturm was grateful that she was not at the mercy 

of negative expectations that she would fail in life, as so many young Māori were 

experiencing. Sturm outlined the expectations of her foster parents, teachers and friends that 

she would be a natural orator, musician, sportsperson artist, be easy going and humorous and 

at the same time have dignity and nobility, (“Remember the noble savage?” Sturm observed 

in Growing Up Maori, (170). However, she concluded: 

 

If that lot makes you cringe imagine if you can what my life would have been like if 

I’d been saddled with a matching set of negative expectations, as so many Māori 

children were then and still are. I was one of the lucky ones. And so, armed with the 

positive expectations of family and friends, plus a good scholastic record and a 

moderate bursary, I left home at seventeen and went south to be trained to work for 

the Māori people. 

  (Growing Up Maori,170).  

 

 

 

University Life  

          When Sturm entered Otago University in 1946, the bursary she had been awarded was 

for medical studies. It has been well documented that although she achieved high marks she 

missed out on a place in the medical school as preference was given to men who had returned 

from the battlefields of World War II. Sturm decided she would become a nurse instead but 
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her stepfather dissuaded her from this course. His reasoning was that the current practice was 

to place Tuberculosis patients in the care of Māori nurses, with the result that the nurses 

caught the disease and died within a few years. In her second year, although she gained entry 

to study medicine, with at least 96% to 97%, Sturm had decided to pursue anthropology and 

transferred to Canterbury University in late 1947. She studied under the direction of Ivan 

Sutherland who was a strong advocate of Māori health and welfare. James K Baxter followed 

her, as Canterbury was the place to be for emerging literary stars. Baxter had started his 

academic life at Otago in the same year as Sturm and had just had his first book of poetry, 

Beyond the Palisade, published at the age of 18. Looking back, Sturm insisted Baxter was a 

talented poet, while she was not. In a letter to Bill Pearson on 17 December 1999, Sturm 

wrote: 

 

Almost as soon as I met Jim Baxter, I realised he was different if not special and that 

his enormous talent made mine look like self-indulgence / hobby. Maybe Anne 

McCahon felt the same about Colin. It wasn’t hard to defer.   

 

(MS Papers 7268 01, Correspondence. December 1972-1999-2000. William Harrison 

Pearson Papers, Katherine Mansfield Room, Te Puna Matauranga, National Library, 

Wellington) 

 

 

 

Fig. 88: Jacqueline Baxter in the early years at Otago University. Still frame from the documentary 

film Broken Journey: The life and Art of J. C. Sturm, 2007. 
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          Baxter influenced Sturm’s life direction and her writing direction. He asked her if she 

was going to be a “Holy Cow” all her life, following the path her foster parents, members of 

the Salvation Army, had mapped out for her. Baxter advised her to become what she wanted 

to be and to follow her own path. He influenced her future writing path by not commenting 

on her writing. Whenever Sturm asked for his opinion, Baxter gave no response, either 

favourable or non-favourable. Sturm always insisted this allowed her to follow her own 

instincts, free from influence or trying to please anyone else. Baxter and Sturm became 

engaged in 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 89: Jacqueline Sturm and James K Baxter in Hagley Park after becoming engaged in 1948. Still 

frame from the documentary film Broken Journey: The Life and Art of J C Sturm.    

 

 

          Sturm continued to write poetry while studying towards her undergraduate degree. Bill 

Pearson had established a literary magazine, Canta, at the university and appointed Baxter as 

the literary editor. Although Sturm submitted poems they were never published by Baxter. 

Bill Pearson published three of her poems when Baxter was away at Otago for a few weeks. 

This was the second and last time Sturm and Baxter had poems published in the same 
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periodical and the only time they were published on the same page. Millar included examples 

of Baxter’s and Sturm’s poetry from the Canta edition, 29 September 1948: 4.  In his article 

“Jacquie Baxter / J.C.Sturm,” in Ka mate, Ka ora (2010) Millar described Baxter’s “City of 

God” poem as “a Miltonic oration that hasn’t endured well.” 

 

He wrought the crags whose ice-bound awe oppresses  

His eons woke the fountains of the deep  

And in the vast and star-crowned wildernesses 

His fingers made our spirits out of sleep. 

 (Millar, 96-97) 

 

Millar refers to Sturm’s poem as delicate and lyrical. He concluded that while Baxter “may 

have influenced J.C. Sturm’s work habits, her style was always her own.” 

 

Excerpt from Spring Song 

          Passing by a gay tree-judge I was tried, 

          condemned and hung full of care from a careless 

          twig with a blossom round my neck; quartered 

          by a sunbeam and hymned by a thrush 

          With a flooding throat, no tick-tock.  

 

                              (Millar, 96-97) 

 

The contrast in the poems is that Baxter’s voice is formal, distant, eloquent, without any 

apparent emotional investment. On the other hand Sturm’s language is more personal, 

humorous and informal, and perhaps more likely to engage the reader.  

 

            As the only (apparent) Māori on campus at the University of Otago, Sturm was 

isolated from Māori contact or inspiration. As a descendant of Parihaka she was also aware of 

the sad history of the Pakakohe and Parihaka prisoners who were forced to build the 
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causeway around the Dunedin harbour while being incarcerated in the most abominable of 

circumstances. However, on the first day of anthropology classes at the University of 

Canterbury she found she was sitting at a desk at the back of the lecture theatre which had Te 

Rangihiroa’s (Sir Peter Buck’s) name carved into it. Sitting at the desk of a fellow Māori 

from Taranaki who had achieved so much was inspiration to the young student and gave her 

motivation to succeed. Sturm commented:  

 

 

Whose initials should I see carved into the desk, whose name, Te Rangi Hiroa, Sir 

Peter Buck! So that spurred me on a bit. To think someone Māori had been there before 

me and how well he had done! ... it turned out to be my best subject! (thespinoff.co.nz), 

Baxter Week: My Nana Jacquie Sturm. McDonald, J. 2019).  

 

 

 

 

The 1950s: Early Years of Marriage, a Master’s Degree and Publications of Prose and 

Non Fiction 

          Sturm and Baxter married at the Napier Cathedral in December 1948, although her 

parents had some misgivings. The young couple moved to a small cottage in Wellington 

where Sturm completed her Bachelor of Arts degree at Victoria University of Wellington and 

started a post graduate degree, which she completed in 1951. The topic of Sturm’s thesis was 

“New Zealand National Character as Exemplified in Three New Zealand Novelists.” The 

novelists chosen were Frank Sargeson, John Mulgan and Dan Davin. Sturm was awarded a 

master’s degree and was the first Māori woman to be awarded First Class Honours at that 

level.  

          Hilary, Baxter’s and Sturm’s daughter, was born in 1949. Sadly, they lost a child in 

1950, through a late-term miscarriage but their son John was born in 1952. Sturm commented 

that after marriage she found out what it was like to live with an artist. Baxter was very 
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disciplined as a writer while Sturm had to fit her writing around domestic duties and caring 

for children. She turned her attention to writing short stories at this time as editors were 

inclined to believe that Baxter must have assisted her with poetry. Eric Schwimmer, the 

editor of Te Ao Hou asked Sturm if he could publish one of her short stories. The publication 

of Sturm’s story was a turning point in New Zealand Literature from the point of view of 

both Māori and Pakeha. Schwimmer’s statement in the film documentary, Broken Journey, 

explains why: 

 

 

Jacqui’s short story “For All the Saints” was a godsend to me because it really 

presented life very much for Maori – the way life could be. The story makes an 

important point about the general differences between a world with a Pakeha Centre 

and a world with a Maori centre. 

 

Witi Ihimaera discovered Sturm as a writer at this time: Her achievement marked a coming of 

age for Māori writers: 

 

I just came across Jacqui Baxter’s work in the Te Ao Hou the Maori Magazine. It must 

have been around 1954 and at the time I was ten or twelve years of age, reading these 

wonderful stories by herself, by Roma Potiki, Patricia Grace who was writing in Te Ao 

Hou, Hone Tuwhare was writing in Te Ao Hou; Rowley Habib, one of the very first 

writers of that time, Arapera Blank was writing. These were kind of like the first 

generation of Māori writers, so they were extremely inspirational. (Broken Journey). 

 

 

           Although Sturm did not achieve a solo publication in this decade, she kept writing. 

Both Sturm and Baxter wrote at night and each had their own typewriter. Reflecting on his 

childhood, John Baxter commented:  

The main thing I remember was going off to sleep at night with the typewriter bashing 

away and that was like every night and that was both of them used to use the 

typewriter. (Broken Journey). 
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          Numbers and Te Ao Hou continued to include Sturm’s short stories in the 1950s and 

invited her to write informative articles and book reviews for adults and children. Sturm 

wrote an article for Te Ao Hou with the title of “Women’s World” which featured an 

explanation of the organisational details of the Maori Women’s Welfare League including 

their work with education and welfare and their affiliation with other women’s organisations 

throughout New Zealand. Sturm concluded that Māori were in a different position from 

Pakeha “socially, economically, or educationally.” She also suggested that it was in the home 

that nearly all of the disadvantages for Māori were felt, therefore Māori women were the ones 

who had to deal with them daily and were most strongly moved to do something about them. 

(Te Ao Hou 9: 1954). Sturm was the secretary / treasurer of the Wellington branch of the 

Maori Women’s Welfare league. She also followed Mira Szassy as national Women’s 

secretary. 

     Te Ao Hou No.12 (September 1955) featured Sturm ’s article, the “Ngatiponeke Young 

Maori Club.” The article outlined the origins of the club which was started in 1936 when a 

meeting house was being constructed in memory of Sir Maui Pomare. Sir Apirana Ngata 

helped train a concert party of young people who had come from rural areas to help with the 

construction of the meeting house. The performance contributed to the fund raising and the 

concert party then took part in future competitions. Sturm described the weekly practices in 

the article. At least six hours per week were spent on polishing skills in action songs, haka 

and poi. A member for many years, Sturm became proficient in action songs and poi and took 

her children to the practice sessions. In the 1970s and 1980s she returned with her 

granddaughter Stephanie.  

          Sturm’s knowledge of children’s reading levels and interests reflected her own interests 

and her future profession as a librarian. “Books for Children” was featured in Te Ao Hou 

Number 13 December 1955. The classics of children’s literature were mentioned, from 
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Barbar to Orlando, while authors Beatrix Potter, A. A. Milne, Kenneth Grahame and 

Rudyard Kipling were recommended. The article concluded with The Boy Who Was Afraid, 

by Armstrong Sperry, set in a “South Seas island in pre-European days.” (52-54). In the same 

article, Sturm supported books on Māori history. She maintained that she would hate to think 

that there were any Māori children, no matter how much they may have benefitted from a 

European way of life, who were not aware that New Zealand history contained a pre-

European era where history was passed on orally.  Sturm insisted that children’s books about 

Māori must be good and that only the best would do.  The entries in Te Ao Hou give 

important insights into Sturm’s life. As a member of the  Ngatiponeke Māori club she was 

able to reclaim her status as a native plant and this unfurling included nurturing her children 

in the arts and practices of their Māori heritage. Sturm was aware of the essential role 

Ngatiponeke played in the lives of Māori who were making the transition from rural to urban 

life. She observed: 

 

Only one or two really belong to Wellington in the Maori sense of the word. The rest 

are strangers to the city – and are drawn to Ngatiponeke for a variety of reasons. Many 

of them live in flats or boarding houses or hostels, and perhaps they come to the club to 

escape the boredom of their digs, or to fill in their spare time. Some are drawn mainly 

by the music and the singing, others come because they have met club members at the 

dances which the association holds in the hall every Friday and Saturday night. (Te Ao 

Hou 12, 1955, 52-54) 

 

 

     Māori were leaving rural areas for the cities and their resettling in urban areas was 

highlighting the differences between the two races. Sturm concluded with the important role 

Ngatiponeke played in the helping young Māori survive in the city:  

 

To my way of thinking this social side of the club’s work is just as important as 

putting on a good concert or winning a trophy, shield, or even learning a traditional 

poi. For the sudden cessation of these three activities would not really affect the 

everyday living of young Maori people who come to the hall Monday night, but if 
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Ngatiponeke itself disappeared overnight the gap in their lives would be hard to fill. 

And what could the city offer them to take its place? (Te Ao Hou 12: 1955, 29-31) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marginalisation and becoming a “Māori” Writer 

Although the Baxters were part of a group of young married couples who were 

attempting to juggle married life, caring for young children, working and trying to find time 

to write, Sturm was to some extent still an outsider as she was the only Māori in the group. 

Throughout her life Sturm commented that she was a minority of one; the only brown face at 

the schools she attended and at both Otago and Canterbury Universities.  

     An aerogramme written by one of the Baxters’ friends in 1958 suggests Sturm was still a 

minority of one among their middle-class friends and neighbours in suburban Wellington. 

Baxter had been appointed to UNESCO and his duties took him to India.27The Baxters had 

separated but reunited when Baxter asked Sturm and the children to join him in India for the 

six months term of his appointment.  

     The aerogramme is written by E. R. Miller, from Karori, Wellington, on October 10th      

1958, to Mrs W. Brown, in Adelaide. The correspondence is a request that the Browns assist 

Sturm and the children en- route to India. While the tone may be patronising the sentiments 

are kindly meant.  

 

 

            Dear Dorothy and Laurie 

 

                        This letter will be not only an S. O. S. but a surprise! 

James K Baxter flew off on a Unesco mission a few weeks ago to chair a session in 

Tokio 1st & to gather & disseminate information about rural India for school 

publications & to disburse N.Z. matter where required. His wife Jacqui and the two 

 
27 UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation. 



371 
 

children fly to Sydney on Thurs. – join the Strathmore which leaves Sydney on Oct 

17th Melbourne Oct 20 Adelaide Oct 22 – Bombay Nov 26 hence to Delhi where 

James will meet them. They stay there – & return to N.Z. in about 6 months’ time. 

Our John thinks that Jacqui being a half-caste is No.1 exhibit. I expect you know how 

attractive & cultured she is. Rachel is John Macoll’s Godmother & Prof. Hughes is 

the Godfather. It is an ordeal for Jacqui to face this journey without Jim & we wonder 

if you would be so very kind as to look after her at the Adelaide end. It would be 

lovely for them to be met by such a friendly lot of New Zealanders as you are. Would 

you write to her at one of the ports? Too late to reach her here I fear. 

 

   (MS Papers 7268 01 Correspondence December 1972-1999-2000. William Harrison   

    Pearson Papers. Katherine Mansfield Room, Te Puna Matauranga, National Library,  

    Wellington).  

 

 

 

 

          Miller makes it known that Sturm is “half-caste” but then counters possible 

misapprehensions in a way that reveals racist expectations. Even so there is an assumption 

that Sturm and her children should be invited into the house of people who do not know her. 

The reference to John’s Godfather, a university professor, intentionally or unintentionally, 

positions the family in a favourable light.  
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Fig 90: Cover and back page of Miller aerogramme, Katherine Mansfield Room, Te Puna 

Matauranga, National Library.  R Peters: photographed with permission, 2016. (Ibid) 

      

        India marked a turning point in Sturm’s personal life which was reflected in her creative 

life. Sturm felt part of the mainstream for the first time in her life as she was now part of a 

brown community, while Baxter became the white face in the crowd. Sturm commented:  

 

India was a short time really, five months was it? But it took up a huge space in our 

lives. She added: We came back realising that a geographical shift doesn’t work 

because wherever you go you take your baggage with you …The road from India was 

the road to Jerusalem because it was a wonderful time but a terrible time. So I’m not 

quite sure what went wrong. (Documentary film, Broken Journey). 

