
TRADITIONAL HISTORY: 
 
 Te Aro Pa is part of a region that has connections to some of the earliest stories associated 
with New Zealand. Te Aro Pa is located within the area known as Te Upoko o Te Ika a 
Maui (the head of the fish of Maui). Te Ika a Maui is 'the fish of Maui', and in Maori 
mythology, Maui (the famous Polynesian ancestor) fished up the North Island, raising it 
to the surface for later inhabitation . The early Polynesian explorer Kupe was the first 
known ancestor of Maori to visit the Wellington area and named various places within 
close proximity to Te Aro Pa such as Matiu (Somes Island) and Makaro (Ward Island). The 
harbour area on which Te Aro Pa is located was named during the following period of 
Maori exploration and occupation by Whatonga, who named the harbour in honour of his 
son Tara - hence the original name for Wellington Harbour - Te Whanganui a Tara ('the 
great harbour of Tara').  
 
EARLY HISTORY:  
 
The earliest recorded inhabitants of the Wellington Harbour region were descended from 
the Kurahaupo waka, such as Ngai Tara, Rangitane, Muaupoko and Ngati Apa . The Port 
Nicholson Block was occupied by Ngati Ira, Rakaiwhakairi, and Ngati Kahukuraawhitia, 
and it was these iwi that had early tangata whenua rights in the area . During the period 
1819 to 1836 Te Whanganui a Tara was invaded at least six times , and following the 
battle Waiorua in 1824 a significant migration - known as the Nihoputa, or 'boar's tusk' - 
left Taranaki for Te Upoko o te Ika. This group was made up members of Ngati Mutunga, 
Ngati Tama, and Te Atiawa who were ‘fleeing Waikato vengeance in Taranaki' . 
 
 The migratory group included the chiefs Pomare of Ngati Mutunga, and Ngatata i te Rangi 
of the Ngati Te Whiti and Ngati Tawhirikura hapu of Te Atiawa. In the Wellington Tenths 
Trust Cultural Impact Report of January 2004, the early settlement history of Wellington 
Harbour is appropriately described as ‘...and extraordinarily complex situation where the 
term ‘tangata whenua' needs to be couched in historical context.' After a period of co-
existence between the recently arrived Ngati Mutunga and previously settled Ngati Ira at 
Te Whanaganui a Tara, Ngati Mutunga launched an attack on Ngati Ira and expelled them 
from the area in the late 1820s .  
 
ESTABLISHMENT AND INHABITATION OF TE ARO PA: 
 
 Te Aro Pa was established by Ngati Mutunga in 1824; however the iwi left the region to 
relocate to the Chatham Islands in November 1835, at which point Ngati Mutunga 
rangatira left their lands from Waitangi Stream to Ngauranga in the possession of 
Taranaki iwi. The kainga at Te Aro was subsequently split into two parts, and occupied 
by the Ngati Tupaia hapu of Ngati Ruanui iwi at the eastern end, and Ngati Haumia hapu 
from Taranaki iwi at the western end . At the time of European colonisation, Te Aro Pa is 
described as having approximately 35 Ngati Ruanui living at the eastern end, and about 
93 Taranaki Maori living on the western side .  
 
The Waitangi Tribunal report in 2003 made the following assertions in regards to tangata 
whenua status in the area occupied by Te Aro Pa:  
 



At 1840, Maori groups with ahi ka rights within the Port Nicholson block (as extended in 
1844 to the south-west coast) were Te Atiawa at Te Whanganui a Tara and parts of the 
south-west coast; Taranaki and Ngati Ruanui at Te Aro; Ngati Tama at Kaiwharawhara 
and environs and parts of the south-west coast; and Ngati Toa at Heretaunga and parts of 
the south-west coast. These groups also had take raupatu over the remainder of Port 
Nicholson block. 
 
 Further associating Te Aro Pa with Taranaki iwi, Elsdon Best attributes the naming of Te 
Aro Pa to the explanation that ‘Te Aro' means the face or the front, in reference to the site 
facing Taranaki Maunga where the inhabitants originated  
 
FURTHER LAND DIVISION AND EUROPEAN COLONISATION: 
 
 Te Aro Pa along with Pipitea Pa, were the two largest pa in the town of Wellington. During 
Pakeha colonisation in the 1840s, retention of Te Aro and Pipitea Pa were essential to 
Maori participating and benefiting from the development of Wellington. However Te Aro 
Pa was also highly valued for providing access through Taranaki Street to lands being 
reclaimed on the waterfront and the proposed Customhouse site.  
 
