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Foreword

Aotearoa, the land of the long white cloud, is a collection 
of islands in the lower depths of the South Pacific. It is 

made up of the two main islands, the North and the South. 
Both full of beauty and breath-taking sights, the thermal 
wonderland of the North and the Alps of the South, only 
two of the many wonders to behold. In its early history, 
man ventured from far away, conquering the sea on daring 
voyages of discovery, blazing the way to find new fertile 
lands. Canoes from the Pacific Islands, and much later, 
by the Tall Ships of Europe. All that came could see the 
potential these lush lands offered. Green pastures for stock, 
mighty trees for ship building and abundant seas for fishing 
and whaling. And even later still, the discovery of gold.

In the rivers of the South Island lay a precious stone, an 
emerald green stone, which held those who looked upon 
it spellbound by its beauty. This majestic stone, Pounamu, 
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became to be a very important treasure to the Maori, and 
would increase in mana as pieces were passed from one 
generation to the next. Skilled craftsmen would shape this 
stone into prized implements such as chisels and adzes, 
fishing hooks and lures, and most prized, the mere, a short 
handled weapon. It would also be worn when carved into 
pendants, ear rings and cloak pins. 

Such a prized stone, with its obvious powers, deserved to be 
protected. It was the duty of the Keepers of the Pounamu to 
ensure it was not plundered.



1

1

It was the nineteen fifties, already more than a decade 
had passed since the last of the great wars in Europe and 

the Pacific had finished with their insanity of death and 
destruction. A new generation had been born for whom 
these conflicts would only be a matter of history. New 
Zealand was now enjoying peace and prosperity; it was a 
time of modern inventions, of rock and roll, and long hot 
summers at the beach. For many, the old ways still framed 
this new world, with its time honoured customs which 
would never change. The old ways stretched back into time 
beyond these recent wars to a time when honour in battle 
was as important as the victory. The cycle of death and 
rebirth continued to roll across the green land as it always 
had, as it always would.

Here in the southern corner of the North Island of Aotearoa 
stood a tall and proud fir tree. Not a native of these lands 
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but its roots had only known the soil of this fertile country. 
It had grown tall and strong, nourished by the temperate 
rains that mirrored those of its forebears half a world away. 
The tree could claim no ancient ancestry with these islands, 
but none the less the spirit of the land had welcomed it and 
nurtured it as one of its own.

Through the light mist which hung close to the ground, 
hardly moving in the still air, a soft light filtered through the 
tree’s branches. Clear to see, perched high in its branches, a 
lone Tui sang its soulful musical chorus. The bird dressed in 
its funereal plumage was here not to feed, for the pine tree 
offered no nectar, but here, according to a wise and observant 
elder, to echo its respects to a fallen princess. This majestic 
bird was here to sing her spirit onto its final journey, to the 
world of her ancestors. High above, barely visible through 
the mist, a Karearea, the New Zealand falcon, soared across 
the early morning sky and tipped its wings as if in salute to 
the princess. It too seemed to be here to pay homage to the 
fallen lady.

The tree stood as a guardian over the small country Marae. 
People were coming from far and wide for the Tangihangi. 
They travelled the dusty and rutted road on foot, on 
horseback, by car and truck. It was important to be here to 
farewell and honour this once beautiful but, even in death, 
still serene daughter of the Pounamu. They brought food, 
flowers or just their love and respect. It was a duty to come 
but it was an honour to be here. The younger children, as is 
their nature, were not aware of the solemnity of the occasion 
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and ran and played, enjoying the gathering and happy to be 
among friends. Most were cousins and even second cousins, 
but being related had no meaning to them, they were family 
but mainly they were friends. The old lady resting now in 
her plain, but appropriate to her standing in the community, 
coffin, would have been happy by the sight and sounds of 
the joyful youngsters. She often sat in her favourite chair on 
her porch and watched them play their games, knowing they 
were learning their place in the world, as they were the future 
for this land and their people. The women wailing did so in 
love as much as in shared grief, it was hard to realize that she 
had finally left them. As the cry of the women was lifted up 
into the sky a gentle breeze caressed the emerald green of 
the distant bush which seemed to rock in concert with the 
sonorous wailing. No Maori stands alone in death; it seemed 
that even the bush was compelled to add its respect for the 
princess.

