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INTRODUCTION
This historical narrative weaves together Ngāi Tahu cultural values, stories and traditional
knowledge associated with Ōtautahi (Christchurch) and the highly mobile existence of hapū and
whānau groups within the Canterbury area and the wider landscape of Te Waipounamu (South
Island). The focus of this historical narrative therefore is on this mobile way of life and the depth
of knowledge of the natural environment and natural phenomena that was needed to navigate
the length and breadth of the diverse and extreme landscape of Te Waipounamu.
The story that will unfold is not one of specific sites or specific areas, but rather a story of
passage and the detailed cognitive maps that evolved over time through successive generations,
which wove together spiritual, genealogical, historical and physical information that bound
people to place and provided knowledge of landscape features, mahinga kai and resting places
along the multitude of trails that established the basis for an economy based on trade and
kinship. This knowledge system has been referred to in other places as an oral map or a memory
map, which are both good descriptions; however, here it is referred to as a cognitive map in an
attempt to capture the multiple layers of ordered and integrated information it contains.
This historical narrative has been written to guide the design of the public realm of the
Christchurch central business area, including the public spaces within the East and South
frames. It is the intention of this chapter to leave the designer or design team inspired, but
most importantly to leave them with a greater level of understanding of the significance
of whakapapa and the interconnected relationship between Māori and the environment.
Within this relationship there is much traditional knowledge that can be learnt, and from this
understanding there lies the possibility of designing a public realm that integrates and connects
with traditional landscapes and ways of knowing to create spaces that not only reflect the
cultures of the place but also respect and restore the environment and the traditional values
systems embedded within it.
Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu is a Treaty partner with the Crown, including the Canterbury
Earthquake Recovery Authority. Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu is a strategic partner for earthquake
recovery in Canterbury, in terms of the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Act 2011 (CER Act)
(including sections 11, 17, 20 and 59). Ngāi Tūāhuriri is the hapū with mana whenua and
customary right over Ōtautahi. The takiwā of Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga, in accordance with
Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu (Declaration of Membership) Order 2001, is:
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The takiwā of Te Kāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga centres on Tūāhiwi and extends from the
Hurunui to Hakatere, sharing an interest in Arowhenua Rūnanga northward to Rakaia,
and thence inland to the main divide.
The representative entity of Ngāi Tūāhuriri, Te Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga, has mandated a steering
group known as Matapopore to represent the interests of Ngāi Tūāhuriri as they relate to the
Christchurch Central Recovery Plan (Recovery Plan). The consulting team comprises Ngāi Tahu’s
pre-eminent historian Dr Te Maire Tau and specialists in iwi engagement and advisory services.
The Recovery Plan outlines the cultural significance of Ōtautahi to Ngāi Tahu and the
aspirations of Ngāi Tahu within the redevelopment of the city:
While this Plan necessarily presents a shared vision and programmes for the
redevelopment of the central city, it also presents Christchurch with the opportunity
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to both incorporate and showcase Ngāi Tahu cultural identity and values in a more
visionary and integrated way. It takes the approach of intertwining Māori culture into the
redevelopment of the central city, and as such can be celebrated as a sound foundation for
a 21st century relationship in urban planning.1
A number of Ngāi Tahu historical narratives have been completed already for various precincts
such as the Justice and Emergency Services Precinct and Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct
(both written by Dr Te Maire Tau). These existing narratives have discussed the significance of
the Treaty of Waitangi to Ngāi Tahu and the long intergenerational fight for redress that led to
the Ngāi Tahu Claims Settlement Act 1998. Rather than reading the same information here, the
reader is directed to these existing narratives to gain an understanding of the effects that loss
of land and loss of mahinga kai had on the traditional economy and wellbeing of Ngāi Tahu,
spanning many generations.
As we move into what some commentators describe as the “post-settlement” era,2 the Crown
and Māori are in the process of forging new relationships and governance structures within the
field of natural resource management to build bridges and give effect to the principles of the
Treaty of Waitangi. Within this post-settlement era, iwi are building both wealth and capacity
and looking to create innovative partnership arrangements with the Crown and Crown agencies
to advance their desire for rangatiratanga and to exercise kaitiakitanga: “Kaitiakitanga involves
the sustainable use of environmental resources by tāngata whenua for social maintenance and
development, central to the development of indigenous te tino rangatiratanga.”3
The CER Act provides the mechanism for recognition and acknowledgment of Ngāi Tūāhuriri as
mana whenua through Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu as the Treaty partner with the Crown, and
to ensure the participation of mana whenua in the redevelopment of Christchurch city so that
they can continue to strengthen cultural identity, traditions and their relationship to
this environment.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PUBLIC
REALM TO NGĀI TAHU
In the physical sense, the public realm is defined as publicly owned streets, pathways, lanes,
parks, plazas, squares, publicly accessible open spaces, and public and civic building and
facilities. It is within this space that we carry out our everyday lives, as well as where we come
together to participate in community activities. How public spaces are planned, designed and
built can impact on our experience of the city, how safe we feel and how we feel about it as the
place in which we live, socialise, visit or work:
Public space is all around us, a vital part of everyday urban life: the street we pass through
on the way to work, the places where children play, or where we encounter nature and
wildlife; the local parks in which we enjoy sports, walk the dog or sit at lunchtime; or
simply, somewhere quiet to get away for a moment from the bustle of a busy daily life. In
other words, public space is our open-air living room, or outdoor leisure centre.4
Social geographer James Kunstler believes that the public realm is the physical manifestation of
the common good in a society, that there is a relationship between the surroundings and the
behaviour of a society.5
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The public realm tells the story of who we are – our histories, cultures, values and creative
expression are embedded in the fabric of this space. The identity of this space is inseparable
from the users’ experience of the city, how they identify with themselves, each other and this
environment.
It has long been acknowledged that the public realm of central Christchurch prior to the
earthquakes favoured the stories of the English who settled in this land over 160 years ago.
The landscape character that evolved closely reflects that of the traditional English aesthetic
that now forms the dominant identity for Christchurch, ‘the Garden City’. This aesthetic is
undeniably charming; however, it has all but smothered and degraded the prior layers of cultural
identity, values and traditions associated with this landscape. Ōtautahi is a place of cultural
significance to Ngāi Tahu and the Recovery Plan includes a map of central Christchurch showing
areas of cultural significance:
Ōtākaro (Avon River) and Ōpāwaho (Heathcote River): supported extensive wetlands and
mahinga kai (food and resource gathering place) in the Christchurch region.
Tautahi: Mahinga kai and kāinga nohoanga (village settlement) located on the banks of
the Ōtākaro (Avon River).
Tautahi Rua Kōiwi: Kōiwi tāngata (human remains) were discovered at the location of St
Luke’s Vicarage. This site is believed to be the burial place of Tautahi.
Puāri: A mahinga kai and kāinga nohoanga (village settlement) located on the banks of the
Ōtākaro.
Puāri Pā Urupā: The urupā (burial place) for Puāri was situated in sandhills set back from
the Ōtākaro on the site of the former Christchurch Public Library at the intersection of
Cambridge Terrace and Hereford Street.
Tī Kouka Fishing Marker: A tī kōuka (cabbage tree) that was used as a fishing marker by
local Māori in the 19th century stood on the northeast corner of the CBD in the grounds
of Englefield Lodge until its removal in 1922. The tī kōuka was formally replaced in 1994.
Market Square: Market Square, currently known as Victoria Square, was an important site
of early trading between Ngāi Tahu and European settlers. Many Ngāi Tahu, particularly
Ngāi Tūāhuriri from Kaiapoi, came to Market Square to sell their produce.
Little Hagley Park: Little Hagley Park is the sliver of land between Harper Avenue and
Carlton Mill Road. In the colonial period it became a meeting and resting place for Ngāi
Tahu, mostly Ngāi Tūāhuriri, who often travelled great distances to Christchurch to sell
or trade.6
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All of these culturally significant areas are intersected by the public realm (streets and facilities),
or form the basis for the open space network such as the Ōtākaro/Avon River, Little Hagley
Park and Market Square (Victoria Square). A number of these areas will be or have already been
discussed in more detail within the Ngāi Tahu historical narratives for anchor projects such
as Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct. The whole of the central area of Christchurch was
of significance to Ngāi Tahu as a mahinga kai, as an area of passage between the main Māori
settlements at Kaiapoi Pā and Te Pātaka a Rākaihautū (Banks Peninsula), coastal, estuarine and
lake mahinga kai of Wairewa (Lake Forsyth), Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere) and Te Riu o Te Aika

