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"An outstanding voice that draws you deeply into both the canny and the uncanny aspects of unforgettable characters. Vanessa Grant draws together her deep knowledge of history, the visceral aspects of human life, and the ethereal realm to deliver a story with great punch." 

 

Lee Morgan, author of 'A Deed Without a Name' and 'The Rag and Bone Man'
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Glossary of Māori Words and Phrases




Given names and placenames have not been italicised or translated, nor the word Māori. Where a word has multiple meanings I have only included the meaning used in the story. 

Āe                                    Yes

Auē                                 Oh dear/Groan/expression of astonishment or grief

Haka                               vigorous dance with actions and rhythmically shouted words

Hapū                               Pregnant

Hau Hau/ hauhaus     Slang for anti-government warriors /bastardised Māori word

Hei Tiki/tiki                   Greenstone pendant depicting a human figure/abbreviation

Hōiho                                Horse

Horo! Horo!                     Run! Run!  

Kahawai                            A type of fish

Kāute                                 Outdoor kitchen

Kehua                                Ghost

Kete                                    Basket

Kia manawanui               Be brave-hearted

Kia Ora!                            Hi!

Kīngitanga                       Kingship/Sovereignty

Kōwhai                             A type of tree with yellow blossoms

Kua Pau                            All gone

Kūmara                            Sweet Potato  

Maketu                             Spell/sorcery

Mana                                Power/Charisma

Manaaki                            Helpful

Mere                                  Short, flat, stone weapon

Moko                                 Shortened form of Mokopuna, grandchild.

Pā                                       Fortified village on a hill

Pākehā                               European/British

Papa Kāinga                     Home Base, village

Patu                                   Club, weapon

Pāua                                    Variety of abalone with an iridescent blue shell

Pīkau                                  To carry on the back/care for/baby carrier

Pipi                                     Small shellfish

Pīwaiwaka                        Fantail

Pounamu                           Greenstone

Pūkana                              Stare wildly while performing haka and waiata

Rangatira                            High Ranking, noble 

Raupō                                 Rush-like plant used as building material 

Ruru                                    A small species of owl

Taiaha                                Wooden weapon, spear shaped

Tāmoko                             Tattoo                               

Taniwha                               Mythical creature. Often monstrous, living in rivers or lakes.

Taonga                                 Treasure

Tapu                                      Sacred, prohibited, forbidden, set apart

Tē Manawa Toa                 The Heart Of A warrior

Tē Uira                                 The Lightning 

Tuatua                                  A type of shellfish

Utu                                         Pay, repayment, vengeance

Wāhine Toa                          Warrior woman

Waiata                                   Song

Waka                                      Canoe or any boat

Whare                                    House

Wharenui                              Meeting house
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Orphans and Widows






October 1863

Papa kāinga

Rei tried to tune out the man speaking. The old warrior was passionate. He felt they should stop at nothing to support the Kīngitanga1 movement. Believed the whole village should mobilise up the Waikato and fight. Rei knew what his uncle’s response would be. They should stay out of it. They would all end up dead.

As soon as the man finished, Rei’s cousin Kēpa shot to his feet on behalf of his father - who nudged him firmly in the back. He didn't even wait to see if anyone wanted to sing a Waiata. A chief’s son could get away with that. 

Kēpa ran goods up and down the coast in his little Ketch, Tē Uira and his father, Tē Atawhai invested heavily in the trade. They made a good living. The village was tidy and prosperous. War with the pākehā was bad for business.

Kēpa launched into a dramatic description of the battle at Taranaki. Now Rei really wanted to tune out. He would rather think about almost anything else. Kepa wiped a few tears with the back of his hand as he spoke.

“You old men think this battle is like the musket wars back in the ‘30’s? No!  These are different times. There are never ending supplies of pākehā. Shoot one, another five spring up in his place. We had no chance at Taranaki! My younger brother was killed. Shot in the neck!” Kēpa pointed his fingers into his own neck, rolling his eyes dramatically. “And for what? The pākehā still took the land, didn’t they? For every one we shot they came back and killed twenty of us!”

