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Abstract 
 
Take one stylish, unfulfilled woman with dramatic ambitions and perfectionist tendencies, 

and one alienated and disappointed soldier returned from World War Two. Give them a 

disabled son and a lively, rebellious daughter. Put them in a State house in west Auckland 

and learn of their upwardly mobile steps and unfolding ambitions. Add years of speech and 

drama lessons for the daughter, send her to a posh high school, and you might end up with 

someone like Lois Livingston. 

 Posthumously awarded a QSM for her services to the community, Lois met numerous 

challenges in her life, mostly head on. Twice married and twice divorced, the ambitious 

schoolteacher turned broadcaster turned producer, actor, politician, salesperson, and activist, 

lived a roller coaster life—rich one day, flat broke the next. The Lois Tapes is the story of her 

journey see-sawing from the company of influential and powerful friends and colleagues to 

the local hoi polloi. Lois was at ease whatever the company. 

 Real life is rarely how it appears on the surface. Lois’s was no exception. Seemingly 

as cool as a cucumber, optimistic and unflappable, she suffered decades of crippling anxiety, 

raised two daughters mostly singlehandedly, fell in and out of love, and restlessly followed 

her ambitions wherever they took her. She was a committed environmentalist, a heritage and 

community advocate. She fought battles in an attempt to make her community and the world 

a better place. She mentored those close to her—subtly teaching the arts of the politic and the 

protest. She feared no person, but she had fears and foibles like anyone else.  

 We shared parallel journeys. She was my friend, mentor, boss, colleague, and 

comrade in arms. I have played a part in some of her adventures. This is a story of her 

triumphs and failures, of movement and energy, a life lived large. She inspired mixed 
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emotions in the people who knew her: love and admiration in most who knew her well. Love 

her or hate her, Lois was a woman not easily forgotten.    



iii 
 

Contents  

Prologue 1 

Last Orders 5 

Reward from Beyond 10 

Eva and William 12 

Growing up West by Southwest 25 

To Be or Not to Be 35 

Chalk it Up 40 

Fine Romance 45 

Bright Lights and Buses 50 

So Long 59 

Encounters 63 

Mixed Media 76 

Schools and Saddlebacks 87 

Made for TV 94 

Play it Together 102 

Shuriken 116 

The River 129 

Waikato Regional Council: Friends in High Places 135 

Festivities 150 

Drama at Riverlea 157 



iv 
 

Labouring 164 

Doggone 172 

Trust 176 

Eastgate 191 

Committee 207 

The Big C 210 

Shenanigans at Twilight 214 

Big Love 218 

Epilogue 229 

 

 

  

 



1 
 

Prologue 

I am staring at the page, looking at a pile of old bones. How can I make them flesh? I am 

certainly not God and am panicking. My writer friend Michelle asks me why I want to write 

about Lois. I give anodyne answers, but she is not satisfied and keeps pushing. I finally come 

to the place where Lois still lives in me, and I realise that I will need to tell parts of the story 

with me in it. The living woman that was Lois Livingston existed in relation to me for the 

time I knew her.  

Lois was half mother, half sister to me, colleague, boss, mentor, partner in crime, but 

mostly she was just my friend. Sometimes she said hurtful and cutting things to me; 

sometimes she said them in front of other people. I don’t remember a single one bar “Shut 

up”. On occasion, a failing memory can be an asset. Who knew? Sometimes I told her how 

these words made me feel. She would always immediately apologise and say she didn’t 

realise. I believed her. There was little malice in her, just everyday thoughtlessness on 

occasion, like most of us. 

I must write about our adventures as two old warhorses dragging our broken limbs 

behind us and stumbling off into the breach. The rest can come later with other people in the 

frame. I may have to write it backwards. 

To me, the most salient thing about Lois was her willingness to keep getting up no 

matter what life hurled at her and how it broke her. Her courage under fire was extraordinary 

and she was one of the very few people in my life who made me feel that I could do big 

things too, and that I was a person of substance and merit. She did the same for others who 

crossed her path. Lois dreamed big and made stuff happen. She knew people who would help 

make stuff happen and, if she didn’t, she just went right out and found them. She was no saint 

and I do not wish to write a sanitised story turning her into one. There are people who may be 
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embarrassed or angry if they recognise themselves in this account but, I am interested in 

truth, not public relations. 

I recorded a series of interviews over the last year or so of her life. At times, it 

appeared that we were covering the same ground as a prior conversation, but there were 

always new and interesting layers and titbits of information. A person in her life grows flesh, 

a house fits with a job. After her death, I interviewed Jeremy Bell and, during the course of 

writing The Lois Tapes, I subsequently interviewed David Baldock, Martin Gallagher, 

Margaret Evans, and Paula Southgate. Italicised passages are taken from the written 

transcripts of the oral interviews. The originals of most of the early audio interviews are lost 

due to obsolete technology.  

I have been entrusted with her secrets and tales. I am utterly terrified, but I can hear 

her voice in my head like a mosquito, ‘For heaven’s sake. Of course, you can do this. Just get 

on with it.’ 

    *   *    

 

We are sitting in the living room of Lois’s 1940s Brookfield Street bungalow, the last house 

she will ever own. It is modest but tasteful. She has made the garden lush with beans growing 

up a trellis, silverbeet, tomatoes, and peas on a bamboo tepee. The building, ironically, is the 

very last one in the street and only five minutes from the river. It is a comedown from her 

beautiful villa in Firth Street, I imagine, but at least she still owns a house.  

A toy ranch with stables and an assortment of large plastic horses sits on the polished 

wooden floor in front of the gas fireplace. All the equine paraphernalia is there, including 

railed paddocks, and riders in English or Western regalia. It takes up a large chunk of the 

floorspace. This sacred space is reserved for Lois’s beloved granddaughter, Xhili (Chilli). 
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We settle in with our tea and biscuits and I place the voice recorder on the coffee 

table; test that it is going. I am an amateur interviewing a well-known person for posterity. I 

am trying really hard to hide my nervousness from Lois as she is likely to veto this project at 

the least provocation. I can’t afford to mess this up. I strike a “professional” pose and try to 

forget that she was a professional broadcaster for a decade or so. As expected, Lois is a bit 

scathing of the whole enterprise.  

“This is silly. What on earth do you want to do this for?” she growls. 

“For posterity. You are a well-known person. Maybe I’ll write something,” I reply as 

certainly as I can. 

“Harrumph.” 

No one I know can get multiple nuances into harrumph as she can. It takes willpower 

to knock up against Lois when she is disapproving—at any time really. Nevertheless, I press 

on. “Nobody will die,” as the Russians say. Well, Lois will, but not from tape recordings. The 

cancer has dragged on for years and it is now gathering force. It has been a good while since 

diagnosis. The bone marrow infusion worked for a time, then stopped working. She is still 

remarkably well and full of plans but taking things a little easier these days. We don’t speak 

of it directly, but we both know how this story is going to end and it won’t be with a world 

cruise.  

During these sessions, I record what she wants to say and ask occasional clarifying 

questions. I steer things a bit if I need more information. This is her story, but I have 

somehow become part of it.  

Over time, we start to take our sessions a little more seriously. The rituals don’t 

change much: me on the couch facing the large-screen television and Lois at a right angle to 

me, on the two-seater under the windows. The coffee table squats in the middle holding 

plates of cheese and crackers, our mugs of tea. Sometimes when Lois’ss daughter, Adrienne, 
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and Xhili are staying, Missie the dog will trot into the room to see what we are up to. She is 

of very uncertain parentage, possibly part working dog, possibly part mountain goat. She is 

brown with darker bits, has a long thin face a bit like a greyhound with long, spindly legs. 

She noses roughly into my hand, demanding pats, and attention. She is never satisfied with a 

quick hello and must be loudly ordered to go away: “Bugger off Missy.” 

Sometimes, people wander in and out, but we try to schedule the meetings for when 

this is unlikely to happen. My work is five minutes away, so it is not difficult to reschedule if 

we need to. Some sessions are long, winding down byways and alleyways, and meandering 

all over the landscape. Other days she is very tired, and the sessions are brief or cancelled. 

We try to make the most of her good days.  
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Last Orders 

The last weeks and months for people dying of cancer are usually rough. So it was with Lois. 

The disease that had gradually claimed more and more of her, upped the ante, and went on 

full attack mode. The optimism of the early years after diagnosis normally evaporates like 

wet patches in summer. I say—normally. Lois was never one to be like other people. She was 

going to beat cancer right up until the last few days of life. Then it felled her for good.  

She wasn’t much interested in the medical carryings-on but was willing to do the hard 

yards and endure the usual side effects: hair falling out, wearing wigs, hair growing back in 

but curly, food and wine tasting like metal, losing weight. Near the end, the staff gave her 

care over to the Palliative Care Team at Waikato Hospital. Lois spoke highly of them. She 

could have as much pain relief as she wanted.  

We had the last few interviews in the hospital: the clatter of trolleys going past like 

buses, the clink of medical instruments, the constant voices of people bustling between beds. 

The cold, cream-coloured walls, the shiny linoleum, and the adjustable hospital beds spotlit 

the no-frills business of illness. 

One of the worst things about hospitals has to be the blue gowns—those immodest 

contraptions that cover your front but leave your posterior open to the elements. If ever there 

was a garment invented to make a person feel vulnerable, it is a hospital gown. Medical staff 

need to be able to whip that thing off your body in a nanosecond in case of a medical 

emergency—to gain access to your body without clothing getting in the way. At least I 

assume that is the rationale. I can’t think of any other reasons that make an iota of sense.  

One day, near the end, Lois dressed with a lot of help from family, to leave hospital 

for several days. She wanted to celebrate her 69th birthday at home with family. She was 

determined to do this and to attend to other things requiring her urgent attention.  
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It was still, “When I get over this pneumonia, I’m going to...” All you could do was 

look at her and marvel at—what, you weren’t sure, either denial of large magnitude or an 

enormous faith in the will and the drive to act. I tried not to gape open-mouthed at this 

woman, who could hardly move making outrageous pronouncements. It was hard not to 

believe a little bit. She had beaten the cancer back so many times. Perhaps there would be a 

miracle? A few days later, the Livingston sisters, Adrienne, and Taran, summoned me for the 

last farewell, but I was in my own sick bed and unable to make it to the hospital. I am not 

sure if I minded or not. 

With only the family and one or two others present, Lois’s body was cremated at the 

Newstead crematorium. I said goodbye at the funeral home. I was privileged to be able to do 

this as few people were allowed to see her after her death. I need to see the bodies to make 

death real. The dead do not look much different from when they were alive—if you pretend 

they are just sleeping, and you do not have to look into dead eyes gone far away. The family 

had bought a new outfit for her. I am not sure if she would have approved. It did not speak, “I 

am Lois,” to me but what matter? She looked very peaceful at the end. 

 There were hundreds of people at the memorial service with a welcome by Dr Tom 

Roha. Bob Simcock gave the introduction followed by Susan Donaldson, Lois’s sister-in-law,  

Paula Southgate (then a Waikato Regional Councillor), me, Chris Rollitt (Hamilton East 

Community Trust), Bryan Beveridge (theatre), Arthur Hinds (conservation), Martin 

Gallagher (Hamilton City Councillor), and Tipa Mahuta (Tainui, Waikato Regional Council). 

David Baldock showed a short video and Graham Cairns sang a song. It was a who's who of 

Hamilton politicians and community leaders.  

 

*   * 

Unfortunately, the daughters got rid of all her books tout de suite. That was a bit                                           
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upsetting as I had given her two boxes of books for a birthday present the year before. I 

hosted a lunch at my house for her and some friends. For a gift, I filled a box with second-

hand books I thought she would like, and the other was stacked with special ones that were 

meant to be “on loan”. It seemed like a good idea at the time: it could just have been cheap.  

The boxes were clearly labelled but, somehow, I think they got all mixed up. Lois was not a 

details person. 

I rushed down to the Sallies, but the woman said, “I sell 400 books a week.”  

I doubt that, but I couldn’t find any of them in the shop. I did recover Laura 

Esquivel’s The Law of Love from the house, but Catherine Chidgey’s Golden Deeds and 

Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain along with less remembered titles are now lost. Serves me 

right: now, I am down to my last 2000 books. 

When the house sale went through, I helped Adrienne and her friends pack everything 

up and clean the place. The floors and walls looked very shabby without their clothes. We 

bundled all her people ones into black rubbish sacks. I was the recipient of the bulk of them. 

The rest went to the Sallies. There seemed to be an awful lot. Many of them were of very 

good quality. The designer gear that was not “me” went to Recycle Boutique in Grey Street. 

All the shoes were size nine, and, as I am a size seven, I took them to work and gave them to 

people with larger feet. We had an op shop at work then, so we sold a few left-over pairs. 

I have worn her clothes, gradually letting them go over time. She was rather taller 

than me and a bit wider, but many of them fitted, including an orange knee length skirt with 

lacy side panels I had long coveted. I don’t wear it now as I bought an orange one that fits 

better. I kept, and still wear, a short red winter dress with long sleeves, a round neckline and 

metal zipper detail. Her khaki work shorts I am wearing as I type. They are comfortable and 

worn frequently when at home—in the garden or doing inside chores.  
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Some people thought it was ghoulish to knowingly wear a dead person’s clothes. I 

like to think a little bit of Lois enters my consciousness when I am wearing hers, especially 

on bad days when I don’t know what to do and I can’t consult her about it. They also remind 

me of her, and I have even changed my taste in a couple of areas. Now I wear hoodies.  

I also inherited the Japanese knick-knacks: bright red lacquered bowls and dishes, 

plus a miniature garden. They were not me either; I put them in the shop along with the 

shoes. A jewellery tree given to me by Adrienne sits adorned with necklaces on my dressing 

table. It has a purple twenties style torso embellished with hundreds of sparkly bits. I took the 

boxes of Hamilton East Community Trust files to work to add to the boxes of files already 

there. 

Adrienne’s caravan had squatted in Lois’s front yard for years. It finally had a use as 

transportation for Lois’s kitchen implements, papers and smaller bits of furniture. Adrienne 

loaded it up as well as her SUV or Land Rover whatever it is, and a large trailer and took it to 

her recently purchased cottage in Whanganui.  

  She moved the cottage onto her beach section in a then cheap part of Whanganui. It 

perches on the top of a hill: you can see the sea from the rickety balcony. It is very rustic, a 

settler’s tiny two-bedroom affair which Adrienne is gradually improving. There is now hot 

water and a bathroom. Although the women’s tastes were quite different, a sideboard, beds 

and a bookcase made it to the cottage. She built a large shed to store horse food and tack, 

tools, building materials, and assorted boxes. Boxes of Lois’s belongings were stored there, 

too.  

Lois was eleven years older than me, and Adrienne about thirteen years younger.  

Adrienne and Xhili feel like family now. We bonded mostly during Lois’s illness and 

especially after her death. I was staying in their cottage at New Year’s, 2021. There was a 

small band of us. We sat outside in the fresh sea air drinking wine and preparing and eating 
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barbequed meat and salads. Everyone sat on an assortment of chairs in the long grass. I 

watched the play of shadows and light moving over the sand dunes behind us as the sun set. 

Hawks flew over the dunes looking for prey. We grumbled about the neighbour who left a 

hose on twenty-four seven to stop their bit of sand dune crumbling away until they built on it. 

I wondered why the local council would allow building here in this fragile ecosystem of 

dunes.  

On New Year’s Eve, Taran, James, and their gorgeous longed-for baby, Jack, now a 

vocal toddler, skyped us from England and we had a quiz. I was very aware of being a 

substitute mother and grandmother. It felt strange but didn’t stop the fun of being competitive 

with games. I think our team won. 

One of the chickens was dying, possibly due to old age. Xhili held it tenderly and was 

very sad. It had a long name. After two days, the chicken died. It was one of Lois.’  

Adrienne and I went to town. We walked into a shop selling the sort of things you 

imagine you would find in an Egyptian tomb—large amorphous statues and primitive looking 

dishes. Two brothers ran it, both flamboyant and garrulous. A song was playing. We said 

simultaneously, “Ooh, what’s that song?” and immediately both Shazamed it on our apps 

which identified it as Daniel Norgren’s “Moonshine Got Me”. Later that night, Adrienne 

found it on You Tube. We played it over and over as well Xhili’s cowgirl songs, dancing 

wildly in the lounge. Lois would have thought we were being silly, but she would have 

laughed. 
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Reward from Beyond 

Lois was posthumously awarded a Queen’s Service Medal. Adrienne accepted it on her 

behalf and, luckily, Lois learned of her award shortly before she died. It was for services to 

local government and the arts. The Citation for her QSM read, 

(Deceased. This award took effect on 19 November 2016; Her Majesty's approval 

having been signified before the date of Ms Livingston's death.) 

For services to local government and the arts. 

Ms Lois Livingston has been a Waikato Regional Councillor since 1991 and has 

contributed to arts and culture, and preservation of the environment and heritage in 

the Waikato region. 

As a councillor, Ms Livingston has been a particularly strong advocate for the 

sustainable management of the Waikato River and better public transport in Hamilton. 

Beyond her work for the council, she has chaired the Hamilton East Community Trust 

for eight years, helping to establish two heritage trails in Hamilton East and 

successfully launching the biannual Heritage festival. She has chaired the Hamilton 

East Community House for 6 years, promoting services and programmes such as free 

financial and legal advice and community education classes for approximately 7,500 

people per year. She was the Chair of the Riverlea Theatre and Arts Centre, a multi-

use community theatre. She played a key role in negotiating a land purchase 

agreement with the Hamilton City Council for its current site, including securing 

more than $100,000 in grants and donations from the local community. Ms Livingston 

has also served as the Chair of the Hamilton Community Arts Council, and as a 

member of the University of Waikato Culture Committee, the Waikato Conservation 

Board and Lotteries Environment and Heritage. 

Adrienne said she had been chuffed about it as I expect most people would be. 

