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Over the past 30 years Māori have watched with great interest as the 

myths conjured up by English settlers to justify the claims they made to 

this country started to unravel, mainly under the scrutiny of the 

Waitangi Tribunal and the United Nations. Following the release of the  

2014 Tribunal report He Whakaputanga me Te Tiriti – The  

Declaration and the Treaty, and the finding that rangatira of the north 

did not cede their sovereignty in 1840, those myths are now lying in 

tatters. Those who derived huge benefits and privileges from them are 

now scrambling to resurrect them or to create new myths to take their 

place. There are numerous references throughout the report to the 

myth-making that colonising Englishmen engaged in. The myths have 

been used for more than 175 years to explain and justify the New 

Zealand state and the notion of indivisible parliamentary sovereignty. 

They were woven from the desire of Englishmen and Europeans to 

dominate the world. They were the same myths that were spun to 

justify the dispossession and genocide committed against non-White 

indigenous people throughout the world. So what were those myths 

and how were they woven? And what happened that made them 

unravel?  

  

THE OVERARCHING MYTH was the one about Europeans ruling 

the world – because they said so – and that myth allowed them to 

weave supporting myths that gave them the right to take whatever they 

wanted from wherever and whomever they chose to take it. Part of 

those myths involved dehumanising indigenous peoples and recasting 



them as mindless savages in order to justify driving them out of the 

lands that had nutured them for aeons. Sure, in English custom law the 

indigenous people are the owners of those lands and resources and that 

fact would probably catch up with the colonising Englishmen sooner or 

later. But in the meantime they would see how long they could get away 

with just claiming it all as theirs and then playing monkey with his fist in 

the cookie jar when they knew they had to give it all back.   

  

The take-whatever-you-like myth seemed like a fairytale dream for 

emigrating Englishmen for whom owning land in their homeland was 

an unattainable aspiration. That was a privilege seemingly reserved for 

the upper classes of English society. Some who missed out on these 

privileges at home became missionaries, ships’ captains, whalers, 

sealers, traders or merchants who went off into the great unknown 

seeking fame and fortune in far off lands belonging to other people. 

Others were from those classes of Englishmen who had become 

marginalised and impoverished in their own homeland and sought a 

better life – again, in someone else’s land.   

  

They couldn’t believe their luck in the country they called New 

Zealand when rangatira of hapū offered them and their families land to 

live on so that they would stay and contribute to the well-being of the 

community. English society and culture, whose core values involved the 

right of individuals to personal security, personal liberty and private 

property, did not prepare them for the overarching notion of 

communal well-being. And so they exploited the generosity extended to 

them by the hapū community rather than reciprocating as hapū law 

required. And in doing so they fabricated more and more complex and 

complicated features into their myth in order to justify lying to, 

cheating, stealing from, kidnapping, enslaving, murdering and even 

making war against the hapū who had fed, sheltered and protected 

them. And that was not a wise thing for the English to do when they 

were so grossly outnumbered – like only 2000 of them to many 

hundreds of thousands of Māori here in 1840.  

  



So they got their mates back home to appoint them to flash sounding 

positions – like the governor or the surveyor-general or the land agent 

or the magistrate or the “protector of aborigines”. Then they set up 

committees and gave them flash names and powers and set about 

seeing how far they could get with turning their aspirations into reality. 

They knew the country belonged to Māori, and even went as far as 

formally acknowledging the 1835 document which stated that. It was 

called He Whakaputanga o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tireni – the 

Declaration of the Sovereignty of New Zealand. Of course, they had to 

pretend later that they knew nothing about that and the fact that 

sovereignty lies with the rangatira of the hapū. It didn’t fit into the myth 

about them owning the country. But they actually stored that document 

in their own archives and then a very diligent archivist published it. 

Attempting to deny the reality it recorded was always going to be an 

exercise in futility but the myth makers were not about to let the truth 

hold them back.   

