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Iriaka Ratana was the first Maori woman to be elected to Parliament.
Throughout her 20 years of service as Member for Western Maori she found
success as a politician through both the policies she promoted, as well as the
support she provided to Members of Parliament across the political spectrum.

Born Iriaka Te Rio in 1905 at Hiruharama (Jerusalem), a settlement on the
upper Whanganui River, her father was Te Rio Te Hihiri of Ngati Haua ki
Taumarunui and Ngati Ruru, a hapt of Te Ati Haunui-a-Paparangi. Her mother
was Merania ‘Delphine’ Te Karaute of Te Ati Haunui-a-Paparangi. Iriaka

also had affiliations to Nga Poutama, and Ngati Uenuku of Te Ati Haunui-a-
Paparangi.

Her childhood home of Hiruharama was near the convent and school
established by the Sisters of Compassion in 1892. Iriaka was educated there
and learnt to play the piano.! This was of great benefit to her when she visited
Ratana Pa with her family for the first time in 1921 and went on to become part
of the prophet Tahupatiki Wiremu Ratana’s touring performance troupe.

In 1925 she became the second wife to Tahupétiki Wiremu Ratana. She was
known as ‘Te Whaea iti’, while his first wife Te Urumanaao was known as “Te
Whaea o te Katoa’?
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ABOVE: Group associated with the 1924 world tour of
Tahupotiki Wiremu Ratana. Photograph taken at Ratana
Iriaka Te Rio is front row, third from right, and

Te Urumanaao is seated behind her right shoulder.
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.
Tiaki Ref: 1/1-017026-F

Iriaka had two sons with Ratana, unfortunately losing one to tuberculosis
when only six years old.

Following the death of TW. Ratana in 1939, Iriaka married Matiu Tahupotiki
Wiremu Ratana, a son of the Mangai and Te Urumanaao. The couple farmed

a dairy farm at Whangaehu that was established through the Maori land
development schemes. It was during these initial farming years that Matiu
Ratana entered Parliament in 1945 as MP for Western Maori, replacing his late
brother Haami Tokouru Ratana. Matiu Ratana spent four years in Parliament,
but on 7 October 1949 at the age of only 36, he died as a result of a car crash 3

When news of his death reached Parliament, time was given for speeches,
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LEFT: Portrait of Matiu Ratana, MP for Western
Maori from 1945-1949. S. P. Andrew Ltd. Ref: 1/4-
020126-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington,
New Zealand. /records/23075886

OPPOSITE: New Zealand Labour Party: Labour and
the Maori elector; Te Roopu Reipa me te Maori e
Pooti ana. Printed by Whitcombe & Tombs Limited,
1949. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New
Zealand.Ref: Eph-A-NZ-LABOUR-1949-04.

where many praised his contribution, and Keith Holyoake noted that ‘we
all hope and feel that a man will rise to take Matiu Ratana’s place to give
leadership and inspiration to the Maori people’.*

Following the funeral at Ratana Pa, it was reported by newspapers of the time
that discussions were held around the appropriate candidate, and that ‘among

the names mentioned was that of Mrs Iriaka Ratana, widow of the late member.

Other possible women candidates were mentioned by Matamata and Waikato
representatives’’ Present at these discussions was the Member for Southern
Maori, Eruera Tirikatene, and headlines such as ‘Maoris May Nominate A
Woman To Contest Western Electorate’began to appear in local newspapers.®

Selecting a woman as candidate seemed a risky move for the Labour Party, but
it was calculated to be a greater risk to go against the wishes of their Ratana
supporters in the Maori electorates. As the last surviving adult member of the
Ratana family, it was considered that,

N
‘the Government cannot overlook the Ratana movement. To ignore the
movement might affect the results in Northern and Eastern Maori’’

Iriaka Ratana already had a deep understanding of the political relationship
of the Labour Party with the Ratana movement, and on the last day for
submitting candidates for the 1949 election, with only two weeks available
for campaigning, she was selected to run alongside Hon. Eruera Tirikatene,
Tapihana Paraire Paikea and Tiaki Omana (Jack Ormond).
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There were seven women who stood as candidates in the 1949 election, and
two of them stood in the Western Maori electorate, the other being Kataraina
Nutana, representing the Kauhanganui Independent Maori Party.

Ratana was elected on 29 November 1949 with a clear majority, 6,317 votes
ahead of the National Party candidate Hoeroa Marumaru, although National
was to form the government. She gave birth to her youngest child in December
that year, and with support from her extended family for childcare. She
entered Parliament, giving her maiden speech on 12 July 1950.

The future of our Maori people lies in good homes and good houses.?

Her primary focus while in Parliament was on issues relating to Maori welfare,
for both the young and old, advocating for kaumatua housing, as well as
hostels and trades training for young Maori moving to the cities.

[riaka Ratana was also a foundation member of the Maori Women’s Welfare
League, which was established in 1951 and provided a significant national
platform for advancing Maori women'’s causes by Maori women themselves.

During her time in Parliament, she was also a member of the Maori Affairs
Committee, the Ngarimu VC and 28th Maori Battalion Memorial Scholarship
Fund Board, the Maori Purposes Fund Board, and was elected to the Aotea
and Waikato-Maniapoto District Maori Land Boards.

In 1957 Labour came to power for the first time in her parliamentary tenure,
but she did not seek a position in Cabinet. She instead became an advisor to
Prime Minister Walter Nash who held the Maori Affairs portfolio. In1959 a car
crash left her with injuries, and unable to attend to parliamentary duties for
over a year.

In1969 Ratana retired from Parliament, reflecting in her valedictory that ‘the
future of race relations in New Zealand depends on our growing faith in one
another’. She was appointed OBE in 1971 for her service to Maori. She returned
to her farm in Whangaehu, to garden and continue her weaving work, for which
she was well accomplished in the art of korowai. She died in 1981 at the age of
76, survived by nine children and many grandchildren.
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Her portrait was added to Matangireia in 2016. At the ceremony to recognise
her inclusion, her grandson Adrian Rurawhe, who was elected as Member of
Parliament for Te Tai Hauauru in 2014, said of his grandmother:

| feel quite privileged that | spent a lot of time with my grandmother, and learnt
lots of lessons that she was determined all her grandchildren would learn, ...to
work for the people, and not just go straight to the front, you have to do the hard
yards first,

BELOW: Iriaka Ratana with other Labour Party
members, speaks on Manukorihi marae,
Waitara, in 1966. Archives New Zealand

Ref: AAMK W3495 21 218
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