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Cathedral Square, kōiwi tangata site 
 
The remains of two individuals were discovered during excavation work in Cathedral Square in 1995. 
Located in a small trench in which once would have been soft, swampy ground, it is believed that the 
bones belonged to the Waitaha people who resided in various parts of the city long before Ngāi Tahu and 
European settlement. Despite having allocated burial grounds, isolated burials were a common 
occurrence, whether it was one person or a small group of people buried together.  

 
The Green, Māori Resting Place 
 
Cashmere Hill was a well known route that Māori used to travel from the swampy flat lands over to 
Lyttelton and other settlements beyond. The Green – a small reserve opposite Cashmere Presbyterian 
Church was once a place of rest for weary travellers that may have been fleeing enemy tribes or hunting 
and gathering food.  
 

The Weeping Willows Of Victoria Square, Puari pā 
 
It was a once part of a Māori settlement, a village that had up to eight hundred inhabitants that stretched 
across the central city. To the Waitaha people, it was known as Puari, its English translation meaning 
‘limestone’. With their food source coming from the river and wetlands nearby, it was a location where a 
village could thrive. 

When the Pākehā arrived in Canterbury, this location was named Market Place, where farmers 
and merchants came to trade goods and produce. With this also came muskets and measles, a 
contributing factor responsible for the decline of the native people. What had been theirs for so long 
became dominated by the foreign man.  
  
Francois Le Lievre planted weeping willow cuttings taken from Napoleon’s grave on the Island of St. 
Helena. There is strong evidence to suggest that the first willows planted on the banks of the Avon River 
grew from cuttings taken from these trees. 
 

 
 
 



Ripapa Island pā, Fort Jervois 
 
Taununu, a skilled fighter and Ngai Tahu chief, settled on Ripapa Island. His pa was fortified with fences 
and deep trenches. Despite Taununu’s cleverly executed defense system, word travelled fast of his 
whereabouts and his enemies planned an attack. Perhaps acting out of fear, Taununu fled his pa and his 
people days before he heard they were to be ambushed. Armed with muskets, Chief Te Whakataupuka 
and his warriors approached the pa in their canoes. Accompanying him, his ally Chief Taiaroa remained 
hidden from sight in the rocky cliffs above, waiting for the attack to unfold. Taununu’s defending canoes 
were obliterated by gunfire as the enemy advanced ashore. Taiaroa’s warriors rolled giant boulders down 
the hillside, eradicating those who tried to escape on the mainland.  
 
A great feast took place, the victorious warriors eating the flesh of their enemies. This act of cannibalism 
was known as kai huanga, ‘to eat a relative’. Since this merciless battle, it is tapu to eat on Ripapa Island. 

 
Kaiapoi pā, Pegasus Bay 
 
For three long months, Te Rauparaha and his men attempted to invade the Ngai Tahu Kaiapoi pā. When 
the news spread down south, Chief Taiaroa came to Ngai Tahu’s defence, bringing more warriors to try 
and fight off the enemy. As Te Rauparaha became increasingly impatient, he began lighting scrub fires 
around the perimeter of the pā which allowed them to break through its walls. A merciless battle broke out 
and only a small number of inhabitants were able to escape, wading through the lagoon and fleeing to the 
beach beyond. Those that did not escape were captured and killed by Te Rauparaha and his men. 
A cannibal feast took place to celebrate their victory.  
 
Through the smoke he emerges 
Te Rauparaha 
Eyes gleaming, lips quivering 
Kaiapohia 
Its new name given 
The bodies of his enemies 
Burning like stacked logs on a fire 

 
Ōmawete, Cooper's Knob 
 
Traversing across the hills with his men, Ngāti Mamoe chief Mawete planned to fish in the bays below. As 
they approached a large rock face, a group of Ngāi Tahu warriors emerged from the bush and attacked 
without warning. Te Rangiwhakaputa, the instigator of the fight, was well known for his victories. Mawete 
met an unfortunate end and was slain upon the rock along with the rest of his Ngāti Mamoe men. 
Ōmawete, meaning the place of Mawete, marks the location of his death. 

 
 
 
 



Lake Forsyth, Wairewa 
 
In fear of being ambushed, Chief Taununu fled his pā and abandoned his people on Ripapa Island. Word 
travelled fast that he had escaped and his enemies tracked him down. He was found near a small spring 
on the edge of Lake Forsyth where was bludgeoned to death with a patiti (Māori battleaxe). 
 

 
Port Levy, Koukourārata 
 
Above the settlement of Port Levy amongst the red rocks of the valley, a Māori shrine (tuahu) once 
existed, where sacrifices and offerings were made to the gods. The tapu of the site was known to all that 
resided in the area. If the boundary was crossed, the trespasser would fall victim to a deadly curse. 