The children ran past the Whare Whakairo, through the 
entrance in the hushed darkness, they caught a fleeting 
glimpse of the coffin and the gathered elders keeping vigil. 
Their attention was quickly diverted by the compelling sound 
of a Haka and they stopped their running, caught at last in 
the emotion of the moment. It was clear that the Haka was 
being performed from the heart, the true emotion shone 
from the men’s faces. The actions were all delivered with 
the power and truth as they were intended. The children 
stood for a moment and felt that they were part of something 
bigger than themselves. Maybe this day would stay with them 
until they too grew to be old and wise.
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The kids moved on, keen to see what else was happening. 
There was Uncle Howard’s Chevy parked by the gate. Bright 
red and flashy, he had come all the way from Auckland with 
his Pakeha girlfriend. A rare sight, that brought whispers 
of disapproval from some of the older women, and giggles 
from the younger ones. They left fingerprints on the side 
windows as they peered inside the car and dreamed of the 
day that they too could move to the city and live like film 
stars. To them Uncle Howard was a hero, someone to look 
up to and aspire to become. He had a flash job earning 
big money at the freezing works, cutting prime cuts of lamb 
and beef for export to far off lands. Today he wore his old 
army uniform which made him look distinguished, and the 
medal he brought back from the war sat proud upon his 
chest.

In the kitchen, more practical matters were at hand. A large 
pot was simmering on the stove and a group of women were 
gathered preparing vegetables and gossiping. There would be a 
lot of empty bellies to fill today and it was a matter of pride that 
no one go hungry. Rena, a middle aged woman with slightly 
greying hair and work worn fingers looked around her. There 
was so much to do and as the woman in charge of the kitchen 
she was feeling under pressure to keep things moving along at 
a steady pace. She wiped her hands on her apron and spotted 
her niece struggling with a sack of potatoes. Rena adjusted her 
steamed up glasses which had slipped down her nose.

“Come on girl, get a move on with those potatoes, we 
need to start peeling them straight away. Got your head full 
of silly dreams as usual I expect.”
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Feeling flustered, her words were uttered with an unusual 
brusqueness. Rena noticed an embarrassed flush on the 
girl’s cheek and instantly felt sorry for being cross. In fact the 
sweet young girl was her favourite niece and worked hard in 
a quiet and helpful way. She stroked the girls shining hair 
and retied the long red ribbon which had come loose.

“Sorry Aunty, but everything is so upside down today.”
“I know, everything will be back to normal soon, now, 

let’s get on with the peeling of these spuds.”
They sat together and started working. Rena gave a gentle 

smile to the young girl and the gift was shyly returned. It 
was not a day to let hurt feelings cloud the proceedings. A 
shadow fell upon them and they both looked toward the 
door at the same time. Standing there looking a little lost 
was Howards girlfriend, Janet. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked quietly.
She was looking out of place and Rena could clearly see 

she was feeling it and offered a way for her to fit in a little.
“Do you know how to peel potatoes?”
Of course she did and Rena pointed to a peeler on the 

bench and Janet took it and sat next to the young girl and 
smiled widely. The other women stopped talking and stared 
for a few seconds. As the peeling resumed so did the chatter 
from the women.

The kids continued their running and reached the open 
fire burning downwind of the Whare. A group of men were 
heating the stones for the Hangi. Fresh wood was added and 
the fire poked. A shower of sparks flew up into the air and 
as the kids watched the sparks dance and fly, a feeling of 
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hunger came over them. The thought of the succulent pork 
and chicken that would be pulled from the earth oven later 
in the day made their mouths water with anticipation. They 
stood there for a while almost tasting the flavours. Breakfast 
was a mere memory and dinner would be a long way off 
with the food needing to be in the ground for a number of 
hours. The heavenly flavours however, would be worth the 
wait.