Central Recovery Plan, p 12.
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kawa (Brooklands Lagoon). The central area of Christchurch formed an important part of a
network of trails that connected these settlements and mahinga kai to each other, and to natural
resources and settlements throughout Te Waipounamu. As such, these ancestral trails, which
included river passage and walking, served much the same purpose as the public road network
does today. They connected family groups living in different settlements, provided access for
trade, areas for rest and temporary shelter along the way, and access to food and necessary
supplies for longer journeys.
The cultural significance of central Christchurch to Ngāi Tahu is evident in the many oral
traditions and historical manuscripts that have recorded the knowledge of traditional customs,
whakapapa and histories of this area. Acknowledging, protecting and celebrating cultural
histories and values within the public realm will have many benefits to the community of
Christchurch as a whole. Building pride in Ngāi Tahu identity and culture will have a beneficial
effect on the wellbeing of Māori and their sense of belonging, and build shared pride and
community cohesiveness. A visible cultural identity within the public realm is experienced by all.
Ngāi Tahu identity has formed through whakapapa and this identity is unique to this place and,
through design, art and language, it can inform a unique and meaningful sense of place, which
will enrich the experience of the city:
Tūrangawaewae – Sense of Belonging: This principle is primarily about recognising and
giving expression to Ngāi Tahu’s place of standing/tūrangawaewae in Christchurch/
Ōtautahi. It is about acknowledging those who connect by whakapapa (blood lines) to
the many wakawaka (places of settlement) in the area, having particular regard to their
cultural knowledge, needs and aspirations.7

PASSAGE AND NAVIGATION
Te Waipounamu is a landscape of extremes. From snow-covered rugged mountain ranges, to sandy
sheltered bays, snow-fed braided rivers to low-lying swampland, each landscape contains specific
ecological conditions that culminated in a landscape rich in natural resources. For Ngāi Tahu, and
Ngāti Māmoe and Waitaha before them, it was this bounty that they came for and came to rely
upon for survival. They moved around nearly the whole of Te Waipounamu hunting and gathering
the diversity of resources this landscape provided, from north to south, east to west. They traversed
the low-lying plains, travelled along the many river courses and through the mountainous and
dangerous terrain of Kā Tiritiri o te moana (Southern Alps) to access the precious pounamu.
Ngāi Tahu and the tribes before them developed detailed cognitive maps to help them navigate
this vast and often hostile environment. In these maps were contained the tribe’s traditions and
histories about the land that was founded on the naming of landscape features, food resources and
resting places. The first layer to this map is told through the story of the early Waitaha explorer,
Rākaihautū.
This story tells of how Rākaihautū travelled the length and breadth of Te Waipounamu, developing
a cognitive map of the landscape and natural resources as he went. This process was more than
the memorising and naming of the physical features of the land; more significantly it was the
embedding of whakapapa into the landscape. For Māori, the spiritual, natural and psychic worlds
are intertwined. Humanity is viewed as part of an interconnected system in which all things have
a role to play and in which all living things descend from the same primal parents, Rakinui and
Papatūānuku. As such, everything in the universe, inanimate or animate, has its own whakapapa.

6

CERA Grand Narratives

7.