 
South Brighton, Te Ka o te Karoro fishing village site 
 
As the shorelines have eroded away over time, large collections of shells that were once buried beneath 
the ground become exposed. This is evidence of the rich food source that fed the local people that 
resided in what was once a small fishing village. 
 
The chattering of seagulls 
An unchanged sound that still remains 
As Ruamoko shakes the land 
shorelines erode away 
Revealing remnants of an ancient fishing village 
 
Ōpāwaho pā site, Poho Are-Are track, Opawa 
 
The swollen river  
Breaking its banks 
Inching towards the boundaries 
That man has created 
O-roto-repo 
Territory of the swamp dwellers 
 
The rumbling of trains  
Obliterate the image in my mind: 
A seaward pa 
With soft sandhills 
The winding Opawaho 
Extending out to the ocean 
 
 

 
 



St. Luke's Church site, burial site of Chief Tautahi 
 
Chief Te Potiki Tautahi, one of the first Ngāi Tahu settlers of Canterbury, made frequent hunting and 
gathering trips with his people venturing between Port Levy (Koukourārata) and Puari pā. The Avon 
(Ōtākaro) was a plentiful source of food, including duck, eel and fish. Upon one of their visits, Tautahi died 
and was laid to rest beneath the sand dunes. Many years later, settlers unearthed Tautahi’s bones on the 
corner of what is now Kilmore and Manchester Streets, a gesture that broke the tapu of Māori tradition.  
 
St Luke’s Church was later constructed on the land, erasing the urupā and any remnants of its existence. 
After the earthquake on the 22nd of February  2011, the church was damaged beyond repair. The site 
was stripped bare once again, resembling something of its former self. The Māori name for Christchurch, 
also named Ōtautahi, reminds us of the territory Chief Tautahi called home. 
 
Former Public Library Site, Waitaha urupā 
 
A house once stood opposite the site of the old Police Building, belonging to Bishop Henry 
James Harper. He had arrived in Christchurch in 1856 to receive the position of the first Bishop 
of Canterbury. When the weather was fine, his children would play amongst the sand dunes that 
lined Hereford Street.  

The Waitaha burial grounds stretched for miles, the bones of the dead poking out from 
beneath the sand. The children would collect the remains, bringing them inside to show their 
father. Knowing little about the Māori, Bishop Harper was unaware that his children were 
frolicking on tapu land.  
 
Birdlings Flat, Te Mata Hapuku 
 
Māori eel god Tiki Tuna took the form of a taniwha and kidnapped Maui’s wife Hine whilst she bathed in 
the lake. Maui captured Tiki Tuna and severed his body into pieces – his head created the freshwater eel 
and his tail became the conger eel. The long nostrils of his snout formed the creepers and vines that 
grew on the land and his blood gave the colour to the Totara trees. 
 

Convicts Track, Allandale, Ōhinetahi pā 
 
Once occupied by the Ngāti Mamoe, the pā was captured by the Ngāi Tahu led by Te Rangiwhakaputa. 
His son, Chief Manuwhiri was father to many children, most of them sons. Ōhinetahi was given its name, 
meaning “place of one daughter”. Once occupied by the Ngāti Mamoe, the pā was captured by the Ngāi 
Tahu led by Te Rangiwhakaputa. His son, Chief Manuwhiri was father to many children, most of them 
sons. Ōhinetahi was given its name, meaning “place of one daughter”. 
 

 
 
 



Te Ahu Pātiki, Mt. Herbert 
 
As the mist rolled in and the fog settled upon the hilltops, Patu-paiarehe (fairies) emerged from the rugged 
rock faces of Banks Peninsula. Shying away from sunlight, the pale-skinned creatures danced along the 
sea breeze, playing songs with their bone carved instruments. When the Pakeha arrived and began 
clearing bush and native trees, the Patu-paiarehe died out and were never seen again. 
 

Inainatu Bay 
 
In the aftermath of the massacre at Ripapa Island, bodies of the fallen were scattered from sand 
to sea in the neighbouring bays. Those that tried to escape by land were slain on the rocks and 
banks above.  
 
Pigeon Bay, Wakaroa 
 
Home away from home 
A distant ancestor 
Your dark, weathered skin 
Would you welcome me with open arms? 
Or would you deny me? 
My pale, porcelain skin 
 
I tread your ground, retracing your footsteps 
A way of narrowing space and time 
Your eyes are kind but piercing 
Do I fear you, flesh eating forebear? 
 
The smallest of veins  
That connect you and I 
Have lead to my being 
 
 
 
 
 


