
[image: image]




[image: image]




DEDICATION

Dedicated to the unsung heroes of

New Zealand farming




[image: image]

Bit of a cliffhanger (see Chapter 9)



CONTENTS



	Dedication

	Contents

	Foreword by Pita Alexander

	Prologue: A long, rough road

	Chapter 1: A woolly tale

	Chapter 2: A country boy at heart

	Chapter 3: A slippery slope

	Chapter 4: Working for a job

	Chapter 5: The first of a million steps

	Chapter 6: Grasping the nettle

	Chapter 7: Capturing a reluctant profit

	Chapter 8: Risk and reward

	Chapter 9: Hard-hitting lessons

	Chapter 10: The second mouse gets the cheese

	Chapter 11: Making muddy money

	Chapter 12: Believing your own advertising

	Chapter 13: High-vis disaster

	Chapter 14: Realising the dream

	Epilogue: Don’t you love it when a plan comes together?

	Appendix: The ultimate vegetarian lamb

	Final word: PH (personal health) level in the top paddock

	Photos section

	Acknowledgements (and apologies)

	About the author

	Copyright






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1











	iii


	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31



























































































































































































































































































FOREWORD

My involvement as accountant, consultant and listener with Mark Warren, his father and grandfather has spanned 40 years. What are my impressions of Mark, and what have I learned about him?

•      Mark has a relatively long memory, but can have a relatively short fuse.

•      He can be impatient, doesn’t suffer fools gladly and is still learning how to package ‘no’ effectively.

•      He is articulate, can write well, will read if it is important, admits his mistakes and even learns from some of them.

•      He will fool and confuse you with his speed and willingness to discuss with you thoroughly a wide range of issues — you will need to press the ‘pause’ button early on. Once you get behind this veneer, you start to realise that he is well worth listening to, and has the ability to add real value.

•      His history behind the farm gate regarding production and financial issues is very sound, and he would be a good business mentor. Outside the farm gate, he is also sound — his life experiences, and how he has coped with them, are well worth reading.

•      He is a very capable farmer and businessman — these are key traits in New Zealand farming today, as these days it’s just not good enough to be average. (Maybe this comment now applies in almost all New Zealand businesses.)

•      Something I have learned from Mark is that it is better to be proactively wrong rather than to stay with a status quo situation that is just not working — he is a very good example of how being approximately correct is so much better than being precisely wrong.

•      Is this book worth reading? Yes, I think you will be surprised at what you will learn — I certainly did, even though I have been hammered with much of it over the years. Who might enjoy this book? Probably anybody who is still breathing.

Pita Alexander

Christchurch

November 2017




PROLOGUE

A LONG, ROUGH ROAD

As a very young child I was never satisfied with riding my trike on the concrete pathway. I much preferred to ride it through the muddiest puddle I could find; and when the bald rubber wheel skidded in the mud, I improvised a set of tyre chains made out of binder twine to provide enough grip to successfully navigate the boggiest bits. From then on I seem to have retained a fascination with coaxing wheels through slippery situations.

This book is about my life growing up with a fascination for vehicles. It is also about the sometimes slippery, treacherous conditions that prevailed during my years as a high-country shepherd and a Hawke’s Bay farmer. There were a few hairy moments along the way. Not that long ago, at a family funeral, I met a friend from my formative years who seemed amazed to see me. ‘I’m surprised you’re still alive, doing the things you used to do!’ she said. Coming from the daughter of a pioneer skiplane aviator and test pilot, that spoke volumes!

They say if you throw enough mud at the wall, some of it will stick. This book is also about dreams and perseverance as a farmer, through some very challenging days. I hope my story, as well as being entertaining, is of use to anyone in the rural sector going through tough times. We all have a few spills in life (some of us more than others), but it’s how you pick yourself up again that really counts!

Mark Warren

Waipari

November 2017




CHAPTER 1

A WOOLLY TALE

Like all quality yarns, this one begins with wool.

My first memories are of lying in my cot cocooned in the lanolin aroma of a greasy, woolly sheepskin, listening to the sound of the squeaky dredge out in Caroline Bay off Timaru. The fleece I was lying on came from the Grampians Station a couple of hundred kilometres inland in the Mackenzie Country: it was gifted to my mother by the owner, the noted painter Esther Hope, when she visited a few months before I was born.

The Grampians features in a best-selling detective story by Ngaio Marsh, one of the few that the great dame set in the land of her birth, New Zealand. In Died in the Wool, the victim of a murder is concealed in a bale of wool, the murderer’s ingenious plan being to have his victim exported along with the wool, affording him plenty of time to put daylight between himself and the scene of the crime. But the corpse is discovered when a wool buyer recognises the smell of decaying flesh, familiar to him from his time on the battlefield at Flanders.

