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He Mihi

NGĀ MAUNGA

Ko Hikurangi te maunga
Hikurangi is the mountain

Ko Waiapu te awa
Waiapu is the river

Ko Ngāti Porou te iwi
Ngāti Porou is the tribe

Tīhe mauri ora!
Alas the breath of life!

T
HE majestic mountain of Hikurangi, 
the iconic symbol of the Ngāti Porou 
tribe, stands 1754 metres aloft in 

the heart of the Raukūmara range. Along with 
her sentinel minders — the smaller adjacent 
mountains of Whanokao, Aorangi, Wharekia, 
Taitai and Ōtapu — she casts a watchful eye 
over the Waiapu River as it meanders on its ever-
changing pathway to the sea.

Hikurangi is anointed by the first rays of 
sunlight each and every day, signalling to the 
world the arrival of Tamanui-i-te-rā (name of 
the sun). During winter her principal peaks, 
Te Tipi-a-Taikehu and Te Tone-o-Houku, can 
occasionally be seen coated in snow. In the small 
lake, Takawhiti, the petrified tail piece of Māui’s 
waka (canoe), Nukutaimemeha, with the ridged 
and striped waves of Raropō breaking over her, 
can still be seen. And enclosing the lake is Te 
Maara-a-Kahukurapō, the cultivated gardens of 
Kahukurapō.

Hikurangi is probably the most famous 
mountain in te ao Māori (the Māori world). 
Its significance as a symbol of tribal identity 
is illustrated in the many references to it in 
mōteatea (chants), waiata (songs), haka (dance), 
whakatauāki (proverbs), whaikōrero (speech 
making) and pakiwaitara (stories). The foremost 

reference to Hikurangi is in the story of Māui 
and the fishing up of Te Ika-a-Māui, or the 
North Island. The story is retold below. In the 
aftermath of this fishing expedition it is said that 
Māui’s waka, Nukutaimemeha, became partially 
submerged in the small lake Takawhiti, on the 
summit of Hikurangi, and its petrified remains 
can still be seen to this day.

The mana (status) of Hikurangi is also referred 
to in the story of the warrior chief Tūwhakairiora 
and his first meeting with Te Aotakī, chief of 
the Ngāi Tūiti of the Wharekāhika (Hicks Bay) 
region. Tūwhakairiora had shown some interest 
in Te Aotakī’s daughters, in particular the older 
daughter, Ruataupare. Noting this, Te Aotakī 
invited Tūwhakairiora to take Ruataupare as a 
wife, acknowledging her seniority and status when 
he said, “Haere mai ki Hikurangi, te maunga kua 
tauria nei e te huka — Welcome to Hikurangi the 
mountain summit capped in snow.” The marriage 
of Tūwhakairiora and Ruataupare was one of the 
most important and influential alliances in the 
history of the Ngāti Porou.

The snow-capped summit of Hikurangi is 
also inferred in the following whakatauāki, “E, 
ka rukuruku a Te Rangitāwaea i ōna pueru e! 
— Behold Te Rangitāwaea displaying his chiefly 
garments!” Or its Christianised version, “E, ka 
rukuruku a Te Rangitāwaea i ōna rīnena! — Behold 
Te Rangitawaea displaying his white linen!”And 
the mana of Hikurangi was further reinforced 
when Te Kani–a–Takirau of Ūawa (Tolaga Bay) 
was offered the leadership of a movement that 
was to become the Kingitanga in the Waikato 
region in the late 1850s. He declined by saying, 
“Ehara taku maunga a maunga Hikurangi i te 
maunga haere, engari he maunga tū tonu — My 
mountain Hikurangi does not move, but remains 
steadfast.”

Hardly surprising then that the phrase “Ko 
Hikurangi te maunga — The (or ‘my’) mountain
is Hikurangi” brings instant response and
recognition by all iwi throughout Aotearoa. And
to this day references to Hikurangi still continue. 
In its new mission statement, the Tairāwhiti
Polytechnic has promoted the following phrase,
“Kia Hikurangi ai te wawata, Papawhāriki te tāhū
o whare kōrero” — broadly translated to mean, 
“Realise your dreams through inspired learning.” 

Tū mai rā Hikurangi me tō mana rangatira
Hikurangi there you stand noble and proud

Tēnei ahau, tō mokopuna o Te Tairāwhiti!
Whilst I, your child of the East, bask in your glory!

(From the song Taku Manawa composed by Kahu Waitoa )

Hikurangi was acquired by the Crown in 
the 1870s and declared a state forest park. In 
November 1990 the Crown signed a deed with 
Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Porou, vesting to them 
3780 hectares of the forest park which includs 
Hikurangi. Ngāti Porou, through the rūnanga,
now manage the land and facilitate public access 
to the mountain.

