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Light sits like a sheet on the water as you cross the bridge. A kotuku probes the mud next to an 
abandoned orange road cone. You notice new native plantings on the east bank of Henderson Creek, an 
absence of weeds and the sound of the traffic on Central Park Drive. Four young children race along the 
bicycle path, ahead of a woman who walks slowly pushing a pram. They all stop to watch the kotuku sail 
over the water. This is Epping Reserve, much improved after a year long urban renewal initiative lead by 
Project Twin Streams in 2008.  
 
At the reserve’s heart stands Te Pou Arahi, a massive macrocarpa stump that local secondary students 
transformed into an artwork between March and November, 2008. With support from Project Twin 
Streams Henderson Creek, senior students from Sunderland College and Nga Kakano Christian Reo E Kura 
designed and created the work with the help of master carver Sunnah Thompson of Te Kawerau a Māki. 
Once completed, the piece was named ‘Te Pou Arahi’ (‘The Guide Post’) by Te Kawerau a Māki kaumatua 
Eru Thompson and formally blessed at a ceremony on December 5, 2008.  
 
Now Te Pou Arahi stands as an identity marker for the local community, a visual reminder of the creatures 
and plants that will return if we continue to protect the reserve, and a benign presence overlooking the 
path. As such, it is a guide in both the moral and the physical sense. This is the story of how it came to be, 
from its inception through its creation to its current role in Epping Reserve. 
 
THE CREATION 
 
In May 2007, students from Sunderland College on nearby Waipareira Ave were invited to adopt an area 
in Epping Reserve by Project Twin Streams Coordinator Wendy Claire, who oversees the restoration of 
Henderson Creek. Art teacher Cathy Warden was the contact teacher at Sunderland, and she began to 
bring her Year 9 art students down to the reserve, where they adopted an area parallel with their school. 
 
The teenagers from Sunderland cleared away rubbish and weeds on the eastern bank of Henderson Creek 
before beginning to help replant the area with natives. They enjoyed themselves and felt a sense of 
discovery about the stump, which was covered in graffiti and hollowed out by fire. They raised the idea of 
beautifying it in some way. Their art teacher Cathy Warden tells the story: 
 
The kids thought it would look great as a sculpture because of its size. We mentioned this to Wendy and 
she put us onto the [Project Twin Streams] art co-ordinator Janet [Holt]. We wanted to incorporate a 
Maori legend and help with the design and carving. We also wanted to work with a local artist. Janet 
helped us to put forward a proposal to the Waitakere City Council. The students were really excited and 
enthusiastic about the idea. 
 
The concept excited Wendy too: 
 
When Cathy and I went down to the bank to look at the area [that Sunderland would be adopting] we 
were of the same mind: look at that tree stump! 
 
I’m particularly fond of carving and sculpture and this is the first one I’ve been involved in on Henderson 
Creek… it’s resonant to me because I’ve been waiting for the stump to be used for a long time. 
 



Janet also embraced it immediately as it fitted perfectly with her mandate to achieve community 
engagement in the Project Twin Streams restoration initiative through community art making. The next 
step was to consult with mana whenua, in this case Te Kawerau a Maki: 
 
We went through the process of that consultation and they chose a carver, Sunnah Thompson, who has 
done a lot of other work in Waitakere, including a pou on the other side of Henderson Creek. (Wendy) 
 
Sunnah felt personally deeply connected to the project, seeing it as part of his people’s process of tangibly 
re-inhabiting this area, which was populated by them in ancient times. His father Eru Thompson also 
expressed: 
 
Having Te Kawerau a Māki involved in the whole project was very important for any relationship that we 
develop collectively in the area. We’ve been involved in this area for a over a thousand years. Despite our 
numbers, we’re still alive! It’s important to have a local iwi relationship; it’s very important for young 
people who live in the city to know who their people are. 
 
