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Conflict NZ Wars Northern
The aim of this introductory booklet is to explain the key events, places, and people central
to the Northland War and its outbreak.
This booklet will discuss the following topics:
- The early days of Kororāreka (modern day Russell)
- The felling of the flagstaff and what led up to it
- The types of technology and resources used in key campaigns
- The evolution of pā
- Individual responses to the events that unfolded
- The aftermath of war

Kororareka Beach, Bay of Islands, New Zealand, circa 1856, by Thomas Gardiner. Purchased 1993 with
New Zealand Lottery Grants Board funds. Te Papa (1993-0029-1)
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Traditional Māori Warfare
For hundreds of years before the arrival of Europeans, Māori would fight in small scale
campaigns, usually between different hapū who were disputing resources. Another
common reason for fighting was to obtain utu (balance/payment). Casualties were not very
high. Taua (war parties) did not travel long distances and fighting was seasonal as villages
had crops to attend to. Weapons were handheld and the skilled use of shorter weapons
enhanced the wielder’s mana. This was why practice in poi and tī rakau was so important
and ingrained in culture, as it helped with hand-eye coordination and wrist strength.
Fighting styles changed with the introduction of the musket and the potato to Aotearoa.
Māori were so successful with the potato crop they were able to trade for more muskets
and powder. It also gave them the ability to leave home for longer to go on lengthy
campaigns.
Pā evolved from the traditional circular formations to the more modern gunfighter pā which
were square in shape, making them stronger. They also, for the first time, began to be built
on flat ground where traditionally they were always situated on hilltop locations. Manned
high-top platforms also became obsolete as underground trenches were safer against
weapons of steel.
Ngāpuhi were the first iwi to obtain the new fighting technology and used them almost
indiscriminately to obtain utu in what was to become known as The Musket Wars. When
conflict erupted in Northland in the 1840s between Northland Māori and the British Army,
Māori were already well practiced in the use of more modern weaponry and how to defend
against it.
Supporting Links
https://teara.govt.nz/en/riri-traditional-maori-warfare/page-3 (read)
https://teara.govt.nz/en/traditional-maori-games-nga-takaro/page-5 (read)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1UT-O4tzU-k (watch)

National Army Museum Te Mata Toa, 1998.2234.
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Kororāreka
During the 1820s Kororāreka (modern day Russell) became the busiest port in the
southern hemisphere. British and American whalers visited the bay frequently and it
became a place of significant contact between Māori and Pākehā. Ships could undertake
maintenance and repairs while restocking supplies that they traded with Māori, mainly
Ngāpuhi.
In Northland, Ngāpuhi mana (power) and sovereignty was undisputed. Many visitors were
trading unfairly with the locals and because of the area’s thriving sex trade, it became
known as the ‘scourge of the Pacific’. These issues strongly influenced Ngāpuhi rangatira
(chief/s) to sign Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Māori version). The first to sign was Hōne Heke, a
powerful chief who, under this document, was promised ‘tino rangatiratanga’ (sovereignty,
self-determination, rule) and ‘kawanatanga’ (governorship, dominion, rule).
The different hapū of Ngāpuhi had also signed another document prior to this in 1835 - He
Whakaputanga o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tirene (The Declaration of Independence).
Unfortunately, these documents and promises were not upheld for Māori.
New laws were established and enforced by the settler government. These laws eroded
the mana and economic prosperity of the northern Māori. With land there was a policy of
preemption in place which meant that Māori were able to sell only to the crown, not
privately. In 1841 the capital of New Zealand was shifted from Kororāreka to Tāmaki
Makaurau (Auckland). This meant shipping to Northland declined, as did the demand for
goods. Ngāpuhi had originally collected the port fees but this right was removed and
became a source of government revenue. To top it off, the felling of kauri was banned.
Kauri had been an important source of revenue for local Māori. They progressively found it
harder to obtain or trade goods and started sliding into poverty. The Northern rangatira
could see they were losing control of their own affairs, and tensions continued to rise while
the government failed to adhere to Te Tiriti or He Whakaputanga.
These events led to Hōne Heke’s symbolic action of felling the flagstaff four times. The
original flagstaff was donated by Heke and was intended to fly the United Tribes Flag – the
first flag of the nation which was incorporated in 1835. Heke knew that felling the flagstaff
in protest was a symbolic act that would grab the settler government’s attention. He must
also have had some idea about the potential backlash from the government because new
pā were constructed and old ones were re-fortified.
Supporting Links
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=93sbWRtEUIw (watch)
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/missionaries/kororareka (read)
https://teara.govt.nz/en/ngapuhi (read)
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/video/russell-roadside-stories (read)
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The Flagstaff
From late 1844 Hōne Heke and his men felled the flag on Makai Hill four times. After
chopping it down the first time, Heke wrote to Governor Fitzroy:
“Friend Governor – This is my speech to you. My disobedience and rudeness is no new
thing. I inherit it from my parents, my ancestors, do not imagine that it is a new feature of
my character, but I am thinking of leaving off my rude conduct towards the Europeans.
Now I say that I will prepare another pole...in order to put an end to our present quarrel. …
The pole that was cut down belonged to me, I made it for the native flag, and it was never
paid for by the Europeans.”
Fitzroy did not reply, and the flagstaff was re-erected with the Flag of the Union flown
again, so Heke chopped it down again. After the flag fell for the third time, a blockhouse
was constructed and garrisoned to protect the flag. The lower section of the pole was also
clad with iron. This required Heke to come up with a more tactical plan for the fourth and
final felling.
The Final Felling
In the early hours of March 11th 1845 Te Ruki Kawiti set out to cause a distraction with the
aim of drawing the British soldiers of the blockhouse away from the flag so Heke and his
party could get to work chopping it down. Whether it was expected or not, Kawiti ran into
soldiers of the HMS Hazard training ashore and fighting broke out in the church yard and
surrounding area.
This worked as a perfect distraction, with other
soldiers leaving their positions at the blockhouse and
also becoming engaged in fighting. The fighting
became more severe and chaos reigned. Firing had
commenced in all directions including from larger
cannons stationed around the settlement. Soon after
the flag fell, Heke flew a white flag of truce as his
mission had been accomplished. The civilian Pākehā
population was evacuated to the ships anchored in
the bay without interference, including some who
were rowed out in waka by Kawiti and his men.
Shortly after, the town's powder magazine exploded.
Historians have debated whether this was a negligent
accident or an intentional detonation.
Bishop Selwyn, who was there at the time said:

