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Rowan Metcalfe (1955–2003) is a direct descendant of Mauatua and Fletcher Christian, and describes Transit of Venus as ‘a meditation on my ancestors’. In 1974 she won the Katherine Mansfield Short Story Award (for young writers) and in 1997 won the BNZ Katherine Mansfield Short Story Award. Owen Marshall writes that she ‘created short fiction of special power and intensity’.












I dedicate this work to all the descendants of the Bounty, including my own children, and my kind father, and to all my Bounty cousins I humbly offer these words, in the hope that they may help to understand our ancestors’ deeds and lives.


And to the people of Tahiti, I also offer this work, in tribute to all our tupua vahine, our glorious foremothers.


And let me not forget my own mother, who first put a pen in my hand, or my numerous dear friends all over the world who have assisted me in many ways, or Creative NZ for financial assistance.


This work began as a meditation on my ancestors. I didn’t realise when it started how much they would have to say, or to teach me. Accompanying them on their journey, I found them guiding me on mine. It was a journey in time and space, leading out of the rich, dark complexity of pre-European Tahiti, into the pure light of the Absolute Truth. By the mercy of the Lord, we can all be forgiven and redeemed.









Cast of Characters


The Bounty story teems with fascinating characters. When I began this work I did not expect so many of them to demand my attention, but I soon realised that they all had something to contribute to understanding the mutiny and events that followed.


For those interested in the history of Tahiti, all the relationships and genealogies mentioned are drawn from historical fact.


Bounty descendants will be able to identify their own ancestors among the crowd. The unrelated reader may enter into the story without being overly concerned with the many details of relationship. The important people will stand out.


It has often been said that Mauatua was a ‘chief’s daughter’, or, by the romantically inclined, a ‘Tahitian princess’. This is not strictly true, but there is no doubt that she had close blood ties with the ruling powers of the time.


I took the liberty of inventing three characters: Hinuia the priestess, Maunu, the mahu servant, and Rehua, Mauatua’s Tahitian lover. I did this to elucidate the events and fill gaps in the history.


Apart from these three, every other character mentioned was an actual person.


Note that in Tahitian, as in all Maohi languages, the words for cousin and sister, or cousin and brother, are the same. Also note that it was common practice for Tahitians to change their names, usually to mark an important event or change in status. For example, the chief Tu changed his name to Taina after the birth of his first son, and Mauatua changed her name to Maimiti around the time of the mutiny. Most of the characters in the book changed their name at least once during the course of events, including the mutineer Aleck Smith, who mysteriously became John Adams on Pitcairn.


Adams


The name adopted or reverted to by Alexander Smith, ABS on the Bounty. Died on Pitcairn in 1829.


Aimata


lit. ‘Eater of Eyes’, traditional Tahitian name of Pomare Vahine, Queen of Tahiti in 1831.


Aleck


Alexander Smith, see above. On Pitcairn was known as John Adams.


Auo


Younger sister of the chief Tu/Taina, of Pare. Cousin of Mauatua/Maimiti.


Ari’ipaea


Younger brother of chief Tu/Taina.


Eti


Edward Young, midshipman on the Bounty.


Fataua


Older sister of the chief Tu/Taina, of Pare. Cousin of Mauatua/Maimiti.


Hinuia


A priestess in the service of Mauatua/Maimiti’s grandmother.


Itia


High chiefess of Pare by her marriage to Tu/Taina.


Mai


A native of Huahine who travelled to England with Cook and returned to Tahiti two years later.


Manari’i


A young Tahitian man who accompanied the Bounty to Pitcairn. Murdered there in 1793.


Maoiti


Birth mother of Mauatua/Maimiti.


Mareiti


Mauatua/Maimiti’s father’s second wife.


Margaret


A granddaughter of Mauatua/Maimiti, daughter of Charles Christian and Sully, born in 1822.


Mauatua


A young woman of the chiefly family of Matavai, with blood connections to the high chief Tu, of Pare. Later known as Maimiti, or Mainmast, and by Fletcher Christian as Isabella. Died on Pitcairn in 1841.


Maunu


A personal servant of Mauatua/Maimiti’s grandmother, and later of Itia.


McCoy, William


A Scottish ABS on the Bounty. Died on Pitcairn in 1797.


Nari’i


An aunt to Mauatua/Maimiti by marriage.


Niau


A Tahitian boy, killed on Pitcairn around 1793.


Oha


A young man who joined the Bounty at Tupuai, as companion to Titahiti.


Pani


Joseph Banks, scientist and gentleman, Cook’s patron on the Endeavour voyage.


Parai


Captain Bligh.


Purea


A high chiefess of southern Tahiti who was seeking to extend her power and prestige during the first visits by European ships.


Quintal, Matthew


A Cornish ABS on the Bounty. Murdered there in 1799.


Rehua


Mauatua/Maimiti’s lover, from the island of Aimeo (Moorea).


Sully


The daughter of Teio, who was born on Tahiti and went to Pitcairn as a baby. Died on Pitcairn in 1826.


Taina


Name adopted by the chief Tu, of Pare, after the birth of his first son.


Tapuetefa


An uncle to Mauatua/Maimiti.


Tararo


A chief from Raiatea who joined the Bounty.


Tatahe


Mauatua/Maimiti’s younger cousin, son of Tapuetefa and Nari’i.


Tautoia


Oldest uncle of Mauatua/Maimiti, who inherited the chiefdom of Matavai but died in battle.


Te Aha Huri Fenua


Father of Mauatua/Maimiti.


Teio


A girl from Pare, known on Pitcairn as Mary. Died there in 1829.


Teraura


A girl from Matavai, bond sister, or closest friend, of Mauatua/Maimiti. Known later on Pitcairn as Susannah. Died there in 1850.