 

 

     Sturm reflected on the lessons she learned about the writing process in India. She found 

that the way she felt about things that were happening was more important than the facts 

involved in what was happening. She called this emotional memory and elaborated on this in 

an interview with Briar Wood where she described herself as a Māori writer. Sturm 



373 
 

maintained that: “I consider myself a Māori writer whether my work has any Māori content 

or not: we’re talking about a way of looking, a way of feeling and a way of being.” She was 

aware that some critics did not consider her a Māori writer but in the same interview she 

emphasised that: 

 

Māori is a metaphorical language and a way of thinking and coping with the 

environment. People will not concede I’m a Māori writer because I haven’t written 

about the pa, I haven’t written about my grandmother. I haven’t written about a koro. I 

haven’t written about my mokopuna – though I’m looking after one of them this 

afternoon in true kuia fashion. (Briar Wood, Hecate, 180-181) 

 

 

 

 

           Looking back on her writing career in 2006, Sturm expanded on this definition in an 

interview with Roma Potiki by explaining: “… being Māori it’s more a way of feeling, it’s a 

way of attitude rather than of content.   you have to find your own stance … you’ve got to 

find your own voice.” (Interview with Sturm at her home in Paekakariki, 

(www.trout.auckland.ac.nz 2006). 

           On the return to Wellington Sturm continued writing short stories although they were 

not accepted for publication at the time. By 1966 she had a collection of stories which was to 

be published later as The House of the Talking Cat. Sturm’s stories gave an illusion of a 

simple, everyday family life but under the surface was a simmering undercurrent of tension, 

an indication of her own domestic situation and the wider social situation in Aotearoa. 

The title story, “The House of the Talking Cat,” portrays an average family with a mother 

and father and two children in a suburban environment, who are relatively comfortable 

financially and aspirational; the daughter has ballet lessons, for example. However, there is 

an undercurrent of tension in the household as the members of the family appear unable to 

express affection for one another. Thomas, the cat, becomes the central figure in the story, the 
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one being that each member of the family openly displays affection for and expresses their 

innermost feelings to.  

           The family members are the ones that do the talking and Thomas responds with 

positive or negative reactions. After a long day of increasing tensions within the family – 

from the morning drama of getting the husband off to work and children to school, the 

domestic chores completed, the stay-at-home mother enjoys a small island of calm with a cup 

of tea and a shortbread biscuit while the cat keeps her company. Later, after collecting the 

children from school the busy rituals of dinner and bedtime are observed. Finally, the 

children are asleep, and the focus is on the parents who have spent the evening at cross 

purposes, with the wife rejecting the husband’s suggestion of an early night. The following 

excerpt suggests she was fearful of her husband: 

 

The woman in the double bed clung desperately to her hot water bottle and waited, 

caught and helpless, in the web of her spinning dream. Someone was coming –  

someone who knew about the shortbread [she had treated Thomas to some of her 

biscuit that morning] and nothing less would satisfy them. The House of the Talking 

Cat, 1983,  

47). 

 

 

Meanwhile, the husband, putting out the milk bottles, turns to Thomas for affirmation and 

affection: 

Thomas pusscat,” he called softly, “it’s me, come and see your father. Thomas – 

Thomas pusscat.” There was the faintest rustle in the undergrowth beside him, and 

something soft brushed against his leg. “Thomas,” he whispered groping blindly in the 

pool of shadows about his feet, “Thomas?” A paw patted his hand once lightly and was 

gone. (Sturm, The House of the Talking Cat, 1983, 47) 
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Fig. 91: Book Cover of House of the Talking Cat, 2003, the later edition of The House of the Talking 

Cat first published in 1983 and again in 1986. Cover illustration by John Baxter. 

  

 

 

 

      Ihimaera maintains that if Sturm’s book had been published in the 1960s Māori literature 

written in English would have taken a different and earlier path. In his opinion “If she’d had 

the opportunity earlier, she would have been heralded and acclaimed, … “like I was when I 

came along. I was heralded and acclaimed.” (Broken Journey). Sturm had told Ihimaera there 

had been possibilities of publication in India, but these had not come to fruition. Ihimaera’s 

following statement, in the documentary Broken Journey, sums up the important part he 

believed Sturm played, despite her invisibility, in the development of Māori literature written 

in English: 

 

When you read Jacqui’s work you discover it’s kind of like the missing link between 

the New Zealand tradition and the beginning of the Māori tradition in which Māori 

writers were trying to de-colonize themselves from the overall imperative of writing in 

the same way and with the same values and same techniques and the same kinds of 

sources as Pakeha writers.  
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           In the same documentary, Jennifer Sturm, agreed: “But certainly Jacqui’s writing, 

which should have been published in the 1950s when it was written, would’ve filled the gap 

between the two bodies of work.”  

 

Whakapapa and Whangai: Writing versus Survival 

          By late 1968 Sturm’s life was changed dramatically. Her husband had been taking 

Catholic instruction without telling her about it. As the period of instruction had taken two 

years the revelation came as a shock, as did Baxter’s suggestion that he was not sure of the 

verification of the marriage as they had not been married within the Catholic faith. Her 

husband announced he was going to leave her and the children and move to the Whanganui 

river to found a commune based on Māori values. Sturm had just become caregiver for her 

daughter Hilary’s newborn daughter, Stephanie, and was in effect a solo mother who now 

needed to find employment to survive. Sturm recounts this in the interview with Roma Potiki 

in Trout: 

 

So I pulled out of all activities that I was involved in – which included Ngāti Poneke 

and The Māori Education Foundation and the Māori Women’s Welfare League. And 

the other thing I had to do was drop any writing, because survival was the name of the 

game and I had to get out and get a job.  

 

… they just stayed in the bottom drawer, the whole manuscript for The House of the 

Talking Cat, plus one long story which I was going to include in The House of the 

Talking Cat. … So from 1968 until 1989 I didn’t write a thing. Nothing. And I didn’t 

think I’d ever write again because in a way not only was it a frilly bit of my life, or so I 

thought then, but it belonged to another era, a different part of my life which had gone. 

(www.trout.auckland.ac.nz, 2006). 

 

 

          The first job she found was at McKenzie’s Department Store where the Deputy 

Wellington City Librarian, Don Silver, recognised her and encouraged her to apply as an 

assistant librarian. Sturm did so and was in charge of the New Zealand Literature section; a 

http://www.trout.auckland.ac.nz/
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position which she held for 23 years. It was here that Ihimaera and other literary figures and 

critics came to know her.   

         In 1972 Baxter died suddenly, on October 25th. He was only 46 years old. Sturm took 

her children and her grandchild to the tangi at Jerusalem and this was the first time they had 

visited. She had felt uncomfortable about making the journey in the past as she felt Ngāti Hou 

were not her iwi. Baxter’s tangi captured the attention of the media and the public and gave 

evidence that Māori culture and tikanga were becoming more acceptable in mainstream New 

Zealand.  

          Sturm became literary executor of Baxter’s work, selflessly doing what was right, 

taking legal action against any unauthorised publication of her husband’s work and ignoring 

any suggestion she was profiting personally, while making sure all monies went to the James 

K. Baxter Charitable Trust, which she set up to support his causes of rehabilitation 

programmes and prison reforms. She carried out this work faithfully throughout the rest of 

her life.  

          In the early 1980s two events brought Sturm’s writing into the light. First, Ihimaera 

recounted how he asked his editor in 1982 if he could edit a book of short stories. He went to 

the Wellington Library to ask Sturm if she had any unpublished stories. To his amazement he 

found she had a whole manuscript which had been sitting in a bottom drawer. Two of these 

stories, “First Native and Pink Pig,” and “Jerusalem, Jerusalem” were published in Ihimaera’s 

anthology Into the World of Light, in 1982.  Secondly, in 1980, Spiral, a women’s publishing 

group, asked Sturm if she would take part in a public reading for the opening of the Women’s 

Art Gallery, Wellington, in 1980 (as outlined in Miriama Evans’s interview). Sturm 

explained how this occurred in the documentary, Broken Journey: 
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In 1983 there was a part-time publishing firm I suppose you would have to call it and / 

or collective and they decided that they would have a reading of some of the women 

writers because they were a woman-oriented group. 

 

 

 Sturm added:  

 

I was terribly nervous and at first I said no and then I thought “Why not?” And at that 

reading when I think of it now, how privileged I was. Keri Hulme read, Patricia Grace 

read and Jean Watson read and those authors I hold in very high esteem. 

 

 

         Miriama Evans asked Sturm if she had any more stories and was delighted when she 

found there was a manuscript. 28The result was the publication of Sturm’s collection of 

stories under the title of The House of the Talking Cat, in 1983, as referenced earlier in this 

chapter. Miriama Evans and Marion Evans, with Irihapeti Ramsden, also published Keri 

Hulme’s award-winning novel the bone people after it had been turned down by mainstream 

publishing houses. Sturm was amused to think that Hulme’s book had been used as a 

doorstop and her own manuscript had sat in a bottom drawer. 

          Miriama Evans commented on Sturm’s writing and that of other Māori women writers 

in Landfall in an article entitled “Unuhia ki te Ao Marama: Draw forward into the World of 

Light, The Politics of Maori Literature.” She commented that when Patricia Grace, Witi 

Ihimaera and Pat Heretaunga Baker were published in the 1970s, it “suggested the emergence 

of Maori literature in English,” but she observed, “there has been little apparent consolidation 

through the publishing of prose fiction by other Maori writers.” Evans also commented that 

although Ihimaera’s and D. S. Long’s anthology, Into the World of Light, displayed a range 

of literary examples: 

 
28 Miriama Evans first name is used, as indicated in other chapters, to avoid confusion with Patrick Evans, and 

in this chapter with Marion Evans.  
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Maori literature in English remains largely invisible. More recently J. C. Sturm’s 

collection of short stories, The House of the Talking Cat, and Keri Hulme’s the bone 

people, have been published by Spiral, a feminist imprint established in the 70s. Spiral 

comprises a series of women’s collectives throughout New Zealand which focuses on 

women’s literary and art productions. A group of two Maori and one Pakeha formed to 

produce these two works by women writers. (Landfall, 39:1, 40-44). 

 

 

           However, Evans was modest in her description of the Spiral collective as she was one 

of the founding members. The Pakeha member was Marian Evans, who travelled  to Europe 

with Arapera Hineira Kaa Blank and other Māori women writers and foremothers of poetry 

as  referenced in Chapter 4. Sturm, in the interim between withdrawing from community 

involvement and her positions on several of the Māori institutions and the publication of her 

two volumes of poetry, made contact again with Ngātiponeke Māori Club and became 

involved again in the 1970s and 1980s for the sake of her moko Stephanie. Her Librarian’s 

position at Wellington Central Library meant she was able to indulge in one of her favourite 

past times, that of overseas travel. Sturm was also on the trip in 1986 to the second Feminist 

Book Fair in Oslo and to the Commonwealth Writer’s Conference in Stockholm with Miriam 

Evans and Kaa Blank, as were Patricia Grace and Irihapeti Ramsden and Sturm’s 

granddaughter Stephanie. The nuclear disaster at Chernobyl had just occurred so they were 

careful not to eat locally grown vegetables and were worried for Stephanie as she was 

pregnant with her first child, a detail referenced in Kaa Blank’s chapter. Sturm gave her 

family opportunities to travel with her or on their own. John accompanied her on a trip to 

Morocco to see her sister Molly in Tangiers and she and John also travelled to Japan where 

she met some readers and admirers of her work. Hilary was able to move to Australia to live 

for some time through her mother’s generosity. Perhaps as the result of becoming more 

widely known internationally, Sturm was offered a position as librarian in Rarotonga but 
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stepped aside to allow a local person the opportunity.  She retired from the Wellington 

Central Library in 1992. 

  

Into the Light 

Sturm’s poetry finally saw the light of the publishing world as a solo edition in 1996. 

She informed poet Roma Potiki, in an interview, that she had come back to writing poetry by 

accident. Her granddaughter was turning twenty one and Sturm could not find a suitable card 

so she wrote Stephanie a poem. The poem became the first entry for Sturm’s volume 

Dedications. Sturm explained:  

 

After that I thought, I like doing this, this is fun. So I went on and of course the family 

caught on and they said, “Well if you can write her a poem what about us? Are you 

going to write me one?” And before I knew where I was, I was writing poems for all 

the family.” (www.trout.auckland.ac.nz Potiki, interview, 2006)  

 

 

 Dedications found success immediately. Robert Sullivan said it was “… a defining moment 

in New Zealand poetry.” (New Zealand Listener, March 1997, 49). Postscripts followed in 

2000. Sturm maintained:  

 

When I finished Dedications I still hadn’t finished what I wanted to say. That’s why 

I’ve  called the second book Postscripts…sometimes when you write a letter the thing 

you really want to say you add as a postscript. (Listener,13 June 2000)      

 

 

Sturm had met and married Peter Alcock in 1998, between the publication of her two 

volumes of poetry. She continued living in Paekakariki and was actively involved in the 

community. Her second husband was an academic, a literary critic and an acquaintance of her 

friend Bill Pearson.     

http://www.trout.auckland.ac.nz/
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           Friendship is one of the themes in her letters to Pearson. On December 17th 1999    

Sturm replied to a Christmas card with a note enclosed from Pearson. Sturm’s letter was  

written from her home at 77 The Parade, Paekakariki.  

 

 

           Thank you for your card and note enclosed. I hope we are able to exchange 

Xmas greetings for a few more years. I am 72 ½ and Peter is 77. I can’t believe it but 

every now and again an unexpected incapacity reminds me it is so.  

What we all did when we were young somehow looks to be sacrificial & noble in 

retrospect. But then I remember what it was really like & that none of us had that 

many options: war for so many young men and marriage and babies for most young 

women. And we were all expected to be whole-hearted & committed. And somehow 

– grateful.  

Almost as soon as I met Jim Baxter I realised he was different, if not special, & that 

his enormous talent and dedication made mine look like a self-indulgence & / or 

hobby. Maybe Anne Mc Cahon felt the same about Colin. It wasn’t hard to defer.  

As for my contribution in Growing Up Maori: we are all more products of our times 

than we realise when it’s all happening. In any case, patronage is infinitely better than 

persecution & tokenism better than suppression. Or so I think. Without friends like 

you, I would have found life pretty difficult.  

As for my sporadic writing it happens or it doesn’t. I am not    dedicated / ruthless 

enough to be better than I am. I never have been and I know now I never will be. It’s 

time to stop making excuses.  

            This reads like a pompous & opinionated carry-on. I’d better stop. 

                                        Jacqui Baxter 

P.S. Roger Steele has accepted another collection of my poems to be published next 

March. And now I’m having a break.  

 

(MS Papers   7268   01  December 1972-1999-2000 William Harrison Pearson Papers, 

Katherine Mansfield Room, Te Puna Matauranga, National Library, Wellington).   
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Fig. 92: Book Cover of Dedications, 1996. Cover illustration by John Baxter. 

