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Dedicated to Haerewa Hirini Moko Hetet, Tuheka Taonui Hetet and Wi Hekopa Hetet, grandsons who are fascinated with taniwha of the world
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Taniwha stories are an integral part of Māori tradition. This is a new one. Ideas came from home and abroad; I worked on developing it with my whānau at home at Karori, wrote parts of it in Hawai‘i and continued it on a train ride from London to Edinburgh.


I acknowledge the assistance of fellow writer Malcolm Chun of Honolulu and thank him for his ideas. The concept of the book was discussed with Warahoe, the hapū at the centre of the story. I hope the people of Warahoe enjoy the adventures of Te Hiakai.
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THERE IS A TANIWHA AT TUARĀ-RANGAIA


In the old days, according to the elders, there was no taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia. Because of this, the track from Whakatāne to Te Teko to Tuarā-rangaia to Waiohau, Te Houhi, Murupara and Te Whāiti was safe to travel.


The track began at Ōhiwa and went towards Ōhope, and from there to Ōtarawairere, over to Wairaka, then to Whakatāne to the hapū living at The Belly of the Octopus. From Whakatāne it carried on towards Te Tiringa and from there it hugged the hills towards Ōmataroa, leading to Tuarā-rangaia high in the hills. On one side is the river Rangitāiki. This important river links the tribes from Ngāti Manawa inland to Ngāti Awa on the coast. It’s also good for eeling and for diving for kākahi.


From Tuarā-rangaia, the track follows the river towards Waiohau and Te Houhi. In these times, the hapū living there were Ngāti Haka and Te Patuheuheu. Further ahead is Tīpapa, at Murupara. From here, the track crossed over to Painoaiho and climbed towards the hills, then meandered until finally reaching Te Whāiti, the home of Ngāti Whare. This was the track to Tuarā-rangaia. There were other tracks, but this one was the best because there were no demons or taniwha to bother the travellers.


A number of tribes lived at Tuarā-rangaia. They were Ngāti Irawharo, Ngāti Tama, Ngāti Hamua, Ngāti Pūkeko and Warahoe.


As time went by, people began to disappear along this track, but at first, no one paid much attention as everyone knew there was no taniwha in the area. So, occasionally, a group of travellers from Waiohau or Murupara or Te Whāiti would venture to the coast, and one of them would disappear. No one knew why or how they disappeared. Perhaps the person went off to visit relatives, and this was why they weren’t seen again. Then the same thing would happen to a group of travellers returning from Ōhiwa or Whakatāne.


Everyone expected the missing people to return, at some time in the future.


No one ever saw the taniwha; this was because he was cunning and good at hiding himself. The taniwha knew that the local people didn’t know he’d come to live at Tuarā-rangaia. He took the loiterers – the ones who lagged behind and wouldn’t be missed so quickly – and ate them. Although he had a great big voice, he kept quiet because he didn’t want the travellers to discover him.


The taniwha had been at Tuarā-rangaia for some time, and several people had disappeared before the chiefs began to suspect that perhaps there was a taniwha in their district, after all.


One day, a family was on its way to Whakatāne for a relative’s tangihanga at Wairaka. The chief of this group was called Te Rereawa. Their party was quite large: it included his children, his wife, his elders, nieces and nephews, and some other relatives. The sun was shining as they walked along the track by the river, and they watched the many birds of the forest. A giant eagle appeared in the sky, then behind it swooped a pair of bush hawks. They flew about as though they owned the sky. The other birds flew away very quickly when they saw the giant eagle and the bush hawks.


When the group reached Tuarā-rangaia, they rested on the side of the track, quite close to the Rangitāiki River. Here, their chief addressed them: ‘My whānau, let us rest for a short while. It won’t be long before we reach Ōmataroa, and we’re not far from Whakatāne. Those of you who are hungry, please eat, and those of you who are thirsty, there is the river, Rangitāiki. Go and drink, but be careful not to fall in.’


His wife Moana felt uncomfortable in this place and said quietly to her husband, ‘Do you like it here? Perhaps it would be better to go on to Ōmataroa and rest there.’


‘As far as I know, this place is safe. What is there to trouble us? Let’s rest,’ replied Te Rereawa.


Again, his wife spoke. ‘That might be so, but I’ve heard talk of people disappearing on this track. Maybe this is the spot where they’ve come to grief. I have a bad feeling about it. Let’s not stay too long!’


‘Don’t be afraid,’ said Te Rereawa, reassuringly. ‘It’s alright here. The bad place is at Te Tiringa; there might be a taniwha there. In any case, we’ll be careful.’


As they were speaking, they heard the sound of branches snapping. They turned towards the noise … something was approaching. Then they felt the earth shaking. Fear showed on everyone’s faces.


‘Friends, something’s coming. Is it a person, or what?’ cried Te Rereawa.


Anxiously, his group looked towards him. He was their chief, their guide and their protector. Now they could hear a rumbling noise.


