








rock or shoal, 5 to 10 miles from the shore, and return
with a quantity of large cod, snapper, and other prime
fish; sometimes they would use very large drag nets, and
enclose great numbers of grey mullet, dog-fish, mackarel
[sic], and other fish which swim in shoals; of which
(especially of dog-fish and of mackarel [sic]), they dried
immense quantities for winter use. They would also fish
from rocks with hook and line, and scoop-nets; or,
singly, in the summer, in small canoes manned by one
man and kept constantly paddling, with a hook baited
with mother-of-pearl shell, take plenty of kahawai; or
with a chip of tawhai wood attached to a hook, as a bait,
they took the barracouta in large quantities. Very fine
crayfish were taken in great numbers by diving, and
sometimes by sinking baited wicker traps. Heaps of this
fish, with mussels, cockles, and other bivalves, were col-
lected in the summer, and prepared and dried; and of
eels also, and of several delicate fresh water fishes, large
quantities were taken in the summer, and dried for
future use. (Colenso 1869: 9)

The increasing availability of European crops and livstock,
however, reduced the dependence of Mäori on fishing.
This, combined with new European laws in the latter half
of the nineteenth century that restricted Mäori access to
fisheries, resulted in significant social and economic
changes (Hiroa 1949; Ward 1974; Rata et al. 1988). It was
not until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
during a period of Social Darwinism (e.g. Simmons 1879;
Colenso 1891; Grace 1901; Hill 1902; Baucke 1905), that
historians made further observations on aspects of fishing
or fishing equipment (e.g. Hamilton 1908; Matthews
1911; Hiroa 1921, 1926) and attempts were made to col-
late the available information (Best 1929; Hiroa 1949), by
which time much had already been lost.

Tribal fishing and smaller scale group fishing for family
needs (Fig. 2) declined from about 1885, and large com-
munal efforts had virtually ceased by 1910 (Best 1929; 
Rata et al. 1988), although individual Mäori fishermen still
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Fig. 2 Mäori communal fishing: ‘The Maoris are very fond of fish, and those tribes which live on the coastline make it their
principal article of diet. The photograph shows a fine catch at Parengarenga, in the North Auckland Province. At the moment of
taking the photograph the Maoris – all hands and the cook – were engaged in cleaning the fish’. Canterbury Times, 17 July 1907
(photo: Christchurch City Libraries Photo CD 8, IMG0053. Reproduced with permission).
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sustained family livelihoods from personal efforts, and
many coastal hapü still have a continuing fishing tradition
that forms a significant part of their lifestyle and sus-
tenance. The expansion of Mäori agriculture using 
introduced cultigens, and trade with Europeans for other
resources such as kauri gum and flax, distracted attention
away from the sea, and as a result, fishing traditions, 
rituals and even associated language were no longer widely
observed. Hiroa (1926: 597) noted that following the
European fishing technique of carelessly leaving things to
chance or indiscriminately dropping a baited line in the
hope of hooking anything that came along (‘the action 
of a küware – a person devoid of practical sense’), instead 
of implementing the Mäori knowledge, traditions and
lunar calendars passed down orally through generations,
marked ‘the degradation of barbaric culture and the advent
of a higher civilisation’. In the twentieth century, fishing
knowledge amongst an increasingly urbanised Mäori 
population became obsolete and almost disappeared owing
to lack of interaction with fishing activity, and only 
snippets of traditional information survived to be recorded
and documented. Despite this, many coastal-dwelling
hapü (in contrast to urbanised Mäori) have retained their
fishing traditions, with many customary materials replaced
or complemented by European metals and, more recently,
synthetic materials (Marshall 1987; Rata et al. 1988). 

