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1  Hongi Hika and the Mutineer  1821
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Hugh, 

––––––––
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Alex, your long-lost brother. I recently gained possession of a letter you quilled to our brother, Bram, more than fifteen years gone. I was surprised to learn you are a Wesleyan missionary in India. I lived a soldier’s life. I am retired now and search for our brother. When I locate him, I hope we two can voyage to you. How I long for the day when the three Drydon brothers can meet as men. 

I am currently aboard the Westmoreland, this 5th day of July 1821. My search for our brother persists beyond the King’s Empire on the far side of the world. The vessel sails rough seas toward the islands of the Māori tribes. 

Bram escaped the penal colony at Port Jackson in New Holland some fifteen years gone. Not long after my recent arrival at that port, convict guards arrested me thinking my face belonged to Bram. I was imprisoned in the new Hyde Park Barracks and endured lashes on our brother’s behalf. Only afterwards did my notes of military discharge and pension free me from chains.

Deputy Superintendent of Convicts, John Gandell, released me himself.

“Overseer Chapman mistook you for Bram Drydon returned from New Zealand.” Gandell explained.

“We Drydon brothers were triplets with identical faces. Your overseer whips before he listens or reads.” I replied.

Gandell evaded the injustice.

“Perhaps true, though your face is a mirror of your brother’s own, as is your overlarge stature. Tis a matter of small concern; welts and gashes will heal. I felt the lash on the flogging triangle as a convict myself before I earned my freedom and gained this position. Opportunity presents itself to you likewise. A thousand convicts are imprisoned in these wards. Most work in Sydney colony during the days as government men. There is coin to be earned for a military man supervising at brickfields, building sites and docks.” 

Of course I refused the offer of employment.

“I served the last King George more than twenty years as rifle man and sergeant, before that as a drummer boy. I fought in the blood of Irish, Russians, Spanish and French enemies. I have seen too many friends die. Tis enough. King George IV can enlist his soldiers and guards elsewhere. I intend to find Bram. You surely know my brother was deported to this convict colony. His crime was stealing coins to buy his brothers food after we were orphaned by the deathsman. He deserves my loyalty”

The superintendent nodded and motioned for a guard to return my sword, pistol, and Baker rifle, along with my coin pouch. I counted my monies while Gandell talked on. 

“Bram Drydon lived in the colony until 1806. He served his sentence along with additional years for various offences. On transfer to Port Dalrymple in Tasmania he joined mutineers aboard a brig named the Venus.  The mutineers sailed Venus to the cannibal islands of New Zealand. If you reach those shores only to find him murdered, eaten, or perished in shipwreck, remember there is a life here for you in Sydney town. We are twelve-thousand souls productive in work and safe in civilization.”

I fear the superintendent’s words bode poorly for Bram. Aboard ship are two Māori chiefs.  Their faces are heavily tattooed with lines and swirls that cut blue-black grooves in their brown skin. The chiefs return from the royal court of England accompanied by a Christian missionary named Thomas Kendall. One chief owns a suit of plate amour and chain mail given him personally by King George IV. On the first morn of our voyage, he approached me on deck wearing the breastplate. Atop his head he wore a small bone crown inlaid with lustrous shell. Three black feathers with white tips fanned out from a knot of hair within the crown. His tattooed expression was murderous. He held aloft a flat club of green jade. He spoke English with a heavy accent.

“I am Hongi Hika. I am a war chief of the Ngāpuhi tribe. You are the man who abandoned two foreign women in the islands of the Māori many years ago. You sailed aboard a ship that kidnapped Māori women from the north and sold them in the south as slaves. I fought to avenge the families of those people. Now I will bring death to your head!”

I drew my pistol from under my coat and pointed it at the tattooed face. The man advanced regardless. I thumbed the hammer to full cock so he stopped two paces from me. He shook the flat club and poked his tongue across his lips, grunting and growling with glaring eyes. He did not retreat, but he listened to my words.

“The man aboard the Venus was my brother, Bram. We have the same face, but we have lived separate lives since boyhood. I fought as a soldier long after Bram was transported to the King’s penal colony at Sydney. I have not yet visited your islands nor seen any of your people. I am innocent of any crime against you.”

Chief Hongi closed his mouth and narrowed his eyelids. He is a big man, almost as tall as I. His gaze was fierce, but wise and intelligent. I was surprised to be reminded of Colonel Amos Norcott when that man inspected the regiment before battle.

“Does King George send warriors to the lands of my people?” The chief asked.

“I am forty years old and no longer a soldier. I search for my brother.”

“You are a red coat warrior?”

“Long ago. In recent years I wore the green uniform of the King’s Rifle Brigade. I retired as sergeant one year gone.”

“A chief of soldiers! Did you fight Napoleon’s warriors?”

“Yes, with the 2nd Battalion of the 95th Brigade. I last fought the French at Waterloo.”

“I have three-hundred muskets on this ship for my warriors to fight with. Speak words of your battles to me. I will tell you of my wars. If your stories are good, you can eat war slaves with me when we anchor offshore Maori Land.”

The missionary, Thomas Kendall, leaned on the foremast watching and listening. After tales of blood and battles in Europe and the Maori islands, that man spoke with me.

“Chief Hongi jokes about cannibalism with you. I have lived with his people and know him well. He has visited King George in London. He also taught the Māori language to myself and Professor Samuel Lee at Cambridge University where I completed a Maori dictionary with the professor’s assistance. Hongi knows men of the Christian kingdoms do not eat other men.”

“Do you know my brother, Bram Drydon?” I asked.

“I know stories of his ship, the Venus. Two British convict women and a girl child disembarked that vessel to live with Māori at Rangihoua Pa, the Maori village near my present home of Oihi. One woman died. The second was a lady named Charlotte Badger. She and her daughter were rescued by a visiting ship and returned to New Holland. The Venus sailed south fifteen years gone, in 1806. Along the way, the crew kidnapped Maori and later traded the victims as slaves. Most were later eaten. If your brother took part in that piracy, then I warn you not to step foot on Māori lands lest the custom of utu sees you punished in his place.”

I ignored the missionary’s warning.

“Does any hope endure that my brother survives?”

Kendall sighed and ran fingers through his hair.

“I have lived among Māori in the Bay of Islands since 1814, one of the first Europeans to do so. I am a school master, but also a Justice of the Peace and return newly ordained as an Anglican minister. Few Europeans visit the islands of New Zealand, fewer live there. Convicts escaped from New Holland or Van Diemens Land occasionally find refuge among one tribe or another, often as slaves, but I have seen no face resembling yours, nor any European as large. Mayhap your brother lives with one of the southern tribes; mayhap he sailed to the Americas, or mayhap he perished from this world.”

I do not remember Bram’s face, nor yours, Hugh, except in my own reflection. I last saw Bram sentenced by the magistrate. I saw you in the workhouse before I drummed for the regiment. We were three boys with one face separated by a cruel life. Subjects of Christian kingdoms may not eat one another, but they dispense hardship and suffering to the weak and innocent nonetheless.

Hope of finding Bram fades. I will make enquiries as I can upon anchoring offshore the Māori lands. If I find Bram alive, then I will attempt to elude the vengeance of Chief Hongi and King George. If I succeed, I will endeavor to journey to you in India. 