 

 

 

Fig 93: Book Cover of Postscripts, 2000. Cover Illustration by John Baxter. 
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Fig. 94: Page one of handwritten letter from Sturm to Pearson, 17 December, 1999.  MS Papers 7268  

01, Te Puna Matauranga, National Library, Wellington.  
 

 

           The tone of the letter makes light of the struggles Sturm had faced in her early 

marriage. To deflect any praise away from herself she generalises about the hardships of the 

war years. Any hints from Pearson or others that she was noble to put aside her writing or to 

make writing a secondary consideration because she was busy with children and domestic 

duties and putting her husband’s need to write first, are gently pushed aside by Sturm.   
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           Her reference to her essay in Growing Up Maori reveals an acceptance of the social 

mores of the time: being subjected to racism as a child, followed by patronising behaviour in 

adulthood. The confession that Sturm made to Pearson that without friends like him she 

would not have survived is indicative of the way his support helped her endure such 

emotional and personal trauma. 

           Sturm wrote a second letter to Pearson on the 20th of August 2000. It includes 

references to the forthcoming memorial commemorations for Parihaka. The letter reads: 

 

 

          Dear Bill 

 

I was delighted to receive your letter and have just re-read it carefully. Thank 

you        for your remarks re Postscripts. Friends and relatives have been very 

supportive with compliments etc, but then they aren’t likely to be otherwise are they? 

Although I must say the family can be pretty outspoken & critical at times. That’s our 

way. Meantime no ‘outside’ reviews or criticisms which makes me a bit nervous. 

Especially as it was so different with Dedications. I think it is harder with a second 

book.  

I didn’t know you are lending a painting for the Parihaka exhibition but then I don’t 

have to know (thank goodness) much about that part of the project. I’m sorry you 

won’t be coming down for the opening. I’m not sure that it will be that ‘emotional’. 

All the participants are well-seasoned exhibitors & writers & the people of Parihaka 

will behave according to their tikanga & kawa & that is pretty strict. John has one 

commissioned work plus three non-commissioned in the exhibition and feels proud 

and humble to be exhibiting with all the big names like Colin etc. I have the 

commissioned trilogy in the illustrated catalogue & they might be using quotes as 

captions as well. I’m not sure. I suppose you have the programme for Sat: powhiri @ 

10 a.m. talks / lectures by Mahara Okeroa, Milton Hohaia, Mereana Hond   @ 2 p.m. 

And then yours truly will probably rush home and watch something inane on T V as 

an antidote! 

Sun. 1-3 p.m. 10 poets read for 10 mins each and I’m first which will be a welcome 

change. I’m usually last. To say I’m nervous is an understatement. But it should be a 

really good reading. Anyway, if you don’t come next weekend I’ll look forward to 

seeing you in mid-October after your Aussie holiday. Oh to be somewhere else now 

that winter’s here, even though it has been our calmest, driest and sunniest ever. Yes, 

I remember meeting you in London, 1974 I think, and you took me to dinner at a 

Turkish restaurant and we finished the meal with real Turkish coffee and Turkish 

delight. I didn’t know you met Peter in Sydney the same year. We both lived very 

different lives then.  

My bones are in Taranaki and if my family have their way, that’s where they’ll take 

me to be with my mother at Opunake. My [word crossed out here] relations / 
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connections are as you say close & complex: affiliated to Te Atiawa on my mother’s 

side and to Taranaki Iwi and Pakakohe on my mother’s mother’s side. My main 

affiliation is to Taranaki Iwi which gives me the right to wear the Raukura. But 

factors beyond my control, ‘the accidental & ‘unforeseen’ as the historians say, 

removed me from Taranaki when I was a young child & I’ve never really gone back. 

Between you and me I feel more at home on the Kapiti coast and want to be buried at 

Pukerua Bay where my mokopuna lies. But enough of that. I still have things to do & 

God willing, I will.  

          Best Wishes, 

          Jacqui 

           P. S.  – I am reading at the Titirangi festival on Sun. 17 Sep @ 12.15 p.m. and 

will be in    Auck. Fri 15 – Tues 19 probably staying with my sister. 

 

          (MS 7268  21 William Harrison Pearson Papers).  

 

 

 

Fig. 94: Book Cover of The Glass House: Stories and Poems, 2006. Cover Illustration by John 

Baxter. 

 

 

 

 

       Six years later The Glass House was published, with help from Sturm’s moko Stephanie, 

who encouraged her grandmother to keep going whenever Sturm had doubts she would 

complete the book. Stephanie typed the manuscript for her grandmother. Sturm epitomises 
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the earth mother Papatūānuku because she sacrificed her own wishes and desires to those of 

her whanau, so that her children and grandchildren could survive and flourish. While her 

children Hilary and John were the recipients of creativity from both parents, it was Sturm 

who raised them and supported them. 

            Examples of John’s artistic work are evidenced on each of Sturm’s publications and 

Hilary had one solo volume and inclusions in other publications. Hilary began writing poetry 

at the age of 14. Like her parents, her poems were published in the Otago University 

magazines, in this instance by Otago Review and Earwig. For some years Hilary belonged to 

a motorcycle gang, a topic that both she and her mother included in their poetry. Her solo 

book of poetry, The Other Side of Dawn, was published by Spiral in 1987.  Her poems were 

published in anthologies such as the Te Ao Marama Series. 

Fig. 96: A special time shared: Sturm received her Honorary Doctorate in Literature from Victoria 

University in May 2003, on the day her moko, Stephanie was capped with her Bachelor’s degree. 
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A whakapapa of poetry from both her mother and father is revealed in Hilary’s waiata 

tangi for her father.   

 

October 1972 

 

          My joy is a tribal joy 

          My loneliness is strong loneliness 

          And my sorrow 

          Is a pathway  

          of flowers 

          Leading to the river 

          Where the taniwha moves 

 

           And the moreporks call 

           For a barefoot father 

           My father 

           Disciple of the Maori Christ 

 

I hear an old man singing 

And there is sunlight in his hair. 

 

                         (Te Ao Marama 3, 69) 

 

 

        Sadly, Peter Alcock, Sturm’s second husband, died in 2007. Stephanie moved into her 

grandmother’s home to help care for her, but tragedy struck. Stephanie died from septicaemia 

on 30 October 2009, as her great grandmother Mary had done in 1927. Stephanie was only 

forty-one years old and her death was a terrible blow to Sturm, the more so because she had 

raised Stephanie as her own daughter. Later Hilary also died of septicaemia at the age of 65. 

Sturm had expressed the desire to be interred next to her mokopuna on the Kapiti coast. In 

the poem, “What I’d Like,” she outlined her wishes: 

  

          What I’d Like 

          As for the spot: definitely 

          Not that place up the river –    
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          I’d hate that – or in a lonely 

          Valley or up a hill too steep  

          To climb easily. You might  

          Like to visit on my Anniversary Day. 

          And not in the suburbs, 

          I lived there far too long. 

          I want to be near the sea 

          Dig the hole good and deep 

          And pack me down firmly. 

 

          There might be a special 

          Dispensation that lets 

          Old bones buried well feel 

          Papatuanuku tremble 

          When Tangaroa comes  

          Pounding on her door 

          That’s what I’d like.  

   

(Dedications 48-49) 

 

Sturm stated that she did not want to go to Jerusalem where her first husband Baxter 

lies. (“Not that place up the river.”) Nor did she want to go to a lonely valley or hill as it 

would be too hard for the whanau to visit. Her preference was to be buried by the sea so her 

“old bones” could feel Papatūānuku tremble when Tangaroa the sea came pounding in at high 

tide. The inference is that Sturm would also feel the pounding of her beloved sea in the 

afterlife. Sturm received part of her wish. However, she was not placed beside her moko, but 

back in her turangawaewae of Taranaki. Sturm’s tangi was held at Orimupiko marae. She is 

buried beside her mother Mary and her grandmother Moewaka. Her maunga Taranaki lies to 

the East and the crashing waves of Tangaroa break endlessly on the beach beside Sturm, 

causing Papatūānuku to tremble when he comes “Pounding on her door.” 
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Analysis of Poetry 

          The poems chosen, dedicated to specific people or events, give clear indications of the 

regeneration and unfurling of Sturm’s poetic talent, the flourishing of her joy in writing and 

her self-discovery of what it meant to be Māori, to feel “browner and stronger.” Themes in 

Sturm’s poetry include love, loss, heartache, domesticity, friendship, loneliness, acceptance of 

self and others, human rights, creativity, and pride in being Māori.  

     The poem for Sturm’s moko Stephanie’s 21st birthday is included here as an introduction 

because it was te puna, or the well-spring, from which Sturm’s poetry finally came into the 

world. Deceptively simple, it speaks directly to Stephanie, and lays bare the delicate and 

precious tie between them. No black box, whether a camera or a video or compact disk player 

can ever capture the sacredness of their relationship. The bond formed between Sturm and 

her firstborn moko is recorded on their hearts – nothing will ever replicate that. 

      In anticipation that photographs and home-made videos of milestones in Stephanie’s life 

would be shown at the 21st birthday celebrations, Sturm dedicates her poem to her 

granddaughter by describing the emotional recordings of the heart, when she and her moko 

looked at each other for the first time and Sturm’s life changed forever through the bond of 

love, the spiritual thread which can never be broken.  

 

For Steph on her 21st birthday 

 

Never imagine 

Steph 

That this or any other 

Black-box machine 

Will ever tell you 

Anything 

About me and you 

Us and them 

You don’t already know 
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Or that the right button 

Selected, pressed 

Will show you clearly 

Simply on a screen 

What happened 

To my life-time tape 

That moment when you turned 

(Twenty-one years ago 

Less twenty days, I think) 

 

                                         A small dark head 

                                                     And looked at me. 

 

                                                      (Dedications, 44) 

  

The three poems chosen define the importance of being a “native plant,” through 

whakapapa connections and through history. In “E Waka” there is an awakening pride in being 

Māori, an affirmation of whakapapa through being connected to the iwi of at least one of the 

waka. “Splitting the Stone” acknowledges the poet’s and her son’s whakapapa to Taranaki and 

the inheritance of creative spirit and ability, while “Waiata tenei mo Parihaka” is a song of 

lament for the mamae or deep sadness and grievance caused by the atrocities committed against 

Sturm’s iwi. The poem challenges the recording of oppressive colonial history with a with a 

re-telling from the point of view of the oppressed. These poems lean towards the 

autobiographical, for as expressed in the excerpts from interviews, Sturm wrote about things 

and people she cared about. 

 

 
           

 

                            E Waka! 

                             for 1990 

 

           The esplanade became a fun fair 

Crammed end to end with white 

Elephants, second-hands, beach 

Umbrellas, food stalls, side 

Shows, hurdy-gurdies, kids 
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Running loose like the dogs 

Getting in the way or getting lost, 

The young ones lounging real cool man 

In shades and tight gear mainly black, 

Oldies in summer cottons and sandals 

Smiling under floppy brims and bowling hats. 

 

The tangata whenua sat on the sand 

Facing the sea kept apart from us 

By ropes and wardens. Some of them 

Looked like tupuna in fancy dress. 

The VIPs stood behind fidgeting, 

Too important to sit on the ground. 

The rest of us, several hundred at least 

Jostled good humouredly for positions, 

Laughed at the wardens getting hot 

And bothered because of us, 

Glanced seaward now and again 

For sight of a sail, a paddle or both 

Depending on what you were. 

 

            The hot dog stands sold out first 

Then the waffles, tea and scones 

With Devonshire cream. 

Ice blocks 

Were dripping in the heat like us, 

Parents were getting grumpy 

With the kids. We started abusing 

The wardens and each other, when suddenly 

 

Someone saw something 

On the horizon, somebody pushed 

Forward and before you could call out 

E Waka! 

Three times, the ropes were down 

The wardens, VIPs, tangata whenua 

Completely overrun and we were 

In the water clothes and all, some of us 

Up to our armpits, and not caring, a few 

Swimming around in circles like 

They were looking for something. 

 

And there they were, floating so lightly 

On the sea like sea birds resting 

Not even that, just long dark feathers, 

Till raised paddles flashed down 

And they were myth become reality, 

Legendary craft straight out of history 

Darting toward white sails billowing 

On our everyday harbour. 
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I could hardly believe what I saw  

And wanted to weep. The pakeha  

Man beside me, hairy and turning pink 

Cried out, my god, aren’t they beautiful 

Aren’t they wonderful, look at them go! 

And straightened up, standing tall 

As an admiral taking the salute. 

I felt browner and stronger 

Than I’d ever felt before 

And so beautiful, so wonderful 

I didn’t know what to do  

With myself. I was flushed too 

But it didn’t show on me 

Like it showed on him. Suddenly 

 

He looked at me, startled, like 

He’d just noticed what I was. 

What do you think, he demanded 

Come on, say something. 

They are rather wonderful, I agreed 

Trying to sound modest and looking down. 

But I was really looking at  

The beautiful brown of my hands 

And standing as straight and tall 

As I could, just like him. 

 

 (Dedications, 19-21) 

 

      The title of the poem is a greeting and an expression of admiration and wonder as the 

waka are sighted coming into Wellington Harbour. “E Waka!” says tena koutou to the waka, 

greeting them as living entities in recognition of the mauri or life force within them. “E 

Waka!” is also an exclamation of delight that calls attention to the waka and their location 

and says “Look at the Waka, aren’t they amazing!  

     The occasion in the poem is the observance, in Wellington, of the sesquicentennial of the 

signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. In the 1940 observances celebrations had largely been 

marked by pageantry with a focus on the arrival of colonial New Zealanders. In 1990 the 

focus was shifted to emphasise Māori as tangata whenua and as the Treaty Partner. A re-
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enactment of the signing of the Treaty had taken place at Petone Beach previously as had  

pageantry and music shows in Newtown. Buses ran between Newtown and the waterfront. 

Although the events were poorly attended, the organisers made the last few days free, which 

drew larger crowds. In order to promote a carnival atmosphere side shows and food stalls 

were set up to entertain people waiting to see a fleet of waka arrive.  

     The speaker in the poem gives vivid descriptions of the scenes on the waterfront, recalling 

the events of the day on the 6th of February1990. As she tells the story to her audience, 

presumably friends and family, she describes the vibrancy, the circus for the masses. 

Entertainment of various sorts were provided to draw the crowd and keep them entertained 

while waiting for the main event, including hurdy gurdies and stalls.   

     The three generations present are described in terms of their actions and clothes: kids 

getting lost or in the way or “Running loose like the dogs.” The teenagers are dressed in 

black tight clothes and sunglasses, moving as little as possible, while the older generation are 

characterised by floppy or bowling hats and cool “summer cottons.”  

     The second stanza deals with the segregation of the audience, according to the importance 

of their rank. The tangata whenua are in a roped off area but their importance does not merit 

seating so they are sitting on the sand. Some of them were in Victorian costume and: 

“Looked like tupuna in fancy dress.” The very important people, the VIPS stood behind the 

tangata whenua, and apparently did not have seating either but believed they were: “Too 

important to sit on the ground.” Meantime the hundreds of others milled around trying to 

catch a glimpse of a sails or paddles. The Pakeha may have been looking for sailing ships 

while Māori looked for waka. The speaker, Sturm herself, is in an “in-between position” as 

she is Māori, but not tangata whenua of any of the Whanganui a Tara or Wellington iwi or 

hapu. As an outsider she was able to comment on the Pakeha VIPs and the tangata whenua. 
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     Sturm covered the time span of the long wait by referencing the temporary shops selling 

out of goods while food melted and dripped in the heat, emphasising the overheating and 

grumpiness of the waiting crowd, especially of parents and children. The description was 

quietly taking a tilt at the overlay of consumerism imposed on the historic re-enactment. Just 

when the situation and heat have become almost unbearable the tension is broken with the 

arrival of the waka. 