  

Along with that, three centuries of experience of taking over other 

countries from their indigenous owners had taught the English how to 

deal with the fact that they were hugely outnumbered. The mass 

genocides carried out in America were no longer fashionable. And the 

trick of declaring the people of Australia to be non-existent wouldn’t 

work in New Zealand. Māori were too active and visible on the 

international scene. People knew we existed. But germ warfare could 

work. And happy the English were to infect the hapū who sheltered 

them with influenza, whooping cough, tuberculosis, typhoid, measles, 

skin infections, veneral diseases, the common cold and all those other 

European diseases. Initial contact with them was devastating for my 

ancestors of the north. As our hapū members succumbed, rangatira 

gave more and more land to those who claimed to have medical 

backgrounds or knowledge of treating the diseases: missionaries, 

doctors, teachers. In Ōrūrū in Ngāti Kahu’s territory in the Far North, 

some 20,000 acres was given to one Dr Samuel Ford so that he would 

stay and cure the diseases brought by the English.   

  



The purpose of the gifting – tuku whenua it’s called – was to bind the 

recipient and their knowledge and skills into the communities. But 

once they’d been given the land many of those Englishmen abandoned 

their protectors and left. Such strange behaviour was inexplicable to 

our rangatira. But then Englishmen who were complete strangers 

turned up and claimed the land was now theirs. The myth they created 

was that our ancestors had sold the land, when they had done nothing 

of the sort. Later they wove the myth about pieces of paper giving them 

ownership of the land. Now that was not on - land that was gifted to the 

person and his family was for them and them only. When they left, it 

reverted to the hapū – that was the law – tikanga it’s called. Tuku 

whenua are nothing like land sales of English culture. So these people 

who were falsely claiming the land were undesirables and not to be 

tolerated. Tikanga dealt summarily with them and threw them out.  

The Englishmen figured they had to get rid of Māori power and 

authority and our laws that kept interferring with their insatiable desire 

for Māori land. Military assault wouldn’t work. Māori not only 

outnumbered them hugely, they were also as it turned out, military 

geniuses. And the missionaries were a nuisance because they 

shamelessly portrayed the English as people of honesty and integrity in 

order to win the trust of the rangatira. That process of taking over the 

country was too slow for greedy and impatient Englishmen whose 

dreams of great wealth and power were so tantalisingly close to their 

finger tips. It would have to be done by stealth. So the Englishmen set 

about weaving another myth. They told their mates back home that 

Māori were a dying race, that they were child-like and inferior to the 

mighty Englishmen and that they desparately wanted the Englishmen to 

take control. And the missionaries helped perpetuate these myths. The 

Englishmen drafted up a treaty that said that the rangatira would be 

happy to give up all their power and authority over themselves and 

everything they owned, that is, their soveriegnty, to a lady living on the 

other side of the world whom they had never met. Her name was 

Queen Victoria.   

  

Our ancestors were pretty clear that that was not going to happen. 

Several years earlier, while on a diplomatic mission to England, they 



had met with one of Victoria’s uncles who was a British monarch 

before she was and they had discussed what needed to happen. They 

had also sent a letter. They asked the English King to send someone to 

sort out his lawless lot who were running amok in New Zealand. And 

the King had done that, sending first a British Resident and then a 

Governor. He had also acknowledged the 1835 Declaration.  

  

THE PROBLEM THE rangatira faced was that many of the English 

who came here in the 1800s were very badly behaved. They were so 

uncivilised that the place where many of them had taken up residence,  

Kororāreka, became known as the hell-hole of the Pacific. Their 

dangerous lack of respect for the basic laws of humankind meant that 

the rangatira wanted to hand responsibility for them to someone who 

knew how to correct such primitive lawlessness. So the missionaries 

drafted a treaty in the Māori language that confirmed the 1835 

document about sovereignty remaining with the hapū, gave 

responsibility for the lawless English to Queen Victoria and made 

British custom available for the benefit of all. It was a treaty of peace 

and friendship, one that promised what the rangatira had asked for: 

acknowledgement and respect for their absolute power and authority 

throughout their territories, including their sovereignty, while relieving 

them of responsibility for lawless Pākehā. And that’s what our 

ancestors and the fellow sent by Queen Victoria agreed to and signed at 

Waitangi on 6 February 1840.   

