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THE GHOSTS ON THE HILL 
The year is 1884. The place is Lyttelton, a small and bustling harbour town. Elsie is waiting 
for the fish to bite. She has her reasons for coming down to the waterfront so often, the 
main one being the memory of the lost boys. She was one of the last to see them alive, and 
now she is haunted by what happened to them. When the opportunity comes for Elsie 
to follow in their footsteps over the Bridle Path and put their ghosts to rest, she doesn’t 
hesitate. ‘I’ll be careful,’ she says. But no one knows that the weather is about to change for 
the worse …

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
A former children’s librarian, Bill Nagelkerke has written short stories, poems, plays and 
books for all ages, as well as translating other people’s books from Dutch into English. His 
novel Old Bones (2006) was a Storylines Notable Book and Sitting on the Fence (2007) was 
a finalist in the New Zealand Post Book Awards for Children and Young Adults. In 2013 
he was awarded the Storylines Margaret Mahy Medal for a distinguished contribution 
to New Zealand children’s literature and literacy.

the cuba press teaching notes

AHOY! Our imprint for children and young adults



TEACHING NOTES
The Ghosts on the Hill – Bill Nagelkerke
Page 2 of 5

INSPIRATION: BILL NAGELKERKE EXPLAINS
Often stories need time to grow; they don’t like to be hurried. I first read about the lost 
boys, William David Mason and John Alfred (Archie) Lilly, in a 1983 newspaper article 
commemorating the 100th anniversary of their deaths on the Port Hills of Christchurch in 
1883. I cut the article from the paper, thinking it might be an interesting subject for a story 
– one day. It doesn’t normally take nearly forty years for a story to progress from an idea to 
an actual piece of writing but, in this case, it did! I’d forgotten about the article until I was 
out walking on the Rāpaki Track one day and saw the monument to Davie off to one side, 
so I diverted to take a closer look at it. And that got me thinking about the story again …

Here are some things to try

BECOME A DETECTIVE!
Students might select a long-ago person or event, such as an invention, a discovery, a 
sporting moment, and then go to the Papers Past website to research that topic or person 
further, perhaps discovering along the way how the subject of their research was reported 
over days or weeks or even years. They could select one of the topics that The Ghosts on the 
Hill touches on: sail vs steam, education and place names. 

paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers 

Sail versus steam
Sitting on the jetty, Elsie has been busy pretending. Gazing out into the wide-mouthed harbour, 
she could be anywhere in the world. In her imagination she can be anyone, too, not just a 
little girl in a small faraway place at the bottom of the world, scared of the hills, frightened of 
shadows.
For instance, she could be a pirate marooned on a desert island. Or perhaps an explorer, ready 
to set off on her travels aboard one of the tall-masted ships that float lightly on the water. Or a 
passenger on her way to Sydney Town on one of the new-fangled steamships, whose funnels look 
like kettles on the boil. — The Ghosts on the Hill

‘Before the 1870s many people derided 
steam ships as “steam kettles” and 
wastefully inefficient coal-eaters.’
— Te Ara

NOTE: Care should be taken with Papers Past research into the story behind The Ghosts on the Hill, as there 
are some distressing details reported in the newspapers of the time, which may upset some children.
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• Students might want to research the ways that travel has changed since the period 
when The Ghosts on the Hill is set. To keep things simple, they could look at the past 
half century, and focus on the shift from travelling by ship to and from New Zealand 
(which could take six weeks) to the present day, where there are now long-haul direct 
flights from our part of the world to the northern hemisphere.  

• Instead of researching online, students might want to talk to an older relative who 
may have seen these changes in their lifetime.

Education
‘ You really should try going to school sometimes,’ says Mr James.
‘I have tried,’ says Elsie, ‘but it’s not for me. And I don’t have to go if I don’t want to.’
— The Ghosts on the Hill

‘The Education Act 1877 established free, compulsory and secular education for all Pākehā 
New Zealand children. The Act did not apply to Māori, but they could attend the free 
schools if their parents wished them to. Primary school education was made compulsory 
for Māori in 1894. The 1877 Act required Pākehā children between the ages of seven 
and thirteen to attend school. The legislation only covered children up to standard six 
(Year 8); while a primary school education was a universal right, secondary school was 
only for a select few. In practice, the schools were far from compulsory; children were 
only required to attend on half the days that the school was open. Parents in rural areas 
often kept their children at home so they could help with activities such as harvesting 
and haymaking.’ — NZ History

This activity could be extended for older students, who could also look at how education has 
changed over the years in other countries.