Tetua Avari’i


Mauatua/Maimiti’s maternal grandmother, born on Aimeo.


Tevarua


A girl from Matavai, known on Pitcairn as Sarah. Died by falling from the cliffs there in 1799.


Thursday October


The first child born on Pitcairn, in 1790, son of Mauatua/Maimiti and Fletcher Christian. Died on Tahiti in 1831.


Ti’ipari’i


Mauatua/Maimiti’s maternal grandfather, old chief of Matavai and Haapape.


Tinafanea


A young woman from the island of Tupuai, who joined the Bounty.


Titahiti


A Tupuaian chief’s son who accompanied the Bounty to Pitcairn.


Titriano


Transliteration of Christian. Fletcher Christian, Manxman, first mate on the Bounty. Murdered on Pitcairn in 1793.


Toofaiti


A girl from the island of Huahine, known on Pitcairn as Nancy. Died on Tahiti in 1831.


Torano


Transliteration of Solander, Cook’s botanist on the Endeavour.


Tu


High chief of Pare, cousin of Mauatua/Maimiti, later known as Taina, then King Pomare 1.


Tuaonoa


A young ari’i woman of Tahiti. Her full name was Teehuteatuaonoa. Known on Pitcairn as Jenny. Left Pitcairn aboard a whaling ship in 1817. No descendants known.


Tupaia


A priest of Tahiti who sailed with Cook to Aotearoa but died en route to England.


Tute


Captain Cook.


Vaetua


Younger brother of the chief Tu/Taina, of Pare. Cousin of Mauatua/Maimiti.


Vahineatua


A young woman of Matavai. Known later on Pitcairn as Prudence. Died on Tahiti in 1831.


Vehiatua


Chief of the Taiarapu peninsula, often at war with the other chiefs of Tahiti during Mauatua/Maimiti’s childhood.


Williams, Jack


ABS on the Bounty, native of Guernsey. Murdered on Pitcairn in 1793.









Prologue


Year of Our Lord 1831


O my land standing forth!


Now hide your face


Be lost to view!


To the white god, the young people.


Garnered like a sheaf on the decks of the Lucy Anne they stand, our daughters, our sons, their sons and daughters, and theirs again. Our hina tini. Brown eyes and blue eyes, girls with arms entwined, young men firm footed on the rolling ocean as their grandfathers before them.


Our island home slipping away behind us, all falling silent, turning with one gaze to its vanishing. Even the little children stop rushing like puppies among our legs, stand witness as the only land they know dissolves into the light of the rising sun.


But before any doubts can be expressed, Mr Nobbs leading us into song.


Immortal love forever full, forever flowing free!


Our voices boldly raised into the wind. Forever shared, forever whole, a never-ebbing sea!


Who are we to fear a sea voyage or a far land? Our legs will soon remember the roll of the swell, the salt spray be as meat and drink to us, the masts our trees, the decks our land!


Our outward lips confess the name, all other names above.


The name of Jesus Christ. Iehu Tireti! Even our tongues have been twisted in order to pray to the white god, and the little ones can whisper the name of Jesus like birds in a bush.


Love only knoweth whence it came and comprehendeth love.


But do not forget the ancient demons of this ocean! How often in the years gone by we heard of Puna’s beastly sea gods, the devouring ones, who threatened Rata on his famous journey to redeem his parents from slavery to foul Puna.


There are just four of us left now, of the thirty who came from Tahiti on that weary ship, seeking like Rata across the trackless ocean. The others who were with us are long gone.


Aue, all the dead men. Already we have wept enough.


Toofaiti and Vahineatua, Teraura and Mauatua, those were our Tahitian names.


We are the only ones still living. We remember, and we performed our own rituals before leaving Pitcairn, secretly leaving offerings on that hidden altar, out of sight of white men’s prying eyes. The white Lord is very good, but we are still Maohi.


Do not neglect the old gods, e hine, they are the source of your being. They flee to the highest pinnacles, but returning in triumph, they gather our people on the winds ...


Tahiti! Teraura and I hardly dared speak of the old friends, the sisters and cousins we hope to find still alive. We hear Tahiti is a Christian island now, like Pitcairn, with churches and preachers of the white god.


We too, have our white preachers, Mr Nobbs and Mr Buffet, whose children are my grandchildren, boys with names from the book. Thomas, John, David and Reuben. Of Christians there are a Joseph and three Marys, two young Fletchers, two Pollys ... too many to count. Fletcher would be proud, after all. From our blood springs a people worthy of his Island of Man, worthy of the fenua maitai which appeared when hope was gone, just as he had promised.


When we looked again, our island home had vanished.


The Lucy Anne lifted her skirts and began to run before the wind. The people settled to enjoy the ride.


‘Sit over here Granma, sit over here. Put your bundle here. How’s this ship, Granma, es good’un no?’


Unroll the comfortable mats. The children are in all directions, the babies are set down among us. ‘Granma, watch me! Granma, Joseph is gwen up a mast!’


Lucy Anne slides over the waves. It’s good to be at sea again. Going home at last. She is more comfortable than Bounty. A few chickens sticking their heads out of baskets here, but Bounty had creatures sticking their heads out every hatch. So many smelly creatures the Englishmen wanted to bring with them, all manner of four-legged absurdities. It was a floating sty with stinking bilges. Refusing to make love, we banded together in the great cabin. Na, we unrolled our mats there and lay down together like this to talk, with sandalwood smouldering all night and day against the stink.


Lucy Anne pitched and the creak of timber set memories spilling.


Margaret Christian crept closer to her grandmother, reaching for her hand. Secretly, holding it in her lap, her fingertips would trace the mysterious messages written into the weathered skin. Silently, listen.