With their art teacher Cathy, Sunderland students studied the plants and creatures indigenous to 
Henderson Creek (many of whom have disappeared as the area has become polluted) and designed their 
own depictions of them as line drawings. A student explains: 
 
The artwork is drawings of natural things found around in our environment… things like dragonflies, 
tuatara, fish and bird life.  Firstly we looking through various pictures and picked one that we liked, then 
we drew our own creature on a small piece of paper a couple of times until we were happy with it. Then 
we drew it onto a big piece of paper. (Kaz) 
 
Janet arranged for Sunnah to help the students make scale drawings, consider designs that would work as 
carvings, and to transfer their designs onto the stump (first in chalk and then in vivid marker pen).  
 
Sunnah came to look at our drawings and he gave us some feedback… after a few weeks we had finished 
our drawings and he came back for a final look and to talk to us about them… then we all went down to 
the tree with our drawings. When we got to the tree Sunnah helped us to lay out where we were going to 
sketch out our drawing. He helped us to collaborate the drawings with each other; like me and Jeff were 
going to put my fish in between two eels that were wrapping round but in the end we couldn’t do it so I did 
a moth. (Aidan, a student at Sunderland College) 
 
Sunnah explains the art-making process once the students took their drawings down to the stump: 
 
Together with  the students we placed the drawings according to the grain, shape and feel of the tree. We 
added a few taniwha of our own. We put the creatures of the water on the creek side and the creatures of 
the land on the other. Then I carved over their lines. Afterwards they came and filled them in with paint… I 
sought balance really, not filling it in too much… so that the stump is still the stump and it fits in to its 
environment… I left on a little bit of graffiti; I’d like to get rid of it but it’s part of the history. 
 
This experience was a special one for the Sunderland students: 
 
Just the feeling of actually being in the nature, at one with the massive tree and getting your drawing and 
creation put on was exciting… my drawing was sort of abstract and unique. It was a bird that was eating 
of the berries next to the riverbank—that’s what I like to think of it as [doing]. (Stefan, a student at 
Sunderland College) 
 
The drawings that we did were also cultural and meaningful. Before we drew the outline of the 
insects/animals on the tree, Sunnah prayed, I think to bless the tree.  The artwork we did with Sunnah was 



to help the community of Henderson and bring a little culture to the place… it was a good experience 
working with a carver and I hope to do it again. (Aidan, a student at Sunderland College) 
 
In the traditional manner, Sunnah did all the carving himself, on site. The distancing that traditionally 
occurs between the carver and his work (as tapu) and a non- Maori classroom situation (as noa) was 
observed. The context in which knowledge about carving was passed on was a Maori one (wherein it is 
seen as sacred, to be earned rather than a commodity, to be provided. Some students were disappointed 
that they couldn’t experience carving themselves or learn as much as they wanted to about it. Cathy 
responded by having them create lino prints from their line drawings, and an exhibition of these was held 
at Sunderland College immediately prior to the blessing of the carving on December 5. 
 
Janet and Cathy discussed the possibility of inviting another school to participate in the stump project. 
Cathy wanted her students to have a Maori cultural experience. Nga Kakano Christian Reo E Kura was 
invited to join in. Principle Te Rangi Allen was supportive from the outset and students of all ages 
participated from his school.  
 
Te Rangi identified many benefits for his students from their involvement in the Epping Reserve 
restoration: 
 
Firstly, we have a closer relationship with the river and the environment now. It was just another river until 
we got into the project. A lot of us aren’t from Auckland so we didn’t have a relationship with it 
beforehand. We started doing the whakapapa for this area, linking the river to the mountain and the 
harbour and doing a korero around it. And one of the students used it for the opening of his korero. 
 
The children can say they have ownership of the area now. There’s more to it than just a factory area. Now 
they go walking past the tree and they can say they had input into the design. For a child that’s major. 
How many can come back with their own child in 20 years and say, “look, I did that”? 
 
