
 
New Zealand: Two Islands Where Old Meets New 

By: Claire Powell  

The first New Zealanders were called the Maori people, who traveled there by boat about ten thousand years ago. 

‘New Zealand’ in the Maori language is ‘He Aoteroa’ which means ‘Land of the Long White Cloud’. When the 

Maoris traveled by boat to the two main islands, they crossed what must have seemed like a never-ending ocean. 

The first thing they saw for a long time was a long white cloud on the horizon, over New Zealand, hence the name. 

Centuries later, Europeans arrived. Unfortunately, the relationship between these settlers and the Maoris was 

difficult. In 1840, the British and the Maoris signed the Treaty of Waitangi, which set up land and fishing rights. But 

the treaty was poorly translated into Maori, and it was often misinterpreted in ways that were unfair for the Maoris. 

In 1975, the government established the Waitangi Tribunal to make the treaty more understandable and respected 

as a useful document. Now the New Zealand government has a large Maori representation, and Maori rights have 

been recovered. 

Traditionally community-minded, Maoris lived close together, with extended family living nearby. Now, many 

Maoris are again buying houses together to recreate these communities. The houses may not be old, but they are 

decorated with traditional paintings and carvings, and in front of the meetinghouse is a space where visitors can be 

welcomed into the house traditionally. 

The Maori greeting is a ‘hongi’, where, as well as holding hands, you press noses together – meaning you share 

breath, and, if your foreheads are also pressed together, you share minds as well. 

New Zealand is a very developed, industrialized country, where western and Maori cultures and peoples have 

integrated so much that Maori traditions were in danger of dying out. 

Both Maoris and non-Maoris realized the importance of preserving Maori culture. Maoris began re-teaching their 

children traditional Maori crafts. Recently, Maori language became a core school subject. Many New Zealanders 

encourage this development, recognizing that Maori language is an integral part of New Zealand’s culture. 

True or False: Read the following statements and decide if they are true or false. 

1. New Zealand is a country made up of two islands. 

2. European settlers came long after the arrival of the Maoris in New Zealand. 

3. The treaty of Waitangi was written in the eighteenth century. 

4. Many Maoris hold positions in New Zealand government. 

5. With 'hongi', the traditional Maori greeting, you shake hands. 

6. In order to keep the Maori language alive, children learn it at school. 
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