     The waka on the day were waka taua or war canoes with carved prows. For ceremonial 

occasions two poles were attached to the prow with two large circles which were outlined 

with feathers and appeared as eyes to guide the waka. The wonder and majesty of the 

occasion is caught in Sturm’s clever use of phrasing which moves the emphasis away from 

the hot and bothered people and those aware of rank to a quiet, hushed breathlessness, 

captured in the softness of the language: 

 

And there they were, floating so lightly 

On the sea like sea birds resting 

Not even that, just long dark feathers 

 

 

     With the realisation that the ancestors journeyed from Hawaiiki to Aotearoa on such waka 

as the ones in front of her (“myth become reality”) the speaker’s pride in identity, of 

belonging to the same race as those on the water, in the waka, is expressed simply yet 

forcefully in the words: 

 

I felt browner and stronger 

Than I’d ever felt before.  
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 Emotion is then allowed to surface: the speaker feels so beautiful and so wonderful she 

doesn’t know what to do with herself. She feels herself blushing with pride but because she is 

brown it does not show on her, but the flushed skin shows clearly on the Pakeha’s skin.  

          The poem gives clear evidence of the speaker’s marginalisation. With the appearance 

of the waka her status has suddenly changed. For the first time she has become noticeable to 

the white man standing adjacent. Because he is so enthralled with the beauty of the waka he 

suddenly realises that the person beside him is Māori. There is an irony in their responses to 

the waka. The pink and white pakeha speaks colloquially and in a demanding fashion while 

the speaker in the poem speaks reservedly and in a refined manner: “They are rather 

wonderful I agreed.” 

     The poem is a poem of identity, a poem where the fern of pride in one’s whakapapa and 

race is celebrated and is fully unfurled. The waka represent all Māori, linking back to the 

tupuna who crossed the Pacific Ocean from Hawaiiki, to find landfall in Aotearoa. The title is 

reminiscent of the action song taught in primary schools. Entitled “Nga Waka” it is 

comprised of a listing of seven of the waka and entreats the kai hoe or paddlers to move 

together.  

      Sturm’s poem captures some of the wairua, the spirit of unity of many iwi, in separate 

waka but in unison, arriving together. The mythical accounts of tupuna waaka crossing Te 

Moana Nui a Kiwa to find landfall in Aotearoa have become reality. This is a tilt at those 

who discounted the waaka journeys. Some of the most lyrical lines in “E waka” are those in 

stanza five which compare the waka to sea birds resting so delicately and lightly. It is not 

surprising that the speaker felt “browner and stronger.” 

     Whakapapa and identity have the last word. E Waka! are part of the speaker’s DNA, the 

link to her origins and to the colour of her skin, as expressed in her words:  
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But I was really looking at 

The beautiful brown of my hands  

And standing as straight and tall 

As I could, just like him. 

 

 

 

Fig. 97: Waka Taua named Rerenga Kōtare (The flight of the Kingfisher) on Wellington Harbour. 

Photo Credit: Stephen Fox in Whare Waka brochure. Note: the feathered “eyes” on the prow to guide 

the waka.  

 

  

            Splitting the Stone 

                            for John 

You brought back 

            Carefully, nervously 

A heavy grey boulder 

From that other beach 

Up north –  

The place I call home 

When I feel inclined –  

A narrow iron strip 

Between land and sea 

With several old battlefields 

Close by 

And a guardian mountain. 
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On a clear day  

            If you are lucky 

            And really quick 

            You may see him  

             Even from here, 

A small opal cone 

On a blue horizon 

Northwest of Kapiti. 

 

            And then  

As I had dreamed 

The night before 

You started to make 

According to instructions, 

A flax pounder  

Like the Old Ones  

Used to use 

(Some can still be found 

With other missing things 

In various museums) 

 

Striking stone on stone 

Carefully, patiently 

While I kept away 

As I knew I should 

Waiting for the stone to split 

As I knew it would 

And let the Mauri  through. 

 

And after 

Your amazed silence, 

I watched you set to 

Forgetting the pounder  

And all those 

Sad museum pieces, 

And made instead 

Like the Old Ones used to, 

A stone dwelling  

For the newcomer –  

A place to call home 

When he feels inclined –  

Carving it steel on stone 

Carefully, lovingly 

In his image 

So the world will know 

It is meant for him 

And him only. 

 

And when it was finished 

You stood there 



398 
 

In the small space between  

The roses and the taupata, 

Heavy grey rain 

Soaking through your clothes 

And the pores of your skin, 

And looked in wonder 

At what you had done, 

Nursing a bruised hand. 

 

                           (Dedications, 14-15) 

 

 

      The poem has been chosen because it explores, identity, connections, and creativity.  

Sturm made reference at the beginning of the poem to John’s bringing the stone back from 

the beach ‘up north’ the place the writer calls home, the home of her majestic maunga 

Taranaki. The carver found the stone on the iron sands of the beach, a piece of the maunga 

carried down by the river. The location is further defined by:  

 

… several old battlefields 

  Close by and a guardian mountain.  

 

This gives indications that the stone came from a tapu or spiritual place near Maunga 

Taranaki where blood was shed and people died. The maunga is addressed as tupuna with 

personal qualities throughout the poem, adding to the sense of mystique and wairua.   

         The narrator, who may be presumed to be Sturm, stood aside as her son John began his 

‘journey’ to allow him space to create and perhaps to observe the tikanga of women not being 

present in the carving space as it is a tapu space and women are noa.  

     The carver sets out to make a stone pounder for flax because that is the assignment given 

by his art tutor. However the stone has other “ideas.” It splits in two. Splitting the stone 

became a metaphor for finding the source of creativity. The darkness of potential within the 

stone has emerged into te ao mārama, the light, and takes on a wairua or spirit of its own.                                                 

There is a mystical element at work; the artist is no longer in charge of the stone, as the stone 
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and the tools he holds appear to be guiding his hand. The most poignant phrase in the poem 

is: 

 

      In the small space between 

      The roses and the taupata,  

 

     The space in between is the light that comes out of the darkness, the te ao mārama. The 

awakening of creativity is the result of releasing the mauri, the life force within the stone, the 

unfurling of artistic talent, of creativity, genesis, wairua, spirituality. The artist puts himself 

in the hands of unseen force, whether that may be considered to be divine in the Christian 

sense or inspired by the ancestors, or both. The splitting of the stone reconnects both the 

splitter of the stone and the watcher with the realm of Te Kore, the realm of potential, the 

world of creation, so the situation takes both the craftsman and the stone back to the 

beginning of time and the origins of the earth. This is a regenerative act because the artist is 

releasing the potential within the stone and within himself, rather than creating something out 

of nothing. Michael Shirres describes this potential in Te Tangata: The Human Person. In 

describing the emerging of the universe as a birth, the growth and the long night in the womb 

and finally the emergence into the daylight, Shirres asserts “the emphasis is on the evolving 

thought rather than on the evolving matter.” He then lists the stages: 

 

           Na te kune te pupuke   From the conception the increase 

 Na te pupuke te hihiri   From the increase the thought 

 Na the hihiri te mahara  From the thought the remembrance 

 Na the mahara te hinengaro  From the remembrance the consciousness 

 Nga te hinengaro te manako  From the consciousness the desire. 

              

              (Shirres 1997, 25) 
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     There is a force at work which manifests itself in the splitting of the stone and the 

reference to the speaker’s whakapapa maunga. As noted, the maunga is referred to by the 

personal pronoun ‘he.’ The reference is to the mauri or life force, personality and spirituality 

of the maunga. 

     Sturm had indicated in an interview with Briar Woods in Hecate, that she lived most of 

her life in the crevice, in the middle. Her whakaaro indicates that the poet believed that was 

where creativity was to be found. The poem demonstrates that the speaker now has a new 

appreciation of her son’s artistic talent, while he discovers his ability to connect with the 

ancestors and allow them to guide his hands. Like the coming of the waka in the previous 

poem, the splitting of the stone is a defining moment where connections to tupuna and the 

spiritual world manifest themselves. The poem explores the implications of what lies 

between, in the space when the stone is split in two. When the stone is split it opens a life of 

possibilities and a world of new understandings and new beginnings for both of them.    

     While the poem is dedicated to Sturm’s and Baxter’s son John, it has relevance to Sturm’s 

life journey. The in-betweenness of belonging to two cultures is expressed by the speaker 

when she describes herself standing between the roses of the colonisers and the taupata bush, 

the native plant. Paradoxically, belonging to two cultures may therefore be equated to 

belonging to neither, but connected to both and finding one’s own way, a central way. 

     The final verse contains a blessing or benediction when the heavy rain soaks through their 

clothes and their skin. The blessing of water brings a return from the sacred to the noa, or to 

ordinary everyday life, because the artist has been guided by spiritual forces and any clinging 

tapu would need to be removed, as it needs to be removed after leaving an urupa. Water is 

used to remove the tapu by the cleansing of hands and sprinkling of the head, which the rain 

provides. The last words of the poem return the carver from the world of the extraordinary to 

the world of the ordinary as he: 
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  … looked in wonder 

At what he had done, 

Nursing a bruised hand. 

 

 

 

          He waita tenei mo Parihaka 

          Have you heard of Parihaka 

          Between 

          Maunga Taranaki  

          And the sea 

 

          Where Te Whiti o Rongomai 

          And Tohu Kakahi 

          Preached 

          Passive resistance, not war? 

 

         Have you heard of Parihaka 

         Where Taranaki iwi 

          Gathered 

          Seeking a way to keep their land? 

 

          Non-violence was their choice 

          Peace their aim 

          Raukura their badge 

          Ploughs their only weapons. 

 

          They pulled down fences 

          Pulled out pegs 

          Then ploughed whatever 

          The settlers claimed was theirs. 

 

          Have you heard of Parihaka’s  

          Boys and girls 

          Waiting outside the gates 

          When the mounted soldiers came 

 

          To rape and murder 

          Pillage and burn 

          To take Te Whiti and Tohu away 

          With all the ploughmen 

 

          And ship them south 

          To build a causeway 

          Around Dunedin’s 

          Wintry harbour? 
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          Have you heard of Taranaki iwi 

          Denied a trial 

          Chained like dogs 

          In sealed caves and tunnels? 

 

          Ngai Tahu smuggled 

          Food and blankets 

          To the prisoners 

          Comforted the sick in the dark. 

 

          Kua ngaro nga tangata 

          Kua ngaro i te po! 

          Aue te mamae 

          That followed after! 

 

          If you haven’t heard of Parihaka, 

          Be sure 

          Your grandchildren will 

          And their children after them, 

 

          History will see to that. 

          But for now, 

          He waiata tenei mo Parihaka –  

          Aue, aue, a-u-e – 

 

             (Postscripts, 57-58)  

 

 

     The third poem for analysis has been chosen because of Sturm’s close whakapapa links to 

Parihaka and because of Parihaka’s significance in Aotearoa’s history. A series of events 

occurred at Parihaka, where a hē, or wrong, was perpetrated by the government against 

Taranaki iwi, over the settlers’ desire for land. “He waiata tenei mo Parihaka” translates 

literally as “This is a song for Parihaka.” Waiata may be translated as a song, chant or psalm, 

often used to support an orator at the end of a presentation, and as a mark of aroha for the 

bereaved and the deceased. Sturm’s waiata is a song of lament for Parihaka, an expression of 

deep sadness for the peaceful men, women and children who suffered and died during the 

atrocities inflicted on them by governmental troops. Sturm referenced the trilogy in her 

correspondence to Pearson in August 2000, as work that had been commissioned for the 109th 
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anniversary of the observance of Parihaka. She had been invited to read it at the 

commemorations.   

     “Waiata tenei mo Parihaka” is the central poem of the trilogy. The first poem. “A tricky 

business,” recounts in detail the passive resistance of the Parihaka men against the surveyors 

and settlers, followed by the sacking of the kainga and slaughtering of the unarmed at 

Parihaka Pa. “There was a man,” the third poem, comprised of six three lined stanzas, 

describes Te Whiti o Rongomai, simply yet eloquently, preaching peace to those who would 

not listen. Sturm commented how different history would be had they listened.   

     One of the most important facets of the narrative is that it is told from the inside, by a 

descendant of Parihaka, Sturm herself, who had the right to wear the Raukura or white 

feather or cluster of white feathers, which were a symbol of the passive resistance of the 

rangatira Te Whiti-o-Rongomai and Tohu Kakahi of Parihaka, a sign of peace. “He waiata 

tenei mo Parihaka” recounts events from a Māori point of view, the point of view of the 

victims. 

     In the first four stanzas the location is established between Mt Taranaki and the sea, the 

leaders Te Whiti or Rongomai and Tohu Kakahi who preached peace are named and the 

actions of the iwi who gathered to protect their land described: pulling out surveyor pegs, 

pulling down fences and ploughing up what the settlers claimed “was theirs.” Sturm’s asserts 

her iwi affiliations by naming the maunga Taranaki rather than Mt. Egmont, the name given 

by the colonisers. Although Mt Egmont maunga was officially given the dual name of Mt. 

Egmont / Mt. Taranaki in 1986 by the Honourable Koro Wetere, Minister of Māori Affairs, 

on behalf of the government, it was still widely known as Mt Egmont when Sturm wrote the 

poem. The maunga will officially reclaim its ancestral name, Taranaki, in 2020, as the result 

of Treaty of Waitangi negotiations between Taranaki iwi and the Crown.  
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     Sturm asks the reader or listener if they have heard about boys and girls who waited 

outside the gates for the soldiers and lists the consequences, which included rape and murder, 

homes destroyed, and the taking of leaders and ploughmen, marched away in chains and 

shipped to the South Island, Wai Pounamu, to build the causeway around Dunedin’s harbour. 

Housed in appalling conditions, in dark, airless cells, they would have died had it not been for 

Ngai Tahu iwi who brought food and blankets and comfort. Sturm is giving her audience the 

headlines of a longer story, picking out the really important facets. The most heart wrenching 

verse is written in te reo Māori:  

 

          Kua ngaro nga tangata 

          Kua ngaro i te po! 

          Aue te mamae 

          That followed after! 

 

“Ngaro” connotes deep loss, destruction, loss for ever, out of sight, extinct. (Moorfield, 123).  

“Kua ngaro ki te po” translates as lost into the darkness, lost forever into the long night of 

eternity. “Po” also refers to where souls go, where the departed spirits of the dead go to the 

underworld, (Moorfield, 150), while “Aue te mamae” translates as: Alas the hurt, injury, 

wound, pain. Sturm moves towards the last stanza of the poem with a warning: if you haven’t 

heard of Parihaka make sure your children and grandchildren do. The message is to Pakeha 

and Māori alike as Aotearoa needs to learn this lesson so that history is never repeated.   

