Fighting Fit: The Battle of
Ruapekapeka 1845-46

Accounts of the battle of Ruapekapeka Pa have tended to focus on the
size and innovation of the fortification, in contrast to typical (or classic)
Maori defensive works and approaches to warfare. In her 2003 book
Taua, Angella Ballara followed the threads of Maori warfare from the
mid to late prehistoric period into the early historic period and the co-
called musket wars and described a continuity in Maori approaches to
warfare, adapted to the use of muskets but by no means characterised
by them. This paper identifies elements of continuity in the battle of
Ruapekapeka of 1845-46 (which takes place shortly after Ballara
concludes her study). It uses archaeological and historical sources to
suggest an evolution rather than a revolution in Maori warfare, and
that for the combatants, adaptation to fit the new circumstances went
both ways
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Presentation Notes
Location of known important sites in the Northern Wars, and recorded archaeological sites. Battle sites in red and camps and kainga/pa in blue
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Ruapekapeka in History

Episodic narrative of advance, encampment, bombardment, victory and
defeat, peace overtures

Primary and secondary accounts stress:
e |solation and difficult access

e Actions of the main protagonists

* Novelty of the defences

Based largely on British accounts

“Five big men and one big pa”



Towards an Anthropology of Ruapekapeka

Understanding the tikanga of Maori warfare

Viewing Ruapekapeka in the context of “musket wars”

Close reading of primary sources, especially maps and
paintings

New information from:

e Waitangi claims research

e DOC oral history project

New information from:

e Geophysical subsurface survey and laser scanning



Taua and Pa Taua
Maori society organised for warfare along hapu lines, each quite small100-
400

Joined in battle as one unit but not always and makeup of taua were fluid

Taua often travelled or manoeuvred on their own, sometimes recognised a
paramount chief but usually there was multiple leadership.

Hapu could sue for peace individually, continue to campaign when others
tired of it, and was often difficult to stick to to concerted plans.

Wars were fought according to expected behaviours, tikanga.

Open warfare often preceded by other efforts to resolve disputes
including direct and indirect peacemaking attempts between the parties,
ritual warfare, taua muru (raiding parties), and continued until a balance
in the form of utu or restitution had been achieved.

Often, kin from other descent groups could be dragged into the conflict, or
would involve themselves to take action on parallel disputes.

Importance of set-piece battles, matching forces, balancing casualties
Economic considerations limited the possibilities for action
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Presentation Notes
Maori society in 1800 organised for warfare along hapu lines, each quite small and able to field 140-400 fighting men. Often joined in battle as one unit but not always and makeup of taua were fluid, complex and crossed hapu lines (Ballara: 67). Taua often travelled or manoeuvred on their own, although sometimes they recognised a particular chief as paramount and designated Toa or war chief but usually there was multiple leadership. Hapu could sue for peace indivisually, continue to campaign when others tired of it, and was often difficult to stick to to concerted plans.  Wars were fought according to expected behaviours, tikanga. Warfare was a means of resolving conflicts, but not the only means, and resulted when other methods of dispute resolution failed. Once open warfare broke out, often preceded by other efforts to resolve disputes including direct and indirect peacemaking attempts between the parties, ritual warfare, taua muru (raiding parties), it continued until a balance in the form of utu or restitution had been achieved. Often, kin from other descent groups could be dragged into the conflict.

Along with pa, set piece battles, raiding parties, ambush

Pa were organised internally with separate areas for whanau often consisting of complexes of whare, whare kai and storage including rua and pataka. Cultivations surrounded the pa and/or small cultivations were undertaken within. Pa in which local people were killed in battle were always abandoned although they might be reoccupied after a time if the position as particularly advantageous (ibid 138-139). 

Traditionally pa were located close to settlements and were used as refuges during times of conflict; at other times they might be mothballed or kept in some state of readiness. Some water may have been stored in calabashes, cisterns or even canoes, but the ritualised nature of conflict meant that defenders within pa could expect to be able to send slaves and women out for water at night, although they may have risked capture. 

