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This is a chapter in the story about plants and Mana
Island. It covers the history and process of restoring
the Island through an active revegetation programme.
First let me set the scene.

Located approximately 4km off the entrance to Porirua
Harbour and almost midway between Kapiti Island
and Wellington Harbour, Mana Island has a character
of its own. From some directions it appears not to fit
the local coastal landscape due to its plateau like top
and abrupt edge. This is a remnant of a much larger
peneplain that once extended into Cook Strait and
although not obvious from a distance, an incised valley
system drains to the east terminating in a wetland and
a sheltered landing place. To the north and west the
cliffs are over 100m high and are exposed and wind-
swept from the prevailing winds as they funnel
through the strait.

The physical connection to the mainland is more
understandable when you stand on the island and look
north and south, even so it is in sharp contrast to
Kapiti Island’s softer higher profile and well vegetated
slopes. Both islands are equally important from a
conservation perspective but Mana’s 217 hectares
presents a special challenge to those involved with its
long-term welfare.

While my own involvement extends back only 25
years, Kupe is said to have visited the island about
700-900 AD. He named it Mana o Kupe Ki Aotearoa.
Captain Cook in the 1700’s called it Table Island. By
the 1820’s, Te Rauparaha and Te Rangihaeatea had
houses and a large Pa on the island. It was by all

accounts a favoured site for cultivation, trading and as
a staging post for coastal travel. In 1832 the island was
purchased from the Ngati Toa by three Sydney mer-
chants, and one of these, Bell, was assigned to live and
farm on the island. He bought with him 10 cattle, 102
sheep and 2 tons of hay and set up a trading station
supplying meat, vegetables, and other produce to
passing ships and whalers.

An early map of the island shows where 1 acre had
been surveyed off for “Bells Garden” on what is
probably the warmest and best soil on the island.
There is still evidence of a ditch and bank to keep
animals out. This site is regarded as being the first
documented evidence of European gardening in the
country. When Bell died some years later it is recorded
that there was insufficient wood on the island to build
him a coffin so he was buried in a rum barrel. It was
always a concern of mine that during the construction
of the wetland in 1998 we would find an oaken stave
or two. The only piece of wood found was sent away
for analysis and was confirmed as akeake, an exciting
find in itself.

Least you are beginning to wonder if this is a history
paper, it is important to understand that following
Bell's initial attempt at farming the island underwent
continuous change by a succession of owners and
lessees for the next 150 years. It is a fascinating story
and I often wonder how the natural vegetation
patterns changed over this time. In 1973 the Ministry
of Agriculture and Fisheries took the island over as a
quarantine station and established new buildings,

Fig. 1
Mana island, incised valley system
drains to the east
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