Coincidentally or not, according to my mother (who should know) I was conceived on the night she and my father attended a ‘Welcome Home’ dinner for Dame Ngaio Marsh in the Christchurch suburb of Cashmere. I’m also told that on the day I was born the bells of St Mary’s were rung for 20-odd minutes. This would have been over the top if I was just another visit from the stork, but I was apparently the first son to be born to a clergyman in Timaru, my father, Martin, having recently been appointed curate of St Mary’s Parish. As my Grandfather Alwyn was then the incumbent Bishop of Christchurch, hopes must have been high that I would go on to become the latest member of the family ecclesiastical team.

You can see where they were coming from, because my clerical pedigree is long and distinguished. My great-great-great-grandfather, Henry Williams, was one of the first missionaries to New Zealand, and was responsible for the translation of the Treaty of Waitangi from English into Maori. Throughout the country he was affectionately known as Te Wiremu (for William), and it was said among the Maori that no European had greater mana than Te Wiremu. My other great-great-great-grandfather, William, was involved as well, and went on to become Bishop of Waiapu in Napier, Hawke’s Bay. The Williams boys were themselves sons of clerical stock, their father being a Congregational minister in Gosport, back in England. I am directly descended from both Williams brothers, on account of the fact that Henry’s son (Archdeacon) Samuel Williams, my great-great-grandfather, married William’s daughter Mary. Their daughter Lucy Williams married TJC ‘Jack’ Warren, a wine merchant who arrived in New Zealand from England via Sydney, bearing a letter of introduction to Hawke’s Bay society addressed to Mrs Tom Lowry of Okawa, Hastings, one of Hawke’s Bay’s noted early settlers. Mrs Lowry invited TJC to attend a woolshed dance at Pourerere (just down the road from where I presently live), where he met Lucy. Taking a shine to her, he went and asked Samuel if he could step out with his daughter.

Perhaps the archdeacon was interested in the fact that TJC had solid connections to a promising source of Bordeaux wine but, to his credit, he didn’t just swap his daughter’s hand for a few cases of communion wine.

‘Who are you?’ he is reported to have asked. ‘If you mean to walk out with my daughter, young man, you’ll jolly well have to prove yourself.’

Undaunted, TJC went to Wellington, where he bought a load of wheat that was going cheap, it having arrived from Sydney wet from a rough Tasman crossing. He had it put in half-sacks, which were then hung out on a fence to dry. He was then able to sell it back to the same merchant who had flogged it to him, but at double the price.

That did the trick. TJC Warren and Lucy Williams were married with the archdeacon’s blessing. TJC went on to secure the import licence for a popular brand of sheep dip. This brand was always prominently advertised in the inside cover of Williams and Kettle farm diaries, so there’s a good chance Samuel had a quiet word with his cousin Fred, the ‘Williams’ in the Williams and Kettle stock agency. After a time in Wellington, TJC and Lucy returned to Hawke’s Bay, where Samuel built them a large wooden homestead, Penlee House (more recently renamed Langton House), which is still proudly inhabited by my cousin Hugh McBain’s family. Doubtless due to his now proven business acumen, TJC was appointed bookkeeper to Samuel’s rapidly expanding farming empire. So while I’m something of a disappointment in the Warren family tree — after all, in six generations of that side of the family, it’s only TJC and myself who were not directly answerable to God — I like to think I inherited some of TJC’s business sense, along with an appreciation of fine wine.

On my mother’s side, I am descended from the Scottish clan Sinclair. Her dad, my English grandfather, was Perceval Wallace Jayne, a career Army man who fought in the First World War, later trained at Sandhurst and rose to the rank of lieutenant-colonel. During the Second World War, he was stationed at the RAF base in East Anglia on ‘special duties’ to His Majesty. He survived the crash of a Wellington bomber in which he was flying.

I never really knew what ‘special duties’ entailed. Every time we asked, we were shushed. I was always very close to my Aunt Miriam, who lived in British Columbia, and while she trusted me enough to sort out her estate, she would cut conversation short if I asked about her father’s war. The fact that he looked almost identical to King George may well have had something to do with it. If he had been assigned to serve as His Majesty’s body double, it would have explained why my family was invited to meet Her Majesty, the Queen Mother, when she visited Timaru in 1966. I remember that day reasonably well.

The first inkling I had that something out of the ordinary was afoot was when I was summoned home from primary school around lunchtime. I triked home to where we were living in the vicarage at Geraldine, and found everyone in a state of some excitement. I was then dressed up in my best, my face given a scrub and my hair combed, and we were bundled into the car for the drive to Timaru. There were quite a few well-dressed strangers around — the Queen Mother’s entourage of ladies-in-waiting and footmen, as it turned out — and they got into a matching pair of black Austin Sheerlines. We headed south in convoy. As we approached Timaru, we found ourselves driving along between crowds flanking the road and waving Union Jacks, and soon we were caught up in a bit of a traffic jam. There was a roadblock. Dad explained to the policemen manning it that he had an appointment with Her Royal Highness, and a police escort was hurriedly arranged. We swept through Timaru, our little Ford Cortina 1500 station wagon sandwiched between the two gleaming, regal Sheerlines, led by a cop car with its red light flashing. The locals wondered what their vicar had been up to.

