
The New Zealand Wars 

This is a brief timeline aimed at giving a basic overview of the wars that ravaged Aotearoa New 
Zealand from the 1840s, and their causes.  

Wakefield and The New Zealand Company 1830s - 1858 

Edward Wakefield was the founder of The New Zealand company. His idea for this came about while 
he was serving time in prison for abducting a 15 year old girl. His concept was to buy up as much land 
in New Zealand as cheaply as possible, sell it at a high price to land prospectors, and then use the 
funds to ship labourers to the country. This ambition turned out to be disastrous as much of the land 
was secured under dodgy circumstances. The questionable land purchases and the tens of 
thousands he flooded the country with set the scene for conflict. Many people came here expecting 
great things but found they had been led astray by his propaganda.  

Further reading:  

Colonial Exploration and Migration https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_ColonialExplorationAndMigration_Shaun_EDIT.pdf 

Te Tiriti o Waitangi vs The Treaty of Waitangi 1840 

In 1840 two very different documents were signed. Te Tiriti o Waitangi (the version most Rangatira 
signed) promised kāwanatanga (government, authority, rule) over their own lands and people. The 
English version meant something completely different and declared Māori had ceded sovereignty to 
the crown. It is important to note that international law states the treaty in the native language is the 
version that is to be upheld.   

Further info: 

Aotearoa History Show 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7xc7GySsFuA&t=375s 

He Whakaputunga - 1835 Declaration of Independence 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_LawAndLegislation_Marlene_EDIT.pdf 
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Northland 1845 - 1846 

The Northland wars broke out in a dispute over sovereignty. Te Tiriti o Waitangi had guaranteed Māori 
would retain theirs. Prominent Rangatira Hone Heke chopped down the flag at Kororareka in protest 
of discriminatory legislative changes that undermined the economic base of his hapu and others of 
Ngā Puhi. Governor Fitzroy refused to negotiate and instead brought British reinforcements from 
Sydney who engaged in a series of Battles with some Northland Māori. 

Further reading: 

Northern Wars 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_Conflict_NZWars_Northern_Tahlia_EDIT.pdf 

War in Wellington 1846 

The New Zealand Company did not carry out due diligence when purchasing Māori land, and sold 
land to Pākehā it did not own as it could not meet the settler demand for land it had presold.  The 
Wellington War arose over Māori opposition to Pākehā settlement in the Hutt Valley. Māori were 
evicted from their villages to make way for Pākehā who believed they had purchased land from the 
New Zealand Company. Due to the political turbulence of the times, and the impacts of the Musket 
Wars of the preceding decades, some iwi felt they had little choice but to resist encroachment on their 
land, while other iwi supported the imperial soldiers to enforce the eviction of Māori living in the Hutt 
Valley. They believed this would prevent further escalation of war in the Wellington region.  

Further Reading: 

https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_Conflict_Wellington_Pare_EDIT.pdf 

Whanganui 1847 and 1864 

When fighting erupted at the New Zealand Company’s second settlement in Whanganui in 
1847, it came as little wonder. Land sales were disputed and while iwi from the lower river 
supported pākehā settlement, tangata whenua of the upper river did not. A young Māori man was 
murdered and utu was sought for this with the slaying of the Gilfillan family. The town became a 
stockade and skirmishes occurred on both sides for a few months until the blockade was lifted. Fresh 
fighting erupted in 1864. 

Further Reading 

War in Wanganui 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_Conflict_NZWars_Whanganui_Erena_EDIT.pdf 

The First Taranaki War 1860 - 1863 

This conflict erupted over a disputed land sale. The government had promised they would not 
purchase disputed land but in 1859 a crown land agent managed to secure a sale of land at Waitara 
with minor chief Te Teira Manuka. Senior chief Wiremu Kīngi disputed this sale. The issue here was 
that this land did not belong to one person, it belonged to hundreds of people. The colonial 
government however decided to pursue the sale. This resulted in an occupation of Te Ati Awa and 
military force being used against them. Inconclusive fighting went on for a year, ending in stalemate. A 
shaky peace deal was reached but fresh fighting erupted again in 1863. 
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Waikato 1863 - 1864 

The Waikato war was ultimately a fight for land. The people of Waikato-Tainui fought for their home 
and the colonial government fought to remove them from it. It is considered the war that changed the 
course of history for Aotearoa New Zealand. A massive propaganda campaign was undertaken by 
Governor George Grey against Te Kingitanga (centred around Waikato). He amassed more than 
14,000 British troops for the invasion. Waikato-Tainui were forced to become refugees in their own 
lands after many prosperous years of successful agriculture and trade.  

