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Michel R. Lupant:
Flags in the Cook Islands

KIA ORANA (May You Live Long) 
Dedicated to Jurgen Rimann and Jifi Tenora

Abstract- During mv world trip in 2005 I have visited The Cook Islands. The goal 
was to diseover an unknown flag offered in 1888 by a British Officer Queen 
Makea Takaii Ariki of Rarotonga. The reception in the islands was great e<udl^ 
discovered many unknown flags. In this lecture ! W f
Rarotonga of the Protectorate (1888-1893). oj the hederation (I89I-I90I) and of 
the New Zealand era. In 1965 the country freely adopted a
provided for full self-government in free association with 2,/i/ve
Ensign was established in 1973 after a competition. In 1979 the 
Assemblv adopted the pre.sent flag hecau.se the colours
were too close to the Cook Islands Party. I also present di.stingui.shed, ®
the Queen's representative and Prime Minister flags but also the flags used by the 
House of Ariki the Customs, the Districts of Rarotonga (Piiaikura. lakitumu and Te 
To tmga) and the Cook Islands Christian Church flags^ There is a so a 
presentation of the badges used by the Police, the University of South Paeifie . th 
Cook Islands Olympic Committee and the Boys Brigade.
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History
The countr)' is located in 
the South Pacific. There 
are 15 islands with a total 
land area of 241 square 
km, the most important 
island is Rarotonga where 
the capital Avarua is 
located. The total
population was 21,388 in 
2006 but more inhabitants 
live outside, mainly in New 
Zealand. Cook Islands 
Maori are Polynesians. The 
countn' did not exist as a 
political entit}' until

European times. Until the annexation by New Zealand in 1901 each 
island has to be examined separately due to the distance between them. 
From 1823 most of the islands came under the temporal control of the 
London Missionaiy^ Society which imposed their own laws. The British 
Protectorate was proclaimed in 1888 because there was an increasing 
possibility of an intrusion by the French. Suwarrow was declared a 
British Protectorate on 22 April 1889. Nassau was annexed for Great 
Britain by Captain Gibson in 1892. Penrhyn was annexed by Britain in 
1888. Manihiki and Rakahanga were declared a British Protectorate by 
Commander A.C.Clarke on August 1889.
Ngamaru, Ariki of Atiu presented the island of Takutea to the Crown 
in 1903.
The countty' became self-governing in Association with New Zealand 
in 1965.

Rarotonga
It is the main i.sland of the Cook Islands. The flag of Rarotonga already 
existed around 1850, this flag is shown in many books with the size 2:3 
|2I. Some publications show a 1:2 flag I3|. The three blue stars are for the 
islands of Mauke, Atiu and Matiaro l‘*l.
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Protectorate (1888-1893)
Despite their considerable influence via the missionaries the British did 
not formally take the control of the Cook Islands until 1888. In that 
year the islands were declared a British protectorate by a Captain 
Bourke who arrived to Rarotonga on the warship HMS Hjadnth. That 
extension of British control was due to fears that the French might 
decide to extend their power from neighbouring Tahiti.
“Queen” Makea Takau Ariki was the first and last reigning Queen of 
the Cooks islands, she was Queen of Avarua 1868-1911. She reigned 
with Ariki Makea Nui Tavake Ariki, 1864-1895. Queen Makea Takau 
signed with Captain Bourke the agreement which proclaimed the 
Protectorate on 27 October 1888. On that photograph we can see 
Queen Makea Takau and Captain Bourke 1^1.

Flags in The Cook is'en A
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Rarotonga, October 1888
To Makea Ariki,

The English Government having 
been petitioned to grant the protection 
of the British flag to the Cook Group 
of islands, 1 by virtue of orders received 
have this day hoisted the same over the 
Avarua District of Tarotonga, and I 
do hereby declare to the Ariki thereof in 
the name of Her Majesty Queen Hictoria 
that her territory has become part of 
the British Dominions, all laws, and 
customs at present recognised will remain in 

force and Her administration over the district 
will not be interefered with. 1 enjoin her to 
exercise her authority with moderation and care 
to rule the people with justice and to remember 
that she now belongs to that Great Country 
which has done so much for the advancement 
of civilisation in all parts of the world.
I further declare that all persons, 
of whatever nationality, who choose to reside 
in the Country must conform to the laws thereof.