Nga Kakano is a private school with limited resources so the project brought additional benefits: 
 
We don’t have grass around our school so it was a needful project at that time, to get them outside. [Also] 
because we are not state funded, it was an opportunity to have the children doing the arts. Janet was 
marvellous. (Te Rangi) 
 
Some Nga Kakano students also designed creatures of their own to adorn the stump, aided by Waiora 
Arama, Maori Affairs Coordinator at Waitakere City Council. Other students primarily worked on painting 
inside the outlines once Sunnah had carved over the drawing outlines. These students also did a lot of 
sanding to remove the graffiti and improve the carving surface. Janet talked to these students about the 
indigenous creatures: 
 
We learned about what kind of creatures are in the river and how to look after them, and about the 
creatures on the river bank and how to care for them so that the creatures have more places to live. 
We learned step by step with Janet as a group. (Jahziel, a student at Nga Kakano Kura) 
 
I visited a group of Nga Kakano girls at the stump not long before its completion. They were painting 
quietly. A pukeko squawked from the bush and one of the girls copied the sound. A minute later it called 
again, and her friend said: “it’s talking back to you”. They all laughed gently. 
 
Like the students from Sunderland, the students from Nga Kakano found the experience meaningful: 
 
There was lots of trolleys and rubbish around the stump and we cleared it all away. It changed the way I 
felt about the area, because it changed from being trashed to a great place. I took my family down there a 



couple of weeks ago and told them about the river and the paintings I did and the creatures I drew. 
(Jahziel) 
 
It used to be ugly and now it looks better… we sanded the graffiti all off. It was fun being outside; I liked 
the view. (Awhina, a student at Nga Kakano Kura) 
 
With so many students on the go at once, Janet found the project quite a challenge at this stage. She 
recalls: 
 
Everyone was into it. We had half the class working on the stump and half working on weeding in the end 
as it was too logistically overwhelming to have them all working on the stump at once.. Then we just 
started having small groups come down at a time.  
 
The weather and the outside time demands on the carver exacerbated this logistical issue:  
 
It would rain on the day they were allocated to come down, and on the perfect day they’d be doing 
something else. It wasn’t always easy to coordinate the school classes with the carver either! (Janet) 
 
Despite these issues, eventually the carving was completed and a date set for the formal unveiling and 
blessing of the piece. This happened on December 5, 2009. 
 
THE BLESSING 
 
I feel the blessing will be a bringing together of the whole experience internally. (Wendy) 
 
Prior to the blessing ceremony, Eru and other Te Kawerau a Māki elders considered a formal name for the 
stump. They chose ‘Te Pou Arahi’, which translates as ‘the Guide Post’, more loosely ‘The Guide’. Eru 
explains the reasoning behind the choice: 
 
We wanted the name to be an accessible way of reminding us that our ancestors trod this path over a 
thousand years ago… and it’s also a marker of things to come. We wanted to remind te rangatahi [the 
youth] of their role as kaitiaki, that they are the future caregivers for the area. 
 
Students and staff from both schools attended the blessing, alongside members of Te Kawerau a Māki, 
including Sunna and his wife and children. Janet also invited the environmental and social leaders of 
Project Twin Streams, Community Waitakere representatives, the Maori Arts Coordinator at Waitakere 
City Council, and a councillor. Five photography students from St Dominics College in Henderson also 
attended; Project Twin Streams was sponsoring them to work with a local photographer to document 
stream restoration over several months.  
 
Everyone gathered at Sunderland College to view lino prints and other artworks made by the students as 
an extension of their drawing. Janet tells the story: 
 
At Sunderland they talked about how [the project] came about and their experiences. They had 
photographs of the students who had been involved in the work and students themselves wrote down 
some of their thoughts and feelings and processes about the project. It was lovely in their words.  
 
Half an hour later everyone walked down to Epping Reserve for the formal blessing and unveiling. Janet 
continues: 
 
After being welcomed and greeted at Sunderland, we went down to the tree and first of all everyone just 
carried on ahead but Eru then asked us to go back and congregate on the path before the bridge.  
 



The bridge had to be crossed with the appropriate karakia to maintain the tapu of the ceremony, because 
of the noa element. Eru began formally, reciting these karakia as the participants crossed the bridge and 
reached the stump. The speakers were supported by the Nga Kakano kapahaka group, who also 
performed. Eru spoke about the importance of such a ceremony: 
 
We are always guided by ancestral karakia and the karakia that we carry are the same karakia that our 
ancestors carried a thousand years ago. They were passed on to certain people, and unfortunately I’m one 
of those people! So it’s about making sure the manifestation of those tikanga, those protocols, continues 
even today. It helps in presenting to our children of today, our rangatahi, exactly how spiritual the way of 
the old people was and how we can continue that even in today’s age… This is why we have blessings; to 
engage our old people. They come and go spiritually; you call, they come, and then there’s a point in the 
blessing where you invite them to return. Some people think if they can’t see something, it doesn’t exist, 
but people are starting to accept what these crazy Maoris have been saying all these years!  
 