Tahitinui is the land,


Teauroa is the point,


Fareroi is the marae.


From Teauroa you will see Aimeo, with the sun setting beyond it.


Above stands the mountain Orohena, and beside it, Aora’i. Nobody can reach the top of those peaks. They are tapu.


I’sa listening, Granma, Margaret’s fingertips replied.


‘From Hema was born Tahaki of the golden skin. From Tahaki was born Vahieroa. From Vahieroa and his wife Mata Mata Taua, the highest chiefess of sunward Tahiti, was born Rata, who rescued his parents from foul Puna’s land. This is not to be forgotten.’


‘And Rona-nihoniho-roa, Granma?’


‘Rona, the long-toothed man-eater! Tahaki’s great-grandmother. Her daughter Hina was his grandmother, No’a his grandfather.’


‘In Noah’s ark?’


‘Kaue kaue, e hine.’


‘Mr Buffet says Noah is my ancestor.’


‘Mr Buffet does not know your grandfather’s genealogy, so he’s wrong to say such.’


‘Is Captain Cook my ancestor?’


‘No, but he had a ship of animals like Noah.’


‘Are there dogs on Tahiti?’


‘Yes, dogs that bark, bark, bark, and cats that meow.’


The babies looked around at those strange sounds.


‘Horses, Granma?’


‘Our chiefs and chiefesses had strong men to carry them, no horses. Captain Cook brought those animals.’


‘Mr Buffet says the queen of Tahiti rides in a horse and carriage like the queen of England.’


‘Then she invites you to ride with her, for your great-grandfather and hers were half brothers.’


‘Is the truth, Granma?’


‘Would I tell a story?’


‘Are we cousins with all the Tahiti people?’


‘Many, many, Margaret Christian. Your great-greatgrandmother, Tetua Avari’i, made me remember the names of all our family. Everything must be remembered. No paper to write on then.’


‘You wrote on your hands Granma.’


Her own small hand was almost as dark as the old one’s, and already calloused from climbing and scrambling, grating coconut and gathering firewood.


But the back was plain. Empty. She had tried scratching patterns there, using a feather pen and schoolroom ink. One morning Mr Buffet had caught her with pen in hand and her tongue between her teeth. ‘What have you done girl?’ he exploded, seizing her wrist. ‘Has the devil possessed you, or are you a heathen through and through?’


‘Please Mr Buffet, the quill jump up and write on me!’


Mr Buffet’s face hair had seemed to stick out horizontally. ‘I knew it! We shall have to thrash the devil out of you!’


She had shrieked and eluded his grasp, his roar of laughter following her all the way down the hill to the spring.


By the time she had washed her beautiful patterns away, everybody knew.


Margaret Christian a heathen!


She prayed harder than ever. She could not be a heathen if she prayed so hard.


Her grandmother, smelling of coconut oil, was combing Margaret’s hair, snipping lice between her last remaining teeth.


Safe under her hands, Margaret lay back and listened to the creakings and strainings of the Lucy Anne, her eyes wandering upward into the enchanting web of canvas and ropes. At last a ship! The Lucy Anne was her prayer come true, she was going on a real journey. Like Rata. Like the men from ships who rowed ashore to Pitcairn. They who climbed up the Hill of Difficulty and ate as much food as there was to give them, their ships lying out beyond her reach.


Her grandmother would find her gazing at that distant beacon while the other children were singing hymns to the guests. Embrace her there, above the raw ocean. The wind singing up off the surf.


She heard the other children laughing. For no matter. Granma holding her. Now the story would begin.


‘Tell me again how Grandfather came to Tahiti to find a wife.’


‘Ssh. Listen now. It’s beginning long long afore that. Before Tute came, the priests foretold everything. A canoe without an outrigger, carrying the children of a glorious princess! That is what Pau’e the seer predicted. The people would be covered from head to foot, he said.’


‘Like Mr Buffet and Mr Nobbs.’


‘Ssh. This Tute was a mystery. Maybe an ancestor. Maybe an atua. Na, the children knew. Tute was chief of a land of wonders. He sailed a ship full of gifts. All the little children getting something! I had a comb, but I wanted scissors. When he departed I was wild because I’d missed the farewells. Maybe Tute made one more gift of scissors, and where was I? Far up the river path with my own granma, chasing her escaped piglet. Who’s wilder, the pig or me, I didn’t know. Tute’s sailing away and all the other people are down at the beach.’


‘Why you not let the pig go, Granma?’


‘For when that pig runs onto any land belonging to a man, pau, it’s lost to the woman. No sweet little pork dinner. Belongs to the man. When it runs onto the marae, the same. Belongs to the priests.


‘That pig was like an eel, this way and that way. We falling in the mud, our good clothes all stained. Finally got it cornered in an aute plantation. Then poooum! The cannon goes! The pig’s bolting and I’m bolting too ...









I


Red Feathers









Tute


1769


At the sight of the pig running Mauatua too began to run, ignoring her grandmother’s shouts, following the path back to the beach, her heart pounding wait, wait, wait for me, furious at her grandmother for dragging her away when everyone knew the ship was leaving today, the great white ship and the white men, Tute the chief of the white men, and all the wonders on board.


She hardly saw the people on the shore, their legs were only a forest she had to run through, darting and ducking, until she could find a place to see from, hearing only the voice of her heart, wait for me, wait for me! At last she could see, increasing her vantage by scrambling up a leaning palm trunk, and just at that moment came the bright flash of fire across the water, the boom of the cannon, and the answering thunder from high up in the mountain peaks.


Aue! The women were wailing. Aue! Already the great ship was nearing the gap in the reef, its sails were filling like clouds with sunlight, its deep belly still freighted with treasure, the white men guiding it away, away, like a bird on the wind, calling to Mauatua.