Three boys had just come together after playing tag. Aged 
ten and eleven they were out of breath and fell in a heap 
panting and laughing. They lay on their backs cushioned by 
the pine needles and looked up at the pale sky through the 
branches of the fir tree.

“I don’t want no mischief from you boys today, what are 
you up to.”

It was Aunt Matilda and she was wagging her finger at 
them. Aunt Matilda was known not to take any cheek; she 
had a sharp tongue and could wield her wooden spoon 
across a boy’s legs with the skill of a warrior.

“Just playing Aunty.”
Aunt Matilda shook her head at them but seemed 

satisfied for the moment and strode off in her newly store 
bought dress, with a smile of authority. The moment of 
mortal danger had passed and the boys sat up giggling. Pita 
rubbed the graze on his knee; there would be a decent scab 
there in the morning.

“What about playing hide and seek, that should keep us 
out of Waltzing Matilda’s way.”

The boys rolled about laughing again.
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“You scared of Aunty then, chicken boy?”
“Too right I’m scared of her. You haven’t felt her wooden 

spoon across the back of your legs.”
“It’s not her spoon that worries me, it’s when she comes 

looking for a kiss that I run for cover.”
They rolled in laughter again, though in truth Aunt 

Matilda’s kisses were just as scary as her spoon for these boys. 
It was rumoured amongst the older boys that she could suck 
your soul out of your body through your eyes, and this is why 
she made it a habit of kissing them that way. She may have 
been short in stature and slightly hunched over but she had 
a presence as large as a giant for these youngsters.

“Yeah, let’s play hide and seek... you are in...”
The boy prodded his younger brother Pio on the arm.
“I don’t mind, you fellas count to a hundred and then 

come looking.”
Pio got up and ran off, zigzagging as he made his way 

across the wide grassed expanse.
The other two didn’t bother counting. No boy is going 

to count all the way to a hundred when there’s chasing to be 
done. When a reasonable time had passed they set of; the 
hunt was on.

Pio found himself outside the Whare Whakairo and 
seeing that it looked dark inside slipped quietly through the 
carved entrance way. He edged his way around, sliding his 
hand along the wall keeping out of sight of the elders who 
were holding vigil by the coffin. He slipped into the shadows 
and felt that he had chosen his hiding place well. The others 
would not dare to follow him in here, into this sacred place, 
especially today.
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As he was about to crouch down and make himself even 
more invisible, a strong hand gripped his shoulder and Pio 
jumped and gasped with shock.

“What you doing boy? Haven’t you got any respect for 
your elders? Don’t you know who that is over there laying in 
that coffin?”

It was a Kaumatua. He spoke in a hushed voice but the 
anger was all the more menacing for it.

“It’s just some old lady.”
The Kaumatua stood up straight, his old frame seemed 

to grow in size and vigour as he spoke.
“Boy, you should be ashamed, dishonouring your Ariki 

like that. That’s your great grandmother, Aroha. Now you sit 
here at my feet and I will tell you all about her. I will tell you 
the story of who she was and therefore who you are.”

His eyes looked deep into the young boy’s as if he could 
see into his very soul. Then glancing at the entrance he 
saw the other two boys watching but unwilling to enter. He 
gestured to them with his carved walking stick.

“Yes, you two can come in and learn a thing or two as 
well. Come, sit down here.”

He pointed to a space beside Pio and tapped the floor 
with the end of the stick.

The two boys looked at each other as if trying to decide 
whether to run or not. But it was too late, the dark eyes of the 
Kaumatua drew them in and the boys found themselves sitting 
on the mat next to Pio at the old man’s feet. The Kaumatua 
sat back down on his stool and grasping his carved stick he 
leaned forward gaining the full attention of his audience of 
three. They looked up at him with wide shining eyes.