A close reading of the primary accounts of the northern campaign provides numerous examples of traditional practice in the of the northern war, starting with the Taua Muru on Kororareka/Russell and escalating through the bombardment of Otuihu, the battles of Te Kahika and Ohaewai, the attempts at peacemaking by emissaries and the exchange of emissaries and letters, and the battle of Ruapekapeka itself which included combatants with old grudges to settle, set piece engagements between the opposing Maori forces prior to the full engagement of the British, and the indifferent resolution with the potential for further spiralling conflict which followed.

However Primary and secondary accounts of Ruapekapeka and particularly those parts of the history which have filtered into the public imagination have focussed on the novelty and ingenuity of the pa itself in isolation from the range of evidence which suggests that Ruapekapeka and the engagements which preceded it were firmly grounded in traditional practice and many elements of the pa considered novel had many years of precedent and practice behind them.
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Sketch of Kawiti’s Pah. Reproduced in The New Zealander, 27 December 1845
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Sketch of Kawiti’s Pah. It is a copy of a drawing by a Native...The dark parallelograms are holes, similar to those in Heke’s pah, in which the natives shelter themselves from the fire of the troops. The broad line intersecting the pah is the division of the two tribes - Kawiti’s men occupying one side and those of his allies the other. Of the buildings the centre is the house of Kawiti, the others are stores filled with potatoes. All around the pah for some distance the ground is cleared and cultivated.

Points of interest:
Flanking angles/cruciform shape, 
Flag; prominent in the centre
Large house of Kawiti
25 holes, 13 and 12 on each side
Division of the pa – no indication of a physical division although there is a fence adjacent to Kawitis House.
Cultivations on the north west and south west sides – ie on the flatter, well drained ground. Some indication of the extent of cultivations.

This information would have been available to the British forces prior to their advance.


Plan of Kawiti’s Pah,
Ruapekapeka.

Mr Nops assisted by Mr Groves,
HMS Racecourse, January
1846
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Central clear area running through the pa
Two wells with the outer well 25 feet deep, indicated as dry 
Extension of the pa westwards towards the steep dropoff
Clear ground to the rear, with a village and potato grounds
Abatis of felled trees immediately behind the pa, including a more formal breastwork of trees
Burial ground of native chiefs
Ravine with potato gardens on west side of pa
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Less information than many of the other plans but does show the internal stockading and division of the pa
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Note the internal divisions and the groupings of the whare; two major divisions along the long axis of the pa and six or more minor divisions.
Almost fifty structures, mostly whare with some pataka as suggested by Wynards model below.

Also the asymmetrical appearance, with two axes of construction which cant easily be explained by topography or tactical necessity or inability to lay out a straight line. Note also the dogleg to avoid the outer well, suggesting it was in place before the that side of the pa was constructed. Can we presume that the well was intended to be inside the fortification?


Model of Ruapekapeksa
Col Wynyard, 1851.

Sketch of model
JPS 41
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Central pathway through the pa, lined with an incomplete palisade on both sides
Kawitis house long-ways with window and door bungalow style. Verandah; also mentioned in the written accounts
Three pataka indicated, one in each major division.
Division of the pa, bordered by palisading on each side.



Elements of h

* Elevated chiefs house and platform/verandah

e Central cleared area or Marae

e Internal divisions reflecting hapu and whanau (as well as tactical concerns)
e Cultivations nearby to supply pa

e Storage structures e.g. pataka and probably rua

e Separate kainga (older settlement and/or used during pa construction)

* Final shape of the pa appears to the result of evolving tactical situation but also
a lack of tight centralised leadership/multiple semi-independent parties
building the pa

e Use of flags and wells

e Orientation of some whare e.g. Kawiti’s, with doors and windows on the long
axis

 Defensive arrangements, most of which had been in use from 1830 if not
earlier (Flanking angles, bastions, earth and timber covered ways, traverses in
ditches/rifle pits, tunnels providing access under earthworks and palisades,
lighter curtain palisades, as well as strong main palisades)