 When I asked Lois what she was most proud of, she replied: 

Oh god. Sigh. Um, I’m quite proud of me. I’m not a famous person, I’m not a 

rich person, but I think that I have achieved quite a few things in the time that I’ve 
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been given. I have made a difference in whatever I’ve done, whether it was teaching 

or radio, television, politics, voluntary work. There’s nothing that I would want to 

change. I came to a conclusion long ago, absolutely to not be envious of anybody. I 

wouldn’t really want to be them, cause to have what they have — you have to be a 

certain person, and that person is not someone you want to be.  So, that whole 

business of wanting what others have got is not part of my makeup. I try not to be 

judgemental. It doesn’t always work. I’ve tried to just listen and facilitate, help people 

come to their own conclusions.  
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Eva and William 

Eva Donaldson, Lois’s mother, was not an orphan, but she spent years in an orphanage. She 

was sent there with her two brothers when she was about five, remaining until she was 15 or 

16. Both her parents were alive but neither of them was able to cope with parenting. Eva’s 

mother, Elizabet Jordan, supposedly had TB, so was sent to a sanitorium; Lois’s grandfather, 

Christopher, carried on as before. 

Tuberculosis arrived in New Zealand in the early 1900s, peaking in the 1940s. 

Sufferers were sent to sanitoria for a fresh air, exercise, and good food cure. Some people 

stayed a few months; others were there for years. Many of us have relatives who died of TB, 

including my own aunt, a new mother, who died in her early twenties. She was seeing a man 

from a family where a member or two had TB. My grandmother tried to forbid the 

relationship, but my determined aunt ignored her. Her rebelliousness resulted in my 

grandmother shutting her in the outside laundry all night on a concrete floor for breaking 

curfew. My aunt married her man. He was a gambler and she ended up destitute, with TB and 

a young child. After my aunt died, my grandmother raised her grandson for a time. At some 

point, he disappeared into the ether and out of the family orbit. 

 Lois’s maternal grandfather was a seaman, a steward on the island liners and cargo 

boats going up to the Cook Islands and Fiji. He was often away at sea.  

 Lois spoke about her mother’s illness:  

They discovered later that it wasn’t consumption but not until mum was grown 

up. It was something wrong with her lungs that caused her to haemorrhage every so 

often so of course they thought it was TB. So, my mother was called to her deathbed 

many, many times growing up but she never died. She lived until she was 84, so there 

you go…  
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Eva was one of two “orphan” girls chosen to go to Auckland Grammar. The rest had 

to leave school at an early age to obtain an unskilled and poorly paid job, marry someone 

similar to themselves, have babies, and live in relative poverty. Eva avoided that particular 

fate, getting a good education. She matriculated, which was the equivalent of what later 

became University Entrance:  

And she really wanted to go to university and her mother said that if she came home 

then she could go and that wouldn’t be a problem. When she got home her father said, 

‘Don’t be silly. Girls don’t go to university. You go and work.’ So, she had to go and 

find a job which she did and that was the end of her education.  

 

That must have been a terrible blow to the young Eva. I do not know what role her 

father played in her life, other than this Victorian announcement.  

She grew into a very glamorous and ambitious woman without finding a useful outlet 

for either trait, except for drama or making beautiful frocks. By all accounts, she was also an 

accomplished painter of pictures after taking up the practice in her seventies. Photographs 

attest to her glamour and poise. We look at photos of Eva—nattily attired on the ski slopes 

and dressed for town. No doubt she wanted to be nothing like her ailing mother and to make 

her mark on the world. All that promising education was wasted on her. It just made her unfit 

to live a life like most of her contemporaries. She did not appear to have sought a paid job 

outside the home after her marriage. Education was responsible for her ambition, but she was 

unable to follow through for some reason, so it must have made her miserable in some ways. 

She wanted to be a professional actor and probably yearned to be famous as well. She would 

have had years in the orphanage fantasising about a perfect future that did not resemble her 

reality in any way.  

Instead, she found herself in the enervating role of traditional housewife and mother. 

Endless household chores, sandwiches, and snotty noses. Her ambition had to have an outlet 

somewhere: but it made her—I mean she had always been a very good tennis player, a very 
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good actress. She was a perfectionist in everything she did. And when I was born of course, 

she thought I was perfect, and I was going to be all the things she couldn’t be. 

Failing to achieve her own ambitions, Eva enrolled her daughter in speech and drama 

classes and did everything she could to fulfil her dreams via Lois. Lois was bothered that Eva 

was always trying to keep up with people and never feeling like she was getting there. Eva 

was anxious, volatile, and used to throw paddies:  

We’d just all try and hide, as you do. And then she’d run away. She wouldn’t run 

away far, just run away. And she’d come back all covered in gorse, and she’d fallen 

over, and she’d got sick of running away and so she’d just walk back in the house 

again a few hours later. But she’d run away because she ‘wasn’t going to put up with 

this any longer.’ 

What would she have liked to have done? I ask. 

Cocktail parties—and she had the most exquisite cocktail frocks that she made 

herself. She was very much the woman who had the first washing machine, the first 

fridge in the street— and they were coloured. And she had to have the first of 

everything and keep up with the Joneses as it were. Terribly concerned all her life 

with what people thought.  

 

I think Lois was more influenced by her mother than she realised. She did eventually 

become an actor for a time along with taking on other ambitious roles. Unlike Eva, and 

possibly because of her, Lois never seemed to care much for material possessions. She made 

exceptions for her maternal grandmother’s china and lace tablecloths and later for the 

Japanese mementos. Not a cocktail frock in sight, though she did own natty threads she put 

on for special occasions or when she wanted to make an impression for a court hearing or a 

Labour Party fundraiser. The orange skirt comes to mind, but I don’t remember the rest. I just 

remember that she wore lipstick, heels, and a smart outfit on important occasions. 

*  *  
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There is more to Eva to be discovered. I returned to Whanganui after Christmas, 2020. 

Adrienne unearthed the photographs from the shed which is quite a feat considering the 

number of boxes. On box of papers proves to be a treasure trove. The following essay might 

be the published one Eva won a competition with. The title is mine, but the rest is verbatim. 

The document is not dated. 

Eva’s War 

It was 1939. I was 19 years of age, and I answered an ad for a job in sole charge of a 

small office with a firm printing a small paper. I had been fortunate in that period as I 

have had a good academic education, but it did not help in getting a job in a time of 

much unemployment. I had worked in shops and then a general office, telephones, etc 

then decided to go to night school and learn shorthand and typing.  

I got this job and after happily working there for a much-improved wage of 30 

shillings a week, (here for about a fortnight). I took the small newspaper home. My 

father was horrified to find it was called The People’s Voice and that I was working 

for the Communist Party.  

The evening war was declared, we all sat around the wireless sets listening 

with sinking hearts to the speech telling us Britain was at war with Germany and 

wondering what would happen now. Next morning, I arrived at work as usual only to 

find the little factory and my office completely empty. A few idle machines, my 

typewriter and empty filing cabinets. A man, one of the sort of bosses, was there to 

tell me to go home, I no longer had a job, and that probably all the men who had 

worked there would be arrested. The police had been there already and of course had 

found nothing. I don’t really remember what happened to the men, but I believe they 

were interned for some time at least.  

I was engaged to be married and my fiancé went off to join up and go to war 

along with, it seemed, all the young men I knew. The first echelon built very quickly 

starting the very day after war was declared. My fiancé was turned down due to a 

slight medical problem and as the young men of my age were disappearing fast from 

the tennis clubs, workplaces, movies, and streets, I thought it a good idea to get 

married and perhaps gain some security for the uncertain times ahead. We were 

married and no bridal wear. We went to live with my mother and sister-in-law. My 

brother-in-law had already gone overseas to Egypt.   
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Houses were hard to find, and everyone was waiting on long lists to be granted 

one of the new State houses being built by the new Labour Government. Young 

people were very enthusiastic about obtaining one of these. A few months after our 

marriage my husband was called up again, re-examined, and found fit enough to go 

overseas and after about 6 months or so and different army camps went overseas to 

Egypt in the troop ship Johan van Aldendarnevelht. All the beautiful luxury cruise 

ships of that time were turned into troop ships. During this first year I became 

pregnant and had to attend the main Plunket clinic in Symonds’s Street every month 

as the GPs were busy each having to take their turn in the services doing the medical 

examinations of the new recruits. Unfortunately, I needed a bit closer attention, and I 

gave birth 9 weeks prematurely to a son, eventually diagnosed as having cerebral 

palsy. My doctor was not available at that time as he was in the army doing his bit. 

Rationing was in force. We had ration books from which we tore coupons for sugar, 

butter, many foods, clothing, wool, etc. I bought a skein of darning wool without 

coupons and knitted socks with very fine needles for my son. Mail from overseas was 

very infrequent. Would wait for at least six weeks and then perhaps get several at 

once. Everyone on the trams and buses seemed to be busy knitting khaki wool sox, 

scarves, balaclavas, sleeveless pullovers etc.  

At two years old my son was admitted to the Wilson Home for Crippled 

Children where he was to be taught to walk mechanically. He was to be there for 6 1/2 

years. I decided to go to work and was given a job in a Queen St receiving depot for 

the leading dry-cleaning company where I once had an office job. It was made 

interesting as by this time the American soldiers were pouring in wounded for the 

hospitals, then to administer all the facilities that were set up in the country. Men were 

sent down from the island battle zones to rest and take leave. Queen Street was often 

just a sea of American khaki as one looked down from upper Queen Street. They 

came into the shops just to talk, show us photos of families etc and generally looking 

for some sort of good time. People invited them into their homes for meals etc and 

they were very grateful. They married some of our girls and many war brides were 

shipped to the States after the war. The men offered the girls nylon stockings in 

exchange for favours. Silk blackings were all we had known and were on ration. 

Stocking paint became the in thing and it could look really good if applied well.  
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There have been numerous stories about those stockings and wartime romances: those 

babies with American GI fathers. I knew one of them. As an adult, she eventually tracked 

down her birth mother and half siblings. The mother was less than pleased to see her 

daughter, but my friend bonded with her brothers and later went to her birth mother’s funeral. 

Unsurprisingly, she had been excised from her mother’s life and the eulogy. This was 

probably the experience of a number of women. I guess the shame of having an illegitimate 

child led to many war time adoptions. I wonder if an unwed Eva would have been tempted by 

a handsome American with white teeth, a natty uniform and money? I wonder if a young 

war-time Lois would have been enamoured with a charming, polite GI who liked dancing and 

sent flowers? Eva might have ended up as one of the 1500 New Zealand war brides shipped 

back to the States along with their American husbands.  

Back in wartime Auckland, Eva continues her story: 

Opposite the shop in Queen Street was an Adams Bruce cake shop selling block cake, 

biscuits, and Queen Anne chocolates (a luxury)! Every so often we would look across 

the road and see a queue forming outside Adams Bruce and the word went out all 

along Queen Street “Chocolates.” One of us would go and join the long line of people 

eager to get a box and hope they wouldn’t run out before we made it in the door.  

The Americans took over a radio station in Manurewa and it was called The 

Voice of America. It was popular with the younger people as it had wonderful hit 

parades and a different view on everything. It had an air of glamour about it that was 

sadly missing from people’s lives during those uncertain and depressing times.  

Many young women joined the forces as W.A.A.F s, W.R.E.Ns or W.A.C.Ks  

and did a very good war job, but also managed to have a good time meeting 

uniformed men, going to dances and socials etc. I envied them a bit as I was young 

but married and living with in-laws who kept an eagle eye on me. My main leisure 

thing was to go now and again to a 5 o’clock movie. We had a girl from the air force 

come and stay with us on her leaves as she came from the Bay of Islands and knew no 

one in Auckland and she and I became very good friends and I enjoyed talking to her 

and listening to all her stories about life at Whenuapai in the air force. Come VE day 

and then letters from Italy saying the men were coming home. The long waiting and 
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preparing, wondering what we would be like with each other after such a long 

separation. My husband was away for 4 1/2 years and was coming home to a five year 

old crippled son. There were many difficulties, and my husband would go off into 

long dreaming silences, but eventually slowly returned to normal. After three months 

leave travelling at the governments expense around New Zealand, my husband got a 

good job, and we were finally given a new State house which was very nice and 

served our purpose for a long time. 

 

Lois’s father, William senior, seemed like a taciturn sort of bloke from her 

descriptions of him. Lois told me years before this interview that he was a fourth-generation 

New Zealander. Later she told a different tale. It turns out that Lois’s grandfather and his two 

sisters were born out of wedlock and in England to boot:  

And they [Lois’s grandparents] weren’t married and then when I was about 16, we 

were having an argy bargy, my father and I—a big row. And Mum was out, and he 

stood at the end of the hallway, and for some reason I must have been taking a little 

fan heater from one part of the house to the other, and I threw it at him. It didn’t hit 

him, but he was so beside himself, he said, ‘and what’s more, your grandfather was a 

bigamist!’ Apparently, he had another family and that’s why they hadn’t got married. 

But they ended up getting married so that my grandmother could get the war pension. 

 

No wonder Lois never bothered about conventional mores. She never seemed to  

care a jot what anyone thought about what she said or did, but it could have been the drugs 

she took to dampen down her anxiety. I could never tell. The drama didn’t end there: 

Well, apparently the other family was in Australia, so he just fudged it all and 

got married to this one as the war started. I’ve got a lovely photo of him in his full 

regalia going off to the First World War, but I must actually look up his military 

records to find out what he did during the war. But he came back, and he wasn’t very 

old. I think he was about 43 and he went in for a gall bladder operation, and they 

forgot to tie up an artery and he bled to death. 

 

Oh my God!  I say. 
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Despite my exclamation, this does not really surprise me. I read somewhere that going 

to hospital is one of the most dangerous things you can do in everyday life, along with 

driving and staring at a screen (risk of stroke or heart attack). This last does not bode well for 

this story. Lois said: So, medical misadventure, which was my father as well, more or less. 

Yeah, so Dad was out of school and off to work. It’s quite fascinating really. I think they are 

much more interesting than we are. 

I don’t know about that, and I am not sure what she meant about her father. On 

another day, she revealed why William was uneducated: His father died when he was twelve 

so he had to leave school and support the family basically, and so he went to work in a glass 

factory… 

            William was working as a presser for New Zealand Drycleaners when he met Eva 

who worked for the company as a telephonist. His sister worked there, and his mother 

worked in the office. The family got friendly with the bosses, the Naismith family who 

owned it all.  

 William too went off to a World War, the second one, serving in Egypt. He survived 

to return to his family. William’s life resembled his father’s. He had a paramour he left 

behind in Italy, though she does make a brief appearance in New Zealand. He was reluctant 

to return to his former life.  

Returned from the war, William took up the reins of his old job as a presser and drove 

a van. The Naismiths also owned a dye works and, having a fascination with colour, he asked 

if he could work there. He started to see how different shades were created, but due to his 

early exit from school, he lacked the advantage of knowing chemistry. He was curious about 

how the colours merged and blended to become something new, and how shade and tone 

could change the look and feel of cloth. To reach his goal, he studied for his City and Guilds 
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exams in industrial chemistry. The exams were dreamed up in London and sat by 

correspondence. He probably surprised everyone by getting: 

Ninety-nine percent, because in those days you couldn’t get 100%, so he used 

to get 99% in all these exams, and he suddenly realised he had a brain...he had 

always been a reader. His favourite books were The Rise and Fall of the Roman 

Empire, all ten or twenty volumes. So, he was fascinated by history and then he 

realised he was pretty clever at this chemistry lark too. 

 

William discovered ambition and was promoted to become head honcho of the dye 

works. This was in 1958 or 59 when synthetic fibres like nylon and rayon were really taking 

off: 

.  All those synthetic yarns were coming in and no one knew how to dye them. 

They could make set colours or set things, but no one knew how to get shades and, 

because they were synthetics, it wasn’t like dying wool or cotton. Well, Dad worked 

out how to do it. So, he was making New Zealand Drycleaners a huge amount of 

money because all these factories would send in their knitted-up bits of nylon. We all 

used to have those sorts of cardigans and he worked out how to dye them all the 

colours of the rainbow. So, he was making lots of money for New Zealand 

Drycleaners and he was doing alright himself because they were paying him more. 

But he decided to go out on his own and he set up a factory in New Lynn called 

Textile Dyers. 

 

I sense pride in her father creeping in here and I am seeing that ambition was present 

in both Eva and William. It is hardly surprising that it was strong in Lois. She and her father 

also shared a love of history. Another day she tells me more about this: 

We had a set of Arthur Mee’s encyclopaedias and I, being an only child really, 

and there was no television. There was radio—I used to spend many hours with the 

Arthur Mee’s encyclopaedias, and I became fascinated with history. I was also totally 

fascinated by England and Shakespearean times, and I used to know all the kings and 

queens of England. I could recite them all—in order. I can’t now! But I think that was 
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to do with my parents too because in those days England was still called home. Even 

if they were third generation kiwis, they still talked about England as home. 

 

I asked her how William managed to finance his factory: Probably borrowed it from 

his mother. I mean they were good at saving, and he was earning good money at that stage. 

 He may have been a cold and distant father, but he wasn’t violent. Lois only 

remembered one occasion when he lost his rag and hit her. He had been sick with the flu. Eva 

was out and Lois had stayed out later than she should have:  

I was late home and he just lost it. So, he gave me a bit of a hiding. But that 

was probably the only time I’d ever been hit. I don’t know, probably my mother 

slapped me. I actually can’t remember. There’s a lot of my childhood I must have 

blocked out. And that was probably because they were fighting a lot. 

 

    *  *   

Lois’s brother Geoffrey was born in 1940. The family kept the fact that his son was disabled 

a secret from William until the end of the war. Finally, Eva and her mother came clean about 

Geoffrey, prompting him to return to do his duty by his family: 

I knew my father wanted to go back to Italy after the war because he had a 

girlfriend there. And Geoffrey said that she had actually turned up at Plunket Avenue, 

shortly after or before I was born. She had come out to try and get him to go back 

which must have caused a huge stink. But he stayed because of his duty. So, his duty 

created a person who was just horrible to be anywhere near. He had the experience of 

five and a half years away at war. That’s why I say I was part of a war-torn marriage.  

 

William withdrew onto his own little planet. Eva and William were strangers to each 

other after the war. It seems that they stayed that way, though they did become quite well off. 

No one in the family appeared to cope very well with Geoffrey. He had a stroke when 

being born and acquired the cerebral palsy as a result. Eva did her best to be a good mother to 
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him, but she found it all too hard really. She would rather go off and act in plays or do 

something else. He got pretty good care through the Crippled Children’s Society. 

He was a highly intelligent child which probably seemed at odds with everything else. 