  

Now there were plenty of Englishmen present that day and the 

previous day when all the debates took place, who were happy to 

ignore both the signed treaty and the numerous assurances, promises 

and undertakings made to our ancestors by Queen Victoria’s 

representatives and the missionaries. For my ancestors a man’s word 

was his bond, especially if he was a rangatira. There were a few English 

and a couple of French whistle-blowers present during those debates. 

They tried to intervene to warn the hapū that these purported English 

rangatira and their missionary mates were being very careful to avoid 

saying what they were really after, that is, that my ancestors would give 

up everything to the lady in England and reduce themselves to loyal 



servants of the Crown and slaves to the Pākehā if they agreed to the 

treaty. My ancestors very pointedly and forcefully sought absolute 

assurances that that would not happen. Victoria’s representative and the 

missionaries said it wouldn’t and wrote those assurances in the treaty 

my ancestors signed. My ancestors would remain in charge and the 

Queen of England would simply take over responsiblity for her 

uncivilised, lawless subjects.   

  

The problem was that in order to perpetuate their myth that they 

owned the country the Englishmen held on to the document they had 

already drafted in their own language, the one that said the opposite. 

That’s the one that said that our ancestors had handed over their 

sovereignty to the Queen of England. It also said they would continue 

to possess their lands, forests and fisheries, but it would be as tenants 

only and the Queen would take over all land and resource transactions. 

Far from being a treaty of peace and friendship, that document 

purported to be a treaty of cession of sovereignty, designed to subjugate 

Māori to the English. No-one signed that one at Waitangi, not even 

those who wrote it. But that did not stop the English going on to claim 

that it was the real treaty! Now that is fraud. No wonder the Pākehā 

whistle-blowers stepped in. But like the few brave Pākehā 

whistleblowers who have always been around to keep unmasking the 

mythmaking, they were vilified, ostracised and dismissed out of hand. 

The whistle-blowers back in the 19th century included various 

missionaries such as William Colenso, Bishop Pompallier and Dom 

Felice Vaggioli. In both the 19th and the 20th centuries a few lawyers 

were also sounding alarms but they were either ignored, or where they 

were judges, overruled.   

  

Undeterred the Englishmen ploughed on through the 19th century with 

their fraudulent treaty, weaving variations on the myth that our 

ancestors had given away their sovereignty to Queen Victoria. When it 

became too inconvenient to adhere to even the fraudulent document 

they abandoned that as well. And they went about spreading the myth 

that they were now in charge of the country and Māori were now 

obliged to submit to the almighty White man. A more honest 



Englishman had tried to get rangatira of Te Waipounamu to sign a 

treaty ceding their sovereignty to the Queen of England while they were 

visiting Port Jackson in Australia. They refused. So the myth created 

for Te Waipounamu was that no-one could be found to tell their story 

to so they simply did the old doctrine of discovery caper: they put a 

stick with a rag on it in the ground and mumbled something about the 

South Island of New Zealand now belonging to Queen Victoria. It 

added a nice twist to the myth but Ngāi Tahu and the other hapū and 

iwi of Te Waipounamu never believed it.   

  

Neither did the hapū in the north believe the fanciful stories about the 

English being in control of them. When some Englishmen explained 

the meaning of the English custom of flying a coloured rag on a pole, 

rangatira at Kororāreka would have none of it and destroyed it. But the 

shameless Englishmen kept replacing it so they were thrown out. So 

great was the English belief in their supremacy that they thought they 

could beat those rangatira in open warfare. But they were novices in the 

ancient art of Māori warfare and were beaten repeatedly throughout the 

north – not that their history books will ever admit to that. In order to 

maintain the myth of supremacy the truth needed to be expunged 

when it was inconvenient. The rangatira sued for peace, having tired of 

fighting such one-sided battles and hoping the English had learnt their 

lesson.   