McCormick, Arthur David, 1860-1943,
Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

“There is no evidence of any general or
indiscriminate hatred of the natives towards the
British settlers, or any disposition to bloodthirsty or
savage acts of violence”

Settlers were allowed back on shore to collect their
belongings. Once back on board, the Hazard began firing into the town, and plundering
commenced.
The situation was recorded by the master of the Matilda (whaling ship) Andrew Bliss: “It is
in my opinion, that had those shots not been fired, the town would have been saved from
plunder and destruction...shortly after our arrival back on board, they commenced
plundering in every direction and fired the town”
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At the end of the day Kororāreka lay in ruins with around 30 men dead, each side taking
roughly the same number of casualties. This loss, especially of the town, was an incredible
blow and the settler government attributed all fault to Heke and Kawiti. A full-scale
offensive was ordered. Fitzroy called for urgent reinforcements from Australia. Late April
was marked by the arrival of soldiers of the 58th and 96th regiments of the British Army into
the Bay of Islands. They arrived on numerous gun frigates (war ships).
Divisions within Ngāpuhi were also widening. Not all agreed with Heke’s actions. One
prominent rangatira and kupapa (collaborator/ally) of the settler government was Tāmati
Wāka Nene:
“This man [Heke] had laughed at all of our persuasions and threats [we] who are older
than himself … I had told the government when the flagstaff was cut down that I would
oppose Heke if he persisted in his folly and I am now come to do it”
Supporting Links
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/03/hone-heke-s-flagpole-fellingremembered.html (read – modern news)

Merrett, Joseph Jenner, 1816 - 1854.
Original title: The Warrior Chieftains of New Zealand
Public Domain, via Wikimedia Commons
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War and Weaponry
In 1845, only five years after the signing of Te Tiriti and The Treaty, the first phase of the
New Zealand Wars had begun. Māori adaptation to British weaponry was quite incredible.
The British quickly realized the necessity of heavier artillery to breach and invade these
modern gunfighter pā. Māori were armed with older flintlock style muskets and double
barrel shotguns (tupara). Traditional rakau Māori was also never far from the front. By the
time the battle of Ruapekapeka began, the British were armed with modern percussion
muskets, 12 pound howitzers, an 18 pounder cannon, mortars, congreve rockets and
massive 32 pounder cannons.

National Army Museum Te Mata Toa, Model of a 12 pound Armstrong gun one of the weapons used by British forces in Northland.