While Mäori fishing practices, knowledge and tradi-
tions passed down orally have been documented by many
authors (e.g. Colenso 1869, 1891; Travers 1873; Wohlers
1875; Buller 1878; Grace 1901; Best 1903, 1919, 1929,
1982; Beattie 1920; Hiroa 1926, 1949; Grey 1928; Peart
1937; Tikao 1939), cultural traditions, passed down orally
through word-perfect rendering of karakia (incantation 
or chant) by ritual specialists or tohunga, are subject to
interpretation or distortion by European perspectives
(Stack 1878; Baucke 1905; Hiroa 1949; Johansen 1958;
Ritchie 1992; Durie 1998) during the process of being
documented (e.g. Travers 1872; Simmons 1879; Tregear
1885, 1904; Lysnar 1915). However, some interpretation
is necessary as sayings were not always statements of fact,
and without clues to the figurative meaning, the true
meaning can only be guessed (Firth 1926). Although
William Colenso was well acquainted with Mäori folklore
and proverbs, he recorded only the text and not the 
attendant detail of how they were used in the realities 
of daily life (see Colenso 1869, 1891), hence much of 
their value for scientific study, and the full meanings 

of the karakia used in everyday life, have been lost (Smith
1900; Firth 1926). 

In recent decades there has been an increasing number
of oral history projects recording the relationships between
hapü and their fishing resources (e.g. Marshall 1987; Rata
et al. 1988; Kawharu 1989; Macdonald et al. 1991; Leach
2003), although these are also far from complete. For
example, the importance of kekeno (fur seal Arctocephalus
forsteri ) has not been documented in Mäori oral histories 
of the pre-European period (Lalas & Bradshaw 2001) and
fur seals were not mentioned in accounts of Mäori fish-
ing methods by Best (1929) or Hiroa (1949). However,
Anderson & Beattie (1994) did describe hunting methods
and utilisation of fur seals by South Island Mäori, and the
taking of South Island fur seal pups through summer was
shown in a Mäori calendar for the harvest of food resources
by Dacker (1990), although older animals were not men-
tioned. This record is inconsistent with the archaeological
evidence, which indicates that both pups and adults were
taken at breeding colonies (Smith 1989). Traditional
mätauranga and academic evidence are not necessarily 
in conflict: Barber (2003) argued that the regulatory and
ritual emphasis of recorded Mäori tradition is not incom-
patible with an ecological construction of the archaeologi-
cal data, as a shift from periodically unpredictable resources
to other high-yielding and more predictable resources may
have had a religious explanation and context. 

Mäori oral tradition is not well understood by European
culture. Comments on ‘extravagant fishy tales’ in oral 
histories were made by Leach & Boocock (1993), and
Leach (2006: 2) stated, 

A modern anthropologist could possibly be forgiven for
the relatively minor attention given to fishing behaviour.
It is a subject field with certain difficulties – we are all
familiar with the notion of the extravagant fish story in
European society…Fishing is one of the most important
domains of the apocryphal story and it would be wrong
to think that twentieth century European fishermen have
a monopoly on fishy folk tales. 

While oral tradition may be susceptible to manufacture, its
worth lies in the essential message it imparts, and the
power of the written word to entrench error makes criti-
cism of oral tradition seem small (Durie 1998). There is a
voluminous archival record of Mäori fishing activities and
archaeological investigation and analysis, which largely
expresses the Päkehä (European) view and makes the truth
difficult to ascertain (Durie 1998). Barber (2003) noted
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that customary Mäori uses of the sea recognised ritual
restrictions enforced by supernatural penalties and juris-
dictions, whereas archaeological interpretations of Mäori
fishing behaviour emphasised extractive opportunism and
foraging theory. Evidence that cannot readily be under-
stood should not be dismissed as a spiritual matter or 
as metaphysical; rather, a full interpretation and under-
standing of its meaning is required to reconcile the 
two approaches of Mäori mätauranga and European 
scholarship. 