Aue! It has gone without me! It has gone without me! She leapt and her legs began running again, they carried her across the sand to the water’s edge, splashing into the warm water. She threw herself forward and began to swim, the ship calling to her. An adult’s arms caught her and pulled her up. ‘Where are you going, little one?’


It has gone without me! The white ship, and the sea-eyed men on it, whose tongues so deftly wrapped their slippery, hard-edged language, whose supply of toys and curiosities seemed endless, whose stiff-legged, loose-armed dances were already the craze of all her playmates.


‘Ho’i mai, ho’i mai!’ she heard the women crying all around her on the beach. ‘Come back to us!’


Some of the people were leaving now, running along the shore to reach Tahara’a, the point of land across the bay from where they could watch the ship gliding away through the pass. Mauatua wanted to run that way too, but now across the waters of Matavai came the great double canoe of Purea, returning with the ari’i who had gone out to farewell Tute. High on the shaded rear deck they sat, above the paddlers’ flashing shoulders. The men’s turbans and mantles were white, but the women were all darkened and streaked from cutting with their paoniho, drawing their sacred blood to show the gods their strength of feeling. The lofty headdresses of two high priests, radiant with white tropic bird feathers, stood above them all, and even higher, twisting and rippling at the tops of the curving stern posts, tassels of sacred red feathers proclaimed the authority of all the chiefs and priests aboard.


Slowly, led by one voice, then another, the women waiting on the beach turned their weeping to song, pulling down the folds of their barkcloth wraps to bare their shoulders and breasts in respect. As the canoe drew closer Mauatua could see among the nobles her uncle Tautoia, the warrior chief of Matavai, and close to him sat Te Aha Huri Fenua, her birth father. Beside him sat his new wife Mareiti, the sister of Purea, the high chiefess. Next to them sat Purea herself, who had stayed at Matavai since war had laid waste her own district of Papara. The white men had paid court to her at the royal guest house of Matavai. Now her white gown was richly bloodstained, but her head was high in triumph, for they had treated her as if she were the most important chief of all Tahiti, and the great guest house was strewn with the strange and wonderful gifts they had pressed upon her.


Mauatua would have run towards the canoe, but again a hand checked her. ‘Show respect,’ cautioned Tetua Avari’i, her grandmother, who had caught up with her on the beach. ‘Your father’s new wife is of higher rank than us.’


Purea’s bearer waded out to the canoe. He bent his back for the high chiefess to leap upon and carried her up the beach on his shoulders. They passed so close to Mauatua that she could smell Purea’s sandalwood oil and see the fine patterns of stars tattooed on her feet. Behind the chiefess came the rest of the royal party – the tapairu, the waiting maids, crowned with leaves and ferns; noblemen and priests in sashed gowns and turbans; the drummers, whose maro revealed their tattooed buttocks; and the married women with blood-streaked faces like fierce masks.


Tetua’s hands were firm upon her granddaughter’s shoulders as she recited each name and blood bond to her. ‘There is Amo, Purea’s husband, and Teri’irere, their son, the rightful inheritor of the high chiefdom of Papara. His grandmother, Teroro e Ora, is the aunt of your grandfather, and thus may he sit upon our marae with your uncles. There go the sisters of Purea – Mareiti, and Teraematatea ...’


So many names. Mauatua looked back to the sea, but the ship had vanished from sight. Across the bay people were scrambling to the crest of the hill Tahara’a to watch it disappear. Obeying the impulse of her limbs she ducked away again through the crowd and began to run along the sand.


❖ ❖ ❖


‘They do not recognise her,’ said Mauatua’s mother, Maoiti. ‘She is running loose among the commoners’ children.’


‘You too have seen the belly of Mareiti,’ Tetua Avari’i reminded her. ‘She is of higher rank than you, and her child, when it is born, will take precedence over Mauatua. You will not be well thought of if you try to promote your daughter to a higher status.’


‘Are my daughter’s uncle and cousin not both chiefs,’ Maoiti said.


‘But your line is weaker than Mareiti’s, this you must remember.’


‘Is her father not uncle to the young chief of Pare!’


‘The chiefs of Pare descend from Paumotuan commoners. They are not true ari’i, no matter how much power they accrue by their alliances.’


‘Speak you thus of her father’s blood?’


‘He was not my choice for you, and now he is with Mareiti he doesn’t even acknowledge your daughter.’


‘If she runs loose with the common children how is anyone to acknowledge her? How will her noble blood be known and what marriage will she make?’


‘You may leave her education in my hands, my daughter, she shall have a suitable match when the time comes.’


❖ ❖ ❖


Mauatua slipped between the coconut-frond wall panels of the guest house. Her cousin, Tatahe, squeezed tight behind her. It was cool and dark inside. Glimmering stars of light danced all across the matted floor, shimmering and twisting like those that play across the bed of the lagoon. At the other end Purea’s women sat resting in the open doorway, facing the light. The murmur of their voices blended with the constant whisper of the breeze through the palm leaves and made a soothing music that emboldened the two children. Carefully they tip-toed among the scattered finery, among withering strings of flowers, coconut cups of scented oils and discarded wraps, in search of Purea’s treasure. Deep in the shadows, Mauatua beckoned. ‘Look, here Tatahe!’


Some of the things they wanted to see were spread on a tray which pooled the subtle light like water across its hard surface. Coloured beads, like pearls of the rainbow – but every child had seen those by now, and been given a handful that had been scattered in the sand or lost under the floor matting indoors. A fan that folded and unfolded, made of bone finely pierced and carved, and flower-painted cloth. They took turns opening and closing it and fanning themselves. There was a selection of the tools the white men used to eat their food, hard, bright things, which Tatahe tried to lift to his mouth the way the white men did, almost stabbing himself in the ear as he missed.