That musket ball had whizzed right by Rei’s head seconds before it plunged into Māka’s neck. Rei watched him crumple. He’d thrown himself down next to Māka, frantically trying to see, between dirt and powder smoke how bad the hit was. Blood gurgled up in Māka’s throat and spilled out his mouth. His eyes stared wildly at the sky. He shuddered one last time.

Things went black in Rei’s mind after that. Red and black. He was told he'd killed many pākehā that day. Mostly with the barrel of an unloaded musket. He only remembered that when it was all over, he found Māka’s body with Kēpa sobbing beside it. Kēpa, who was built like a giant Kauri tree, bent over the crumpled body of his baby brother, letting tears fall in the mud and blood. Rei carried Māka’s body all the way back to the camp, while Kēpa followed silently behind, staring blankly at nothing.

 Rei focused on the carved posts stretching up towards the ceiling of the wharenui. In the flickering lamplight the ancestors seemed to writhe and dance. Their pāua eyes glinted knowingly, tongues rolled expressively, challenging Rei. He wondered about these ancestors, who had fought wars with patu and mere, decapitating their enemies with one blow. What did they think? Had they cried into the mud and blood when their brothers were killed?

Kēpa finished speaking. His wife Meri and a few of her friends sung a sad and lilting waiata to support him.  Another visitor stood up. The man had spoken at length yesterday too. He was adamant they should be fighting with the pākehā rather than against them. Rei looked longingly towards the door. A tiny rectangle of bright sunlight, beckoning to him. It had been days now. Hundreds of visitors in the village, the old men debating all day and half the night. Rei had heard enough. And bugger what the ancestors thought. He would make up his own mind.

It was hard to shuffle out without attracting attention, sitting with his large and chiefly family directly behind Tē Atawhai. However, the new speaker was not well received, and one of the Kingitanga supporters leapt to his feet shouting the man down. A general scuffle followed, and Rei took his chance, edging away along the wall. around the bodies crammed into the house. He muttered something about needing to piss. 

 Rei blinked and squinted at the daylight. The village was crowded with visitors, people were crammed in close around the wharenui. Rei manoeuvred his way between them onto the dirt street. Kids ran and shrieked everywhere, women bustled back and forth with food and chatter. 

He strode toward Kēpa’s place. A group of young women, gathered outside another whare.  Giggling and whispering, their smiles were inviting. He smiled and nodded but hurried on. Rei didn’t want to spend time with girls who would leave the village at the end of the week. Love hadn’t gone well for him lately. After a few sweet days, everything about the girl just reminded him that she wasn’t Rangimarie. Snatched away by the coughing sickness before they were even old enough to marry. 

They’d been promised to each other by the old people. Both coming from important families, it was a political match. But it was also love. For Rei anyway. He hoped she’d felt the same. They were so young when they ran around together as kids. He saw all the stars of the milky way in her beautiful eyes. She could make him do anything.

 They'd kissed on Kairākau beach when they were supposed to be gathering pipi.  

Kairākau was only a couple of days away, near the old pa. He would go there. He would catch crayfish and forget about the war, about old men talking and young men dying. There the ancestors might talk to him.  Maybe he’d make up his mind about fighting again.

 Maybe he’d just catch crayfish.









Lyttleton Harbour

Maggie's skin prickled at the awful sound - an unearthly moan rising in sick waves from inside the tent. Her aunt came out and shooed her away angrily, so Maggie stalked down to the water's edge and watched the grey sea biting at the sand. Frosty wind whipped her clothes around her. 

The ship they’d arrived on yesterday was small and black on the horizon. The Countess Of Kintore had been her home for months. She’d spent her eighteenth birthday retching until green bile dripped from her nostrils, while the ship wrestled helplessly in a storm.