Given under my hand this 
Twenty-seventh day of October 1888 
Edmund Bourke 
Captain
H.M.Ship ‘Hyacinth’’

In 1988 a coin m was issued to 
commemorate the centenar\' of British 
Sovereignty. It shows the face of Queen 
Makea Takau and the ship HMS Hyacinth.

Michel R.Lupant, BE Flags in The Cook Islands
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Flag given to the Queen
During my visit I had the goal to discover the “personal” flag given by 
Captain Bourke in 1888 to Queen Makea Takau as a “gift” from HM 
Queen Victoria. That flag was unknown and never published. On 
September 2, 2005, 1 had the chance to meet her descendant, the 
present Queen Makea Nui Meremaraea Tinirau Ariki, Queen since 
1994, installed at Taputapuatea, March 1995. Her welcome was great 
and she showed us the huge flag from 1888, more than 2 m high. Jiri 
Tenora immediately recognized the British Pilot flag. A sailor had 
painted the face of Queen Victoria along the flagpole. That flag was 
more than a century' ctld and has suffered from damage, specially from 
clothes moth.



Protectorate Flag
The flag of the protectorate is the 
flag of Rarotonga with the Union 
Jack in the canton and a size of 1:2 
I’l.

Another version, in a size 2:3, with the British flag superimposed on the 
stars, appears in the archives of Karl Fachinger li<*l together with a flag 
without the stars l^'l.
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The position of the stars on these flags with the Union Jack in the 
canton are not sure. There are different versions.
It seems that the flag was changed before the 1888 date of the 
annexation by Great Britain. J. Gotten has received a letter from the 
Alexander Turnbull Librar\' (Wellington, New Zealand) in 1952 which 
sends a description of the Rarotonga flag from the collection of 
W.G.Ball collected in 1940: “Three equal stripes, red, white and red, the white 
stripe with three red five pointed stars and the British Union Jack in the upper 
canton near the polU

The flag is confirmed by the description of 
the personal standard used by Queen Makea 
Ariki during her official visit to Auckland 
(New Zealand) in 1885 I'^l.
It is the only reference I have discovered 
about the use of red stars instead of blue 
stars, perhaps it is a mistake in the description.

★ ★★

Federation (1891-1901)
The British Protectorate declared for Rarotonga 
in 1888 was extended to include all the islands in 
the southern Cook group and became known as 
the Federation of the Cook Islands from 5 June 
1891 [Ml. In 1892 the Federation has issued its
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first postage stamps, the first for the Cook Islands. The main design is a 
ring of six small stars and the central one larger for the islands which 
had federated.
The Federation’s flag has no stars but has added a palm tree in the

centre of the Union Jack Ii^l.
During this period an elected 
federal parliament was founded to 
make laws for the whole group, 
although each island had the right 
of self-government l^^l.

Federal parliament
A flag for the Federal Parliament of the Cook Islands was suggested 
but was never agreed upon. It bears a circle of 6 small blue stars and a 
bigger in the middle representing 
the Southern Group. The Northern 
Islands were not a part of the 
Federation and were not a part of 
the Cook Islands until the 
annexation by New Zealand in 1901 
|18|_

Annexation by New Zealand
In the late 1890s the question of whether the islands should be 
associated with Britain or New Zealand was batted back and forth. 
Finally Rarotonga and the other main southern islands were annexed to 
New Zealand on 11 June 1901, the boundaries being extended to 
include the northern islands.
The flag of New Zealand is in use 
since 1901. A special flag for the 
Cook Islands was proposed in 
1922. It was the New Zealand 
Ensign with the palm tree on a 
circle in the centre of the Union Jack. It was not agreed upon li’l. 1 have 
discovered a reconstruction of a Blue Ensign with the palm tree in the 
Union Jack but without the New Zealand red and white stars in the
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Museum of Cook on September 1,
2005. Nobody was able to explain 
to me the origin of that flag, 
perhaps it was the proposal of 1922 
with a mistake.