People were much less accepting of disability then. The medical profession encouraged 

families with disabled offspring to send them off to institutions to be raised: Geoffrey spent a 

lot of time in hospital or later in the Wilson home. He did come home briefly in the mid- 

fifties for the polio epidemic—they all had to go home. 

 Seven years younger, Lois feared her older brother. William could hardly bear the 

sight of him. There was little enough love to go around. Eva’s plays and cocktail frocks took 

her away into a more serene and glamorous life. At home, there was a disabled son, a distant 

and cold husband, and an unruly daughter. Not much of a contest then. With Geoffrey 

coming and going, the family relationships with him would have been interrupted: left 

unformed and superficial.  

Reflecting on her childhood from the comfy lounge of her jazzed-up ex-State house, 

Lois pauses, putting down her mug of tea, and stares vacantly at the elegant wooden 

bookcase: 

I used to be terrified of my brother because he was so much older than me and 

he used to walk around on two wooden sticks. When I used to annoy him, he would 

lash out with the sticks. I was scared if I was left on my own with him that he would 

beat me with his sticks. We had absolutely nothing to say to each other. We had no 

connection whatsoever. We were seven years apart, so it wasn’t like having a brother. 

It was this kind of strange person that lived in the house when he was there. 

 

Despite Geoffrey’s intelligence, he only managed to find menial employment. This 

probably says more about society’s attitude to disabled people in mainstream employment 

than it does about Geoffrey. He married young; to a petite woman, four-foot-eight-inch to his 

six feet. They met in the bread factory where they both worked. They had a son, William, 
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presumably named after his grandfather. Lois didn’t have much to do with them as a teenager 

living my own life. 

Unfortunately for William junior, his mother rarely sent him to school as the wider 

family discovered: 

The kid was just at home all the time, so he didn’t really learn to read and 

write until he was quite a bit older. Mum and I tried to get him into Dilworth… 

because Geoffrey couldn’t handle him either because he’s disabled, and the kid used 

to just go and play in the kid’s playground and parks. Never went to school and, in 

the future, he became a bit of a headache because he spent five years in Paremoremo 

(prison). 

Mind you, he could never stop being a child himself as he just never had the 

intelligence or the upbringing to allow him to really know right from wrong. So, that 

was another family tragedy later on. But he’s still…he’s okay now. Seems to have 

come out of all that. I don’t think he’d offend again. I think it was just something that 

happened. 

 

William was always a worker and always got jobs—a car groomer, stacking shelves. 

Geoffrey’s first wife died, and he is now married to Susan who is a pharmacist. She has been 

good for him, and William lives with the couple. 

     *  *    

Lois Anita Donaldson was born on the 10th of November in 1947 at St Anne’s 

nursing home in Auckland. I imagine Lois emerging into the world, a long, lean baby with 

her own ideas about how things ought to be done and not too shy about voicing them.  

The Donaldsons lived at Plunket Avenue in Pukekohe for the first six months of her life, then 

moved to a State House at 55 Margan Avenue, New Lynn. There they lived for the next 

decade or so in the wilds of West Auckland. 

 After William senior set up his dye factory the family became more prosperous. 

Moving up the economic ladder appeared to be the catalyst for the big move: so then of 
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course it was, ‘We really need to move dear. New Lynn’s not the most salubrious place to 

bring up our family’, so we moved into a subdivision in Blockhouse Bay. 

Prior to the move, there were Sunday drives looking at new houses built on spec— 

dozens of them. I can imagine a bored 12-year-old trudging around an endless parade of new 

homes. She must have violently wished to be elsewhere, playing with her friends or at home 

reading her beloved encyclopaedias. At the show homes, her parents sifted through their 

options, Eva ogling the fittings and fixtures, and William doing the maths about the cost of it 

all.  

 Eva had masses of glossy magazines depicting the ultimate sixties house: Everything 

had to be so, the best of everything. We had a beautiful dining table. I mean you look at it 

now and you think, God, that’s hideous sixties decor, but now it’s retro and everybody loves 

it. 

Lois hardly noticed the ramifications of moving up in the world. Eva continued to: 

Make all her own clothes but she used to make them from Vogue patterns. She 

was just the most beautiful seamstress, and she made these exotic clothes. In those 

days it was all cocktail parties and dances at the RSA. And she would go looking like 

something out of a Hollywood movie because she was very pretty too, really quite 

beautiful—except for her big teeth. She had huge teeth. We used to call them ‘horse’s 

teeth.’ Poor old Mum. 

 

Like many of us, Lois had trouble achieving a close, loving relationship with both her 

parents: They were interesting characters my parents, but I could never find any way of 

getting close to them. I didn’t really ever get close to my father. And my mother, probably a 

couple of years before she died, we got a little bit closer, but it was always—  
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Growing up West by Southwest 

During the time she was my boss at Waimarie: Hamilton East Community House, Lois often 

called in to drop off a pile of books or catch up on things. She was a prodigious reader of 

crime, general fiction, and history. I looked after the book section in my work’s op shop. One 

way or another, our books ended up in and out of the shop—swapped, donated, and shared 

amongst the two of us. She was also quite attached to her large TV. She had Sky and 

particularly loved the history channel and political shows like The West Wing, and Madam 

Secretary. Madam Secretary is ridiculously smart, wise, decisive, powerful, and kind. I am 

sure she was some kind of role model for Lois. 

 

*   * 

 I need to go to the bank for work one day. I reverse out when, unbeknownst to me, 

Lois has driven in and parked on an angle across the driveway, gotten out of her car, and 

walked towards me. I am intent on my backing manoeuvre (not a strong point) and don’t see 

her approach the car on my offside.  

Well, that brings to mind an old television ad for PG Tips tea. A father and son 

chimpanzee furniture movers must get a piano upstairs.  

The lady of the house sings out “Tea Mr. Shifters, light refreshments.”  

Letting go of the piano in their haste to get at the PG Tips, it rolls downstairs, and the dad 

plays it at the bottom.  

The son says, “Dad, do you know the piano is on my foot?”  

The dad replies, “You hum it, son. I’ll play it.”  He starts playing the piano. The piano 

really is on the son’s foot. Yes, I have just run over Lois’s foot and then parked on it.  
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I am looking at her through the front passenger window and wondering why she is 

making peculiar faces and emitting strange noises. I finally realise what has happened and 

move the car off her foot. I feel terrible. Luckily, there is little damage.  

*   * 

 

Lois told me that large chunks of her childhood had dissolved into the ether, so material is a 

bit sparse. She liked school and drama, and I remember her talking about a boy cousin that 

she used to play with. His name was Richard and the families used to go away together at 

weekends at the family bach. He was: 

Very, very bright and he lived with his grandmother and his mother who were 

so strict. I would get up to my normal thing and we had a bit of a scrap, and I’d 

whack him one. Then it was me that got whacked by the aunt and the grandmother for 

upsetting Richard who was a year older than me. But he was very soft and effeminate 

and, of course, he was a homosexual until he died when he was 40, which the family 

never recognised. Just like they didn’t recognise that he had Māori blood in him even 

though my father’s two sisters had married two Māori brothers. 

 

Yes, denial is wearing a raincoat in the dessert. It takes buckets of psychic energy to 

keep it up. Most of us have families featuring a form of the affliction — ‘I only drink at the 

weekend’, or ‘I walked into a door’. Eva features large as one would expect. Lois described 

Eva as a Virgo and herself as more of a creative person. Again, she emphasises Eva’s 

perfectionist traits: 

She was a typical bloody—everything was perfect, and she did lots and lots of 

courses as I was growing up, night schools and things. Whether it was cake 

decorating or floral arranging or whatever, it was perfect and beautifully done. She 

took up painting when she was much, much older, in her 70s, and that had to be 

perfect as well. That’s who she was and, of course, anything I did was never good 

enough and it certainly wasn’t as good as she would have done it. 
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Adult education classes were booming in the 1970s. Thousands of women went along 

to their local high school to learn a new craft or language. Community education funding for 

“hobby” classes reduced over time until it was substantially pulled about ten years ago. My 

own mother tried her hand at night classes too as I was growing up. She tackled cane 

weaving—baskets, stools, and chairs. I vividly remember the hairdressing—my sisters and I 

learned to make ourselves scarce when she was looking for heads to practise on.  

 Lois describes the mother-daughter experience: 

She and I had a, what you might call an…interesting relationship. Where I 

was this grumpy, feisty, crazy daughter who threw wobblies like you wouldn’t believe, 

and she couldn’t cope with me. My father didn’t want to know so I spent a lot of time 

with my grandmother. My mum thought, ‘Get away from this child.’ 

 

 The grandmother she is talking about is Elizabet, the non-consumptive. She must have 

lived quite close by. She taught Lois the household arts and was a prototype of Eva in a way; 

grandma taught me to sew and knit but again, she was a beautiful seamstress and 

embroiderer and knitter, and she despaired of me. Lois was about seven when her 

grandmother taught her to hold a needle: I had to sit all day inside with her while I made a 

doll’s cardigan, from start to finish. I never ever got the sleeves done. I think she got fed up. 

She laughs her throaty laugh. It was a jerkin rather than a cardigan. And I had that little 

jerkin for years and years. 

  But that was only her first attempt and she morphed into a great knitter, if a rough 

and ready one, like everything else I do. 

 Her grandparents were Victorian and had experienced war and the Depression. 

Children were “seen and not heard” and were expected to toe the line. Lois said her paternal 

grandparents were really strict whereas my other grandmother was a real softie. 
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    *   *    

 She had a very oblique relationship with her paternal grandfather: 

I mean these people were born in the Victorian era. He was the sort of man 

who always wore a suit and tie, even on a Saturday. Even if he was going out to do 

the garden, he would have a white shirt and tie and things on and be properly dressed 

on a Saturday night. If I was staying with them, he used to take me for a walk to the 

dairy for him to get the 8 o’clock because he was into horse racing. And that was all I 

knew of my grandfather. He was a very straight, tall man who had been brought up in 

… I guess it was the merchant navy. 

 

 I see them walking along the footpath, a tall man with a very straight spine, and a 

young girl at his side but slightly behind. Though a child, you can tell she will be tall like the 

man when she has grown. They do not speak or even look at each other. The girl is not at 

ease. Her gait is stiff, unnatural. The man’s eyes look straight ahead. He looks like he was a 

serviceman, no nonsense, obey the chain of command kind of man. 

 The last of a pale sun leaks out of a pallid sky. City sparrows make an unearthly din 

as they return to suburban trees and settle in for the night. The man and the child walk along 

the straight footpath and arrive at the corner dairy. The shop bell sounds as the tall man 

crosses the threshold, the girl just behind him. Her eyes dart around the shop and linger on 

the confectionary and snacks. The man buys a newspaper.  

“Nice day,” says the shopkeeper.  

The tall man pauses, turns round slightly to look at the girl then asks for a packet of 

potato straws. Her eyes light up as he hands it to her. “Don’t eat them all at once,” he says.  

She nods gravely. The shopkeeper gives her a surreptitious wink, but she does not smile.  

 The old man and the young girl leave the shop and return the way they have come. 

There is the same silence as before. The only noise issuing from the two is the crunch of 

potato snacks as the girl tries to eat them as quietly and unobtrusively as a seven-year-old can 
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manage. The man casts her the odd glance when she crunches too loudly. They reach his 

house, and he strides up the steps, leaving the girl in his wake. 

Actually, Lois did have some more to say about him: But he was mean as buggery. 

God, he was mean. 

 Lois and the grandparents are seated at the table for lunch.  

“Have you washed your hands, Lois?”  

“Yes, grandmother.”  

The grandmother passes three plates around, each with a single piece of bread on it. 

She winces slightly. The girl looks steadfastly at her plate. The three of them butter half the 

slice of bread sparingly, then put jam on the other half. They fold the slices of bread and eat 

them slowly: you weren’t allowed to have butter on both sides and the jam right across. 

Everything was about saving money whereas my grandmother was a complete and utter 

spendthrift—which is probably where I got it from. 

 The grandfather has gone off to the races. The grandmother, all four foot ten inches of 

her, is stretching up to the cupboards to put the dishes away. 

“I’ll do that nana.” The girl takes the plates from the old woman and reaches up to put 

them in the cupboard. The grandmother thinks her granddaughter will be tall like her 

husband. 

 The grandfather returns. “Come on child, Tiny. Let’s get some air.” They take their 

coats off the hooks by the backdoor and step out into the cool of late afternoon. The 

grandparents made an odd-looking pair with him being so tall and her so short.  

     *   *    

 Eva has joined the New Lynn RSA. She sets up a drama group and there are socials 

where she can wear her sparkly frocks. The Donaldson family spend many evenings there. It 
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is their major social activity. Lois often stays with her grandparents as they live close to the 

RSA , while Eva and William dance the nights away.  

Like many children of the fifties, Lois was sent to Sunday school and Brownies. She 

couldn’t be bothered becoming a Guide. She reported having the best childhood, I think. Lois 

had a free-range childhood living west: We had great friends all around us because it was a 

state housing area. 

 Soldiers coming back from the world wars were allocated a state house; some won a 

ballot for farms: I wish we’d had that. God, that would have been nice, wouldn’t it? So, I 

guess part of her yearned for a rural lifestyle: We got allocated a State house, wow. And my 

father was a factory worker, so we were very much a working-class family. 

’Though often mixing with the wealthy and powerful in later life, she never forgot or 

disowned her working-class roots. In fact, they were the basis of her politics and guided 

nearly everything she did.  

 The family’s house at 55 Margan Ave, New Lynn was directly opposite the huge clay 

pits of Crown Lynn Pottery: One side was houses, the other side was clay pits. And what a 

fantastic place to grow up. It was like being in the wild west with gullies, mitres, and buttes, 

canyons, and goodness knows what. We used to play cowboys and Indians—a fantastic time 

as a group of kids. 

 I can just see her hiding behind a “mitre,” then leaping out with a bloodcurdling yell, 

releasing an imaginary arrow, ready to vanquish the enemy. In those freer, more innocent 

times, mothers sent their children off to play, often with snacks, for hours at a time and told 

them to return for lunch or dinner. As a rural child on a farm, that was certainly how it was 

for me and my sisters, just roaming for hours and doing whatever we felt like. Lois sums it 

up: You were gone. You weren’t hanging around the house. Got up to all sorts of mischief 
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though. I learned how to shoplift from my mates. Certainly, we did some dreadful things 

when I think about it. 

These activities also included the time-honoured tradition of stealing fruit: That’s 

where I got my love of lemons, eating lemons. I learned to put salt on them and suck them. It 

was great. I used to have salt and pepper sandwiches. I loved salt and pepper sandwiches. 

She went to New Lynn Primary School: If I got the right person to teach me, I did 

well. If I didn’t, I didn’t; I got resentful and stroppy, so in Standard One I topped the school. 

In Standard Two, I came near the bottom. I was an academic student, but I wasn’t ever in the 

A stream. 

 Ten-year-old Lois wrote to her parents from a holiday at her relative’s farm:  

         Lone Willows 

            Waihou 

          29th Jan, 1957 

 

Dear Mum and Dad 

How are you both. I am having a lovely time on the farm. Yesterday we went to the 

mineral baths in Te Aroha. Then just before tea we had a shower under the sprinklers. 

Uncle Jim baled the hay yesterday. We are playing house now. 

I’ve still got a bad throat. Aunt Shirley hasn’t growled yet. I’ve been eating my 

dinner. Last night we put a ribbon on Uncle’s hair and put Pamela’s dress on him. 

 Be home Saturday morning unless Uncle Jim rings up. 

 

      From your  

       Loving 

        Daughter 

         Lois. 

        xxxxxxx 

         xxxxxx 

She loved intermediate school because she was a foundation student there. This is 

after the Donaldsons had gone up in the world, moving to 45 Exminster St, Blockhouse Bay. 



32 
 

The school was Blockhouse Bay Intermediate. It was here that she really started doing 

drama. 

  

*   * 

The teen years are when you start figuring out who you are and who you want to be, all 

things being equal. Lois claims hers were pretty uneventful:  

All my holidays were spent in theatre. I used to go off to Central Theatre in 

Remuera where I felt like a fish out of water—coming from the western suburbs of 

Auckland into Remuera, which was so snobby, it’s not funny… They were Dio girls 

and Epsom girls that thought they were better than Auckland girls and came from 

very wealthy families. 

  

 She struggled with class contradictions and feelings of inferiority all her life, I think. 

You would never know it, if you met her as an adult:  

While I really worked hard, I never felt comfortable. And that’s when I 

decided I wasn’t as good as everybody else and was never going to make it as an 

actor, which is crap actually but there you go. I never had the confidence that I 

needed to go all the way with theatre. 

 As a teen, she went to Auckland Girl’s Grammar School in Newton. Her acceptance 

was due to Eva having attended the school. It was very strict, and she had trouble with her 

uniform. She felt the social divide very keenly: in fact, I always found it quite difficult with 

what I call the upper-class cause I never felt part of it. You never felt that you could become 

part of that. 

 She hankered after fame: I mean I wanted to marry Prince Charles. I wasn’t sure how 

I was going to manage it, but when I got older, it was George Harrison. It was one thing to 

discover that there were boys in the world, but being at a girls’ school, it was difficult to have 

anything to do with them.  
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She also made an unwelcome discovery about herself: 

I discovered that I wasn’t quite as brilliant as I thought I was. Going from a 

new intermediate school where you didn’t have many kids, and you were a king pin or 

queen bee as I was being in all those shows. Got to grammar school and just expected 

to sail through…but I didn’t. I had to take a wee rethink there. I was still in the 

academic based stream, but I was not in the top class. I was in the third top class 

which was a big shock to me, and I discovered that that was about where I fitted. 

 

*   * 

The competition has begun. Lois’s speech teacher and the speech teacher’s boss are sitting in 

the audience. She walks towards the podium. Her hands are sweaty, her pulse racing. It 

would be better if the speech teachers buggered off right about now, she thinks. They remain 

firmly in their seats, looking straight at her. Four steely eyes lasered into a tall, skinny girl 

with stage fright—waiting to be proud? For her to stuff up?  

 She starts to climb the stairs. Her legs are not working well. The worst thing that 

could happen at this moment, happens. Lois trips over herself, lurches forward, and falls on 

her face in front of the whole auditorium. She shakily drags herself to her feet, walks over to 

the podium, and begins her speech. 

