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Peter Wells is the 2011 Creative New Zealand  

Michael King Writersõ Fellow 
 

C 
olenso Society secretary and author Peter Wells has been awarded the 

$100,000 Creative New Zealand Michael King Writersô Fellowship to re-

search and write a non-fiction book titled Sparrow on a Rooftop.  The book 

looks at the months of December 1871 and January 1872 when Kereopa Te Rau was 

brought to Napier, put on trial for murder and hanged. 

Suspected of spying, the missionary Carl Volkner was hanged from a willow tree 

outside his own church in Opotiki during the height of the land wars in New Zea-

land.  Kereopa Te Rau swallowed Volknerôs eyes and became infamous. On the run 

for seven years, he was eventually captured, tried and hanged in Napier.   

ñAt the time Kereopa Te Rau was regarded as a notorious man being brought to 

justice,ò Wells says. ñBut there were other points of view. William Colenso pub-

lished an impassioned tract saying óHear the other sideô of the story. Sister Aubert 

visited Kereopa Te Rau in his cell and tried to comfort him.  Sparrow on a Rooftop 

is as much a portrait of a time as an event.  You have to remember it was Christmas 

and New Year and in the small colonial town of Napier there were theatrical events, 

adulteries, lost property, fights.  Meanwhile inside a room, a man waits for his 

deathé.ò 

ñThis story allows me to sink into the rich compost of local history, which is where 

the small truths - and deceptions - lie,ò Peter Wells says. ñThe 19th century was the 

furnace in which contemporary New Zealand was forged. Itôs a great privilege to get 

this support so I can take my own time to go back to a crucial moment.ò 

A writer of fiction and nonfiction, and a writer/director in film, Peter Wellsôs first 

book, Dangerous Desires, won the Reed Fiction Award, the NZ Book Award, and 

PEN Best New Book in Prose in 1992. His memoir won the 2002 Montana NZ 

Book Award for Biography, and he has won many awards for his work as a film 

director. He is co-founder of the Auckland Writers and Readers Festival. In 2006, 

Wells was made a Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit for services to litera-

ture and film.  

This year he is bringing out The Hungry Heart,  a contemporary look at the 19th 

century dissident and polymath, William Colenso. 

The Creative New Zealand Michael King Writersô Fellowship supports established 

writers to work on a major project over two or more years.  Wells will be the ninth 

recipient since its inauguration in 2003. It was renamed in recognition of the late 

Michael King for his contribution to literature and his role in advocating for a major 

fellowship for New Zealand writers. 

Previous recipients of the Creative New Zealand Michael King Writersô Fellowship 

are Owen Marshall, Vincent OôSullivan, CK Stead, Rachel Barrowman, Neville 

Peat, Dame Fiona Kidman, Philip Simpson and Kate De Goldi. 
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Ridley Latimer Colenso (23 September 1845 ð 10 February 1926) 

By Gillian Bell 

A 
 nice cosy, comfortable house with the sea in front & a good view of ships & 

boats up & down,ò wrote Edith, Lattie Colensoôs oldest niece, of Sylvan Cot-

tage at Hythe, Southhampton.  

Lattie & his wife Maud had come to New Zealand to attend to his late fatherôs estate & 

in May 1900, had attended Edithôs wedding in Rangiatea Church, Otaki & also en-

joyed a large family Christmas gathering at Forest Lakes, the home of his sister, Fanny 

Simcox & of his 79 year old mother.  

Elizabeth was 24 when with determination & desperation, she had traversed the nearly 

200 miles from Ahuriri to the Turanganui mission at Gisborne & the safety of medical 

care from Archdeacon William Williams, a doctor, & his wife Jane, a nurse. The jour-

ney took over 3 weeks with William Colenso recounting how he shuddered to see his 

wifeôs effort in the awful winter conditions. Those of us who have seen the Mohaka 

bluffs can appreciate the dangers of the old Maori track. After 2 days rest, Williiam 

Colenso returned to Ahuriri in 8 days and the baby was born 2 weeks later. He had 

been absent during her first difficult confinement at Waimate and this time he did not 

hear of his sonôs birth until October 11th in a letter from the Archdeacon. Three 

months later, Elizabeth returned to Ahuriri & on February lst, his daughter Fannyôs 

second birthday, William christened his son, Ridley Latimer. 

Edithôs journal tells of her uncle & aunt riding their bicycles around the pretty country 

lanes although her aunt ñsuffers greatly from neuralgiaò & of herself ñwalking with 

Zulu the dog up to the white gateò. Her brother Selwyn Simcox was also at Hythe as 

Lattie paid 150 pounds of his nehewôs fare to England so he could see an eye special-

ist. 

When Elizabeth took Fanny (17) & Lattie (15) to England in 1861, they were popular 

with the crew & were allowed to ñman the flagsò. They also preserved the skins of 

albatrosses to make muffs: Fanny had been shown this skill by the Austrian scientists, 

Hochstetter and von Haast, who had stayed at the Taupiri mission station where their 

mother was teachingïïso it is not surprising that Edith talks of preserving a mole skin 

with her uncleôs help during her stay. Lattie also had a talent for pen & ink drawings 

and showed her his etched envelopes; there are several drawings of whimsical botani-

cal plants enjoyed today by my family. 

