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emplacements and directing station; personnel camps at Administration 

Bay and the battery; the US Navy magazines north of the causeway and 

store at Home Bay; and numerous pillboxes to protect the battery from 

a commando assault. The landscape also includes a number of roads, 

wharves and quarries. 

 4 .  C U L T U R A L  C O N N E C T I O N S 

Motutapu features prominently in both Tainui and Arawa traditions. 

According to Kawerau tradition, a mystical race known locally as Maewao 

occupied Motutapu, Motuihe and the adjacent mainland.13 Maruiwi came 

to settle the islands, and the Maewao were captured and destroyed when 

they persisted in raiding the Maruiwi cultivations. 

When the Arawa canoe came to Waitemata, Kahumatamomoe, the son of 

Tamatekapua and commander of the canoe, took possession of Rangitoto 

and Motutapu. He placed two guardian lizards, one at Orawaho (Islington 

Bay) on Rangitoto, and one at Home Bay on Motutapu.14 While the 

Test firing the Motutapu battery. 
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Arawa was still moored at Orawaho, Tainui arrived under the command 

of Hoturoa. A fight started between the two chiefs allegedly over 

Tamatekapua’s inappropriate attentions to Hoturoa’s senior wife. The pair 

were separated after Hoturoa gained the upper hand, and the adjoining 

volcano was declared tapu and became known as Rangi-i-totongoia-o-

Tamatekapua — the day of bleeding of Tamatekapua.15 Although most 

Tainui continued eastwards following the duel, one tohunga, Taikehu, 

remained on the island and named it Motutapu after a peninsula on 

Rangiatea (Hawiiki?). The island became known as Te Motu Tapu a 

Taikehu or the sacred island of Taikehu to his descendants.16 

Kawerau know the island as Te Motutapu a Tinirau, the sacred island of 

Tinirau, the son of the sea god Tangaroa. This name was said to have 

been bestowed on the island by Ihenga, a tohunga on the Arawa canoe. 

Tinirau presides over Te Puna i Rangiriri from where all fish life is said 

to originate. Accordingly Te Motutapu a Tinirau is said to be the source 

of fish in the harbour.17 

Tamatekapua’s descendants, Ngati Huarere, returned from Moehau, (Cape 

Collville in later years) to avenge his humiliation, and in doing so claimed 

many of the gulf islands including Motutapu.18 Rangitoto remained tapu 

and was used as an urupa. Later a Tainui chief living on Motutapu, 

Manawatere was drowned at Islington Bay, and his body dragged out to 

sea and washed up at Home Bay, which became known as Te Pehi-o-

Manawatere — the bruising of Manawatere. When word of this reached 

Ngati Tai who were Tainui descendants, they came to claim possession 

of Motutapu and Rangitoto.19 The Ngati Huarere allowed the Ngati Tai 

to take up their claim to Motutapu and Rangitoto but they retained their 

right to the trees which were frequented by the kaka and continued to 

snare this bird in season.20 From this time until the musket wars of the 

1820s, peace was maintained as the Ngati Tai were surrounded by Tainui 

iwi, and were part of the larger Te Waiohua confederation.21

 5 .  C O N T E X T 

The island has four known archaic period archaeological sites, and the 

ash block footprints excavated at the Sunde site at Northwest Bay have 

aroused international interest and have no known equivalent anywhere 

else in New Zealand. One of the largest, most diverse and easily 

accessible archaeological landscapes in the Auckland Region, Motutapu 

has been the focus of some of the earliest systematic archaeological 

survey and investigation in New Zealand. The archaeology on Motutapu 

has contributed to important syntheses of prehistory both at a national 

and regional level.22 

Motutapu, Browns, and Motuihe are some of the earliest European land 

purchases and farm settlements. Motutapu’s counter-bombardment battery 

played an important role in the defence preparations for New Zealand’s 

largest city during WWII, and the island was selected to be the fall-back 

location for the ammunition store for the US invasion of the Pacific. 
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 6 .  H I S T O R I C  S I G N I F I C A N C E

The Hauraki Gulf Islands including Motutapu are believed to have been 

some of the earliest places occupied by Polynesian settlers in the Auckland 

region, and were extensively occupied during subsequent centuries. The 

island is important in the traditions of both Arawa and Tainui iwi, and it 

is home to prominent ancestors of several iwi and hapu associated with 

these wider tribal groupings. 

The 1840 purchase of the northern part of Motutapu was one of the 

earliest European purchases in the Auckland area, and the island was 

at one time home to Robert Graham, who became Superintendent of 

the Auckland Province (1862-1865) while in residence there. Graham 

held popular ‘Premier picnics’ on the island at Home Bay, which made 

Motutapu possibly the most popular day visitor destination in the Hauraki 

Gulf, with visitor numbers of up to 10,000. 

Motutapu’s counter-bombardment 

battery was an essential component 

in the defence of Auckland during 

WWII, one of the key defining 

events in New Zealand history. Over 

£500,000 was spent on construction 

during the period 1936-44, and the 

island accommodated up to 1000 

personnel. Further, Auckland was 

selected to be the fall-back launch 

point of a US invasion of the 

Pacific, and Motutapu was selected as the location for the ammunition 

store.

The island has also been significant in the development of archaeology 

as a discipline, providing a location for one of the earliest systematic 

survey and investigation projects in the Auckland region. 

Administration Bay, Army 
camp.

Reid Homestead 
built 1901-3
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Home Bay picnic images Top: Home Bay with ferry steamer at the wharf. 
Bottom: Motutapu from West side. Cooper Vaughan Collett, Auckland Museum, DU 436.1185 ENV2. 
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