The use of hardened bunkers as the single major novel component?
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Presentation Notes
Location –pa gently sloping but natural defences of ravines and forest on four sides, with the easiest and natural approach from Kawakawa River clearly visible. Possibly the location of a previous settlement but either way known to Kawiti, near one of his villages at Waiomio and preferred by him well in advance  ie prior to Ohaeawai (Johnson 2008:)

Construction of the pa in several stages, probably by multiple groups working independently but to a common plan, as suggested by the asymmetry. The well at the rear was in place before the south west quadrant was built, as suggested by the dogleg to avoid it. This might also suggest the well was already empty or otherwise not required at the time of construction; water was a key requirement during a siege so why leave it outside your defences rather than find a way to incorporate it. Possibility of a smaller fortification to begin with, extended and then extended again. Unfinished outerworks on the western side, possibly due to a need to prevent the British access to level land near the pas weakest side where they could outflank the pa. but also possibly to accommodate Hone Heke who arrived from his own pa near Tautoro on 9 January shortly before the pa was taken. Tradition states that due to some conflict with Kawiti he would not enter the pa proper, perhaps necessitating a construction immediately adjacent.

Elevated chiefs house with porch – trad but with non traditional orientation, with central door on long axis and windows either side – compare with the more traditional whare orientation of the building immediately in front. While the final arrangement of the pa might suggest the orientation of the whare was constrained by the defences and topography, making space and creating a terrace for a traditional house would certainly have been possible but in this case Kawiti may have deliberately have chosen a more European style arrangement?

Central cleared area (Marae? No tactical purpose) – Trad? There are several possibilities for the central cleared area, a tactical decision to create a funnel and potential kill zone in which to trap the enemy once they were inside the fortification, which is certainly within the gamut of Maori warfare and perhaps best exemplified by the deadly maze of Gate Pa in Tauraunga, or in order to create the traditional open space or Marae within the pa, and/or further emphasise the major spatial division.

Internal divisions – hapu or whanau level – Trad. The subdivision of pa into separate spaces for different hapu or whanau is part of the traditional arrangement of Pa. It is probable that each division was associated with a particular hapu, and perhaps the associated defences were also the responsibility of individual hapu or taua/fighintg unit, under the direction of Kawiti and lieutenants/tohunga. This might also explain some of irregular angles used in the construction of the fortification, when Kawiti and other pa builders had not demonstration

Potato cultivations (external) – trad practice with non-traditional crops. Belich makes passing reference to the economics of Maori campaigning but in terms of the eventual outcome at RUapekapeka it is little more than a side note rather than a key factor as emphasised by Ballara. Traditionally Taua foraged and raided crops of adversaries or others in their path, and returned home when a confluence of events including a lack of food and the need to work their own crops became pressing. While foraging was a possibility as was raiding British supply lines, the latter did not occur.  It is possible that running low on food and water, as evidence by the outer well being described as empty on the Nops and Groves plan suggested acute shortages of food and water, particularly as the closest streams were towards the British lines. Accounts of the pa following the battle report it as being empty. Prior to and during the engagement, the pa was being supplied food from Waiomio several kilometres away. In Contrast, on entering Ohaeawai six months earlier the British found six months worth of corn and potatoes. 
Kainga for mahinga pa – trad. This may have been the settlement used during the construction of the pa when the pa itself was tapu and no eating or living on the site could occur prior to the lifting of the tapu.

Pataka - trad
Well – adaptation. The traditional night time sorties by women and slaves for water may not have been possible, and the large size of the war party.

Defensive arrangements – adaptation
Flags – adaptation. Primary accounts eg Colonel Despard’s diary describes a flag with sun, moon and stars. Paintings by Cyprian Bridge etc suggest the flag had a field of red.