  

But they hadn’t and from that time to this the same lawlessness the 

rangatira fought to stop in the 1840s has continued. It has developed 

into a strange culture that struggles to understand itself because the only 

legitimate basis it has for being in this country – the treaty signed at 

Waitangi in 1840 – has been studiously ignored and denied. That has 

effectively deprived their fledgling culture of any constitutional roots 

from which to develop and grow. English colonisers tried instead to 

transplant select parts of the British culture they had left behind on the 

other side of the world. To this they added their colonising myths 

which they magically turned into laws. The illegitimate laws they wrote 

claimed that the English and their institutions were absolutely and 

unquestionably supreme. They denied all Māori power and authority 



and suppressed and destroyed Māori language, culture and intellectual 

prowess. They also sanctioned the theft of Māori lands, minerals, seas, 

waters, foreshore and seabed, air, intellectual property and anything 

else that could be commodified. None of the restrictions and respect 

for human rights that English law places on their sovereign and 

parliament that should have protected Māori were placed on the the 

institution called parliament in New Zealand. And in particular those 

who became ministers within the parliament gave themselves totally 

unfettered powers to do whatever they felt like while hiding behind the 

name of “the Crown”. English immigrants continued to run amok, 

making up laws to hide their criminal activities.   

  

The English continued to immigrate in increasing numbers in relentless 

pursuit of Māori land and resources. The myth applied for this phase 

was that of the brave frontier pioneers defending themselves against 

marauding Māori. The truth was that Māori were defending their 

homes, families and lives from invading foreigners. But the myth 

allowed the English to use whatever means they wished to get whatever 

they wanted. Mechanisms for achieving that ranged from trickery and 

ridicule, to bullying, to theft, to kidnapping and murder and when these 

didn’t work, both germ and armed warfare were deployed around the 

country. And that all still goes on to this day.   

  

BY THE BEGINNING of the 20th century the English were gleefully 

declaring that they were now smoothing the pillow of a dying race. The 

mythical feature they developed from that genocide was that Māori no 

longer existed and belonged only in museums. Everyone must now be 

a New Zealander and claiming Māori heritage and speaking the Māori 

language was a shameful and monstrous lie. That helped them weave 

the further myth that Māori didn’t need any of their culture, tikanga, 

land or resources and that only the English could decide what a Māori 

was and what his history, culture, traditions and identity were – because 

there were no Māori left. It took another 70 years before Māori could 

intervene to start putting a stop to the lies and myth-making. By that 

time incalculable damage had been done to the Māori nations.  

  



What so many Pākehā could never understand was that large numbers 

of Māori throughout the country refused to accept all the myth-making 

and illegitimate power structures the English tried so desperately to 

impose. There were, of course, Māori who did believe them and 

assimilate into the strange new culture. But many others did not. They 

included those of us who are the descendants of the rangatira who 

deliberately passed on the histories of what really happened. My 

generation passed those on not only to our descendants but also to the 

Waitangi Tribunal. Generations of Māori have seen through all the 

myths the English colonisers used to construct their parliament. It is 

there that they continue their barbaric traditions as they turn their 

illegitimate and criminal activities into laws. Alongside the parliament 

are the courts and the judiciary, and the so-called justice system all of 

whom interpret the laws and punish those who will not kowtow to them 

– especially Māori. And backing up both those institutions are the 

police who are the enforcers of their illegitimately claimed power and 

who target Māori and dispatch them into the justice system. All these 

are serviced by unwieldy government departments and so-called public 

services who impose their lawlessness on powerless communities.   

