
Our tūpuna cherished their tamariki, 
and they understood that the 
experiences held within loving 
relationships influence who a child 
grows to be. These four pūrākau 
from whānau, gathered during our 
wānanga – He Hīkoi Mahara – 
explore what our tūpuna understood 
about the experiences that stay with a 
child long after the moment has gone.
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The words tūpuna and mokopuna carry 
this understanding within them, for both 
hold the word puna – a spring of water. 
Tūpuna can be understood symbolically as 
the ever-renewing spring, the source from 
which knowledge, love, and continuing 
whakapapa flow. Gaze into the still surface 
of that spring and a face appears, mirrored 
in the water – and this is the mokopuna: 
the likeness of the spring reflected back, the 
source appearing again in the next gener-
ation.1 We are all mokopuna, and in time 
we all become tūpuna. What flows from us, 
flows on.

He Hīkoi Mahara is a wānanga developed by 
Brainwave Trust Aotearoa in which whānau walk 
together through memory and remembrance, surfac-
ing the parenting taonga of their tūpuna. Repeatedly, 
what whānau bring to the surface are the small 
moments – in this case an afternoon at Nan’s work, 
a bowl of cereal, a voice at bedtime, a task on the 
marae ātea. Seemingly unremarkable at the time, yet 
each one settled into a child and never left.

Our tūpuna understood how this happens – how a 
passing moment settles into a child and becomes 
something carried for life, and in time, something 
given onward. It is captured in a cosmological chant 
recited by Te Kohuora of Rongoroa.

The chant describes how being itself unfolds, step by 
step: from a first stirring of life comes growth, from 
growth comes energy, from energy comes memory, 
from memory comes a sense of self, from that self 
comes longing – and from longing, knowledge bears 
fruit.2

It is a chant about how life comes into being, yet the 
same unfolding can be seen in the life of a child. A 
moment of care is planted in a tamaiti (kune) and 
grows within them (pupuke). It carries its own quiet 
energy (hihiri) and settles into memory (mahara). 
Memory, held long enough, shapes how the child 
comes to understand who they are (hinengaro). 
From that grounded sense of self comes a reaching 
outward – a longing, an aspiration (manako). And in 
time, what was received ripens into knowledge that 
bears fruit and is given onward to those who follow 
(wānanga). Each of the pūrākau here moves along 
this whole path, as you will see, so that what was 
once received is, in time, given again.

He mahara hōhonu ake.

Nā te kune te pupuke,  
nā te pupuke te hihiri,  
nā te hihiri te mahara,  
nā te mahara te hinengaro,  
nā te hinengaro te manako,  
ka hua te wānanga.
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Whakamana i te tamaiti speaks to the responsibility 
of empowering the child, in ways that strengthen 
how they come to understand themselves and their 
place within the world. Our tūpuna understood that 
children develop a sense of who they are through the 

“ When I was five or six I remember 
visiting my Nan at her work  
where she was a secretary. 

Sometimes she used to let me put 
the stamps on the envelopes and 
pop the letters into the post bag. 

Sometimes her boss would ask me 
to bring in the sign and lock the 
building at the end of the day. I 

felt so proud and useful, doing the 
things that adults do. Sometimes 

the boss would even give me a coin 
for an afternoon of “hard work”. 
I felt so grown up. At the end of 

the day, the way they included me 
meant so much more than any 

amount of money I ever received.”

ways they are treated. Through everyday moments of 
inclusion, warmth, trust, and genuine regard, tamariki 
know that they belong, and that they carry value 
within the collective.

By giving her mokopuna a place among the adults 
– envelopes to stamp, a building to lock up, a real 
part to play in the work of the day – Nan and her 
boss communicated something powerful without 
ever needing to say it directly: you belong here, your 
presence matters, and you are trusted within this 
space. That feeling settled deeply into this child and 
never left. Decades later, no amount of money has 
come close. This is the power of whakamana. Mana is 
more than confidence or self-esteem. Mana speaks 
to dignity, authority, presence, spiritual significance, 
and the inherent worth a person carries. It is woven 
through whakapapa and relationships, and it can 
be strengthened through the ways people are seen, 
spoken to, included, and cared for. Our tūpuna under-
stood that tamariki arrive in the world carrying mana 
already present within them. The role of whānau is to 
nurture and protect it, helping the child grow into a 
secure sense of themselves and their place among 
their people.3

Nan communicated something powerful without ever 
needing to say it directly: you belong here, your pres-
ence matters, and you are trusted within this space. 
That feeling settled deeply into this child and never 
left. Decades later, no physical gift has come close. 
This is the power of whakamana.

Whakamana i te tamaiti.

Whakamana i te tamaiti.
Nurturing the mana of the child.
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He kai kei aku ringa.
The food in my hands — the gift that lives in the giving.

