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From the turn of the 19th Century the introduction of European clock time and a written 
calendar had a profound effect on Māori life. For the first time tribal communities were united 
under a common system of timekeeping. When these two peoples began to interact, there 
were inevitably misinterpretations and misunderstandings; such was the situation at 
Waitangi, in 1840. The presentation raises three questions: What systems of timekeeping did 
pre-European Māori use? What was the Māori response to their first contact with pocket 
watches and clocks? How did the different time systems of the Māori and European affect 
early cross-cultural contact; in particular, the regulating of events at Waitangi in February 
1840? It assesses Best, The Māori Division of Time (1922 & 1986), and uses case studies that 
support Wright, New Zealand, 1769-1840: Early Years of Western Contact (1959 & 1967), 
which claims that Māori suffered “mental disorganisation” as a result of the introduction of 
Western technology, in particular pocket watches. It explores the course that Māori took to 
overcome the problem. This is followed by an assessment of Craik, The New Zealanders (1830 
& ca. 1999) who interpreted some Polynesians’ first reactions to European clocks and pocket 
watches, and reiterates the need for historians to be cautious on such matters. It concludes 
with a focus on Buick, The Treaty of Waitangi, (1914 & 1936), Salmond, Hui (1975), and 
Orange, The Treaty of Waitangi (1987), concerning the timekeeping practices observed at 
Waitangi. 
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articles on New Zealand history published annually. He instigated and spoke at the 2018 
event, held in Wellington, which commemorated the 150th anniversary of New Zealand 
adopting a standard time on 2 November 1868. 
 
Note 
This presentation was originally a section from a chapter in my Master of Arts thesis, Time 
and the Making of New Zealand: A Theme in the Development of a Settler Society, 1840 to 
1868 (Department of History, University of Canterbury, 2012). The completed thesis totalled 
about 64,000 words and as the word limit was 50,000, I chose to remove it from the submitted 
version and reworked the overall theme of the thesis. It was reviewed by my Senior 
Supervisor, Dr Chris Connolly and a substantially completed version was also read and 
commented on by Assoc. Prof. R. Te Maire Tau. 
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