 There is nothing like the perspective of years: That was interesting. I had to get up 

and carry on, but I can tell you what, I was so mortified—but now when I think about it, I just 

laugh. The stupid things that happen to us. That rightly should have been the end of the 

episode, but there were other repercussions. Yes, she got hauled into the headmistress’ office: 

because I was representing Auckland Girls’ Grammar at this speech competition. And she 

said, ‘You will clean up your uniform won’t you. It looks like you have slept in it.’  Lois was 

not the tidiest of girls. As hard as Eva tried to make her over into a fashion plate and a lady, 

her mission was not a success. Lois probably pushed back just as hard, harder probably. 



34 
 

 I have just recently laboriously transcribed the last surviving interview with her. You 

can’t go backwards on the recorder, just forwards, necessitating starting from the beginning 

multiple times to get the mumbled or missed.  

Lois described a rare incident of her teen life wearing a suspender belt as part of the 

uniform: they broke every so often. The trick was to push the stocking through the suspender 

belt loop thing that held it up and push in the sixpence. One day a group of girls were on their 

way to school via Karangahape Rd: I was walking along and one of them popped and I was 

fiddling with the others, and I managed to pop them all, so the girls around me were in 

hysterics as my stocking started to fall down around my ankles. 

 With the long lens of time, she wonders how Eva let her go to school, looking like 

something dragged backwards through the bushes:   

I was thinking about that the other day, why I was allowed to go to school with 

dirty uniforms, scruffy shoes… absolutely hopeless and here’s my mother going out 

like a fashion plate every day, would never go out without hair all done and makeup 

on with the latest fashion. She must have given up. I must have been worse than I 

thought I was. 

 

It turns out that her intransigence extended to personal hygiene as well: When I think 

about it, god, I was dreadful… in those days it was baths. Oh god, to get me in the bath. 

Reflecting on her granddaughter, she muses: I don’t have that trouble with Xhili…she is 

clean. She has a uniform that is ironed and beautifully tidy. Mmm…more on that later.  

 Eva was almost as determined as her daughter, however. The battles continued with 

Lois shipped off to modelling school to learn all the tricks of the trade, the School of Dance 

to be taught the Viennese waltz in order to be presented to the Governor General. Lois didn’t 

tell me about this great society event. Ten years of drama, ballet and tap dance. In short— 

everything my mother thought might turn me into a lady. I for one am glad Eva failed in this 

or there may not have been much of a story to tell.  
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To Be or Not to Be 

I think we are largely the product of what our parents do as much as who they are. The debate 

between how much nurture and nature contribute to one’s “personality” continues, but the 

current thinking is that a substantial chunk of it—around 20 per cent—of it is under our 

control and can be changed. Drama in the Donaldson family is a good example.  

Eva went on the stage, and she put her daughter on the stage. In her turn, Lois put her 

own daughter, Taran, on the stage. Taran says she was not particularly good at it—though she 

did try. She even featured in a couple of commercials but retired early. Lois was 

disappointed, but let it go. 

Lois had a long association with theatre. Her roles ranged from actor, producer, 

founder of theatre companies, audience member and, in her later years, to Chair of Riverlea 

Theatre. Eva sent Lois to elocution lessons from an early age. She encouraged her in her 

dramatic endeavours and Lois thrived in the theatre:  

 I never had the confidence to use my talent because I never thought I was 

good enough. And having a mother who said you weren’t good enough didn’t help 

either. So yeah, I got dragged along to do competition after competition, and act in 

things, and do speeches. And I used to be terrified because my mother was sitting 

there. It wasn’t a comfortable experience. 

 

Despite a lack of belief in her ability, what began as compulsory activity, grew into a 

lifetime love of the theatre. It also paid off in other ways. Lois became a confident speaker 

and actor as well as a seasoned politician, comfortable in any setting with a diverse range of 

people. She was seldom intimidated, or at least, she never appeared that way. As a child there 

were more immediate benefits: 

I used to earn all my pocket money by winning at competitions or coming 

second. I used to be up against some of the well-known people around like Lisa 

Harrow who became an international actor. All sorts of girls were part of my age 
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group going through the Auckland competitions in those days. And when I was in 

Standard One, I obviously had this idea about being an actor because I used to stand 

in front of the mirror and talk to myself for hours in all different characters. 

 My teacher was Mrs Shearer and we had to create a play. I wrote a play, 

King Alfred and the Cakes. And produced it, directed, and acted in it. And my teacher 

got my mother at parent teachers and said, ‘You should think about sending your 

child to elocution lessons.’ Which my mother of course did. 

 

Mrs Shearer thought Lois had the talent to do speech and drama, which was what 

elocution morphed into by this time. Eva did some research to find the best person in 

Auckland to teach her daughter and settled on the John Thomson Studios. Lois describes 

Thomson as beautifully spoken, like the BBC. Her teacher was to be Deirdre Seddon who 

had just started working there, and she remained Lois’s teacher from the age of seven until 

she was 18 or 19. She rode the bus to the studios in Upper Queen Street until she went to 

Auckland Grammar, when she could walk there so yeah: I had ten years of hard-core speech 

and drama training. 

 I had often thought that Lois had quite a posh voice: 

Which is why people say I’ve got a posh voice but it’s just my voice. It’s just 

the way I was trained so I can’t do much about it. I have to think about it if I want to 

do a kiwi accent or something. So, during that time, I became enamoured of the whole 

drama side of things, and I was constantly writing plays and getting kids to act in 

them and doing school assemblies. I’m sure they were dreadful, but we used to do 

them every week and had great hilarity doing them all. 

 

Lois’s memories of the level of her drama involvement seem to wax and wane as she 

unearths forgotten roles and plays but forgets those she once vividly recalled. It is a little like 

the cancer that subsides after radiation or an infusion from her bone marrow then advances 

when the effects wear off. The stories of our lives keep changing and expanding—until they 

don’t. On another occasion she said: I was reading my testimonial that I got from high school 
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the other day. And it said that I had produced the fourth form play. I can’t remember that, but 

I must have. I know I was in plays, but I didn’t think I had actually directed one—but there 

you go.  

I have the testimonial in front of me. It says she attended Auckland Girls’ Grammar 

from 1961 to 1964 and lists her gifts in speech and drama. Interestingly, it says she began an 

academic course and then transferred to a general one, echoing Lois’s own sentiments about 

her academic ability. Her School Certificate subjects seem academic to me though: English, 

French, Geography, History, and General Science which she passed, with similar subjects 

taken in her sixth form year.   

 The last paragraph concludes with ‘A pupil of real talent and fast developing into a 

mature and poised person, Lois would do well in any position where her dramatic talents 

have full scope. She is cheerful, amenable to discipline, good natured, possessed of a sense of 

humour, and co-operative.’ Most of this appears to have continued throughout her life though 

I am less sure about a couple of traits. 

 While she was at Grammar, she was in all the school productions. Her ambition was 

strong, and despite such an auspicious start and thorough training: 

And then I went to Grammar. I was also training at Central Theatre in 

Remuera with Mary Amoore and Alma Woods who were probably the top theatre 

people, but once again, my lack of confidence was a problem for me. And just taking 

myself much further than I perhaps could have. I never felt good enough to audition 

for Theatre Corporate or Mercury, and yet I probably could have and got in quite 

easily, now thinking about it. But that was how I was, and you can’t change who you 

were. Had enough for today? 

   If you like. Do you want to stop here? 

Yep. I’ve run out of steam. 

 

Ironically, for years, being on stage or managing things from the side-lines was one of 

the few places Lois was not overwhelmed by anxiety. If she was rehearsing or acting, she 
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made herself go through with it. She reminded herself of the need to not let anyone down and 

remembered that the stage was a place that was manageable. When I asked her why she 

thought she was alright on stage she said that it was because I was somebody else. She could 

remove herself from the situation and take on other personas who didn’t have crippling 

anxiety. These other personas were free to perform feats of derring-do, fall in love, vanquish 

enemies, all without the need of pharmacology.  

 We speak of the exciting period when Lois was studying at Auckland University: 

I never felt that I was any good and it wasn’t until I was doing the 

Diploma in Drama and we had the notorious Thompson for a lecturer. He was 

the guy who got tied up in Albert Park by a bunch of feminists over something 

he’d done about rape. He never got over that. They blimin stripped him and 

tied him to a tree in the park. That was traumatic but he was a very, very good 

director. He was mad as a snake, volatile, and he worked us to death. We did 

a play called Female Transport about Australian convicts. 

He said to me at the end of it, ‘You do realize you’re the only actor on 

this course. You’re the only real actor.’ 

Wow, high praise. I offer. 

To me it was like What? And there were these Remuera types who 

could afford to go to these courses. I was a solo mum doing it illegally 

because we weren’t allowed to go to university. It was typical me—hoping not 

to get caught and go to jail.  

You like being on the edge! 

I do like being on the edge a bit. So, he told me that although it was 

also written on the mirror at some stage [comments]. When I came in, he said, 

‘You’ve just had 27 slow …’ [possibly lines] at which I was absolutely pissed 

off and grumpy…and the next half went really fast, I can tell you. And after 

that he said, ‘The only reason I did it was that you’re the only actor that I’ve 

got, and you let me down.’ ‘What do you mean I’m the only actor?’  So, I 

started to realize that I had a little bit of talent. I knew I could do the job but 

maybe … It was quite significant because I knew he wouldn’t say anything 
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that he hadn’t meant. He said to the Remuera women at the end of the course, 

‘You can go and put your Remuera diplomas up your Remuera arses.’ 

I was absolutely mortified. We had the set of Female Transport which 

was a fantastic set of an interior of this ship. It was on a moveable thing that 

got locked into place. He came in this day—the orchestra had been practising 

and they had music stands all set up. He’d moved the set about a foot back to 

fit everything in. He walked in and just started chucking metal music stands 

into the auditorium. That’s how volatile he was. He used to lock himself out of 

his office so he could break down the door to get back in, slam and crash and 

bang. He did die of a brain tumour, so I suppose that was part of the reason. 

   Can we pause for a moment? I’ve really got to— 

 

 That is that for the day. It has been a marathon run. Lois is exhausted. 
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Chalk it Up 

It was the 1960s. Hemlines were raised, and inhibitions lowered. Women’s lives were 

changing and their horizons expanding, but expectations from different quarters were often at 

odds with each other. Strict rules for women wanting to teach were in direct contradiction 

with sexual pressures and expectations in those teachers’ personal lives and society as a 

whole.  

 Lois wanted to go to university to study history and English literature. She made a 

tactical error in her sixth form year by deciding not to sit her German exam and concentrate 

on geography based on the strength of scoring 75 in School Certificate:  

Our class sat down to do the UE exam and discovered that our teacher hadn’t 

covered the syllabus and we could only answer two questions, so we all failed 

geography. So, I failed UE and I really couldn’t face another sixth form year, so I did 

what everybody else did and went to Teachers’ College.  

Out of the eight girls that I had hung out with at Teachers’ College, seven of 

them got pregnant and had to get married or had babies and had them adopted. Only 

one had survived unscathed. 

This was 1965. And of course, while it was cool to have sex, it was not cool to 

admit that you were having sex by going on the pill. Now, how ridiculous is that? 

Plus, you couldn’t get it that easily unless you were older. Otherwise, you had to get 

parental permission and who wants to ask their parents in those days whether you 

could have the pill because you decided you wanted to have sex? Because they would 

have had a blue fit.  

 

It is doubtful that young women then had discussions about having sex and 

contraception with the actual boys and men they were having sex with. I am not sure if things 

have changed that much. People don’t seem to want to debate the pros and cons of coitus 

before engaging in it. This could be because, along with feeling uncomfortable, guilty, or 
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embarrassed, it might throw up unexamined and unthought-out motives. Much less awkward 

to just bonk and worry about it later:  

So, we all got pregnant instead which is just as bad really. I didn’t actually get 

pregnant until the end of my first-year teaching. I lasted longer than some of the 

others. Then I got married at three months pregnant and had my first child at the age 

of twenty.  

 

Her first teaching year was at Wellsford Primary School. This was also the year she 

had a breakup with her first boyfriend, one of the fighting Malloys. Things went awry for her 

mental health as well:  

And that was when I had my first real problems with mental health which 

became part of my life for the next thirty to thirty-five years. I had a break-up with the 

first boyfriend. Started going out with Dave who was to be the guy I married. I was 

working hard as a new teacher, living away from home for the first time ever, and I 

started having panic attacks. I didn’t know what they were, so I immediately thought 

there was something terribly wrong with me. Nobody knew about those. Well, nobody 

talked about things like that. Anyway, it got worse and worse to the point where I 

really let everybody know about it and freaked out in front of a house full of fellow 

teachers. They called in a doctor and he, for some reason, because I was pretty 

incoherent, thought I was trying to do myself in. So, he sent me home and I was 

recommended to go to a psychiatrist which my parents were pretty horrified about. 

Anyway, I went off to a Remuera psychiatrist, and of course, being 1967, 

trendy things were to give people shock treatments. So, at my tender age of eighteen, 

my parents signed a piece of paper because I wasn’t twenty-one, that allowed me to 

be plugged into the wall basically and have shock treatment. I never knew quite why 

they gave me shock treatment because I don’t know how they diagnosed what was 

wrong with me. 

 

Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) was, and continues to be, a treatment for severe 

depression and bipolar disorder. Not too surprisingly, the rates of women getting ECT were, 

and are, double those for men.  
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Lois attended Auckland Teacher’s College in 1965 and 1966 so she would have been 

17 or18 when she started. There is a bit of confusion about how old Lois was when she 

received the ECT. She said she was 18 when this happened, but it is likely she was a year or 

two older. As Lois says often during our discussions, the ECT affected her memory, so I have 

to speculate on what happened when. Eighteen seems too young as does 19, as it is likely she 

would have been kicked out of Teachers’ College for less.  

She received 33 shock treatments as an outpatient in the psychiatrist’s clinic. After 

five rounds, she decided she had had enough: 

I wasn’t having this. Just used to go there for the day or for a couple of hours. 

They fill you full of sodium pentothal and then zap you, and I screamed the place 

down and said, ‘You’re not doing this to me.’ I was upsetting all the other patients 

around the place, so they stopped. 

 

It is easy to imagine an enraged Lois yelling her lungs ragged in a posh Remuera 

psychiatric clinic. If this had been a State-run hospital, it would have meant a strait jacket in a 

cell and a shot of horse tranquiliser in the nether regions. Here, the yells were reverberating 

and bouncing off the pale walls, seeping into the rooms holding depressed women.  The 

patients waited with chilled hearts for the shiny needle and the crack and flash of the current 

that would jolt their brains and lives into a different shape. Some would have lives that settled 

into calmer and happier forms. Others, not so much. The movie One Flew over the Cuckoo’s 

Nest came out in 1975. It is interesting to reflect on whether it influenced the numbers of 

people having shock treatment, but with ECT off the table along with the reluctant patient, 

the doctor prescribed pills instead: 

They must have been those tricyclics or whatever they were back then, and 

they just sent me barmy as well because I couldn’t drive or anything with those. I 

think I must have got married by then. It’s all very hazy because when you get shock 

treatment¸ you lose memory as well, and I have real problems with dates and times 
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and things...what happened when so it’s really difficult to know. It’s a terrible thing to 

do to someone. Here’s a bright, bright person who is doing obviously creative work 

and then they get shock treatment, which basically kills your brain off for a while. 

And I don’t think it helped one little bit, cause it certainly didn’t help the fact that 

what was really wrong with me was a massive anxiety problem. 

So, they obviously thought that because they had decided I had tried to commit 

suicide, and I said, ‘No, the last thing I want to do is commit suicide.’ So, they should 

have been able to diagnose panic attacks, but they didn’t. 

 

She flushed the pills down the toilet, swish, gurgle, down to the drains to anesthetize 

the fishes or whatever lives there. It is a safe bet she didn’t let on about it to Eva or the 

Doctor. She found ingenious ways to cover up her anxiety—driving the back roads and 

staying near the escape routes via doors and entrance ways.  

They don’t call them “attacks” for nothing. They would have been like getting 

smashed in the head, heart beating like a war drum, forgetting to breathe, feeling you are 

going to die in the next few seconds. I can attest to the fact that the worst thing to do in a 

panic attack is to fight it. The thing to do if you are having a panic attack is to stay still and 

let it wash over you like a wave, and it will often subside quite quickly. Most people do not 

know this.  

These attacks haunted her for the next 30 odd years, but, despite them, she managed 

to pack in a fair bit. Lois could not remember the sequence, but she taught at a number of 

primary schools in Auckland over the next ten years or so, including New Windsor, Mount 

Albert, Blockhouse Bay Intermediate, Birkdale Intermediate, and Owairaka. In the 1960s, 

more than half the women teachers resigned before completing three years of teaching and 70 

per cent left within five years.  

While she was at Teacher’s College, Lois managed a spot of modelling on the side. 

She posed for: Bendon or Burlei in those days, underwear, and it was in the Auckland Star, a 
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double page spread. Here was I, in all my glory. Well, that went up on the Teachers’ College 

noticeboard, didn’t it? I’ve got modelling photos. So funny, bizarre. I don’t know where they 

are. I guess some of Eva’s traits rubbed off on her, after all. Being in the public eye started at 

a very young age and never really stopped, one way or another. 

 

*   * 
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Fine Romance 

Lois had interesting romantic adventures. She was only 18 when she got engaged to the Irish 

boyfriend, but he was a bit wild: I sort of knew I would never marry him because he was a 

Catholic and I was a Protestant and, in those days, the two didn’t mix very well. Along with 

the religious difficulties, there were class differences. Lois had started off in a State house, 

but her family had moved up in the world while: 

 He and his parents had stayed in a State house in Mt Roskill. And six kids and 

rough. They were called the ‘Fighting Malloys’ and I remember having to go to 

parties and sit on his crate of beer. Keep it safe—that was my job. Once again 

showing how worldly-wise I was...hopeless. He was absolutely gorgeous. I still have a 

photo of him and everybody that sees it says, ‘Oh my god, he’s gorgeous,’ which is 

why I fell for him of course. 

 

*   * 

 

There are days we sit in our customary positions on the deck sipping a hot or cold beverage, 

cogitating, voicing our political views, and solving the problems of the world. This is also the 

place we share secrets and tales, and occasional snippets of gossip. The views are of the 

vegetable gardens, the garage, large native trees to the left, and always an animal or two—

Ollie, Missy, chickens, sometimes my dog Roxy who has to be tied up as she is so badly 

behaved.  

