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Moriori: A People Rediscovered, by Michael King 

 

Were Moriori ever on the mainland of New Zealand? 

 

This extract from a New Zealand Geographic article by Michael King seems to state 

unequivocally that there were (highlighted in red). The full article can be read at… 

 

https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/moriori-a-pride-reborn/ 

 

Governor General Sir Paul Reeves formally launched Michael’s book whilst on a visit to the 

Chathams. His speech (copyright free) is appended after Michael’s extract. 

 

Michael King 

 

New Zealand Geographic December 1993 

 

… Bill Davis had died at Laingholm in Auckland in 1962, and his son Wilf had found a box 

of fragile documents written in pencil and ink. He had looked at them, seen that they 

appeared to be in Maori, and stored them away. Early in 1990, as a consequence of reading 

Moriori, A People Rediscovered, he got them out again, and contacted me. 

 

It was a moving experience for both of us to sort through the papers. Here were whakapapa, 

waiata, stories, information on Moriori tribal boundaries, navigation instructions, letters to 

people in government, and much more. All had been painstakingly written by elderly men in 

smoky ponga huts in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Some pages still smelt of peat 

smoke and tobacco. Miraculously, they had survived. Collectively, they amounted to a 

treasure trove of cultural and historical information, significant and enduring messages that 

Moriori ancestors had sent to their descendants. 

 

I would, of course, have been grateful for knowledge of the Davis papers before the book was 

written. But, as it turned out, there was nothing in them that contradicted the evidence of 

other sources. They extended and elaborated the Moriori story rather than recast it. 

 

And that story, in brief, is that the ancestors of the Moriori almost certainly came to the 

Chathams from mainland New Zealand. They carried with them the East Polynesian styles of 

ornament and tool-making that they shared with early Maori. They also carried New Zealand 

materials with which to make these tools, especially argillite and obsidian, and a range of 

names for trees, birds and fish. 

 

Over the centuries that followed, this founding population expanded and developed a culture 

that in some important respects differed from that of their cousins in mainland New Zealand. 

Chatham Island Polynesians outlawed warfare, largely discarded notions of rank, abandoned 

horticulture and developed their own dialect. This was the culture that came to be known in 

the nineteenth century as Moriori… 

 

https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/moriori-a-pride-reborn/
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Launch of the book Moriori: A People Rediscovered, by Michael King 

by Governor General Sir Paul Reeves 

 

His speech… 

 

"Moriori: A People Rediscovered" Arowhenua Marae, Temuka 

5 Nov 1989 

 

Michael King tells of a Moriori ancestor, Nunuku Whenua, who, sickened by bloodshed 

among his people, issued an injunction which by and large was obeyed: only fight till you 

draw blood, then stop. 

 

To ritualise aggression and to keep disputes within acceptable bounds was sensible. Nunuku's 

injunction was not broken when Maoris from New Zealand reached the Chathams in 1835. 

The Morioris offered to share the good things of Rekohu with the new arrivals but the result 

was not partnership but great slaughter and much bloodshed. 

 

In spite of all that has happened to them, the mana of the Morioris remains intact. In 1835, 

they lived and they died in a way that protected their honour and expressed their deepest 

cultural and spiritual beliefs. I stand here to acknowledge that mana that now resided in the 

descendants of these people. It was very important for Michael King to write the book 

Moriori: A People Rediscovered. The fact that you have asked me, a member of Te Ata Awa 

who also happens to be Governor-General, to launch the book is a profound gesture for which 

I am most grateful. 

 

I did not find it easy to read Moriori. It was a painful experience. Not simply were you 

ravaged by the aggressive Maoris and deprived of your land by successive decisions of the 

Land Court, you have also been wounded by the opinions of pseudo scientists who said 

Morioris did not exist or came from some early and inferior Pacific people. The insidious 

impression spread that to be a Moriori was something shameful, something to be denied and 

hidden. Many of us have had to struggle with issues of identity and who we are. From my 

own experience, I can understand a little of what this has meant for Moriori people. 

 

Michael King emphasises the Morioris are Polynesians and the probable source of their 

immediate migration to the Chathams was New Zealand. Rekohu was an isolated situation 

but the Morioris recorded their history in waiata, genealogy and story. Theirs was a rich 

culture attuned to the environment of land and sea. 

 

Captain William Broughton and his crew, European sealers and whalers, the Māori invasion, 

were all expressions of an outside world whose aspirations were disastrous and calamitous 

for Moriori society. Michael King tells of that encounter with all the pain and resultant 

bitterness that it produced. The telling of history is never neutral and the challenge in this 

book is for us to make our own response to what happened. 

 

Morioris still feel strongly about the events of 1835 and the subsequent decisions of the Land 

Court. Ngati Tama and Ngati Mutunga may feel defensive about a story being told in which 
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they were the aggressors. And on a wider front, there may be another group of people only 

too willing to allow the story to feed their own prejudices about Maoris or anyone whose skin 

is brown. 

 

I want to say two things. One is that as the Waitangi Tribunal stated in its report of the 

Manukau Harbour, the starting point for any reconciliation must be an acknowledgement of 

what actually happened even if to make that acknowledgement is painful. Secondly, once the 

story has been told, Ngati Mutunga and Ngati Tama need feel no shame about what happened 

in 1835/36. As the book and the evidence make clear, what they did was tikanga or custom at 

that time, in those circumstances. On the other hand, it was not tikanga according to the 

custom of the Moriori as spelt out by Nunuku. That is the source of frustration and hurt. 

 

The climate is right for this book. It brings to light a history which has been partly hidden and 

misunderstood by many New Zealanders. It will help restore Moriori self-esteem and 

confidence. It could be the basis for better communication between Moriori and Māori. 

 

It is with gratitude and with a sense of hope that I launch this book, Moriori: A People 

Rediscovered, by Michael King. 

 