––––––––
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Your brother, 

––––––––
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Alex.
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2  Anchored offshore Maori Land
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex aboard the Westmorland anchored in the Bay of Islands, this 11th night of July, 1821. 

On shore, the fortified village of Rangihoua stands silhouetted in starlight high on a ferny hill. On the morrow, I will venture ashore to learn of our brother’s visit to this land. Mayhap I will discover where his ship voyaged after this anchorage. The reconnaissance has me apprehensive as at Waterloo when the fires of Napoleon’s vast army glowed on night clouds high above.  Musket fire and foreign cries drift from shore this dark night. Fires burn on the hilltop behind stout palisades carved with grotesque figures. On a slope below, the crude huts of the missionary families are dark.

For eight days I engaged Chief Hongi and Chief Waikato in daily conversation and musketry contest aboard ship. Their tattooed faces are fearsome, their bodies large and powerful, and both are strong of character. Chief Hongi, although older and the superior, is mild mannered, polite and respectful. His English is sufficient to discuss military tactics with formidable insight and cunning. He filled my ears with stories of a warrior people who eat and enslave their enemies. 

Upon anchoring early morn today, mayhap one-hundred tattooed warriors gathered in ranks on a sandy beach. They brandished wood and stone weapons, glaring with wide eyes, lapping their chins with hostile tongues and chanting fiercely in Māori. Gulls flew and ears rang. Elsewhere on the beach, missionary families stood in European clothing, few in number and timid in appearance. Natives soon launched large canoes. They paddled alongside the ship. Men and women wore feathered or tussled flax-thread mats, or flax kilts. Some men were naked. In each canoe two or three persons lifted baskets of potatoes aloft and called in broken English for trade.

Hongi Hika and Waikato waited until five or six canoes paddled nearby, whereupon those two chiefs ventured to the bulwark. Chief Hongi is a visitor, but Chief Waikato returns to his home here. They beat their chests and stamped their feet, shouting and roaring. Soon a fresh clamor of Māori voices arose from canoes and on shore. Māori streamed from the hilltop village. In short time another hundred or so men assembled along the beach. They chanted and danced with their companions, a ferocious and thunderous spectacle of glaring eyes, stamping feet and coordinated drills with hand weapons and several muskets. 

Afterwards, more than seventy men launched a large canoe. Tattooed warriors paddled with military precision until it hove to alongside Westmoreland. The two chiefs departed aboard. Chief Hongi later sent other canoes to unload his cargo of muskets, shot and powder. The missionary, Thomas Kendall, took passage to shore in one of those vessels. He denied me a journey with him.

“I fear for your life, friend Drydon. Missionaries of the Church Missionary Society have the protection of Chief Hongi and Chief Waikato. You are no missionary, and those chiefs return to their power. They will recall obligations of utu. Women kidnapped by the crew of your brother’s ship were sold to southern tribes. Most died. People from these shores died in battles avenging their loss. Clans have right of utu for the deaths of warriors. Relatives of the kidnapped are obligated to seek utu for their loss and shame. Punishment can fall on the wrongdoer or his relatives in Maori justice. I will have no part in your death or the feasting on your flesh.”

Captain Cope ordered an armed guard to stand watch through the night. He confined me below deck, careful to explain new dangers.

“The natives may turn belligerent if Chief Hongi or Chief Waikato suffered any offence during our voyage. Twelve years past, the captain of the Boyd whipped a Maori chief’s son on the voyage from Port Jackson. Upon anchoring in Whangaroa Harbor, the ship came under attack by the lad’s tribe. Most of the crew were killed and eaten. Chief Te Pahi from Te Puna Island tried to save crew clinging to the rigging, but only four passengers survived. The ship was pillaged and burned. Whaling ships later attacked Chief Te Pahi. His village was on the island you see over our port side. They mistakenly thought Te Pahi was to blame for the Boyd’s destruction. They killed men, women and children so the island now lies deserted, as you can see. If this tribe think Hika or Waikato were offended on the voyage, it may be the deaths of us all.”

I write in lamplight while waves lap hull planks outside. I recall a lifetime of fighting in the ranks. I stood firm, battle after battle making war upon Irish, Russians, French and Spanish, shooting, stabbing and hacking both man and horse. Afterwards, I walked battlefields pillaging coin and weapons. As boy and man, I robbed dead and dying enemy soldiers. Men who suffered serious wounds I stabbed with my blades. Mouths pleaded, cursed or screamed. Dying eyes stared defiant, terrified, or accusing. I closed my ears and gathered plunder while my superiors planned the next battle. 

I am a savage man come upon a fierce land. I will not cower below deck. Upon the dawn I will venture ashore and seek the whereabouts of our brother. If stone cracks my skull and fire cooks my flesh then my end will be as violent as my days. I will learn then if you were wise to choose faith instead of the sword and musket, Hugh. 

I deposit two letters and a few coins with the captain. Mayhap these words will find a route to you in Madras. 

––––––––
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Your brother,

––––––––
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Alex.
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3  Maori Justice
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex in the missionary settlement of Oihi below the Māori village and fort of Rangihoua Pa. Once again, I took blows for our brother. My life was nearly forfeit, yet I survived because of chiefs Hika and Waikato, and the missionary, Kendall. 

Before dawn, following my first night anchored in waters offshore the Maori islands, a small fleet of war canoes surrounded the Westmoreland. Upwards of seventy naked warriors paddled each of the two largest canoes. As the sky greyed, sailors raised the alarm. Soon our muskets aimed over the bulwarks while dozens pointed back. Māori fired guns in the air. Musket balls hit spars and rigging. 

“Do not return fire!” Captain Cope ordered the crew.

A very old, naked, tattooed chief stood in the largest canoe. He raised a green jade club and immediately the musketry ceased. The man hailed the ship. A Maori sailor among the Westmoreland’s crew translated for Captain Cope.

“Ship Chief, I am Chief Rakau. A pirate brother stands among you. Utu waits him in Rangihoua or on your deck. Choose, Ship Chief.”

Captain Cope denied the demand.

“The man has done nothing wrong to your people. I cannot surrender an innocent subject of the King to native justice.”

The chief smiled. His eyes were narrow and cold.

“Then we will take him with weapons and afterwards eat your dead.”

Sailors cursed and glanced at each other with wide eyes. I pondered my choices. The Māori warriors far outnumbered the sailors darting angry glares at me. I remembered Chief Hongi and Waikato slapping my back when my rifle shots hit true at far greater distance than their muskets. Many times they widened their eyes and gasped at my battle tales. The missionary Kendall could turn my words into Māori for native ears. 

Soldiers learn early, Hugh, a bold man wins respect while the coward earns scorn. 

I stood up from behind the bulwark and called to the Māori chief.

“I am Alex Drydon. I will visit your village.”

I waded onto a New Zealand shore from a Māori canoe. I carried my musket with a rifled barrel, a pistol, and my baggage. My sword was sheathed at my hip. Gold and silver monies gathered from European battlefields weighed heavy in the breast pocket of my coat. Hundreds of natives looked from behind the palisades on the hill above, on the slopes, and the beach. Thomas Kendall stood with a small group of English men, women and children above the beach. He ran down the sand and embraced me.