N. Harris, Matapopore Environmental Statement and
Benchmarks, unpublished report prepared for Matapopore,
2014, p 4.

The story of Rākaihautū starts with Uruao,
the primary waka of Waitaha. There are
numerous accounts of this ancestral waka
and the exploits of the founding ancestor
of Waitaha, Rākaihautū. The legends tell of
how the Uruao was guided by the tail of the
summer constellation Scorpio8 and that the
Uruao then became the stars that guided the
waka. After the Uruao beached at Whakatū
(Nelson), Rākaihautū headed inland with
his party, carving out all the major lakes
with his kō (digging stick). On reaching the
Canterbury area he dug out the lakes Te
Wairewa and Te Waihora. Te Waihora was
named Te Kete ika a Rākaihautū (the fishing
basket of Rākaihautū) and Banks Peninsula
was claimed as Te Pātaka a Rākaihautū (the
great food storage house of Rākaihautū).
Directly across Akaroa Harbour from Ōnuku
Marae stands the distinctive Tuhiraki (Mt
Bossu). This peak is said to have been formed
when Rākaihautū thrust his kō (digging
stick) into the ground.
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The Māori worldview and relationship to the
natural and spiritual world are embedded in
the structure of their language, naming of
landscape features and places, and myth and
legend. Myths and legends hold fundamental
knowledge and “were deliberate constructs
employed by the ancient seers and sages
to encapsulate and condense into easily
assimilated forms their view of the world, of
ultimate reality and the relationship between
the Creator, the universe and man”.9
As Rākaihautū embedded the major
landscape features with whakapapa, he also
left spiritual guardians. Te Maire Tau notes,
“During his travels he left spiritual guardians
on the Waiau River, for example. These tribal
stories finish by telling us: ‘Ko Rākaihautū
te takata, nāna i tīmata ai kā ahi i ruka i ēnei
motu’ (It was Rākaihautū who lit the fires of
occupation upon this island).”10
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This detailed cognitive map wove together
spiritual, genealogical, historical and physical
information that bound people to place. The
naming process had an order to it, whereby
hills and mountains often bore the names
of waka and chiefly tīpuna associated with
the waka. Other major landscape features
such as lakes and rivers also told the stories
of ancestral waka and tīpuna. As successive
tribes migrated to Te Waipounamu, they
did not disrupt the oral map that had been
drawn by Waitaha, but rather merged their
whakapapa over time into the existing
one. Te Maire Tau notes that this process
occurred at a concurrent rate of tribal
intermarriage.11
Smaller landscape features were also named;
these names often related to lesser ancestors,
ancestors of later tribes and the historical
events or actions relating to them, or the
naming also often spoke of the natural
resources available there. The intricate detail
of this map was noted by a Pākehā, Edward
Shortland, who visited Te Waipounamu in
1840. He wrote that he was “surprised to find
that, even in this thinly populated part of the
country, names had been given to many small
streams and ravines, which one would have
imagined scarcely worthy of notice…”.12
This tells us that this cognitive map that was
retained in oral tradition was not static but
rather was developed in detail over time.
We might refer to such a document today
as a ‘living or working document’, in that
we add to it as new information comes to
hand. This built up detailed knowledge of the
environment and the interconnected way in
which we relate to it, and served as
vital information for the highly mobile
economic and social network that evolved
in this landscape.
The migration story of Ngāi Tahu from the
east coast of the North Island to Canterbury
is often told through the oral tradition of
the accounts of Moki and his elder brother
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Tūrākautahi. Moki was the war chief of this
expedition and the youngest son of Tūāhuriri,
the senior Ngāi Tahu chief of the hapū Ngāi
Tūhaitara (later to become Ngāi Tūāhuriri).
I don’t intend telling this story in any detail
here, but I will cover aspects of it that relate
to the richness of natural resources that this
landscape had to offer.
Ngāi Tahu historians Te Maire Tau
and Atholl Anderson, in Ngāi Tahu: A
Migration History, tell us that Kaiapu and
Tamakino were making their way north
to the Ngāi Tahu stronghold of Kaikōura,
after accompanying Waitai in his fighting
rampage in the south. As they travelled, they
noted the resources of the land in detail.
On arriving at Kaikōura, they went to the
house of their brother in-law, Moki, and it
was there that they told their story to the
principal chiefs of the pā.
They told of the thickly forested Banks
Peninsula, the immense number of rats and
weka that were running amongst the tussock
and scrub, the luxurious growth of tī kōuka
(cabbage trees), the rivers and streams that
were teaming with tuna (eel) and other fish,
and the endless amount of flat fish within Te
Waihora (Lake Ellesmere).
Mako was there and asked about the food
available at Ōhiri (Little River). On hearing
of the weka, kākā, kererū and tuna that
were available there in Te Wairewa (Lake
Forsyth) and the surrounding landscape,
Mako claimed the Little River valley and Te
Wairewa as his by saying, “Inland is a pillow
for my head and on the coast a rest for my
feet”. In a similar fashion, Te Ruahikihiki
claimed Te Waihora, Kaitōrete Spit and the
surrounding landscape as his. The promise
of resources within these landscapes spurred
the chiefs to go forth to Canterbury and
secure these prizes for themselves. It is
also important to note that it wasn’t only
the incentive of abundant resources that
motivated Ngāi Tahu chiefs to migrate
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B. Dacker, The People of the Place: Mahika Kai, The New
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further south, but also the opportunity to avenge the deaths of two of the wives of Tūāhuriri
who had been killed by Tūtekawa, a Ngāti Māmoe chief living at Waikākahi, on the shores of Te
Waihora.13
Moki led the war party south to avenge the death of his father’s wives. After the death of
Tūtekawa, Tūrākautahi then ordered the migration from Kaikōura to Canterbury. Areas that
hadn’t been claimed during Moki’s expedition were soon claimed by other Ngāi Tahu chiefs. Te
Rakiwhakaputa (father-in-law of Tūrākautahi) claimed Te Whakaraupō (Lyttelton Harbour) and
established himself at the place now known as Rāpaki. Te Wheke (son of Te Rakiwhakaputa)
settled at the mouth of the Ōpāwaho (Heathcote River), Huikao occupied Koukourārata and
his son, Tautahi, constructed the pā Ōtautahi within the central Christchurch area. Other areas
were systematically claimed by occupation and by disposing of Ngāti Māmoe living there.14
Tūrākautahi and Moki built a pā in the Taerutu lagoon that was later to become known as
Kaiapoi Pā. The location of Kaiapoi Pā was strategic. It had access to vast areas of forest, kiore
(rats) and manu within the Canterbury Plains and numerous other mahinga kai, such as the
surrounding swamps and rivers. Kaiapoi was en route to Kaikōura and close to the ŌtiraWaimakariri trail (Arthur’s Pass) for pounamu and the wealth of natural resources of Banks
Peninsula and Te Waihora. With Ngāi Tahu chiefs all established within these areas, the scene
was set for an economic and social life based on mahinga kai.
The centrally positioned pā of Kaiapoi became the major trading centre of pounamu for Ngāi
Tahu. The success of this extensive trading network of pounamu and other natural resources
relied on detailed knowledge of the natural environment and natural phenomena. The extensive
and extreme landscape of Te Waipounamu offered a rich diversity of natural resources, all
located within specific and sometimes far-reaching areas. The cooler South Island climate also
meant that traditional cultivated foods such as kūmara could not grow any further south than
Banks Peninsula so the hunting and gathering of food was a vital part of the lives of southern
Māori. A highly mobile way of life existed, which revolved around knowledge of the seasons,
animal life cycles and growth cycles of plants. The area known today as central Christchurch was
frequently traversed as Māori moved between Banks Peninsula and Kaiapoi Pā.

