
Chapter One - 

The Land. 

The Waimakariri District stretches from Pegasus Bay in the east to the 
mountains in the west. The mighty Waimakariri River forms the south- 
em boundary. To the north the boundary mostly follows the Ashley River, 
known to the Kai Tahu as  the Rakihuri. In between, the district is a 
mixture of river plains and gently rolling hill country which rises 
gradually to the north west. It is expansive country dominated by the 
mountains in the west. From most parts of the Waimakariri District it is 
possible to see the sentinel mountains piled up against the sky. In the 
clear winter these striking landmarks give the sense of encirclement and 
in the summer their hazy darkness, a t  times, is almost threatening. 

The physical demands of this country are immense and like the 
landscape remains dominated by the effects of the mountains. The most 
alarming part of the physical landscape is the ferocity of the north west 
wind. In the late spring and early summer the hot, dry and strong nor- 
west can blow, seemingly forever, drying out the land and fraying the 
tempers of the human inhabitants. The wind produces a phenomenon 
in the sky known as  the north west arch. The clouds which would 
normally form over the mountains are blown east by the wind. Above the 
mountains themselves is an  area of clear sky which serves to emphasise 
the dominant magnificence of the mountains. The nor-west wind at  these 
times is responsible for the flooding of the rivers. The rain dumped in the 
mountains, often combined with snow melt, can overwhelm the capacity 
of the river systems. The floods bring a mixed blessing. They sirnultane- 
ously renew and devastate the land. 

The rivers provide the life force for the district for without them the 
area would be a desert. The braided formation of both the Waimakariri 
and Ashley Rivers gives the area a unique feature. The wide river beds, 
especially of the Waimakariri, with their narrow ribbons of water and the 
large expanses of shingle give no hint to the fury that erupts when the 
rivers are in flood. The river landscape is raw and continually unfolding. 
The rivers however are not the only sources of water in the district. 
Between the hills beyond the Ashley River and the Waimakariri River flow 



the underground aquifers. The aquifers have been as  important for the 
sustenance of life as  the rivers. One of the geological characteristics of 
the land has been the deposit by the rivers of bands of shingle. These 
bands have been overlaid by windborne deposits of a fine clay-based 
material. These geological features have made it possible for some of the 
shingle bands to become significant aquifers supplying water for farm- 
ing, industrial and domestic uses. The aquifers have been compared with 
the work ofwomen. They are absolutely vital to life in the district and just 
as  absolutely, invisible. 

When the first Pakeha settlers came to the area they recorded a very 
different landscape from the one which presents today. The most 
extensive changes have focused around the downstream area of the 
Waimakariri River with the disappearance of the bush and swamp areas. 
Charlotte Godley recorded in her letters back to England some of the 
features of the Waimakariri District landscape. She was particularly 
impressed by the width of the Waimakariri River which in those days, at 
its seaward end, divided into two distinct branches. The South Branch 
flowed roughly in the same direction a s  the river does today but it did not 
carry the same volume of water. Nevertheless the Godley party and any 
others wishing to travel north had to rely on the local Kai Tahu boatmen 
to ferry them across the South Branch in canoes. The North Branch left 
the main river bedjust south of the present day junction of the Eyre and 
Waimakariri Rivers. It flowed in a nor-easterly direction until it reached 
the junction with the Cam River (known as  the Korotuaheke by the Kai 
Tahu) where it swung south to re-join the South Branch. The North 
Branch carried a larger volume of water than the South Branch and 
especially after it had been joined by the Cam was similar in appearance 
to the rivers that the Pakeha settlers were familiar with in Europe. The 
parting of the river formed a large island which came to be known as  
Kaiapoi Island. This, Charlotte Godley described as  being covered in tall 
grasses and flax with the occasional tree. To the north of the Island the 
land was covered with an extensive forest which the Pakeha settlers soon 
came to call the Ohoka and Rangiora Bush. North west of the bush areas 
the land was once again covered with tall grasses until the forest area 
surrounding the settlement of Oxford was reached. Charlotte Godley has 
left a surprisingly vivid account of camping for the night on the southern 
bank of the Waimakariri. She described the grasses as  being a s  tall as 
English shrubberies and particularly hard to walk through. 

Equally hard to navigate were the swamp areas to the nor-west OS 
Kaiapoi Island. As with the bush area they were known as  the Ohoka and 
Rangiora swamps and it could take the unwary traveller many hours to 
walk through them. In fact it took some inexperienced Pakeha travellers 
up to two days to get through. Kai Tahu people on the other hand knew 
their way through and at  times appeared to be walking on water knowing 
where the solid ground could be found even when the surface was, 
covered with water. 

Most of the coastal region inland, to a line roughly parallel with the 
present day northern and eastern boundaries of Kaiapoi, was  dominate^ 

by sand dunes. They too were hard to walk through, although not as  
dangerous a s  traversing the swamp areas. The dunes were for the most 
part covered with tough spikey vegetation which made walking a 
hazardous occupation. 

The easiest access to the Waimakariri District in both Kai Tahu times 
and in the early days of Pakeha settlement was by sea. The travellers 
came from Rapaki and other peninsula settlements in Kai Tahu days and 
from Lyttelton and Suinner in Pakeha days. The travellers, both KaiTahu 
and Pakeha, then entered and exited the interior of the Waimakariri 
District by sailing up and down the North Branch of the WaimakarM 
River. 

In many ways the physical conditions were a barrier to settlement and 
they remain a testament to the strength and fortitude of both Maori and 
Pakeha settlers in the area. More often than not it was the strength and 
fortitude of the women in the district that was tested. In most cases they 
had no choice but to remain and make the best of conditions they could. 
There are examples of Pakeha men making the decision to leave the 
district because the physical conditions were so hard. The Hildebrand 
brothers who accompanied Philip Welch to his land near Kaiapoi stayed 
only a few months before Ross left for the relative comfort of Port Philip 
in Victoria and Fred returned to England. For women there was little 
choice but to remain and this was as  true for Kai Tahu women as  it was 
for the Pakeha pioneer women. 

However, as  difficult as  the physical conditions were, and to some 
degree continue to be, the Waimakariri District is magnificent country. 
This is particularly so on a still, clear winter's day when the snowcapped- 
mountains give it an especial grandeur. On those days, from the view 
point of the soul, when all that can be heard is the occasional bird call, 
it is easy to know why human inhabitants were attracted to the region. 
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