“Show no fear and do not fight.” He whispered in my ear. 

I felt his hand reach under my coat and search for my gold and silver. 

“I will keep it safe.” He assured me when I grabbed his wrist.

A brutal blow hit my back and shoved me into Kendall as he withdrew my coin pouch. The missionary was knocked onto the beach where he rolled onto the pouch. 

Warriors pushed and shoved me across the beach and up a hillside path. On a narrow ledge high above rocks and surf below, a hand pushed my back toward the precipice. I stumbled toward death. I braced my legs and stood firm until shoved further along the path. We reached a low, narrow opening in the outer palisade of the fortified village. Carved figures with grotesque, angry expressions, and exposed privates, glared from atop the thickest poles in a tall wall of stakes and tree trunks, mayhap twelve feet high. I was forced through the narrow entrance toward an inner palisade. I crawled through a smaller opening in the second palisade. A naked woman stood with her legs open above me. She raged and shouted foreign curses of some kind. Twas a great insult, I am sure, as no man followed till the woman withdrew.

Inside the village, warriors shoved me up a terraced slope past reed huts and roofed platforms elevated on tall poles. I saw several human heads cured and displayed on the tops of poles, some with cloaks draped over crossbars like shoulders. Naked children ran about laughing and chattering. Women watched, some bare breasted, others with infants held within cloaks on their backs.

“We kill you and cook you soon!” One boy promised me in English words probably taught him by missionaries.

“My bones will splinter in your gums!” I snarled.

I was shoved to the ground in a crowded open area atop the hill. Nearby was a large building supported by ornately carved timbers and decorated with more carvings on gable barge boards. On the wide, covered veranda, Chiefs Hika and Waikato stood alongside Chief Rakau and other high ranked personages. Fierce warriors with tattoos on faces, buttocks and thighs surrounded me on the open ground and down the first slope between reed huts. 

Words were spoken. I understood none. A half-naked old woman approached me. She squinted at my face then slapped my shoulder while shrieking words to the chiefs and their women.

Chief Hongi Hika called to me.

“This woman saw your face on board the Venus ship. Her cousin was kidnapped and never returned. She says she will kill you and cure your head.”

I looked at the hag and forced a laugh from my mouth. Chief Hongi grinned ferociously.

More men and women took turns to challenge me. They poked and prodded. Most hit or kicked me. The last spat on my coat. 

Thomas Kendall arrived. He stood by my side.

“Tell these people I have never visited Māori Land, nor do I know the brother who did, though I would fight for him if he stood with me.”

Kendall spoke longwinded in Maori, then translated for me.

“I have told the chiefs you are a mighty warrior chief with great reputation in the English King’s army. I warned them your King may send warriors from his great army to seek utu if you are killed. I also said your brother was a captive ordered aboard the Venus. He neither commanded nor had power over his companions’ actions.”

Chief Waikato stood and asked the first of many questions. Thomas Kendall translated my replies into Māori for the people. I told of battles and my expertise with musketry. Waikato waved away mention of a missionary brother in India. Instead, he sought details of Napoleon and the Duke of Wellington. 

Oratory followed. Long hours of speaking by Māori Chiefs and their people. My death was sought by so many they argued who had most right to make the kill, which family would own my head, and how my bones might be distributed. Flat clubs of stone and wood were swung at my head only to stop or twist so the flat sides knocked my skull. I did not flinch but once or twice. In the early afternoon, a woman grumbled that oven stones were hot and ready to cook me but would soon cool. Chief Hongi stood to speak in Māori.

“This man deserves utu for his brother’s deeds. My own family lost a woman to the pirates. Kill him if you must. As for me, I plan war against Ngati Paoa people of Chief Hinaki. Afterwards I will attack Ngati-Maru. I will take this white man’s pistol but not his life. If he lives, our warriors can learn how his musket shots follow his aim. More of our enemies may die. More slaves may return with our war parties.”

The chief leapt toward me waving a stick weapon something like a carved spear with a flat wooden tongue at the butt end and a green jade spear head for the point. He performed a ferocious native dance that ended with him taking my pistol. 

No one pilfered my life, but Waikato thieved my sword and old Chief Rakau stole my rifled musket. Others stripped my clothing and boots, and vanished my baggage. I followed Thomas Kendall from the village to the missionary huts naked with all my bruises displayed. I regret most the loss of my Baker rifle with its riffled barrel, brother Hugh. Twas slower to load, but accurate at two-hundred yards against a musket’s one-hundred yards. Tis a rare treasure in Europe, priceless here on the far side of the world.

Thomas Kendal rummaged old missionary rags to hide my nakedness. He found a coat almost large enough for my frame but no shirt. Likewise, the legs of the breeches are too short. I must venture into Maori Land shirtless and barefoot. I quill this letter with ink and paper I purchased from the missionary for a highwayman’s ransom. Tis good fortune for him he saved my monies from the natives, else I would demand utu for such a price.

––––––––
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Your brother,

––––––––
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Alex.
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4  Oihi CMS Mission Settlement
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex, in the Church Missionary Society mission settlement of Oihi ten days from my previous tidings. My position in the Māori lands remains perilous. Chief Hongi Hika departed for a village fort named Kororipo Pa where he and a chief named Rewa protect the second Christian Mission Settlement in Maori Land. Thomas calls that place Kerikeri. Other missionaries call it Kidde Kidde. 

I am threatened almost daily here by natives who dwell in the fortified village or surrounding huts. Neither Chief Waikato nor Chief Rakau can command my safety. They wield only power of respect earned through bloodline and deeds. Any of the lesser chiefs or villagers may claim utu and kill me without fear of reprisal or punishment. Tis only slaves who are truly ruled by others above them.

My position improved somewhat after I learned Thomas Kendall trades muskets with the Māori. He took pains to explain why.

“The Māori do not feed us. Each extended family within this clan has their own gardens, berry trees, fishing grounds and eel weirs. The mission land here at Oihi is steep and the soil shallow. Our crops are meagre. Ships visit Paroa, eight miles across the Bay only rarely, and mostly in the warm months. Our school for natives closed because we cannot feed students. I trade muskets because natives demand them to defend against enemy attacks. In return, the mission receives food, flax and timber. The food sustains our families and may enable us to reopen the school if I trade enough. The timber and flax provide trade goods for our mission ship. She is named Active, and is owned by Samuel Marsden of the Church Mission Society in New Holland. The Reverend Marsden began this mission. He supports it in part from his own funds, but that resource is limited.”

Kendall is an outcast among his fellows for his musket trade. He has also taken to sleeping with Tungaroa, daughter of Chief Rakau, while Mrs Kendall wails and sobs alone with their children in their hut at nights. I care not. I traded silver coins for a hatchet, knife and musket, along with shot and powder from the man. I will not be cooked without a fight.

