






12  ·  Chapter 1

This book sets out to explore the less visible side of colonialism by 
tracing the history of interracial marriage in a part of the country where 
such relationships are most intensive. Patterns of interracial marriage from 
the 1830s to 1940 are revealed, as are the contexts that produced them.  
The internal dynamics of these relationships and the experiences of inter-
racial families are also examined.
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Taieri Native Reserve

Map showing significant settlements near the Taieri River and inland lakes, including the location of 
the Taieri Native Reserve, set aside under the Otago Purchase of 1844. The 2,310-acre reserve was 
divided into three blocks in 1868, in an attempt to resolve conflicting claims to the land.
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In Otago, Southland and Stewart Island, the newcomers of the late eight-
eenth century quickly formed relationships of exchange and mutuality with 
the people living there. Like the hapú of Hauraki,30 Ngái Tahu in southern 
New Zealand engaged with the newcomers on their own terms, forming 
relationships through trade as well as through affective and intimate ties.  
It was the establishment of shore whaling stations, with their semi-
permanent population, that had the most significant impact on Ngái Tahu 
society, ushering in an extended period of widespread interracial marriage.  
The male-gendered and seasonal nature of shore whaling meant that inter-
racial intimacy played an essential role in shaping the industry’s fortunes.  
The first station was established in 1829 at Preservation Inlet, and by the late 
1830s twelve stations were in operation along the southern coast of New Zealand.  
The stations varied in size, and were a significant fixture of the Ngái Tahu 
landscape for a period of twenty years. Small stations had crews of six to 
twelve men, while the larger stations, such as Ótákou and Waikouaiti on 
Otago Peninsula, employed crews of up to forty or more.31

Shore whaling stations were at the hub of cross-cultural exchange. 
The long whaling season necessitated the establishment of semi-permanent 
settlements, often located near Ngái Tahu villages. In order to gain access 
to the land, newcomers engaged in customary marriage with Ngái Tahu 
women, usually with the strong encouragement of Ngái Tahu leaders. Such 
an alliance was often with a woman of high status, in order to gain the 
protection of the chief and access to the necessary resources. Interracial 
relationships were mutually beneficial: the whaling industry fostered new 
trading relationships for Ngái Tahu, bringing wealth to communities as 
well as to chiefly families, and marriage drew whalers into a network of 
economic, political and social obligations. While these exchanges took 
place within the context of new trade conditions, what emerged from the 
shore whaling era were permanent, rather than temporary, interracial 
relationships.

In recent years, historians have re-examined conjugal relations, 
sexuality and family life in light of colonial practices and experiences.  
Within this context, they have sought out indigenous women’s stories of 
cross-cultural encounter, and have found that interracial marriage gave 

BWB170 In-Visible Sight Internals A.indd   13 23/11/09   5:54:04 PM
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women significant social and economic roles in resource economies such as 
the North American fur trade. Chapter 2 examines ‘Maori women’s agency 
in cultural encounters’,32 by demonstrating their important contribution to 
the shore whaling industry in the early nineteenth century. It draws upon 
individual women’s stories to demonstrate the complex range of relation-
ships that thrived in resource economies of the 1830s and 1840s. In so doing, 
it opens up the internal dynamics of interracial relationships to reveal a 
more complex history than has been previously understood. Pátahi’s story 
is used to illustrate how such relationships worked, especially the extent to 
which they were romantic arrangements. How relationships were formed, 
and women’s experience within them, have remained elusive aspects of 
the interracial experience. Yet Pátahi’s story makes it clear that Ngái Tahu 
women sought out relationships with male newcomers, often on their own 
terms, thus belying the typical interpretation of these encounters as a form 
of trade in women’s bodies.

By 1840, 140 male newcomers had founded mixed-descent families in 
southern New Zealand, and had fathered 596 children.33 By 1864, 68 per 
cent of the Ngái Tahu population of Foveaux Strait were of mixed descent, 
suggesting that an interracial community, and even a separate ethnic and 
cultural identity, was emerging.34 Given these statistics, it makes sense to 
explore the complexity of the interracial experience in the locations where 
Máori and Pákehá (Europeans) intermarried.35 This is particularly so for 
Otago and Southland, where extensive and sustained interracial contact 
between newcomers and Ngái Tahu makes it ‘an important case study in 
intermarriage and the production of “half caste” children’.36 Chapter 3, 
therefore, explores the social world the newcomers entered, as well as the 
world that was created from sustained interracial contact.37 It demonstrates 
the importance of marriage in creating kinship ties between interracial 
families, and examines why a distinct identity based on physical and cul-
tural intermixing did not eventuate in southern New Zealand, despite the 
increasing demographic dominance of interracial families.

