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The Whanganui War
This booklet explores the actions of
•

The New Zealand Company and its land purchases in Whanganui

•

The resulting conflict that arose between Māori and Māori, and Māori and
Pākehā over contested ownership

•

How the impacts of the Musket Wars influenced the decisions made by the
rangatira to support Pākehā settlement, and to oppose it.

Introduction
The Musket Wars, and the movement of Te Rauparaha, Ngāti Toa and Ngāti
Raukawa southward along the Taranaki coast and down through the Whanganui
river upset traditional alliances and inflamed existing enmities.
Te Ati Haunui-a-Pāpārangi who occupied the area close to the river mouth and
approximately halfway upriver, were left vulnerable to potential utu attacks from Te
Rauparaha and his cohorts. Good relationships with Pākeha were considered to be
of strategic value for affording protection from enemies, providing opportunities for
trade, and access to new technologies. The Putiki people had been early supporters
of the Christian Missionaries, and engaged politically with Governor Grey and others
within his administration.
The sale of land to The New Zealand Company may have been considered by the
rangatira of Putiki as a lease rather than a transfer of ownership.
Their upriver relations felt their customary interests in the land had been overlooked,
and their distance from the centre of economic activity and fewer opportunities to
trade with Pākehā would have fuelled some anger. The upriver tribes had not
welcomed the missionaries and settlers with the same enthusiasm. Their physical
location holding the gateway to the river from the centre of the North Island left them
in a stronger position defensively than their downriver cousins, and not dependent on
Pākehā support or technology for their survival.
The siege of Whanganui was a clash of competing interests, with the horrors of the
Musket Wars a very recent memory.
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The New Zealand Company
This company was founded in the United Kingdom in the early 1800s to create a
model English society in the Southern Hemisphere. The Company board members
included members of parliament, aristocrats and a prominent magazine publisher,
who, by virtue of their connections, were able to lobby the government to push
forward their agenda.

Archives New Zealand, CC BY-SA 2.0
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Edward Gibbon Wakefield came up with a plan (in the 1830’s) to purchase land
extremely cheaply from Māori, and on sell it for profit to wealthy investors and
speculators. They would then promote opportunities for paupers and migrant
labourers to work the land with the promise of being able, eventually, to purchase
their own small parcel of land. Land workers would form the basis of a new society.
Over time, the population would increase, society would expand, and economic
opportunities would grow.
Investors in the company were promised 100 acres of farmland and one acre of town
land. This promotion saw 1000 orders sold in a month. Free passage to New
Zealand for mechanics, agriculturalists, and other land workers, was used to
promote interest in the scheme. Promotion campaigns made promises that could not
be met; the New Zealand Company sold Māori land which they did not own.
Their business practices were opposed by the British Colonial Office and the Church
Missionary Society. They felt a declaration of British sovereignty over New Zealand,
and government regulated systems of land purchase from Māori would be of more
benefit to the British Empire than a private carve up of land, and better protect Māori
interests. In 1840, the Treaty of Waitangi mandated that only the Crown could
purchase Māori land.
15,500 colonisers arrived in New Zealand via the New Zealand Company, and three
of its settlements: Wellington, Whanganui, and Dunedin, became main centres and
provided the foundation for on-going colonisation, and the genesis of provincial
government, which was enacted in 1853.
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Question
Why did the New Zealand Company promote New Zealand as an opportunity for
British paupers?
Why did the British Colonial Office and the Church Missionary Society oppose
the New Zealand Company?