     The poem ends with an anguished wail: “He waiata tenei mo Parihaka – Aue, aue, a-u-e –  

the long drawn out cry of mourning for the dead, the loss of land, the loss of whanau, the loss 

of dignity, the wounding of the body and spirit, forever felt. 

        On the 5th of November 1881, a day known as “Te Ra o te Pahua” or “The Day of 

Plunder” John Bryce, the Native Affairs Minister, led 1600 troops in the sacking of Parihaka. 
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On the 4th of November 2019, the Minister of Māori Affairs, the Honourable Nanaia Mahuta, 

on behalf of the House of Representatives, and in the house of Representatives, extended an 

apology to the descendants of Parihaka for the atrocities committed against them.   

 

Conclusion 

Had Sturm been published in the 1960s the path to publication for other foremothers 

of poetry may have been smoother. However, the last of the foremothers (who should have 

been the first to publish a sole volume of poems) has left a legacy of inspiration. Sturm did 

not look back and wonder what might have been. She accepted her upbringing, reached out to 

reclaim her Māori whakapapa and embraced the journey life took her on. She was self-

effacing and humble about her talents but at the same time she did not allow others to define 

who she was or what path she should follow as a writer, preferring to find her own style. Her 

resilience in the face of life’s difficulties meant that when her poetry was not accepted she 

wrote short stories. When the short stories were not published she put them aside and later 

turned again to poetry when she needed to express her love for her moko, Stephanie. Sturm 

snatched every writing opportunity that she could, even writing on the train on the way to 

work. Her involvement in National Māori committees and as a member of the Federation of 

University Women, and the senior positions she held, are proof of the respect she earned 

from both Māori and Pākehā. 

     Jacqueline Cecelia Sturm, Taranaki, Whakatohea, was born as a native plant, nurtured in a 

native environment for three years, then transplanted into a household run by Pākehā 

kaupapa. However, despite setbacks, like the piko of the native fern Sturm’s links to her 

Māori whakakpapa and her writing whakapapa began to unfurl. Sturm actively sought out her 

Māori identity by joining the Ngatiponeke Māori Club and pursued her writing dream by 

writing short stories. Without a publisher, the manuscript languished in a drawer for decades. 
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Poetry had been Sturm’s preferred genre, but these had been put to one side because 

publishers believed her husband must have helped her write them. Baxter, Sturm’s husband 

was non-committal about her short story writing – he neither encouraged nor discouraged 

her. Sturm generously maintained this was a good thing as she was free to choose her own 

path.  

       For twenty-one years the fern of Sturm’s writing was a tightly curled piko as looking 

after whanau and earning a living took precedence. Sturm’s publishing career finally unfurled 

into a full-grown fern with two solo publications of poetry in 1996 and 2000 and a volume 

combining short stories and poetry in 2006. Two factors contributed to Sturm’s success. The 

first was the awhi or support given by other women, both Māori and Pakeha who assisted 

Sturm in publishing her first book of short stories. The second was her granddaughter 

Stephanie’s 21st birthday, when Sturm wrote her moko a poem of dedication followed by 

many more for other family members and friends. The chapter ends with a poem which 

shows Jacqueline Cecelia Sturm at peace, a fully unfurled native plant.  

 

Untitled  

 

            The house is quiet now 

And still.  

 

No gale from the sea 

No weeping in the garden 

Or cry from the hill. 

 

Later there will be 

Stars and a moon 

Tomorrow the sun. 

 

  (Dedications, 84) 
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Fig. 98: Jacqueline Sturm’s letterbox and driveway, 77 The Parade, Paekakariki. Photography: 

R Peters 

 

 
Fig. 99: Looking out to sea from the letterbox at 77 The Parade, Paekakariki. Photography: R Peters 
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CONCLUSION 

 

           

          This thesis has peeled back the layers to bring ‘into the light’ little known less 

established Māori women poets publishing in English, Vernice Wineera, the first of 

Papatūānuku’s progeny to achieve publication, issued the karanga from Hawai‘i across Te 

Moana Nui a Kiwa: Evelyn Rosella Patuawa Nathan, Trixie Te Arama Menzies, Arapera 

Hineira Kaa Blank, Noeline Edith (Bub) Bridger, Toi Anne Te Rito Maihi and finally 

Jacqueline Cecilia Sturm answered that call. 

          “Papatūānuku’s Progeny” places the seven foremothers of poetry within a 

mythological framework of reference, within the whakapapa or layers of inheritance of Māori 

women poets. They are enriched by the taonga of their tupuna who inspired their writing and 

in turn spiral their legacy forward into present and future generations of mana wahine Māori 

poets. Topeora, Menzies’ ancestress, is a tupuna taonga. She was a renowned composer of 

waiata. Marino Blank is a daughter poet of the present who has inherited the tupuna taonga 

and is inspiring future generations. Māori women traditionally embellished the whaikorero of  

men with waiata they had composed to celebrate significant occasions.  An oral tradition of 

poetry was therefore part of the foremother’s inheritance. The foremothers also inherited 

taonga of support, endurance and nurturing and these helped them to self-publish when other 

options were not possible. 

          The following poem, written by one of the whangai daughters of poetry, who belongs 

to a generation succeeding the foremothers, speaks of a whakapapa of endurance and 

survival. The poem describes how Papatūānuku feels pain at the separation from Rangi but 

there is room for laughter, breathing and survival. The poem may also be considered a 

metaphor for the foremothers of poetry who despite marginalisation and being rendered 
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invisible in the world of mainstream publication, survived by acknowledging Papatūānuku 

and by supporting each other into self-publication.   

  

           

          Papatūānuku (will survive) 

          she’s so afraid 

          in the crying cool rain 

          she’s so afraid  

          in the trying cruel pain 

          but there is 

          laughter 

          as we breathe to moan 

          laughter 

          as we breathe to know 

          that Papatūānuku will survive 

 

          nothing’s gonna keep us 

          from soaring higher 

          nothing’s gonna keep us down 

    

          she’s so aware 

          of her tears from the past 

          she’s not afraid  

          of the thunder 

          and the blasts 

          that bleed her 

          in our misery 

          she feeds us 

          with strong history 

          Papatūānuku will survive.  

 

 Mahinaarangi Tocker, (Te Ao Marama3:Te Pua - Waitanga o Te Korero: The Flowering, 

44).  

 

           

 

          Mahinaarangi Tocker, Ngāti Kahungunu, Ngāti Tuwharetoa, Ngāti Maniapoto, Ngāi 

Raukawa was a singer-songwriter, who composed over 600 original songs. Tocker’s volume 

of poetry, Lyrics Without Music, was published in 2001. She was inspired and mentored by 

Sturm and spent time with her whenever she travelled to Wellington. They were planning a 

joint publication but sadly they passed away within a short time of one another.               
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           The theme of whakapapa from Papatūānuku who “feeds us with strong history” is one 

that all of the foremothers explored in their poetry. Wineera compares the Pacific to a vast 

marae and confirms that she is taking her place, no longer doubtful as to her reception should 

she return to her marae in Aotearoa. Whakapapa is a theme in Wineera’s artistic works and 

those of Te Rito Maihi and Patuawa Nathan, and in their poetry. Menzies made whakapapa a 

personal quest and wove it into her poetry. Kaa Blank affirmed her whakapapa and 

turangawaewae links in her poems. As a whangai daughter, out of touch with her whakapapa, 

Sturm reconnected with her whakapapa in adulthood and referenced this in her poetry. 

Bridger’s Irish and Māori whakapapa ‘sang’ in her life and in her poetry Maihi saw the joy of 

whakapapa patterns and connections to Papatūānuku in all things.        

          In establishing the identity of the seven foremothers of Māori women’s poetry this 

thesis has filled out some of the gaps in information. Kaupapa Māori Methodology has been 

the key that has opened doors. The processes included kanohi ki te kanohi wherever possible, 

or connections by phone calls or correspondence, facilitated by whakapapa links, basic te reo 

and a full observance of tikanga Māori and respect for the foremothers and their whanau, and 

with acknowledgement of rangatiratanga, whereby the foremothers and their whanau have 

ownership of the information. I am humbled by their manaaki and aroha and the treasures 

they have so generously entrusted me with. Through whanau links, gaps in biographical 

histories such as Wineera’s were filled. The Patuawa Nathan whanau were apparently not 

aware of Patuawa Nathan’s history, perhaps because she had moved away from home at a 

very young age. The gaps were filled first by wider whanau connections and then through the 

whanau of artists within Ngāpuhi and beyond, through Christine Ludbrook and most 

importantly through her daughter Melissa Nathan who discovered unpublished poems among 

her mother’s papers.  
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         Patrick Evans stated, as referenced in the introduction, that loss was a recurring theme 

in the poetry of Māori women but there are other strands too: love for whanau, children, 

romantic love, love for Papatūānuku. Other themes explored by the foremothers included  

histories, political events, seasons of the year and all with an element that is hard to define, 

wairua, the inspiration of creativity. Most of the foremothers were weavers and this is a 

recurring theme in the poetry. Maihi devotes a poem to muka, the golden, silken threads that 

emerge when a blade of flax is stripped with a mussel shell (Whakaaro Aroha, 20). Menzies 

asks that in her craft of poetry she may be like the muka, “Disciplined into design” and 

“Fitted to serve.” (Uenuku, 27). Muka has a whakapapa connection between Papatūānuku and 

Ranginui. Known as “Te Aho Mutunga Kore,” the “Eternal thread links the past, present and 

future as referenced by Miriama Evans and Ranui Ngarimu on the dedication page of The 

Eternal Thread: Te Aho Mutunga Kore: The Art of Māori Weaving. In the poem “Taaniko” 

Wineera speaks of weaving the “single thread, / silk-soft that “weaves the fabric” of her life 

(Mahanga: Pacific Poems, 35), while Kaa Blank affirms that “We are inheritors / of 

interwoven dreams,” nga kokako nga huataratara: the plumes of the kokako 1995, 51). 

          Another theme explored by the foremothers includes that of belonging to two races.  

Wineera described it as standing with one leg on one side of the river and one on the other 

side and Sturm felt she was positioned in a small space between the English rose of the 

colonisers and the Māori taupata bush. However, they both affirmed their pride in being 

Māori.  The foremothers addressed public issues. Menzies wrote about The Dawn Raids in 

“Census Night,” where police searched houses of Pasifika whanau in the early hours of the 

morning in the 1970s and deported anyone who did not have a current visa. Kaa Blank 

answered colonial attitudes in “Te Tiriti.” In a trilogy: “A Tricky Business,” “He Waiata 

tenei mo Parihaka” and “There Was A Man,” Sturm recounted the shameful treatment by the 

settlers and the government of the peaceful protestors of Parihaka, which culminated, on  
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November 5th 1881, in pillage, rape, murder and deportation to the South Island to work as 

slaves. Patuawa Nathan wrote of the racist treatment of the Aborigine people in Australia in 

“Aboriginal on the last Train Home” and “Education Week.”  

          Writing poetry was something the foremothers achieved despite their busy lives. It was 

not an academic, specialist pursuit that set them apart from others, but rather a creative 

compulsion, combined with arts and crafts. They were involved in marae, community and 

church affairs. They made sacrifices to look after their families. Sturm brought up her 

granddaughter Stephanie from babyhood, working in the Wellington City Library to support 

them, and gave up writing for 20 years. She was involved with the Ngati Poneke Maori Club 

in her early years of marriage and with The Māori Women’s Welfare League and the Māori 

Education Foundation at local and National levels. Five of the foremothers were teachers. 

Kaa Blank, Menzies and Maihi were members of Nga Puna Wahanga, the Māori Artists and 

Writers Association, a group similar to the one Patuawa Nathan had attempted to initiate with 

Harry Dansey and Hone Tuwhare in the 1950s. They were founding members, with Ramai 

Hayward, of Waiata Koa publishing co-operative. By networking throughout Aotearoa, the 

foremothers gained strength and inspiration and the ability to workshop and fund raise to 

support one another in self-publishing. The Auckland group took part in poetry readings, 

often in pubs and clubs as warm-up acts. Sturm read at Parihaka memorial days and with 

Patricia Grace and others at Women’s Festivals in Wellington.  Kaa Blank took part in the 

Springbok Rugby Tour protest marches, was an active member of the Māori Anglican church 

on a local and National level and visited home in Rangitukia often. Maihi, Menzies and Kaa 

Blank were crucial to the planning and presentation of the three Karanga Karanga 

 exhibitions of women’s creative arts. Bridger was a solo mother who finally had the 

opportunity to start writing at 50 years of age. She was involved in stage shows and visited 

Wellington Schools as a tutor of writing. Patuawa Nathan ran a rape crisis centre and 
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women’s shelter in Darwin and was a phone counsellor in King’s Cross, Sydney. She taught 

in Outback and central Sydney schools. The wonder is that they were able to continue to 

write in the midst of these responsibilities but they did so despite the lack of publishing 

opportunities.  

         One of the major questions of the thesis posed was with regard to the length of time it 

took for the foremothers to find publication. Interviews with publishers revealed some of the 

reasons for lack of access to mainstream publishing firms. Roger Steele, in an interview by 

correspondence on April 13th 2016 felt that perhaps there was a lack of self-belief and 

confidence and a lack of strong desire among Māori women poets to be published. He 

believes the new generation of Māori women poets are more pro-active. His firm, Steele 

Roberts, published Auē Rona by Reihana Robinson, for example, in 2012. He has been a 

supporter of Māori writers. Steele also feels that Māori women poets should perform at 

poetry events and seek publication in various media. He believes meetings between 

publishers and interested poets could air issues and seek solutions. Steele also suggested that 

a fund could be set up to support poets but it should not be administered by bureaucracy. This 

research has shown that Māori women did have a desire to publish and by forming groups of 

writers and artists such as Waiata Koa, were able to self-publish.  Bridger achieved 

mainstream publication with Up Here on the Hill, 1989, and with Wild Daisies: the Best of 

Bub Bridger, in 2005 but these volumes are out of print and hard to find in libraries. Wineera 

and Patuawa Nathan were published by University presses but their volumes are also almost 

impossible to purchase. Sturm eventually found mainstream publication through Steele 

Roberts, with Dedications in 1996 and Postscripts in 2000.   

          Sam Elworthy had been the Editor of Auckland University Press for about nine years at 

the time of the iinterview on July 13th 2016. Most of the material he publishes is non-fiction 

but in 2014 he published Reina Whaitiri and Robert Sullivan’s Puna Wai Korero: An 
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Anthology of Māori Poetry Written in English (Interview, 13 July 2016). Elworthy gave 

reasons as to why he feels Māori do not always achieve publication. He feels that young 

Māori at University who are pursuing higher degrees often get diverted into helping fellow 

Māori and in being placed in positions of responsibility and do not have time for writing. 

Conversely, Pakeha students on creative writing courses at university have often attended Bill 

Manhire’s writing courses in Wellington. Older generations participated in Karl Stead’s 

courses and he felt that Māori women academics in the era of Bruce Biggs, [who was 

tumuaki in the Māori Department from the 1950s to the early 1980s] were encouraged to 

fulfil academic aspirations and given more opportunities. However, in more recent times, 

Elworthy feels that Māori writers, especially women writers, do not seem to have the same 

opportunities to attend such courses and they often come into academia in later life, with 

responsibilities and families to care for so creative writing is not always a priority.  