One day Lois brings out a big box of jumbled photographs and starts telling me about 

them. A handful of shots of her really catches my eye. They are black and white professional-

looking pictures of a young Lois posing on a beach. They were taken by her future husband, 

David Livingston. She met him at a friend’s wedding when she was at Teachers’ College. 
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She said she married him because he had a beard, he was English, and he had a car with 

leather upholstery. 

By all accounts, David seems to be a decent sort of man. I wonder if she ever 

regretted her cavalier attitude to her husband. Perhaps she was just too feisty and restless for 

a settled, steady man. 

Lois and David got married at the Titirangi Soldier’s Memorial Church on March 9, 

1968. The newlyweds lived in a flat in Woodside Rd, Mt Eden, and then the landlord:  

Noticed that I was pregnant, so they decided that they didn’t want me in there 

anymore because they didn’t want children in that flat. Expecting a baby was not 

allowed. Even though we had got married; it was obvious that I had to because of the 

size of my tummy.  

 

They went back home to the parents in Blockhouse Bay:  

So, we shifted back with Mum and Dad, and I wasn’t allowed out. I had to stay 

inside 

Why? I ask. 

In case someone saw me. 

But you were married? 

I know. 

Because they’d do the math? 

Because they might do the math. That was my mother. When Adrienne was 

about three months’ old in a carrycot in the back of the car, one of Mum’s friends 

came up and said ‘Hello, blah, blah,’ and Mum finally decided that she would show 

her this baby. And I was standing there of course, and so she came up and showed her 

the baby. I remember this woman saying to Mum, ‘Oh, for goodness sake Eva, why 

didn’t you tell us you had a problem— we would have been there for you.’ In front of 

me. I was the problem. I had had this baby three months earlier. But that was 1968: 

that was what it was like. 
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Soon after this, the couple moved to Begbie Place in Sandringham before buying a 

house in Western Springs Road that backed onto an 18-hole golf course called Chamberlain 

Park. As it turned out, they planned to put a motorway where the house was: 

 We got quite a good price by selling it to the government and that paid for 

our fares to England. Then we climbed on board the Northern Star because I had an 

absolute fear of flying. There was no way I was flying to England or anywhere, so we 

went by ship. 

 

The mother-in-law travelled back to England with them after an Antipodean visit and 

helped to look after 15-month-old Adrienne.  

William was not happy about the move: 

 My father was pretty distraught that we were taking away his only 

grandchild, but I was determined I was not going to miss out on my OE, and I was 

still a brat at twenty-one. So off we went with child in tow and went to live in England. 

 

I had forgotten that David was husband numero uno. She had a second husband, but 

she doesn’t like talking about him. Who doesn’t know that feeling? Wanting to gloss over or 

entirely delete what we feel are shameful episodes in our lives? The things that make our 

flesh spasm with remembered horror, the wanting to run away and hide behind the couch for 

a decade or so? I push a bit when she tries to evade speaking of him: 

  So, when did your second husband come into it?  

Oh, I met him at Radio Pacific when I was making radio commercials. He was 

one of the original Hauraki Pirates.  

What’s his name? 

I don’t mention his name. 

Come on, tell me. 

Chris. 

Chris who? 

Chris Parkinson...unfortunately he had had two marriages before me, and I 

didn’t know until further on into everything how violent those marriages had been. So 
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no, he was not an easy man to live with. He was verbally abusive, overpowering, 

completely destroyed people. 

When did you marry him? 

And he could be quite violent. 

But not to you? 

Yeah well, he never hit me or anything like that, but he pushed me around and 

he ripped me out of bed. And one day he poured a boiling cup of tea over me when I 

was trying to get to work. Yeah, it wasn’t pleasant; but that only lasted a year, so I 

call it a mental aberration. 

 

The original radio jocks started broadcasting Radio Hauraki in 1966 from a boat 

moored in the Hauraki Gulf outside the three-mile limit. Chris Parkinson was co-founder of 

the station which broke the state monopoly on radio broadcasting. He was a talkback host and 

Managing Director at Radio Pacific, where Lois met him. His voice was thought to be the 

best in broadcasting; he won many awards. Later in the 1990s, he was the continuity voice for 

TVNZ News, Current Affairs, and other programmes. He died in 2016 at the age of 74, a year 

before Lois.  

Later, this marriage features again: 

So, what about those darkest times? Those times when you are in a tunnel, and 

you can’t see the light. How have you dealt with those really bad times? I ask. 

Well once I was in a violent relationship and it was at the stage where I 

thought, I don’t know how to get out of this, which is one of the problems with violent 

relationships. You lose your self-confidence, you lose your self-esteem, and you 

become kind of under the control, or you allow yourself to be under the control of this 

other person. You’re not thinking logically, you’re not thinking with anything other 

than raw emotion, and that is despair. You come up with irrational ideas for dealing 

with the situation like killing the person—working out how you can kill them, [laugh] 

but realise when you wake up, then he’d kill you, so that wouldn’t work. Then there’s 

the children to protect— 

But it got to the stage where I had had enough, and I didn’t know what to do. I 

was crossing the road, and I walked out in front of the traffic. He pulled me back and 



49 
 

dragged me back. At that point, I thought was I going to walk in front of traffic to see 

what he would do. What was going on? But I went back, and I picked up the 

newspaper, and I flicked through to the jobs. It said that they were hiring teachers 

and I’d been a teacher for a long time, but I’d lost my job through a break in service. 

I rang them and I applied for a job on the spot. I walked out into the lounge where 

this person was with his mate, and I said, ‘I’m going back to work,’ and he looked at 

me—he liked me to trail round after him. He didn’t like me to work, because if I am at 

work, he can’t control me. He said, ‘What are you going to do?’ I said, ‘I’m going 

back teaching.’ ‘Oh yeah,’ and he just laughed it off and then I went in and got the 

job and ended up—something ghastly, but that didn’t matter. That got me out. Just 

making that step of going back to work. I went back teaching; it wasn’t a long period 

of time, but it was enough to give me a break and give me some money so that I could 

go hire a lawyer and get rid of the bastard.  

I knew exactly what he was like when I got involved with him, but I thought, oh 

no, he won’t be like that with me, cause I’m so wonderful. I’m so special, ha, ha. 

What a joke. That’s when I look back and I think who the hell was that woman? What 

a dork. What a stupid cow. Oh god, to put myself through all that. That’s life. You 

can’t change it.     

 

There were other boyfriends, including one of the nicer ones, Charles Bradley, a 

teacher: Every man I had in my life lasted about two years. Hey, look at those glasses. That’s 

me at Radio I in Auckland. Oh, no it’s not. It’s at Radio Pacific in Hamilton because it’s the 

Waikato Weekender. In the photo she is wearing glasses with huge plastic frames that make 

you look like you have a massive thyroid problem. Deidre Barlow wore a pair in eighties 

Coronation Street. We all had them then for a time. We try to forget how hideous they were.  

Lois met some of the boyfriends 30 years later and thought, Oh god. 
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Bright Lights and Buses 

Back in the time of the Livingstons’ marriage, the couple set up house in London. Lois had a 

toddler and husband in tow, but she was determined to make the most of her opportunity, and 

in her own inimitable style, she did. It was all happening in the sixties: The Pill, Twiggy, The 

Beatles, hippies, free love, miniskirts, and Mini-Coopers. Plus, there were loads of museums, 

castles, old buildings, shows—all things Lois loved, and she visited as many as possible. She 

was in her happy place, in more ways than one. Whilst there, her anxiety melted away into 

the London metropolitan air. She had arrived in her cultural home. They stayed for three 

years: 

The sixties were definitely a time of change: the women’s movement started 

plus all the protests with the Vietnam War. We went to England and that was when I 

got—well as much as you can with a small child and working all the time—into that 

whole scene with the markets in Carnaby Street and Mary Quant, the Beatles. It was 

all happening in London and London was the place to be in late sixty-nine, seventy, 

seventy-one. That was the best time to be in England because it was all starting to 

happen. 

 

 The Livingstons were young and energetic, throwing themselves into their new lives. 

They went to London so David could attend the London School of Economics. He had 

completed an apprenticeship with the Auckland Star. In London, he discovered that he knew 

most of the stuff they were teaching, and it was costing a pretty penny into the bargain. Lois 

was the sole breadwinner, taking a teaching job in a rough school in south London, just past 

the Elephant and Castle: 

It was grim. It was one of those big old brick, looks like an old workhouse, 

type school. Full of kids who were, even then, totally out of control. Kids in bovver 

boots and steel cap boots. I had a kid who ate the goldfish out of the goldfish bowl. 
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 They were five- and six-year-olds with few boundaries: Parents didn’t want them. 

They were already little outcasts.  

 Aside from the difficulties of the job, there were logistical nightmares as well. Lois 

enrolled Adrienne in the day-care centre attached to the school: So, there I would be with a 

pushchair, a baby, a bag of books and getting on a bus, three buses in inner London to get to 

school by nine o'clock, or half past eight or whatever it was. At lunchtime, she had to mind 

Adrienne while the staff had an hour and a half break in the canteen where everyone had a 

hot lunch. Then she would take her back to the nursery, teach the afternoon classes, and do 

the whole bus thing in reverse: After about six weeks or so of this, I thought, I haven’t come 

twelve thousand miles to be totally miserable. This is ridiculous and David was starting to 

think, maybe this isn’t for me either.  

They both threw in the towel. They sent Adrienne to David’s parents while we sorted 

ourselves out. These were simpler times and Curriculum Vitae were mostly unheard of: Plus, 

the authorities didn’t check everything we claimed like where we lived or our date of birth 

everywhere we went—like our bank, the doctor, the utility company, the interview. The sort-

out involved Lois managing to: 

Bullshit my way into a job in advertising in a fabulous agency, Rex Stewart & 

Associates in Mayfair, just off Park Lane. So, I ended up working in this beautiful 

Edwardian house in the production department. I had no idea what I was doing, but 

that was alright. I managed to get in because I said my husband was in publishing, 

and I was this and I was that which was absolute crap, but that was what kiwis did in 

those days. You’d bullshit your way into anything. I was the first woman to be 

employed in the production department, so I had all these blokes around me. I got the 

job of looking after fifty suburban cinemas, all their advertising in fifty suburban 

newspapers which was a huge job. Plus, all the billboards and posters. But I loved it, 

just absolutely loved it and it paid reasonably well. It was a great experience. 
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The sheer scale of London is quite mind-bending when you come from a small 

country like New Zealand. As a rough comparison, there were around 400 screens, not 

cinemas, in the whole of New Zealand in 2010. Lois found out about a childcare centre in 

Soho which was just a short walk and a bus:  

Adrienne was in a day-care centre. Fantastic place. It was in Soho Square, 

which was basically the red-light area of London, but there was a big computer 

company and on the top floor they had this day-care centre for their workers. It was 

just beautiful, and they would take the kids up the road to the baths for swimming 

lessons, and parks, so it was great. I used to pick her up, but it was quite late, and she 

would be really tired. And we’d be catching the bus and so she would be performing 

because she was only about two. So, I would get her home and run the bath, and I’d 

stick her in the bath and turn the television round so I could get the dinner ready. This 

screaming child— it would be the only thing that would calm her down. 

 

This was a vast improvement from the previous job, but after a year she realised that:  

It was obvious that Adrienne was—it was quite a long day for her. She’d go 

into day-care about eight in the morning and not get out ‘til half past five so I 

thought, Oh god. So, I started looking in the Times Educational Supplement where I 

saw this job at Arnold House. 

 

Luckily, the Head liked New Zealanders:  

In fact, everyone liked New Zealand workers because we were far more 

flexible and could do more than English workers who tended to be structured under 

unions into doing certain jobs, in certain ways, whereas we just did everything and 

didn’t worry about it. 

 

She was just about to start the new job when the computer company that owned the 

day-care centre went bust. The day-care was the only part of the business making any money. 

A new centre had to be found for a now three-and-a-half-year-old Adrienne. Lois tried a 
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different tack and found a school in Camden called the Cavendish School which was Catholic 

and private:  

I had never had anything to do with the Catholic Church whatsoever, but I 

thought, oh well, give it a go. So, it really only took them from four, but I went down 

and fell on their mercy and said, ‘Look I’m about to teach up the road.’ 

 

Naturally, they agreed to take an underaged non-Catholic New Zealand child. The 

school was a couple of miles from Arnold House in St John’s Wood. In an earlier life it had 

been an ordinary state school. It had been gutted and fitted out, absolutely beautifully. It was 

a large open plan school, quite progressive for the times. Lois laid it on thick: 

I persuaded this Mother Superior, or whatever she was, that my child was 

exceedingly bright and could read and write and do everything else at three and a 

half—which was kind of stretching it a bit, but she was pretty good. Anyway, they took 

her on, so I had to go to Harrods and buy her school uniform because it was a private 

school; a little frock with a boater hat and shoes and socks and all the rest of it. 

 

The school had interesting effects on Adrienne: And she had the most posh accent. 

She used to come home and lie on the floor stretched out and I would say, ‘What are you 

doing?’ And she would say, ‘I’m Jesus and I’m dead.’ Lois thought Adrienne seemed to 

enjoy herself at the Cavendish School and she remained there until the family returned to 

New Zealand.  

Lois didn’t become part of the more political side of hippiedom but did enjoy the 

culture. Interestingly, she draws a sharp line between university educated travellers and 

everyone else, but particularly, teachers:  

I just wanted to have a good time. And I think with a different group. I mean 

there are those who went to university, and they very much became part of that scene, 

and those who didn’t go to university like us, who went to Teachers’ College. We 

tended to just get on with working and being teachers and that missed us a bit. It was 
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definitely bohemian and university and that whole academic world, and people being 

a little bit out there.  

I mean there were a couple of people at Teachers’ College who were a little 

bit out there we thought: like one girl who didn’t wear stockings, another girl who 

arrived in trousers (and we weren’t allowed to wear trousers), one kind of wore black 

and had quite a lot of make-up on—and they were really quite bizarre. We were so 

straight, us New Zealanders. Oh, so straight, it was just unbelievable, and I guess I 

was, very. I was only twenty-one when we went to England, with a child. We were 

very young and a lot of it went over my head.  

I was too busy going to see all the historic monuments, and museums, and art 

galleries. That was my thing, cathedrals, Stonehenge, and everything I could go and 

see, I did. But protest movements and things weren’t really part of my consciousness.  

 

Lois loved teaching at the posh prep school for boys which catered for new entrants 

up to middle school. Many of her pupils went on to places like Winchester and Eton: 

I was teaching in a prep school, and I’ve never had such an easy life. It was 

wonderful.  

Were they well behaved? 

Well, yes, they were, and I only had fifteen. Fifteen little rich boys who arrived 

at school with chauffeur-driven cars and I looked after them, and they were fairly 

charming. We sat down and had proper cooked meals as they did in England in those 

days for lunch. Yeah, it was just idyllic. Never had an experience like it in teaching, 

then and since. 

 

 The exalted environment of Arnold House extended into an equally exalted social life. 

The Livingstons got quite friendly with the parents of one of her boys, Phillip Letts, of Letts 

Diaries and Publishing. Letts of London is still very much alive and prospering. Mrs Letts 

was Italian which probably added a touch of exotic glamour. 

 

*   * 
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Lois and David step out of a black London taxi, a rare treat, and gawp up at the 

imposing exteriors of the beautiful, terraced houses on the exclusive, leafy street. They can 

hear birdsong and the soft purr of expensive and well-maintained motors. Lois has bought a 

brand-new Laura Ashley midi dress covered in dainty flowers that comes almost to her 

ankles. She has had to buy a new pair of shoes from Oxfam to go with the dress as she thinks 

it would probably be rude to show up in bare feet. She feels very up-to-date and quite 

glamorous. 

“This is it; number 11,” says Lois. 

“You sure?” 

“Course I’m sure, I wrote it down. See?” 

“Ok, ok. You ready?” 

“I think so. Do I look respectable enough in this dress?”  

“Yes, you look lovely. Come on, we don’t want to be late.” 

Lois smiles at the compliment. She knows she looks fabulous. They walk a little 

uncertainly up to the imposing red door with a huge brass knocker and bang on it. What 

seems like an eternity passes until a maid, for heaven’s sake, opens the door. You can tell 

she’s a maid as she is wearing a black and white uniform that looks like an update of the ones 

out of period dramas on the telly.  

“You must be the Livingstons?” 

“Er, yes. I am Lois, and this is my husband, David.” 

“Please do come in,” the servant intones and stands aside to let them enter the 

astonishing hallway. “The Letts are having drinks in the drawing room. Kindly follow me.”  
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They do, on the way ogling the dun-coloured portraits in ornate gold frames that 

festoon the walls, as well as the antique furniture and ancient rugs. They walk up a curving 

staircase to the next floor. The kitchens and things must be on the ground floor, thinks Lois. 

The maid ushers them into the cavernous room, then bustles out of sight, closing the 

door gently behind her. 

` “Lois, darling, benvenuto. This must be David.” Francisca is breath-taking in a dark 

sapphire sheath. As she raises her arms to rest lightly on the Livingstons’ shoulders and 

kisses them on the cheek continental style, her chiffon wings float gently on the air then 

gracefully fall back to her sides. “What would you like to drink? We’ve got sherry, Pimm’s, 

G & T?” 

“Um, I’ll have a gin thanks.” 

“Same again,” replies David who wouldn’t be caught dead drinking sherry and who 

the hell drinks Pimm’s? 

The woman, Francisca, turns to her husband. “Darling, can you do the honours?” 

When they are all seated with their drinks, the maid returns with a tray of tiny pastries 

and offers them around. 

“How are those boys treating you at Arnold? Behaving, I hope?” 

“Oh yes. They’re delightful. So lovely to teach. It is absolutely the best school I have 

ever taught at, not that there’s been that many, but you know what I mean.” 

“Quite. The Head won’t tolerate any nonsense you know. Two strikes and it’s down 

to the local…” 

“Hellhole?” 

“Si, motto.” 

They chat some more, then Francisca leads the way up another staircase to the dining 

room.  
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“Do sit,” commands Francisca. The Livingstons sit. 