The Siege of Whanganui
Whanganui was the New Zealand Company’s second settlement, and the majority of
early Pākehā colonisers came from Wellington, oftentimes on foot along the coast.
In the early 1840s, Pākehā coming to Whanganui were generally welcomed by Te Ati
Haunui-a-Pāpārangi people living at Putiki, a settlement on the Whanganui river
mouth on the Tasman Sea.
Te Ati Haunui-a-Pāpārangi had suffered heavy casualties in the Musket Wars of the
previous decade. They were mindful of utu (revenge) at the hands of Ngāti Toa and
Ngāti Raukawa, their exposure from coastal and inland attacks, and the shifting
alliances between former allies Ngā Rauru and Ngāti Tūwharetoa. The presence of
Pākeha afforded Te Ati Haunui-a-Pāparangi some protection from old enemies.
Te Ati Haunui-a-Pāpārangi had been early supporters of the Christian Mission, as
evidenced by the 2000 Māori who attended a Christmas service by Reverend
Richard Taylor in 1846. This was an indication perhaps, of a favourable disposition
toward the mutual benefits of a relationship with Pākehā, including important trade
opportunities and learning and adoption of new technologies.
The purchase of Whanganui town and surrounds was not received with the same
enthusiasm by the upriver tribes Ngāti-Haua-te-Rangi and Ngāti Patutokotoko, who
felt their customary interests in the land purchased by the New Zealand Company
were overlooked. Nor did they receive any payment.
They had resisted earlier Missionary efforts to convert them to Christianity, and their
upriver location placed them out of the zone of significant trade and economic
opportunities. From their position, the benefits of Pākehā settlement were less
attractive than they were for their downriver relations. They also had a growing fear
that Pākehā would soon outnumber Māori.
Hoani Hipango, a rangatira of Ngāti Tumango, Ati Haunui-A-Paparangi was one of
the most influential Whanganui rangatira in the 1840s – 1860s. Being one of the first
to adopt the Christian faith, he was baptised by the missionary John Mason at Putiki.
In 1847, four young Māori males attacked the Gilfillan family as utu for the wounding
of Hapurona Ngārangi.
Hipango was angered by the killings of the Gilfillan family, and along with five others
of his tribe managed to capture the offenders and hand them over to the British,
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where they were court martialled and executed. Hipango and his men were
rewarded for their actions by receiving a sum of money from Governor George Grey.
The execution, along with mounting opposition by the upriver tribes to the growing
Pākehā population in Whanganui, triggered a war party of 700 warriors to the
outskirts of Whanganui to lay siege on the town. The war party was led by the
rangatira, Topine Te Mamaku of Ngati Haua-te-rangi.
Topine Te Mamaku was prominent in the fighting at the Hutt Valley in 1846. One of
his honorific names was “Te Ika nui o roto o te Kupenga - The Great Fish in the Net”,
a celebrated proverbial saying in reference to his warrior status.

Topine Te Mamaku 1860s
James Cowan, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

Many of the outlying settlers had already taken shelter in the town. Their security
was bolstered when the 65th Regiment arrived to help reinforce the town, resulting in
nearly 800 soldiers being stationed to protect the settlers. The intention was that
some soldiers would be given land to farm, and become permanent residents too.
Skirmishes and minor battles followed and a second stockade, the York, was built by
July of that year. Over the next few months, fighting in the surrounds of Whanganui,
including St John’s Wood, took place between troops supported by loyal Putiki
warriors, and the upper river Māori. The skirmishes and raids cost the lives of two
British soldiers and eleven wounded, and the Māori opponents suffered similar
casualties.
A peace settlement was reached in 1848 as neither side had been able to defeat the
other, and the cost of war was a drain on resources for all parties involved. An
uneasy peace remained in place until hostilities resumed in the 1860s.
Question
What were the conflicting interests and concerns, about Pākehā settlement,
between the tribes living on the Whanganui River?
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Battle of Moutoa

Rutland Stockade in background with the Moutoa Monument in the foreground.
Commons.wikimedia.co

The Taranaki war of the early 1860s had left the lower river Putiki Māori anxious.
Their upriver relations had supported the Taranaki Hauhau resistance when the
Crown confiscated millions of acres of Māori land.
As Pākehā settlement accelerated, so did the Hauhau influence which spread and
penetrated inland and upriver. The upriver tribes along with the Taranaki Hauhau
resolved to drive the Pākehā out from Whanganui.

