
 

 

My journey started back in 2004 when I first moved to Dunedin. I was 
20 yrs. old. Haka, kapahaka, te reo māori and anything else "Māori" 
was always around me growing up, it was at my fingertips and there for 
the taking. Apart from the odd whānau waiata, school haka and short 
one liner māori phrases, I never really took to actively pursuing and 
learning "Māori". However, when I moved to Dunedin everything for 
me changed.  
 

For the first time in my life I experienced a true "Culture shock" where I found myself playing 
"Spot the Māori" and I was drawn to the small māori community there. Like the old saying goes, 
"You don't know what you've got until it's gone". So the seed was planted, my hunger grew and 
the passion for my culture started to burn at an exponential rate. I began to study Te Reo Māori 
and incorporated it into my every day conversations, I was introduced to kapahaka and was 
given the opportunity to help assist in tutoring Primary School, Intermediate, High School, 
University and Community kapahaka groups.  
 
Naturally, my lifestyle change guided me to the introduction to Te Whare Tū Taua o Otepoti. A 
Dunedin based Mau Rākau crew that was led by Whaea Vicky Totoro and Raniera Lee. There I 
learnt the foundations of Te Whare Tū Taua o Aotearoa (TWTTOA), there my desire to grade 
Poutahi started, and there my dream to become a Kaiwero/Pouwhā was formed. I must point 
out that while teaching kapahaka to a University of Otago Theatre group in Allen Hall, I was 
taught a Kai Tahu wero by Whaea Rua McCullum. I was given the opportunity to perform that 
wero to an international theatre group, however that would be the first and last time I would 
perform a wero under the Kai Tahu kaupapa. I loved the experience and it only added to my 
desire and dream to earn the Pouwhā status under TWTTOA, let alone Poutahi.  
 
Unfortunately, my journey continued to Christchurch before I was able to grade for Poutahi. I 
was given the opportunity to work as a māori performer in the Tamaki Heritage Village and 
study Māori Performing arts at Te Puna Wānaka. Despite my desire to grade being put on hold, 
it was at this stage in my life where my learning grew the most while working and studying 
alongside and under some of the most talented and influential people in my life. Not to mention 
that choreographed fight scenes at work allowed me to practice Mau Rākau with the likes of 
Raniera Lee, Edmund Eramiha, Larry Delacey Moke, Richard Wharerahi, Tawhiri Ruru, Kaperiere 
Hogan and many more. All of whom were people that shaped and moulded me as a kaihaka and 
a kairākau. My fire burned bright.  
 
My journey in Christchurch barely lasted a year before I chose to move on. Although I was 
working in what I considered to be my "Dream Job" and studying in a program that did nothing 
less than complement my job and lifestyle, for personal reasons regarding the relationship I was 
in, I needed a fresh start. And so, I moved to Melbourne.  

 

In 2008 I made the big move across the ditch and lived with my sister, Aleah Te Paki, her 
husband, Paora Te Paki and their baby girl (my niece), Manaree. The relationship between Paora 
and I would prove instrumental over the years as we would continuously discuss and brainstorm 



 

 

our ideas, hopes and dreams for the Melbourne Māori community. The first step for us was with 
Maria Rangiawha (Ria) in the forming of our kapahaka group, Te Hononga o ngā Iwi (T'HONI). 
Three years later (2011) we formed our tamariki kapahaka group, Ngā Whetu Marama a Hawaiki 
(Ngā Whetz), which lead us to the introduction and connection to Ronnie Puru and his Geelong 
based roopu, Te Arahina. Once I learned about Ronnie's involvement in TWTTOA, my fire for 
Mau Rākau was reignited yet my wait was to continue. Ronnie and I discussed skype options but 
we both had busy lifestyles and never got around to training.  
 
In 2013, I was also part of another whānau kapahaka group, Te Aitanga a Reorua. We were 
invited to perform the haka pōwhiri for the Victoria Māori Warden's launch. I was asked to do 
the wero but graciously declined. I did however go out with another brother to support our 
kaiwero. That was an awesome experience as well, but little did I know that Ronnie was in the 
group that we were welcoming on and he was standing with a certain man called, Johnny Nepe-
Apatu (Papa Jah). Later I learned that Papa was insisting that Ronnie go out and smash us, but to 
Ronnie's humbleness he refused and told Papa that he knew us and that we were all bro's. If 
you know Papa, this would come as no surprise to you. Lol. I never had the opportunity to meet 
Papa that day but a message was passed through Ronnie to reiterate that we must obtain the 
correct Pou to become kaiwero. I understood and agreed to Ronnie's korero, but to be honest I 
was more excited that there was someone else out there that I could potentially get guidance 
from in regards to Mau Rākau.  
 