Place names
‘Some people call this place the Giant’s Causeway,’ Elsie’s father tells her, ‘but its real name is 
Te Ahi-a-Tamatea.’ — The Ghosts on the Hill
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‘Te Ahi-a-Tamatea (The Fire of Tamatea) is the Māori name for the Giant’s Causeway. 
The name refers to when the famous explorer Tamatea-Pōkai-Whenua stood on the Port 
Hills and invoked a powerful incantation to a well-known tohunga in the North Island, 
who sent down hot volcanic ashes and fires to warm his travelling party who had been 
captured in a storm.’ — Christchurch City Council website

• Ask students to research some of the place names in their region or neighbourhood. 

• Have any of these changed over the years? They may even want to look at the history 
of the name of their street or school.

I SPY!
This isn’t the first book I’ve written that features the Port Hills. Some years ago, educational 
publisher Wendy Pye published a very short book of mine called The Walk, about a walk 
across the hills from the city to the sea. 

The idea behind the book was very simple. It highlights some of the objects – landscape 
features, buildings, animals – that I saw on a walk, along with a reflection about the object 
in question. 

Students searching for a story idea might like to try their own version of this. Here 
are some ideas to get them started. This kind of writing utilises the everyday, helps build 
observational skills and sustains a narrative. 

• What do you see on your way to school, or out with family and friends? The story 
might start like this: On my way to school I saw …

• What is your favourite place? Think about the sights, the smells and the sounds. What 
are your memories of this place?

GET CREATIVE WITH THE PAST 
The Ghosts on the Hill is set in a real place and time, yet it is also a story of the imagination. 
Not much has been written about the sad journey of Davie and Archie, just a snippet or 
two in the local history books and in cemetery records. Most of my information came 
from the newspapers of the time, which tracked the progress (or lack of it) in the search 
for the boys when they failed to return to their homes. 

Only one person, a Mrs James, is recorded as having seen and spoken to them in 
Lyttelton. That’s why I created the character of Elsie, a girl of an age similar to the boys – a 
person who would be able to relate well to them and, in a way, speak on their behalf. 

Writers are often asked how much of a story is true and how much is made up. I hope 
that, imaginatively speaking, everything in The Ghosts on the Hill rings true, but of course 
there are some things that history records and other things that writers have to reconstruct 
for themselves and for whoever reads their stories.
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I went to physical and online libraries to research The Ghosts on the Hill as well as 
walking along the presumed route taken by the lost boys in their doomed attempt to reach 
Christchurch from Lyttelton over the Bridle Path. The Ghosts on the Hill includes short 
extracts from the local newspapers that covered the search for the lost boys. These were 
found online at the Papers Past website provided by the National Library of New Zealand. 
It’s a treasure trove of information about our past. 

BE A FAMILY HISTORIAN 
Students could use the facts they already know about a piece of their family history to frame 
a story, filling in any gaps with an imaginative reconstruction, as well as further research. 

It could involve a journey, a holiday, a triumph, a time of sadness, a funny or embarrassing 
moment …

Students could also try and find information about their ancestors on the Papers Past 
website. They might be surprised at what they learn. Sometimes the smallest mention of a 
relative from long ago can inspire a great story! 

WRITE A GHOST STORY
Elsie feels their ghostly touch on either side of her. It’s a thin, insubstantial touch, more like a 
light breeze plucking at the material of her smock to indicate the way ahead. 
— The Ghosts on the Hill

An important scene in The Ghosts on the Hill is when Elsie meets the ghosts of the two boys. 
After students have read this, ask them to write a piece that describes them meeting the 
ghost of one of their ancestors. If students were able to find out about any of their ancestors 
on Papers Past, this would be a good opportunity to use some of that information. Talk to 
students about the strong dialogue in the chapter – this will be a good way for students to 
think about how to write their own dialogue and also work on their descriptive skills – how 
do you describe a ghost?

All illustrations by Theo Macdonald