PASSAGE AND THE LANDSCAPE
OF ŌTAUTAHI

13.

Anderson, A., and Tau, T., Kāi Tahu a Migration Story.
Bridget Williams Books in association with Te Rūnaka o
Kāi Tahu, Christchurch, 2008.

14.

Ibid.

The central area of Christchurch, as discussed in the previous section, formed part of a network
of trails that connected the various settlements within the wider Christchurch area and further
afield. The Ōtākaro was an important part of this network and along its banks were located
two kāinga nohoanga (settlements), Puāri and Tautahi. Both these kāinga nohoanga had ceased
to act as permanent settlements at some point between 1700 and 1800, but continued to be
used as temporary accommodation by Ngāi Tahu travelling through this area or to this area to
gather food or other resources. Outside of the central area of Christchurch there were numerous
other kāinga nohoanga and kāinga mahinga kai, which were used as both regular and seasonal
camping places associated with mahinga kai.
The main trail between Banks Peninsula and Kaiapoi was the Rāpaki trail (still used today as
a popular walking and cycling track), which connected to the Ōpāwaho (Heathcote River)
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then onto the Ōtākaro (Avon River). A
trail from the settlements at Taumutu and
Wairewa went through the southwestern
area of Christchurch and utilised the river
systems of the Huritini (Halswell River)
and the Ōpāwaho. This trail then also
connected with the Ōtākaro. The Ōtākaro
provided access to a trail along the eastern
coastline and the coastal resources of Te
Ihutai, and west to an inland trail which
went through the area of Papanui and
Pūtarikamotu (Riccarton or Deans Bush)
and forest resources.15 Both eastern and
western trails headed north to Kaiapoi Pā
and the Waimakariri, which provided the
route through to the Ōtira–Waimakariri trail
(Arthur’s Pass) to access pounamu on the
West Coast.
These trails not only provided access
between settlements and resources, but also
had to provide the necessary resources to
survive the journey such as food, materials
for shelter, materials to catch or harvest food,
water, and materials to build temporary
rafts and replenish clothing and footwear on
longer journeys.
The Ōtākaro supported numerous mahinga
kai, as did the various swampy areas
nearby. Foods gathered from the Ōtākaro
included tuna (eel), īnaka (whitebait),
kōkopu (native trout), kanakana (lamprey),
waikōura (freshwater crayfish), waikākahi
(freshwater mussel), tuere (blind eel) and
pātiki (flounder). A variety of birds were
also gathered including pūtakitaki (paradise
ducks), pārera (grey duck), raipo (black teal),
tatā (brown duck) and pāteke (teal). On the
banks of the rivers, plants such as aruhe
(fernroot) and kāuru (root of the tī kōuka/
cabbage tree) were also gathered.16
To traverse the rivers and streams that
formed part of this network of trails,
temporary rafts needed to be constructed
from the resources at hand. The wetlands
throughout this low-lying landscape

10
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Fig. 1
The main passes between the Arahura Country and Canterbury. B. Brailsford, Greenstone Trails, Māori and
Pounamu, Stoneprint Press, Hamilton, 2nd ed 1996 rev, p 125.

15.

Christchurch City Council, Christchurch before 1850 –
Inner – city and coastal heritage trails (brochure). Refer to
the map in the brochure titled Trails and Place names in
Kāi Tahu times.

16.

Goodall, A., Palmer, G., Tau, T., Tau, R., Te Whakatau
Kaupapa: KāiTahu Resource Management Strategy for the
Canterbury Region, Aoraki Press, Wellington, 1990, p 22.

Fig. 2 (left)
Example of a temporary shelter (whare rau)
constructed of surrounding vegetation. “The
branches are laid across the fern until they are
melded together”. B. Dacker, The People of the
Place: Mahika Kai, p 21.

Fig. 3 (below)
Mokihi, Otago Museum. Made of raupō and
harakeke. Otago Museum, Kāi Tahu taoka:
treasures from the Otago Museum, Reed Publishing,
2006, p 58.

provided the perfect material for such a
task. The leaves of raupō (bullrush) contain
tubular air pockets, which create a spongy
buoyancy. The name of this raft was mōkihi
and, according to Tikao, “the people would
walk inland to the lakes and mountains and
would come back down on mōkihi. They
were made large and broad as a raft, but
were boat-shaped and they were of a size
to carry from 10 to 20 people as required”.17
Knowledge of how to make these craft is
kept alive by tribal members today.
The raupō would be tied in bundles using
strips of harakeke (flax). The lightweight
dried harakeke flower stalks were cut and
used as reinforcing for the centre of the
raft. The bundles of raupō typically formed
the base, top and sides of the raft. These
bundles would then be tied tightly together
using strips of harakeke to form a waka
shape. Poles were then used to guide the
raft downstream. Although mōkihi were
temporary and would eventually biodegrade
back into the environment from which they
were made, they were sometimes used more
than once. After the destination had been
reached, the mōkihi were typically left near
the river for use by the next travelling party.
Tikao also mentioned another technique
used to cross rivers, which is worthy of note
because it illustrates how carefully tīpuna
Māori used to observe the natural world
around them, including the antics of animals:

17.

