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If you were walking along the white sands at Otaki, New Zealand and looked towards the river, you might have seen me that day. I had decided to escape from my noisy family, to dream of past times in solitude. It’s difficult to find peace of mind in the bedlam and confusion created by my children and their many offspring. So I mumbled Tobacco and walked out the door, unnoticed in the clamour of preparing the mid-day meal.

My name is Tomanua Brown and I’m fifty-eight years young, as I tell the youngsters. My parents were quarter caste Maori from the East Coast, near Mahia. In the sixties, the local businesses and farms laid-off men and it was difficult to find regular work. My mother took in laundry and did housework for the rich to feed us kids. We had no telephone and walked three kilometres to the neighbours’ house, to ring Auntie in Gisborne.

My father worked as a shepherd on the sheep stations, as a fleecier during the shearing season. He had a good eye for the best fleeces and was an expert grader in his day. He was well known by the locals in Mahia as ‘Big Hongi,’ with the flame-coloured hair typical of Maori in this region. He was renown for his ability to tell stories of our ancestors and their epic voyage to New Zealand. He would regale his mates at the local pub with his own brand of wry humor, creating arguments he watched with amusement. His volatile temper was awesome and his family and friends learnt to distance themselves, when he was in a rage at some imagined slight. With his elbow on the bar and a cold beer in his fist, he stood tall amongst his peers. 

Tomanua respected his fathers’ ‘Mana’ and thought often of their fishing trips together. He and his brothers would share jokes with him as they threw their lines into the ocean swell. 

I walked slowly in the hot sun, enjoying the sound of the seagulls and the solitude of the sand dunes. The air shimmered with heat rising from beneath my flat, brown feet, high stepping on the hot white sand. I walked towards an old Pohutakawa tree, struggling to exist in the arid sand. As I peered up through its sparse branches, I could see the red flowers and their yellow stamens nodding at me, offering their approval. I smiled as I drew tobacco from my pocket and rolled with two fingers as my father had shown me. I flicked my lighter, inhaling the aroma of fresh tobacco deep into my lungs. Baiting the hook with smelly squid, I flicked the line expertly across the tidal river and with a satisfied grunt, noted the tide was running inland.

‘Good one!’ I exclaimed, ‘This tide will bring the big fish up river.’ And I settled.

I thought about the last time that I had seen my mother alive and happy. Riwa tried hard to please her husband and children and any extra money she saved she spent on us kids. I can’t remember a time when she was not working for other people, cleaning their houses. I can still see her in my mind’s eye standing at a clothesline after a big wash day gazing across the valley in wistful silence. Life was hard for her, yet she never complained even when my father would rage at her. He would storm outside yelling for his dogs, returning with a bunch of wild flowers as an apology and kiss her bruise face.

She would look at him and quietly say, ‘Go outside or go to bed kids.’

In her silent moments, I remember asking her what she was thinking about and she replied, ‘Well sonny! I was just thinking about my life and wondering what happened to my youth.’

‘You are still my beautiful mother and you can be whatever you want!’ I cried feeling her pain.

‘Thanks Sonny!’ she said and patted my cheek.

‘But life is hard sometimes and my opportunities are past. But don’t you miss out on life!’ Riwa chided. ‘You’ve education and must leave here one day. Don’t stay in this place and miss out on your chance to become someone important.’

I remembered thinking about these words on the day of her funeral at the Mahia Marae as I showed my respect for her with pray. While the elders wailed the traditional laments I kissed her face for the last time, wetting her cold, brown cheek with my tears. Even my cousins who were gang members paid their respect and removed their patches before entering the Marae, joining the others with raised voices. The ground trembled as they lowered her coffin into the dark wet ground, as if in affirmation of her presence. Riwa’s life was cut short by a blood clot to the brain at the age of forty-three, leaving her family to grieve over their lose of a true earth mother.

My fishing line began to leap and was almost tugged from my knarled fingers.

‘Damn! That hurt!’ I said massaging my hand.

The fish strained to escape the hook embedded in its mouth, leaping high in the air, then diving deep. I stumbled to my feet ready for the battle. Above me the tree swayed in the strong sea breeze, waving its red emblems like a flag. With a sudden burst of energy the silver fish leapt from the water, spraying iridescent droplets across the rushing river. Its skin gleamed silver, as it fought desperately for life, its dark eye watching me.

‘Oh! Silver fish give up your struggle.’ I cried.

With out a sound he stopped fighting and surrendered his life to me, the old warrior. In jubilation I could hear my ancestors reciting the fishing chants of old, as they fished the great rivers and coastal waters. I lifted the shining fish onto the slippery bank and drew him safely onto higher ground. He struggled weakly to return to his water world as I removed the hook from his mouth, then he lay still in defeat.

Breathing heavily I placed him in my fishing sack and sat under the tree to catch my breath. My heart was pounding with the exertion of landing this fish of ‘Maui’ and my breathing echoed in my ears. I threaded the bait onto the sharp hook, tossing the line into the centre of the river. Resting my tired body against the tree’s wind sculptured trunk I sank into dreaming again.

