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Tini Whetu Marama Tirikatene-Sullivan (1932-2011)
Ngai Tahu, Ngati Kahungunu

Politician, fashion icon, wahine toq

Tini Whetu Marama Tirikatene was born at Ritana Pa, south of Whanganui, on 9 J anuary 1932.' Her

mother, Ruti (Lucy) Matekino Horomona (Solomon), was of Ngai Tahu, Ngati Pahauwera of Ngati

Kahungunu, Danish and Jewish descent.? Her father, Eruera Tirikatene, was Ngai Tahu, a descen-
dant of the rangatira Tahuru of Westland and of Motoitoi of Otago.? Eruera was one of the political
advisers of the prophet Tahup6tiki Wiremu Ratana, and the first Ritana (independent) MP elected
to Parliament.* Before Whetu was born, Ratana prophesied that she would become a political leader
and named her ‘Whetu Marama’ in an evocation of the starand crescent moon of the Ratana symbol.s
Whetu was the seventh child of twelve and the eldest surviving daughter.

¢ From an early age
she was raised by her maternal grandmother Amiria (

Miria) Solomon because her parents travelled
frequently on parliamentary business.” Her early education at the Native School at Ratana Pa and

her personal interactions with Ratana set the foundations for her deep, lifelong Christian faith.®
The family lived in a number of places in the South Island during her childhood, though Whetu
always regarded Ratana Pa as her ‘real home’?

Her experience of discrimination at school made Whetu determined to succeed in the Pakeha
education system, and later to advocate for the teaching of Maori language, history and culture in all
New Zealand schools. In Form Five she made headlines for typing at 240 words per minute - close
to the world record.! These skills proved valuable when she became an MP - she would produce
her transcripts to challenge inaccuracies in the official record." Outside of school she worked hard,
digging potatoes, concreting, doing the laundry and driving tractors.?

When the family moved to Wellington in 1949, she joined Victoria University College’s fencing

club and became one of the top four women fencers in New Zealand. She also did occasional fashion
modelling,

dancing.

designed jewellery and clothes, and won national titles in ballroom and Latin American
*While still at high school, she was one of two Ngai Tahu rangatahi who designed the logo
for the Ngaitahu Maori Trust Board of which her father was president. She also worked as an unpaid

and unofficial assistant to her father and his parliamentary colleagues, laying the groundwork for
her future political career.!s

Tini Whetu Marama Tirikatene-Sullivan, ¢.1960. Photograph by S.P. Andrew of Wellington. Alexander Turnbull Library,
1/4-020004-F
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Whanau portrait, ¢.1999. Left to right: Denis, Whetu, May-Ana and Tiri. Courtesy of May-Ana Tirikatene-Sullivan

elected to New Zealand’s Parliament to that time.? She and fellow doctoral student Denis Sullivan
from Sydney were married, and Whetu took the surname Tirikatene-Sullivan.?

Dressed in beautiful garments featuring Maori motifs, including many of her owrrdesign, Whetu
was a distinctive presence in Parliament. Her early parliamentary career was spent in Opposition.
[n 1967 she was one of two Maori among the six women in the House.?* She immediately challenged
some of Parliament’s patriarchal norms, including the exclusion of women from a visitors’ area in
the House and from Bellamy’s bar. When her first child May-Ana was born in 1970, Whetu became
the first member to give birth while Parliament was in session.? She returned to work within weeks
and cared for her daughter in her office, an arrangement then considered extraordinary.” The birth
of her son Tirikatene (Tiri) in 1974 is thought to have been the first to a Cabinet minister in the British
Commonwealth.? Whetu contributed to the normalisation of the idea of women combining career
and parenthood, paving the way for later parliamentarians and New Zealand women in general.

Whetu was driven first and foremost by a sense of duty to Ratana and to the Treaty.” She was
pan-Maori in her approach and regarded an emphasis on tribal affiliation as divisive.3° Along with
the Maori Women'’s Welfare League and the Ratana movement, she lobbied for the involvement in
the political process of Maori who had lost their tribal connections.’ When Labour came to pOwer
in 1972 she was appointed Minister of Tourism and Associate Minister of Social Welfare, making




% Labour was back in Opposition for three terms from

her the first Maori Woman Cabinet minister.
1975, with Whetu the Spokesperson on social welfare and family affairs until 1980.% She chaired the
Labour Party’s Maori Policy Committee from 1979 to 1986 but was frustrated by her party’s consistent
lack of enthusiasm for recognising the rights of tangata whenua under Te Tiriti o Waitangi.** When
the Fourth Labour Government came to power in 1984, Whetu was not offered a Cabinet portfolio;
however, she continued to work on causes she believed in.*

Throughout her parliamentary career, her home was her oasis and the only place where she
truly relaxed. Even 80, dinner-table conversation always focused on social injustice and the Treaty
May-Ana recalls that her mother ‘was always working. She never took her foot off the pedal. At home
the family’s four telephones rang continually, and Whetu had a constant stream of people in her
office seeking help with their personal difficulties.?”

By the mid-1980s Whetu wag Sometimes portrayed in the media as moderate in comparison with
younger urban activists, She acknowledged that she had not been ‘a high-profile person’ and that
much of her work had been done ‘behind the scenes’.* In 1993 a National government recognised
her decades of service by admitting her to the twenty-person Order of New Zealand, the country’s
highest honour.

Whetu had a difficult and sometimes acrimonious relationship with the leaders of Ngai Tahu.
A new generation of Ngai Tahu leaders regarded some of the laws sponsored by her father as pater-
nalistic Crown impositions. In 1969, when the Ngaitahu Maori Trust Board petitioned for the repeal of
the Ngaitahu Claims Settlement Act1944, Whetu was steadfast in her opposition. She felt the petition
implicitly questioned her father’s credibility.* She also opposed the Trust Board’s attempts to create
alegal personality for the jwi in the lead-up to the Ngai Tahu treaty settlement with the Crown in
the 1990s, though Ngai Tahu beneficiaries voted overwhelmingly in favour of the Te Runanga o
Ngai Tahu Bill.* Whety argued that the process of drafting the Bill had been undemocratic and
that the tribal leadership lacked a mandate, and continued to press these points in parliamentary
debates and select committee hearings. Subsequently the iwi authority Te Rananga o Ngai Tahu
came into being. Whety Scrutinised its actions for the rest of her life.%

Inthe 1996 general election, after almost thirty years of service over ten successive terms, Whetu
narrowly lost her seat, and retired from politics. After a lifetime in Parliament, she was able to devote
more time to her family and her health, though she continued to work with former constituents
whose families had known hers for generations.*

Whetu died in Wellington on 20 July2011, aged seventy-nine, after suffering a stroke. Hundreds
attended a public memoria] service to celebrate her life and achievements at Wellington’s Cathedral

of St Paul.# She was survived by her husband, two children and two beloved mokopuna.
Helen Brown
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