Now they’d been dumped in this grey, windy, gritty little place at the bottom of the world. A wooden town hastily hammered together, blasted by sea gales and imprisoned by dramatic hills. Wheeling and screeching gulls overhead; deathly wailing in the tent across the sand. 

At risk of her aunt yelling again, she went back to the tent.  All morning Mrs Sutherland had been in there, and most of the morning there had been no sound, but the occasional murmur of voices. Then she began this alarming moaning.  Then yelling. Yelling right from her guts.

Mrs Sutherland must be dying. Right now, on the other side of that canvas she was dying.  Mr Sutherland and the three small boys were tiny stick figures at the far end of the beach. Soon, Maggie thought, they’d be orphans dressed in mourning black, wet cheeked beside their mother's grave. Another scream from inside the tent cut the vision short. Mrs Sutherland let out blood-curdling howls. Is that how it feels to die?

Mrs Sutherland groaned heavily, sobbed. Then it was very quiet. That’s it, she must be dead. 

There was an unexpected flurry of talk in the tent. Strange, happy sounding talk. Laughter. It didn’t make sense. Everyone had gone mad. Then she heard the angry, indignant bawl of a newborn baby.  

Nobody had said anything about a baby. They said Mrs Sutherland was sick and told Maggie to go away. It was never spoken of, having babies. They came from God and that was all. Maggie had some suspicions about the process, but the topic was firmly out of bounds. No wonder nobody would talk about it. Anything that could make a woman bellow like that must be worse than dying.

Aunt Emma appeared at the tent door. Maggie waited for her to be angry that she was near the tent, but her aunt didn't seem to care. Her sleeves were rolled up and wisps of grey hair had escaped from the neat bun it was coiled in. She smiled like an angel.

“Maggie! Please tell Mr Sutherland that he has a daughter, and all is well.” 

Aunt Emma hurried back inside the tent. Maggie stared for a moment at the space where her aunt had disappeared, then she ran. She wasn’t allowed to run, but she ran anyway. Nobody cared today. Across the grass, down the steep slope; over the wood and seaweed, grey sand, shells.

“All is well!” She yelled over the wind, “All is well! A baby girl!”

Mr Sutherland 's great moustache leapt with pleasure and he started off up the beach at a terrific pace. He seemed to forget the three small, bedraggled looking boys, so Maggie had to walk them back to the tent.

Come night, the three little boys slept piled up like puppies between Maggie and the canvas walls of the Turner family tent. When Aunt Emma brought the three little boys into the tent earlier in the evening, Uncle Frank eyed the boys stonily and walked away into the town without a word. He did not return until long after the lamp was turned down low.

The sweaty-puppy boys mouth breathed and Aunt Emma snored softly, while Maggie lay awake thinking about the extraordinary day. About baby having. It must hurt like having a leg cut off to have a baby. Mrs Sutherland's screams were like the war cries of the Māori warriors, all naked and tattooed.

Maggie had never seen a Māori warrior. The only Māori she had seen were the workers at the dock. Brown men in normal English clothes who hefted sacks and trunks on their shoulders and laughing women who carried away the stinking bundles of unwashed clothes. They were not savage, naked or tattooed. But she'd heard some wild things. On the ship, she liked to hide where nobody could see her and listen to the sailors talk. They used dirty, mysterious words. Words like Cock and Cunt. They told thrilling stories tales about tattooed cannibals who fought stark naked and preserved their enemies’ heads.  Alarming stories about powerful native magicians who threw death curses. Salacious bits about bare-breasted maidens who swam out to the ships to visit the sailors. It was all so wickedly forbidden. Things would have been dire for Maggie if she’d been caught listening, just like she wasn't supposed to hear the baby being born. Maggie was good at hiding.

Uncle Frank staggered against the side of the tent, groping for the opening. Maggie lay still, closed her eyes tight. He almost fell over her, because she took up more space than usual with the little boys.

“How long will you keep this lot Emma?” Maggie could smell rum. She heard her aunt sit up, and answer sleepily;

“Just a few days Frank, just until Mrs Sutherland is on her feet again.”