Free association with New Zealand
Following consideration of a number of options including total 
independence, the Cook Islands (in an act of self determination under 
UN auspices) freely adopted a Constitution which provided for full 
self-government in free association with New Zealand in 1965. Under 
this arrangement Cook Islanders retained New Zealand citizenship and 
Her Majesty the Queen in right of New Zealand remained Head of 
State of the Cook Islands. The Cook Islands Constitution was adopted 
on 4 August 1965.
Under the free association relationship, the Cook Islands Government 
has full legislative and executive powers. The Act provided that nothing 
in the Act of Constitution shall affect the responsibilities of Her 
Majesty the Queen in right of New Zealand of the external affairs and 
defence of the Cook Islands, these responsibilities to be discharged 
after consultation between the Prime Minister of New Zealand and 
Premier of Cook Islands. These responsibilities confer on New Zealand 
no rights of control and are only exercised at the express request of the 
Cook Islands Government. The relationship is a dynamic one. The 
Cook Islands’ international personality has evolved substantially since 
self-government and requests for assistance with foreign affairs matters 
have become extremely rare — in practice, the Cook Islands conduct 
their own foreign affairs. The country^ has become member of FAO, 
UNESCO and other organizations. In 1988 New Zealand made a 
declaration to the United Nations that New Zealand’s future treaty 
actions would no longer apply to the Cook Islands, unless by express 
provision and with the consent of the Cook Islands Government. In 
1993 the Cook Islands opened their first diplomatic office, the High 
Commission in Wellington l^oi.

Flags in The Co'I'K



First national ensign
The Ensign was established by an Act of Parliament on 11 January 
1973 I2il at the time of Mr. Albert Henrj^’s government. Mr. Albert 
Henry (Sir Albert Henr)^ from 1974) was a trade unionist who has 
founded the Cook Islands Part)' (QP). It seems that the flag was 
chosen by the Cabinet after a competition organised by a Flag Design 
Committee. There were 120 entries, and the winning design was that of

Ten Staples of Titikaveka but the original 
proportions were 2:3 and it was different 
from the one adopted. The flag was light 
blue with the Union Jack in the canton and 
a circle of 15 gold stars in the fly. It 
symbolized the sky above the Pacific’s

islands l^^l.
The government introduced changes in the winning design, green 
instead of light blue and omission of the Union Jack. Green and gold 
were the colours of the CIP of which Sir Albert Henr\' was the leader. 
The new flag was hoisted for the first time on 24 Januar)' 1974 l^^l.

The Cook Islands National Ensign 
shall be described as follows: “The 
Cook Islands National Flag shall be 
a green Ensign, having on the fly 
thereof a circle of 15 gold stars”. 
And it shall mean:

Green: is the colour most expressive of our nation; it is a dynamic 
representation of the vitality of our land and our people. It is the 
colour of life and everlasting growth - Evergreen.
Gold: represents for us our people - their friendliness, their hope, 
faith, dedication, love and happiness.
Star: the star is our symbol of heaven and our faith in God. It 
represents the power that has guided our people throughout 
histor)'. It shall aspire us to higher achievements.
A circle of fifteen gold stars symbolises togetherness, strength, 
unity of purpose and expresses the moulding of our 15 islands into 
one united land and people. Thus, the colours and pattern chosen
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- Green, Gold - and the stars, represent the elements of the earth, 
the heavens and life - which encompass all our past, present and 
future; and inspire us as one united free and dedicated people.

Second national ensign
Sir Albert Henry, leader of the Cook Islands Party who ruled since 4 
August, 1965 had won the elections of March 1978 but had to leave his 
office on 25 July 1978 when the Court ruled that fraud had been 
involved in the vote.
A new government was appointed and Mr. Thomas “Tom” Davis 
became Premier on 25 July 1978 (Prime Minister and “Sir” Davis from

The colours of the flag adopted in 
1973 were too close to Cook 
Islands Party and the government 
decided to change the flag and 
asked Len Staples to resubmit his 
original design. The Union jack was 

altered from Vs to Vr as in all similar flags, the light blue became dark 
blue and the stars white instead of gold. Blue and white were the 
colours of the Democratic Party, Mr Davis’ Party!

The new flag was adopted by the Legislative Assembly on 22 June 
1979. The new design had been approved by a royal warrant signed by 
Queen Elizabeth and dated 23 May 1979.

The Cooks Islands Ensign shall be a Royal blue ensign The Union 
Jack shall occupy the upper staff quarter, having on the fly 15 stars in a 
symmetrical ring, all of equal size and equal spacing, and the colour of 
the stars shall be white. The flag proportion of length to breath shall be 
two to one.

And it shall mean:

Blue: is the colour most expressive of our Nation, it is representative oj the 
vast area of the Pacific Ocean in which the islands of the Cook Islands are 
scattered. Blue also depicts the peaceful nature of the inhabitants of our 
islands.
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Union Jack: indicates our histoncal association with and membership of the 
British Commonwealth.
The 15 stars represent the islands of the group: Aitntaki, Atin, Mangaia, 
Manilnki, Nlanu’ae, Alauke, Mitiaro, Nassau, Penrhyn fi'ongareva), 
Palmerston, Pukapnka, Rakahanga, YCirotonga, Snwarrow, and Takutea.