J. H. Beattie, Tikao Talks, Penguin Books, Christchurch,
1939, p 108.

18.

J. H. Beattie, Tikao Talks.

When a number of people wished to
cross a rapid but wade-able stream,
they took a lesson from the kiore
(native rat) in the strong helping the
weak in a chain system. They would
take a number of poles, and a chain
of strong men held these flat against
the current while the old men, women
and children crossed below them.
They broke the current for the weaker
ones, and this is a lesson man learned
from the rats.18
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The local environment also provided the
necessities for clothing, footwear and
shelter. Sandals were an important travel
item, especially over rough, swampy or
mountainous terrain. Sandals (called
pāraerae) were made of either woven
harakeke or woven dry tī kōuka (cabbage
tree) leaves. Barry Brailsford, in Greenstone
Trails, talks about the various European
explorers who travelled with whānau
groups through the Southern Alps to access
pounamu. Many of these explorers found
that the pāraerae was better equipped for the
job than their leather boots, which would fast
deteriorate on such journeys. The pāraerae
would last anything from one to several days,
depending on craftsmanship and terrain, but
could easily be remade en route:
Whenever they stopped they made more,
using whatever material was handiest.
The best ones were made of dry ti leaves,
and if double, would last for five to six
days on fair ground … Everyone in the
party would be employed making them.19

Fig. 4
Traditional woven sandals (pāraerae) made from harakeke. A. Anderson, and Dunedin City Council (N.Z.),
The Welcome of Strangers: An Ethno History of Southern Māori A.D. 1650–1850. Dunedin, N.Z., University of
Otago Press in association with Dunedin City Council, image sourced from the Otago Museum, Dunedin, 1998,
p 124.

Medicinal needs for travellers were also
met by the vast medicine cabinet that was
the vegetation around them. According to
Rob McGowan, expert on rongoā Māori
(traditional Māori medicine), “the first teacher
of rongoā Māori is the ngahere, the Wao Nui
a Tāne, the forest itself”.20 He remembers
the answer his koroua (North Island term for
grandfather) and kuia (North Island term for
grandmother) gave him when he enquired
about the medicinal values of plants:
E Pa, why do you keep asking us about
the plants. We don’t have to tell you
anything at all; all you have to do is
get to know the forest and all the trees
in the forest, and they will tell you
everything you need to know.21
This story tells us that the knowledge
of rongoā Māori came from detailed
observation of the plants of the forest and
the handing down of knowledge through the
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19.

Roberts, cited in B. Brailsford, Greenstone Trails, Māori
and Pounamu, p 100.

20.

R. McGowan, Rongoā Māori: A Practical Guide to
Traditional Māori Medicine. Kale Print, Tauranga, 2009,
p 1.

21.

Ibid.

the flax was used for constipation, gum from
flax was used for toothache and ringworm.
The nectar from the flower is edible and was
used as a sweetener.
Tī kōuka (cabbage tree) also had multiple
uses. The stem and taproot (kāuru) of
young trees was highly prized as a sugary
food-source; the growing tip is also edible.
The leaves of the tree were very fibrous and
used for weaving rope, rain capes, sandals
and other items. Its rongoā uses included
eating of the shoots, which helped to prevent
scurvy, and brewing as a hot drink to cure
diarrhoea and dysentery. Cabbage trees were
also planted to mark trails, boundaries and
other important sites as they are generally
long-lived.

Fig. 5
Examples of whata: William Fox’s watercolour
in 1848 of Rakawakaputa village near Kaiapoi.
A. Anderson, and Dunedin City Council (N.Z.),
The Welcome of Strangers: An Ethno History of
Southern Māori A.D. 1650–185,. image sourced from
the Hocken Libray, 1998, p 153.

22.

J. H. Beattie, Tikao Talks, p 130.

generations. The smallest details of seasonal
changes, growth habits, survival mechanisms
and relationship to the manu (birds) and
insects taught the careful observer much
about the potential medicinal qualities of
plants.
Knowledge of medicinal lore was
traditionally held by the tohunga (expert
practitioner in healing and other areas of
traditional knowledge and skills). During
most expeditions, a tohunga would have
been present; however, general knowledge of
rongoā Māori would have been held by the
wider whānau group, and especially by those
who assisted the tohunga with his work.
Interestingly, many of the plants that already
served multiple uses in building, weaving
and food also had medicinal qualities. For
example, harakeke (flax) not only contains
one of the strongest natural fibres known,
used for weaving kete, clothes, rope and
fishing nets, it was also a popular and useful
rongoā plant. Juices from the root were used
for skin problems such as boils, the root of