‘Like this,’ whispered Mauatua, taking the thing delicately in her left hand and turning it towards her lips. ‘Feri kuta,’ she mimicked, ‘tanku tanku, feri kuta.’ She rolled her eyes as she chewed and completed her act by wiping her mouth on a corner of bark cloth robe. From under the robe appeared the tiny pink feet of the white-woman image. Tatahe pulled at it and the little image emerged, staring at them with wide-awake eyes. Mauatua gave a shiver of fear. ‘I think it is a ti’i, for sorcery,’ she said. ‘I don’t like it.’


‘No,’ said Tatahe, ‘it is the wife of Tute, see, a lady of Peretane. It can’t hurt you.’ He stroked its stiff, whitish curls, then he began lifting its layers of soft skirts and petticoats until he reached its naked wooden fundament. ‘Look,’ he pointed, ‘she has nothing here, the Peretane lady.’


Mauatua looked and it was true, there was not so much as a groove between her legs. She could have no magic power then, which was reassuring. Tatahe wanted to play with it and make it dance, but Mauatua had seen something else – a wooden box which she knew held a special treasure. She opened it and carefully lifted out the paoti that lay snug within. It was cool and shiny, a single thing, with a long, sharp point. She pressed the sharp point against her finger tip. A one thing that was two things. She put her finger and thumb into the two loops, pulled them apart, and it became two things, two things like the two-legged garment worn by the white men. Two things sharp, like the tail of the frigate bird. She had seen Purea and the women cutting each other’s hair with it. She had seen Tute cutting a piece of cloth with it. One thing, two things. The two legs opened and closed with a cold sound, a sound her tongue couldn’t say. When they came together they bit like a jaw with that swift, fierce sound, and the thing was cut. She pulled a curl of her hair down and, pulling it out tight, she held it between the two legs of the paoti and snapped them together. She and Tatahe looked at each other as the curl fell loose from her fingers. ‘Let me do it!’ said Tatahe, reaching for the paoti.


‘It’s only for girls,’ she rejoined, snatching it back.


‘Tute did it, you said.’


That was true, she remembered. She handed over the paoti. ‘You should cut my hair,’ she said. She pointed to the side of her head. ‘Very short here.’ Then to the top. ‘Let it be long here.’


She heard the paoti snapping near her ear. They both started to giggle. ‘It’s easy!’ declared Tatahe, and the paoti snapped some more. She felt hair falling down her neck and onto her shoulder and then on the mat round her knees. ‘We have to gather it up,’ she reminded him. ‘We’ll bury it, I know where.’ She reached up to feel her scalp, the hair short and rough.


At that moment one of Purea’s attendants stood up and turned to come towards them. Tatahe threw down the paoti and they had leapt up and squeezed back out between the wall panels before the woman’s eyes had time to adjust to the darkness. All she found there was the scissors lying on the soft pandanus mat amid the scattered curls and she bent to gather them up for safe disposal, muttering charms against sorcery.


The women’s fans and fly whisks fell still when the children finally reappeared, and those who were plaiting moia looked up from the rhythm of their hands. ‘Aue, what have you been doing?’ cried Grandmother Tetua. ‘Turn your head around.’


The little girl slowly swivelled her ragged head, looking sidelong at her grandmother’s face.


‘How did you do this?’


‘With the paoti of Tute,’ answered the child boldly.


‘With the paoti of Purea,’ Tetua chided her. ‘And why have you made a hairstyle for mourning, nobody has died.’


‘The white men have gone,’ said Mauatua. ‘Tute has gone!’ And she opened her mouth and began to wail.


‘He will be back,’ said her grandmother, loud to still her child’s voice. ‘The white men will be back. With all their trouble,’ she added.


❖ ❖ ❖


‘Why are they coming here, so far from their own land?’


Mauatua’s eyes opened again, even though she was so sleepy. The candlenut lights were still burning and she could see the men sitting and lying at the other end of the fare. Grandfather Ti’ipari’i had his warm dog-hair cloak on against the cold mara’amu breezes that would suddenly arise at this time of year. Her uncles Tautoia and Tapuetefa were there too, and other important men of the district of Mahina, Tautoia’s relatives and appointees. They had been drinking ’ava together.


‘They say Tute came to look at the stars. With their long eye they could look at the heavens even during the daylight. They saw Ta’urua e hiti i Matavai crossing the sun.’


‘Don’t they have stars in Peretane?’


‘Different ones, they say, but Ta’urua they know from their own heavens.’


She lifted her head from her sleeping mat to listen better. Her cousin Tatahe sighed in his sleep beside her.


‘They are men then,’ said her grandfather. ‘If they were gods they would need no tools to look at stars.’


‘But their tools are very fine. Through the long eye I looked upon the body of Hina te Marama, so close she filled my eye, though my feet remained here on Tahiti. Others looked at the land and saw people on the shore at Papenoo. Upside down!’


A lizard chirped in the thatch and the candlenut light shivered and spat.


‘They are learned men. It takes learning to know the movements of the stars.’


‘True,’ agreed Tapuetefa. ‘And great skill to sail their ships so far. Ten moons it took them to sail here from their country.’


‘We could sail so far ourselves with tools and iron and sails like theirs,’ said another. ‘We could take a ship to their country and taste their women as they have tasted ours, and eat of their food as they have eaten of ours.’


‘Thinking always of your stomach and your ure my friend. It is only their iron we need. Their women and their food must be no good, that they want ours so much.’


‘And what of the iron? Does it not come from their earth? Could we not make it from our earth?’