          Miriama Evans was a member of the Spiral feminist imprint that published Jacqueline 

Sturm’s book of short stories the House of the Talking Cat in 1983 and Keri Hulme’s Booker 

prize winning novel, the bone people, in 1984. Spiral published the work when it had been 

turned down by mainstream publishers.  One obstacle she identified was that Māori men were 

given precedence over Māori women. Hone Tuwhare was a published poet but there were no 

Māori women poets published in the 1960s and 1970s (Interview, July 27th 2015). She stated 

that When Māori women finally began to emerge into the publishing world it was a long way 

into our “shared history.” Miriama Evans’ experience with publishing was the reason she 

wrote an article for Landfall entitled “Politics and Maori Literature.”  (Landfall, Vol. 39: No. 

1, March 1985). She observed that Māori writing was marginalised in a monocultural New 

Zealand. Publishers had a colonial bias with English traditions that set the standard and were 

not prepared on the whole to accept manuscripts with bi-lingual phrases and Māori 

vocabulary. She likened the lack of Māori literature to the struggle Māori were having in a 
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Pakeha world and to the literary climate that favoured books that reflected “white” standards, 

views and values. There was also the belief that Māori were neither buyers nor readers of 

books. Miriama Evans noted that mainstream publishers need to be empathetic to indigenous 

writers. When Keri Hulme submitted her manuscript for to a mainstream publishing firm they 

wanted to make changes but Hulme did not agree. However, when Spiral published the bone 

people Hulme was involved and the publishing cooperative did not change any of the 

material without consultation. Miriama Evans commented: 

           

 

 … I think that the tikanga is about respecting the intellectual property that the person 

has developed into an idea that’s got a different framework. And then there’s 

something in the mana that goes with that. Now, I think, publishers are more adept at 

looking at that because when you see quite a few authors now being published from 

cultures outside the straight Western norm by Western publishers you can see there is 

a cultural aspect to what you’re reading and so much more awareness of the 

differences that are thrown up by different cultures and different authors.   

 … when Huia came along they had to sit up and take notice of Huia being successful. 

Somehow this woke people up to  - you know – there must be a market here! 

 

(Interview with Miriama Evans, Khandallah, Wellington, 27 th July 2015). 

 

 

 

 

          Miriama Evans suggested the answer to lack of publication could be remedied by 

Māori women if they self-published or became more proactive in submitting manuscripts to 

major publishing firms. She gave as an example Hana O’Regan and Charisma Rangiputa who 

self-published Kupu: A Collection of Contemporary Māori Poetry, in 2007. Miriama Evans 

was proactive in facilitating the inclusion of Māori women poets in mainstream publishing. 

As noted in the introduction, she was one of the editors of The Penguin Book of 

Contemporary New Zealand Poetry: Ngā Kupu Tītohu o New Zealand Aotearoa, 1989, and 

she collected poetry, not from books, but from attendance at hui and through networking with 

her contemporaries.   
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          Elworthy believes that Māori women writers should be fostered and looked after by the 

university departments they are enrolled in and given opportunities. He identifies Māori 

women as keepers of knowledge but asserts that they are often passed over and precedence is 

given to men. As a publisher, he feels he and others should be more proactive about seeking 

Māori writers, especially women writers, because he has found that publishing Māori writers 

is an enriching experience. He gave as an example the publication of A Whakapapa of 

Tradition:100 Years of Ngāti Porou Carving, by Ngarino Ellis, in 2016. He spoke about 

having the book blessed at the Auckland Memorial Museum with Rev. Hirini Kaa, her cousin 

in a small family group and then having the launch at Waipapa, the University of Auckland 

marae. [I was fortunate to be present with whanau for the launch of this book and to share in 

the kaupapa]. 

 

And somehow you felt that by doing this scholarly work and putting it in a book she 

was giving back to her whanau and iwi and not just at an emotional level, that it was 

bringing ancestors and ancestral knowledge and whakapapa back. It was putting it 

down in concrete, which is a good thing, and allowing a lot more people access to it. 

So there was somehow a real tight connection between iwi obligations and whanau 

obligations and scholarly obligations which was neat to see. It doesn’t always happen 

but it’s neat when it does. 

 

Interview with Sam Elworthy, 13 July 2016 at Auckland University Press, Auckland 

CBD 

 

           

          While the book referred to is nonfiction, the importance of Elworthy’s narrative is the 

positive difference an informed and sympathetic editor can make for Māori women who 

submit manuscripts to mainstream publishers. He commented that mainstream publication is 

primarily a “white” industry and that Māori women poets need support because they appear 

to have more obligations than other women. Some of those obligations have been listed with 

regard to the foremothers. He suggested that they should submit their work to journals and 
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anthologies to begin with. Elworthy and Miriama Evans both affirmed Huia publishing, the 

initiative of Robyn and Bryan Barge. Elworthy expanded: 

 

 

 … we are very lucky in this country to have them, and it’s not that usual, actually, to 

have around the world. I have some involvement with the international publishers’ 

association and there aren’t that many indigenous publishing countries run by 

indigenous people for indigenous people, publishers like Huia and they’re good at it. 

(Ibid) 

 

  

            

Elworthy also believes that more diversity in the work force of publishing companies would 

bring more writers into the light.   

          In accordance with Kaupapa Māori Methodology the publisher interviews were Kanohi 

ki te Kanohi, except for Steele. Neither of us was available on the appointed day because we 

were both at Orakei marae paying our respects to Ranginui Walker who had passed away. 

Tangihanga always takes precedence over other events. Steele answered later by 

correspondence. Interviews with the foremothers and or their whanau were also Kanohi ki te 

Kanohi except where there were circumstances that necessitated correspondence. This was a 

privilege and a humbling experience. As indicated in the Introduction, approaches for 

interviews were made through whanau or close connections. The time spent together often 

involved home-made baking, sharing a cup of tea together, and talking  before the interview 

until they were ready to begin. We shared karakia if it was requested. In accordance with 

tikanga a small koha was given as a token of appreciation.  

          Were there any disadvantages in utilising Kaupapa Māori Methodology? Graham 

Hingaroa Smith emphasised the importance of relationships, “kanohi kitea, the seen face,” 

(Linda Smith, 15). This includes being seen at events, partaking of food and being involved 

in tikanga. This is part of decolonizing the research and of looking from both the inside and 
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the outside (Linda Smith, 14). This kaupapa is the way I have been nurtured, it is the way we 

live our lives, so in terms of the research process there were times when attending 

tangihanga, unveilings, graduation ceremonies, university celebrations, helping a sister cater 

for large numbers at Māori artists’ hui and exhibitions and events at my own marae took 

precedence. That may be seen as disadvantageous because I often had to put my own 

research and writing time on hold but so much was added to the research because it was often 

at those gatherings that whanau and friends of the foremothers would come to light and a 

whole new thread of whakapapa of poetry was ready to be woven in.  

          Te Punga Somerville observed that the research into Māori writers has the potential to 

take the researcher on a network of journeys across the Pacific in order to trace the 

whakapapa of Māori poetry. The kaupapa for this thesis took me across the Pacific to Samoa 

to present my research at the SPACLALS (South Pacific Association for Commonwealth 

Languages and Literature) Conference at the behest of my Supervisor. I arrived in Samoa in 

December 2015, as part of a rōpu that included established Māori and Pasifika academics and 

writers and others completing Masters and Doctoral degrees. We were fortunate to meet in 

the fale of the University of Samoa and to experience the wairua of that space. On the 

morning of the presentation I was the last speaker before lunch but the speaker before me 

went well beyond the appointed time, leaving me about 15 to 20 minutes. The dilemma was 

that people were restless and hungry and not inclined to sit through a paper presentation. This 

was a daunting prospect. Inspired by Kaupapa Māori Methodology, my background and as a 

former teacher, perhaps, I changed my planned approach. After giving a brief karakia, then 

acknowledging the fale, those who had passed, and our gracious hosts, and reciting my 

pepeha, I abandoned my notes and presented a more oral and visual presentation, showing 

photographs of each of the foremothers except for Patuawa Nathan as she had not yet 

emerged ‘into the light.’ I introduced the foremothers by quoting some of their statements or 



421 
 

poetry as if they were doing the talking. That appeared to resonate with the mainly Pasifika 

audience and the school children who were present. My whanau support, a daughter and 

moko sang the waiata to tautoko and we presented our koha of some volumes of poetry for 

the University library. The general reaction was that people had not heard of the foremothers 

and were interested in wanting to know more about them. It was a humbling experience to 

feel the aroha.   

          The second journey took me to Honolulu, Hawai‘i to follow connections with Wineera.  

I knew she was not well enough to be interviewed personally but hoped that her son Jared 

Pere could add to the information I had. Fortunately she had answered the interview 

questions by correspondence but I had very little knowledge of her background and 

biography. I contacted Jared again. He agreed to meet and said he would bring whanau with 

him. In July 2019 we travelled to Hawai‘i. Jared is a busy carver and artist and his business 

commitments delayed the meeting time by several days. I did not like to point out that we had 

limited time as it would have been disrespectful in Kaupapa Māori terms, or in any other 

terms for that matter. We finally met in a large public place so an interview was not possible 

but he and his siter Kim Pere Pa‘alua were open to conversation which flowed because I had 

taken whanau members with me and they had similar interests and soon discovered they 

knew mutual friends and relations. The results from that meeting were invaluable as a both 

Jared and Kim gave insights into their mother’s background and into their life in Hawai‘i as 

well as to whanau connections that they keep in Aotearoa. A line of communication opened 

up with Kim who supplied invaluable information for her mother’s chapter by 

correspondence following our meeting. From my experiences with Kaupapa Māori 

Methodology, I would advise other researchers to be respectful, be patient and to be good 

listeners, to allow people space and time to speak. Some of the most precious pounamu of 
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information in this thesis has been revealed in interviews and correspondence when the 

foremothers or their whanau have spoken openly and with aroha.  

          The foremothers, Papatūānuku’s progeny, are a missing link between the past and 

present in the history of New Zealand. Most of them were from rural backgrounds and their 

poetry reflects and records life before Māori were forced to move into towns and cities for 

economic reasons. They reflect on a time when our tamariki were punished for speaking te 

reo at school, they describe farming on small holdings, being brought up in communal pa life, 

on the importance of tikanga Māori, of what it was like to move to the cities, to travel in the 

early 1950s and 1960s and beyond, to be involved in political, church, artistic and marae 

events, to teach alongside their Pakeha colleagues, to experience life in other countries: 

Australia, Hawai‘i and Europe while holding fast to their tikanga. However there is more 

than history and experiences in the poetry and they deserve to be included for the quality of 

their work. They deserve to be included because without them our history of poetry is only 

half a history, dominated by a colonised westernised society. In terms of Te Tiriti, Māori 

women, tangatawhenua, should sit beside, not behind, their Pākehā sisters of poetry.  

          Trixie Te Arama Menzies,’ reflecting on her journey of poetry, expresses her desire to 

give of her very best to the preparation and weaving of her craft of writing, a sentiment 

shared by her sisters of poetry. She pays tribute to her contemporaries and to muka, te aho 

mutunga kore, the eternal thread that Papatūānuku has supplied, and which links the past 

present and future generations of Māori women poets writing in English.   

        

    

          Muka 

          To the weavers of Waiata Koa 

          So may I be as the muka -    

          My flax has been patu’d by stone pounders  
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          I am dyed in the colours of my passions 

          But then taken and shaped by deft loving fingers 

          of the master craftswomen, 

          Disciplined into design 

 

          At the last may I shine lustrous with inner fires 

          which were fed through green blades 

          from the body of Papatuanuku 

          Alight with the radiance of te Ra, 

          Fitted to serve 

                 (Uenuku, 6) 
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APPENDIX A: Evelyn Rosella Patuawa Nathan 

 

Cross 

 

Midnight hems in the balcony already 
isolating its watchful occupants, A 
glowing neon AVIS sign overlooks a 
blooming causeway of intimate 
cavems and subterranean lanes 
linking dusk to dawn. Big Time 
Spender, music spreads it swings 
opening gates wide to delirious 
dreams of would be lovers oppressed 
by convention and a close night 
longing for rain. They hang in like 
desperate volcanoes in endless car 
queues condoms on wheels 
primordial back seat satisfaction. 
Elsewhere the city sleeps... while man 
to man needs P.R.ed by outrageous 
Mardi Gras coming out celebrations, 
hide behind a facade for other cries in 
limpid nights, grieving lost 
innocence. The uncertainty of lovers 
heart breaking searches for something 
else besides the excitment of flesh. 
For a loving face to be there always, 
avoiding fear of being alone and 
lonely, of love in spring, meaningful 
with its promise of hope. 

The stage is set in the unique nightly 
passion playhouse, We watch a 
myriad mini dramas unfold. 
The Queen rises like a phoenix 
from the ashes of last night, a vision 
in chiffon, dark glasses, long 
gloves, high heels and a Parasol at 
midnight. 
A comic pantomine 
with bristly chins, 
mask like makeup 
buttons and bows and 
a penis. 

 

A U.N. mix of courtiers of all shapes 
and sizes in tulle and fancy dress 
congregate at Forbes Steps  

 

teetering on high, high heels teased 
wigs flying. Exotic teddy undies, 
diamante leotards strut down William 
Street to the ABC huddle, everyone 
wheeling, some dealing. Street music 
is complex lyrics change daily the 
melodies bitter sweet. Reveals at 
times tendemess and caring, at other 
times the darker side of the sex 
industry, its violence not understood 
by outsiders. Tattoo legends parade in 
full body decor are beacons to 
discordant inspiration setting-
dragons-love-mothers and-ship-
wreck-rose-snakes, loose on midnight 
streets. 

A nightly changing canvas of 
giving men and women who give 
far and wide like alms or falling 
rain. But like Cinderella at the 
witching hour, the first rays of 
dawn bring attainment of a new 
virginity her sex closes, like a 
flower at evening's approach. The 
street, with its split personality both 
linked to political fates and money 
markets, by day retums to selling 
deluxe toyotas and Rolls Röyces a 
different kind of ride Kings Cross, 
Serpent of many spendours 
enmeshed in its shadowy doorways 
and amethyst lit street comers, is 
cannibalised by its sensuous and 
greedy history. 
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Lament for Hera 

 

They would escort her 

Death's the rest of the way. ritual music throbs 
The family sat motionless in the 

mournful numbed with despair, morepork call crying together. 
somewhere 

Closeness and warmth outside. 
in sharing the grief burden 

flowing with tears Inside, from ancient springs, our mother lay, washing 
the hollow cheek an exhausted shell of absence. 

 on her marriage altar. They call to her departing soul 

Nothing urging her to leave lived in her eyes without regret, without guilt. 
anymore. To leave all sickness, all pain and suffering behind 

The family in her earthly body. closed in 
It was time for her to go. circling 

her bed They tell her as though to stop that her work is over her leaving. she 
has done well, Eight siblings her parents wait to greet her had suckled away 
on the other side, her nurturing energy Ngatihau whanau too, drained she will 
not be alone. her mothering gifts. 