Whare construction – adaptation
Ordered whare arrangement within hapu divisions – adaptation



main there, with the Racehorse and Osprey, men-o1-war. =
We have been favoured by a Correspondent with the annexe d Plan of Kawiti’s

Pah, and the operations of January 11. .
A. The Flag-staff, aftarwards knocked down by a 32-pounder shotfired by Lieut. Bland, R.N.

of H. M. 8, Racehorse.
under gun taken at Kororarika, belonging to the boat of IL. M. 8. Hazard, after-

B. lnﬁ;g: ]
wi disabled from a shot from E.
C. 3-pounder gun taken at Kororarika, but was not brought into play.
D. Kawiti's House.
E. The Outer Stockade, consisting of one 18-pounder gun belonging to North Star, one 12-
. 5c‘|md?-5 howitzer belonging to Elphinstone, and two 24-poundér mortars—distance about
yards. :
F. The Inner Stockade, consisting of two 32-pounder medium guns belonging to North Star,
and two 24-pounder mortars—distance 300 yards. . : '
. Stockade round Tomatie Walker's encampment. ‘
H. Breastwork in front of Military Encampment, and one 32-pounder medium gun belonging
. to North Star,ons howitzer and one light 6-pounder fleld-piece belonging to Castor
one 2i-pounder and one 12-pounder rocket tube belonging to North Star- distance 800

yards.
I. The Naval Encampment.
K. The Mili Encampment,

L. That part of the wood where the heaviest fire was kept up by the Natives while retreating

and endeavouring to carry off their killed and wounded.
M. The largest Breach made, and by which the Naval and Military entered the Pah.
N. The Warry, or that occupied by W. M. Pengelly and H. H. Garrott. | I —
0. The gate by which our forces got out of the Pah and were killed by the Reliels, " -
P. Union Jack hoisted the day we knocked down Kawiti's flag. LAY

Q. Trenches dug about four feet deep.
R. All round the Flag-staff they had Warry’s and large holes dug under ground in which the

used to retire directly we began to fire.
8. Naval Mess Warry.
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Presentation Notes
Note the erection of a stockade by Waka Nene’s troops, and the division of the British forces.
Note the use of the term Warry or Whare for structures in use by the British.
Note the identification of Kawiti’s house at the top of the pa


Ruapekapeka. Taken

on 11 January
1846.

George Hyde Page Esq,

. 58th Regiment.
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This view is from behind the artillery and looks across the ravine towards Ruapekapeka, with the main part of the British camp to the right of the frame, and Waka Nene’s stockade further south. The stockade itself is shown as having at least two sides, the longest of which appears to be of considerable length. A flag is shown on the pa, red with no detail. A maori warrior with a traditional weapon or possible canoe paddle is illustrated.

Another version of Page’s watercolour shows more detail. The shallow ditch along the edge of the gully is shaded and may be ditch or a low bank. Many more whare are shown and the stockade to the south stretches away to the west and appears to consist of three sides with a possible fourth side which does not return to meet the first. The stockade itself may have its own narrow, red flag flying.



Ruapekapeka.
NZ.

John Williams, 58t
Regiment
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A similar scene but looking south from near the large fenced whare. This paintings title explicitly refers to Nene’s pa or stockade. A well trod road runs between the large whare and the smaller whares to the west and there is a large tent to the south near the stockade.



‘= Ruapekapeka. The
i bombardment.

Cyprian Bridge or John
Williams, 58th
regiment

Ruapekapeka. NZ.

John Williams, 58th
Regiment.
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Shows the bombardment of Ruapekapeka by Congreve rockets from the British Camp and coehorn mortar from one of the forward positions, looking south east. Blue-coated marines are manning the artillerty while groups of Maori and pakeha are shown in separate groups, along with ranked marching troops, Maori bearers and ox carts travelling along the road and a row  of fern-covered whare abut the road. A larger whare encircled by a low fence lies between the artillerty and the road. A narrow, shallow ditch appears to follow the contour along the side of the ridge, at the edge of the steeper slope. A large number of whare are shown along with a much smaller number of white canvas tents. Another version of the same scene shows more detail of the British camp, including the gabled roof of the large fenced whare, soldiers in tents smoking or recreating, with a pot cooking on an open fire. A white tent is shown near Nene’s stockade.