Interracial marriage and mixed-descent families are the obvious outcomes 
of cross-cultural contact. But what impact did the arrival of male newcomers 
have on Ngái Tahu communities in terms of land retention, especially once 
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systematic colonisation began? The relationship between colonisation, land 
loss and interracial marriage is explored in Chapter 4, which investigates 
how Ngái Tahu coped with the growing mixed-descent population in the 
context of land alienation and resource depletion. By the 1840s Ngái Tahu 
were dealing with the impact of new land settlement practices, particularly 
the marking out of native reserves. While Ngái Tahu welcomed interracial 
marriage and appeared to integrate people of mixed descent into their com-
munities, the conflict over boundaries and rights to the Taieri Native Reserve 
demonstrates that economic integration and acceptance had their limits. 
Interracial relationships, and the children born from them, generated conflict 
within communities left with inadequate reserves and limited resources, 
reframing the ways in which communities interacted. Indigenous perspec-
tives on interracial marriage are not easy to elicit, especially when official 
records are often silent on such matters, but there is evidence to suggest that 
Ngái Tahu communities struggled to accommodate mixed-descent people 
economically at a time when land was scarce.

Beyond the confines of the native reserve, interracial relationships 
were of concern to government officials, even though interracial marriage 
was never outlawed in New Zealand. But the lack of legal prohibition does 
not mean that officials were relaxed about such relationships. Private life 
in nineteenth century New Zealand was structured by colonial policy. 
Marriage, for example, was both a private and a public event. As a public 
event it was subject to legislation, which defined boundaries of citizenship 
by determining who could or could not marry.38 Marriage, as a public insti-
tution, was also ‘the place where the state most directly shaped gendered 
authority’.39 Officials worried a great deal about the implications of illegiti-
macy for the inheritance rights of mixed-descent children, and as a result 
sought to encourage legitimate relationships. Official attitudes to interracial 
relationships were also mediated by prevailing views about masculinity 
and respectability. As Chapter 5 demonstrates, New Zealand officials cer-
tainly regulated, monitored and policed interracial relationships as soon 
as colonial government was established, and sought to generate loyalty to 
the Crown through the provision of land grants to white men who entered 
into Christian marriage.
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Meanwhile the census enumerators worked to generate information 
on the size and extent of the mixed-descent population, which officials 
then used to proclaim the success of colonial assimilation policy. As the 
Ngái Tahu population absorbed increasing numbers of people of mixed 
descent, tribal identity and authenticity began to be questioned, leading to 
a view of Ngái Tahu as the ‘white tribe’.40 By the 1890s, census reports were 
positioning Ngái Tahu as the most ‘European’ of the Máori tribes, based 
on genetics, their ‘way of living’, use of English, and Western-style dress 
and appearance. In the New Zealand census, racial terminology (notably 
‘three-quarter-caste’ and ‘quarter-caste’) was used to quantify the chang-
ing ethnic make-up of the indigenous population, at a time when social 
scientists were interested in the implications of the crossing of the ‘races’. 
But as Chapter 6 demonstrates, southern Ngái Tahu did not accept these 

The Wellman brothers’ band was a great favourite of the Taieri communities, and played at many local 
events and weddings. The man on the right, holding a violin, is John Wellman, with William Richard 
Wellman on the left. The two women are not identified, although the pianist may be John and William’s 
sister Elizabeth, who often accompanied them. [Photograph courtesy of Shirley Tindall]
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racial categories, and in fact used the census to assert Ngái Tahu standards 
of identity and inclusion. By the late nineteenth century, people of mixed 
descent were active participants in tribal politics, and their everyday lives 
undermined any official attempt to categorise them racially. Nonetheless, 
the language of race and racial classification seeped into everyday life, and 
had a material impact on the economic and social futures of mixed-descent 
families, marking them as ‘white’ in official eyes.

Officials used the census not only to highlight the extent of assimilation 
through interracial marriage, but also to trace the resulting ‘disappearance’ 
of people of mixed descent. Chapter 7 focuses on the urbanisation of mixed-
descent families as they migrated to southern towns and cities in the early 
twentieth century, and examines the multiple ways in which they were 
supposedly ‘invisible’ in urban settings. While living as mixed descent was 
a highly visible experience during the nineteenth century, this increasingly 
gave way to invisibility during an era of state assimilation policy, which 
sought to erode Máori identity and culture through integration into main-
stream society. For many such people, invisibility was a strategy for survival 
as well as for the attainment of economic and social success. Oral histories, 
in conjunction with a rich visual record, demonstrate however that people 
of mixed descent were actually ‘hiding in plain view’ in urban spaces.41

New resources and a new approach are required to open up the history 
of Ngái Tahu and interracial relationships to an intimate lens. Because indi-
vidual experiences are at the heart of this book, it draws on two important 
sources: oral histories and the family photograph album. The wealth of visual 
resources available demonstrates the visibility of mixed-descent people in 
nineteenth century New Zealand, not just in southern New Zealand but 
across the country. Oral histories highlight the meaning of visual records to 
families, while also providing an explanation for how visibility was eroded 
from the beginning of the twentieth century. These two sources help to reveal 
a history of silences, disappearances and loss, as well as one of resilience and 
strength. They provide a very different picture from the one conjured up in 
official records – particularly the national census and the racial categories 
it employed to define the mixed-descent population. Combining the visual 
record with family history creates an intimate archive, one that opens up 

BWB170 In-Visible Sight Internals A.indd   17 23/11/09   5:54:04 PM
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colonial history to complex and competing perspectives, and provides a 
powerful way to interrogate the impact of cross-cultural encounter and 
colonial practices on indigenous peoples.42 This is the way that historians 
must approach the history of southern Ngái Tahu, because the families and 
communities involved have important and relevant stories to tell.
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