“I remember staying at Aunty 
Carol's house one night. When we 

had breakfast the next morning we 
ate homemade cereal filled with 
chunky nuts, coconut and fruit. It 

was the best cereal I have ever had 
in my life. He kai kei aku ringa.  

Ngā mihi, Aunty Carol.”

He kai kei aku ringa. The food in my hands. This 
saying speaks to the gifts carried within us – the 
knowledge, the skill, the care we can offer from within 
ourselves. Aunty Carol didn’t simply open a box. She 
made something, by hand, and placed it before  
her mokopuna.

For our tūpuna, the preparation and sharing of kai 
was never simply about feeding a body. To offer 
food made with care is an act of manaakitanga – of 
holding another person in genuine regard.4 Traditional 
practices around kai were understood as sustaining 
the mauri of those who received them, nourishing the 
whole person.5

The taste of that cereal, the warmth of the kitchen, 
the felt sense of being someone worth that kind of 
effort – all of it settled in and stayed. A lifetime of 
breakfasts measured against one morning with 
Aunty Carol. The ways of our tūpuna are the puna, 
sustaining us long after the tūpuna themselves are 
gone. What a wonderful source to be nourished by. 

He kai kei aku ringa.
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Ko te puna, ko te wai ora.
The spring, the living water.

“Dad used to tell us stories at 
bedtime and put us as characters. 

My Koro used to lay in bed listening 
to his Pāpā and friends telling 

stories. I want to share stories like 
this with my tamariki.”

Three generations in one short pūrākau. A koro lying 
in the dark as a boy, held by his pāpā's voice. A father 
who placed his tamariki at the heart of every story he 
told. And now the desire – strong enough to name – 
to give the same to the next generation.

Our tūpuna understood the power of kōrero as a way 
of holding tamariki within the story of their people. 

The oriori – composed for a child before they were 
even born – carried whakapapa, ancestral wisdom, 
and the voices of those who came before, sung into 
the hinengaro of the child in warmth and safety.6 
This kind of transmission was a language of love 
that grounded each child in their place within the 
whānau.7

Being placed as a character in a story is a quiet act 
of whakamana – of lifting and affirming. It tells the 
child that their name belongs in the narrative of their 
own people and nourishes their growing sense of 
their own voice and place in the world – their mana 
motuhake.8

A father sharing stories in the night shaped how a 
child understood who they were. Three generations 
drinking from the same source. Stories flowing from a 
spring of sustenance.

Ko te puna, ko te wai ora. 
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Itiiti rearea, teitei kahikatea ka taea.
Although the rearea is small, it can ascend the lofty heights of 
the kahikatea.9

"As a 7-year-old my Uncle 
gave me the task of stopping the 

tamariki from running across  
the marae ātea during pōwhiri. 

My Uncle is very important  
to me. I took this mahi seriously. 

Looking back now as an adult  
I feel privileged to have been 

asked to uphold such an 
important job."

Our tūpuna watched the rearea – a small bird – 
make its way upward through the forest, rising and 
hovering, dipping and rising again, steadily working 
toward the canopy of the kahikatea, which in those 
times stood fifty metres or more above the ground. 
When it reached the top, it fed. The lesson carried in 

the image is not simply about effort – it is about what 
becomes possible when one commits fully to their 
own ascent, however small they may be.10

Her Uncle looked at a seven-year-old and gave her 
real mahi. A genuine responsibility on the marae ātea, 
during a pōwhiri, in front of her whānau. She rose to it.

When a child is trusted by someone whose regard 
matters deeply to them, that feeling goes straight to 
the core of who they are. It is mana āhua ake being 
recognised – the particular strength of this child, 
seen clearly and called forward.11 Our tūpuna placed 
tamariki within real contexts early – on the marae, 
in the māra, on the waka – as genuine participants 
rather than observers. This is ako: learning woven into 
the fabric of real life.12 In taking that mahi seriously, 
her sense of her own capability and authority – her 
mana motuhake – was shaped in ways she could not 
yet name.13

The full weight of that moment only became clear 
with time. What settled into her that day on the ātea 
was a knowing about herself – planted quietly by an 
Uncle who saw her clearly, carried for a lifetime. 

Itiiti rearea, teitei kahikatea ka taea.
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A stamp pressed onto an envelope. A handmade bowl 
of cereal. A father’s stories in the night. A task given to 
a seven-year-old on the marae ātea. In these simple 
moments something stirred in a child – a feeling that 
became memory, that shaped how they understood 
themselves; a knowing now carried for a lifetime.