“Damn Mrs Sutherland to hell! Do we have to feed every stray?” 

“Just for a few days.”

“That's what you said about the last …bastard.”

“She’s not really a …”

“Ha! Whose face has she got then? Where did she get that curly, lamb-shit coloured hair and eyes like a black man from?”

Honey-coloured, my hair is honey coloured. And people say my brown eyes are pretty. I hate you. 

“No Emma, she’s a bastard. Good and proper. Now I have to work to feed her too!”

“You’ll wake the children.”

“Don't you hush me! That girls old enough to work! I was working at her age, and you – you were working in a big house, younger than that. Why should I break my back for the little bastard?”

Maggie pulled a face safely at the sleeping boys and the canvas wall. I wish. You lazy drunkard.  

Her aunt wouldn't dare to say anything to him now hopefully. Maggie heard bread being cut and a plate being filled. The camp chair creaked under Uncle Franks’s weight. The sounds of her uncle eating filled the space; loud, indelicate.

“Anyway,” her uncle paused from shoveling food momentarily, “I've already organised for our things to go by boat. We walk the bridle track tomorrow. Those children will have to go back to their own.”

Before long he hauled himself out of his clothes and the lamp light was smothered. Maggie listened as his breathing slowed. It hadn't been so bad, Maggie told herself, not this time. Uncle Frank slept, and Aunt Emma settled back into intermittent snores. 

Maggie was fiercely awake; her blood roared with the sea outside. The threat of what could happen was so close.  There were other times when Aunt Emma did say one word too many, or Maggie said anything at all. Blue bruise memories. Dark-sky storm, stinking of rum, breaking over the house. His face twisted, red, screaming. Aunt Emma, hysterical. Maggie hiding wherever she thought she wouldn’t be found.

Yet he was right. She was old enough to go out to work. Why shouldn't she? The thought of freedom glowed like a jewel in her mind, almost unbelievable. Like staring at something in a shop window without enough money to buy it.

Maggie thought rapidly.  Uncle Frank had said that tomorrow they were to walk the bridle track. Right over those great, sharp looking hills around the harbour. Another journey again would take them to the new farm in Canterbury. Would there be any chance of work in a 'big house' like the one Aunt Emma had worked in? In this tiny colony?

Lyttleton was only board cottages and a few poky shops, churches, a school. It seemed unlikely to Maggie that anyone here could hire servants. What would there be in Canterbury? Newly settled country, miles of land with barely anybody in it.  Nobody but her uncle and aunt, and herself on the farm, for weeks at a time.  Acres and acres of half cleared bush spreading in every direction like an ocean around them.

She’d heard about a place called Auckland. A bigger town. She knew the Governor, Sir George Grey, had a great mansion being built on an island north of Auckland. It was the only place in New Zealand she'd heard about. That must be where the opportunities were, if she could only get there.

A fantastic lie occurred to Maggie. If she told people she had been orphaned on the ship, during the crossing, people would believe it. Quite a few had died on board. Maggie’s stomach constricted when she thought about it. White, wrapped bodies that turned over and over in the air as they fell towards the ocean. The cold hands of the sea grasped them, the shrouds flashing like pale fish in the green. Then late at night, only Maggie saw them, scratching at the portholes trying to get back in. She didn’t tell anybody. She turned away and pulled the covers over her ears, trying to ignore the spectral crying nobody else noticed. People who talked about those things ended up in an asylum.

She sat up very slowly. The shadowy forms of her uncle and aunt were just mounds in the dark. The tent was small and cramped, most of their belongings stacked outside under oiled canvas. Heart beating like a military drum, Maggie felt for her boots and clothes. The boys muttered and breathed but showed no signs of waking as she moved away from them.  Am I really going to do this?

She tied the tent flaps behind her. Outside the beach was brilliant silver. Moonlit celebration. Salty air and dancing waves. She, a shade melting into darkness, moved across the grass toward the stacked belongings.