A different servant brings in the first course of smoked haddock and broad beans. The 

Livingstons have never eaten haddock in their lives. It is mild and slightly sweet tasting. Not 

bad. 

Conversation ebbs and flows. The Livingstons try hard not to feel overwhelmed by 

their surroundings and their hosts. The servant returns to remove their plates and another one 

brings in the main course of beef bourguignon while a third tops up the exquisite crystal wine 

goblets. The Livingstons are trying not to spill their wine or the food as they also juggle the 

immense array of cutlery, not to mention the conversation and the condiments. 

“How are you two finding living in London? How long have you been here now?” 

asks Mr Letts, a large bookish looking man with a loud voice, a silk shirt, and Saville Row 

suit. 

“Oh, over a year. We just love it,” Lois almost gushes. 

The hosts ask questions about New Zealand and the Livingstons’ life in London. 

A servant brings in dessert. 

“Ooh, I love lemon meringue pie,” says Lois. 

Francisca laughs. She is pleased. More wine is poured, a sauterne this time. A 

pleasant evening is had by all. 

“You must come again soon,” the hosts invite.  

They do. 

 

    *   *    

Eva would have been green with envy: Lois had gone where Eva could not: 

What did you wear the next time? 

Can’t remember. I only remember my Laura Ashley dress. Probably 

something that looked very short with coloured tights and platform soled shoes. 



58 
 

 

 Lois and David lived in a humbler, rather noisier part of London: We lived in 

Camden, a pretty run-down area. It used to be called Camden Town where the drunks lie 

down. Camden Market was just around the corner from us.  

They lived in a terraced house that had been broken up into flats like so many houses 

in London. They inhabited a one-bedroom flat on the third floor of a house at 233 Camden 

Rd. It was right on an intersection; there were three lanes each way so in the early mornings 

the trucks would roar down them going to Shepherd’s Market and possibly New Covent 

Garden Market. The names are forgotten: They’d scream to a halt right outside our window, 

but it wasn’t too bad because everything in England had double glazing—but it was very 

small. 

Lois is not certain of the sequence of events, but David went into publishing and set 

up a direct mail company. She had the job of delivering advertising material to women in the 

big housing estates at the back of Holloway Prison. The women stuffed envelopes with the 

circulars. She got to know some of them quite well: Great people, just salt of the earth. Gosh, 

living in these terrible, terrible tenement blocks, but walk into their house and you could eat 

off the floor. 

So, she was fortunate being able to mix with a diverse range of people in class- 

conscious England, which she attributes to being a kiwi. She would have preferred to stay 

there forever, but it was time to come home. She was pregnant with Taran, so we travelled to 

Europe for three months, camped all over Europe which was fantastic, then we got on the big 

boat and sailed home again. And that was that. 
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So Long 

This day Adrienne is about and chopping things in the kitchen. She joins in the conversation 

a little. The birds are making their usual racket. Listening to the recordings from Brookfield 

Street, I am amazed at how loud they are. The street is close to the river, though not that 

close. There are numerous trees—not really any bush, but the birdlife is abundant.  

There are rats too, coming up from the river. They get into the garage and eat Lois’s 

paperwork. It is a devil of a job to eject them from the premises. My own exterminator, from 

Mumbai or thereabouts, is called Monty and calls me Boss. He says he does a lot of business 

with people living near the river. He won’t give any guarantees about getting rid of them (the 

rats not the people).  

“The rodents nowadays are clever,” says Monty. “It is difficult to trap them.”  

I can verify this having left out a dozen traps without catching a single one. This 

doesn’t stop all the cheese or peanut butter vanishing by morning. Monty uses boxes loaded 

with poisoned bait. These days you can go to a Mitre 10 rodent aisle and have a three-way 

discussion with other people desperate to rid their homes of vermin.  

“Oh, I tried that, it doesn’t work.”  

“You tried the plug-in thingies that emit sounds to deter them?” Laughter. And so 

forth.  

In 1972, on their return from England, the Livingstons moved back in with Eva and 

William to await the birth of their second daughter. Predictably, Eva started getting on Lois’s 

nerves: 

I got fed up being at Mum and Dad’s. Mum was driving me crazy as she 

always did. Whereas while I had been away in England, I hadn’t had any problems 

with anxiety, it all came slamming back living at Mum’s. It was constantly, ‘You’re 

not doing this right,’ and ‘What are you going to call this baby?’ blah, blah, blah. 

Finally, she came in and she made a suggestion, and I said, ‘Yes, we’ll call her that,’ 
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because an old friend of hers had a daughter called Taran. ‘That’ll do, Taran.’ 

Anything for a peaceful life. 

 

Close your eyes, Taran. You know your mum loved you heaps.  

It seemed at least one of the Livingstons was content to be there: David was quite 

happy because it wasn’t costing him any money, and Mum and Dad had helped him a bit to 

set up his business. This was Immediate Print in Elliot Street. It was a fast print operation, 

one of the first in Auckland. David brought the concept back from England and Australia 

where his brother did something similar in Sydney: He was working all hours that God gave 

and so was quite happy for me to be stuck at Mum’s. I wasn’t. 

Luckily, salvation arrives with the visit of a friend, Katrina from Mairangi Bay. 

“Hey, Katrina. Thank god you’re here.” 

“Why? What’s up?” 

Lois makes a face that says it all. “Why don’t we go and look at flats and houses over 

on the shore?” 

“Ah, you want to go live over the shore too. But you’ll be far away from your 

parents?” 

“Yes. And what’s more, my mother won’t drive over the Harbour Bridge. She’s 

terrified of it. The only way she can come and visit me is if my father brings her. “ 

It’s Katrina’s turn to make a face. The two young women leave the sleeping Taran 

with Eva. 

“We’re just going for a drive, Mum. We won’t be long. Adrienne is playing with her 

blocks. Taran is asleep. If she wakes, there is a bottle of formula in the fridge. Is that ok?” 

They drive over the Bridge and into Takapuna. They pull up in front of a house in 

Lake Rd that has a For Rent sign on the front lawn, just like that. 
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 And so it was that the Livingstons moved to the North Shore and a new life in New 

Zealand as a family of four. They were on their own, but poor as church mice. After two 

years, they moved to Anderson Street in Sandringham. Then they bought a house in 

neighbouring Mt Albert. It was what they called: 

A sensible cottage. They were architecturally built little townhouses, but they 

were separate, and they were the new look. They weren’t expensive, but they were 

really well designed, had the lounge and the kitchen upstairs and the bedrooms 

downstairs, which was the new thing too. I was back teaching by then, and we lived 

there until I left my husband. 

 

 

*   * 

Oh, it’s gone into another folder, I say. The recording is temporarily lost in the audio 

device. I wish I knew how to work the filing system better: We’ve got a meeting too, haven’t 

we? Lois replies, Yes, yes...sent an email. It’s today. I get down to the business at hand. So, 

you taught at quite a few different schools? 

 The conversations swing back and forth, from London to Auckland, from Birkenhead 

to New Lynn. It can get very confusing, and I am having a devil of a job trying to sort it all 

into some kind of order. It is messy, just like life, so I don’t suppose it will be smooth or any 

kind of neatly catalogued manuscript. This is not helped by Lois’s shocked brain. I have 

decided not to worry too much:  

I did teach at quite a few different schools, but it was over a ten-year period so 

some before I left, some when I came back. It’s just trying to remember the sequence 

of them now. 

So, you worked most of the time when the kids were—? 

Yeah, I always worked. And then in nineteen seventy… when Taran was two 

and a half, and Adrienne was…how old were you?  
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Adrienne is chopping something in the kitchen and replies: Seven. You split 

with Dad. 

I decided I didn’t want to be married to David anymore, so we split up. Just 

trying to get the sequence right for now. Taran was born in Nineteen seventy…? 

Two. Adrienne supplies the answer though I am sure Lois can remember this if 

need be. 

Two, was it? You know better than me. The kids know all the dates, but I don’t. 

I have no idea. Everything’s a big fug. So yeah, Taran was born in nineteen seventy-

two, that’s going a bit back. That’s right. And we stuck it out for another two and a 

half years but, I dunno, it all started to turn to custard as these things do. The early 

seventies where we started to think you had all these choices as a woman, and we had 

been fed all this women’s rights crap which was great, but in actual fact, women on 

their own didn’t do particularly well.  

I mean if you look now at women getting into their retirement age and they 

have nothing, because they split from their marriages early on, took on the kids, of 

course, got very little assistance from their husbands back then. It was all in the 

husband’s favour, not the women’s. And we had trained really to be office workers, 

nurses and teachers, so weren’t in a position of earning big money and tended to 

become part of the whole poverty trap. 

 

Another day she told me about when she left: I packed the car one day with clothes 

and toys. I took a standard lamp for some reason and the clothes drier, and an old dunger 

station wagon—and left. 

David was reportedly devastated but the two managed to maintain a civil relationship 

and worked together when making decisions about their children. We would probably say 

these days that he got away with not providing a lot of child support but, for the times, he was 

probably considered generous. They shared childcare and private school fees.  
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Encounters 

It was the seventies by now and in the seventies, women started to think they 

had choices...that the grass is greener over on the other side of the fence and we can 

do alright on our own. They had brought in things like the Domestic Purposes Benefit. 

And what they didn’t realise was that they were actually facing a lifetime of 

impoverishment. They would think that they would find another bloke, and they would 

carry on and provide for them as well as provide for themselves. Course that never 

quite happened.  

 

Obviously, this is not the experience of all women whose partnerships turn to custard. 

The experience of poverty is fairly universal, I suspect. When I was a single parent on a part 

benefit, aside from my official part-time jobs, I tutored teens in maths and English and, for a 

time, spent the evenings packaging boxes of condoms for the landlord. He owned a condom 

vending machine outfit, but was Catholic, and his family knew nothing of this business 

enterprise. For a time, I shared childcare with a friend in the same position. We looked after 

each other’s children while the other worked. It was full on with four children all under five, 

so there were picnic lunches on the back lawn.  

Lois said of her relationships: 

Blokes came and went, and kids stayed and so you lived on the Domestic 

Purposes Benefit. You weren’t allowed to work, you weren’t allowed to study, you 

weren’t allowed to do anything. You were spied on like you wouldn’t believe. Luckily, 

I had friends who could give me jobs, but I didn’t declare. I worked for a friend who 

had a company, and I stuck labels on bottles. I also cleaned houses and I took in 

students and made a bit extra to keep the wolf from the door. Yeah, it was not easy, 

plus I really was struggling with mental illness at that stage. It was just horrendous. 

My whole life was spent in a fog of panic and fear. It was totally irrational. I didn’t 

know where it came from, but it was so real and it was making life very, very difficult. 

You were just earning enough to pay the bills and put food on the table. I 

remember I was buying this old clapped-out Consul 315 from a neighbour of my 
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parents who was a car dealer. And he was around signing me up for this thing when 

the bailiffs turned up at the door. And he was quite shocked because he knew how 

wealthy my parents were. They didn’t help me at all. Oh, I’d made my bed, you lie on 

it. That was the philosophy then. You just lived from week to week and hoped for the 

best. 

 

     *   * 

Lois told me that, around the time of the ECT, she discovered Bert Potter and encounter 

groups. I think it must have been later than this as she moved in with a guy from the 

encounter groups, and she was married when she was having the ECT. Whenever it was, she 

went along to some groups when Bert was working out of his house at a time before 

Centrepoint had been set up: 

I just went along to an encounter group with Bert Potter which was 

interesting. But that was before he became completely power-hungry. You weren’t 

allowed to have so much as an aspirin let alone any alcohol or anything like that. You 

were allowed some cigarettes, but everything was about getting in touch with your 

feelings—that happened through Gestalt therapy.  

He had gone off to study Gestalt therapy from the book that Fritz Perls had 

written. He made his money originally out of pest control: he was a rat exterminator. 

He became a bit of a guru and I thought they were really good those encounter 

groups at the time. Now, I think they were terrible. Have to say what a load of self-

indulgent crap, but at the time I thought it was wonderful. 

 

 Lois contradicts herself a bit as she says it was useful in some respects, but she also  

thought they were rubbish. She could have been influenced by the subsequent events and bad 

publicity that arose at Centre Point. This episode below could also be seen as psychodrama. It 

happened before Bert got carried away with his own greatness, thinking he was a deity and 

could do whatever he pleased:  

Was it useful? 
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It was useful in realising what was going on in people’s heads and to see the 

actual strength that people had within them. I saw a young woman once; she was 

going through something to do with her marriage. She was feeling very trapped, and 

he chose the six biggest men in the group, and he basically told them to sit on her. 

And they did, and this woman, through getting in touch with what she was actually 

feeling anxious about, was able to fight those guys off. The incredible strength that 

people have when the chips are down if they really want to do something about 

changing the way they see the world. 

 

I have witnessed her disdain for groups similar to those she recounts here. I guess 

most of us have felt like this at times. The meeting where we are bored to tears and ready to 

eat our handbags, the party where we are the only sober person there, the pompous speeches 

that last for what seems like hours before the presentation: 

What did you learn about yourself? I ask. 

I learnt that I was pretty angry about a lot of stuff. I couldn’t pinpoint—he 

said to me once ‘Ah, you’re just sitting there wanting to vomit on everyone.’ When I 

thought about it, I thought, it’s probably right. I just thought they were a pack of 

wallies. You know? I often get that feeling when I think people are a pack of wallies 

and I can’t be bothered with them. It was interesting.  

I also learnt, I suppose, how sexually limited I was growing up in my family 

and a very protestant, single-sex school, and I watched people around me. I didn’t 

actually partake, I have to say. I probably should have but I didn’t; get involved with 

people around me in a sexual manner. I couldn’t believe what was going on. So that 

was a bit of a wake-up call too.  

But I just found them really freeing. You go through eight days of intense 

therapy and at the end of it, you just feel light, if you’ve actually worked hard enough. 

It didn’t really help me with the whole anxiety thing. That was something that I had to 

live with for a very long time. I would say I succeeded through a fog of mental illness 

really. Anything I did was tempered by absolute terror and panic and fear. 
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Lois met Bob and Andrea Simcock at one of these groups and they became friends. 

Both the Simcocks went on to be influential figures in Hamilton City. Bob became a real 

estate investor, Waikato Regional (WRC) Councillor, National MP, and Mayor of Hamilton 

from 2007 to 2010. Andrea founded and headed Child Matters, an organisation that supplies 

education around child sexual abuse.  

Another day, with the benefit of hindsight, Lois reflects further on her encounter 

group days: 

I did learn a lot when I was in encounter groups way back in the early 

seventies. That was where it was about facing up to your own self. That was really 

what it was about. Gestalt therapy was about discovering who you were and dealing 

with it. And dealing with people who you felt— 

Wronged? I question. 

Wronged you, but working through the anger to say, ‘Maybe I need to deal 

with that too?’ Normally it takes two to tango, but if they make a choice that—for 

example, you’ve met a guy and he seems like he’s wonderful, but you can see clearly 

there might be some traits there that you’re not too happy about—but someone has 

warned you this person can be violent. We blindly don’t see that. We carry on and 

then when it happens, we blame them. Well, who made the choice with the 

knowledge? Because we think we can change people and we can’t. They can change 

themselves and we might be able to give them some tips, but you can’t change them. 

They change themselves and women are a classic in this. They think they can change 

him. 

Once you accept that you made that choice, then you’re telling yourself the 

truth. Be true to yourself, then you move on. You’re no longer the victim because 

you’ve said, ‘Oh well’, then the energy gets replaced. You see people going through 

such anguish, and destroying their lives and everybody else’s, over stuff they probably 

knew before they even went anywhere near that situation, but they did it anyway. They 

did it anyway. Yeah, so to thine own self be true.  

  

 This is also the advice she would give to her 12-year-old self, or any other 12-year-

old. In fact, for anyone at all: 
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Well, there’s only one thing I have as a piece of advice for everybody, and 

that’s a line from Shakespeare, surprise, surprise, and it’s Polonius from Romeo— 

Hamlet. God better get it right, hadn’t I? He said, ‘To thine own self be true.’   

 

It was his last piece of advice to his son Laertes. The exact lines are ‘This above all: 

to thine own self be true, And it must follow, as the night the day, Thou canst not then be 

false to any man’: 

 

 If you can be true to yourself, if you can take responsibility for every choice 

that you have made; and it’s not always easy—you want to blame everybody else 

when things go wrong but, if you can take the blame for your own actions, and your 

own choices, and the people that you’ve allowed into your life for whatever reason, 

then you’ll be strong, because there is only truth when it all comes down to it. That 

truth is what I think gives people the strength to stand up and feel good about 

themselves. Otherwise, you’re always a victim. Immediately you take responsibility, 

and you tell the truth and say yep, yes it was me that cut down the cherry tree – 

George Washington never did cut down the cherry tree —but it’s become a famous 

saying. Sometimes it’s easier just to take the blame than to go through the 

ramifications of worrying about somebody else behaving badly.  

 

 Like the rest of the human race, she did not always follow this sage course of action. 

This is Lois being philosophical and aspirational, rather than saying how she had always 

lived her life. It is mostly the wrong turns that show us how to drive without getting lost 

every time we get in the car. 

 

*    * 

 

She met a man at an encounter group who became one of her blokes. She lived with 

him for a couple of years. They lived in an old cottage in Bell Road, Remuera. It was over a 

hundred years old on a half-acre section that ran in a thin line right down to the fence line 
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which adjoined the Nathan’s of L.D Nathans import/export property. This was probably the 

historic St Anns homestead at 43 Arney Rd:  

It was right in the middle of all the posh stuff in Remuera. We had a half-acre, 

we had a sheep, we had chickens, and we had a big Alsatian dog who killed all the 

chickens. And then the sheep managed to (we were so useless) hang itself on the 

fence. We restored things: well John, he restored potbelly stoves and things like that. I 

was teaching myself to do batik, but I was totally hopeless at it as I really didn’t have 

much artistic talent as far as art went. I was wandering around in muslin dresses and 

baking bread or trying to. I wasn’t very good at that either. I was a failure as a 

hippie, a total failure.  