Leaving 

Together, family drank deeply an 
empty vessel of death's black wine. to embark 

They sustained each other on its 
timeless voyage. with generous memories, 

while blank face child statues 

The eldest son Pare ring the death bed at her side traumatised, to the end, 
the anchor gone forever. fighting back tears Already feeling the void 
wiping her brow and deprivation ahead, comforting her. eyes drown in 
pools 
Until from which pain sings. a rattling moan signalled the arrival of 
the serpent. Uncle Reihana's voice rose with his message of farewell 
to Hera's soul. To ease her on her way into the ethereal sanctity of 
whanau waiting for her beyond. 
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MAROPIU 

 

A bump greened at the very tip of 
the vine, creamy petals unfolded 
and in leaps and long steps 
crossed the tops of ti tree. 

Even late winter rains 
pulling a bleak shawl over 
bushes could not stifle the 
urgency of growth. 

Down in the raupo swamp a 
family of pukeko fossick 
murmur and listen heads 
cocked to one side flicking their 
tail feathers. 

Below the old timber school house 
abandoned by progress ends its 
days as a hay barn, once shaped all 
thinking in the valley. 

Its once pupils scattered its lessons faded long forgotten. But those who have walked 
or ridden down this road past old Maropiu school will tell you about the f time wild 
clematis wreathed manuka tops to the song of bell birds and tui in a wild carnival of 
spring.  
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Ratema's Song 

 

Mohoa mother country family land I 
hear your gentle voice your endless and 
simple song I was part of long ago, 
where dragon flies too once very close, 
remind me of grasses hanging over 
tethered eel poonga as you flowed to 
meet the kaihu. Bushes form their own 
shapes delight of timeless leaves cling 
to undulating slopes in which lazy days 
hide and winds sleep undisturbed by 
familiar strains from the distant pau of 
Ratema's song. 

Stir, anxious calls from nests and 
scent and flavour of maire, taraire, 
titoki enslave flights of pigeon in 
dark layers of sunset. 

Ratemats voice part night bird 
tupuna calls me back and what 
child memories and deep feelings 
evoke, what skies, what pools 
what fun and happy times, what 
fragrant earth smells waken inside 
me. Full of you, beloved Mohoa 
eternal warrior and healer, my 
senses, spirit, and soul melts all 
family divisions all hostilities, 
into viable tender pa*, accept with 
love and hold your image, dear in 
my heart. 
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Opunake 

Aching Shrouded slopes lament, eyes walk the ridge tears race down hill sides 
to the crown of Tutamoe, washing away the regal presence precious earth 
manna. of indigenous kings Death Masks grown up with me hand held 
by timber mills unthinkably hold back remaining soil. no longer there.
 Exchange jobs, Not relocated to housing a carton or two or fumiture shops, 
but for docile acquiesence brutally cut down in their prime until "King Pine 
Dollar" without sensitivity is negotiated. displaced Here and there by 
the new warrior king devastation clings Carter-Holt. to memories 
Mushed up like weetbix of foliage antiquity. then sent to Japan Above as 
chopsticks. an ancient moon recalls 

Completing the circle of devaluation  processions of fish of all things indigenous. 
trapped in fossillised rocks. 
The plains sigh The sun considers embarrassed its fertility rites, in their recent nudity, 
drawing growth hills bare back sides from the loins of heaven half hidden by tattoo pattems 
to shape once more of year old pine plantations. from regenerated seed and sap As far as 
the eye travels places for homeless birds plantations climb up to the skies to nest and breed. 
Carter-Holt pine tree Though chain saws is king, still scream and threaten long live 
the KING. leaf and bough flesh Royal boxes abound from skeletal forests left. bend a knee. 
Now heavenly catholic rays 
Degrading natives to chip board, from the sun life giver, sweep the floor
 embrace rows and rows with a flourishing bow. mile after mile 
Upholding acre upon acres the "King Pine Dollar", of endless pine coffins, 
moulding chop sticks and dollars. the new and mighty GOD. 
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Morepork 

 

Like birds of omen in shrill cacophony, 
my recollections all swoop down on me, 
swoop down into the ti-tree foliage of my 
questioning heart watching the future 
reflected in the shrinking Kaihu waters. 
Narrowing and drying up, where once ancient trees deepened the evening's abandon, 
their root systems part of its watery source, its stoney bed skeleton more exposed 
each year. Nature's habitat vanishing replaced by alien pines, and northem song 
birds. New sentinels on hillsides watch the bare, unguarded re;iver, its custodians, 
innocents display a wisdom yet imperfect watct-.from the local ber,eu fail to hear, 
Papa's lament for Kaihu. But take a long walk to the nearest indigenous bush, you 
can still hear familiar bird voices following the slim food line. One voice rises above 
the others seldom heard by day, its night cry opens the dense skies to the stars, its 
imperative call thrills and tingles the spine ominously. 
as it did that wan and melancholy night long ago. 
The moon appears a misty crescent lighting up a stand of kahikatea close by the river, 
wispy clouds cross the sky blown by a teasing wind, blows also on trees that tremble 

and lessen, blows on a river shrinking from its earth ribs,  cavernous 
blows on a bird that cries out for our destiny. 
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Voices in the mountain 

 

Storm clouds gathered in the mountain evening 
came down - the sea rose from its knees its 
spray  veiled the cliff face. Winds 
swept out a dirge primeval, from deep within 
the stone belly and soul of that place 
reverberating... 

rolling...along...the...beach 
.and up...creeks receding and 
surging plaintive, reedy, 
insistent voices call - plead - 
demand - 

Retum to us... the right of 
way... over sand covered 
middens to the place of our 
unburiable, the right of way 
to spiritual roots of 
TeRoroa.. 

Gnarled kawakawa ages on 
Bluff slopes of Maunganui 
awaiting your reply to a 
situation ygu contrived and 
now must answer justly. 
We asked no question 
whakapapa our proof we 
await a just outcome. 

 

You, meanwhile grow fat and 
powerful always shifting goal 
posts ever manipulative grow 
your sons up in your mould. 
Teaching them to out wit and 
out wait, the long term solution 
could end another century on, 
or never? 

As the kawakawa has aged so too have our 
sons and daughters blossomed matured 
learned from the tree of knowledge. Today, 
wisdom of young TeRoroa give direction 
to purpose, take up the dirge of Taohoa  

Return to us the right of way to 
the heart land of TeRoroa the 
right to lay on the eyelids of tupuna 
final words. It's finished, justice 
prevails. Rest in peace. 
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July at Taita 

 

July at Taita was dormant days were long and winter 
bare broken only by cousins stopping to chat as I 
gardened by the roadside, or they came to the whare 
kai with gifts of food to share. 

Evenings took on a depth of their own, alone, 
with night all around the atmosphere cool inside 
the large sleeping house. 

At peace and comfortable with my silent companions 
protecting me from their places around the wall. 

The air dense with emotion uncanny rhythms and sounds. 
Light and darkness pulsate like the heart beat of life strangely 
co-ordinated by the winking and blinking of far off stars. As 
though life's answers came from there and were linked 
somehow to obscure family events, tragedies and histories laid 
out within these four humble walls. 

I watched from the Marae porch flanked by a crowd of 
faded whanau visible to no man. 

As stars flee ahead of a blustering wind hurrying in from Omamari, one can see past 
the limits of our own lives almost to the place of exit, a cavernous space waiting to 
devour us.  
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Lament 

 

I believed you were there so went searching. If you were 
there were you in disguise? Others there assured me of 
your presence. Did you slip by in that gentle breeze 
caressing me like a whisper as you passed. They tell me 
you were there and tenderly gathered up the child 
embracing all her pain, The betrayals you forgave. Alas I 
was not there. Still pain clings like a tiny bird fluttering 
captive in my heart forever. 

And still I wait and continue my search for a 
sign from deep within myself of your 
presence.  

 

Old home on the slope 

 

Old home on the slope weathered and dull 
now haloed by the foot hills of Tutamoe. 
Our mothers face was haloed by dark hair and an aura of gentleness. 

Outside the top house the puriri tree an odd, 
leaning shape its trunk one end of the 
clothes line. 
Our dark haired mother wore a track between the house, the top well and 
clothes line. 

Rain often swept Kaihu Valley flooding creeks and roads 
isolating cattle without hay, cutting off houses. 
Our gentle mother cut and stacked fire wood to dry warmed the house 
washed and fed us before preparing for nightly prayers. 

That final night we gathered at her bedside silently, under 
the steep roof of sky severing threads to release her, to let 
her go. 
Our gentle mothers guiding hand was stilled at forty two. 
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Rituals 
 

Important as birth beginning the cycle so too is death ending it. 
Shadows stretch without sound unasked from the place of the 
unknown replacing a light among us with a darkened space 

by extinguishing the light from within. The rituals 
acknowledge status of procreation, sharing and joy, new life. 
Death's ritual of giving back to the maker, life we are custodians 
of, sadly conclusive. Loving shadows move beyond entransit to 
the resting place of souls and spirits. down the line of generations 
arrived by many routes, to understand the phenomena of life's 
journey while preparing for our own exit. Attending loved ones, 
our closest kin with ties of family warmth and kindness, to treat as 
we would want to be when our time comes. 

A draught of cool air as somewhere between, a door 
opens, a candle flickers, goes out. 
the echo of footsteps going, where all roads 
converge to become one way. 
 

  

FRAGMENTS 

 

You, beloved mother of many voices, one 
special voice I still hear. 

Each time I retum and retrace steps of walks we took 
together. Searching always searching for traces of what I 
know not. Seeking consolation from rememberingtyour 
time here. the garden hedge you grew neglected for 
years, now over grown trees below the worn out old 
home we shared in family warmth. We know its love 
and bonding its nurturing and values its striving, its small 
goals its truths and downfalls. The house, a stranger to us 
now, only the damp and earthy smells of bush and creek 
remain. 

Fragments of family and family land are ever 
constant. 

As from a distant place I hear you calling 
softly sometimes singing 
the songs you sang when we were 
children. The etemal cradle song you have 
become remains forever part of my legacy of 
loss. 
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You beloved mother 

 

You, beloved mother of many voices one 
special voice I Still hear.  
Each time I return and retrace steps of walks we took together . 

Searching always searching for traces  of what I knou not. Seeking 
consolation from remembering your time here. The garden hedge you 
grew neglected for years, now over grown trees below the worn out old 
home we shared in family warmth. We knew its love and bonding its 
nurturing and values its striving , its small goals its truths and 
downfall•5 'r The housep a stranger to us now, only the damp and 
earthy smells of bush and creek remain. 

Fragments  of family and family land are ever constant 
. 

As from a distant place I hear you calling softly sometimes 
singing the songs you sang when we were children. The 
eternal cradle song you have become to me is part of my 
legacy of loss. 
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presence 

Who has witnessed or experienced it the moment when 
suddenly everything becomes eerie uncanny. A 
shadow appears briefly sometimes on the floor next to 
yours, a voice seems to speak in a dream you waken in 
fright in a sweat senses are numbed breath held. You 
wait tensely making a sign of the cross, Muttering a 
prayer to clear away all evil or to communicate with 
who ever. The moment soul eclipsed aura with its own 
complex centre, somewhere full of langage not 
understood annulled by silence. The eerie presence of 
someone not visible is felt. 

 

 

last of anything 

I wonder about the last train from Donnelly's 
Crossing there are no signs left, no railway 
lines, no stations, nothing only memories. 

How sad and lonely is the train's distant whistle 
I still hear today. Do others also hear it feel its 
melancholia? 

Yet life proceeds at a pace happy in the rising song of morning 
sun, stretching golden conciliatory arms across mute skies. 
Still I feel uncertainty, hearing there at times jarring and 
missing notes replaced by interludes of loneliness as we 
farewell the last of anything. 

How does yesterday balance in the weight scales 
of today? Tested by this thought Tutamoe rises 
through the mists of antiquity covered in its forest 
mantle, the last giants stand grieving passionate 
prophetic. 

I return to Donnelly's Crossing trace the old tracks to Whatoro, to lie 
back in scented grasses and dream and listen and hear distant hissing'of 
old steam engines as all trains, sooner or later pull out and leave move 
on ... 
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TAITA  

Icon in paddock all weather sentinel humble keeper of the 
seeds suckled deepy by families and community honed by 
times and change. Silent and erect in your new red and 
white suit, flowers kiss your feet as you protect faces gazing 
out from picture frames. Listen intently to every whim, 
every ambitious plan every shared joy, every crisis and 
departure. Observe every welcome and exchange with 
those who visit. 

Sightless window paned eyes, stare out at 
the road. 

Eternity also has eyes, in them records images of 
ancestry challenging bare foot down the tracks of 
centuries. Crossing oceans its expanse filled with 
eyes of faded kin, are there. 

In them burns fires of intense spirituality locked 
in another dimension 

In them speaks the universal language of aeons, eternal flame of life and death renewal 
continuity ... 
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Gardener 

The old woman bent bw over her spade whispering a silent prayer, she 
listened intently for a reply eyes buried in the rich dark soil, as though 
searching its depths for answers like why not a better crop than last season. 
Not doubting the soil's fertility. 

Tuming the earth, loosening it with work roughened hands smoothing, patting, 
talking to it, murmuring and crooning to herself. 
She made her peace 'Mth her Gods every day in this way. 

Gave her thanks for each day. 

Each day a miracle, in a life of frugal hardship. There was no bittemess in 
this deeply lined face but a light in wide set brown eyes recalled the sea off 
Opononi, silver shadows of mullet and kahawai leaping in waves, sand 
damp and soft between toes and rough dinghy trips to Rangi Point. 
The old woman knew every plant, every shrub, every tree in the garden and addressed them all 
as she worked around them. 
Admonishing the spindly linarias growing wild, for not trying harder, chiding a 
wayward grape vine, patting the trunk of a clever nectarine praising its bumper crop. 
Slowly, she stood, straightening her aching back hands resting , low on each 
hip, shoulders thrust back face to the sky, stretching the upper trunk and spinal 
cord. Then raised her arms,hands shielding her eyes from the sun's bright gaze. 
For a moment her long, strong body appeared to be an extension of the earth 
in which her bare feet thrust deeply rooted. Mother Earth, she rises up like an 
ancient Goddess uniting the valley's landscape. 
Quick, clear creeks spring eloquently from eyes set in deep pools. 

Ploughed furrows, form her wrinkled sweat beaded face. Fragrance of new 
mown grass, aromatic herbs cling to her presence. 

This image suddenly broken by a swid of noisy grandchildren appearing from 
nowhere, all talking at once, clutching her skirt, demanding attention. 
The youngest wants to be picked up and cuddled. She responds, reaching down and 
gathering up in her arms the smallest bundle with the teariest eyes and the snottiest nose, 
cleaning him up with a large man's hankie before planting loving kisses all over his face, 
tickling him unmercifully. 
Reassured, he wriggles free, runs off. 

The old woman walks to a golden Queen peach tree and shakes. 

Fruit falls sweet and heavy with a plop.  

Startling grasshoppers, they leave in all directions. 

She picks up the peaches wiping each one carefully on her apron and hands them out, 
cleaning hupe noses with the hem of her skirt at the same time. Her gestures firm and 
affectionate. Just as suddenly they take off around the side of the house laughing, 
chattering and loudly showing off. 
Once more the old woman retums to the closed silence of the garden thrusts her spade deep 
into the black soil, bending low feeling the delicate rhythm of life, at one with the 
environment. She is the earth. 
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Taitokerau 

Taitokerau warrior vine and earth root, socce of northern tribes, ¯ 
 Cce your face contorts before me in grand disdain and contempt. 