There was an identity crisis in the Cook Islands in 1994. The countty^ 
held a referendum on Friday 25 March 1994. The people had to choose 
to retain or to change the name of the country to a Mattri name as 
Avaiki-, to guard the Blue Ensign or to return to the Green adopted in 
1973; to guard the national anthem, from the hymn Te Atua Mon’e (God 
is Truth) written by former Democratic Prime Minister, Sir Thomas 
Davis, or to adopt a new song. The people has voted for the status quo 
in each case l^^i.

House of Atiki
The House of Ariki, which is comprised of all the paramount chiefs of 
the Cook Islands, was established in 1966 and serv^es as an advisor)^ 
body. Advice is given on legislation concerning customs and traditions, 
though the House of Ariki has no powers of legislation itself. The 
House of Ariki has the following functions;

a) It shall consider such matters relative to the welfare of the people 
of the Cook Islands as may be submitted to it by Parliament for its 
consideration, and it shall express its opinion and make 
recommendations thereon to Parliament; and

b) It shall have other such functions as may be prescribed by law.

The members of the House of Ariki elect their President. The position 
is currently (2005) held by Pamatoa Puma Paniora Ariki, OBE from the 
island of Aitutaki.
The House of Ariki falls under the umbrella of Parliament and is 
administered by the Clerk of the House of Ariki

22. international Congross of VexiHology FlagBerlm2007

In Avarua I met Mr Metuakore Teremoana Kora (Mokare Mataiapo), 
Secretaty to the House of Ariki. He showed me the first proposal he 
had submitted for the House of Ariki flag and the version which was

M'chei R LupanI, BE ThCcooGTi:'.
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adopted; there are 
small differences.
In the proposal 
the cross is 
outside the em
blem. The chair is 
an Ariki chair 
with a fern and an 
Ariki headdress which symbolizes the traditional rank system.
In 2005 there were 24 Paramount Chiefs who are members of the 
House of Arikh Rarotonga 6, Aitutaki 4, Mangaia 1, Atiu 3, Mauke 3, 
Matiaro 3, Manihiki 1, Rakahange 1, Pukopuka 1, and Penrhyn 1, but 
there are many struggles between clans.

Queen’s representative
The Queen’s representative in the Cook Islands is “the Queen’s 
Representative” neither a Governor nor a Governor General. This 
arrangement was embodied in the Constitution Amendment (nr. 10) 
1981-82 w’hich provided that “there shall be representative of Her 
Majesty the Queen in the Cook Islands, to be known as the Queen’s 
Representative” l^’l.

The Head of State of The Cook Islands is HM Queen Elisabeth II. Her 
Representative is Sir Frederik Goodwin KBE since 2001. 1 have paid a 
visit to his secretary' in his residence. I have seen two versions of his car 
flag, the difference regards the Royal Crown. The figure above left 
shows the old pattern (16:28 cm, braid of 2,5 cm) and the figure above 
right shows the present design (18,25 : 31 cm, braid 2,4 cm).

The Representative’s car uses a “Crown” instead of license plate. The 
following day 1 have seen the Queen’s Representative’s car parked next
Flags :r.



the Temple of Holy Spirit Revival 
Church displaying the car flag. In front 
of the Residence there are two flags 
poles, one for the national flag and the 
second for the personal flag.

PA ARIKI flag
The personal standard of Queen Pa 
Tepaeru Teariki Upokotini Marie Ariki, 
Pa Ariki O.B.E. (succeeded 1990, 
invested 27 June 1991 and 
confirmed in tide 2004), district of 
Takitumu is blue, white, red and 
yellow I28|.

Premier / Prime Minister Flags
From 4 August 1965 until 1981 the title of the Head of Government 
was “Premier”. From 1981 it 
changed to “Prime Minister”.
Premier Albert R. Henr\' leader of 
the Cook Islands Party (CIP) has 
used a car flag from 1966 until 
December 1973 that was green with

Flags in The Cook islands
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a gold sprouting coconut and the flag of the tutelary state, New 
Zealand, as a canton l^’l.