 

Here is Lois in a badly dyed, floaty muslin dress pounding bread dough in a cramped 

kitchen. Bare feet and nose flecked with flour with puffs of it shooting up into the air as her 

wrists slam into the raw mixture. That is enough, she thinks. She covers the dough with a tea 

towel and leaves it to rise the requisite time. Lois slides the bread into the oven; goes outside 

to check on the chickens. When the timer goes off, she grabs the oven cloth, roughly seizes 

the loaf, and takes the baked bread out of the ancient stove. She finds it too hard or too soft. 

Perhaps it is a little burnt or the proportions of yeast and flour are off kilter. She hacks the 

loaf with an equally ancient breadknife; the taste is not delicious.  

Bread making would have called for swearing, though I don’t recall her indulging too 

much. She often said shockingly direct things at weird times, but she was not a potty mouth. 

Must have been all that speech and drama training. The medication probably damped down 

her emotions to an extent as well, obviating the need for Anglo-Saxon expression. Perhaps 

she just looked at the failed loaf, gave a Gallic shrug and threw it out the window for the 

birds: 

I was still teaching so I was going off to school in the mornings but then I had 

to give up because the anxiety got so bad, I just couldn’t cope. A lot of that was guilt 

through leaving my marriage and it was so bad that I became agoraphobic.
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 Everything in my life is laughable, and I laugh about it because I think how 

stupid was I? Because when I left my husband with the old car full of bits and pieces 

and, finally, after I don’t know how many years, I got a settlement of about $3000. 

 

The guilt at leaving a perfectly good husband would have had something to do with 

leaving with hardly anything as well, I think. But only to a point. The reality of life with two 

children and an inadequate income may have made her revise her stance. She had to go to 

court three times to get a property settlement. When the less than adequate settlement finally 

came through, she indulged in a strange purchase:  

And I bought, because he’d retained the house and the business, an MG sports 

car. And then I got total agoraphobia, didn’t I. I couldn’t drive this bloody thing 

anyway, so it sat outside. I used to get in the car to take Taran to kindergarten. She 

went to Parnell kindergarten, and I would literally wait till I thought I could get there 

and back, race out of the house, put the kid in the back, drive like a bat out of hell to 

Parnell, which wasn’t far from where we lived because we were off Arney Road, so 

you just went down and basically up, and you were there. Drop the kid at the gate — 

she had to take herself in— get back in the car, and drive home like a bat out of hell. 

By that time, I would be in such a state, just a state of absolute panic, and get myself 

back inside. That’s how bad it was. 

 

I can visualise Lois driving round posh Parnell like a maniac in her sports car. Taran 

would have been imagining herself in the location of one of her picture books or maybe she 

enjoyed the speed. If you had been a passing motorist or pedestrian watching her zoom past, 

you would have glimpsed a white-faced Lois with a grimly set jaw at the wheel, all white 

knuckled concentration. Screech of breaks and Taran knew to get out of the car — fast. Lois 

turns around, madly driving off in the opposite direction. Other parents would have been 

curious, I imagine, concocting wild explanations for this daily dash to kindy. No lingering for 

a chat or to arrange play dates for our Lois: 
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I couldn’t go through traffic lights, so I used to come up with these convoluted 

routes of driving in the back streets of Auckland. I know Auckland really well 

[laughs]. One of the reasons I came back from the North Shore was I was teaching in 

Auckland, Mt Albert. Driving was a real problem, and the supermarket. I tell you 

everything I do is laughable because I would put myself into a worse situation 

thinking I was making it better. Now, I can look back and laugh, but at the time, it was 

horrific. I mean I had thirty years of that. The drugs got better: I went from Valium to 

Ativan. Ativan was great: I could take that, and I could function.  

The only time I was really happy was when I was teaching, or when I was on 

the stage. The rest of the time I was pretty miserable. You’d wake up and your head 

was just reeling and instantly you were in this kind of state and doing everything 

through a fog of panic and fear. They said to me ‘Well, you’ve got an anxiety 

disorder’, but when I finally found a drug that wasn’t Ativan, that wasn’t Valium, I 

was probably in my fifties. I was living in a cottage with a woman living in the house 

in front—and she told me about a drug she had tried, and it was amazing. I thought, 

‘Right, I’ll try it,’ and it was an antidepressant, Aropax. I still take it to this day 

because, since I started taking it, I’ve had no anxiety in my life. You can’t understand 

what a relief that was; to be able to go to a movie, to be able to go to a supermarket, 

to stand in a queue in the bank, to drive anywhere I feel like driving. 

  

While in Remuera, Lois took in pupils for remedial reading in the little front lounge of 

their cottage when she couldn’t work. She also started up her first youth theatre in Remuera. 

Once she got there and she was teaching and having fun with the kids, she was fine:  

I was distracted from that anxiety. I’d come back, and it would all be back 

again. But one of the pupils was a girl called Victoria. Would be, wouldn’t it? Her 

parents, well obviously very wealthy. They lived in Arney Rd, just around the corner 

actually in this huge house, two storeys, probably Edwardian. I got invited there. 

First of all, I was invited because the woman, I found out, had multiple sclerosis. She 

was a really lovely lady, Victoria’s mother. She was getting to the stage where she 

was going to have to go into a wheelchair and she was having this big do—and she 

asked me to clean the house. I may have even offered. I can’t remember. But I was 

also invited to the do.  
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This feels vaguely familiar, only last time she mixed in exalted circles she didn’t have 

to clean anything. The old class consciousness raised its ugly head once again: 

I felt like I was there as a kind of a conversation piece. I felt like the spare 

prick at a wedding. Or I was a black person at a white function because I just wasn’t 

a Remuera-ite. I had only lived there for a year as a hippie and doing everything that 

neighbours hated. It was weird. I just felt so out of place coming from a state housing 

background in West Auckland. And yes, you had come up through the ranks slightly 

through going to a grammar school. 

You can take the girl out of the State house, but you can’t take the State house 

out of the girl? I offer. 

No, you can’t. I’ve always been a Westie. I may have a posh voice, but I’ve 

always been a Westie. That’s where I grew up and that’s where I have my fondest 

memories too, growing up in New Lynn and West Auckland. 

 

Lois and John moved to the Shore:  

By that stage, we had moved because we were failed hippies. We moved to 

Northcote Point. He then found someone else which devastated me. I met him thirty 

years later.  

So, you really loved him? 

I thought I did. I thought I loved all these men. And then you meet them thirty 

years later and you go, oh my god! 

 

Adrienne remembers John ripping up a beautiful bedspread.  

Lois was referred as a day patient to a psychologist, who worked out of Ward Ten at 

Auckland Hospital. The best thing was “mothers’ little helpers”. When Lois and John split 

up, she went back teaching: 

I went there for an awfully long time but the only thing that worked was good 

old Valium. I needed to work. I didn’t have the luxury of swanning around being 

mentally ill. I started living on Valium like so many other people, and that kind of got 

me because I was a teacher and that’s not easy. I loved teaching so I used to pack 
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myself a Valium for lunch (laughs) to get myself through. I mean the biggest problem 

was getting there and getting back. Once I was there, I was alright. 

 

*   * 

Lois never contemplated not taking Aropax. I don’t know how anyone would cope with her 

workload without mainlining coffee or drugs:  

To me it’s like I have this condition. I’ve had it since I was little. It’s been with 

me all my life. It’s no different to having diabetes or anything else you would take a 

drug for. It never went. That was the thing, it just never went. It was just crippling my 

life. 

But you said it did in England? 

It did, yeah. I had a brief break so maybe it was New Zealand that caused it? 

But I think more it was probably my mother and my lack of — a lack of ability to have 

any real confidence when I was in New Zealand, whereas in England, I did a whole 

lot of bullshit and bravado. I did things I’d never have done in New Zealand.  

 

Finding the right medication led to a similar level of confidence back here in New 

Zealand. I think this drug did exactly what she says. I never saw her fear, but there must have 

been some that broke through:  

I’m not scared of anything anymore. But I used to be scared of people too, 

particularly people who I thought were above me. I have a tinge of it every so often 

but now I know that everybody shits, everybody farts. And they are no better than I 

am. It was more about people who were intellectually superior to me. I felt very, very 

lacking in confidence around people like that so yes, the bullshit and bravado would 

come out again. 

 

I might need to revise my comments about her language. It is quite colourful at times. 

It certainly appeared that her confidence was enhanced. In all the time we were 

friends, she was the most confident person I knew. Like she said, she was scared of no one 

and nothing; well it certainly looked that way. I often wondered if I should try to get some of 
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these drugs for myself. I wouldn’t have minded having her chutzpah. I have never heard of a 

drug that amazing that did not fell you with negative side effects as well as positive. 

Antidepressants can have very nasty side effects, as can tranquilisers. I wonder if it was her 

belief that the drug was making her fearless and so she became fearless?  

 

*   * 

 

 Lois bought a house when they moved to Birkenhead, and Lois relegated John to the 

distant past:  

I had had some sort of relationship with a guy that turned to custard, so I went 

and bought a house. I had been living with him. And that was the first house I had 

bought which was 25,000 dollars I think back then. 

 

 Well, it wasn’t quite that straightforward. She needed to come up with a one-

thousand-dollar deposit. Her parents declined to help. She went to see her local MP in 

Birkenhead, Jim McLay, who rang State Advances and managed to get me this deposit sorted 

out. I expect MPs had more pulling power in those days as I can’t say I’ve had much joy 

talking to local MPs of all stripes. Lois: voted National that time. It’s the one and only time I 

ever voted National because he had helped me get into my house. She was certainly a staunch 

Labourite all the time I knew her.  

The house was a three-bedroom structure on stilts, a pole house due to the steepness 

of the section: But it was ours and it was our place which was the first time we had had that 

for quite some time. So that was good. The little house in Paris Place gave Lois and her 

children much needed stability and a base to return to when she moved around for her career: 

Adrienne had been to eleven schools in eleven years, or seven years or something. She had 
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been tossed from pillar to post. Taran was more fortunate in that regard and was there until 

high school, when Lois started in radio.  

Taran recalls living in the house:  

Adrienne and I would get home and Mum would be at work. She would have 

told us that we needed to have done the dishes and maybe the vacuuming before she 

got home. Mum would be driving down the drive and I’d be going, ‘Do the dishes!’ 

She’d tell us off and be annoyed. The house was built on poles and every time you 

walked anywhere, the house would kind of vibrate. She’d tell us we couldn’t do 

anything noisy or jump around or anything while she was having her afternoon sleep. 

 

Lois made friends in the area. Her best friend was Tui O’Sullivan who was a lecturer 

at Auckland University of Technology teaching English and Te Tiriti O Waitangi amongst 

other things. Tui was married to the poet and writer, Vincent O’Sullivan, who was the author 

of Shuriken, which will feature a bit later in this tale. Lois and the girls in the little pole house 

for the next ten years. 

The girls went to Birkdale Intermediate, where Lois taught as well. Adrienne seemed 

to be having such a hard time at school plus she was getting herself in with what I thought 

was a bad crowd, and her academic work was really bad. The exclusive and expensive 

private school, Kristin in Albany, was starting to expand into high school level. Lois talked to 

David who agreed to share the costs. She scraped together the other half from her four illegal 

part-time jobs whilst on the DPB, and then got the job teaching at Birkdale: She went to 

school at Kristin, and it did, it made a huge difference I have to say. And she also at that 

stage was getting very interested in horses, so I sent her off to horse camps and things. 

Lois claimed to have excised all the boy stuff out of her head, Adrienne’s head not 

Lois’s. Another posh crowd features at Kristin from Takapuna, Milford, and the Bay: There 

weren’t very many poor kids there and I used to turn up in my old Consul 315 while they’d 

turn up in their Mercedes and things. The Livingstons earned brownie points with the posh 
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kids when Live Aid was on, and the kids decided to come and stay at Adrienne’s: So, I had 

roll-ons, you know, about thirty kids all on mattresses on the floor in my little house, away 

from their posh houses because their parents wouldn’t have them. 

For someone who seemed to fear the upper classes, she sure kept mixing with them in 

one way or another. She saw all the advantages, but I wonder if she wasn’t imagining some 

of the slights.  
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Mixed Media 

Lois decides to get chickens. She buys a hen coop. Adrienne and Lois build a fence in the 

backyard and install them. Everyone loves them, especially Xhili. We like to drink tea or 

wine on the back deck, listening to the birds, and watching the chickens. There is something 

wonderfully atavistic and comforting about them. You feel like they have always been 

strutting about in a backyard, hiding their eggs in strange places, and perching up high so 

other creatures won’t eat them.  

They seem to be so low on the food chain it is surprising they still exist. Just about 

everything will kill and eat them given the opportunity—stoats, dogs, snakes, birds of prey, 

raccoons, coyotes, opossums, weasels, owls, skunks, foxes, cats, you name it. It is difficult to 

figure out how they have survived this long. Perhaps, due to our liking them so much, we 

protect them. Really, we are just keeping them away from other predators so we can keep 

their eggs and flesh for ourselves. The chickens seem oblivious to all this and walk around 

pecking and squawking.  

Xhili pets them and gives them names. Lois’s dog, Ollie, does not appear to have 

chicken dinners on his mind. One school holiday, Lois takes Xhili to a poultry farm where 

you can watch chicks hatching. 

 

*   * 

Back in 1975 Auckland, Lois was separated, anxious, and broke. She went on the DPB from 

time to time over the years. It was introduced in 1973 and women were unable to study while 

receiving the DPB and had benefits reduced if they earned extra income: 

And it was just the beginning of the whole business of benefits. And it was 

incredibly draconian back then as to what you could and couldn’t do. You certainly 

couldn’t go and study. You couldn’t try and improve yourself in any way. You were 
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seen as a lower-class citizen and that’s how you were treated. So, it was pretty grim 

for solo mums back then—it still is. 

 

There was another blow when in 1977 (more or less), Merv Wellington, National’s 

Minister of Education, decided that any teacher who had had a break from service was no 

longer a schoolteacher: They deregistered us all which was the craziest thing they ever did. 

So, with ten years’ service, I was out on the street. I had nowhere to go, and I couldn’t apply 

for a job. 

It was 1979 and Lois was forced to take yet another path: 

So, I had to get a job out of teaching, and I didn’t know anything else. I had 

done that stint in advertising in England, but it wasn’t quite the same when you 

started applying for things like that in New Zealand. A friend said, ‘Our Managing 

Director is looking for a secretary.’ So I went, ‘Oh, that will be interesting. I can’t 

type and I certainly don’t know how to make coffee.’ But I went along and applied, 

and he quite liked me, so he employed me. He said, ‘It’s an electric typewriter, you 

can work it out.’ And so, I ended up working for Macmillan Partnerships (Publishers) 

as secretary to the Managing Director. 

 

Macmillan Publishers had a warehouse full of educational books:  

Course as a teacher, my eyes were just about popping out of my head. I said, 

‘What are you doing with all these books?’ He said, ‘Well, they go through some of 

the various outlets like Whitcoulls, but we really want to try and start moving them. 

We’ve got so many readers and maths books and god knows what, everything you 

could think of.’ So, I said, ‘Why don’t we have a go at selling them directly to 

schools?’ No publisher had ever thought of doing anything like that. The people at 

Whitcoulls didn’t want us to do something like that because it cut out their 

percentage. Anyway, I packed a few cases full of all these books; made some 

appointments with various schools around the place during my lunch hours, went off, 

set up displays, and sold books when I wasn’t being a secretary, which I was useless 

at. You should have seen my letters. They had no layout; they were just pathetic. But 

he put up with me. And I did tell him when I went for my interview. I said, ‘I’m not 
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very good at making coffee so you might have to make me coffee.’ He just laughed at 

that. 

 So, I was the first person in England and New Zealand to sell educational 

books to schools, which then became quite a big industry, and they still do it now. 

 

An Englishman came over and saw what Lois was doing: He said, ‘My god, we need 

to be doing this in England.’ He took the whole system back there. The booksellers, as 

expected, were none too pleased, nor was University Books. They had reps selling to 

universities because there were heaps of academic books as well.  

I am pleased to report that her letter-writing skills did improve: 

I did learn to do it eventually. One of my friends, who was one of the editors 

there, when she saw my first letter thought, heck, she better show me how to get a 

letter out on the typewriter. So, if nothing else, I was a fast learner. I never learned to 

type particularly well but at that stage; electric typewriters had a self-correction on 

them, so that was good. I had a ball at Macmillan’s, and I never went back teaching 

after that. They lost— I think it was something like ten thousand teachers lost their 

jobs in that little...  

 

Her voice trailed off as words failed. 

 While she was working at Macmillan’s, Lois met a woman at a friend’s party who 

knew she had been involved in theatre. So, another one of those remarkable meetings in 

Lois’s life led to yet another change in her career: 

And she said to me, ‘Do you think you could make radio commercials?’ I said, 

‘Well of course I could. Why not, I’m a trained actor.’ She said, ‘It’s at Radio 

Pacific’, which had just started up out in Wiri. So, I trundled out there and I met a 

guy called Robert. Anyway, I fronted up at Radio Pacific to make these radio 

commercials. I have to say they were probably the worst radio commercials anyone 

has ever made, ever, because there I was trying to project at the back of the theatre. 
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Her Shakespearian voice didn’t work for a medium requiring intimacy. It took her a 

while to get the hang of it: But anyway, I used to go out there once a week and make radio 

commercials and they paid me for that. 

 While she was there, she made friends with Robert De Feres or some surname like 

that [I have been unable to find the definitive name] and other production staff around the 

station. In those days Radio Pacific was a big talkback station with 24-hour news coverage, 

three international news feeds coming in, and well-known personalities in the industry like 

journalist David Beatson, Gordon Dryden, a talkback host who set up the station in 1978, and 

station manager and director, Gordon McLauchlan: 

And this particular day, I got there, and Robert said to me, ‘How do you 

reckon you’d go on learning to panel operate?’ I said, ‘Oh, I’ll have a go.’ He said, 

‘Well if you can learn it in three days you can have the job.’ So, the host used to sit in 

a studio and then they’d have someone that did all their panelling for them, took all 

their calls, played all their ads, ran political polls, all sorts of things. It was a very 

complicated job back then and there would be like fourteen different newscasts that 

you’d be asked to play at various times. So, you had to be incredibly well organised 

and very, very manually co-ordinated to run it all. 