  

Successive generations of Māori fought these institutions to retain their 

sovereignty and to enforce the treaty they signed up to in 1840. The 

myth woven about our frontline warriors in these battles was that they 

were just a small number of troublemakers and liars – and in fact any 

Māori who questioned what English immigrants did or who dared to 

talk about atrocities they commited against Māori were publicly vilified 

and ostracised in order to preserve that particular myth. It took 135 

years before the international embarrassment that resulted from 

ongoing and increasingly strident Māori protest, including the 1975 

Māori Land March, finally led to the establishment of the Waitangi 

Tribunal.   

  

The myth around the Tribunal is that it is a Māori body and therefore 

can be ignored. But it’s a government-appointed and 

governmentcontrolled body. Māori have no say in how it operates – 

but we do expend all our energy and the very few resources we have 



appearing before it and asking it to inquire into our claims. The job it 

was given by government was to inquire into breaches of the so-called  

“principles” of the Treaty of Waitangi – rather than the treaty itself – 

and to make recommendations to the government on how to fix the 

damage that has been caused. It wasn’t meant to be in existence for 

long because the Labour govenment of the day reckoned there 

wouldn’t be many claims. That was also part of the myth. And there 

were very few claims for the first few years. But that all changed when a 

Māori was appointed as the chair of the Tribunal in the early 1980s. 

And that’s when the myths started to unravel here in New Zealand.   

  

In the meantime indigenous people throughout the world were working 

with international experts in the United Nations to gain recognition for 

their human rights and those of all other indigenous people. Māori 

played a very active role in drafting the United Nations Declaration of 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. And the Waitangi Tribunal imported 

the international standards they drafted into their decisions. Report  

after report from the Tribunal detailed the numerous crimes, atrocities 

and breaches of the treaty perpetrated against Māori in the name of the 

Crown:   

• The destruction of harbours, rivers and the coast through 

mismanagement and pollution;  

• The theft of the country’s natural resources from their various 

Māori owners: their lands, their foreshores and seabed, their 

rivers, lakes and freshwater, their mountains and seas, their 

fisheries, their air, airwaves and radio spectrum, their flora and 

fauna, their petroleum, gold, silver and coal, and their geothermal 

power;  

• The war conducted against Māori language, culture, knowledge, 

identity and intellectual property;   

• The denial of Māori sovereignty, rights to development and 

access to adequate health, education, housing, social welfare and 

local government services;  

• The denial of contributions of Māori servicemen and women to  



New Zealand armed forces;   

• The ongoing imposition of government policies on Māori against 

Māori wishes and in the face of Māori protest such as the Treaty 

Claims Settlement (Fiscal Envelope) and Foreshore and Seabed 

policies;  

• And woven throughout all these reports is the irrefutable 

evidence of all the trickery, ridicule, bullying, discrimination, 

lying, cheating, stealing, kidnapping, enslaving, murdering and 

war-mongering carried out against Māori in the name of the 

Crown.  

  

Not only did the Tribunal unravel all those carefully woven myths, it 

also made hundreds of recommendations about the actions 

governments had to take to restore to Māori what is rightfully theirs – 

like returning what they stole and fixing up the damage they have done. 

That, after all, is what is required by international human rights 

instruments and in particular, the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples. New Zealand signed up to that 

Declaration in 2010. But implementing those recommendations would 

mean destroying the myths so government after government ignored 

the Tribunal or threatened to abolish it if it ever used its powers to 

make recommendations ordering the government to return lands. Now 

that is a very serious breach of their own “rule of law”. But when you’re 

the monkey with his fist stuck in the cookie jar, rules do go out the 

window. So instead governments set about trying to make the 

inconvenient truths that were destroying their myths go away. In the 

early 1990s they hit on the idea of legislatively extinguishing all of the 

claims Māori had lodged with the Tribunal. So they unilaterally drew 

up a policy to do that as quickly and as cheaply as possible.   