In London, the Colenso children were day pupils at their respective schools, Fanny at 

Queens College & Lattie at Bruce Castle. Years later, Sir James G Wilsonôs book 

ñEarly Rangitikeiò recounts that ñwhile at school at Bruce Castle, there was a senior 

boy known as óThe Bishopô, being a relative of the Bishop of Natal about whom there 

was great controversy as to his orthodoxy. Twenty years later while a guest of Mrs 

Will Simcox at Otaki I discovered she was the óBishopôsô sister!ò In July 1864, both 

Lattie & Fanny were guests at the wedding of the nephew of the founder of Bruce 

Castle, Sir Rowland Hill, and Fannyôs gloves cost 1/8d. They also enjoyed the compa-

ny of their motherôs brothers, John en route to Hanover for his childrenôs musical edu-
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cation, Edwin in Stuttgart, whom they visited, sister Esther in Tottenham before her 

return to NZ, as well as many of the CMS returned missionaries. On August lst, 1864, 

the 3 Colensos had a two week family adventure, travelling to Paris via Southhampton 

and Le Havre. Unfortunately, Lattie lost his hat out of the train window so his first 

purchase in France was a very expensive hat which is recorded in Elizabethôs account 

book at 15 shillings with, in Lattieôs writing, ñbel chapeauò. As his weekly allowance 

was 2 shillings, his mother must have blanched at this extravagance although she had 

an income from her farm at Pakuranga which was successfully managed by her foster 

brother, Hemi Pepene. In Paris they took lodgings with an English lady, Mrs Boyes in 

Rue de Corlese, paying two francs (1/8d) for a cab and 10 pence for Fanny & her 

mother to have a hot bath. They then proceeded to visit many Roman Catholic church-

es & an Orthodox Greek church, where they found all these churches full of rituals, 

ñidolatrousò symbols and commercial activity of ñPopish trumpery selling relics & 

candlesò. They did, however, pay 2d to see Voltaireôs tomb & the same to climb the 

434 steps to see a magnificent view over the city. To lighten their sight seeing, they 

went to the circus to see trapeze acrobats & visited the usual tourist spots such as the 

Tuileries and Palace de Versailles as Paris filled up with visitors from around the 

world in anticipation of the Emperor Napoleon 3rdôs Fete (which was celebrated on 

August 18th with magnificent fire works). 

Back in England, Elizabeth rented 2 adjoining stone cottages at Hadfold Herne, Sus-

sex, belonging to Mr George Ireland, for 12 pounds a year as Lattie was to learn some-

thing of farming from him before entering St Johns College, Cambridge. Elizabeth & 

Fanny returned to NZ in 1866 and about this time Lattie, now 21, visited his father in 

Napier & perhaps this was the occasion on which William showed him the letters from 

Elizabeth written when she left Ahuriri for Otahuhu. Lattieôs enigmatic response was 

ñThese letters say it allò. Back in England, Lattie studied for his BA degree but en-

joyed a reunion with his sister, newly married to Will Simcox, when she visited her in-

laws in 1870. Lattie spent Xmas with them and showed off his skating skills on the 

Serpentine.  

In 1875 he married Maud Cordelia Hamilton. She was 18 and Lattie 30 and their hon-

eymoon was a walking tour of the Lakes District. Their only child May was born in 

1879 but sadly she died at 18 in1897. His neice, Edith, was born in Conway,Wales in 

1871 & his nephew Martin was born in 1873. Edith always remembered her aunt & 

uncle as kind, gentle people and before the outbreak of World War, Lattie & Maud had 

had visits from neices & nephews in England. William Colenso never met any of his 9 

grandchildren, two of whom died before he did.  

Maud Colenso died in 1917 during a trip on the Continent. There is no family record 

of Lattie visiting the country of his birth again and on his death in 1926 at Kilmuir, 

two years before Fanny, his will was as complicated as his fatherôs, in that from his 

assets he had bequeathed over 4000 pounds in amounts ranging from 2 pounds 10 

shillings to 500 pounds, to 80 beneficiaries. There were insufficient funds to honour all 

these legacies, but the NZ beneficiaries provided from their funds 1200 pounds to pay 

Mrs H.S. Smith, housekeeper, one pound a week for her lifetime. By 1955, this allow-

ance was still being paid with the capital sum reduced to 558 pounds 16 shillings & 10 

pence. 
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Ridley Latimer Colenso 

 

1. As a youth  

2. c.1864: is that the ñbel chapeauò? 

3. Graduation. 

4. 1875: Lattie and Maud Colenso,  
honeymooning on a walking tour of 
the Lakes District. 

5. May Colenso aged 14.  

6. Lattie & Zulu at Sylvan  cottage, 
Hythe. 

7. Lattieôs grave. 

8. Christmas 1899; Lattie, on his last 
visit to New Zealand, has attended to 
his fatherôs estate in Napier, and is 
photographed with his wife Maud, his 
sister Frances (Fanny Simcox), his 
mother, Elizabeth (now 79, in the 
wheelchair) and his niece Constance, 
at Otaki. 
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New Zealandõs first printer 
(The Inland Printer, 7 (1889-90), pp.504-506) 

 


