Author’s note: Mr Allbones’ Ferrets.

The introduction of stoats, ferrets and weasels (collectively called “mustelids’) to New
Zealand’s unique island environment unleashed one of the most catastrophic
exterminations of species every recorded.

This novel is based on the facts of that event. Mr Allbones really existed. His name
appears on a receipt for a consignment of nearly 500 stoats ordered from England by the
Wairarapa runholder George Riddiford in 1885.

The rabbits and hares introduced into the colony only a few decades earlier for *sport’
had multiplied beyond control and were threatening pasture, newly cleared from primeval
bush for more lucrative sheep. Poisoning and shooting had been tried to control their
numbers — but runholders feared that the animals would simply retreat to the bush
fringing their farmland — land they dismissed as ‘wasteland’ -and re-emerge once hunting
ceased. They preferred the solution proposed by scientists of the day who, influenced by
Darwinian notions of selection, suggested that rabbits could best be controlled by their
‘natural predators’; stoats, ferrets and weasels. These small creatures are the most blood
thirsty of all carnivores, their rapid metabolisms requiring fresh bloody meat daily.
(Larger carnivores — lions, for example — can eat much less frequently and rest up
between Kills.)

Although there was plenty of opposition to the plan, mostly from poultry owners who
knew full well the reputation of stoats, ferrets and weasels as killers of domestic fowls in
their native environment in Britain, the runholders gained the approval of the
government. At great expense and effort, thousands of the creatures were trapped in the
British countryside and dispatched by ship to the colony. It was a very difficult
enterprise. The animals needed their fresh bloody meat, and the voyage from Britain to
New Zealand took around four months across some of the wildest oceans on the planet,
south round the tip of Africa and into the low latitudes as close to the ice as the ship’s
captain dared, where consistent gales would blow the vessel east. To keep the animals
fed, thousands of live pigeons were brought on board, which could be kept alive on corn
then killed as required. Birds and mustelids had to be housed securely on wooden ships,
since iron hulled boats overheated in the tropic doldrums. They needed constant tender
care on the voyage from keepers especially employed for the task. Nevertheless many
hundreds of animals died en route: of one shipment of 1200 only a couple of hundred
survived. Those that did arrive safely were then carefully distributed in warm boxes into
the very heart of the bush adjoining farm properties.

And once there and established in their new homes, they promptly turned their attention
not to killing rabbits, but to killing the unique native birds of the country, many of them
rendered flightless by thousands of years of evolution in the absence of any predators.

New Zealand has no native land animals: a few species of tiny lizards, some frogs, snails
and various insects posed no threat whatever to the dominance of birds. Birds in New
Zealand evolved to fill the niches that are held elsewhere by mammals or large reptiles.



The kakapo, for instance, a massive parrot that becomes active at night, cannot fly and
freezes when alarmed: easy prey to a fierce Killer like a stoat. Once the mountains
resounded to the deep repetitive throb of their booming on moonlit nights, when the
males gathered in hilltop “parliaments’ to attract mates to the hollows they had scooped
among the tussocks. Now, only 86 birds remain, protected by dedicated teams of
conservation workers on islands far enough from mainland New Zealand to be free of the
stoats who have steadily destroyed them. The kakapo with its feathers that smell of honey
and its gentle trusting nature is being kept alive at vast effort and expense. Only last year,
it was discovered that a stoat had made the kilometer-long swim from the mainland and
invaded one of the island sanctuaries in Fiordland and all the kakapo there had to be
immediately gathered up and airfreighted elsewhere. Without all this effort, the kakapo
would follow numerous other New Zealand bird species into total oblivion. I know about
this at first hand as my younger daughter has been working on the kakapo team for
several years, most recently helping hand-rear six chicks in a basement in Nelson until
they were big enough to cope alone in the wild bush of Codfish Island off the southern
coast.

So when | came across Allbones’ name and the name of his mate, ‘Fowler Metcalfe’ as
the keepers employed to care for Riddiford’s consignment of stoats | was delighted: how
apt these names were for a couple of the men responsible for unleashing a plague! The
novel began to take shape around these two names.

That is the only detail however, that is historically factual, for | wanted to write fiction.

Historical novels are never really about the past. They are really about the preoccupations
of the time in which they are written. What | wanted to write about was not the stuff-up
of introducing stoats, ferrets and weasels to New Zealand, but another proposed
introduction of an untried species to this country and to the world in general: genetically
engineered species. | believe it raises the same risk of extermination as the introduction
of foreign organisms to this country in the nineteenth century. The same forces that drove
the release of mustelids to New Zealand is driving the introduction of genetically
engineered animals and plants: business interests preoccupied with profit, government
compliance and some misapplied science.

| intended this book to be a kind of fable about humans meddling with the natural
balance. Fables usually have a caution at the end. They also typically blur the distinctions
between human and animal. In Aesop’s fable, for example, about Belling the Cat, the
mice have a meeting to discuss their problem. In Mr Allbones’ Ferrets, humans are like
animals, and in particular, they behave like mustelids. Allbones has a strong sense of
smell for example, and the human passengers on the boat hunker down below decks just
like the ferrets in their cages. Males battle over a female, the older male finally being
outwitted by the younger contender. The animals on the other hand, gather some human
empathy. In North America, for example, ferrets are kept as pets, but in New Zealand it
would be more normal to regard them as rather sinister creatures — like the stoats in Toad
of Toad Hall. Some people might keep them as pets, enjoying the playfulness which is
really rehearsal for killing, like the hunting play of cats, another killer we keep as a pet,