The missionaries also live with danger. They sleep in coffins brought from England, ready for burial should their lives be forfeit. I accompanied William Hall, the carpenter, seven miles row south along the coast to a place called Waitangi where the soil grows good crops. We prepared land for spring planting of wheat and barley. Hall told of his hardships

“Thomas Kendall and I bought this land for five iron axes. The price was a treasure to people who craft their tools from stone, shell, and wood. The Māori mainly grew small sweet potatoes called kumara before Captain Cook introduced potatoes. Kendall and I dreamed of filling the land with so many new fruits, grains and vegetables, children would never know hunger nor their tribes eat their own kind again.”

“My house at Oihi was first built here at Waitangi six years gone by convict sawyers, Conroy and Campbell. I paid natives with axes and tools to labor planting English crops. We soon had the finest garden of New Zealand, with many trees, plants and crops never seen before in this land. Our Maori laborers learned to sow new crops and harvest for themselves. 

“Kendall and I planned to move the mission here from Oihi, but were foiled. Natives stole my tools. To stack woe atop trouble, muru parties attacked the area. Local Maori had committed offenses, so we were subject to plundering by offended clans because of our association. Campbell was assaulted on the first raid. On the last occasion I was beaten while Māori stripped my house of belongings. Mrs Hall attempted to protect me. In doing so, she was clubbed on her face. Her eyesight remains damaged. We moved the house to Oihi and now use this land only for crops. The mission remains at Oihi where the land is steep and gardening difficult.” 

I wonder what deprivations and hardships you face in India, Hugh. A whaler and the Westmoreland lie anchored across the bay at Paroa. I would purchase passage and sail my way across the world to you but for tales of Europeans living as Māori with tribes in the south, some as slaves. 

Our brother was made convict and lost his freedom on our behalf. I am obliged to stay until I can sail the coast south along the route of the Venus in search of him. It may take months or more. I am told few ships dare engage tribes outside the Bay of Islands where the missionaries establish a European foothold. Even so, tribes are eager to trade, especially for iron and muskets. I plan to commission a ship, purchase muskets and tools, then sail the coast southwards to find Bram, no matter if it costs all my remaining wealth.

––––––––
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Your brother,

––––––––
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Alex.
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5  Missionaries at Kidde Kidde
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex, at the CMS mission settlement located on the shore of the Kerikeri inlet. On a hill nearby is Chief Rewa’s fortified village of Kororipo. Tis the 5th day of September, 1821. I departed Rangihoua after Chief Hongi Hika sent to Oihi for me. Eight warriors arrived in a small canoe while I gardened with William Hall. A young warrior named Apu with an unfinished face tattoo spoke foreign words to me. Hall translated into English.

“Chief Hongi Hika asks where is his greencoat warrior? Why has he not journeyed to Kororipo to shoot with the Ngāpuhi people? Why does he dig in gardens when war approaches? Has he forgotten war is where a man belongs?”

“Where will this war be fought? I asked.

“South on coasts where our enemies live.” Came the reply.

“Then I go to war.”

I left my monies in the care of the Reverend Thomas Kendall. I have found coins of small use outside the mission station. The natives do trade, but gold is a trinket while iron a treasure. 

The canoe journey was mayhap nine miles to the southwest. We paddled past picturesque beaches. Villages of reed huts nestle along the coast. Carved figures atop the palisades of native forts look down from headlands and bluffs. Large and small canoes rest anchored in sheltered bays or beached above high tide ready to launch. Other hills are terraced with the ghosts of abandoned villages. I saw no grass. Land nearby villages grows fern. Amidst the fern land lie large garden fields bordered by low fences of stakes and sticks. Further from villages grow forests. Some trees are giants, with massive trunks and limbs reaching crowns high above the forest canopy. Tis a paradise to behold. 

We navigated a deep and broad inlet then a winding tidal river mayhap two miles long. At journey’s end was a basin, mayhap one-hundred yards wide by two-hundred yards long. Upstream, a river cascades over a broad rocky ford. On flat ground to the east, the frame of a two-story weatherboard house stands amidst smaller wooden buildings, a stockyard and gardens. Tis the second Church Missionary Society mission station. On a curve of the river downstream, on the same side of the river, rises the hill upon which Chief Rewa’s large fort stands. Stout poles and trunks with figures carved atop claw the sky. Native houses, and huts elevated on poles, stand within, and on the slopes below.

Apu led me into the fort, which Maori call a pa. I saw quite a few dried human heads on stakes outside large huts, as I also witnessed at Rangihoua Pa. People carried woven baskets of entrails toward pig enclosures at the outer limits of the village. My mouth watered in anticipation of a feast. Apu fetched us small, woven flax baskets brimming with pork, potatoes and a variety of small sweet potatoes called kumara. I took my refreshment with great relief, content no natives seized my weapons or threadbare mission clothes; nor did anyone heat stones to cook my flesh in an earth oven. I sat among a throng understanding little. I spoke only a word or two even though I have studied the language in the evenings with Thomas Kendall since July. 

In the dusk and evening, groups of near naked women performed coordinated dances called hakas. Men stripped away any cloaks or kilts. Naked, they displayed combat skills with weapons carved from stone, wood and bone. They too performed hakas, ferocious displays of wrath and might. When most had retired to sleep in gable roofed, reed houses, I ventured to the darkened buildings of the small mission station. I lay on a timber floor beneath the frame of the unfinished house. I drifted to sleep remembering nights spent under the stars and clouds on campaigns in Europe. I lacked only a greatcoat and boots in this strange land of the Maori tribes.

In the gloom of today’s morn, I awoke to the sound of coughing. I raised my pistol with one hand, but saw only a British woman in long skirts and bonnet holding a cup and saucer out to me. 

“You are the soldier, Mr Drydon, brother of the Venus pirate.” She said.

I wiped cold dew from my face. My reply was gruff.

“Tis true my brother sailed aboard the Venus, yet I have no evidence he turned pirate.” 

The woman bent to hand me the steaming cup and its saucer. I thanked her and was rewarded with a friendly smile.

“I am Mrs Butler. This is to be my house. My husband is in charge of this mission settlement here at Kidde Kidde. Do you know Shunghee considers you his property?”

“Who is Shunghee?” I asked.

“That is the name missionaries and sailors most commonly call ... Hongi Hika. Shunghee’s clan dwells inland at Waimate, not this village. Chief Rewa is his cousin and so he sometimes lives in a reed house across the river from Kororipo Pa. He will arrive soon to raise war against tribes on the Wai o Taiki River and further south at Tikapa Bay where the Coromandel sailed last year. He will capture slaves to work for his family and clan. You should leave these lands before he makes you fight for him, or someone cooks you for your brother’s crimes. My husband and I are willing to pay your passage if you do not possess the means.”

“Your offer is generous, but I search for my brother, Mrs Butler. No man owns me. If I survive, I will leave these shores a free man, just as I arrived. As for Chief Hongi, I have found him mild of manner. Does he not have cause for his wars?” I asked.

“Indeed, Māori do not forget offenses. They are duty bound to seek revenge to preserve the prestige of their clans and tribes. The custom is named utu. Shunghee has fought to avenge women kidnapped by the Venus crew. He has fought to avenge the murders and cannibalism of his mother and sister. He recently shot into a pa where the people had made fish hooks from the bones of his father-in-law many years gone. Six people died. In the past, warriors fought without muskets on equal footing. Now the Ngāpuhi tribe trade with whalers for all the muskets they can acquire while southern tribes contact shipping only rarely. The battles are slaughter.”

