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• The day felt like a festival and street sellers 
came out to sell beer, rum, cold meat, pies 
and bread to the people in the crowd. 
People were walking around and chatting 
or sitting, smoking and chatting. Even the 
summer insects seemed to be singing louder 
than usual!

• When the meeting was ready to start Päkehä, 
dressed in their best clothes, came forward 
to stand around the inside of the tent. Mäori 
moved into the middle of the tent. Some were 
wearing new woollen cloaks of many colours, 
some were wearing traditional cloaks, some 
wore cloaks made from dog-skin with long 
black and white stripes. Many of the chiefs 
were women who wore white feathers, or 
even the whole wing of a bird, as ear-rings.

Why is our national day 6 February? 
The following account of what happened is 
drawn from Claudia Orange (1987). 

After discussion of the Treaty at the big 
meeting on Wednesday the 5th, Captain 
Hobson – the representative of the British 
Government – called another meeting for 
Friday the 7th and went back to his boat. 
However, Mäori were keen to continue 
discussions on the following day so they 
could return home. Apparently the food 
collected for the meeting, which had seemed 
like such a huge amount to Päkehä observers, 
was not enough to feed such a large crowd. 
According to some accounts, rather than have 
their host be embarrassed at such a situation, 
Mäori were starting to leave. 

The meeting was then brought forward to the 
6th but the message never reached Captain 
Hobson, sick in bed on his ship. When he 
learnt that five hundred Mäori were waiting 
for him to start the meeting he rushed over, 
only stopping to grab his hat. The painting 
on page 55 shows Captain Hobson in his full 
navy uniform, which was not how he was 
dressed on the day! 

Painting the scene
The purpose of this activity is to bring alive the colourful scene at Waitangi on February 6 
through the sharing of eyewitness accounts and the painting by Mitchell on page 55. 

Activity 11
Time: 5 – 10 minutes. 
Materials: Handout page 55 from the colour-
pages section. 

1. Copy the handout or hold up the colour 
page for participants to look at. 

2. Explain the background to the signing of 
the Treaty of Waitangi described in the 
notes below.

Notes
• Many Mäori were invited to a meeting to 

discuss the Treaty on the 5th of February 
1840. In the days before the meeting a large 
tent was put up. It was made from the sails 
of ships and was about as wide as a soccer 
field. Around the tent were hung the flags 
of many different countries.

• As was traditional for large Mäori meetings 
the hosts provided food for the visitors. It 
was put all together: including half a ton of 
flour, five tons of potatoes, thirty pigs …

• Meanwhile, as the final preparations were 
being made for the meeting, two British 
missionaries were writing the Treaty in 
Mäori, working from the written plan 
(draft) in English.

• Anyone who has been to Waitangi in summer 
might be able to imagine the scene. The weather 
started to clear as people began to arrive on 
Tuesday the 4th and by Wednesday the 5th the 
weather was perfectly clear and sunny, as it so 
often is in Northland at that time of year.

• From all accounts it was a colourful scene. 
From early in the morning canoes from all 
parts of the bay came towards Waitangi, 
each with thirty or forty people paddling 
in time. There were several ships in the 
harbour and most were decorated with the 
flags of their different countries. 
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This handout belongs to Activity 11: Painting the scene on page 38. 

Leonard Cornwall Mitchell, A Reconstruction of the Signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, 1840. A-242-002. 
Reproduced by permission of the Alexander Turnbull Library, National Library of New Zealand Te Puna Matauranga o Aotearoa.

Waitangi,
Bay of Islands
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