‘They take it from their earth and they put it to fire.’


‘They cook it?’


‘Ae. But it is not like yams. It comes only once from the earth, it is no good to put it back for it will not grow again, as many who planted the nails of the Farane ship already know.’


Mauatua heard them chuckle softly as they remembered the foolish people of the district of Hitiaa who had sown some nails and waited for nail plants to grow.


‘Like the Raiateans,’ someone added, ‘baking their paoti.’ The story of the people of Raiatea who had put their scissors in the oven to try and make them cut again was already a famous joke, embellished by the best wits, and mention of it always raised a laugh.


Mauatua herself had watched one of the Peretane men fixing the iron tools that people brought to him, holding them to a circle of stone from which sparks showered as he turned it. Tatahe had dared her to dart through the sparks. It didn’t hurt, you couldn’t feel them. The man had frightened them away, waving the big knife that had been spitting sparks on the stone. Tapuetefa had asked for one of these stones to be brought for him on the next ship from Peretane, since the sailor had refused to part with his.


‘Easy to laugh,’ cautioned Ti’ipari’i, ‘but we were not so wise ourselves a short while ago.’


‘There must be plenty of iron in their earth for so many nails, so many tools.’


‘Ae, we must hope for them to come back here and bring more for us.’


‘They will come back, but it is not only nails they bring,’ said Ti’ipari’i. ‘Purea is taking advantage. The Popa’a still favour her and she is inviting trouble on us all. Vehiatua of Taiarapu watches with covetous eyes and may next attack this side of Tahiti. He is envious of the gifts and prestige Tute brings to our districts. If it was not enough that Purea brought disaster on her own people with her plans for grandeur, now she invites trouble by staying here. Vehiatua is very jealous.’


‘Now that her priest Tupaia has sailed with Tute perhaps she and Amo will return to Papara and live humbly. Many hundreds died upon their shores by the weapons of Vehiatua’s warriors, their lands are laid waste and their people are in need of good government.’


‘Purea is not a woman to be humble.’


‘It was Tupaia who encouraged her ambitions.’


‘An artful priest who has now fled the scene of the disturbance he caused, e, let his journey be long.’


‘Let Vehiatua attack then,’ Tautoia spoke like a warrior. ‘Together with Tutaha and the forces of Pare we can repel him easily.’


‘You speak fearlessly of bloodshed,’ said Ti’ipari’i. ‘It is since Tupaia brought Oro the war god from Raiatea that these troubles have begun. How many more will die for Oro? They say the beaches at Papara were piled up with the slain and the fishes of the lagoon take possession of their skulls. And all this because Vehiatua would not honour Oro according to the commands of Purea and Amo and their troublesome priest. Shall the valley of Mahina also be piled with corpses?’


‘Some say it is the white men who bring these troubles. That their gods do not accord with ours ... ’


‘But the Popa’a ship has been our salvation, for if Tute had not arrived Vehiatua would certainly have ventured an attack already.’


‘And now that it has gone his retribution will quickly follow. We need the Popa’a weapons. Who has the white men’s guns shall be unassailable, even as the Popa’a themselves are unassailable.’


‘I have heard it said that the Popa’a are capturing the spirits. They copy every plant and creature and make images to carry away with them on the white leaves. They mark down everything with this paper tattoo. They make pictures even of us. You, my brother, how do you know that the high chiefs of Peretane will not soon be looking at your image on paper?’


‘And what if they have a long eye that allows them to see us from Peretane?’ put in another.


At this a few of the men laughed. ‘And what if they have a long gun that can fire at us from there?’ said one, even as he laughed.


Hearing them laugh, Mauatua was reassured. She had seen the white sheets covered in tiny black figures, like tattooed bark cloth. She had seen one or two of the Peretane men studying these sheets for long periods, and other men making such marks themselves upon the paper, and she understood that they must hold knowledge and secrets, just as a tattoo upon the skin holds the secret power of its wearer. Slowly, the tattooed pages turned before her eyes, one after the other, and their ciphers spoke a silent language in the darkness.









Oro


Mauatua


Many were the bleaching bones upon the marae and upon the beaches of Tahiti in the years following Tute’s first visit. It was said that Vehiatua had built a marae at Taiarapu entirely of skulls of the warriors he had slain.


At Matavai the sea was red with blood and the sharks came to feast there while Hina te Marama shrank in the heavens. At Matavai, the shore of my ancestors, Matavai below mighty Orohena.


We were up the mountain. We had followed the valley of Tuauru since morning. Tetua Avari’i knew the path, she’d followed it many times.


How many of us were there? There were all the women of Tetua’s household: Hinuia, our priestess, my mother and her sister, my uncle’s wife, the teu teu women who gathered our food and cooked for us, who tended our taro plots, whose husbands and brothers fished for us and now were gone to paddle the war canoes. There were the children of the household: Tatahe and I, and two babies who were carried by the teu teu women under their cloaks. My older cousins, whose circumcision and tattooing ceremonies had been delayed by the constant state of war, walked together behind, as if unwilling to follow. There was also Maunu, who was mahu. He carried the food gourds strung from a pole across his shoulders, walking mincingly, for he kept his ure bound up tightly in barkcloth.


We crossed and recrossed the mountain streams while the rain never ceased to fall. The women wore lacquered capes of fig-tree barkcloth, but we children were all naked although we had been rubbed with coconut oil before we set out and the water streamed off our skins as from the leaves of the banana palm.


My great-grandmother, Ti’ipari’i’s mother, who had not left the fare for many moons, had refused to come with us. I remembered her as we climbed. ‘I am leaving this world,’ she whispered to me from her shaded corner. ‘My eyes long only to see the ancestors in the place beyond.’ Her dry hand clasped my wrist, her dark eyes burning in darkness. ‘The Popa’a gods are coming and I do not wish to meet them. But you are already taken, child, and your children and your children’s children and their children will have to serve them.’