“I have slaughtered many for our Empire’s King, Mrs Butler. I will slaughter a few more for Hongi if he leads me where my brother sailed. Twill cost less coin than commissioning a ship for the search.”

Mrs Butler’s lips narrowed, pale and thin. She uttered no words. Her eyes reminded me of our long dead mother.

“This tea smells pleasant but tastes bitter.” I told the woman. 

Her reply turned pious.

“Tis from the leaves of a native tree we call the tea tree. You will find much in New Zealand is foreign, Mr Drydon. These Islands belong to Māori. We are visitors and number less than one hundred residing in the Bay of Islands. We should represent the best of our kind so they might adopt civilization and turn to our God.”

I confess I forgot civility in my answer. The missionaries lie in their coffin beds at night listening to Māori feasts and praying for civilization, but I do not wish British civilization on these natives. Civilization hung Owen Drydon while his three young sons watched. The same beast on occasion ordered soldiers like me to ignore the pleas of enemy prisoners and execute them. I witnessed civilization lay thousands of bodies dismembered and pulverized, shot and stabbed, to rot on European battlefields. Worst of the worst, civilization transported Bram to the convict colony for stealing coin to feed his orphaned brothers. Civilization is better only for those blind to its wicked shadows.

“The Empire’s best live good lives because our worst kill for them on battlefields, or take lands and wealth from natives like these.” I growled. “Most sleep sound because the King’s coin sees the poor crammed into workhouses, forced to labor like any slave for only clothing and food. The desperate are chained in hulks of prison ships or exported to convict colonies for even minor crimes. Your God must oversee it all, Mrs Butler.”

The woman gasped.

“God is good, Mr Drydon! Do not confuse divine patience with complicity. Judgement is promised for the great and the humble alike.”

She met my gaze with fierce eyes and reached out a small hand. I returned the cup and saucer. Her skirts brushed fern leaves as she walked a narrow dirt path toward the mission buildings, a small woman in a land of cannibals and warriors, wielding ideas as dangerous to Māori as muskets.  Later, her husband proved likewise devout. I ventured through a gate in a tall fence of pit sawn boards surrounding a small collection of European buildings. In a workshop situated behind a weatherboard cottage, John Butler was repairing a door lock. The man starred narrow eyed toward me.

“The Drydon brother, I presume?”

“Indeed, Alex Drydon.” 

“Butler, John Butler.” The man replied, then proceed to bemoan the locals. 

“Look at this lock, Drydon. Broken by thieves as villainous as your brother no doubt was. Natives ransacked this workshop and a storehouse yester morn despite the eight-foot fence.  They steal our tools and clothes to trade for muskets. When I complained to Shunghee he said such behaviors are common in his country.  His attitude has changed noticeably. Following his journey to England the chief no longer favors the missions. He patrons us only to lure shipping to the bay so Ngāpuhi may trade for muskets with sealers and whalers, yet we resist the musket trade.”

I found no sympathy, but rather anger at the man’s sharp tongue. I remembered Hongi speaking on board the Westmoreland on the subject of missionaries and guns. I turned Butler’s grumbling against him.

“The chief is highborn and leader of warriors, a Maori aristocrat. He has visited Britain’s King and received many gifts and honors from men born to wealth and power. You missionaries rely on Chief Hongi for protection, yet you refuse to provide muskets for him to protect his people.  Why should the chief demand his people respect you? You reject the example of your leader, Samuel Marsden. Hongi told me Marsden paid forty-eight felling axes along with barrels of gunpowder for the thirteen thousand acres your mission stands upon.”

Butler’s cheeks burned red above his beard.

“Hongi Hika uses muskets to wage war with overwhelming advantage, not just to protect his people!” 

The missionary’s words continued to a sermon. I endured one or two minutes before turning my back and retreating toward the unfinished house. Here I write mayhap my last letter to you, Hugh. In the basin beyond this spot, warriors are paddling large canoes in circles around an eddy where the river meets the tide. Many more canoes lie beached or moored ready to launch. Mayhap one thousand or more natives muster for war. 

I choose to walk paths of war in the south of the world to find Bram, Hugh. If he turned pirate to escape penal chains, I will rejoice to see him. If he kidnapped women to trade as slaves or food, I may beat him myself before we escape Maori Land. I am proud you endure a life in India like the Butlers, Kemps and Halls do here. I am also satisfied for my part to have killed men trying to kill me or those I fought alongside. I know not yet what to think of Bram.

If this letter be the last you receive from my quill, then I have been drowned in foreign waters, died in a Māori war, or been murdered to cook in an earth oven. It matters not which, I suppose.

––––––––
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Your brother,

––––––––
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Alex.
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6  Ngāpuhi Battle Ngati Paoa
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex on a beach of the Wai o Taiki River, sometime in a September spring, 1821.

I sit in a beached canoe facing a breeze that blows the odor of rotting corpses inland away from my nostrils. I have survived a native battle, yet the war continues. Of more peril than the approaching havoc of musket balls and native weapons is hunger. I am so famished, I found my mouth watering at the offer of cooked meat from a slaughtered enemy warrior last eve. 

On the voyage to this place, I ate dried shellfish from strings which native women placed around my neck at Kororipo Pa. Baskets of smoked eel, dried fish, and raw potatoes lay at our feet in the canoes. Those rations have long since been consumed. Days of siege have me hungered to starvation. I have fished this morn and caught only disappointment. When the tide retreats I will once more search mud and rocks for shellfish or crabs. In the meantime, I will write of my journey and a great battle as fierce and courageously fought as any in Europe.

I voyaged in a war canoe among more than eighty warriors. We paddled from Kerikeri past the Bay of Islands to the ocean, thence to a harbor called Whangarei where a powerful fleet assembled. I gauge the number approached four thousand warriors with here and there a wife and some children. At least one thousand warriors carried muskets. 

We paddled along the coast, never eating afloat. We ate and slept on deserted beaches, sometimes in sight of fortified villages high above us on hills and bluffs. The warrior named Apu, and his brother, Tete, took turns as timekeepers for our canoe. They stood chanting or beating time with paddles on the gunwales while seated warriors paddled with military precision. The long canoe cut across the sea within sight of shore, sleek and fast as any tall ship. Our goal was the lands of Chief Hinaki. Chief Hongi personally promised war upon Hinaki when they encountered each other in Sydney. 

On a drizzling morn, we navigated this river. Mokoia Pa occupies a headland at the convergence of the river and a broad basin which all but empties at low tide. The basin entrance is narrow with high, steep banks. The currents are swift and dangerous. On a nearby hill is Mauinaina Pa. Both Māori forts have extensive defenses of ditches, banks and sturdy palisades. On lower ground surrounding the two forts stood a great number of dwellings and elevated storehouses with much fine carving on display. That village was protected by a lower ditch, rampart, and palisade extending a mile and a half or more from the estuary to the shore of the basin. Those defenses fortified all approaches by land. Cliffs, banks, mud flats and swift tides protected shores.