Hori Kīngi Te Anaua
Archives New Zealand from New Zealand, CC
BY-SA 2.0 creativecommons.org/licenses/bysa/2.0, via Wikimedia Commons
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Hori Kīngi Te Anaua was the rangatira of Ngāti Ruaka of Te Ati-Haunui-A-Paparangi
who resided in the Putiki community. He had signed Te Tiriti o Waitangi in
Whanganui later in 1840. He also signed the deed of purchase of Whanganui by the
New Zealand Company. He later described it of being of no significance due to
dubious dealings by the New Zealand Company. In 1848, the government made a
further payment to confirm Crown ownership of almost 35,000 hectares of
Whanganui land. Te Anaua was suggested for Kingship in the 1850s but he declined.
In the 1860s he resisted the influence of both Kīngitanga and Pai Mārire in the
Whanganui area, and in 1864 led a force to defeat the upriver Hauhau on Moutoa
Island.
By early 1860s, Te Keepa Te Rangihiwinui was regarded as an experienced war
chief. He had travelled to England to meet the Queen, and worked closely with the
British leaders, including Governor Grey.
In 1864, Te Anaua and his nephew Te Rangihiwinui, joined forces with Hipango to
defend Whanganui from being overtaken by the upriver Whanganui and Taranaki
Hauhau.
All sides, according to customary practice, agreed to engage in battle at the
traditional fighting ground at Moutoa Island between Hiruharama and Ranana. The
Hauhau were defeated.

Te Rangihiwinui 1860s
Freedomprincess, CC BY-SA 4.0
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0,
via Wikimedia Commons

In February 1865 Hīpango led an attack on Ōhoutahi, the main Hauhau pā, below
Pipiriki. The pā was captured, but Hīpango was fatally wounded. He died two days
later, thought to be aged about 45. He was accorded full military honours at his
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funeral on 27 February, and was buried at Korokata hill, overlooking Pūtiki. A wooden
obelisk was erected there to his memory by the provincial government.
Tōpia Peehi Tūroa was a chief of Ngāti Patutokotoko hapū of Te Āti Haunui-aPāpārangi of the upper Whanganui River. His influence extended to Lake Taupō. He
was invloved in many conflicts where he asstered his mana and that of his people.
Tūroa was mindful of Māori unity, and the threats posed by the migrating European
culture. Tūroa grew up in the era of the Musket Wars, and was part of the upriver
fighting force in the siege of Whanganui in 1847.
Tūroa transferred his allegiance from the Kīngitanga movement to the colonial
government. He agreed to bring 200 men and join in the pursuit of Te Kooti after Te
Rangihiwinui’s success in defeating Te Kooti at Te Pōrere in October 1869.
Question
How did the Taranaki land confiscations impact the Whanganui tribes?

Summary
The North Taranaki War of the early 1860s, followed by the confiscation of a million
acres of Taranaki land in 1863, was resisted by Taranaki Hauhau. They found
support among the Whanganui upriver people.
Shifting alliances with South Taranaki Māori contributed to a decision by the Putiki
rangatira to defend Whanganui town against an attack from Taranaki Hauhau and
upriver supporters. This was played out at the Battle of Moutoa.
Te Mura o te Ahi – the intensity of battle is an allusion to the horrors and sufferings of
war. The decision making and choices of Māori must be viewed in the context of the
Musket Wars with an estimated twenty five percent plus Māori casualty rate,
subsequent dislocation, internal migration, and shifting tribal alliances.
The decades following the Musket Wars saw the government enact laws to
dispossess Māori of their land and deploy Imperial troops and heavy artillery to
enforce land alienation. The rangatira acted to support the long term interests of their
people, whether that meant making alliances with Pākehā and opposing their own
relations, or forging alliances with traditional foes and opposing Pākehā colonisation.
Māori endured decades of war, and the loss of their rights to exercise authority over,
and enjoy the benefits of their lands, waters, and treasures. Contemporary Māori
agency is a testimony to the courage of the ancestors who acted to ensure future
generations can uphold their tino rangatiratanga.
Question
Do you think the enemies of New Zealand’s friends should be our enemies too?
In the 18th and 19th century the British Empire was an international economic and
military superpower. Which countries are superpowers today?
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Supporting Links
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/keyword/new-zealand-company
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Zealand_Company
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/gilfillan-killings-near-wanganui
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22371072
https://teara.govt.nz/en/artwork/36907/rutland-stockade-whanganui
https://teara.govt.nz/en/1966/hipango-hoani-wiremu
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/photo/portrait-hoani-wiremu-hipango
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/1t49/te-mamaku-hemi-topine
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22390151
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2t55/turoa-topia-peehi
https://collection.pukeariki.com/objects/181887
https://www.myheritage.com/names/topia_turoa
https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/teahikaa/audio/2018621041/che-wilsonon-the-battle-of-moutoa
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