Fast forward a few months to Waitangi Day 2014 and I'm performing with T'HONI. Straight after 
our performance Ronnie pulls me aside and I'm finally introduced to Papa Jah (Matua Hone 
Nepe-Apatu at that time). I learnt that he was Pouwaru, and like a Paua to a rock, I stuck to him 
like glue. As with all māori introductions, we found a whakapapa link in my Uncle Thomas 
Heremia. After meeting Papa, I actually asked Uncle about him. Uncle reiterated that Papa was 
whānaunga and a Pouwaru, and stated that, "He is a very hard trainer so you would do really 
well to learn under him". His only reservation was Papa's affiliation with a certain group. Lol. But 
he encouraged me and left the decision up to me. Uncle was running a youth program in 
Hawkes Bay called, Ka Hao te Rangatahi ki te Matau a Maui trust, and part of their program was 
training their youth Mau Rākau under the TWTTOA kaupapa. Uncle helped and supported me 
with Poutahi material and pepeha information through the year, he grounded me and kept my 
connection back home alive. As the story goes, Papa and I exchanged details to discuss training 
options, I committed to Papa and developed the most significant relationship in my journey.  
 
Initially there was myself, Fallon Te Paa (Fal), Angela Wallace, Selina Te Are (Lina) and her son 
Alex Tones. Others from Papa's area joined us in training Mau Rākau as well, but apart from 
them we all travelled from South-East Melbourne to Craigieburn, where Papa lived, every 
Sunday. The drive was approximately an hour and a half but I was determined and committed 
every week regardless of rain, hail or hot Melbourne sunshine. I didn't care, I was finally training 
Mau Rākau again.  
 
A few months passed by, people dropped off the wagon while others jumped on and Papa was 
convinced that we were committed. He was happy with our progress and allowed us to start 
training on our side of town, where he would travel to us and check up on us occasionally.   



 

 

 
In the end it was just Fal and I who consistently trained, and before we knew it we were 
travelling to Brisbane to grade with Matua Pepe Nahu-Roberts' peka, Te Whare Tū Taua o Te 
Manawa Ora. I finally obtain Poutahi. Not only that but Fal gets her Poutahi, Ronnie and Paora 
Burns (Ronnie's student aka Wheke aka Ururoa) get their Poutoru and this is where we are 
inspired to start calling Matua Hone Nepe-Apatu, Papa Jah. The wānanga would prove to be 
another significant event in my life. The nerves, the excitement, the fear of the unknown having 
never experienced a grading wānanga before, the actual grading process, the graduation 
ceremony (where I couldn't wipe the huge grin off my face!), the whānaungatanga in meeting 
other Pia and Peka, absorbing the presence of Papa, Matua Pepe, Whaea Tat Mahuru-Stanley, 
Matua Linden Morris and Matua Chris Wiremu... all cemented that Te Whare Tū Taua o 
Aotearoa was where I wanted to be. I am Poutahi… But my dream expands from aiming for 
Pouwhā… I want to become a Pouwaru.  
 
Unfortunately, less than 2 months after grading, Uncle Thomas tragically passed away from an 
unexpected accident. He was only 51 yrs. old. Papa and I travelled back to his tangi... I was 
shocked and heartbroken, but reflecting on uncles’ life and seeing the mahi that he was involved 
with only motivated me more. He inspired me.  
 
Back to Melbourne and we are honoured and officially named by Ronnie. He names us by 
combining Te Arahina and Te Hononga o nga Iwi (T'HONI) together. We are now, "Te Whare Tū 
Taua o Te Ara Hononga ki Wikitoria" or "Te Ara Hononga" for short... or "TAH" for even shorter. 
It was a lot better than "The Maori Samurai Warriors" that we used to call ourselves. Lol. But 
that's another story.  
 
We are joined by a couple more akonga throughout the year and host a small grading in 
Melbourne under the guidance of Papa and Whaea Tat. Fal and I obtain Pourua and Lina, Jeremy 
Nikora (Jez) and James Tahana obtain Poutahi. All of whom were also members of T'HONI. 
Another pivotal point for Te Ara Hononga as Fal, Jez, Lina and I would all start to take lead 
teaching and training roles. I am Pourua.  
 