Otuihu Pā
The British first moved on Otuihu pā, led by Lt. Col. William Hulme. This pā was an old
kāinga (home base/village) of Ngāpuhi hapū; Ngāti Maru. The pā was the home of Pōmare
II and it also boasted a significant Pākehā population. Pōmare did not take part in the
events at Kororāreka, wishing to remain neutral. He was suspected of being a supporter
and the government believed he was stockpiling ammunition and powder. No battle
ensued, and Pōmare was convinced to come onboard and be taken prisoner. Soon after,
the soldiers went into the village and set it ablaze after plundering it of goods. The only
stockpiles were grog, turkey, ducks, and poaka (pigs). The inhabitants fled their home.
Pōmare’s later release was negotiated by Tāmati Wāka Nene. A boat was gifted to him as
utu for his treatment.

John Williams, d 1905, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
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Te Kahika Pā (Puketutu)
On May 8th, 1845, the British forces attacked Te Kahika Pā, located on the shore of Lake
Omapere after consultation with Wāka Nene. This new pā had been constructed by Heke
and Kawiti. The trek inland was long and hard for the British soldiers. When they arrived,
they were surprised by the pā and regretted they had not brought heavy artillery. They did
have some small congreve rockets, but most missed the target and the ones that hit the pā
caused little damage. It was an impressive design, protected by strong palisades with flax
padding. It also had trenches and loopholes for firing but unfortunately it was not yet
complete. Taua led assaults from the pā and hand to hand fighting ensued. After four
hours of skirmishing and the pendulum swinging to and fro the British decided to retreat.
The defenders inside the pā had used the raising and lowering of flags as signals for their
tactics. Thirteen to fourteen British had been killed and a much higher number of Māori –
around twenty-eight. Again, Heke sent a message to Fitzroy, attempting to negotiate
peace.
Te Kapotai Pā
Te Kapotai Pā was the located near the Waikere Inlet, home to the Ngā Puhi hapū of the
same name. The hapū were believed to have possessed plunder from Kororāreka. Under
the cover of darkness in mid-May the British arrived upriver by boat in an attempt to launch
a surprise attack. They were now led by Major Briggs (Hulme’s second in charge) and
aided by kupapa forces under Wāka Nene. Te Kapotai spotted the advance and chose to
withdraw. Some fighting occurred in the bush while at the same time, the British soldiers
set about the plunder and burning of Te Kapotai Pā. No loot from Kororāreka was found.
Supporting Links
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-ReeNewZ-t1-body-d30.html
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?
c_id=1503450&objectid=11098470 (read)
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?
c_id=1503450&objectid=11098470 (modern article - read)
Te Ahuahu (The Forgotten Battle)
On June 12th, a significant battle occurred at Te Ahuahu, an old pā belonging to Heke
which he had retreated to after Puketutu. This was different in the fact that no British
troops were involved. This battle was between Heke and kupapa forces led by Wāka Nene
and Te Taonui. While Heke was out gathering kai his pā was seized and on word of this, he
instantly returned to reclaim it. A fierce battle took place on open ground where Heke was
severely wounded in the thigh. He was quickly rushed away to safety and was out of
action for the six months that followed.
Supporting Links
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/war/northern-war/puketutu (read)