The Ngāpuhi fleet landed seaward of the basin and large village. Chiefs climbed a volcano cone to the north to survey the Ngati Paoa defenses. For my part, I helped carry our canoe above the high tide. Ngāpuhi warriors then stripped away their cloaks. Most wore only woven waist belts to carry hand weapons into battle. Some wore traditional kilts of dressed flax leaf. Men smeared red ochre on their heads and bodies. Many musket men draped red blankets over their shoulders. Others wore red European military cloaks but nothing else. They carried cartridge boxes, oft-times decorated with tattooed skin of fallen enemies. Soon I wore only breeches, with cartridges and shot slung over shoulder. My hatchet and knife were on my belt. Bare chested and barefoot, I fixed bayonet and followed my shipmates inland. A few warriors carried European shipping signal flags aloft on poles, while others blew into shell horns. 

We fought no battle that day. Warriors killed only a few straggling locals who remained in outlying villages. Most of the Ngati Paoa tribe who had not escaped to other regions shut themselves behind the main village palisade or the defenses of the two forts further within. We searched for food amidst huts and numerous fenced gardens. Apu made sure I received a share of potatoes, and kumara the size of my thumb, from an underground storage pit. The rations lasted us two days. We took up positions on low ground in sight of the extensive defenses then waited for battle. 

In coming days, I ate a few portions of fish and shellfish given me by Tete or Apu, but mostly I chewed fern roots until my jaws ached. My canoe mates feasted on dead enemies cooked by fire-heated stones in oven pits. 

For two days, warriors led by Hongi Hika, Pomare, and Patuone of Hokianga, attempted to enter the basin through the long, narrow channel. The tide currents fought on the side of our enemies. From without, Ngāpuhi could see the enemy canoe fleet beached nearby carving workshops. Ngati Paoa warriors threw down stones from Mokoia Pa’s cliffs and banks. Others blocked the basin entrance with tree trunks. Defenders thwarted every effort to climb the cliffs. The massed warriors quickly killed the few Ngāpuhi who reached the top.

On the third day, Hika regrouped Ngāpuhi warriors inland outside the long, outermost village palisade.  Thousands of Ngati Paoa looked down from behind ditches, banks and palisades. Shouts and chatter drifted to us on the slopes and flats below. I understood little. Musket shot peppered our forces, but their firearms were few. Our muskets chipped the palisade relentlessly. 

I fired only once or twice at carved figures atop palisade poles. From afar they look like raging warriors or victims of impalement, but I am told many represent ancestors. The ensuing siege lasted over a week. Among our warriors I met a European, or Pakeha as the Māori say, a young, tall, red headed man from Sydney named John Marmon. 

“You are British. How is it you fight enlisted in a Maori army, Marmon?” I asked.

“I was born in Sydney to convict parents. I sailed the ocean from age eleven until I reached these shores at seventeen. I am now twenty-two years old. I presently serve a chief named Kauwhitiwai of the Hikutu people on the Kerikeri river. I am on loan to Hongi Hika for this campaign. I occupy myself as a trader and translator, but am known as a powerful priest of native superstitions.” The man boasted. 

“How is it you are here, Alex Drydon?” Marmon asked.

“I search for my brother. He sailed aboard a vessel pirated by convicts, the Venus, fifteen years gone. Hongi Hika saved me from utu for Bram’s crimes so I was only stripped. I am hoping to find Bram somewhere south of the Bay of Islands.”

“If you find him, beware. Maori do not forget obligations of utu over years or even generations. The strong and the fortunate can easily perish in this land. The weak and unlucky are doomed.” John warned.

“Twas the same in France and Spain.” I replied 

Ngati Pāoa were not strong nor fortunate enough. When they had consumed their food, Chief Hinaki led his tattooed warriors from the village. He stood tall under a single battle flag. His naked warriors formed two long ranks on either side. They were decorated with red ochre and armed mostly with hand weapons. 

Ngāpuhi formed a long line with many battle flags and red garments. Musket barrels were as common as traditional weapons. Chief Hongi Hika stood at the forefront wearing his coat of mail over a native cloak. He carried several pistols in his belt. His head was helmeted instead of knotted and feathered like most warriors. In his hands he carried the musket he calls Patu Iwi. Four men stood nearby to load more muskets for him. Shell horns blew and men shouted back and forth. 

Ngati Paoa warriors performed a war dance. This was different than the ferocious hakas I had witnessed on the beach below Rangihoua Pa and inside Kororipo Pa. Every gesture and sound promised me violent death. My scalp crawled as the ground shook with their stomping feet. The air itself shuddered with their shouting.

No fighting followed. For three days we formed our lines, but chiefs negotiated. Ngati Paoa defenders carried an offering of carvings, garments and green jade weapons out of the village. Ngāpuhi chiefs Hongi Hika, Pomare, Patuone, and old Te Morenga, received the goods so I supposed peace was settled, but Chief Hongi had promised war. The Ngati Paoa chiefs returned to their gathered warriors. 

On the fourth morn, as the two forces faced off, Hongi Hika and other chiefs led our warriors once again in a thundering haka. I stood on shaking ground while men danced and shouted. No more fearsome spectacle did I ever participate in on a European battlefield. A thousand Ngāpuhi muskets then fired on the ranks of Ngati Paoa warriors. Mighty men dropped dead. Others fell writhing, moaning, or screaming. We advanced into battle. 

Our musketry popped and cracked as rapidly as warriors could reload. Mighty Chief Hinaki ignored his many dead and wounded. He shouted orders and signaled with his jade club. His warriors advanced. They drove Ngāpuhi back in a furious onslaught of hand-to-hand fighting. I shot a man in the chest and saw him fall, then was engulfed by retreating Ngāpuhi warriors while I reloaded.  

Chief Hongi managed to prevent our full retreat and regrouped us warriors in a wedge.  I stood far down the rank on his right. Hika advanced in the point. He commanded the wedge to swing left or right, one side forward or back. Men with muskets advanced alongside men with native hand weapons. I steeped over bodies of fallen warriors from both sides. I fired my musket at close quarters taking the side off a short man’s jaw, then reloaded. Warriors around me advanced to fight hand to hand, some with thin edged clubs called patu or mere, others wielding ornate stick taiaha to spear or cleave their victim’s flesh. One man rushed at me with a wooden axe weapon named a tewhatewha. A Ngāpuhi warrior thrust the flat end of a taiaha through his guts from the side. The man screamed and fell to the ground. His attacker withdrew the tongue of the taiaha then stabbed the enemy’s chest with the spear end. 

The enemy fell beneath Ngāpuhi musketry and hand to hand combat. Musket men speed-load by holding multiple cartridges between their fingers. They bit the top off one, then poured the powder down the barrel and dropped shot atop without using a ramrod. These warriors call themselves powder eaters. In the combat, a Ngati Paoa warrior knocked the musket from my grasp. I used my hatchet to block blows. I hacked that man then shot another with my pistol. 

In the melee, Chief Hinaki met his end. I did not see the deed amidst the fog of gun smoke, but I saw Hinaki’s head raised on a pole later that day. As the enemy retreated, I encountered John Marmon. The man told me the grisly details.