I though about my brothers’ Johnno and Heki who had left the family after our mothers’ death. They were older than me and had joined the brotherhood of ‘Black Power’ and had moved away to the port city of Naiper. They were staunch members of the gang and blazed an infamous trail of destruction as they challenge the ‘Pakeha’ white system. The mighty clenched fist of their collective power controlled their enemies and intimidated the authorities. But eventually the police cornered them like rats and rough justice prevailed in long prison sentences.

Tomanua sighed softly, as his thoughts drifted back to these difficult times and he shrugged off the shadowy presence of these ‘warriors’ and he thought of his sisters.

He smiled as he remembered his youngest sister in her heyday and the young men who swooned with lust for her.

Tania was the prettiest girl in Mahia, with her long black hair and dimpled smile. The young men turned their heads to admire her when she walked by and giggled saying.

‘Look at those legs, Hene! What I could do with a woman like that!’ And they laughed with rough bravado.

Tania ignored them, turning away from temptation with a toss of her head. She has plans for her future! As soon as she had finished her last year of High school she was moving to Auckland with her friend Francis. They had planned years ago when they were young kids to leave Mahia and seek fame. Francis had asked her Auntie May in Auckland if they could stay with her and she had agreed. They talked about becoming hairdressers or office work. Anything to escape the stifling sameness of living in a small community. The excitement of a big city enticed them towards their goals. 

Tania had a warm personality and passed her exams with excellent marks. But Francis struggled and turned to the easier option of relying on her looks to get by. This attitude was to create problems with their friendship, as she later drifted from job to job. Tania however, thrived on hard work and with her quick mind progressed rapidly in a sound business environment. Eventually Tania realised that Francis was heading for big trouble with the smooth talking men and must return to her roots in Mahia. She paid for Francis’s ticket back to the peninsular, where she promptly married the first man who asked her and settled down to raise kids. 

Tania was sad to lose her friend, but accepted that life meant change and she ventured into her first business promoting Maori and Pacific Island traditional art. She knew that tourists desired traditional icons, to remind them of their holiday in the ‘Land of the Long White Cloud.’ Business was a great success and she married an American who was interested in cross-cultural societies.

The family ties had loosened after their mother had died and the siblings had drifted apart.

At fifteen Nellie had left school to work in Woolworth’s supermarket. She graduated to a ‘Checkout Chick’ and met Fred Thompson, the local manager. Their children Nita and Tom became well known, representing New Zealand in basketball and Rugby Union over.

Tomanua’s heart swelled with pride when the All Blacks played an international game and the ‘boys’ performed the ‘Haka’. The sacred words stirring his tired old blood and he would rise to his feet, victorious again.

Tomanua shaded his eyes from the glare of the sunlight, regretting that he had left his ‘sunnies’ at home. With his old eyes almost closed he watched a gull effortlessly circling the warm spirals.

‘To feel that free! No effort, just gliding around.’ He said. 

He laughed, as he thought of his best mate Jake Matai and the good old days. Boy! Did he get told-off by the wife, when he crawled home one morning, sick as a dog! He had left home on Saturday morning to play outdoor bowls in a tournament. Their team won the prestigious ‘Kapiti Coast’ trophy. Well, the celebration moved to the pub and the night had passed in many beers. Stony silence from Riwa drove him out of the house, into the shed outback. He threw sacks into a corner and slept off his hangover. His youngest son found him and brought him a cup of tea and he was grateful. His mouth had a bitter taste and his head ached terribly. 

He suffered the cold shoulder from Riwa! But that’s all right! Silence has some merit and he avoided her until she weakened, welcoming him to their bed. He thought of Riwa as a young woman beautiful, feisty and would sing like an angel. But life had been tough when he lost his job and she had returned to work to support the family. Riwa was a good mother and kept a clean house, so he ignored her bursts of short temper. He remembered the old days, full of laughter, singing the old songs and playing his guitar at parties. 

The line began to jump as the silver fish fought for freedom. It leapt and twisted to escape the finality of its death. He held it aloft with pride in his ability to feed his family.

‘Good one! The wife loves fresh fish!’ 

I pulled out my pipe and thoughtfully rubbed the stem between my fingers. My thoughts drifted to my younger days, when I had been ‘King of the Road’ in my truck. I plugged the bowl with sweet tobacco and puffed in contentment, the flame danced bright. 

‘Those were the Days!’ I muttered. 

The fluffy clouds were building, driving inland and I thought of my grandchildren. 

‘I’m determined to teach the young ones their culture, their history, so they can be proud again.’ He thought. 

Tomanua was proud of his five adult children and a warm feeling filled his body. But his grandson Tommy was his favourite!

A small shadow blocked the sun and he stood before his grandfather. ‘Granddad! We looked for you everywhere! Grandma has kept you dinner warm!’

Tomanua smiled, ‘That’s all right son! I needed time on my own! Too many women in one house were hard on an old man!’

‘I knew you would be here! I sneaked out when they were drinking coffee.’ Tommy said.

Tomanua threw the bait to the river gods, a reward for good fishing.

‘Come son!’ he said, as he lifted his sack of silver fish. ‘Lets go home. They will smile when they see the fish I’ve caught today!

Tommy grinned at his Granddad and they walked across the sand dunes towards home. Tommy’s piping voice began his questions and you could hear the rumble from his grandfather as he chuckled.
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