These pūrākau affirm what our tūpuna lived by: 
that a child’s wellbeing takes root within supportive 
relationships, and that simple acts of care – offered 
with full presence – can settle mauri, transmit whaka-
papa, nurture wairua, and affirm tamariki in who they 
are and where they belong.15

Nā te kune te pupuke, nā te pupuke te hihiri, nā te 
hihiri te mahara, nā te mahara te hinengaro, nā te 
hinengaro te manako, ka hua te wānanga. A moment 
stirs in a child, settles into memory, and shapes who 
they become – until, in time, it ripens into something 
they carry forward and give again. These are the rich 
wellsprings of understanding that our tūpuna left us, 
and they are still flowing – into the next generation, 
and the next. 

For whānau today, the invitation is unchanged – show 
up fully for your tamariki, include them, nourish them, 
hold them in your stories, trust them with real mahi. 

Inā inu koe i te wai, me mahara  
koe ki te puna.
When you drink the water, remember the spring.14  

In this way, every moment of care becomes part of 
the puna itself – the source from which tamariki con-
tinue to draw, and to which they will one day return 
as tūpuna, ensuring the wai of connection continues 
to flow.

Inā inu koe i te wai, me mahara koe ki te puna.

Endnotes

1	  Pere, 1997
2	  Salmond, 1991, cited by Te Ara, n.d.
3	  Pere, 1994; Ngāpō, 2024
4	  Jenkins & Harte, 2011
5	  Ngāpō & Kingi, 2024
6	  Taniwha-Paoo, 2024
7	  Pihama & Lee, 2022
8	  Ngāpō, 2025
9	  Massey University
10 	  Massey University 
11	  Ngāpō, 2026
12 	  Pere, 1994
13	  Ngāpō, 2025 
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15	  Ngāpō, 2026
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Glossary of Māori words / terms: Glossary of Māori words / terms

Aroha – Love, compassion, care; an energy and a 
way of being that moves between people.

Ako – Learning woven into the doing of real life; 
teaching and learning as a single, reciprocal act.

Hinengaro – Mind, consciousness, and sense of self; 
in the chant recited by Te Kohuora, it is the awareness 
that arises from memory held over time.

Hihiri – Pure energy or vital striving; the stirring force 
from which thought and memory emerge.

Kahikatea – The native white pine, a tall coniferous 
tree of mainly swampy ground rising fifty metres or 
more; here, a symbol of the heights a small bird can 
reach.

Kai – Food; in this context, nourishment offered with 
care as an act of regard for the whole person.

Koro – Grandfather, male elder.

Kune – Conception, the first stirring of life; the begin-
ning of the unfolding described in the chant.

Mana – Dignity, authority, presence, and inherent 
worth, woven through whakapapa and relationships; 
present in a child from birth and nurtured by those 
around them.

Mana āhua ake – The particular, distinctive strength 
of an individual child; their own unique capability, 
seen and called forward.

Mana motuhake – Personal authority and autonomy; 
a child’s growing sense of their own voice and place 
in the world.

Manaakitanga – The act of holding another in 
genuine regard, often expressed through hospitality 
and the giving of kai.

Manako – Longing, desire, aspiration; in the chant, 
the reaching outward that arises from a settled sense 
of self.

Mahara – Memory, remembrance; what remains 
when something stirs deeply within a child.

Marae ātea – The open courtyard in front of the wha-
renui where formal encounters such as pōwhiri take 
place.

Mauri – Life force or vital essence that animates and 
sustains all living things.

Mokopuna – Grandchild or descendant; symbolically, 
the likeness of the tūpuna reflected in the spring, the 
source appearing again in the next generation.

Māra – Garden; a cultivated plot for growing food 
and maintaining connection to the whenua.

Oriori – Traditional chants composed for a child, 
sometimes before birth, carrying whakapapa, 
ancestral wisdom, and the voices of those who came 
before.

Pāpā – Father.

Pōwhiri – Formal welcome ceremony.

Pūrākau – Stories that carry traditional knowledge, 
lessons, and meaning.

Rearea – The bellbird (korimako); the small bird of 
the whakataukī that ascends to the canopy of the 
kahikatea.

Tamaiti – Child (singular).

Tamariki – Children.

Tūpuna – Ancestors; symbolically, the ever-renewing 
spring, the source from which knowledge, love, and 
continuing whakapapa flow.

Taonga – A treasure; in this article, the parenting 
wisdom passed down from tūpuna.

Wairua – Spiritual essence; the unseen force con-
necting all things to the spiritual realm.

Wānanga – Deep learning and knowledge; a process 
of discussion, deliberation and consideration.

Whakamana – To empower, uplift, and affirm; to 
strengthen another’s mana through the way they are 
treated.

Whakapapa – Genealogy; the web of interconnected 
relationships linking past, present, and future, and 
binding a person to their people.

Whānau – Family, including extended and kin-like 
bonds.

Whanaungatanga – Kinship and relationship; a deep 
sense of collective belonging.
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