We arrived at the quay where the royal yacht Britannia was docked. HRH arrived in the royal entourage, having flown in from Te Anau aboard a DC3.

It must have been a rough flight, because when she appeared she looked pretty green about the gills. She came and greeted my mother like an old friend.

My sister Celia, who was only three, understood that we were about to board the ship, but she thought we had to pay. She kept trying to press the penny she had fished from the pocket of her coat into the Queen Mum’s hand. Eventually (and probably to my parents’ relief), it fell through the slats of the gangplank into the harbour.

‘You look exhausted, Ma’am,’ mum said. ‘Forget about us. You go and get a hottie and a cuppa, and get good and ready for the rest of your engagements.’

Her Majesty, the Queen Mother, looked profoundly grateful and accepted.

[image: image]

I don’t remember much of my first-ever trip to the Mackenzie Country, because I was in utero at the time. Possibly to hurry me up — I was showing no inclination to meet my appointment with the world — Dad loaded Mum into his three-wheeler, two-seater Messerschmitt ‘bubble car’ and set off to visit a childhood friend, Caro Murray, who farmed at the Wolds Station about 12 kilometres south of Tekapo. In those days it wasn’t the tarsealed highway it is now, but a rough shingle track of the sort best tackled in a larger vehicle, and definitely not in a glorified scooter with wheelbarrow tyres.

The rough trip must have worked, because I was born a short time later.

The Grampians Station features in my early memories, too, along with other Mackenzie Country locales. I remember visits with Mum and Mrs Hope, travelling in Mrs Hope’s big, old Plymouth. I can’t have been more than three, and I remember being carsick on the winding gravel roads. Needless to say, at that age I had no appreciation of how privileged I was to have accompanied Mrs Hope on her painting trips, but I felt lucky enough. Mum and I would go off and amuse ourselves for a few hours while Mrs Hope scrambled up to a vantage point to sketch classic high-country scenes. I remember one such trip to the base of Mount Maggie, beside the Haldon Station woolshed, where Mrs Hope must have forgotten to hand over the keys to the locked car. It was a desperately hot day, and all our water and food was inside the car. Fortunately, the artist mate she had brought along had finished his sketching earlier than she did, and he came to our rescue. He found an ice axe in the boot (Mrs Hope was in the habit of carrying this around and using it to grub any briar rose bushes she came across), and he used it to break into the car to rescue our lunch and water bottle. Afterwards, he showed me how you use an ice axe, cutting steps in the clay bank that we pretended was a perilous, snowy slope. He was a kindly, patient man. It was lost on me at the time that this Sydney Thompson was also one of the country’s most eminent painters.

Through Mrs Hope, Mum made many fast and life-long friends amongst the high-country station-owners, and trips to visit them became welcome breaks in the monotony of growing up in the vicarage. I remember staying with Ian and Cecily Innes at Haldon Station next to Lake Benmore in the Mackenzie Country. One day, I discovered in the sunroom at the Haldon homestead a very lifelike but rigid dog that would allow me to sit on his back and pat him for hours, without growling or offloading fleas onto me. Ian Innes explained that the bronze statue was modelled on a sheepdog of his, named Haig after the bottle of scotch he swapped for it. That dog now stands on a stone plinth on the shores of Lake Tekapo next to the Church of the Good Shepherd, casting his keen gaze out to the slopes of Mount John for stragglers. He was placed there as a tribute to the essential musterer’s tool of the Mackenzie Country, and features in countless tourist selfies. But how many people know the full story of that dog?

[image: image]

According to my mother, the first recognisable word that I correctly affixed to anything was the word ‘truck’, as a council tip-truck rolled by. That’s a glimpse into what drew my fascination from the very start. If it had four wheels, it warranted my attention, but if it happened to be a Land Rover, it would likely have me drooling. These sturdy, boxy machines were essential tools to the folk of the high country, and I learned at an early age that a ride in a Land Rover meant adventure.

In 1964, when I was about four years old, Dad was appointed vicar of Geraldine, replacing Bob Lowe, who had only recently lost one of his three young children to cancer. The Reverend Lowe was a local identity, and as Canon Bob Lowe, he soon became very well known throughout the nation as a writer, broadcaster and raconteur. Back then (actually, little has changed), Geraldine was a small country town nestled under the fertile green foothills of the Southern Alps. It was a typical rural service town, and the main street was filled with farm supply stores such as Pyne Gould Guinness, Wright Stephenson’s, Dalgety’s and the National Mortgage Company. On any given day the street would be lined with muddy Land Rovers and the odd Bedford truck, as those who farmed the surrounding district stocked up on supplies. For a small boy with a Land Rover fetish, it was heaven.