‘Ai, it’s a taniwha! A horrible taniwha! Run quickly so it won’t catch you. Quick, be brave!’ shouted Te Rereawa.


As he spoke, the taniwha crashed out of the trees. The group cried out in fear at the sight of the beast.


The taniwha looked like a tuatara, but was much larger. He had a long neck and his mouth was wide open. Te Rereawa’s people could see the red of his hot throat and his mouthful of sharp teeth. Spines studded his back, from his forehead to the tip of his tail. He used these spines to spear people. The taniwha was taller than a man, and his skin was covered in scales. He had two big, round eyes coloured red, white and black. If a person had looked into those eyes, their hair would have stood on end.


Everyone shivered in fear at the sight of the taniwha bearing down on them. They scattered, and as they escaped, some said, ‘Auē, horrible, awful!’


The taniwha looked about him as the party ran away. Some disappeared into the bush to hide. In his haste, one boy became caught up in a supplejack vine. The taniwha saw him struggling to free himself, and carried him off in his mouth.


The boy was Te Ohorere, son of Te Rereawa and Moana. As the taniwha disappeared, Te Oho’s voice grew fainter and fainter, until finally it was heard no more.


Hiding in the bush, Te Rereawa’s party heard his cries. Te Rereawa called them back to the place where they’d rested.


Moana came out of the trees, weeping. ‘Alas, my son has been taken by this devil, this taniwha. Food of dogs! Food for the fire! Alas, my son! You’re not yet a man, and you’ve been taken by this man-eating taniwha. I am furious – outraged! – that this should happen to my son. Auē! Auē!’


‘At last this monster has revealed himself,’ announced Te Rereawa’s father. ‘Now we know he exists. We should send a message to all the tribes of Mātaatua so they will know there’s a taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia. I name him Te Hiakai Tangata o Tuarā-rangaia!’


Te Rereawa thought about this name for a moment and said, ‘Yes, that name is quite appropriate. I feel great sorrow for my lost son, Te Oho, who was taken by Te Hiakai. There’s no doubt he’ll be eaten by this beast. I must search for the den of this taniwha and see ifmy son can be saved.’


Moana was worried by all this talk of going to find the taniwha.


‘Alas, we have lost our son,’ she said. ‘Don’t you go and seek death as well. You too might be eaten by Te Hiakai. Let the experts at killing taniwha go and seek his den. We should continue to Wairaka, to the tangi, instead. That’s the reason we came.’


The group began to murmur. Some thought Te Rereawa was right; others thought Moana was right. They should go to Wairaka. They shouldn’t look for trouble. At last they agreed to continue on their journey.
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TE WAEWAE’S ARMY IS EMBARRASSED


T he party of travellers finished the ceremony of grieving for Te Oho and set off on the walk to Whakatāne. When they eventually arrived, they were welcomed onto the marae, where the body of the deceased lay.


After the speeches by the tangata whenua, it was Te Rereawa’s turn to speak. He stood up to greet the deceased and then the people of the village. He spoke of the calamity that had overtaken him and his party of travellers: ‘We were walking along the track, enjoying the sunshine and scenery. We’d had a most pleasant day. But when we arrived at Tuarā-rangaia, disaster struck. We’re lucky to have made it here, to this tangihanga – we were nearly devoured!’


‘What kind of disaster was that?’ one of the elders interrupted. ‘Here is one lying before us, this dead person.’


‘My son Te Oho was eaten by a taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia!’ Te Rereawa replied.


The old man was not convinced. ‘We all know there’s no taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia. Perhaps it was a ghost or a demon? Not a taniwha!’


‘It was not a ghost or a demon. It was certainly a taniwha that ate my son. He looked like a tuatara, but he was very tall and very long. He had sharp spines along his back and his tail. He was very frightening!’


Another elder asked, ‘Do you all believe that it was a taniwha?’


‘Yes, of course we all believe. I saw the smoke come out of his nostrils. We saw his throat and his teeth as he roared. Believe me, it was a taniwha!’ said Te Rereawa.


The people of the marae seemed to accept this as proof that it was a taniwha, not a demon or a ghost. Then one of the old women asked the name of the taniwha.


‘Because he seemed hungry for human food, I named him Te Hiakai Tangata o Tuarā-rangaia, The Man-eater of Tuarā-rangaia,’ declared Te Rereawa.


The chief of the marae agreed. ‘Yes, let that be his name. A new taniwha deserves a new name. But where has he come from? There never used to be a taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia. What sins have we committed? What wrongs have we done that a taniwha should be sent to our district?’


‘I don’t know the answers to these questions,’ Te Rereawa replied. ‘The important thing is that there is now a taniwha at Tuarā-rangaia. We’re in trouble; it’s no longer safe to take the Tuarā-rangaia track.’


Then someone asked, ‘How big is this taniwha? Is it similar to the taniwha Iratūmoana killed?’


Te Rereawa told them the taniwha was very big indeed. Many questions followed about its size. The chief of the marae asked Te Rereawa to explain exactly how large the taniwha was and to describe its appearance.
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