The beginning of 2015 was exciting for us. We were fresh from the Christmas break, still had the 
good feels from our last grading, we were excited to trial our new 10 week programs and had 
drawn attention from the community. We took to Facebook and word of mouth, reaching out to 
our networks in what you may call a "TAH promotion and recruitment campaign" lead by Jez. 
We drew in a consistent 10-15 Akonga each week and they were responding well to the 
programs. TAH was alive and pumping. We held a wānanga with approximately 30 of us in 
attendance and had the privilege of hosting Matua Pepe and Abraham Mahuika (Abe - Tama 
Whakaara at that time) from Te Manawa Ora. Lina and Jez progress to Pourua and in doing so, 
inspire our Akonga in witnessing their first grading face to face. Added inspiration of course, was 
seeing Matua Pepe and Abe in action.  
 
Fast forward a few months to another grading in Brisbane hosted by Te Manawa Ora, and we 
were blessed with the presence of Papa, Matua Pepe, Whaea Tat, Matua Linden, Matua Chris, 
Papa Ross Smith and Matua David Radovanovich. Not to mention the talented Hoani Waititi 



 

 

crew and ever growing Te Manawa Ora peka. Fal and I attained Poutoru and Ria, Michelle Quirk 
(Shell), Travis Kingi (Trav), Taine Kingi and Moana Reihana all graded for Poutahi. As with all 
wānanga, we travelled back to Melbourne with stronger bonds to Te Manawa Ora and Hoani 
Waititi, we had a lot of learning experiences to soak in and more than anything, we were 
inspired and motivated to ensure the progress of Te Ara Hononga. We trained harder, we 
trained smarter. We were determined to raise the level of each and every pia in our peka. Our 
numbers grew to 20-25 pia each week. We were raising our standards. I am Poutoru.  
 
Papa has a dream. Not only does he want to host a 2016 Grading wānanga in Melbourne, but he 
wants Tā Papa Pita Sharples and all of the original Pouwaru there. We work hard, we train hard, 
we fundraise, we organise, we manage, we stress, we work hard some more. It almost seemed 
impossible but in the end, it happened. Tā Papa Pita Sharples and his whānau were unable to 
make it last minute due to unforeseen circumstances but there was such a plethora of 
knowledge, skill and talent at the wānanga that to say we were lucky would be a major 
understatement. We were led by 7 Pouwaru and 4 Pouwhitu; Papa Jah, Matua Pepe, Whaea Tat, 
Matua Linden, Papa Kim Makekau, Papa Jason Paahi, Papa Adrian "Caz" Manuel, Papa Hemi Tai 
Tin, Matua Earl Karini, Matua Chris, Matua Dave, Wiremu Tai Tin and Juanita Peachey. There 
were so many milestones on so many levels that were reached at this wānanga, however I must 
focus on the ones that play a major role in my journey. I'll leave the other milestones for others 
to share.  
 
And so, the biggest milestone for me... I finally became a Tama Whakaara. I am finally Pouwhā. I 
am finally a Kaiwero. It didn't come without its challenges though, during my wero in grading 
(straight after Te Karere a Puhoro) I ruptured my archilles in my left foot. If there was ever a 
time to test how much I wanted Pouwhā, that was it. I completed the wero stages, grinded out 
the 10km run (hobble), came back for a quick celebration, had a shower, then straight to the 
hospital. It's funny because the first thing I thought about when my archilles ruptured was, 
"Nooooooo... I'm going to miss out on all of the Pouwaru/Pouwhitu workshops!!!". Lol. I was 
still able to participate in most of the workshops and learnt so much that even today I'm still 
comprehending a lot of the korero. I was happy. Te Ara Hononga had 24 pia grade. 17 for 
Poutahi, Ria, Shell and Trav for Pourua, Jez and Lina for Poutoru and Fal and I for Pouwhā. 
Overall at the wānanga there were 58 pia who graded, which included Abe grading for Pouono. I 
can honestly say, even though I ruptured my archilles, it was one of the best weekends of my 
life.  
 
I am Pouwhā... on crutches. Lol.  
But I'm here for the kaupapa and I'm in this for the long run.  
Pourima.  
Pouono.  
Pouwhitu.  
Pouwaru.  
 
Kodie Heremia  
Te Māngai o Te Ara Hononga  
Tama Whakaara - Pouwhā 