“Chief Hongi wounded Chief Hinaki with a musket shot. Our war chief then drank the dying man’s blood so the enemy’s gods would not bring Hongi harm.”

The enemy fled the battlefield, escaping into the large village. They streamed up toward the two hill forts. We pursued through the undefended village. I joined John Marmon and other warriors looting storehouses. I managed to dig kumara from the back of an underground store. Later, Chief Hongi ordered the whole vast village burnt.

That afternoon, defenders behind the palisades of the two interior pa forts mourned for their dead while their village burned.  Enemy wounded were killed, or bound as prisoners. I observed warriors gouging eyes from enemy bodies then eating them. John Marmon explained.

“Maori eat the left eyes of their enemies to stop the spirits becoming stars. They also eat the flesh to devour the bravery and mana of the warriors for themselves. The wounded are sometimes kept alive so their meat will be fresh when the dead begin to rot.”

What is mana?” I asked.

“Mana is prestige, status and power. It comes from ancestors, skills, or deeds. Maori hold it dearer than life.” Marmon explained.

The battle has paused for three days. Warriors have cooked many fallen Ngati Paoa. I was greatly surprised that John Marmon ate his share of human meat. The man held out a chewed forearm to me last night.

“Close your eyes and take a bite. It tastes as good as lamb.”

My guts begged me accept, but I scowled and gestured refusal.

I suspect Ngāpuhi chiefs will turn their military might against the two forts on the morrow. Mayhap I will find a store of food inside. You may not read this letter. I may die in the forthcoming battle and lose all, but I hope to survive. Quilling this tale alleviates boredom and hunger.

––––––––
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Your brother, on a foreign battlefield,

––––––––
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Alex Drydon.
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7 Battle of Mokoia Pa and Mauinaina Pa
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex, once again quilling ink to paper from a victorious field of battle. Two forts of the Ngati Paoa people have fallen. Many hundred more inhabitants are dead or enslaved. I remain hungry, but also mightily relieved to have survived the conflict. The tale of it is brutal and epic. Prepare yourself, Hugh.

The Ngāpuhi war chief, Hongi Hika, first led his chiefs and warriors against Mokoia Pa. I joined the assault, mightily hungry and hoping to plunder a ration or two. In the dawn we attacked but soon faltered. Chief Hongi caught his foot in a vine and stumbled just as a shot knocked the steel helmet from his head. He withdrew the attack and consulted with his native priests who employed omens. Hongi’s blind wife, Turikatuku, stood by his side. Chief Patuone spoke with Hongi Hika and soon the chiefs resumed the attack. 

I fought alongside Tete and Apu. I have learned Tete is Hongi Hika’s son-in-law. We climbed a ladder into a very deep ditch. Others climbed up the ditch toward the pa on notched poles. Those who reached the palisade first were met by women who thrust spears through the gaps between posts. Dead and wounded warriors began to fall into the ditch around us. High above their women, Ngati Paoa warriors stood on fighting platforms built out from the tops of the palisade. They threw down rocks and killed more of us. As I watched above for danger, I saw a musket ball slam a hole in one rock thrower’s forehead. He was but a boy, yet he fell with his stone and landed on a man standing not far from me. The boy’s body broke the warrior’s neck so both lay contorted in death.

Twenty yards along the ditch, Ngāpuhi fighters pulled down a section of palisade with ropes. Tete and Apu led some of us up notched poles below this opening. We found ourselves rushing nearby Hongi Hika and John Marmon toward inner ditches, banks and palisades. The defenders fought fiercely and almost killed our war chief. Hauling himself over the final palisade, Hongi caught his foot between palisade posts. A tattooed enemy led a few others forward to dispatch our chief, but Hongi laid hold of his pistols and fired so the men turned and fled. I hurried forward and hacked at the flax-rope palisade bindings. The poles loosened and Hongi freed his foot.

The final obstacle was a high, dirt rampart which shielded the defenders from our muskets. Chief Hongi shouted orders I did not understand. Soon Ngāpuhi warriors were tearing down the outer defenses and building a tower. When the height gave view, marksmen shot ball after ball until the defenders guarding the entrance all lay dead or wounded. Ngāpuhi then stormed the inner pa. I found myself fighting alongside Chief Hongi’s Pakeha priest against three European defenders. None bore brother Bram’s face and none carried muskets or pistols. John Marmon fought ferocious as a war dog. All soon lay dead. 

I lowered my weapons amidst a terrible slaughter that gave little mercy to women, children or the old. I walked to a high bluff from where stones had been thrown down on Ngāpuhi canoes. There I saw the man who had fled Hika’s pistols when the chief was trapped in the palisade. He was swimming the estuary for safety. Chief Rewa of Kororipo Pa reached the shore of the estuary and shouted to the fleeing warrior. The man turned and swam back toward his enemies. 

Chief Hongi approached me and stood nearby holding his side. A musket ball had damaged his coat of chainmail, but not the warrior himself.

“You fought well, my Greencoat. I am pleased no one cooked you at Rangihoua Pa.” The chief said. He laughed. I discerned friendship therein not mockery.

I pointed down toward the muddy beach where Rewa and the enemy swimmer began circling each other with flat stone clubs ready to strike. More Ngāpuhi soon arrived.

Hongi Hika explained events to me.

“My cousin, Chief Rewa, has challenged the Ngati Paoa chief, Kaea, to combat. For this kind of fight the warriors must use hand weapons. They are allowed only two blows each.” 

Chief Rewa twice thrust the sharp edge of a flat, green jade club toward his enemy. Chief Kaea blocked Rewa’s blows. He struck the other man twice. The Ngāpuhi chief staggered away. Kaea called out after his victim. Hongi Hika guffawed.

“Kaea told my cousin Rewa his hand is good for nothing except cultivating food!”

Another man stepped forward to fight Kaea. The enemy chief defeated him easily. A third warrior dared challenge the Ngati Paoa chief. Hongi explained the last man’s motive.

“That man is Te Ihi. He fights for utu. Chief Kaea once raided one of his father’s wives.”

I watched two men circle on a foreign beach, stone clubs cracking as chief Kaea parried Chief Te Ihi’s first blow. Ngāpuhi warriors surrounded them. Words were shouted but I understood none. I only recognized the bravery of Kaea, a man outnumbered yet choosing honor over life.  Te Ihi drove a second blow toward Kaea’s skull, but was again blocked. Kaea lowered his club and looked to the crowd for the next challenger. The loser did not retreat. His arm moved in a blur, ramming the edge of his mere deep into Chief Kaea’s temple. Te Ihi twisted the flat stone so the top of Kaea’s head split open. His body slumped to the ground. 

On the beach, Chief Rewa shouted at Chief Te Ihi while that man scowled. Te Ihi took a metal hatchet from a warrior and cut his enemy’s head from his shoulders.

“Kaea died with honor but was killed without it.” I told Chief Hongi Hika.

“Tis better to die in battle than swimming a river.” Hika said.

“Or be slain to be robbed of coin.” I replied.

Chief Hongi shrugged and walked away. 

I followed warriors leading a line of slaves. The prisoners were mostly young women and boys bound together at the necks with hands tied behind their backs. Outside the pa, I passed warriors building pyres from palisade stakes to burn our dead.  Others prepared enemy bodies for earth ovens. 