A blue flag with a special emblem was 
used by the Prime Minister Sir Thomas 
Davis in 1985 as a car flag Mr 
Thomas “Tom” Davis was Premier from 
25 July 1978 until 1981, became Sir 
Thomas Davis in 1981 and Prime 
Minister until 13 April 1983 and was elected for a second term on 16 
November 1983 until 29 July 
1987.

According to a letter received 
in 1993 the Prime minister 
flew the national Ensign as his 
car flag without any 
adornment.

Ambassador
The Head (Ambassador) of the 
Cook Islands Mission to the 
European Community in 
Brussels uses a car flag. Its size is 
16,5 : 33 cm

Districts of Rarotonga
The main island is divided into 3 districts or vakas-. Vuaiktim (on the 
western side) , Takitufnu ( on the eastern and southeastern side) and Te 
Au 0 Tonga (on the northern side).

The flag of Tuaikura \''aka has 9 stripes, dark blue and red for the 9 
villages and 3 yellow stars for the 
three Paramount Chiefs. In the 
canton, the Rae Man mountain 
(350m) in green. The yellow colour is 
for the sun.

Flags !n The Ce'
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The flag of 
Takitumu ]/aka 
is light blue, a 
white star and
stripe for Matavera village, a red star 
and stripe for ISlgatangiia village and a 
dark blue star and stripe for Tikikaveka village.
The car flag (15:29 cm and a black braid of 3 cm) 1 have seen is 
probably used by the Paramount Chief of the District.

The flag of Te An O Tonga Vaka 1 have discovered at Queen Makea 
Ariki’s residence is the same flaa ,
used by Rarotonga in the XIX c.

and published in many flag 
books. It is a red/white/red flag 
with three blue stars. It was a 
great surprise to discover that this 
flag is still in use. Queen Makea 
Nui Meremaraea Tiniran Ariki 
appears on the photograph I33|,

Customs
The Customs Department’s flag has in bold white lettering the initials

H.M.C. in the circle of stars 
representing “Her Majesty’s 
Customs” and legislation for 
this is provided under the 
New Zealand Customs 
Regulations 1959 s.9 which

Flaas in The CookMichel R.Lupant, BE
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University of the South Pacific (USP)
The USP, based in Suva, Fiji, has a 
Cook Islands Centre . The logo 
appears in front of the main building 
or on T-shirt

The Cook Islands Olympic Committee
The office of the local Olympic Committee is located Ara Tapu street 
in Avarua The emblem is a sprouting coconut with the Olympic 
rings.

The Boys’ brigade
The Boys’ brigade, o te k-uri Airini I'*'*! is an association of young boys. 
They used a seal, a badge and a patch.

Unknown flag
T^ia Tupu Mei Te Uto Kai means “To grow like the coconut” It is 
probably a Youth Movement.

Flags in The Cook isianrr-
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Cook Islands Christian Church (CICC)
The major local religious denomination is the Cook Islands Christian 
Church (CICC). It was founded by the first London Missionary Society 
who came to the islands in the early 1820s , it is a blend of Church of 
England, Baptist, Methodist and whatever else was going on at that 
time. Today it attracts about 70% of the faithful. The CICC still has an 
overwhelming influence on local living habits and is an integral part of 
village life and local politics

The CICC flag is hoisted in 
front of churches on Sundays 
and Christian feasts. It is a 
blue, white and yellow flag 
with a cross and a white tern 
(kakaia) with a green olive 
branch in her beak 1^*1.

The Temple of Holy Spirit Revival Church in Matavera l^’l, Rarotonga 
shows an emblem with the white tern symbol of the CICC and the 
Mission Church in Ngatangi’ia, a welcome shield displayed in front of 
the church I'*®!.

1 have discovered an unknown flag which due to the presence of a 
white tern could be a flag still in use or used by the CICC l‘*k.

Michp! R.Lupant BE Flags 'P The Cook Islands
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University of the South Pacific (USP)
The USP, based in Suva, Fiji, has a 
Cook Islands Centre . The logo 
appears in front of the main building 
or on T-shirt l‘*2|.

The Cook Islands Olympic Committee
The office of the local Olympic Committee is located Ara Tapu street 
in Avarua The emblem is a sprouting coconut with the Olympic 
rings.

The Boys’ brigade
The Boys’ brigade, o te kim Airini is an association of young boys. 
They used a seal, a badge and a patch.

Unknown flag
Kia Tupu Mei Te Uto Rai means “To grow like the coconut” It is 
probably a Youth Movement.
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