  

THE MYTH CREATED around this treaty “settlements” policy 

involved lots of smoke and mirrors. The greatest deception is that 

Māori are happy to have less than one per cent of what was stolen from 

them returned as full and final settlement of all their claims. Then there 

is the one about well over $1 billion having been paid out as 



settlements since the 1990s. Add to that the refusal to acknowledge 

Māori sovereignty which encompasses ownership of lands, the 

foreshore and seabed, water, fisheries, mountains and seas, air, 

airwaves and the radio spectrum, oil, gas and minerals and geothermal 

power and it is not hard to see why Māori see the policy as just more of 

the same lawlessness. Claimants simply do not believe the myth about 

the settlements being full and final – the settlements are far too 

meanspirited, unfair and unjust to come anywhere near it. And as for 

the $1 billion – well, most of that never makes it out of the government 

coffers because governments make Māori use that money to pay for the 

lands the Crown stole off them. And no matter what excuses 

governments use to deny Māori ownership of their natural resources 

Māori do not accept that either. The United Nations and the Waitangi 

Tribunal have both told governments the policy is deeply flawed and 

unlikely to succeed in the long term. They have repeatedly 

recommended that governments reach agreement with Māori over the 

policy rather than persisting with imposing something that is so clearly 

loathed.  

  

So with all these myths unravelling what are Māori doing and what are 

governments doing? The latter is easy – they keep pretending the 

myths are still intact – like the emperor with no clothes. They keep 

ploughing on with their illegitimate treaty claims settlement legislation, 

extinguishing any and every claim they possibly can and trying 

desperately to elevate the fraudulent English language treaty so they can 

fully and finally extinguish Māori sovereignty. And the lawlessness 

carries on essentially unchanged. But it is becoming harder and more 

internationally embarrassing for them to keep doing that. As recently as 

2014 the United Nations expressed overwhelming concern in their 

second Universal Periodic Review of New Zealand over the entrenched 

inequalities affecting Māori. They recommended that the government 

take steps to reduce racism and discrimination against Māori; to 

address Māori concerns about treaty settlements; and to take concrete 

steps to implement the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples.   

  



For Māori even though the myths have unravelled, the damage that has 

been done and continues to be done has been devastating. Many of 

those who gave up and assimilated into the foreign Pākehā culture find 

themselves being used against their own relations who refuse to 

assimilate. And those of us who refuse to assimilate continue to pursue 

our right to self-determination and sovereignty – including repossessing 

what was stolen from us. It’s a long, slow battle but each generation is 

becoming more informed about and less tolerant of the myths and 

more determined to regain what is rightfully ours. My generation has 

been prepared to accept far less than we are entitled to in order to have 

a chance to climb out of crippling poverty and deprivation. The next 

generation of my whānau, of my hapū and of my iwi accepts that it is 

their responsibility to get back the rest of our lands, have all the damage 

repaired and to pursue the restitution we are entitled to.   

  

At every stage on the journey we have been supported by Pākehā who 

have also seen through the myths and have fought beside us to tear 

them down. Like us, many of them have been vilified, ostracised and 

marginalised. Among them have been a number of theologians, 

lawyers, legal scholars and the occasional judge, growing numbers of 

historians, philosophers, linguists, anthropologists and sociologists, 

poets, authors, singers and artists, peace activists, treaty educators, 

politicians, the occasional businessman, philanthropist and journalist 

and many more. Without their support we would never have got, for 

example, the Waitangi Tribunal. The findings and recommendations 

of the Tribunal have greatly strengthened our case in the United 

Nations. Three United Nations Special Rapporteurs on indigenous 

rights have issued stinging reports, in 1988, 2006 and 2011, on the 

urgent need for New Zealand to bring an end to human rights 

violations against Māori in this country. They were followed by the 

2014 Universal Periodic Review saying the same things. Once the New 

Zealand government starts meeting the United Nations requirements 

for it to comply with both international human rights standards and the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the 

next generations’ job will become much easier than the one that my 

generation inherited. Kia ora mai anō tātou katoa - best wishes to us all.   