Maggie eased up one side of the canvas. She knew where her own small trunk was, and carefully shifted it into the moonlight. She fastened her corset over her night-gown, and sucking in her breath tugged on the lacing, crossing it at the back and tying it firmly at the front. Her dresses had been made to fit so perfectly over it that she couldn’t get them on without it.

Layers of stiffened petticoats held the bell-shaped skirts out. There were hoops inside the first one, and every time she took it off it had to be collapsed into itself then perched on its side. Over the petticoats went her beloved Sunday dress. It was one of the few nice things she owned. She wasn’t leaving that for Uncle Frank to sell for booze money.

She had made it herself with Aunt Emma. Only God knew how she had got the fabric without him making a horrible scene. Pink patterned taffeta. Made in two pieces, a full skirt tightly gathered into a waistband and boned bodice with tiny buttons all down the front. The patterns looked grey in the moonlight. Over that went her black mourning dress. I am an orphan.  She pulled it over the other and then struggled to button it, sucking her breath in hard. Now she could hardly bend her arms.

She tied a knot in the bottom of an old petticoat, and bundled in her only other dress, a comb, drawers.  She moved to the other side of the trunks to find some food. She quietly dislodged some of the tinned goods, then found small bags and tins of rice, beans, tea and sugar. She stole the tin knife too. she wrapped the whole bundle into her shawl and tied on her black bonnet.

She stood for a moment, unable to believe she was about to go. The beach roared, and above her the lights of Lyttleton threw their tiny, warm halos into the night. She could hear faint music, laughter coming from the Hotel. She looked at the tent for a long moment, then walked away. 

I'm sorry Aunt Emma.



Meremere Pa

Warriors crouched in the trenches behind a tall wooden palisade cut with chinks for their guns, both men and women. In between silences, the night exploded with shells, gunpowder, dust. Nobody noticed the slim and shadowy shape of a girl passing between them in the dark. A girl with long black hair twisted into a knot; and a shapeless old dress flapping around her legs. Kahu, at sixteen was too young to be called a woman and too old to be called a child. Amongst all the chaos, she was unimportant enough to be invisible. 

Three stolen ships-guns pointed from the pa toward the river. There was hurried movement around them. Kahu smiled. The pākehā weren't the only ones who could get cannons. We'll give those pākehā a surprise they won't forget. With a tense, brittle smile on her face she watched. Pressing her face against one of the gun chinks, she caught her breath – right there was the enemy who had pounded the pa with gunfire all night.

The river reflected a dull, cloud-blanketed moon, and on that river the black shapes of two armoured steamboats moved toward the pa. Kahu thought they looked like three giant, black taniwha. Taniwha that would spit fire and metal. Slow, relentless taniwha pressing closer, closer. She pressed her smooth cheek against rough bark until her dark eye filled the gun chink. Tense. Breathing. Waiting.

One of the boats, the Pioneer grew closer. Arrogant and unafraid, it was almost directly in front of Kahu now. She pushed her fingers as deep into her ears as she could. The blast went through her whole body; it couldn't be blocked out by fingers. She kept them jammed as deep in her ears as she could while blast after blast tore the night open. Gunsmoke blinded her and the earth shook.

The taniwha oozed with boastful sureness along the river, it didn't even bother to spit any fire back at them. Smoke from Māori guns hung white in the night air. Shells hit the water. The front of the pa flashed and trembled.

Then the Pioneer was hit. And again! Kahu thrilled at the sweet taste of victory. She waited for the taniwha to sink screaming into the black river. The sweet victory turned to bitterness on her tongue. The blasts didn't even seem to slow the ship. It kept moving steadily down the river with the other two. Steam hung behind the dark, hulking shape as it passed the pa, leaving it behind.

Kahu watched the taniwha glide away, deeply disappointed. Sick to her belly. Tomorrow the pākehā would be behind them. They would come from both sides to crack the pa open. They’d be helpless. And I’ll be helpless if my mother finds out where I’ve been. She would be mad enough that Kahu wasn't looking after the baby. 

