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Long ago, most Maori people lived in the warmer North Island, although some tribes lived in the South Island too.

They ate a variety of foods, for example fish, shellfish, roots, berries and birds. Vegetables such as kumara were grown in their gardens.

The women wove beautiful bags, mats and clothing from flax, dog hair and feathers.

Tools, weapons and ornaments were carved by the men, who used materials like wood, stone, shell and bone.

People lived in small huts in villages which also had a large meeting house. Fortresses (pa) were usually built on hills or cliffs for protection against enemies.

The ruling chiefs enjoyed much power and respect. People held strong religious beliefs and had many different gods.

In the late 18th century, Europeans began to arrive in New Zealand. The two cultures were very different, which at times led to conflict and loss of lives on both sides.

But there was also a lot of trade. Maori exchanged flax, timber and food for European goods like clothing, blankets and iron tools. A few European traders had Maori wives.

As more and more settlers arrived in the 19th century, there was pressure on the Maori for land. The Europeans wanted to cut down the forests and have farms and towns. But Maori people wanted to keep their own power and way of life, as well as their land.

Because of these problems, the Treaty of Waitangi was signed in 1840 between Maori chiefs and the British government. New Zealand became a British colony, but in return Maori were promised ownership of their land and property. They also received the rights and privileges of being British. Only the government would be allowed to buy their land. Unfortunately a lot of Europeans did not keep the treaty promises. War broke out between some Maori tribes and the British during the 1860's.

After these wars, many Maori people were unhappy. They had lost so much land, as well as their traditional way of life, and were dying of European illnesses like flu and measles.

In the early twentieth century, young Maori leaders (e.g. Princess Te Puea) started to help their people recover and take pride in themselves again.

But the government and Pakeha society still expected Maori to give up their language and culture and be like white people.

After World War II, increasing numbers of Maori, especially young people, left their homes in the country for the jobs and excitement of city life. But they were losing their Maori identity even more.

Today too many Maori people still face problems such as poor health, failure in education and unemployment. The youth crime rate is too high. There is also Maori anger over land that was taken unfairly.

But in the last twenty years, Maori people have made a great effort to regain their language and culture. They have developed a new pride in themselves as Maori.