Like fire at the bottom of a dark pool her eyes burn before me, her words stay with me.


We did not see her again.


Before night we came to our sheltering place, a rock cave under the netted roots of a purau tree. From nearby came the splashing roar of a cascade pouring down from above, and in front there was a flat platform of rock, and the stones of a small marae, overhung by the dripping trees. Tetua and Hinuia went first to lay an offering, a portion of the morning’s fish parcelled in a young banana leaf. Hinuia unwrapped it on the altar and knelt to say the prayers, bowed over in the rain.


Thunder resounded in the high peaks all night and we lay rolled tight in our mats, close together, teu teu and ari’i, while the priestess chanted and lightning flooded the glittering marae stones and the waters gushed from the slopes. At dawn we were afraid too, for then the sound of the great drums of war could be heard from the valley far below, followed by the rattling beat of the to’ere, the slit gong, which announced the human sacrifice.


The teu teu women were all afraid. Any husband or son could fall to the man slayer, marked out to him by some inadvertent wrongdoing, and be carried slung on a pole to the marae. Oro was demanding and the priests were zealous in those times. The breaking of any tapu, any act which displeased the gods, any careless insult or neglect, could mark a man for sacrifice. And when the drums fell silent we were also afraid, for then came the distant blare of the conch shells that announced the call to battle.


The vapours which filled the valley as the sun climbed the heavens reeked of blood and fire. All day Hinuia chanted and we stayed close to the shelter. We did not cook, but ate only plantains and fermented breadfruit paste, sitting wrapped in mats at the lip of the cave. It was not safe to stir about there, we children knew. Even the babies lay still and quiet, passed from arm to arm, song to song.


Only Maunu went away, and came back with sticks of sugar cane. They soon made our lips sticky and loosened tongues. Maunu began to relate his adventures on Tute’s ship, how he had danced on board with the Peretane men, who thought he was a real woman. He showed how, pulling up Nari’i to whirl around, clasping her at the waist, his legs stiff, in the Popa’a way, even pretending to kiss her on the mouth in the Popa’a way, until we children were laughing and pretending too and smacking our lips against each others. Finally, with a shriek, he demonstrated how one of them had squeezed him, discovering his ure bundled up tight between his legs and then they all wanted to squeeze him because they didn’t believe he was not a real woman.


Then he brings from inside his cloak a woven pouch, and he opens the pouch and inside it is, look, a very small thing, and look closer, it is made of the shiny iron, and four-legged animals with trees on their heads are on it, around the side of it, and then it is in the hand, look, and on the top is another animal, with a man riding on its back, all in colours. The man has red clothing, very small. Then Maunu shows how it opens, it is a container, and inside is a powder, earth coloured. ‘Like this,’ he says, takes a pinch in his fingers and puts it in his nostril, rolling his eyes. ‘Popa’a medicine.’


Tatahe is reaching for it.


‘E, Maunu, did you find that in the garments of your dancing partner?’ laughs Nari’i.


Tatahe is taking the pinch.


‘It was a gift to me,’ replies Maunu. ‘A gift to Maunu from Torano, e.’


All the women are laughing and Tatahe is sneezing and coughing, and laughing. ‘Strong medicine,’ he manages to say.


When the mists lifted and the sun was dropping behind the mountains we could see the reef again from our ledge. We were glad to see it still there, the sheltering reef, protecting us from the great ocean of danger, the familiar reef we could see from our own home in the valley. But Maunu went away to a place where he could see better and when he came back he said, ‘The blood of the warriors is being sucked from the bay of Matavai by the departing water! Aue, the great ocean is drawing it into the night, and the sharks are swarming at the gateways of the reef to drink of it!’


Hinuia let out a cry and returned to her prayers, and the gloom of night fell swiftly.


Fearful were those nights of war, and the days long without the smell of the oven, and the chanting of the priestess was a solemn weight upon us. But we had time to get used to the Popa’a medicine and we learned how to sniff it without hurting our nostrils. I studied the medicine container every time, the man-carrying animal and the animals with trees on their heads, which could have been sacred to the Popa’a, perhaps guardians of the medicine’s potency.


We knew that in Peretane there were creatures we had never seen before. The foreign ships had brought them, the visiting Popa’a chiefs had gifted many to Purea. Curious birds had strutted about among the people like dogs, making strange noises. Some of these had already died or been carried away by visitors. Stranger yet had been a round-eyed animal with smooth hair, softer than a dog’s, and a voice like a bird’s. It stole food and it chased and killed the hatchlings of the curious birds. I had liked it though, for its hair was smooth to touch and when I touched it kindly it had a different voice in its throat and would lie down at my feet to play. That animal, too, had been carried away by visitors.


We came down at last from the mountain. The sea was clear again, but the smell of death rose to meet us as we came towards our home, and all the scented herbs we had woven into wreaths for our temples could not disguise it. The priestess went ahead of us, chanting, chanting. The common people were also returning and they came wailing to Tetua Avari’i as we passed, naming and numbering their losses, and forming a train behind us. Someone cried out that the warrior Tautoia, my mother’s brother, had fallen, and worse, that his body had been carried away by the enemy.


Thus we came to the shores of our land with much lamentation and clamour, until we were within hearing of the great marae, the marae of our people. There we stopped in awe and fear, for the priests were performing the rites for the slain warriors, and seeking omens. At such a time no woman or child or commoner would want to approach the forbidding black stones of the marae. Even my grandmother, the highest ranked woman of Mahina, would not step upon them, or touch the sacred stones of the walls.