Tahlia Green September 2020

!8

Ōhaeawai
The next attack was launched on Ōhaeawai. This pā belonged to an ally of Heke; Penne
Taua. After Kororāreka its defences had been strengthened. It consisted of double rowed
thick puriri palisades, some a foot in diameter. The stronger inner palisades called the
kiritanga (the people’s skin) were sunk deep into the ground and reinforced with cross-rails
bound tightly with korokoro (bush vines). The outer palisade (pekerangi) was clad and
woven with harakeke (flax) which softened cannon blows. A trench where defenders could
safely fire from lined the perimeter. Inside the defences the village had been taken
underground with quarters being up to six feet deep, covered with trees and timber. The
excavated soil had been mounded over the sides and tops making them safe from the
bombardment.
In June over 600 soldiers were sent back to the Bay under Lt. Col. Henry Despard’s
command. By now Despard was about 60 years old and had not seen action for a long
time. The defenders inside the pā only numbered 100. Despard opened fire on June 24th
after significant logistical difficulties getting there. They possessed two six pounder brass
guns and two 12 pounder carronades. They were not big enough. For seven days they
bombarded the pā without breaching the defences. At one point, Despard even tried a
soldier’s suggestion to attempt gas attacks by using empty shells and shortening the
fuses. They were launched from a mortar at a 45-degree angle, lobbing them into the pā in
the hope of defeating their enemy. It was an utter failure. On July 1st, the British started
firing from their newly arrived 32 pounder which they set up on a hilltop position. Not long
after, a group of Kawiti’s men launched an attack from the safety of the pā, capturing the
gun position. After being beaten back by a taua of Nene’s they did something that
infuriated Despard. They had captured the Flag of the Union and it was now flying
underneath their own flag inside the pā. An ill-fated attack was immediately devised by
Despard where he planned to charge and break through the defences. Wāka Nene
warned him not to do this, but he was rudely dismissed to which Nene declared, “He
tangata kuware tenei tangata” - this man is a stupid man.
Once the soldiers neared the outer defences in full charge, flashing erupted from the
palisades with no shooters to be seen. They were firing from carefully placed loopholes. In
a matter of minutes approximately 40 British were killed and another 70 had become
casualties.
The bombardment continued until July 11th when the pā was found empty in the early
hours of the morning. The fighters and their people had evacuated during the night.
Ōhaeawai was then destroyed – no easy feat. While the British were re-supplying, final
preparations were being made on a newly built pā – Ruapekapeka, or The Bat’s Nest.
Supporting Links
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/war/northern-war/ohaeawai (read)
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Ruapekapeka – The Bat’s Nest
In November Fitzroy was recalled to Britain and replaced by George Grey, a very clever
and manipulative man. He re-iterated demands for the plunder from Kororāreka to be
returned, for respect towards the British flag and to give up certain land to the crown.
Heke responded:
“No we will not give up our lands. If the white man wants our country he will have to fight
for it, for we will die upon our lands”.
Grey sent for all available forces. Soon ships and soldiers were stationed in the Bay of
Islands again. Grey had over 1300 soldiers and sailors at his disposal plus approximately
400 kupapa.
After receiving intelligence and completing preparations, they started their march inland
under Despard, with the ships sailing up Kawakawa River. This terrain was even more
difficult than the trek to Ōhaeawai. It was 30 kilometres through bush lugging 30 tonnes of
artillery. They now had three 32 pounders with them, along with an 18 pounder, 12
pounders, mortars, and rocket tubes.
From the hilltop locations the defenders of Ruapekapeka could see the ships anchored in
the bay 32 kilometres away, visuals to Maikai Hill, and any daylight movement of the
advancing troops in their direction. Ruapekapeka was indeed an engineer’s masterpiece. It
was almost 100 metres in length and 70 metres wide. It boasted the same features as
Ōhaeawai but on steroids, with some of the palisades six metres high. This design
contained a larger number of smaller shelters with the idea being to lessen casualties from
occurring if a breach was made. Inside, Kawiti was in possession of a 12 pounder
carronade but they did not have sufficient ammunition and it was blown to pieces early in
the bombardment on December 31st. It was not until January 10th that Grey was ready to
attack. That afternoon they were finally able to make a number of small breaches in the
defences. Despard again wanted to order another suicidal charge into the pā but he was
instructed not to by Grey and Nene. Grey was present at Ruapekapeka as a spectator.
Making repairs to the defences would have been impossible as shelling continued through
the night. Heke, now healed from his wound, arrived on January 10th with additional
warriors, bringing their number up to about 500. The next morning the pā was scouted out
by some of Nene’s men and appeared to be deserted. The British were finally ordered to
charge into the pā and were met by a volley of fire from a few of Kawiti’s men who then
quickly whisked him away. The soldiers who chased them out the back of the pā ran
straight into an ambush. This is where the British lost 12 killed. There are several theories
as to what happened here. Some believed the Māori must have been out the back
attending a sermon as it was a Sunday. Others have insisted it was an organised ambush,
and the third theory suggests cover for an organised retreat. The lack of stock and
ammunition left behind suggests the latter. The stockades and huts were burnt but the
massive trench system and earthworks were left untouched.
Supporting Links
https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/conservation/historic/by-region/northland/
ruapekapeka-heritage-assessment.pdf (read)
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James Cowan, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

After Ruapekapeka
Kawiti and Heke sought peace to which Grey agreed. He issued a proclamation and no
punishment was forthcoming, but the Bay of Islands were literally abandoned by the
colonial government. The flagstaff was not raised again until after Heke’s death in 1850. In
1858 the son of Te Ruki Kawiti, Maihi Paraone Kawiti, and his kinsmen erected a new
mast. There were no immediate land confiscations but after 1865 over 200,000 acres of
Ngāpuhi land went through the Native Land Court. The confiscations alienated people
from their ancestral lands, resources, and their customary ways of life. A 2014
investigation found that Ngāpuhi never ceded their sovereignty to the crown. They are yet
to reach a settlement with the crown.
Supporting Links
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/northland-age/news/article.cfm?
c_id=1503402&objectid=11360308 (Modern article - Ngāpuhi)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jc39k2FdvFc (Watch)
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