I saw that everyone came together. I remember when we first got to the bridge I had my grandson do one 
of the early parts of the blessing and so he will be picking up my role in years to come. I want him to know 
that “this will be your job in times to come…” The sustainability of those types of ceremony is such that 
they should be able to continue on, if we’ve got good leaders. 
 
At this point, the stump was formally named. Janet remembers: 
 
I got the impression from Eru that it was very important to name the tree. He said:  “you as young people 
are the leaders and guardians of tomorrow and we want to name this as an identity mark and statement 
for others to gain inspiration from. You can take on that role of guardian for the streams into the future.”  
 
After the naming, Eru invited the students to touch the tree. This became a meaningful moment for them. 
Christine, a St. Dominic’s student who was there taking photographs, later said: 
 
Everyone just went up and started touching. They were really quiet. Some of the big boys had their eyes 
closed. It was really cool. 
 
Community Waitakere provided the customary food to close the occasion and lift the tapu after the 
blessing, which was enjoyed by all on the stream bank. Janet felt that:  
 
It was nice to have [the food] on a neutral ground at the stream. It belongs to everyone; both schools have 
adopted areas in and around Te Pou Arahi. 
 
THE FUTURE 
 
Immediately after the blessing ceremony, Wendy turned her focus to a possible sign for Te Pou Arahi. She 
felt it was important to extend the honouring of Te Pou Arahi as a guide in this way. Text is currently being 
decided upon, in consultation Te Kawerau a Māki. 
  
Today, Wendy says of Te Pou Arahi: 
 
I think it’s an important marker on the stream banks; it’s visible from both sides of the stream and it’s a 
powerful visual image and symbol of restoration. A fire was built inside it, it’s battered… it’s like a person 
with lots of history and stretch marks and wrinkles and weathered-ness and experience and wisdom. 
 
Primary aged students at Sunderland have continued working with Project Twin Streams and they enjoy 
looking at the artwork their seniors helped to create. Nga Kakano students express hope that it will send a 
message to the public:  
 



That they should acknowledge the trees and not write graffiti and put rubbish around. (Awhina) 
 
I hope that people will look after the plants and not chuck trolleys and boots around, and keep it tidy. 
(Jahziel) 
 
Many participants I spoke with acknowledged that making Te Pou Arahi connected them more deeply to 
the Epping Reserve area. While the Sunderland students’ involvement in the project grew from their 
involvement in their adopted area, Nga Kakano students adopted an area after being drawn into the art 
making process.  
 
We hope to get involved in the clean up and planting next year and doing more in-depth history of the 
area, getting to know Waitakere a bit more than we do at the moment. (Te Rangi) 
 
Wendy has seen this occur more than once: 
 
I think there’s something transformative in the creative process which connects us to parts of ourselves 
and our environment which you can’t access any other way. It’s quite a particular profound process and 
very difficult to put into words, but I’ve seen it over and over again, how suddenly people become invested 
in an area because they’ve gone deeper. It’s about mining the deeper parts of ourselves and connecting 
with the potency of the natural environment. 
 
Currently, Te Pou Arahi is being played with. Someone has tied knots in a strong rope and affixed one end 
firmly to the top. Small children are spontaneously climbing on it. The hollow inside is very clean and free 
of litter, as is the surrounding area. People are using the paths to walk, jog and bicycle along, and the 
stump is a natural stopping place: 
 
The Epping Reserve area was quite neglected [in the past] but now increasingly people are walking along it 
and remarking on the transformation. (Wendy) 
 
Awhina, a student at Nga Kakano, expressed the nature of this transformation perfectly:  
 
This place is a happier place now. 