A similar scene but looking south from near the large fenced whare. This paintings title explicitly refers to Nene’s pa or stockade. A well trod road runs between the large whare and the smaller whares to the west and there is a large tent to the south near the stockade.
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Presentation Notes
Also largely unremarked upon is the stockade erected by Waka Nenes forces, in front of the main British position. This fortification would appear to have been substantial, as would be expected to house a force of 400 but is unrecorded as an archaeological site.

The marine and army encampments were separate, and separate again from Nene’s stockade. The paintings suggest there may have been some differences in the arrangement and style of accommodation which could be investigated.
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Geophysical assessment supports the presence of a cleared area or path running through the centre of the pa as indicated in several of the plans, along with  what appear to be house floors in the approximate locations indicated for whare on the plans. The geophysical survey also supports the presence of features beyond the southern boundary of the pa, including pit-like features which may defensive works or storage pits for the potatoes grown nearby. It is possible that the burial of the chiefs has been identified or could be identified through further analysis.
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The laser scanning of the pa enforces the idea of a series of traversed rifle pits rather than a continuous ditch as it is usually conceived. The laser scanning combined with the Leatherby and Morgan plan also emphasises the amount of damaged sustained by the northeast corner of the pa which included not the just bastion and external defensive works but also an complex of whare and an internal defensive bank and palisading






Directions

Specific Actions
e Locating British and Maori graves
* Investigation of the British Camp/Nene’s stockade

* Limited investigation of defensive features at Ruapekapeka to assess structural
integrity and help develop plans for an off-site reconstruction

e Identification, investigation, management and protection of the other marching
camps

e Relocating and investigating other lost sites of the Northern war: the Okaihau
camps of Despard and Nene, Heke’s new pa at Tautoro/Hikurangi etc

Broader Questions

Culture contact in the British camps
Individual agency and genius in pa construction

Evolution of pa building techniques within the “Musket Wars” period, and particularly
in the north in the period immediately preceding the Northern War (e.g. the Oruru
War of 1843).
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Locating and identifying other features associated with the battle of Ruapekapeka including the British Graves, the Chiefly graves, Waka Nene’s stockade and the marching camps.
Potential excavation of Ruapekapeka features to assess structural integrity of the bunkers and develop plans for an off-site reconstruction.

The British Camps

The encampments of the British and the kupapa forces remain underexamined which is remarkable if you consider that these albeit temporary settlements represent perhaps the most intensive and fertile cross-cultural encounter of the early to mid 19th century. Hundreds of soldiers, many fresh off the boat, forced to live in close contact and depend on hundreds of Maori whose ongoing cooperation and support, given the traditionally fissile nature of taua, could not be guaranteed. We know that Maori-style whare using local materials were adopted by the British forces, at least at Ruapekapeka and at least externally, and we could expect that foraging for local edibles played a part although the logistics of the campaign are also largely unexamined beyond the accounts of supplies moving back and forth between the bay and the hinterland. The extent to which British forces relied on Maori to provide their daily bread is indicated by snippets from primary accounts from Ohaewai in particular about the death of Captain Philpotts while foraging in the potato cultivations and the seizure of six months of supplies after the occupation of the pa by British forces. 

Individual Agency
The early historic period provides an opportunity to examine individual agency in the construction and evolution in pa building. Kawiti and Heke are both associated with a number of named pa at Taumarere, Ahikiwi, and elsewhere and while it is impossible to determine which elements may be of their own particular genius, there is scope to examine the development of pa in the early to mid century through the detailed analysis of sites. Kawiti and Heke as individuals might be used as proxies or archetypes. The commonly understood practice of the abandonment of pa once blood was shed or their purpose was realised along with the increasingly fully-fleshed accounts of tribal politics and warfare as a result of recent Waitangi Tribunal research provides the opportunity to tie very detailed and generally rigorous history to archaeological features which are absolutely datable in terms of use and abandonment.
 
Evolution of Pa building techniques in the Musket Wars
Evolution of techniques for the new military elements at a very fine grained spatial and temporal level, potentially year by year as pa are built, fought over, taken and abandoned.
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