The Three Kings: Caspar, Balthazar and Melchior
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n biblical accounts of the nativity, the Magi, also
referred to as the (Three) Wise men or (Three)
Kings), were distinguished travellers from the east
who, guided by a star, visited the newborn infant
Jesus with gold, frankincense and myrrh, standard
gifts to honour a king or deity in the ancient world.
Although the number of pilgrims was never
specified, the three gifts are thought to have led to
the widespread depiction of three men in nativity
scenes. The magi are now considered not to have
been kings, but scholars of noble birth, wealth and
influence – the word magi (plural of Latin magus)
refers to an ancient Persian priestly caste well
versed in astrology, and led to the English word
magic. Matthew, in the New Testament, does not
give the names of the magi. However, since the
seventh century they have been identified in
western Christian churches as Caspar, Balthazar
and Melchior, or variations of the names. In art
Caspar is often depicted as a beardless youth,
Balthazar as an adult with a dark beard, and
Melchior an old man with a white beard.

Department of Conservation with entry by permit
only for environmental work. The extermination of
goats in 1946 began a remarkable recovery in the
island's vegetation.
The flora, fauna and geology of Manawatawhi was
studied and described by Cheeseman (1891), Baylis
(1948, 1958), Oliver (1948), Hayward & Moore
(1987), Brook (1989) and Murray & de Lange
(1995). The seaweed diversity was recognised by
botanical artist and assistant curator of botany at
the Dominion Museum Nancy Adams, and led to
publication in 1985 of a regional marine algal flora
of the Three Kings Islands, co-authored with marine
biologist Wendy Nelson. It included several
undescribed endemic seaweed species, which they
and their colleagues later described and named
after the biblical magi: Kaspar (Caspar), Balthazar
and Melchior.

To the ancient Māori in the little-known Antipodes,
Cape Reinga was known as Te Rerenga Wairua,
leaping-place of the spirits. There, where two seas
meet at the northwestern extremity of the North
Island of New Zealand, they believed the spirits of
their dead departed to return to enigmatic Hawaiki,
the traditional Māori place of origin, from which
each person comes, and to which each returns after
death. Guided by Te Ripo-a-Maurianuku, the current
of Maurianuku, they surfaced at Manawatawhi,
meaning “last breath”, for a final glimpse back, and
then continued alone, into the unknown.
When Abel Janszoon Tasman anchored off a group
of small islands 48 km northwest of Te Rerenga
Wairua during his brief contact with New Zealand
in 1642–1643, it was 5 January, the eve of the
Epiphany, which commemorates the visit of the
Three Kings to the infant Jesus, traditionally twelve
days after his birth. Tasman named the archipelago
Drie Koningen Eyland: Three Kings Islands. He
wanted to take on fresh water and possibly food,
but the rocky shore, heavy surf and threatening
inhabitants discouraged landing, and he sailed on
towards Batavia.

Chlidophyllon kaspar
Originally named in 1990 as Porphyra kaspar, this is a tiny
red epiphytic alga found on the stalks of the Three Kings
endemic seaweed Sargassum johnsonii.

Curdiea balthazar
Another red alga, this species named in 1999 refers to
both the Three Kings Islands location and the gifts borne
by the three magi.

Manawatawhi (Great Island) is the largest of the
Three Kings group. Much of it was cleared and
cultivated by the Māori until about 1840, and later
releases of pigs and goats to provide a food source
for passing ships devastated the remaining
vegetation. Early European explorers described the
islands as very barren, with bare soil, grass and a
few trees. Purchased from the Māori owners by the
Crown in 1908, Manawatawhi was declared a
sanctuary in 1930 and is now managed by the

Adamsiella melchiori
In 1922 Louise Phillips and Wendy Nelson named this
Three Kings red alga "to honour Nancy M Adams ... who
has generously guided and inspired both authors." The
species name refers to the third magi.
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