THE NEW ZEALAND COMPANY DEED OF PURCHASE:  
 
In May 1839 the New Zealand Company under Colonel William Wakefield printed a 
prospectus for New Zealand advertising 990 lots of Port Nicholson land for sale. All 990 
lots were sold by July 1839, before the company's representatives had even arrived in 
New Zealand to purchase the land from the existing Maori inhabitants . In September 
1839 the New Zealand Company signed an agreement with some local Maori to allocate 
land for British colonisation. The signatories were described by the New Zealand 
Company as ‘the sole and only proprietors, or owners' of Port Nicholson although it is 
stated in the Waitangi Tribunal report on the district that no signatory from Te Aro Pa 
contributed to the signing of the deed .  
 
Maori living at Te Aro Pa refused to sell their pa or any of their land around Wellington 
to the New Zealand Company. During the McCleverty Commission of 1847, J. Pyatt noted 
that: 
 
 ‘The first indications to the New Zealand Company officials that all was not well came in 
February 1840 when Mein-Smith, the Company's Surveyor General and his assistants, 
began to survey and mark out the plan for the town of Wellington. The survey pegs and 
lines, passing straight through the Pa, cultivations, tapu burial grounds and occupied 
lands alike, were promptly pulled out by Maori of Te Aro, Pipitea, Kumutoto, and 
Tiakiwai. They strongly denied that the town site had been sold.' 
 
 The area of lower Taranaki Street was set out in the 1840 survey of Wellington City and 
39-43 Taranaki Street was located within Reserve 9, a town acre between TA 215 and 
216. This reserve encompassed part of Te Aro Pa, and sketches and anecdotal evidence 
of the time suggests the Pa extended beyond this immediate vicinity. A sketch of Te Aro 
Pa from approximately this period by Edmund Norman shows a number of raupo 
buildings of varying sizes, a canoe, and a substantial pallisaded fence (see Appendix 
4.3.2).  
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THE TREATY OF WAITANGI AND THE SPAIN COMMISSION OF 1842:  
 
The Treaty of Waitangi was signed at Te Whanganui-a-Tara on the 29th of April 1840 
after ten days of deliberation by the 34 Maori signatories of the area. With the signing of 
the Treaty came an investigation into the New Zealand Company's dealings.  
 
On 15 May 1842, a land claims commission - headed by English lawyer William Spain - 
began to hear the New Zealand Company's claim to Wellington. Spain's preliminary 
report of 12 September 1843 found that ‘I am further of opinion, that the natives did not 
consent to alienate their pahs, cultivations and burying-grounds .  
 
Subsequently, the area of Te Aro was officially brought into the 1839 New Zealand 
Company Purchase in 1844, and at that time it was stated that the pa, cultivations, and 
urupa were to be excluded from the land that was released by Maori.  
 
SPAIN ATTEMPTED TO DEFINE THE EXTENTS OF THE PA IN HIS FINAL REPORT OF 
1845:  
 
‘The limits of the pahs to be the ground fenced in around their native houses, including 
the ground in cultivation or occupation around the adjoining houses without the fence; 
and cultivations as those tracts of country which are now used by the natives for 
vegetable productions, or which have been so used by the aboriginal natives of New 
Zealand since the establishment of the colony.'  
 
THE McCLEVERTY TRANACTIONS OF 1847: 
 
 The inclusion of ‘cultivations' in the exceptions of the New Zealand Company Purchase 
led to disputes between Maori and settlers. Of the 639 acres under cultivation by Maori, 
528 were on sections sold to Europeans . In 1845 Lieutenant Colonel William Anson 
McCleverty was appointed to obtain deeds from the tribes concerned, exchanging their 
settlements and cultivations for land elsewhere. This transfer of cultivated lands had 
disastrous affects on the ability of Te Aro Maori to cultivate food for subsistence, with 
Wesleyan missionary Rev. James Watkins reporting that some had to go ‘fifteen miles to 
cultivate potatoes on land rented from white men'.  
 
The New Zealand Company had not recognized Te Aro Pa as a native reserve (only three 
of the nine pa sites on Wellington harbour had been allocated as reserves), however the 
rights of Te Aro Pa inhabitants were recognised by McCleverty, and on 7 October 1847, 
Maori at Te Aro Pa were awarded a further 50 acres.  
 
By 1850 Te Aro Pa had 186 inhabitants of Taranaki and Ngati Ruanui descent, but within 
the same decade the Wesleyan missionaries who lived on land gifted by Te Aro Maori 
noted that only ‘a small remnant of a once considerable tribe occupy a few miserable huts 
not far from the Mission House'. 
 