Tīramarama nuku, tīramarama rangi, me te 
mihi atu ki tēnei putanga nama ono o, Ngā 
Maunga Kōrero o Te Tairāwhiti. Kua peke 
tata whakaroto mātau mai te taiwhanga o 
Rangitukia ki te pūmanawa o te whenua, 
ki Hikurangi maunga, ki Waiapu awa, 
ki te iwi e kīia nei ko Ngāti Porou. Tērā 
pea e whakaaro ana koutou, “E tika ana 
kia tīmata ngā kōrero mō Ngāti Porou ki 
konei, he aha i kore ai?” Kāti, ahakoa tīmata 
tātau i hea, he mana tonu tā tēnā kōrero, tā 
tēnā kōrero, heoi anō ko te mea nui, kei te 
puta. Kāti, e noho, whakatā mai, pānuitia 
mai, whakaarohia mai!

Welcome to the sixth issue of Ngā Maunga 
Kōrero o Te Tairāwhiti. Last time we 
jumped to the most easterly part of our 
region in Rangitukia. This time we trek 
inland a bit to the key markers of the 
Tairāwhiti region in Hikurangi, Waiapu 
and the iwi (tribe) of Ngāti Porou. Perhaps 
this should have been the starting point for 
the stories of the East Coast because it’s 
where everything begins — or does it? As 
you have already seen, and will continue 
to see, each and every part of our region 
is unique and no matter where we start all 
our stories will contain something special 
and unique to the whole region we call Te 
Tairāwhiti. Once again, sit, relax, read, and 
take in the view.

Kahutia – Department of Māori Studies & 
Social Sciences
Tairāwhiti Polytechnic

(A special thanks to Derek Lardelli – he mihi nui)

Hikurangi

W
E are all familiar with stories about 
the demi-god and super hero Māui, 
but for the people of Ngāti Porou, 

he was a descending ancestor. Māui-tikitiki-a-
Taranga (Māui the youngest child of Taranga), 
as he was known, was presumed dead at birth. 
His mother Taranga cast him to the care of 
Tangaroa, the ocean god, only for him to be 
washed ashore again to be found and cared for 
by his grandfather, Tamanui-ki-te-rangi. It was 
through his grandfather that Māui learnt prayers 
and rituals that would help him later in life, 
and because of this knowledge Māui was very 
different to his contemporaries.

Māui grew up to be a strong and inquisitive 
young man who went on to achieve some 
extraordinary feats. He slowed down the sun, 
therefore extending the daylight hours to enable 
people to complete their work in day time, and 
brought fire into the world from the fingers of his 
grandmother Māhuika. Perhaps, though, it was 
his fishing exploits that really etched him into 
historical immortality. 

Māui wasn’t a favourite among his older 
brothers who, most of the time, just ignored 

him. Therefore, when the brothers planned a 
fishing expedition one day, Māui was left off the 
invitation list. However, he managed to conceal 
himself in the waka and, using powerful prayers 
and incantations, he made the waka travel to 
unfamiliar parts of the ocean. Once there he 
revealed himself to his brothers, who still ignored 
him but who were feeling a little afraid because of 
the distance they were from shore. While happy 
to fish, they didn’t show any compassion to their 
younger brother. When they refused to give him 
bait, Māui drew blood from his nose which he 
then smeared on his hook made from the magic 
jawbone of his grandmother, Murirangawhenua.

It wasn’t too long before the hook weaved 
its magic and to the envy of his brothers Māui 
snared the proverbial “big one”. He struggled 
to subdue the giant fish and as it emerged 
from the murky depths of the ocean his waka, 
Nukutaimemeha, was tipped upright with the 
tauihu (bow) submerged and only the taurapa 
(stern or tail end) protruding out of the water. 
The waka, with Māui and its crew, became 
stranded on its fin — its landing place we now 
call Hikurangi. Being a man of principle, Māui 

sought out the correct karakia (incantations) 
and tikanga (rituals) to acknowledge the gods 
for his generous gift. While he was away he 
entrusted the temporary care of the fish to his 
brothers, with strict instructions not to tamper 
with it before the appropriate rituals were carried 
out. But, true to form, the brothers ignored his 
instructions and proceeded to hack up the fish, 
therefore rendering it less than ideal. The fish 
of course is the North Island and the hacking by 
the brothers is the reason for the mountainous 
terrain that typifies much of the island.

So while Māui has been popularised in myth 
and legend, the people of Ngāti Porou assert that 
he was a real person and through whakapapa 
are able to trace lines of descent back to him. In 
1906 Judge J.A.Wilson promoted the theory of 
a “Māui Nation”, represented by Māui and his 
descendants who have inhabited the territories 
in and around Hikurangi from the time he fished 
up the land. But iwi and hapū of Ngāti Porou 
already knew this and have always claimed status 
to the lands they occupy through inheritance, 
born of birthright and occupation from the time 
of their tipuna, Māui-tikitiki-a-Taranga.

Te Heke a Māui – The Descendants of Māui

Picture: Paul Rickard
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From Te Tohunga, by W. Dittmer


