
The People Before 

The narrator and his family live on a farm in a very quiet and rural part of New Zealand. They are expecting a visit from the people who owned the land before.

1
Then we had our surprise. (...) We saw the people climbing off the launch(1) . And we saw who they were, at last. My father stopped perfectly still and silent. They were Maoris. We were still a hundred yards(2) or more away, but there was no mistaking their clothing and colour. They were Maoris alright.

5   « There's something wrong somewhere, » he said at last. « It doesn't make sense. No Maori ever owned this place. I'd have known. Who the hell do they think they are, coming here ? »


I couldn't answer him. They were young men, and two old women with black head-scarves(3). And there was something the two young men carried. As we drew 

10     nearer we saw it was an old man in a rough litter(4). The young men talked quickly among themselves as they saw my father approaching. One came forward, apparently as spokesman. He looked about the oldest of them, perhaps thirty. He had a fat, shiny face.            .



« Here, » said my father. « What's all this about ? » I knew his opinion of              15
Maoris : they were lazy, drank too much, and caused trouble. «  What do you people think you're doing here?" he demanded. 


« We rang up yesterday, » the spokesman said. « We told your missus we might be coming today. »


« I don't know about that. She said someone else was coming. The people who 20
were here before. »


«  That's right. We owned all the land round this end of the river. Our tribe. »


« That must have been a long time ago. »


« Yes, » agreed the stranger. «  A long time. » He was pleasantly spoken and patient. His round face, which I could imagine looking jolly, was very solemn just then.(...).

25 « I still don't get it, » my father said. « What do you want ? »


« We just want to go across your land, if that's alright. Look, we better 

introduce ourselves.My name's Tom Taikaka. And this is- 

  My father was lost in a confusion of introductions. But he still didn't shake anyone's hand. He just stood his ground, aloof and faintly hostile. Finally there was the 

30
old man.(...)


« You see he's old », Tom explained. «  And he has not long to live. He is the last great man of our tribe, the oldest. He wishes to see again where he was born. The land over which his father was chief. 


He wishes to see this before his spirit departs for Rerengawairua. »




Adapted from  The People Before  (1978) by Maurice Shadbolt 

(1) a launch : a boat that has an engine and carries passengers for short distances- (2) a yard = about one metre- (3) a scarf(plural : scarves) = un foulard- (4) a litter = une civière 