Although I was still living in a vicarage, Geraldine was very different to where we’d been living in urban Christchurch. I got in the habit of button-holing the farmers who rolled up to church on a Sunday morning, and asking if I could go home with them for the afternoon and help to feed out or open gates for them on their lambing beat. Long-suffering Christian gents such as Tony Roberts — an easy-going, hardworking salt-of-the-earth Kiwi bloke if ever there was one — would nod, and after the service I would climb into (or onto) their car and be driven back to the farm. In Tony’s case, the farm was in the aptly-named Beautiful Valley, one of the last lush tracts of lowland grassland before the road climbs up into the high country. After the typical Canterbury farmer’s Sunday lunch — roast lamb and veges — Tony would take me out on his Fordson Dexter tractor. It wasn’t long before he began giving me lessons in driving the thing. He had the patience of a saint, which came in handy as he explained over and over the intricacies of letting the clutch out smoothly.

‘Ease it more gently, laddie,’ he would murmur. ‘There’s no hurry.’

As I lined the 8-foot-wide tractor up on a 10-foot-wide gateway, his voice would betray nothing of any nervousness he may have felt.

‘Whoa up a bit, lad, and keep your eye on the gap,’ he would say quietly from the transport tray, and carry on feeding off bales of hay, or snaffling up wet, shivering mis-mothered lambs with his crook to take home and revive in front of the Aga range. At dusk he would dutifully drive me 15 miles back down the valley in his Hillman Husky station wagon to deliver me to the Geraldine vicarage, often enough with a leg of lamb or a dozen eggs as a bonus.

Or I might get a ride with dear old John Bolderstone, a larger-than-life man of the land, who would take me back to his farm with him after a church working-bee on a Saturday and integrate me into his family for the weekend. John had a heap of interesting machinery on his hill-country farm — a Fordson Super Major tractor, a D2 Caterpillar bulldozer, a short-wheelbase Land Rover and a Morris Commercial truck. Lucky!

I remember one occasion when I was out on the lambing beat with John and his sons, Geoff and Mark. As we approached a gate leading into a steep paddock, John stopped the Land Rover, pulled on the handbrake and got out.

‘Geoff and I are going to go for a bit of walk around the hill to move a mob. Mark, do you reckon you can take the Landy back home?’

His younger son’s eyes shone, but John was looking at me, at seven by far the older and more responsible child. His Mark was about four.

‘Ooh, yes!’ I said without hesitation. ‘I can manage!’

‘If you get in trouble, just turn her off and walk,’ he said.

As John and Geoff plodded off into the paddock, I settled myself into the driver’s seat, with little Mark offering advice as co-driver. It was a stretch reaching the pedals, but perched on the edge of the seat, I could just manage it. I gripped the Bakelite wheel, still slightly warm from John’s calloused hands, selected second gear — even then I knew the golden rule of Land Rovers: if you can’t get there in second gear, you won’t get there at all — and eased the handbrake off as I slowly let out the clutch. With a lurch, we were in motion. John didn’t even look back to check how I was getting on. I crept along in second gear, surging forward in little bursts.

After negotiating a few steep-ish hills, a creek crossing and the odd bog, and without hitting a single gatepost, we arrived back at the homestead, where I took particular care to park the Land Rover neatly in the house paddock.

‘Where’s Dad?’ Nan Bolderstone asked Mark when we came inside.

Mark explained, his mother looking at first astonished, then outraged. When John and Geoff finally got back, she gave him a piece of her mind.

‘What do you think you were doing, leaving the vicar’s son to drive himself home on his own? He could have broken his neck!’ she said.

‘He was fine,’ John shrugged. ‘If he’d got into difficulties, he knew how to turn her off and walk home. Didn’t you, lad?’

I beamed back at him.

Another long-suffering, Land Rover-owning saint was Austen Deans, the well-respected Canterbury landscape artist. Often on a Friday night, Austen’s older sons Nick and Willie came into town to enjoy the bright lights of Geraldine — the church youth group — and if I spied the Deans’s 1956 ragtop Series 1 Land Rover parked outside, I would rush to ask Mum to ring her great friend Liz Deans and ask if I could come and be the eighth Deans boy for the weekend. More often than not the answer was yes, so I would run down the road in the dark to the Land Rover and tape a note onto the steering wheel instructing the Deans boys not to leave town without me. I spent many a late Friday night perched in my PJs and dressing-gown on the cold aluminium rear deck of the Landy as we zig-zagged our way up the Rangitata Valley to the Deans’s small farm in the Peel Forest. The trip up had much more to offer than the Geraldine Youth Club: I got used to stopping at various isolated homesteads en route, where ‘country parties’ — groups of teenage boys gathered to drink beer — were in full swing. I had my first taste of beer at one such event. It was sour to my childish taste and not to my liking, and I think I might have spat it out.

At the farm, I learned a heap tagging along at the heels of the much more capable Deans boys. We would go on fishing, ice-skating or shooting expeditions, or — even better, so far as I was concerned — a ‘rough ride’ in the Land Rover, where 16-year-old Willie would drive at high speed over the roughest bits of the paddock or up impossible-looking hills, showing off his fearless off-road driving skills while young Michael Deans and I whooped with delight.

