

































































Five Imperial Adventures in the Waikato

from ‘superstition’ or ‘necessity’, and argues that Maori eat
human flesh out of hunger and a protein deficiency due to a lack
of large animal prey (p. 40).

However, when his shipwrecked protagonists are captured by
the Taupo chief Kai-Koumou, the cannibalistic orgy that they
witness (knowing that it will be their turn to be the ‘food’ on the
next day) has little to do with necessity. At a tangi for Kara-Tété
six Maori slaves are clubbed to death and then dismembered:
‘the whole mass of natives [...] without distinction of age or sex,
seized with a bestial fury, threw themselves upon the inanimate
remains of the victims [...] It was the delirium and rage of tigers,
infuriated over their prey’ (p. 105). Verne goes as far as to claim
that after the Maori community have eaten and drunk their fill
there ‘was nothing human left in them’ (p. 105).

Sexual anxieties about miscegenation are heightened in
Verne’s novel by the presence of two European women at the
frontier. Lady Glenarvan and Mary are brave, refined, and active
participants in the adventures of their male companions. Their
key purpose in the narrative, however, is to titillate and horrify
European readers through the specific danger they confront
when captured by Maoti. While their male companions face
death, Lady Glenarvan and Mary are threatened with a ‘fate
worse than death’ rape and sexual enslavement by their Maori
captors. Here Verne gives voice to one of the ultimate European
fears: the contamination and despoliation of pure and virtuous
European women. Lord Glenarvan shoots Kara-Tété for
claiming Iady Glenarvan as his ‘wife’ and then vows to kill his
wife rather than see her ‘degraded’ (p. 96). Mary claims the same
release from John Mangles: “Lord and Lady Glenarvan think
[...] that a wife may die by the hand of her husband in order to
escape from a shameful existence. I think that a woman may also
die by the hand of her lover to escape a like fate. John, in this
moment of agony, it is useless to conceal that we love one
another. May I count upon you as Lady Glenarvan counts upon
her husband?”” (p. 101).
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European novelists of this period readily entertained the
possibility of sexual liaisons and even marriages between
European men and Maori women, although typically restoring
the protagonist to a European love before the complication of a
child. However, relationships between Maori men and European
women were not to be countenanced. By including two
European women at the centre of the adventure narrative, rather
than relegating them to the margins, Verne gives voice to
European prejudices and fears. His heroines embody two of the
most revered nineteenth-century female archetypes: the wife and
the virgin. Lady Glenarvan and Mary may be angels outside of
the house, rather than in the house, but their purity and vittue
travel with them, keeping their menfolk refined. For them to be
sullied is unconscionable and, having tantalised with this horrific
possibility, Verne draws back and effects an improbable, but
timely, rescue.

Conclusion

The suspicion of inter-racial sexual relationships and the fear of
miscegenation present in all of the texts considered here is the
ingredient which links the Waikato narratives most closely.
Although some of the novels feature European women mote
prominently than is usual in the late nineteenth-century impetrial
adventure-romance, and end with the device of the marriage
plot, the presence of these women works to reinforce the central
message of the genre: that the male protagonist can test his
masculinity in the frontier landscape of the new world and on
the battlefield, but that he must return to the imperial centre
with his gentlemanly values and European racial purity intact.
However, the figure of the ‘half-caste’ heroine in
Boldrewood, Kirby and Wisniowski’s novels complicates this
overt message. On the one hand, Erena, Celia, and Tikera
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embody Victorian sexual anxieties, each being the daughter of a
European father and Maori mother. They move uneasily
between these worlds, reluctant to marry Maori men and fully
embrace their mothers’ heritage, but patronised by the European
community to which they aspire to belong. The refusal of each
author to sanction an enduring relationship between the ‘half-
caste’ heroine and the male protagonist works to reinforce
European anxieties about miscegenation. On the other hand, the
sexual energy, loving hearts, and innate refinement of these
Maoti women make them more attractive to both reader and
protagonist than the staid, one-dimensional virtue of most of
their European counterparts. Narrative closure may attempt to
contain the desires these women release, but the temptation of
the racial other remains powerful.

There is a similar tension at work between the rhetoric of
Empire which these novels articulate and the frontier
environments into which the adventurers travel in the hope of
being liberated from the constraints of civilisation. As is typical
of the genre, the Waikato in these natratives is a symbolic space
characterised by independence, adventure, and a wild, exotic
natural beauty. Most of the protagonists finally leave this world
behind them to be reintegrated into either a European world or a
colonial environment that is a simulacrum of ‘home’.

Only Wisniowski’s narrator and Verne’s Paganel remain true
to the ideals of the adventurer, continuing to journey to the wild
and lonely spaces of the earth. In this respect they highlight one
of the central conundrums of the imperial adventure-romance:
can a man (or a woman such as Mary Grant) be both an
adventurer, which necessitates a perpetual departure from the
known and familiar in search of places and people untainted by
modernity, and an agent of Empire, which requires the
transportation of European culture into the new world in order
to transform the wilderness? The Waikato texts suggest that the
answer is no. Either the adventure is finite, ending with a return
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to the point of origin, or it is perpetual, making the adventurer
an eternal exile.
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