DAME WHINA COOPER
One of the indelible images on the landscape of New Zealand history is of an old lady holding hands with
her mokopuna and walking down a dusty road. The old lady was Dame Whina Cooper and she was
following the road on foot far over the brow of the hill and all the way to Wellington in a quest for justice.
Dame Whina Cooper had a long and distinguished career of leadership and service to her people. NZ Herald
Archive
It was a thousand kilometres from Te Hapua, the tiny settlement in the Far North where she set out with 50
others, to the capital; the long, hard road was a metaphor for the struggles of many past Maori leaders –
such as Wiremu Tamihana and Sir Apirana Ngata – who had fought to preserve their culture and their land.
In her eighties at the time she set out, Dame Whina was a living link to that history. But her campaign had a
vision very much for the future, which was represented by the child in the photograph, her mokopuna
Irenee. They called it Te Ropu Matakite or Those with Foresight.
The aim of the marchers was to prevent further alienation of Maori land. And like Tamihana and Ngata,
Dame Whina emphasised the crucial link between land and the Maori way of life.
“They talk about the Maori language as part of our heritage,” she said before embarking on the march. “But
if our language is to survive and the people to survive, our land must survive also.”
There was much sympathy from the Pakeha people. They know deep down.
It took 29 days for the hikoi to reach its destination. The marchers’ chant along the way was, “Not one
more acre of Maori land”, and they collected a petition of 60,000 signatures.
With every step, the hikoi gathered strength and when it reached its destination at Parliament, it was about
5000 strong. Speaking afterwards, a weary Dame Whina declared that it had been a great success.
“I would suggest to the young people that through the march they should revive the pride of race – their
spirit of Maoritanga,” she said, with her eye on the future.
But she was also pleased the hikoi had driven the message home to a different and larger audience: “There
was much sympathy from the Pakeha people. They know deep down.”
One of the indelible images on the landscape of New Zealand history – Whina Cooper and her
granddaughter on a hikoi across the North Island. NZ Herald Archive
Greatest achievement in a long life of service
Dame Whina had a long and distinguished career of leadership and service to her people before the hikoi.
From the humblest of birthplaces in the tiny rural settlement of Panguru in the Far North, daughter of a
chief of the Ngapuhi, she had become wife and mother, school-teacher, postmistress, shopkeeper and
farmer, president of the North Hokianga Rugby Union and of Federated Farmers, and a founder, and first
president, of the Maori Women’s Welfare League.
But the march was her greatest achievement, arguably doing more to make Pakeha aware of how deeply
Maori felt about the land and history than any of the petitions and protests of preceding generations.
It set the scene for bringing Maori concerns and issues back to the very centre of national life and politics.