One of the unique things about staying at the Deans’s place was that all seven boys, plus the odd extra like me, would sleep out year-round on the upstairs veranda, where the beds were all lined up like an open-air dormitory. This often meant waking up in the morning with frost or even a dusting of snow on the end of our beds. It was a bit chilly at times, but you had a grandstand view if a thunderstorm rolled over the plains and when the first light touched the snow-capped summit of little Mount Peel (there are two Mount Peels) just across the way. I learned to shoot a .22 rifle from that veranda. Our target was usually a hapless magpie, but we had to take great care not to shoot towards the skaters on the ice-skating rink at the foot of a bush-clad hill about 200 metres away.

Sometimes the Landy was seconded by its rightful owner, Austen, when he wanted to scout a piece of landscape for another painting of iconic high-country scenes. We would wind up the Rangitata Gorge to the base of the Southern Alps, along the way passing through such legendary country as Mesopotamia, the sheep station owned and farmed at one stage by Samuel Butler, author of the classic novel Erewhon. Or we would ford the Orari River in its steep-sided gorge below Mount Peel, and Michael and I would amuse ourselves while Austen painted. We would explore and catch cockabullies — little native trout — and climb hills and roll rocks down the steep slopes. One day, a very cross, ruddy-faced man lurched over the ridge and tore strips off us for rolling rocks onto his eight-wire fence and destroying it. He wasn’t such a bad bloke, really: he didn’t make us repair the fence (which I would have done in his place), and he even showed us a spot where we could roll rocks without demolishing anything. Once, when returning to this hillside a few weeks after a happy afternoon rolling rocks down it, we found it neatly turned over. The canny farmer had employed our youthful enthusiasm in clearing the stones so that he could then disc it (that is, use an appliance with big cutting discs that turn over the soil and prepare it to be sown with pasture grass) with his D2 crawler tractor.

I learned a lot from Austen about living and camping in the bush when I tagged along on Deans family adventures. On one occasion, I was invited on a pony-club trek with the Deans and Grigg families up into the Lake Heron Station high country, many miles up a rocky valley that connected the Rangitata and Rakaia river headwaters. I was loaned a wise old pony called Waxeye by the Aclands at Mount Peel.

I hadn’t done much riding. Waxeye had a pony pad (not quite a saddle, more a woolly sheepskin with a leather strap acting as a surcingle to bind it to the pony, and little cup stirrups to help with rising to the trot), and although I could hardly rise to a trot at the beginning of the four-day ride, by the end I had learned to grip the front of the pad and hang on for dear life when she cantered. At eight, I was by far the youngest in the group of about 20 very grown-up teenagers, and I was keen to help and gain favour whenever possible. One evening, while waiting for the dinner to be cooked on the open fire, I saw one of the older girls, Jenny Greene, carrying a billy.

‘Can I help?’ I asked. ‘What are you going to do with the water?’

‘Put it on the fire,’ she replied.

I took it from her, and that’s what I did.

‘Oh, hell, Mark! What are you doing?’

Wreathed in steam and protests, Austen gently explained to me that I was supposed to put the water on the fire, billy and all.

‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘We can just re-light the fire.’

I went away tearfully and hid my shame and embarrassment.

Mother, who often took me on these excursions up into the high country, gave me a very long rein. She didn’t believe in wrapping children in cotton wool, and was quite prepared to let me learn things the hard way. One day, she and Liz Deans were shading their eyes and watching me and the Deans kids sliding down a scree slope high above the rocky floor of the Jolie Valley.

‘Don’t you feel bad about that?’ Mum said.

‘I feel seven times as bad as you do,’ Liz replied. She had seven kids up there with me.

The Deans family were keen skiers, and it was with Austen that I had some great adventures in the mountains, mostly up at Round Hill skifield beside Lake Tekapo. Half the fun was getting there, battling deeply drifted snow on the roads in his Land Rover. On one occasion, we went up to the Ball Glacier, staying in Ball Hut on the edge of the awesome Tasman Glacier. The hut has since gone: with the retreat of the glacier, the hut was threatened by the erosion of the moraine wall and it was removed in 2009. I got my first real taste of mountaineering, carrying our skis around to the foot of the rope tow that used to be situated on the Ball Glacier, a tributary to the mighty Tasman. Along the way I turned my attention to the near-vertical ice fall that is the Caroline face of Mount Cook. I got about 8 feet up before peeling off and landing in a crumpled heap at the foot. Geoff Bolderston came to my rescue, and I needed little of his gentle persuasion to abandon my attempt to be the youngest to climb Mount Cook by the eastern Caroline face.