Indirect information is available from the archaeological
record. The dominant species of fishes reported from early
Mäori middens (Leach & Boocock 1993; Leach 2006) are
common coastal species that are likely to have been taken
frequently in coastal waters, and they reflect the coastal 
and proximal oceanic habitat that was available to, and
exploited by, Mäori. The broad geographical range of the
main New Zealand islands between 34° S and 47° 30' S
covers an equally broad range of ecological zones from
warm to cool temperate, with a variety of fish assemblages
(Paulin & Roberts 1992; Francis 1996). Analysis using a
New Zealand-wide approach cannot therefore provide
meaningful results simply by adding up diversity in catch
from one region to another (Leach 2006). The archaeo-
logical interpretation of the fishing methods used, based 
on the faunal assemblages and presence of fishhooks at
individual sites (e.g. Barber 2003), sometimes con-
flicts with oral accounts and direct observations by early
European explorers. These report that nets were the pri-
mary means of fishing (Colenso 1869; Dieffenbach 1843;
Best 1929; Cook in Beaglehole 1955; Banks in Beaglehole
1962), but nets are rarely preserved archaeologically (Best
1929; Hjarno 1967; Davidson 1984; Sutton 1989a; Furey
1996; Jacob 2000). 

Recent analysis of fish remains in middens (Leach 2006)
relies on a ‘minimum number index’ (MNI) from sites
throughout New Zealand to assess the relative importance
of different fish species represented. However, this method
makes no allowance for the different sizes of species, and
hence cannot be used to determine each species’ true con-
tribution to the pre-European Mäori diet. For example,
labrids such as paketi (spotty Notolabrus celidotus), 
tängahangaha (banded wrasse Notolabrus fucicola) and
püwaiwhakarua (scarlet wrasse Pseudolabrus miles), which
are a dominant species group in pre-European fish catches
(MNI=10.6% for 126 archaeological sites with reliable
information on fish abundance; Leach 2006), may reach

1.5 kg (Paulin 1998), while häpuku (groper Polyprion oxy-
geneios) and moeone (bass Polyprion americanus), which 
are uncommon in archaeological sites (MNI=0.59%;
Leach 2006), may reach 20 kg (Paulin 1998) or more. The
relationship between size and relative contribution to food
supply was calculated by Leach for six numerically domi-
nant fish species in archaeological sites, and was used in
assessing the relative contribution from fish, shellfish,
mammals and birds to diet. A more detailed analysis for all
species using both MNI and size frequency regression to
back-calculate fish weights is required to determine each
species’ contribution, and hence ascertain the relative
importance of different marine habitats exploited by
Mäori, including any chronological changes in that use. As
observed by Reinman (1967), enumeration of remains, in
the form of a list beginning with the most prevalent kinds
to the least so, cannot be used to make statements about
diet: the total fish weight represented in the archaeological
record for labrids and gropers as reported by Leach (2006)
would be relatively similar for both species groups, assum-
ing average weights of 1.5 kg and 20 kg, respectively. How-
ever, without size regression analysis this provides no
information on whether groper were taken as schooling
pelagic juveniles of up to 50 cm length, or as demersal 
reef-dwelling adults up to 140 cm in length (Francis et al.
1999) in shallow coastal waters along with labrids, where
they were once common at depths of 20–40 fathoms
(35–72 m) (Sherrin 1886). 

Many fish species that were taken were rarely preserved
in middens and are underrepresented in the archaeological
record (Leach & Boocock 1993). Elasmobranch species,
such as sharks and rays, reported in many of the anecdotal
accounts of Mäori tribal life (e.g. Taylor 1855; Colenso
1869, 1891; Hamilton 1908; Matthews 1911), were 
equally important as common inshore teleosts, if not more
so, but, lacking any ossified skeleton, they have not been
well preserved in middens (Leach & Boocock 1993; Leach
2006). This is a significant problem with the archaeo-
logical record, and also applies to the remains of other 
fish species that have not been identified or have not sur-
vived in middens. For example, freshwater fish such as
upokororo (grayling Prototroctes oxyrhynchus) and koro-
koro (lamprey Geotria australis) were taken in large num-
bers by Mäori (Beattie 1920; Hiroa 1926; Best 1929; Firth
1929; Leach 1969), but neither of these species has ever
been recorded from an archaeological site. Heads of some
species, such as häpuku, moeone and ‘cod’ (possibly
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