Food exchange between the settlements
of Banks Peninsula and Kaiapoi Pā was an
important custom known as kaihaukai (feast
giving). Respected rangatira and tohunga
Teone Taare Tikao talks of the ceremony of
visiting and exchanging gifts of food. He tells
of the different types of food from the various
areas and the importance of this exchange to
provide some variation in diet. The people of
Kaiapoi might bring tuna (eel), kāuru (root of
the tī kōuka/cabbage tree), kiore (rat), aruhe
(fernroot) and kūmara. The people from
Rāpaki might bring pipi, kuku (mussels), shark
and maraki (dried fish) as a return gift. The
food would be exhibited on tall structures like
an inverted V framework with a platform or
stage running across to provide tiers to hold
the baskets of food. The staging was called a
whata or tīrewa and the various platforms,
which each displayed a different type of food,
were called kaho. Tikao goes on to say that
the food was not eaten at this time, but rather
exchanged. He also states, “There was more
food down here than in the North Island, and
nothing was stinted in the efforts to create a
good effect.”22
Although each hapū had their own
defined area, they also had usage rights as
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determined by whakapapa and intermarriage to other resources outside of their main area.
These areas are called wakawaka (family gathering sites) and the resources there were carefully
managed by that whānau group in accordance with tikanga (right way of doing things, best
practice). Williams notes that families specialised, generation after generation, in management
and harvesting of the particular resources within wakawaka, for which they were kaitiaki.23
Different whānau groups would sometimes need to travel long distances to areas to harvest
seasonal delicacies such as tītī (muttonbirds) from Rakiura (Stewart Island). Bill Dacker notes
in The People of the Place: Mahika Kai that preparations for the harvesting of tītī would begin in
January and February. Kete (flax baskets) would be woven; pōhā (kelp bags) and their protective
coverings of tōtara bark or raupō were prepared. These items were used to carefully store the
tītī in so that they could be preserved and transported.24 Tītī were, and still are, an important
traditional food to gift (koha) or exchange.

Fig. 6
Expansive views across the Canterbury landscape
as viewed from the Banks Peninsular. Lithograph
by Edmund Norman, 1855, Canterbury Plains. A.
Anderson, and T. Tau, Kāitahu: A Migration Story,
image sourced from the Alexander Library, p 118.

Entire whānau groups would traverse the landscape on foot, by waka or mōkihi and, after the
arrival of European colonists, on horseback. Such an encounter was recorded by one of these
colonists:
A strong, healthy people, much given to riding about on horseback. In the early days of
settlement it was quite a sight to see the cavalcades of Māori’s, scores of them mounted
on all sorts of horses, – men, women and children with bag and baggage starting out
– visiting each other to and from Kaiapoi, Temuka, Waimate, Waikouaiti and Port
Chalmers…25
The trails that traversed the area between Banks Peninsula and Kaiapoi were well utilised. The
cognitive map for this landscape encapsulated the detail and name of every landscape feature, all
of which embodied the stories of their tīpuna (ancestors), every resource and all the knowledge
required to use and manage that resource.
The low-lying land that makes up much of the Canterbury landscape means that mountainous
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by Māori in Pre-contact Te Waipounamu.’ Journal of the
Polynesian Society, Vol 119, pages 149-180. 2010, p 170.
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25.

Stevenso, cited in H. Evison, Te Wai Pounamu, The
Greenstone Island, Aoraki Press in association with the
Kāi Tahu Māori Trust Board and Te Rūnakanui O Tahu,
Christchurch, 1993, p 334.

features such as Kā Kōhatu Whakarakaraka a Tamatea Pōkai Whenua (the Port Hills) and
Kā Tiritiri o te moana (the Southern Alps) are clearly visible over long distances and would have
provided important navigational cues. There are many legends surrounding the more prominent
peaks of these features; one such legend is that of Te Poho o Tamatea (the bosom of Tamateapōkai-whenua, Captain of the Tākitimu waka):
The hill’s name derives from when Tamatea recited karakia at its peak, causing fire to
erupt from Mount Ngaruhoe in the north. The fire travelled to Te Waipounamu to relieve
Tamatea’s cold and suffering in this new and hostile environment.31
Other peaks and features along the Port Hills are Ōtūtohukai (the ridge south of Dyers
Pass), Ōmawete (Coopers Knob), Ōrongomai (Cass Peak), Pukeatua (Dyers Pass) and Te
Pōhue (Sugarloaf).
Within the Halswell area, the hillock known as Otumatua (Kitchener’s Knoll), which sits upon
the spur running from Cass Peak down to the Halswell Quarry area, is of significance to Ngāi
Tahu as a wāhi tapu. The site provided a clear outlook north to Kaiapoi Pā and Maukatere
(Mount Grey) across Kā Pākihi Whakatekateka o Waitaha (the Canterbury Plains), and south
to Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere), Kā Kōhatu Whakarakaraka a Tamatea Pōkai Whenua (the Port
Hills) and Kā Tiritiri o te moana (the Southern Alps). Otumatua features often in oral traditions
as a boundary marker. Te Maire Tau also notes that from information gained from manuscripts
written by tribal elders in the middle to late 19th century, Otumatua was “a sacred place with an
altar used to forecast the weather. Used by all of the resident tribes”.27
Maukatere (Mount Grey) is the ancestral mountain of Ngāi Tūāhuriri and the dominant feature
of North Canterbury. In traditional lore this mountain is often connected to the nor’west wind
and death. Te Maire Tau writes that this mountain was also linked to life as Maukatere was the
site of the pool Te Waiora a Tāne – ‘the life-giving waters of Tāne’. The Ngāi Tahu myth tells of
an attempted union between Raki (Sky Father) and Papatūānuku (Earth Mother) and an ensuing
battle between Takaroa (god of the ocean and husband to Papatūānuku) and Raki, which left
Raki wounded upon Papatūānuku. They begot ill and deformed children, the youngest of whom
was Te Waiora a Tāne. Te Waiora a Tāne came to signify the return to health and wellbeing.28
Aoraki (Mt Cook) is the highest mountain in Aotearoa New Zealand. The story of Aoraki and
his brothers won’t be told in any detail here, but within the context of understanding the
significance of mountains to the identity of Ngāi Tahu, Aoraki represents the most sacred
of ancestors. The ancestor embodied in the mountain remains the physical manifestation of
Aoraki, the link between the supernatural and the natural world.
26.

D. Jolly, and Ngā Papatipu Rūnaka working group,
Mahaanui Iwi Management Plan, Christchurch, 2013,
p 255.

27.

T. Tau, Cultural Report on the Southwest Area Plan,
Christchurch City Council, 2013, p 18.

28.

Tau, Kāi Tahu and the Canterbury Landscape, p 44.

29.

M. Marsden, God, Man and Universe: A Maori View, in:
King, M. Te Ao Hurihuri: The World Moves On, Hicks
Smith & Sons Ltd, Wellington, pp 191–219, 1975, p 195.