[image: image]

From Geraldine, it was about an hour and a half by winding gravel road to Burkes Pass, on the far side of which the hills fell away to reveal the majestic sweep of alpine tussock land that was the Mackenzie Country. We often went through to stay with Donald Burnett and his sister Catriona St Barbe Baker on Mount Cook Station across the Tasman River from The Hermitage, which was wonderful for me, because not only did Mr Burnett farm some of the grandest landscape on Earth, but he had not one but two Land Rovers, an ex-army Jeep and a 4WD GMC (General Motors Corporation) tip-truck. I would pester him to be taken along on any of his trips out on the station, such as up to the intake for their private hydroelectric scheme, or distributing salt licks to the stock high on the Burnett Range overlooking the Mount Cook Hermitage airfield.

One day, when I was nine, Mr Burnett gestured to me that I should take his place behind the wheel of the Jeep and drive. As I steered across the river flats, he crouched in the footwell on the passenger’s side so that it would appear to my mother, who was trotting along on horseback beside us, that I was in sole charge of the vehicle. She did a double-take as she saw me drive by, grinning, as though I was in charge.

Oh, how I longed to be!




CHAPTER 2

A COUNTRY BOY AT HEART

When I was eight, Dad accepted the challenge of being the vicar of Hornby, a run-down industrial suburb of Christchurch. I was sent to board at Waihi, an Anglican preparatory school, occupying an old wooden homestead just a few miles down the Waihi River from Geraldine. There were only about 78 boys in the whole school back then, and, while there were the inevitable dust-ups and antagonism here and there, I made some great friendships in the five years I was there.

I had become accustomed to the wide-open countryside, and although life at Waihi was pretty spartan and tough at times, it was a far better proposition for me than going to a city school in Hornby. The spirit of self-reliance reigned supreme, both a product of and an explanation for the fact that amongst the old boys were people such as entrepreneur and jetboat inventor Bill Hamilton and Victoria Cross-winning war hero Charles Upham. We were allowed to run pretty wild at Waihi, and positively encouraged to push Nature’s boundaries and find out for ourselves the natural consequences. That’s the kind of approach that produced men of the calibre of Charlie Upham. Incidentally, I met Charlie once, not long before he died. He was a resident of the rest home that occupied the premises and grounds of Bishopscourt in Christchurch, which had been the seat of the Bishops of Christchurch — my Grandfather Alwyn included — until the upkeep got beyond the Anglican Church. I was visiting a friend of my mother’s, Priscilla Neal, who was also a resident, and when I wondered aloud about the possibility of meeting Charlie, they jacked it up for me.

He was pretty frail, but mentally acute. He was lying back on his pillows in bed making conversation with me for most of the time, but when I mentioned my cellphone, he said he hoped it wasn’t of German manufacture. A surge of energy went through him, and he sat up rigid in bed. I won’t record his comments here, but suffice to say he left me in no doubt at all of his opinion of his wartime enemy!

Most of our extracurricular energies and ingenuity at Waihi were devoted to finding food in some way, shape or form, as we seemed to be perpetually hungry. We were always going down to the river to catch fish in our spare time, or raiding orchards for apples. We also spent quite a lot of time in the old man pines along the boundary of the playing fields, building and occupying tree houses. Your status in the school pecking order was indexed to the size and ambition of your tree house. Soon after I started at Waihi, I attended a ‘meeting’ of established tree-house owners to work out whether I would be allowed to start building one of my own.

‘Why should we let a new bug in?’ one of the boys asked, ‘new bug’ being the dismissive term for a new boy.

David Innes, the son of the owners of Haldon Station where I had been a regular visitor (and, incidentally, star of a then-famous book named David, Boy of the High Country), piped up.

‘He’s got nails,’ he said.

The committee exchanged swift glances, and when I produced a handful of four-inch nails, they crowded in greedily.

‘Can you get more?’ someone asked.

I nodded. Mum and Dad were living only 15 kilometres away, and there was a generous supply of nails in the vicarage maintenance shed. I’d be able to pilfer them when I went home on Sunday leave and bring them back in my sponge-bag.

‘Right. You’re in.’

Some of the things that we got up to at Waihi would give the various PC brigades in charge of things today conniptions. The school tolerated our arboreal activities, until one day a boy was spied near the very top of a very tall pine, peering into a magpie nest.

‘What the hell are you doing up there, boy?’ George Everiss, the headmaster, thundered.

‘Teaching the magpies to fly, sir’ was the retort.

Someone smuggled some old .22 ammo onto the grounds and hid it in the fishing shed, so he could go rabbit shooting at a friend’s on a leave Sunday. We got a bit inquisitive about what made a bullet go bang. Someone had heard that if you put a .22 bullet in a vice and wacked the flat end with an old file, it made a good noise. So it proved! Of course, our curiosity didn’t end there, and someone brought along a 12-gauge shotgun cartridge as our next subject. For safety, one of the wiser boys (he now has a very successful Angus stud, further proof of his ability to think things through) suggested we should empty out the lead shot first. Then, holding the end of a file on the detonator and bashing the other end with a rock, we set the thing off. The bang was tremendous. We all scattered rapidly in different directions so that the investigating on-duty master, Yogi Brown, would catch some of us, but not all of us. And needless to say, those who were caught proved to have a total lapse of memory when it came to naming the ringleaders.