Led by Tetua, the women brought out their paoniho and began to cut themselves, and so began the grieving of those times, in which all the gods were called upon and the spirits of the dead were farewelled into the world beyond the light, a time when the spirits crowded, thickly, intertwining with the songs of the living, seething like eels within the dark pool of woe.


Sometimes we children stayed close to the women, bound with them into the common wreath, as the fern is bound with the ti leaf into the mourning crown, pulled tight by the ties of our blood. At other moments, suffocated by that close bondage, we crept away, as children do, and made our own funeral rites over a dead rat, crouching among the thickets in our own secret places, muffling our laughter at the foolish incantations of our own ‘high priest’ for his praise of the rat’s ancestry, its valour and deeds and noble death.


By night there came to us distant cries, then the leaves of the ni’au palms would rattle, the timbers of the house would shiver and shadows tremble against the palm leaf walls. ‘It is the mourners in Pare that we hear on the wind,’ we heard.


‘The chief mourner roaming the shore for the death of Tutaha.’


‘Tupapau!’ we heard, and crept close to one another. The dead overwhelmed the living in those times.


At Pare the old chief Tutaha, my father’s uncle, had at last been slain by Vehiatua’s warriors, and his body was carried back to his marae for the full funeral rites.


I went along the coast to Pare with Tetua. The far ocean burned with a white fire on that day, as if to consume the odours of death which drifted from the land.


There were so many relatives in Pare and it was cousin Vaetua who led me to the fare tupapau, to see the corpse of our great-uncle Tutaha. Great was my fear as we approached that sacred place, near the marae of Pare, but Vaetua was bold.


‘Tread as I tread,’ he instructed, and I trod so close our skin was touching. ‘It is tapu, but we are family,’ he reassured me. Alone, I would have feared to be seized, strangled or devoured. Yet none of these things happened and I knew it must be Vaetua’s mana that was protecting us from the jealous spirits and watchful atua which lurked in the leafy shadows. Even accustomed as we were become to the smell of death in our nostrils, with each step it was harder to breathe the foul air in that tapu place. Finally it was the chorus of flies that announced the house of the dead.


There sat Tutaha, looking at us from the shade of garlanded awnings. I almost cried out with fright and fled, for I thought he was still living. A turban of white cloth was on his head, baskets of food were close to him, flowers were strewn upon the bier. Of the miri, the embalmers who constantly attended and anointed the corpse, only one sat alone there, sleepy in the heat, waving a big plaited fan which he flicked at any settling fly. His murmured prayers hovered and circled like the insects.


We gazed at the old man until our bellies were full of that strange, stinking sight.


‘They have pulled out all his flesh and his entrails,’ Vaetua informed me.


‘Yet he looks as fat as ever.’


‘They have stuffed his skin with oil-soaked cloth.’


I thought of the white-woman image given to Purea by Tute, whose body was stuffed with cloth in such a way and whose limbs had rested as stiffly as Tutaha’s.


‘When his skin falls from his bones, then they will carry them to the cave in the mountains,’ Vaetua went on, in the voice of his boyish pride. ‘Up there,’ he pointed to the highest peaks. ‘But his skull will be kept close by so his spirit can return and the priests consult with him. Now my brother Tu will be chief! Great will be the glory of Pare when the white men’s ships return, for we shall get all the iron they bring. Even Vehiatua will come to make peace with us, for the white man’s iron. This is said. The priests are divining even now to know the duration of the peace.’


My cousin Tu, who was no warrior, had fled to the high mountain passes to escape the bloodshed, but even then, as we came along the shore, the news of his return was being called among the houses.


But my uncle Tautoia did not return to Matavai. Grandmother Tetua grieved long for him and made many offerings at our family marae. Parcels of sweet coconut poi, necklaces of rare blossoms, small glittering fish from the lagoon, each day some new gift to the ancestor goddess who watched over us, and who delighted in the sweet things of te ao marama, the world of light.


Hinuia spent many hours in prayer and consultation with Tetua and sometimes my mother and I were called to join them. Yet Tautoia did not return, either dead or alive.


It was a terrible thing for the body of a warrior to fall into enemy hands. Misfortune would come upon the family line, causing it to die out. This is what my grandmother feared, though I knew it not, small child as I was at that time.


The great guest house on the shore of Matavai had been burned, the wreckage of broken canoes cast ashore there, and the trees had been stripped of their fruits. The few remaining pigs and dogs were carefully guarded and it would be many months before the men ate flesh again.


To restore the supplies of food my grandfather Ti’ipari’i declared numerous rahui upon the land. At every turn ti’i images and poles topped with pennants of white cloth reminded us of the restrictions. For many weeks we ate only fermented breadfruit from the storage pits, a little fish, and plantains carried down from the high slopes. The days of feasting and dancing we had known during Tute’s visit were like a happy dream, gone in the morning.


Yet I learned to follow my own footsteps into a hidden world inhabited by the people of Tute. I walked among them, hearing their voices. The colours and fastenings of their garments, the styles of their hair, their gestures and rituals, all these I saw, and they spoke to me and called me to them, and I knew that I loved them.


It was Grandmother Tetua who understood this and would let me lie in her lap. She sang to me of forbidden loves, of lovers torn apart, and voyages to distant lands, while her fingers gently massaged my limbs. Her songs guided me onto the silent paths of my life, borne on the living breath of the ancestors. Grandmother Tetua, I call to you now from the world of light! I call to you that the blood of our ancestors shall live forever, though it be carried by children with sky-coloured eyes! Ours will be the people of the new world Tetua, children of the new gods, who will go beyond the visible horizon and take birth in the Popa’a lands, rich with their wealth and bringing glory to our tribe!
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