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​Note to readers

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION, based on some real life scenarios that once truly happened.This book is mostly based on historically recorded events, and weather patterns, including tidal activity. This literature was filled or layered with some fictional working details, to fill in the blank spaces or to cover some of the holes left in a horrifically epic true tale.  

Perhaps you have heard the story of the sinking of the Boyd ship in Whangaroa harbour. This Original tragedy took place more than two hundred years ago. 

This book is fictional, written with or about true events. With conspiracy theories of what happened that day, the things time held secret from literature and verbal stories, documentaries and the museum archives.
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​PART ONE: The Icy London Departure 
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The night the Boyd slipped out of London, the river wore its winter skin.

Ice clung in fragile rims to the wharf pilings, coal-smoke lay heavy over the Thames, and the Brigantine’s masts were a black thicket against a low, pewter sky. She was 395 tons of oak and iron, copper-sheathed for far-off seas, owned by George Brown and under the command of Captain John Thompson. Another English vessel bound first for New South Wales, then home the long way round.

On 10 March 1809 she slid downriver on the ebb tide, past warehouses stacked with whale oil and timber, past the forest of masts that tied Britain to the wide Pacific. The Napoleonic wars were raging half a world away in Europe; out here, the empire’s veins ran with flax, seal skins, spars, and the thick, reeking oil boiled from whales taken in southern seas.

Below decks the air was cramped and sour. Convicts bound for New South Wales sweated in the low gloom, chained dreams rubbing their ankles raw. A few free passengers shared the tween-decks: ex-convicts who had served their time and were now heading for a new life, a couple of merchant clerks, a woman named Ann Morley with her baby, and a small girl, Elizabeth “Betsey” Broughton, whose father hoped to return to England once the ship had finished her errands.

Among the crew, one figure stood a little apart.

Te Ara, known on board as George. He was Ngāti Pou, the son of a rangatira from distant Whangaroa. He had already spent more than a year at sea on other ships, sailing south to the cold sealing grounds and back again. On the Boyd he was meant to work his passage from Sydney back to his homeland, but he carried with him another cargo: stories, and the taut weight of mana that came with being a chief’s son.
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​PART 1.2 Across the Tasman

BY AUGUST THE Boyd had weathered the long passage and reached Port Jackson, where convicts were unloaded and new cargo taken on. In Sydney her hold was filled with hardwood, coal, barrels of whale oil and fur skins. Enough, you’d think, to make the voyage profitable on its own. 

But the Pacific was a place of margins and opportunity. Under charter to Sydney merchant Samuel Lord, Thompson agreed to a detour: they would call at New Zealand, at Whangaroa Harbour, to load Kauri spars.  Straight giants of the forest, prized for masts before rounding Cape Horn and heading for London.

Those were restless years in the Tasman. Sealing gangs hopped from one rookery to the next, hunting fur seals nearly to extinction by 1830. Whaling ships began to regularise their visits, anchoring in bays like the Bay of Islands to take on fresh water, provisions, and sometimes Māori crew in exchange for iron tools, muskets, and cloth.

New Zealand was still a name on European maps more than a place in their minds: a dangerous frontier of storms and reefs, rumours and opportunity. For Māori, though, the coasts and harbours were already densely woven with meaning.

Te Ara knew that. He carried Whangaroa in his memory: the drowned river valley with its steep volcanic outcrops, ancient rock standing like frozen taniwha.

He knew St Paul’s Rock, Ohakiri, lifting above the harbour like a stone prow; Duke’s Nose, Kaiaraara Rocks, its sheer face watching the inner channels; Maunga Taratara further inland, sacred and sharp-backed, a maunga tapu.

He knew Peach Island, Ohauroro, crouched near the harbour entrance. Once a fortified pā and still a place of mana.

Between these landmarks lay a network of pā, cultivation’s, urupā, fishing grounds, eel weirs and sacred places. To Captain Thompson they would be “fine scenery” and “good anchorage”. To Te Ara they were whakapapa made of stone and water.
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​PART 1.3 The Cat and the Whip

AT SEA AGAIN IN OCTOBER 1809, the Boyd crossed the Tasman, her decks awash with salt and early-summer rain. Flying fish scattered ahead of the bow, petrels skimmed the swells, and at night the wake burned green with phosphorescence under a sky hammered with stars.