 THE 1855 EARTHQUAKE: 
 



 The site and surroundings of Te Aro Pa were greatly affected by the magnitude 8.1 
earthquake of 1855 which uplifted the entire Wellington peninsula and tilted it to the 
west. The uplift created a new fringe of beach and rock platforms along the Wellington 
coast, and lifted the entire shoreline of Wellington harbour. The previously low-lying 
marsh-areas such as those surrounding Waitangi Stream provided a substantial source 
of food (predominantly shellfish and eels), and also an area of cultivation of flax, which 
provided trading opportunities with European settlers. Within several decades of this 
earthquake however, the land surrounding Waitangi Stream was completely reclaimed, 
the stream was culverted, and the former traditional use patterns lost.. 
 
 THE NATIVE LANDS ACT OF 1865 AND DIVISION OF TE ARO PA:  
 
In 1861 there were only 9 inhabitants at Te Aro Pa. This was largely due to the number 
of former residents that went to Taranaki to assist in the war efforts of the region. By 
1874 the numbers were up to 59, although this was still substantially lower than 
previously recorded figures. 
 
 Between 1866 and 1868 under the Native Lands Act of 1865, Te Aro Pa was surveyed 
into 28 allotments that were Crown-granted to individuals and small groups. On the 1866 
map, Section 26 (which is included in the proposed extent of this registration proposal) 
is annotated with the name Ngahirau. According to Hori Nga Paka in a Native Land Court 
hearing in Wellington on 10 February 1870, Ngahirau built a house with Ngati-i-te-rangi 
. A number of buildings are indicated on this plan including a Maori Chapel in the 
southwest corner of Courtenay Place, and a building in the northwest corner of Section 
24, of which Maori landowners are noted.  
 
Any sale of these lots had to be approved by the Native Commissioner of Native Reserves 
on behalf of the Government. The Waitangi Tribunal findings on the situation at Te Aro 
Pa during this period include the following: 
 
 ‘The perception that both Te Aro Pa and the wider Te Aro district which surrounded it 
were a blight on the city may have contributed to the pa's demise. From the earliest days 
of the Port Nicholson settlement, settlers objected strongly to the communal lifestyle of 
the pa on the grounds of morality, health, safety, and aesthetics. In addition, by the 1860s 
the Te Aro Flat area where Te Aro Pa was located had become a notoriously overcrowded 
slum, although it was not until the 1930s that a concerted attempt was made to remedy 
the overcrowding and other slum conditions. While there is no evidence that Te Aro Pa 
was ‘removed' as part of any slum clearance, the belief that the pa constituted a slum 
within a slum no doubt made the authorities more willing to consent to the alienation of 
this land. There is very clear evidence that Commissioner Heaphy, for one, wished to see 
both Te Aro Pa and Pipitea Pa removed from Wellington city. Heaphy took a very 
favourable view of proposals to alienate McCleverty reserve land in Te Aro and Pipitea 
Pa, seeing them as an exception to the usual rule that reserve land required for Maori 
should be preserved for Maori. Describing Te Aro Pa as ‘a nest of immorality', Heaphy 
argued that for ‘moral & sanitary reasons' it was desirable for the sake of Maori and 
Pakeha alike that Maori should leave the town and that the pa land should pass into 
Pakeha hands.' 
 



 The Ward Plan of 1891 shows several buildings on Section 24 (also included in the 
proposed extent of this registration proposal). There are three houses and another 
building located behind the two-bedroom house that may have been a workshop. Section 
24 has been further subdivided and what is now 39-43 Taranaki St is Lot 1 at the north 
end of the land parcel. Two buildings are shown on Lot 1, with another building straddling 
the boundary between Lots 1 and 2.  
 
In the 1880s, reclamation took place at Lambton Harbour, and later at Te Aro. By 1886, 
close to nine hectares had been added to the Te Aro foreshore from fill railed in from 
Oriental Bay.  
 
ASSOCIATION OF PROPOSED EXTENT OF REGISTRATION WITH HISTORICAL FIGURES:  
 
This specific portion of Te Aro Pa proposed for registration has strong associations with 

individuals and descendant families from the pa. The sections involved in the current 

development are sections 24 and 26, being part of Wellington Town Sections 216 and part 

of Te Aro Pa Reserve. Section 26 - as shown in the 1866 map - was allocated to Ngahirau's 

son Wi Tako Ngatata and Retimana Pukahu in 1877, but a substantial portion of this was 

taken by public proclamation in late 1870s to provide access to the reclamation and what 

was to become Taranaki Wharf. Nearly all of Section 26 is now part of Taranaki Street. 

