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Encouraging change tomake
our district abetter place tobe

D

by 23sept 2022

REMEMBER 1981? Readers over
50 will have vivid memories of that
Springbok year and the protests that
disrupted their tour.
1t was, according to the NZ History
website, ©... the largest civil distur-
bance seen since the 1951 waterfront
dispute. More than 150,000 people
took part in over 200 demonstrations
in 28 centres, and 1500 were charged
with offences stemming from these
protests.”
With a Jewish father, and family
who suffered and died by the hands
of Nazis, I naturally gravitated to the
side of the protesters.
In our small district the Maori and
Pakeha who protested were highly
visible. .

Marchers faced jeering pedestri-
ans, but the only physical attack my
partner and I experienced was on our
letterbox. 2

Yet, taking on rugby fanatics was
no mean feat and the opposition we
encountered united our small team.
Facing aggro together is a bonding
experience. !

xfn retrospect, the really interesting
thing is what happened next.

The Maori in our group challenged
us Pakeha. e

What were we going o now
about the dishonouring of Te Tiriti
and racism in New Zealand? ;

We took up the challenge, learning
the history denied us in our school-
ing, and examining the.texts_ and
intent of Te Tiriti o Waitangi.

The Miori in our group s@ayed
alongside, becoming our guides on
this journey. ey

I l;amedythat 1 had a place In this

Together we looked at what we
might do to lessen the impact of colo-
nisation.

We named ourselves the
“Whakatane Association for Racial
Understanding” (WARU).

Understanding was sorely needed
in our district, where ignorance
abounded and Maori and Pakeha
mostly met on the sports fields.

We ran workshops on Te Tiriti and
Maori culture. Around Te Tiriti we
found many truths, many stories and
many silences.

‘We surveyed the interests of par-
ents in bilingual schooling to encour-
age schools to provide te reo Maori
for kohanga reo graduates, we wrote
countless letters to politicians and
government agencies, and to schools
about the need to teach our history.

In the days when community lead-
ers and radio announcers failed to
even pronounce the name of our town
correctly, we worked alongside the
late Ngati Awa kaumatua, Joe Mason
,to publish a booklet on the pronun-
ciation and meaning of local Maori
place names.

This wasn’t always welcomed.

A resident of Otarawairere phoned
me, distressed to learn one meaning
of the upmarket suburb’s name was
based on a voyeur slave who stole a
1ook at a chieftainess having a pee.

We made submissions to the coun-
cil. At the time they had Wellington-
based planners redesigning our
district.

To make things a bit tidier, they
recommended that the peoplg of Te
Mapou, on the eastern Rangitaiki riv-
erbank, should leave their ancestral
Jands to move across to join hapd on
the western side.

Fortunately, I am a hoarder with
capacious cupboards. In the recesses
of one, I recently found a box of the
old WARU documents.

1 came across a letter I wrote say-
ing we were looking for a way to take
action “in a non-threatening way, so
we manage to enlighten a little with-
out getting this conservative commu-
nity’s back up too quickly”.

Over the subsequent 30 years there
has been so much progress, with the
settlements for Tiihoe and Ngati
Awa and the thriving Maori economy
changing our district for the better.

Yet, the vibrant Maori renaissance
masks continued underlying poverty,
distress and trauma from colonisa-
tion.

There have been some encouraging
changes.

Te reo classes here and nationally
are oversubscribed with Pakeha,
Maori and people of other ethnicities
eager to learn.

From 2023, Aotearoa New
Zealand’s histories will be taught in
all schools and kura across the coun-
try.

‘A recent Stuff survey of its read-
ers showed a whopping 82 percent
believe Maori culture and history is
an important part of our national
identity.

Seven out of 10 were learning or
wanted to learn te reo Maori.

Yet the same survey found seven
out of 10 Maori report experiencing
discrimination.

The underlying fear and anger
towards Maori can also be seen by
the extraordinary backlash against
Whittaker's decision to rename a
milk chocolate bar in Maori for a
month.

B EasternBay country as Tangata Tiriti, here by At least in 2022 that kind of pro- One witty Facebook poster suggest-
Villages co-ordinator right of Te Tiriti. posal would never see the light, espe- ed objectors might also need to forgo
Ruth Gerzon shares However, this confers upon me a cially now we are soon to have Maori  other foods with non-English names,
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Aotearoa. pain and dispossession. before the advent of the digital age. A commentator, Moana Waitolki,

noted that; “You put te reo Maori
there and it’s a trigger because we
are meant to stay in our place”.

When Maori gain a modicum of the
power that is rightfully theirs, people
uncomfortable with change become
fearful and lash out.

Just as this was true in the 1980s,
so we see this escalating again.

Te Tiriti does chart us a way to live
together honourably, but clearly to
do this we still need to better under-
stand and accept one another.

Knowledge can reduce fear.

Last week, we held a meeting to
discuss colonisation and its effects
for people with a diversity of voices,
experience and ethnicities.

They expressed a willingness to
work together to share ideas and
learn from one another. From this,
we hope a new group will coalesce
with the energy, knowledge and skills
to take further action to increase
understanding of our past, the issues
that confront us now, and how we
can work together to create change.

In The Bone People, Keri Hulme
wrote:

“They were nothing more than 5
ple, by themselves. b i
“Even paired, any pairing they
would have been nothing more than
pegple by themselves.

‘But all together, they have become
the heart and muscles and mind of
something perilous and new, some-
th}ng strange and growing and great.
. “Together, all together they are the
instruments of change.”

. Readers interested in joining this
Journey to increase understanding or
mshmg to learn more about our lo
history and Maori culture can o

me on ruthgerzon@gmail.com