The baby belonged to Kahu’s sister Rēhia. His name was Taiaroa, and Kahu thought he might as well be her baby considering he was always shoved onto her to care for.

 It would be even worse luck if her mother knew she was up above, instead of safe in one of the underground shelters, so Kahu turned and scrambled into the deep trench. She ran along it, stepping around people on the way. She turned down a passage that led into the interior of the pa. Climbing up again, out of the trench, she found her way towards the remains of the raupo whare where her family had slept until tonight. Tonight they had stayed under the ground, and nobody had slept.

The whare, once in neat rows, were now mostly sagging or flat. Near the rows of blasted whare was the gathering place, where fires always burned late into the night. The fires burned, and empires rose and fell around them. Rose and fell when the warriors spoke; stories were told, songs were sung. This was where she found her mother. 

A small crowd began to gather. Old men, women, and some children; hesitant to leave the safe trenches, yet desperate to know what had happened. The news spread quickly; the big guns had failed to sink the steamer. The pākehā were on both sides of them.

Kahu moved to her mother’s side. Her mother, Huia, turned anxious eyes on her:

“Where did you go?” Without waiting for an answer Huia shoved the boy from off her hip towards Kahu,

“Here you take him. He cried for you when the guns were fired.”

Huia watched people coming up from the trenches, her eyes darting nervously across the crowd, knowing the pākehā guns could start again any time. Kahu took the warm little body onto her hip, his fat arms wrapping around her neck.

“You fat baby,” she said without any unkindness, “big fat whale, Taiaroa!” Taiaroa laid a tired baby cheek on her shoulder. His eyes closed a little, the big guns had kept him awake all night. Kahu dropped her cheek onto the softness of his hair, nestled the sweet smell of him. 

Now, a stir on the far side of the meeting place caught Kahu's attention. It was him, the man himself: the Kingmaker. Ngāti Hauā chief, Wiremu Tāmihana. He didn't wear a feathered cloak or have a tattooed face, he just wore an old jacket under leather cartridge belts, a worn blanket around his waist. A beard outlined the broad face; his eyes were deep set. Burning quiet, like a fire banked up for the night.

His mana alone was enough, that many people had walked here to the pa to fight beside him. When he spoke, people listened. 

Kahu felt she could listen forever, swim in the flow of words, although sometimes she was still unsure what had really been said. Right now, Tamihana was talking rapidly to a group of men and women. Kahu saw her older sister Rēhia, standing at the back of the group, gun over her shoulder. It had been Rēhia’s husband's gun, when he was alive, and in those days Rēhia used to crouch in the trench beside her man to re-load his gun, as many of the women did. When Rēhia took the gun, her baby Taiaroa began to ride on Kahu's back because Rēhia couldn't carry him and use the gun at the same time.

The war seemed to have swallowed Rēhia. Kahu remembered her with a longing pain, the funny old Rēhia who would yell at you one minute and kiss you the next. The Rēhia who gave Kahu her old dress and beat her at knucklebones every time. That Rēhia had bled out onto the ground at Koheroa with Taiaroa's father. Then Rēhia had taken the gun, and the pounamu fishhook that would one day belong to Taiaroa, and when she took them the old Rēhia sank to the bottom of the river.

Now more men gathered at the fire, Ngāti Maniapoto, Ngāti Hauā, Ngāti-Korokī, Ngāti Raukawa, Ngāti-Tūwharetoa, Ngāti Mahuta and more; all the tribes who supported the kingitanga had sent men. The people were drawn to the fire, spreading around it a mat of bodies. The chiefs began to speak. One at a time they stood. Some felt they should stay. Others felt they should leave. Kahu listened beside her mother, wondering where the river would take them now. Even as the chiefs spoke, the whole pa filled with movement, and talk. 

They knew before Rēhia came to tell them: they were leaving.






1.
      A glossary of Māori words has been provided at the back of the book
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