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Abstract 

 

Kūmara (Ipomoea batatas) and taewa Māori, or Māori potato (Solanum tuberosum), are 

arguably the most important Māori traditional crops. Over many centuries, Māori have developed a 

very intimate relationship to kūmara, and later with taewa, in order to ensure the survival of their 

people.  There are extensive examples of traditional knowledge aligned to kūmara and taewa that 

strengthen the relationship to the people and acknowledge that relationship as central to the human 

and crop dispersal from different locations, eventually to Aotearoa / New Zealand. 

 

This project looked at the diverse knowledge systems that exist relative to the relationship 

of Māori to these two food crops; kūmara and taewa. A mixed methodology was applied and 

information gained from diverse sources including scientific publications, literature in Spanish and 

English, and Andean, Pacific and Māori traditional knowledge.  

 

The evidence on the introduction of kūmara to Aotearoa/New Zealand by Māori is 

indisputable. Mātauranga Māori confirms the association of kūmara as important cargo for the 

tribes involved, even detailing the purpose for some of the voyages. Less conclusive is the earlier 

introduction of kūmara to the Pacific from South America. In the case of taewa, both traditional 

Māori knowledge and early literature confirm the potato as an introduction during the first decade 

of recorded European contact.  

 

The aim of this thesis was to look to various knowledge sources and determine what can 

contribute to a discussion around the early introduction of key food crops to Aotearoa / New 

Zealand and also to understand the most important factors affecting each crop’s mode of 

introduction, assisted or not.   

 

Various key factors which clearly define the Māori relationship to these foods have been 

identified. These include: the conduit the crops provided in determining and continuing a 

relationship between cultures across the South Pacific and including the South American continent 

and cultures; the contribution of scientific knowledge from western science including oceanography, 

ethnography, ethnobotany and horticulture generally; the perceived importance of these crops as 

witnessed at the time of European contact, by both the Spanish and Portuguese in the wider Pacific 

region, and subsequently the British, French, and other peoples including their missionary cohorts in 

Aotearoa / New Zealand, and; the extended value of these crops to the endurance of Māori  culture 

(physically, socially and spiritually).  Both crops retain an importance to Māori society which is 

beyond doubt.   
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1 Introduction 
 

He kai nā te tangata, he kai tītongitongi kaki; 

He kai nā tōna ringa, tino kai, tino mākona noa. 

Food from another is little and stings the throat; 

Food of a man’s own getting, is plentiful, sweet, and satisfying1 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis aims to investigate the relationship of Māori – as a people – to key food crops, 

specifically the kūmara and taewa, both seasonal crops which were essential for the survival of 

communities in pre-colonial times.  The relationship is one which has many contributing factors, not 

least the knowledge base which surrounds each crop; including relationships to a wider community 

of interest e.g. the Pacific communities.  As the influence of contemporary knowledge systems and 

influences on cultural systems become more entrenched there is a need to consider the opportunity 

to gather what remnants of traditional knowledge is still evident, alongside that knowledge which is 

available from other spaces – including other non-Māori cultural sources, and create discussion 

which can facilitate our understanding of these crops.  The aim of this thesis therefore is to look to 

these various knowledge sources and determine what can contribute to a discussion around the 

early introduction of key food crops to Aotearoa / New Zealand with a view to understanding the 

most important factors affecting each crops’ mode of introduction, assisted or not.  It is also an 

opportunity to compare or contrast the types of knowledge; traditional, scientific, and/or social 

science with a view to creating a fully multi-dimensional discussion. 

One of the most satisfying aspects of this research is the opportunity it provided to interact 

with Māori communities around the country and to build relationships with these same 

communities relative to their relationship with favourite foods.  In particular Te Ātiawa, an iwi of the 

Taranaki region with satellite groupings in the Wellington, Te Tau Ihu (Northern South Island) and 

Chatham Islands took it upon themselves to support me as an external researcher and the project 

from their cultural standing.  The emphasis on these two foods, traditional knowledge and systems 

therefore has been drawn together with the natural cultural bias of the Te Ātiawa iwi but is not 

                                                           
1
 Traditional whakataukī or proverb given for this thesis from Te Ātiawa Kaumātua  (Taranaki). 