Somewhere between squalls, everything went wrong.

Accounts differ, they always would. One version says the ship’s cook dropped a handful of pewter spoons overboard and, to dodge the blame, accused Te Ara of theft. Another says Te Ara refused to work his passage, standing on his mana as a rangatira’s son. Either way, what followed was not in dispute.

Thompson had Te Ara tied to the capstan in front of crew and passengers and flogged him with the cat-o’-nine-tails, depriving him of food. On an English ship in 1809 this was unremarkable: a captain’s harsh but ordinary discipline. Under British law you could be hanged for stealing goods worth five shillings; the lash was used for far less.

On a Māori body, on the back of a chief’s son, the cuts stung in another way.

Every stroke was also an insult to Te Ara’s father, a blow that cracked mana as surely as it broke skin. Utu was not simple “revenge”, it was the gravity that pulled the world back toward balance. And balance, Te Ara knew as the welts burned across his shoulders, would have to be restored.

He said nothing aloud. He took the lashes. He ate what little he was given. In the days that followed he let the wounds dry into dark, ridged maps.

Then he went to the captain and spoke of kauri spars and safe water.

“Whangaroa,” he told Thompson, in calm, broken English. “My home. Best place for timber. Deep harbour. Good anchorage.”

The captain, thinking of profit and schedules and the long haul around Cape Horn, listened.
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​PART 1.4 Whangaroa: Long Harbour

DECEMBER ROLLED AROUND them. The Tasman’s moods swung quickly that month: one day glass calm and hot as a skillet, the horizon a white shimmer; the next day a sudden nor’easter, hard rain flattening the sea into gunmetal, sails reefed down while the brig shouldered through steep chop.

When land finally rose off the starboard bow it came first as a faint smudge, then as a broken line of hills and headlands. The smell hit them before the detail: damp soil, leaf-loam, and the resinous tang of kauri drifting out from shore.

Whangaroa Harbour is a drowned river valley. Swollen seas after the ice age crept inland and filled the cuts between ancient volcanic rocks, leaving steep outcrops rising out of the water like stranded giants. Mangroves spread in the sheltered shallows at the head of the harbour; native forest cloaked the ridges in deep green.

The Boyd slipped between those walls on an evening of patchy weather. To the east, the sky over the Pacific still glowed with the last smear of sunlight; over the harbour, clouds gathered, bruised purple. Rain trailed in distant veils along the hills. Above the little settlement that would one day be Whangaroa village, St Paul’s Rock stood out against the dimming sky like the back of some ancient stone whale.

Te Ara stood by the rail, eyes fixed on the familiar angles. Somewhere up the Kaeo River valley lay Waihapa, the last refuge of his people when Hongi Hika’s muskets later came hunting. For now, though, this was still his home ground, alive with the pulse of his own iwi. On the western side of the harbour, Maunga Taratara’s broken tableland loomed, sacred and sharply cut against the clouds. Further out toward the entrance, Peach Island/Ohauroro guarded the channel. Once a former pā, its slopes once ringed with palisades and terraces.

Sails were shortened; the anchor went rattling down. The brig swung slowly to face the wind, creaking, and came to rest in water deep enough to float her safely but close enough that the crew could see the flash of waka paddles in the dusk.
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​PART 1.5 Ashore

OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, life settled into a pattern that felt almost ordinary.

Summer had arrived fully. On some mornings a mist lay over the harbour like breath on glass, lifting as the sun climbed, revealing water that went from pewter to green to bright, hard blue. Kingfish and kahawai boiled under working flocks of white terns. Long-line hooks rattled in wooden boxes as the crew prepared to take advantage of the fishing.

On hot afternoons the bush hummed with cicadas, their rasping chorus rolling down off the hills. From the decks of the Boyd, passengers could see small cultivations along the lower slopes. Neat rows of kūmara mounds and clusters of buildings atop headlands and islands: pā, palisaded and watchful. Smoke from cooking fires coiled up through the still air, joining the sniff of woodsmoke from the ship’s own galley.

Soon, canoes came.

Waka slid out from shadowed inlets and around forested headlands, some narrow and swift, others bigger and broad-beamed, carved bows rising like beaks above the water. Men with moko and cloaks of dogskin or flax stood in the sterns, steering with long paddles. Women
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​PART 1.6 The Night of Fire
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