The long night
of what we now call the Treaty of Waitangi. Hobson, his secretary James Freeman, and
British resident James Busby, had been preparing the document for four days. It contained
an introduction (called the Preamble) and four sections (Articles), a total of almost 600
words. At last it was complete, but they needed a second version in Māori — and who
better to ask than Henry Williams and his 22-year-old son Edward? Both were fluent
speakers of te reo Māori. They were the men for the job.

−

E

Night fell in the coastal settlement of Paihia where they lived. Seabirds were silent and
a ruru called in the bush nearby. Little waves rolled up the sand, paused, sighed and then
ran out again. The day had been hot and the cool of night was welcome. Everyone else,
including Henry’s wife Marianne and their other children, ate their evening meal and
went to bed.
Henry and Edward sat on opposite sides of the wooden table in Henry’s study.
They each had a wooden pen with a steel nib that they dipped in ink. Candlelight flickered
and cast long shadows on the walls. They worked slowly and carefully, and often stopped to
discuss the best words to use.
Even so, the dialect they used was ‘Missionary Māori’ and some crucial words were not
quite the same meaning as the English text. One of the most important was ‘sovereignty’,
which they translated as ‘kawanatanga’. But the two words do not mean quite the same
thing! When the Māori rangatira listened to Henry’s explanation the next day and when
they later signed the treaty, the rangatira did not understand that they were losing their
sovereignty, their right to manage their own affairs.

dward Williams’ eyes drooped and his head nodded. He couldn’t stop yawning.
It would soon be daybreak and neither he nor his father, missionary Henry Williams,
had had a wink of sleep. They were working on the most important document ever in
the history of Aotearoa-New Zealand.

−

It all started late in the afternoon the day before, 4 February, 1840. A messenger came
from the Lieutenant-Governor, Captain William Hobson, bringing the English version
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It was a long night. The first tūī was whistling and the candle had burned to a stub when
Henry placed the final dot on the page. They laid down their pens. Henry pinched the
candle out.
‘There,’ he said, satisfied. ‘Thank the Lord, Edward. A job well done.’
There was no reply. ‘Edward?’ Henry said, looking up.
Edward’s head was resting on the table and his eyes were closed. He was fast asleep.