The feast lasted days. My old shipmate, Chief Waikato, ate nothing for four days. He confided his reason to me.

“Too many have died on both sides, Greencoat. The suffering is too much. I will not go to war again.” 

Hongi Hika too, seemed to desire a bloodless end to the war. Enemy defenders remained fortified within the palisades of Mauinaina Pa, yet fighting paused while Hongi Hika negotiated a peace. Eventually, Ngati Paoa accepted our war chief’s terms. The defenders lowered bridges across the ditches and opened gates of Mauinaina Pa for Ngāpuhi to enter. Ngāpuhi warriors took no peace but treachery. The sounds of slaughter soon carried through the narrow gaps in palisade posts.

Upriver of this beach where I sit and write, two forts and the large village are now deserted and burned. The survivors are enslaved or have fled. Mayhap two thousand bodies lie unburied but stinking too much to consume. Ngāpuhi have burnt the bodies of their own fallen warriors. They have cured and wrapped the heads to return to families. Many enemy heads have also been cured as trophies or for trade. Earth ovens gape empty or cook enemy dead to feed the Ngāpuhi army. Human bones lie cooked and gnawed. Canoes are heavy with mats, carved goods, tools, and weapons of wood, bone and jade. Chiefs will dispense the plunder as reward for bravery. 

Ngāpuhi are pleased with their vengeance. 

On the morrow, we paddle south-east toward Totara Pa to battle with clans of the Ngati Maru tribe. Mayhap there I will find tidings of Bram or even the man himself. John Marmon has long dwelled in the north of Maori Land but has no knowledge of Bram. I send two letters to Kerikeri CMS Mission. They voyage in the care of a chief commanding a plundered war canoe returning wounded and captives made slaves. 

The slaves are pitiful. Many carry the severed head of a slaughtered father, husband or brother. None try to escape. John Marmon tells me war captives have failed their people and lost their mana. Their families and tribes would most likely reject them were they to seek to re-join their loved ones. Not so this man from far shores. If Bram be a prisoner his brother will fight for his return.
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Your brother,

––––––––
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Alex
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8  Beach Feast with Friends
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex at a beach encampment somewhere on the eastern coast of a vast bay named Tikapa, south-east of Wai o Taiki River. 

Just a short note this November night, Brother. Lightning battles the western sky as vast cloud marches toward us. Fires burn high and men speak loudly to ward off ghosts. The stars over the south are foreign to my eyes, but familiar now, like the sound of Māori words in my ears. 

The voyage to battle has taken longer than the distance required in swift canoes. Chief Hongi and other chiefs consider omens and the advice of their priests. The blind chieftainess, Turikatuku, always has Hika’s ear. The fleet take detours to fish. We camp for lazy days on sandy beaches. Jagged mountains climb the eastern sky above thick forests of giant Kauri trees. No artist could paint more paradisical landscapes were they to open a window into the missionaries’ Heaven. Nor could any artist worsen hellish scenes of enemy heads steaming above earth ovens, or war slaves killed, cooked and eaten. All the while our wounded heal, warriors tend to weapons, practice hand to hand combat, or musketry. They share tales of past offences of the Ngati Maru tribe that demand utu. They rage at enemies and declare brave and deadly intentions. 

I have seen no Europeans apart from the red headed cannibal, John Marmon, who prefers to be called Jack. We two have conversed extensively. 

I have seen even less English shipping than Englishmen. The only sails upon the blue sea have been triangle sails of woven flax fiber hoisted above Maori canoes with the point down and a wide edge atop the mast. Canoes are sometimes lashed together with wooden poles to improve buoyancy. The only smoke drifts skyward from our Ngāpuhi camps, or from native fires hidden by vast inland forests.  

I no longer starve. Tete and Apu have taught me to harvest shellfish, trap seabirds, and fish with improved results. For my part, I have taught the brothers to shoot with the limited accuracy their smooth bore arms allow. I have caught fish by trawling hooks decorated with beautiful paua shell behind the war canoe. I have waded cold ocean with men closing sein nets upon boiling shoals of fish. I have harvested cray fish, paua, and sea urchin by diving under water. Today, my canoe mates fished with lines and hooks a far paddle from shore. The fish were plentiful and large, laughter was frequent, and I relaxed among brothers in arms. You will be shocked to read a warrior ran his line through the throat and mouth of a dried human head fixed atop a pole. Whenever a fish nibbled his bait, the head nodded, whereupon the killer laughed at his dead enemy. 

It begins to rain, though feeble as yet. We landed on a broad beach late this day. Few men have had time to build shelters. Warriors with flax-thread cloaks, European coats, or blankets, crouch and cover their heads to shed the drops. War slaves will suffer in the cool dark, wet and miserable, but alive and uneaten for another night. Battle looms at a place called Totara Pa. Mayhap I will find our brother there. I will endeavor to let you know.

My ink now blotches upon dampening paper. The fire splutters and flames dim. Tete and Apu are beckoning me to join them under their bivouac. I have come to consider the brothers my friends, even though we are able to share only broken conversation made possible with gestures and expressions more than words. 

––––––––
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Your brother,

––––––––

[image: ]


Alex.
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9  Battle of Totara Pa
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Hugh,

––––––––
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Alex, sorely wounded at the battle of Totara Pa this December 1821. My cheek was split and the bone broken by the sharp edge of a patu club. My agony is great, yet I strive to remain active lest my value be forgotten and I be dispatched from the world as a burden. My position is moreover weakened by the deaths of Apu and Tete. Tete was married to a daughter of Chief Hongi Hika. His favor bestowed mana upon me amongst the warriors in our canoe. Now he is gone.

I saw both men die.

Apu guided our canoe along a mangrove forested shore to the mouth of a river called Waihou. Our enemies blew shell horns. A wooden pahu gong drummed warning across miles. Our canoe beached as locals fled fields, villages, and canoes for the fortified pa. Soon the fleet of Ngāpuhi canoes crowded the high tide line. We lit fires and cooked fish.

Upon the next dawn, Ngāpuhi attacked the considerable defenses of Totara Pa. Tete led musket men to one of the steep hillsides that encircle three sides of the fort. Ngāpuhi musket balls hit only sky and palisade stakes high above. I joined an attack over a flat neck of ground which leads to a deep ditch and high earthwork. The defenders were fewer than at the twin pa of Ngati Paoa. The enemy possessed just a single musket. That weapon proved deadly to exposed warriors, as did the darts and rocks raining down from high on the ramparts above the deep ditch. Our own muskets hit few of the enemy sheltering behind the defenses. The attacks faltered. Ngāpuhi withdrew from the ditch and palisade. Warriors plundered the neighboring region while others surrounded the Pa. I feasted on kumara and cooked birds stored in their own fat.

On the third day, Apu and I took positions shooting across the flat ground into the palisade. Mid morn, I paused to reload my musket with cartridge and ball. I withdrew the ramrod then looked up to watch Apu take aim. He did not fire. His head jerked and he crumpled to the ground. I shouted his name but he lay lifeless, the back of his head blasted away. The only movement was a slow seepage of blood and fluid from a musket ball hole in his forehead.
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