Another time, a boy decided to do a Tarzan-style swing across the modelling-room shed on the electrical flex from which dangled a single, bare lightbulb. The result, quite predictably, was that the fitting let go and left the wire bare. To save my mate the penalty for this kind of wilful destruction — probably six strokes on a bare bum with Mr Lornie’s size 11 sandshoe — I offered to repair the damage. We ‘borrowed’ a set of insulated fencing pliers from the handyman’s tool shed. (It was locked, of course, but we had grown accustomed to scraping away the shingle under the door so we could wriggle beneath it to help ourselves to tools. We always put the shingle back, so we were fairly sure our unauthorised use of school tools went undetected.) Then, taking care that the switch was off, I climbed up onto a chair and went to strip what I supposed was an inert wire.

There was a flash and a loud bang. I was flung across the room, and the school was plunged into the semi-darkness of a dull winter’s afternoon as a fuse on the main switchboard tripped. I was shaken, but wiser in the ways of loop circuits and the inadequacy of the plastic insulation on fencing pliers. I had to lie pretty low for a while.

We were free spirits and farm boys, and were given as much freedom to experiment as was compatible with keeping us out of real danger. The approach seemed to work. If I had to name my classmates who had gone on to great things, I wouldn’t know where to begin.
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I can’t say I was an academic success at Waihi. Becoming a woodwork mentor was the highest official accolade I received, but unofficially I gained a bit of a reputation for being handy. One day when the whole standard four class — all 12 of us — was playing up, we were sent outside to pick up a trailer-load of rocks as a punishment. The school was establishing a new hockey field, and, as the piece of land chosen for the purpose had previously been a river bed, there was no shortage of rocks. To expedite the hockey field, the teachers were looking for any excuse to send us outside rock-picking.

Reckoning that we would make shorter work of it if we didn’t have to wait for the old handyman/gardener — who was actually known as ‘Handy’ — to come and shift the tractor and trailer 25-odd metres down the row each time we finished a section of the paddock, I offered to drive the tractor. I was about 10 at the time, and Handy looked dubious. But I pointed out each of the controls and told him I knew how to work them, and he gazed longingly at the shade of a nearby willow, where he spent his time lounging and smoking roll-your-owns when he wasn’t driving the tractor.

After a pause, he nodded. So I boarded the tractor, fired her up, selected first gear and let the clutch out. My classmates were inspired by the new efficiency, and set to scampering about rock-collecting with a will as I idled the tractor down the length of the field. The job was completed in record time, and we were all able to race off to play Bullrush on the slightly smoother rugby field. It was my one and only moment of fame and favour at Waihi, and I basked in it.

Like most boys’ schools — especially Anglican schools for boys in Canterbury — Waihi was big on sport. I didn’t shine much in that arena, either. My cricketing record was short-lived: the first time I walked to the crease, I was bowled out for a golden duck. I didn’t get to bowl. I was selected for the First XV in rugby, largely due to the fact that there were so few eligible candidates (that is, old enough and big enough), but my career in this code was pretty short-lived, too. In my first match I got the ball on the fringes of a ruck, and instead of running straight ahead into the pile of bodies — the traditional route, and one which I judged to be futile — I ran around it. Never mind that I made a few yards before I was tackled: I had shown scant disregard for the orthodoxies, as I was told in no uncertain terms (and in words of fewer syllables) by Bruce, the halfback, and his brother Robbie the captain. I found myself relegated to the Second XV. Perhaps Bruce and Robbie were right: the modern game seems to rate the ability to charge straight into the heavy traffic quite highly, and the Deans brothers became quite famous for possessing it.

I might have thought that I had never achieved anything in my school sporting endeavours had I not recently come across a little mug made of tarnished silver that was inscribed with my name and commemorated a podium finish in the school handicap race — a consolation prize, perhaps. And I was briefly the talk of my classmates’ parents after the annual cross-country race one year — a gruelling ordeal by contrast with the safe runarounds in cultured paddocks they have these days, consisting of a mad scramble across freshly ploughed farm paddocks, through the stony braids of the Waihi River and over open irrigation ditches, all under the watchful gaze of teachers manning three checkpoints. As I floundered across a sea of furrows of rich, dark earth, I spied a bit of snig chain, probably broken off from a set of heavy harrows. Bet someone would pay a bob or two to have that back, I thought. I might even be able to buy a pie or two! So I hauled it from the mud and, hiking up my footy jersey, I wound the heavy chain around my midriff and re-joined the race. If I thought I could sneak it across the finish line, I was mistaken. While others staggered in red-faced and clutching their sides from the stitch, I lumbered across the line, manfully trying to keep the heavy chain wrapped around my hollow tummy in position. Those watching were as impressed as they were puzzled. My parents soon learned that, while I had finished well down the pack, there was no shame in it: I had been carrying quite a few extra pounds of chain at the time.
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It was instilled in me from a very early age that if I wanted something, I had to work for it myself. Trouble was, with Dad being a vicar, there weren’t as many chances to do wage-earning work for him as others had with their dads. There’s not as much room for enlisting part-timers in the cure of souls as there is for shed-hands, or workshop sweepers or the like. Mum used to give me a penny a week pocket money, but it was conditional on keeping my school uniform neat and clean. With my lifestyle this wasn’t easy, and therefore this couldn’t be regarded as reliable cashflow.