Most of the development currently being undertaken by Washington Ltd is on part of 

Section 24 which was originally allocated to Ahipane Marangai and passed down to 

Raniera Erihana and his son Thomas (Tame) Rangiwahia Erihana.  

Te Aro Pa is associated at its earliest stages with Ngatata-i-te-rangi, one of the chiefs who 

signed the Treaty of Waitangi in Wellington. It was Ngatata-i-te-rangi who permitted Ngati 

Haumia to settle at Te Aro and in 1832 fixed the boundary between them and Ngati Ruanui 

The structures on Section 26 are associated with Ngatata-i-te-rangi's son, Wiremu Tako 

Ngatata, who assumed the leadership role from his father in the 1860s. Wiremu Tako 

Ngatata is renowned for taking issues regarding Crown acquisition of land, (including 

Section 26) to the Native Land Court. Ngatata later went on to become a Member of the 

Legislative Council in 1872.  

When Wi Tako Ngatata died in 1887, and the Legislative Council aDjourned out of respect, 

and Council member Dr. Grace is noted as saying: ‘...Sir, it is impossible for me to consider 

the disappearance of a man like Wi Tako Ngatata from our midst without giving 

expression to the boundless feeling of admiration I entertain for men of his type. I say, Sir, 

that if we have not sufficient greatness of soul to set the proper value on the services 

rendered to this colony by men like Wi Tako Ngatata we have not been worthy of the 

services which they have been rendered,-we are not worthy of the security which we 

enjoy, and owe so largely to their services. There was a time when Wi Tako held the 

balance of power between the Maori King Potatau and the English Queen; a time during 

the war when he had two thousand armed men under his control, and had he thrown his 

tomahawk to the right or left, and lent his influence to the Maori King, I do not know what 

would have become of this settlement. I say we have lost in him one of the greatest Natives 



this country, rich in great men, has ever borne. What sacrifices did the honourable 

gentleman make for the benefit of the Europeans! He imperilled by his loyalty to us the 

whole of his influence with the Native race. Every one must know how the spirit of 

nationality with a volcanic throb moved the Maori people at that time. Who is there that 

can fail to see the greatness of soul which actuated Wiremu Tamihana when he conceived 

the idea of a Maori nationality, and who, realising this, can fail to admit the nicety of the 

balance of power between the races that existed at that time? It was then Wi Tako, failing 

to be carried away by the passing impulse of the moment, holding the scales between the 

two races, gave us the full advantage of his sympathy and, ultimately of his support. I have 

heard the late Dr Featherston say of him, ‘Wi Tako is the cleverest man, black or white, in 

the country.' That was his estimate of the man's skill, and his appreciation of Wi Tako's 

power of controlling the wild races he held in the leash...' 

 The area within the boundaries of Section 24 is associated with Ahipane Marangai, 

Raniera Ellison (or Erihana), and his son Thomas (Tamati) Rangiwahia Ellison. 

 Thomas Rangiwahia Ellison (Ngai Tahu, Te Ati Awa) is known for his success as both a 

rugby player and a lawyer. In 1893 Ellison captained the first official New Zealand team. 

At the first annual general meeting of the New Zealand Rugby Football Union Ellison put 

forward the proposal that the uniform for the New Zealand Rugby team be a black jersey 

with silver fern monogram, black cap and stockings and white knickerbockers. This 

became the familiar All Black uniform that remains an internationally recognised icon of 

New Zealand. In 1902 Ellison authored the early rugby coaching manual The Art of Rugby 

Football.  

Ellison also worked as an interpreter in the Native Land Court from 1886, and from 1891 

worked as a solicitor. In 1902 he was admitted to the Bar, one of the first Maori to achieve 

this. Ellison died in 1904 however, while only in his thirties, and was returned to his 

birthplace of Otakou to be buried. Subsequently, Section 24 was sold by Raniera Erihana 

and The Public Trust to Thomas J Young in 1906.  

In addition to these historical figures of note, in 1842 Wi Tako Ngatata and Ropiha 

Moturoa named between eight and twenty-three rangatira living at Te Aro Kainga, 

including Mohi Ngaponga, Hemi Parae, Toko, Puhi, and Pukahu. 

 It should be noted that the wider extents of Te Aro Pa are associated with many more key 

historic figures, and this proposal has only discussed figures directly associated with the 

portion of land under consideration for registration. 