You left this place long ago passing down lands in trust to guardians whose 
ancient words and promises were part of the vine. But were ripped off by 
persuasive strangers who became our colonial masters. Words since laid bare 
in naked chaos. The few worthy voices not united or strong enough tobind and 
lead, still stand waiting and confused. The plot lost, songs forgotten, speech 
atrophied. 
The words dissipated somewhere between Waitangi and Wellington. In the silence 
and time it takes to acquire land and change legislation, re-educate another culture, 
into another culture undo centuries of thought patterns •and reteach a parody of 
Anglo-Celtism. 

Still the land lies waiting feeding the vine, enduring changes in the silence and 
sorrow of insatiable night. your face and body unchanged sculpted from ancient 
hills and forests stirred by salty winds, swift flowing rivers towering forests. 
You are the hoarse and rasping voice of Taitokerau, cry of the shy and cautious Kiwi. Source 
of the vine that binds northern people together. 

 Dreams clothe you as you live and live again. 
Words begin to flow again, Whina's spirit urges women . take 
their place. 
This too, is the resurgence of the vine. Your mother's hands moulds her family kneads 
the takakou, asserts her leader qualities. Once more there is a feeling of hope a glimmer 
of renewed life in your eyes, as well as grief, as you wait for a clear voice of leadership 
to emerge from behind the sound of the karanga. 

The sage 

He attended all gatherings in the valley. 

No wedding, or death or crisis  happened without him. 

Portly and supportive, his koha was his knowledge, his speech, with always the right words for 
every occasion.  
A big framed man, strong and light on his feet. In the cold winters he wore a heavy army coat 
from which became his blanket at hui as we all lay together on soft hay covered with 
sheets - bedding. A steel infantry hat found at the Bluff covered his bald head, served also to 
carry mushrooms or peaches or seagull eggs or sweets he would share amongst children. 
He always looked comfortable and would rest his eyes often or doze off lightly as 
soon as talking ceased. 

When things got too quiet, he would leap up stick in hand and begin a spirited dissertation 
which would go on for an hour or so, he would conclude with a rousing rendition of 
"Kamate Kamate'% everyone leapt up to join him. He was the only one we knew who slept 
with one eye open balefully watching small children interested in a close inspection when we 
thought he was asleep. He had a rock n' roll snore. In the early hours Uncle Pae came into his 
own, his hearing was keen and when people arrived from distant places slamming their car 
doors,bright head lights shining through windows, he would ensure the kuia was wakened 
and outside no matter how drowsy, and throaty and off key her karanga to welcome visitors. 
He joked that we should train our dogs to bark to waken those sleeping, when visitors arrive 
tate at night, or perhaps we could teach the female dogs to karanga. Uncle Pae was not a 
local, his speech reflected remote places and events, lent him a background though he seemed 
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to belong, to fit in. His oratory held the people, like an epic poet his voice rose and fell and 
occasionally broke with the passion of his delivery. My older brother would translate for me 
 he understood. I would be transported on the sounds of anguish to the swamps of 
Waikato hiding mothers and children as their lands fell to heavily armed Government troops, 
too much for the odd musket the taiaha and mere. Eloquence flowed from inner depths 
distilled by time and memory. His sense of history, his simple style and humility he shared 
from another era. 
He knew all the events, the relics, the treasures, the connecting links as he called tribes to 
perform at weddings for their piece of cake. He married bright eyed Tati, they raised a family 
of songsters, 

Between them they knew all the waiata, haka, pau, oriori together they passed on the 
culture to the young of Kaihu Valley. He taught thundering haka and the wildest 
challengeand pukana "Kamate Kamate" rent the air like a dozen erupting volcanoes and 
resounded across the valley, touching all families, all children. Today I recall you 
Tupuna, gentle sage of our universe. 

It was as if the Kaihu river 

It was as if the Kaihu river was still a part of me had followed me 
when first I left the valley to work in the city. 
A nervous and exciting anticipation filled my head with eager thoughts of 
adventures that lay ahead. 

In my lonely kitchen maid's room at the end of a tiring day it flung its multi 
arms around me comforting me caressing me with a strong notion to carry me 
back there to milk cows and help on the farm. Away from the seduction of city 
life, accessible taverns accessible cousins eager to share their city know how 
with a lonely country cousin. To show me a good time. 

At night captive in dream tossed sleep drifting rudderless vulnerable it was as if 
the Kaihu wrapped itself around me protectively, shielding me with friendly 
sounds of weeping willows sweeping low trailing ribbons of green leaves in its 
waters children's voices from swimming places along its banks the white and 
swiftly flowing narrows at Panapas.... 
far off splashing of horses crossing below George's shed at Ahikiwi. the 
Kaihu grips me achingly, absorbs me washes over me reminds me of my 
roots. 

 

 

Twilight 

Twilight. 

Poignant and meditative space surreal in rose and violet limbo eternal captive between night 
and day. The landscape of your soul its changing shadows glide and wafts ethereal silken folds 
has time for dancing in wind song melody of quivering putorino air. Its sound deep and rich 
sobs hauntingly and fades, taking with it the deepening layered end 
of sunset. The last mask of day slips over the edge disappears, leaving 
twilight supreme.  
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The Couple 

A tremulous night of gentle and diffident love scent of 
amorous embrace and liberation enveloped the lissome pair 
as they played sensuously on their shared bed. 

Watched only by curious blinking stars. 

One a slim, tanned blond with a look of uncertainty on her lovely face, the other a 
buxom dark haired Polynesian. They hid from strangers behind the shadows in 
their eyes disguised with mascara, kohl and dark glasses. 

They explore each other with candour murmur endearments, finger tips, 
erotica in sWeet cadence. Two bodies ignite reciprocate love tenderly, 
Arms and legs entwined they lie easily together sarongs lightly cover, 
glistening bodies. 

The women dream on blissfully silent caresses a healing balm, they were gladdened by this 
option, fearful still of past encounters with male lovers. They pitied women enslaved 
to a man's possessive embrace, who take what they want to fulfill their needs, then treat their 
partners with violence and humiliation. 

They stand in the lighted window embracing, kissing. 
People look up from the street,  are curious, stare then shrug. 

Oblivious to the world the couple remain motionless absorbed 
in themselves. 

 

She who has 

She who has yet has nothing I speak to you from deep within myself. From the calm mirrors 
of your eyes that answer me I see myself revealed my soul my curiosity and striving 
insatiable dreamer I speak to you from the garden of my soul where your response reaches 
me in the caress of a butterfly wing, fragrance of old roses, Gazanias in your finger tips your 
intercession. Mother of all merciful she your virgin breasts sustain us all. 
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APPENDIX B: Toi Anne Te Rito Maihi 

 

Whakaaro 

 

 Te whe ki rangi 

- the resonance of thought and sound 

Ko te pu 

- that emanates from 

nature 

capturing sound visually 

 wind - woven 

      water – formed 

            stone – carved 

all encompassing…….. 

  



 

445 
 

Matauranga / Knowledge 

 

Enlightened 

born at the beginning of time 

with the emergence of light from darkness 

 

so too 

the resonance of sound 

emanates from thought 

 

rippling through time and space 

leaping 

generations, localities, cultures 

captured 

at points of contact 

 

frozen incomplete in evolutionary pathways 

diversifying with each manifestation 

 

phenomenon of nature provoke 

wind, water, cold, heat-formed patterning 

reverberate in the mind 

echoing…….. 

 

proliferate 

into word, song, dance 

painted 

carved 

assembled 

woven 

 

with each destruction 

each loss 

opportunities 

for the ingenuity of mankind 

abound 

 

our perceptions, our understandings 

tantalising glimpses of further possibilities 

ever beckoning 
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Mohaka Song 

 

Wakened in the wharenui by Richard 

playing his koauau so softly 

only I stirred, dressed, and followed him 

to the mouth of the Mohaka River 

 

There 

we sat in silence on the grass edging the sand 

facing the sea, waiting…….. 

The grey of the dawn sky lightened 

The central horizon glimmered 

and a line of quicksilver 

ran from the centre separating ocean from sky. 

 

The light of the rising sun set the waves a-glitter 

glowed through breaking surf 

flowed across the sand and set wet shells gleaming 

transforming the dew on the grass into brilliance 

and warmed us 

 

I gave thanks for the joys of the day, for its gifts 

Then we separated to gather. 

 

I was elated with my finds –  

some from the sea 

others from far inland borne and tumbled 

by rough waters of an untamed river. 

 

Richard joined me, 

 stretched his hand to encompass a number of pumice pebbles 

and asked, “Why these?” 

“For their colours.” 

“but they can sing,” he said. 

And a whole new world of entrancement began. 

 

One by one he cradled each pumice pebble 

in the fingertips of one hand and stroked it gently 

with the fingerpads of the other –  

and commensurate with the glass content 

drew forth whispers of resonance 

to sing soft delight…… 
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Songs of the Stones…….. 

                                           

 

I sat on the grass edging the sand 

facing the sea, waiting…….. 

The grey of the dawn sky lightened, 

the central horizon glimmered 

and a line of quicksilver 

ran from the centre 

separating earth from sky. 

 

the sun rose above the horizon 

and its light set the waves a-glitter 

glowed through breaking surf 

flowed across the sand  

and set wet shells gleaming 

transforming the dew on the grass 

into brilliance –  

and warmed me. 

 

I gave thanks for the joys of the day 

and the blessings of its gifting 

then began the gathering. 

 

I was elated with my finds –  

some from the sea, 

others from far inland 

borne and tumbled by rough waters 

of an untamed river. 

 

Richard joined me 

stretched his hand to encompass 

a number of pumice pebbles 

and asked, “Why choose these?” 

“For their colours.” 

“But they can sing,” he said. 

And a whole new world 

of entrancement began….   

 

One by one 

he cradled each pebble 

in the fingertips of one hand 

and stroked it gently 

with the fingerpads 

of the other –  

and commensurate with the glass content, 

drew forth whispers of resonance 

to sing soft delight.  
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Rimurapa 

 

In my mind for some weeks 

had been drifting some elusive snatches 

of memories of childhood. 

 

Occasionally images surfaced clearly 

before sliding again into obscurity, tantalising –  

glimpses of the mesmeric ripple 

of thick, water – slick ribbons gleaming 

as successive swells heaved them rhythmically skyward. 

Fascinating  

the reluctant lifting 

and the sliding, gliding subsidence from each crest 

into each following trough 

 

The glitter of the knife as it slashed 

liberating the gleaming lengths 

Then our struggles as we dragged them from the rocks 

  to the sand 

colours ever-changing 

dancing in the sunlight. 

 

The delicious coolness as our hands 

pushed through the knife slit 

into the spongy interior 

forming long eel-like containers 

writhing in the waves. 

 

Then the matching foot-to-foot of the paua 

as our father flung them to us 

the pushing of each pair into the cool wetness 

of the rimurapa 

and when filled. towing each length through the shallows 

to the beach. 

Then the trudge to the old truck 

dragging the kai moan behind us 

now heavy with sand adhering to the wet surface 

obscuring the beauty of the rimurapa 

 

yet we knew a feast awaited us at home 

After Dad had shared the harvest with whanau 

and friends he would cook some for us. 
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Rimurapa 

 

languid tendrils ripple 

from delicate flickering tip 

to sturdy base 

at each surge –  

Ribbons of kelp 

interlacing 

sliding, gliding 

caressing…. 

surfacing 

diving 

mesmerising…….. 

 

 

 

Dawn Dance 

 

Fascinating 

the dawn dance 

of gulls 

hovering at the edge 

of each incoming wave 

snatching at morsels 

as the water recedes 

 

 

 

 

Gifts of Tangaroa 

 

Bless each storm 

whose waves tear loose 

the rimurimu 

I so love 

and place them above 

the tide line 

waiting for me. 

 

Their multiple forms 

and colours 

provoke such delight 

and endless possibilities. 
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Fascinated 

    I watch the gulls gather  

    assembling patiently for the morsels 

    deposited 

    by each rush of the incoming tide –  

    and the dance 

              as waves and gulls 

advance 

      meet 

              retreat…….. 

 

 

              Such effortless ease of gulls 

               riding the breeze 

            exultant! 

 

 

   Take heed! 

   

     Where once our groping fingers 

   encountered numerous tuatua or pipi 

   dropping them in the kit 

   by the handful 

   Now, 

   barren shells proclaim 

   if we destroy the substance 

   how shall substance of past plenty 

   fill our children’s bellies? 
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          Karen 

 

 Truly a kindred soul 

 I wonder that I should feel at ease 

 with this person 

 as if the decades of life 

 that divide us 

 do not in reality exist. 

 

 The joy in our meetings 

 our conversation 

 out laughter  

 and in the quiet times 

 each of us ‘doing our own thing’ 

 our interests 

 our delight in the idiosyncrasies 

 of life – within ourselves and others 

our sharing of pain 

and of joy. 

 

Thoughts of Karen 

inevitably lead to food. 

The pleasure she gives via food 

is an exquisite sequence … 

her face lights up  

as she plans – buying from the market 

vegetables, fruit, free range eggs 

home-made cheeses, chutneys, jams, 

homegrown nuts, 

cake and bread 

bacon and venison. 

Filling the car with her purchases 

and driving home 

with pausing at a French café 

lingering over a coffee 

and an exquisite melt-in-the mouth pastry. 

 

Then comes the unpacking. 

The sheer pleasure with which she greets 

each purchase as it is revealed, 

savouring the smell of some 

holding others up to enjoy their colour or shape, 

or simply because she’s so pleased 

they were available. 

Muttering to herself of what  

she could choose to cook with what. 

“That should taste great,” 

she tells herself 

as she stores her acquisitions away. 
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I love to watch her cook. 

Swiftly she assembles everything she needs. 

There is no indecision. 

She exudes pleasure as her hands perform 

an unconscious ballet, 

selecting, peeling, slicing, chopping, 

brushing, sprinkling, stirring, tasting. 

Then the timing of each component of the meal 

the baking, the boiling, the steaming, the simmering. 

 

Finally 

the lifting of the lids 

Steam rising 

delicious smells wafting to set saliva flowing 

the snow white plates 

ready for assembling 

To allow colour and  texture to form a visual delight 

and the taste buds dance! 
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Blessings 

 

As I wander along this treasury 

I chance upon such multiple delights –  

twigs debarked and polished 

by sea and sand; 

transient delights of tāniko patterns 

etched upon the sand 

by successive wavelets; 

vacant shells which, whilst wet 

reveal exquisite designs 

whose colours reflect he minerals 

in the seabed 

where once they sheltered 

living creatures. 

Further 

I chance upon seaweeds 

which on isolated coastal stretches 

can display such diversity 

of size and shape and colour. 

Then my mind leaps 

and my fingers tingle with expectation 

as I see myriad possibilities 

of the marriage of this with that 

of those with these. 

Ah! 

a bay with stones of many sizes 

battered over ages 

by relentless crashing waves 

until they’re satin smooth to the touch 

irresistible 

glowing with colour when wet 

that diminish 

when dried by sun or wind. 

Round the headland 

into a relentless wind 

that blowing over perforated rocks whistles! 

How can some call these wonder-filled places 

 “just a beach!” 
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