Further reading: 

Waikato War 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/PDF_TRB_Waikato_Tahlia_EDIT.pdf 

Kīngitanga 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
TRB_Kingitanga_Tahlia_Oct13_EDIT_coverless.pdf 

The Second Taranaki War 1863 - 1869 

In 1863 the settler government proclaimed all of Taranaki a confiscation area as Māori were in 
‘rebellion’ against the Crown. The confiscation of a million acres enabled the government to borrow 
international finance, using the confiscated land as collateral, so they could accelerate European 
occupation. Māori resistance throughout Taranaki was a response to the theft of their tribal estate, 
and the destruction of their villages and cultivations.  Military settlers were incentivised to fight with the 
promise of Māori land as payment for service. Titokowaru, the leading war chief in this phase of war, 
was considered a master builder of innovative fighting pa, and a formidable tactician. The reasons for 
his abandonment of the pa Tauranga-a-Ika and retreat to North Taranaki remains unclear. Taranaki 
Māori communities suffered terrible loss and deprivation as a result of the war and continued military 
responses to European occupation were not sustainable. 

Further reading: 

https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_TaranakiWars_Pare_EDIT.pdf  

Gate Pukehinahina and Te Ranga 1864 

These battles in the Bay of Plenty were a continuation of the Waikato War. The people of Ngai te 
Rangi were viewed as allies of Waikato-Tainui and therefore also had their lands invaded and 
confiscated under a curtain of propaganda. Having control of large swathes of fertile land, rivers and 
bays would give the colonial government and large numbers of European settlers a firm grip on the 
control of the economy. Something they had their eyes on. Famously at Gate Pukehinahina (also 
known as Gate Pa), one of the defenders came out of the Pa after the battle and gave water to injured 
and dying soldiers at her own personal risk. The night before the battle the chiefs of Ngai te Rangi 
drew up a code of conduct called the Potiriwhi. It predates the first Geneva convention.  

Further reading: 

Pukehinahina 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
PDF_TRB_TePakangaoPukehinahina_Erena_EDIT.pdf 
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East Coast / Central Plateau Wars 1865 - 1872 

The execution of Reverend Carl Volkner for spying saw some of the Whakatohea people disgraced 
by the cannibalistic actions of certain Paimarire followers despite cannibalism being forbidden by the 
Paimarire spiritual leader Te Ua Haumene. British forces and Ngati Porou Kupapa retaliated, leading 
to a number of conflicts and skirmishes in Waioeka Gorge, Tauranga, Opotiki, and Waimana.  The 
Tuhoe People harboured the Hauhau war chief Kereopa Te Rau within the Urewera district and 
wouldn’t give his location away to the Government.  Due to further bloodshed in the Tuhoe region 
because of Kereopa, he eventually gave himself up in 1871 and was prosecuted for the execution of 
Reverend Volkner and was sentenced to be hanged.


In 2014 a statutory pardon for Kereopa Te Rau was part of the Treaty Of Waitangi Settlement  
between the Crown and Ngati Rangiwewehi.


Further reading:

https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/1t72/te-rau-kereopa?
fbclid=IwAR2ecqU6brbCpuAdlWhdcIt89xRhl0lQtFD5q2570ZjY0iP6cNmZqGlYaww 

Te Kooti Arikirangi Te Turuki 1868 - 1872 

Te Kooti was a successful merchant from Poverty Bay. He had developed relationships with the crown 
and offered his support in early battles. However in 1866 he was accused of being a spy by another 
merchant in the area, he was sent to Wharekauri (Chatham Islands) without trial. While there he had 
visions and founded the Ringatu religion and in 1868 managed to escape, commandeering the 
Rifleman schooner and freeing over 200 other prisoners (including women and children). He then was 
pursued by government forces for over 3 years. Te Kooti, in pursuit of utu, led successful raids and 
fought using Guerilla style warfare. The last major battle in this series of conflicts occurred at Te 
Porere, where Te Kooti and his followers were seriously overwhelmed in their redoubt under the 
shadow of Tongariro. Te Kooti managed to evade capture and spent years sheltering in Te Urewera 
and then King Country. He was officially pardoned in 1883 and lived out his final years peacefully at 
Te Kuiti.  

Further reading:  

Te Kooti 
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/people/te-kooti-arikirangi-te-turuki 

Parihaka 1870s  - 1881  

Under the leadership of Te Whiti o Rongomai and Tohu Kakahi, Parihaka was a thriving community for 
thousands of Māori dispossessed and made homeless by war and land confiscation throughout 
Aotearoa New Zealand. Parihaka practised an active form of non- violent resistance in a courageous 
bid to test the legality of the confiscation of millions of acres.  
Survey pegs for roads were pulled out, and small areas of confiscated land now farmed by Europeans 
were ploughed up in protest. Te Whiti and Tohu were imprisoned without trial for 18 months. Parihaka 
village, its flour mills, and cultivations were destroyed when it was invaded by the New Zealand Armed 
Constabulary and volunteer militias in 1881. Taonga were stolen and women raped. In 2018 the 
Government apologised for the invasion, and The Parihaka Reconciliation Bill was passed the 
following year. 

Further reading: 

Parihaka 
https://www.armymuseum.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/PDF_TRB_Parihaka_Pare_EDIT.pdf 
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End Note 

The colonisation of Māori land still continues to this day. The war of gunpowder and sword became 
the war of the pen. Though Māori chose to put down their weapons and protest through peaceful 
occupations, force is still being used against them to remove them from their ancestral lands. This has 
been seen most recently at Ihumatao in Mangere and most recently Pūtiki on Waiheke Island.  

  