THE MANY DIMENSIONS OF THE
COGNITIVE MAP
In Māori cosmogony, the origin of the universe is explained through whakapapa and through
the personification of natural phenomena. Māori view the world as an open system that is
entwined with the spiritual realm. For Māori there are three orders of reality: “the physical or
natural, the psychic and the spiritual. Whilst the natural realm is normally subject to physical
laws, these can be affected, modified and even changed by the application of the higher laws of
the psychic and spiritual”.29
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Māori believe that humanity was born of both god and Earth Mother (Papatūānuku), and that
all living things commence with the same primal parents, Raki (Sky Father) and Papatūānuku
(Earth Mother), and that the offspring of these primal parents have procreative and protective
responsibilities for all aspects of the environment and associated phenomena.30 Māori mythology
tells how the offspring of Raki and Papatūānuku were born into darkness, so their children
conspired to separate their parents in order to let light in. One of the children, Tāne, was
successful in wrenching his father from his mother, and hence became Tāne-nui-a-Raki (Tāne
the greatest son of Raki).
Tāne set to the task of adorning his mother with his offspring, many of whom took the form
of trees, shrubs and grasses. Personified he was Tānemahuta, god of the forest. Tāne now felt a
loneliness so, wishing for a companion, sculpted the form of a woman out the earth (whenua) of
Papatūānuku.31 She was then imbued with the mauri (life force) of the gods, and her name was
Hineahuone, from whom Tāne fathered more children.
Other offspring of Papatūānuku and Rakinui became gods of other natural phenomena. For
example, Takaroa became god of the sea and his grandchildren populated the ocean as fish
and all types of sea life and reptiles, while Tāwhirimātea became god of storms and wind and
presides over the elements including the rain, wind, mist, dew and snow.32
This story (which is given in very shortened form here) tells of the interconnectedness of all
things, and that “everything in the universe, inanimate or animate, has its own whakapapa, and
all things are ultimately linked via the gods to Rangi and Papa. There is no distinction or break in
this cosmology, and hence in the whakapapa between supernatural and natural. Both are part of
a unified whole.”33
Thus the Māori relationship to the land was a relationship between kin. Connections
could be traced to physical features such as trees, rivers and mountains, and even further
back to winds, mists and other characteristic weather. The land was not an abstract object
from which people had long been separated: it was pervaded by whakapapa.34
The cognitive map of the world in which Māori lived was multidimensional. It ordered life,
provided geographical detail and kept alive knowledge of whakapapa and historic events. A
significant layer of information within these maps is knowledge of the seasons, moon, sun, stars
and natural phenomena, such as wind and rainbows.

30.

M. Roberts, W. Norman, N. Minhinnick, D. Wihongi,
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34.
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Māori relied upon understanding the seasons and phases of the moon, sun and stars to order
their daily lives. The excursions to hunt and gather resources were dictated by te maramataka
Māori (the Māori lunar calendar). The Māori calendar is based on the moon and stars and
formed the basis of cultural life before colonisation. For Ngāi Tahu, the new year began in May
and every month was measured from then in accordance with the cycles of the moon. Māori
would have strictly adhered to this calendar within the wider Christchurch area when it came
to the planting and harvesting of kūmara (Banks Peninsula was the southernmost location for
the growing of kūmara). Kūmara is a tropical plant, so to grow it as far south as Christchurch
required extensive horticultural knowledge and high levels of labour to tend and nurture the
crops. As such, trips to other areas had to take place around the planting season for kūmara.
The maramataka was used in conjunction with tohu (signs/omens) to determine activities
such as planting, harvesting, hunting, fishing and other resource-gathering excursions. Tohu
included flowering of certain plants, moulting of birds, sighting of certain birds, and other local
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knowledge. For example, Tikao notes that when the pīpīwharauroa (shining cuckoo) was sighted
flying across the land from the islands, which it did only once a year, Māori knew it was time to
plant the kūmara.35
According to Tikao, the principal star of Canterbury Māori is Puaka, which rises on about 6 June
each year: “It is a star that flickers and changes colour, and has a great history, being mentioned
in the song about Tāne. If it comes up on the south side, it is a sign of bad weather, but if it rises
on the north side it is a good tohu (omen).”36
Matariki is another important group of stars that arrives a few weeks before Puaka and is
associated with the beginning of the Māori New Year. Navigation was accomplished through
observation of the moon and stars, as is illustrated by the journey of Uruao, the primary waka
of Waitaha. According to Tikao, āniwaniwa (rainbows) showed the direction for waka during
migrations. They were also a sign of good weather and of weather clearing up Rainbows were
sometimes called kahukura or had an association with the god Kahukura:
Kahukura was another god of ancient times and the rainbow was his sign… Kahukura
became the main god of the migrators. He separated the good from the bad weather; he
protected the frail canoes on the heaving waves; he sent fair winds to waft the canoes over
favourable seas; he assisted them with rainbows, which showed the canoe men
their directions.37
There were numerous other tohu that predicted weather events, such as flashes in the sky,
meteors, different fog formations, streaks in the sky at sunrise and different formations of the
moon. A Peninsula native noted the meaning of various shades and hues in the sky:
Tahupokai (a red sky all round horizon) was a tohu of fine weather, but ata a wai (a light
bluish light out to sea due south) was a forewarning of bad southerly weather. Ata a
mauru, however, was a good tohu; it is a peculiar light-coloured shade in the atmosphere
to the west, inland over Canterbury plains viewed from the Peninsula.38
The flowering and growth habits of plants were also key indicators of weather and seasons
and of the health of associated natural resources. Māori would pay close attention to harakeke,
toetoe and kōwhai. If the flower heads of toetoe and harakeke were plentiful, it was usually an
indicator that fishing that year would be good. The flowering habit of kōwhai was especially
significant as it was usually the first tree to flower. If the tree was blooming, at its best it was a
sign that the season would be good, and conversely, a lack of bloom foretold of a dead, or bad,
season. Tikao notes that it was the information gained from the flowering habits of plants that
the old people used to largely go on for predicting the climate for coming seasons.39
The whakapapa of natural phenomena typically referenced the gods. The Sun was the god Rehua
and Marama (Moon) was his half-brother. Māori believed that all the gods had great powers and
could harm humankind if they were over-exerted. The element of wind was especially significant
to Canterbury Māori. Te Maire Tau talks about the whakapapa of Te Māuru (northwest wind) as
originating from Pokohārua Te Pō – the source of all winds, incarnations and tapu: “From Raki’s
union with Pokoharua Te Pō came Uru Te Maha – a name that literally means ‘the source of the
westerly winds’. From this source came Tāwhirimātea (manifestation of the wind) and eventually
Te Mauru.”40
The northwest wind impacted on the lives of Māori. The force of the wind was used to good
effect in some activities. For example, when strong northwest or southwest winds were blowing,
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Māori would beat the swamps to send the pūkeko into flight against the strong winds. Eventually
the birds would get tired and drop from the sky.41
Growing of kūmara and other crops and the hunting and gathering of resources required a great
depth of knowledge of the influencing natural phenomena around them and of the growth
cycles of the plants and habits of the animals on which their subsistence lifestyle depended.
Hunting and gathering always occurred within specific seasons when that resource was at its
prime. For example, whānau groups would travel to Tāwera (Oxford) and the back country
to trap kiore (native rat) during April and May when the rats were fattest. Weka were hunted
around April and sometimes into early winter when the fat resources in the bird was at its
highest. Ducks were caught only when they were moulting as this made them slow. The younger
ducks were preferred as the older ducks were retained for continued reproduction.
The layers of information within this cognitive map were assigned to memory through the
spoken word, songs and stories. Māori had an intrinsic relationship with the land and resources.
This relationship was expressed through whakapapa, tikanga (the correct way of doing things)
and other actions.