One of the best earners for kids in the days of refillable glass packaging was collecting empty drink bottles and returning them to the dairy to collect the deposit. A small fizzy-drink bottle returned to the dairy fetched three pence, a large one sixpence, and a beer bottle tuppence. The holy grail was a half-G, the clear, half-gallon flagon that men (it was always men) used to carry home, both men and bottles filled with beer, after the pubs closed at six in the days of the ‘six-o’clock swill’. These were worth half a crown (two and a half shillings). This might seem like small change, but you have to bear in mind the contemporary purchasing power. An ice block on a stick was tuppence, and a really good double-header ice cream in a cone was sixpence. My first bike cost the equivalent of 30 half-crowns, second-hand.

It didn’t take me long to work out that at precisely 6.05 every evening (except Sundays), there would be a mass exodus of drinkers loaded down with crates of 750-millilitre beer bottles of Bavarian Bitter or DB Green or flagons of draught tucked under their arms, intent on carrying on. Most family men went home to drink and spend time with their wife and kids, but the young and rebellious would zoom off in their Mark 1 Zephyrs to a nearby park or reserve and party on into the night. They weren’t exactly tidy Kiwis. I can’t have been much older than six when I realised that if I got up early enough on a Saturday morning (about 4.30am), I could get to the scene before anyone else and clean up in every sense of the words. I didn’t own a watch, but with the first hint of pink in the sky, I would dress quickly (that is, pull my very second-hand, home-spun woolly jersey over my pyjamas and poke my bare feet into gumboots), take my sister Celia’s pram (she was two) and set off on my rounds of the various parks and party spots. The younger rebels, who hadn’t reached the drinking age of 20, used to congregate around Robbie’s Milk Bar, 200 metres up Talbot Street from my house, and there was nearly always a good haul of fizzy-drink bottles in the gutters or tossed into darkened corners. By six, as the other solid citizens of Geraldine were still snoring in their beds, I would proudly present my pram-full of bottles to a local dairy for my reward. I could never understand why the shopkeeper wasn’t pleased to see me at that time and always ‘firmly encouraged’ me to come back much later.

One morning, in the dawn light, I saw another boy, quite a bit older than me, pushing a cart along on the opposite side of Talbot Street. I had competition! His business model was the same as my own, and for a few Saturday mornings we raced each other to be first to the best spots. Soon we tired of this destructive cat-and-mouse competition. We introduced ourselves and agreed to a partnership, divvying up the spoils. He was older than me and much worldlier. He even bragged that he had bought himself a tractor with his earnings.

One day, he told me to tag along and led the way to the motor camp. He selected a cabin whose occupants were probably off somewhere racing their bodgie car (a hotted-up Mark 1 Zephyr or the like). Holding a finger to his lips, he produced a screwdriver and unscrewed the lock from the door. Inside, there were two or three crates of beer. My partner in what, young as I was, I knew to be crime, took a bottle and opened it. He took a swig, made a face and passed it to me. I didn’t like it, either. So we emptied the bottles outside and added them to our collection. I was feeling queasy, and it wasn’t from the beer. The feeling didn’t go away after we had cashed in the bottles at the pub. I was grateful a few months later when Mum announced that she was off to Britain to visit her relatives and was going to take me along. I was able to extricate myself from the petty-thieving racket, and I didn’t renew the contact when we got back from the trip.

Still, all-in-all, the bottle lark was a valuable life lesson. It turns out that the early bird really does get the worm (even if I have subsequently learned that it’s often the second mouse that gets the cheese).
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After Waihi had done its preparatory work on me, I progressed to Christ’s College (which we always called College), attending as a day boy while living with my parents in the Hornby vicarage. City life didn’t appeal much at all, and I longed to be back in the country. Happily, Gordon Harper, one of my great friends from Waihi, lived on a cropping farm at Carew just outside Geraldine, so I could get out of town now and then, especially in the summer holidays. To my delight, I found that Gordon’s parents, Eric and Ann, had a very high opinion of the capabilities of 12-year-old boys. The Harper family had a go-kart powered by a 4-stroke 6-hp Honda motor, and we used to slide this around on the muddy paddocks. I thought that was cool enough. But then, when it broke, Eric patiently taught me how to use an arc welder to repair it. And while other farmers had been happy enough to let me drive a tractor, Eric actually put me to work, using the tractor to do grubbing and heavy rolling. This was heaven!

By the end of the first summer I spent out on their farm, I had done a fair bit of work with the Harpers’ 165 Ferguson.
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