THE COGNITIVE MAP AND THE
PUBLIC REALM
Indigenous knowledge of the environment is founded on many centuries of careful observation
of ecological systems and holistic and spiritual ways of living in a reciprocal and respective way
with the environment. This knowledge has the potential to effect positive ecological change in
an environment that is straining under the pressure of population growth, careless management
and exploitation of natural resources. Many indigenous peoples around the world have
maintained an identity and culture founded on a spiritual values system that is intertwined with
the natural world. This includes environmental practices that are believed to be aligned with
contemporary innovative and environmental thinking. As such, traditional value systems and
knowledge are being looked to for new approaches to conservation and development.42
Māori held a great depth of knowledge of the world around them, which formed the
multidimensional cognitive map that provided all the detail needed to navigate the length
and breadth of Te Waipounamu and live in an environment that could often be hostile and
changeable. Much of this knowledge came from the environment itself, through careful
observation of natural processes and change. This knowledge was passed down through the
generations and refined or adapted as new lessons were learnt or changes to environmental
conditions identified.
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The urban environment we live in today is far removed from the environment of Māori preEuropean contact. This narrative has focused on the traditions and knowledge associated with
the passage and navigation of Ngāi Tūāhuriri and other hapū within and through the wider
Christchurch area. There have been many stories within this narrative that have shown how
reliant Māori were on the natural resources around them, and how their knowledge of these
resources was extensive. Today, most of us have lost this awareness of natural phenomena and
depth of knowledge of natural resources and processes.

University Press, New York, 2012.
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Some of the stories told here have also been about food exchange, and whānau groups working
together and ensuring the natural resources they depend upon are sustainably managed. There
are many parallels between some of these traditional activities and contemporary thinking about
more sustainable and meaningful ways of living. These stories also embody the Ngāi Tahu values
that have been identified by Ngāi Tūāhuriri to be incorporated into the rebuild of Christchurch:
a.		

Mō tātou, ā, mō nga uri ā muri ake nei (For us, and our children after us)

b.		

Ngāi Tahutanga (culture and identity)

c.		

Manaakitanga ('care for a person’s mana' – wellbeing, in a holistic sense)

d.		

Rangatiratanga (chieftainship)

e.		

Whanaungatanga (family ties)

f.		

Tikanga and kawa (method and protocol)

g.		

Tohungatanga (professionalism)

h.		

Kaitiakitanga (stewardship)

i.		

Kotahitanga (unity)

j.		

Wairuatanga (spiritual health).

For Ngāi Tahu, mahinga kai formed the basis of the cognitive map and mahinga kai is the key
value for the recovery of Christchurch. There are a number of explanations of the meaning of
mahinga kai. To end this narrative, I’ve chosen one from Te Waihora Joint Management Plan
written by Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu:
Mahinga kai encompasses the social and educational elements of food gathering. It
includes customs practised in accordance with rangatiratanga, kaitiaki and whakapapa.
Particularly with regard to kaitiaki, tangata tiaki have a role to implement and pass down
customs and associated sustainable management methods, including the use of animal
and plant species as tohu. In this way, mahinga kai ensures the continuation of traditional
practices and the passing down of values to children and grandchildren, ensuring the
survival of the practices.43
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DISCLAIMER
This document has been prepared for the exclusive use and benefit of the Canterbury Earthquake
Recovery Authority (CERA). In preparing this document the authors have relied upon public
information and information provided by the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority and
others, the accuracy or completeness of which cannot be fully verified. While all due care has
been taken in the preparation of this document, no warranty or indemnity, express or implied, is
given by the authors or their related institutions, to any party, as to the accuracy or completeness
of this document, and no liability is accepted by the authors or their related institutions for any
losses or damages incurred by any party relying on this document. The views expressed in this
document should not be taken to represent those of the institutions to which the authors are
affiliated, or of any clients for whom they have acted or are currently acting.

CONFIDENTIALITY
This document has been prepared for the sole purpose of informing the Christchurch Central
Development Unit’s delivery teams responsible for design of the relevant anchor projects. The
Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority has agreed that this document is to be treated as
confidential information and that neither this document nor any excerpts of this document will
be published without the express consent of the contracting party.
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