 

In true Lois Livingston style, she took to it like a duck to water, learning the job in 

three days, but having a marathon schedule to do it. She had to leave home at 4:30 am to 

drive from Birkenhead to Wiri, finishing at noon, then making commercials, and leaving 

about 1:30 pm. She was panelling not just for the news talk show but also for Gordon 

Dryden’s nine to twelve show as well. This had all come about from a chance meeting at a 

party and now she knew about the news and radio: which also gave me the idea that perhaps 

I could be on the other side of the glass wall. I could be behind the microphone, and not just 

panelling for it [the radio show]. 
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 So, she started applying to Radio New Zealand to learn to be an announcer. She didn’t 

think she was up to the talkback host gig: 

 That was mostly fronted by high-flying journalists, so I thought, no I can’t do 

that, but I can work in radio. It took me about two years I suppose of constantly trying 

and being rejected by Radio New Zealand because it still wasn’t that common for— 

 

 I interrupt her here, but I think she was going to say, ‘women to be accepted into a 

radio cadetship.’ On another occasion, she says she applied twice. At any rate, she completed 

the four-week block course which taught them; how to run a programme, the correct Māori 

pronunciation, news reading, and the like. The girls went to their dad’s place for the duration.  

On learning the first posting would not be for a year, she decided to get a longed-for 

university education. She enrolled as a foundation student in the Diploma of Drama at 

Auckland University in 1984 [this may have been a couple of years earlier than this]. After a 

decade as a primary teacher, she said she aimed to be a specialist secondary school drama 

teacher, as it paid a little better. It was a full-time course so she couldn’t teach at the same 

time. I am confused again as this course was after she was deregistered and according to what 

she said later, she aimed to work in radio, not teach. However, Lois loved the course, meeting 

interesting people who went on to work in theatre: then I became one of the four students 

chosen to do the post graduate Diploma in Broadcasting. 

Finally, she got her first radio posting in Rotorua at Radio Geyserland in 1983: 

I got lots of chances to do all sorts of interesting things. I made music 

documentaries which I loved doing for a Sunday afternoon show. I ended up doing the 

nine to twelve show which meant that I did talkback and interviews and discovered 

that I could do that really well. 

 

Taran was about ten and had started off at the local primary, but found she was far 

ahead of the others in the low decile school, so Lois moved her to Kawaha Point School 
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which she loved. Adrienne was in the fifth form, fresh from Kristin, the private girls’ school. 

She now had to learn to fend for herself at Rotorua Girls’ High. The family were there for a 

lovely year in Rotorua. 

 Radio Geyserland was still an AM frequency then. The broadcasting diploma stood 

her in good stead. She learned about television as well: It was also when FM radio was 

fighting for frequencies and things, so I did one of my documentaries on the introduction of 

FM Radio. 

She was posted back to Auckland after a year to work at Radio Pacific. Most radio 

stations are now networked and running from Auckland. In 1985 I took one year off and went 

into television for a year working as a presentation director but that bored me senseless, so I 

went back into radio again.  She thought the job could be handled by computers these days. 

She described it as, going into the basement at the Shortland Street television studios where 

all the programmes were kept on huge tape reels, sorting the whole programme onto a 

trolley, and bringing it back up.  

She then had to make sure the ads came on at the right times, and make sure the 

programme had break titles that would have a little action piece in them. She got to create the 

break titles which was the best part of the job:  

I got to go to the production studios and actually make little, tiny, weeny 

beginnings and endings of programmes. But basically, the rest of the job was sitting 

in a studio for god knows how many hours, putting television on air.  

 

Worse was to come in daytime television country: And you’d sit there and watch one 

programme after another of the most inane crap.  Not being a fan of it, the cricket was even 

worse. She had to get used to finding the ends of overs as she had to run ads at the end of 

them: 

And that was the big highlight of watching cricket, so that was like spending 

your whole day watching paint dry, unless you’re a cricket fan. And I decided this 
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was kind of trained monkey stuff, so I said that to one of my bosses very tactlessly 

because he had been there for about twenty-five years doing that job. 

 

 She joined Radio I which is now i98 FM in 1986 or thereabouts. The transition back 

to radio was smooth as she was doing radio as well at night. Like other times in her life, she 

was working all the hours that God gave me. 

A friend and her children were flatting with Lois. The friend worked nine to five, and 

Lois started at half past four in the morning until one thirty, so she’d do the morning thing 

and I’d do the afternoon and evening thing, and I was always exhausted. I never, ever got 

enough sleep. Just juggling childcare with another single parent is tiring enough, let alone 

working such hours. She coped with the aid of Ativan (Lorazepam for anxiety disorders). She 

was also doing stuff on the side so Ativan did allow me to function or otherwise I would 

never have been able to do what I did. And then I was doing plays as well. Mmmm…no 

surprise that she was tired. 

When she was working full-time here, she learned about the money-making side of 

radio, which is advertising: 

And I watched these women: we are into the eighties now, and the women 

were making lots of money. There were only really five radio stations at that time in 

Auckland, so they were licences to print money, and radio advertising was big. I went 

to my boss, and I said, ‘Look, I would really like to have a go at that.’ He said, ‘Okay, 

right, you can have a go at that.’  

 

 Another new career had begun. Of course, being Lois, she did this in addition to her 

other work at the station: 

I was working five nights a week. I did the eight to midnight shift; working in 

advertising during the day, and I did two to seven Saturday and Sunday as well. 

Boy, you were a sucker for punishment. I suggest. 
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I was. But it was all about keeping my kids at private school and all sorts of 

other things so, yeah, paying the bills. I went into radio advertising, and I made a 

killing, because I was a radio personality at that stage. I earned a lot of money. A lot 

of money. 

What did you do with it? 

I wasted it all. [She laughs, the kind of ironic laughter you emit when you 

have been incredibly foolish, but it was a long time ago and nothing to be done about 

it now]. It was the first time in my life I’d ever had any money. 

On what? 

Ah I took the kids to Fiji. I bought another house. In fact, I bought two houses, 

lost them though, paid cash for a new car. That’s how much I was earning. Enough in 

a month to go out and buy a brand-new Subaru, off the floor. I was earning around 

$130,000 a year which then was a huge amount of money, and I thought it would go 

on forever, and then they decided to fire me. 

 

Taran remembered the Fiji trip as: one of our first real holiday as a family away 

really, that was pretty cool. When we were older, we would borrow people’s baches and 

things like that. 

Lois said it was mainly professional jealousy that caused the ruction. She says her 

station manager, Doug Harvey, hated her. She had the Drive show from four to seven which 

was a prime show. She was getting articles and what not written about this woman who was 

running the Drive show, and the voice that drives you home or something, or drives you mad. 

No, it drives you home, I think it was. Plus, she was earning oodles of moolah as a rep as 

well.  

One day she told her salesperson—I am not sure if this refers to her boss or a 

colleague—that she was going to take the day off to paint her daughter’s room, or at least: 

I think that was what I was going to do. Anyway, they used that as an excuse. 

They fired me as an example, because you could back then, without a reason. You 

could just fire them, and they owed me a whole pile of commission. I had to go and 
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get legal representation and finally I did a section [some kind of legal action] that 

would have closed down Radio 1 for a month or so. 

 

This was the second time Lois had taken legal action and won which would have 

made this a very tenable option, and sheds light on future events. She wasn’t afraid to get 

down with lawyers to fight injustices: so that’s the reason I finally got my pay out, because I 

had a lawyer that threatened to close the station down. I probably paid the lawyer all my 

money but there you go. The principle was the thing. She was out on my ear after that huge, 

high-flying job. 

She went to work at 89FM in 1988 as a sales rep: she couldn’t work on air as it 

wasn’t my scene. Her income dropped from $130,000 a year to $50,000. Unfortunately, she 

hadn’t sorted out her taxes, landing her with a huge tax bill into the bargain: These were 

desperate days I have to say, desperate days. I proceeded to lose everything that I had 

accumulated because it was also the time when you were paying twenty-six per cent interest 

on properties. 

It didn’t even end there. She had helped a friend into a business at the Victoria Park 

Markets: And then she did a runner, so I got left holding the baby on that one too. Which was 

another huge loss. So, all in all, the gods told me pride comes before a fall. My god, did I fall, 

big time. Many people would not have recovered from so many reversals of fortune. Plenty of 

people jumped out of tall buildings during the huge market crash in the twenties but Lois was 

made of sterner stuff, plus she had two kids to look after. I can attest to the fact that kids can 

save you from the gas oven. I believe that is a major reason that way more men than women 

kill themselves. That, and the fact that men are usually more intent on the job, using violent 

methods. To my knowledge, Lois never considered suicide, or gave up and concentrated on 

her knitting.  

Lots of ups and downs. I say. 



85 
 

Oh my god yes. I’ve always said the secret of my success is my failure. All my 

failures. Because out of every failure, I have had to drag myself up and start again. 

Because I have had to change careers all the way through; it’s been an interesting 

ride.  

 

When I asked how her kids coped with all the upheavals, she cited having their father 

in the background sharing childcare on Wednesdays and every second weekend until they 

were quite old. She said that he was a pretty good dad over the many years. 

She ascribed her good luck to the people I’ve met along the way—people I’ve met who 

have obviously seen something in me that was worth helping out. 

 

*   * 

Lois was involved with the New Independent Theatre in Auckland in various roles: as actor, 

director, and theatre administrator for around ten years from 1976. Taran remembers acting 

as an urchin extra in a play Lois was in when she was about five. A little reminiscent of Eva, 

Lois put her daughter in TV auditions. Taran said the money was quite good. She was very 

shy but when I was less inhibited about six, seven, or eight, I was in a Shrewsbury 

commercial. There was also a Kelvinator fridge commercial the whole family were in: 

Adrienne was the older version of me, and Mum was the mum in the family. 

 Taran also got the part of a young girl who gets kidnapped in Mortimer’s Patch, a 

television mini-series: unfortunately, it coincided with Dad taking us to England as a treat 

trip to see our family over there, and I couldn’t do it. Mum was always a bit disappointed 

about that. She thought Greer Robson got the part (she did).  

 She has good memories of visitors and women friends. She also remembers how Lois 

liked to make things fun. Even if we were just going on an outing, she would always make it 

seem more of an adventure than it was. Lois would find fun activities and things to do like 
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making Christmas decorations and trying to entertain us. She thought being a schoolteacher 

she had good ideas… She certainly inspired my love of books and going to the library. Ah, 

the library—favourite haunt for single parents on a budget: going to the library is often the 

highlight of the week. 

 Being a single parent often meant money was tight. Taran didn’t remember standard 

family holidays. She did remember going to Kawau Island. After the year in Rotorua, she 

made a really good friend and went away with her family for holidays, or the friend would 

stay at theirs, and that would just be at home cause Mum was working.  

 

*   * 

 

Again, I am confused about the timeline. I think her last job before coming to Hamilton was 

89FM even though she says she went to Radio Pacific from Radio 1. At any rate, she met a 

guy who was Production Manager at Radio Pacific who asked her to have coffee with him: 

‘look, they’re setting up a new station down in Hamilton. Would you be interested in coming 

down, helping set it up, and being a talk back host?’ And I went, ‘Oh, I think so.’  She doesn’t 

tell me this, but Margaret Evans said it was the man who became her second husband, Chris 

Parkinson, who offered her the job.  Once again, Lois lands on her feet. 
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Schools and Saddlebacks 

The Livingston sisters are like the ocean and the plains—one is blonde, the other dark. One is 

always in motion and loves the outdoors. The other likes the outdoors too but is very fond of 

curling up with a good novel. One is a little wild; the other prefers a quieter life. I see bits of 

Lois in both, only the character traits have manifested in very different ways. 

In Whanganui at the tail end of 2021, Adrienne and I are having breakfast on the 

deck. At any rate, I am quaffing my fruit, muesli, yoghurt, toast, and honey with a cup of 

black tea. Adrienne has mushed her yoghurt and fruit together and is running it around and 

around her plate with her spoon, eating an occasional mouthful. The spoon clanks on the 

sides of her bowl. She doesn’t eat much, and she does it very slowly—much like the way she 

talks. 

I think it fair to say that Adrienne bore the brunt of Lois’s ambition and restlessness. 

She changed schools frequently and was often having to make new friends in divergent 

environments. She had to hold her own in rough local schools, as well as the nobby Kristin 

private one. The bulk of the moving was in my primmer years. She sounds wistful the way 

you do when you speak of the boy who first kissed you in a way that made you rethink the 

whole male-female thing; I was at a new school nearly every six months. She actually 

swallows a mouthful of breakfast. I am thinking about lunch. I make another cup of tea:  

I never got the full syllabus. I’d go to one school, start, then get moved 6 

months later and they were teaching the syllabus a different way around. I got the 

same half of the year again, and I never got the second half of the year. So, algebra I 

never mastered. English, I never mastered until I got to my master’s degree and had 

to really teach myself everything. Prior to that, I was just winging it on logic. I got 

through to bachelor’s level from teaching myself.  
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The spoon clinks loudly against the bowl; I tried to teach myself algebra so I could 

teach it. She laughs. I think—I did that too. There must be a few of us trying to learn algebra 

after the event. Another clunk. 

 She lived her earlier life in Auckland. Lois left there when Adrienne was in her first 

year at university: I had to go flatting. I came back from Europe. I had my eighteenth 

birthday in Europe. Lois went to Hamilton and lived with a formerly very good friend, 

Margaret Evans: I never went to Hamilton. I never lived in Hamilton. I started at Auckland 

University, and I had to go flatting. She did live in Hamilton for a couple of years before Lois 

died and earlier for a few months in Nixon Street. 

 

*   * 

In late October 2015, Taran makes a flying visit home. She has made the trip four times in the 

last three and a bit years since she’s been dying. Lois is getting sicker. Taran is pregnant, in 

the middle of her second trimester. She wants to see her mum while she can still fly and 

suspects it will be a while before she can come again. She tells me Lois has been knitting 

booties. She lay dying, she whispers sotto voce. I suspect that is a literary reference. Taran is 

a reader of good fiction and started a book group in Bristol. We talk on Lois’s deck. Lois is 

resting.  

 Taran had fewer upheavals than her sister, living in Birkenhead from the age of five to 

fifteen, apart from a year in Rotorua. During the time when Lois moved to the Waikato, 

Taran had to decide whether she was going to stay in Auckland with her dad, or move in with 

her mum, as she was part way through her fifth form year: 

It was also to do with the fact that I was at a private school at that time and 

Mum and Dad decided they couldn’t afford to keep me at that school. If I had stayed 

in Auckland, I would have had to change schools anyway. I moved with mum although 

she ended up going back to Auckland halfway through that year anyway. 
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During this period when Lois moved back to Auckland:   

We were living at Margaret Evans’s house and mum went back, and I stayed 

on as a boarder. It was quite interesting. I was pretty independent really. Margaret 

was never there so I had to learn how to cook. I’d be ringing mum on the phone, 

‘What do I do with wiener schnitzel?’ We laugh.  

 

She attended Fairfield College for her sixth and seventh form years (Years 12 and 13). 

After school, Taran went to France for a year, before spending five years at university, 

getting two degrees at Waikato, and then working at Waikato Regional Council (WRC) for a 

year and a half. She then embarked on her OE. She credits Lois for her independence and 

university ambitions. She has lived in England ever since with occasional visits back. She has 

had the same job in Bristol for around 15 years and the same bloke—Englishman James, now 

husband—for eleven. They bought a three-bedroom terraced house five years before with a 

little courtyard. She has an allotment about 15 minutes’ walk away. She likes gardening but 

says: I’m not very good at it. I grow vegetables and fruit. She would like a shed.  

 Taran claims to have skipped teenage rebellion. She is a calm, self-sufficient and 

grounded woman—I quite believe her. I venture:  

You do seem to be the sensible one in the family. Tell me about that. I ask her. 

I don’t know where it came from. Missie!  Missie is being her usual annoying 

self, roughly nosing in for endless petting. 

I dunno. I am just a bit more rulebound probably. I never wanted to do 

anything particularly naughty. 

 

 Instead of rebelling she just got grumpy. She says Lois would have liked her to have 

a career in the arts or languages: I was probably more influenced by what Adrienne was 

doing. She looked up to her cooler, older sister. But at the same time, she was: happy to read 

my book and do my own thing whereas Adrienne would often want to play, and she got 

annoyed with me for not playing with her. 
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 She tried to please by going to a youth theatre group at the Pumphouse in Auckland, 

then something in the city in late high school; I really wasn’t very good at it. I tried my best, 

but I wasn’t really a natural. I did take piano lessons. I wasn’t a natural at that, but it was 

something that I really wanted to do. 

 Taran said Lois:  

Had lots of close women friends when I was in Hamilton at high school and 

university. When I was going back to mum’s, there’d always be people dropping in 

and around for dinner and stuff—people she knew from radio and theatre. So, it was 

quite lively. 

 

 She remembers a liberal parenting style with the girls not having a set bedtime and 

being allowed to watch mini-series way later than their friends were. Her friends’ parents 

seemed stricter. Taran describes Lois’s parenting style as reasonably relaxed. She says her 

mum had the confidence that we will know when we are tired and ready to go to bed.  

 

*   * 

Like her mother and many of us, Adrienne has had struggles with mental health. She married 

Colin, another university student who studied architecture. She worked as a marine ecology 

tutor for Northland Polytech which stretched over three campuses for four and a half years. 

  In a joint project with Lois, they built a house on spec at Matapouri. She says the 

project was financed mainly by Lois’s inheritance when Eva died:  

I had been lecturing in Northland and we discovered—I mean I’d discovered 

the Tutukaka Coast. Prices were just starting to go mental. We bought a piece of land 

with the money and then mum raised the mortgage to build the house. 

At 33, she had Xhili in July 2002. My waters broke collecting sand off the dunes in 

buckets to put on the wheelbarrow planks. We were trying to do the foundations. 
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This was also the time that Lois and Gareth had split, and mum was living in Snells 

Beach. She spent a year travelling back to the council.  

The project soured when husband, builder, and house designer, Colin, exited stage left 

along with the car and the building skills. It took six months to get a new builder: they were in 

such demand there with this coastal building boom that the house sat there for six months with 

no ridge cap on. Adrienne loved the house and she and Xhili lived in it for a year before selling. 

She says it was pretty tough:  

The house was on the market. I was living in it, so I was keeping it all tidy and 

presentable, and then I got really sick with a flu or something and I was on my own. 

There was no childcare. Colin had taken both the vehicles. At that point I had no 

vehicle, no cell phone reception, no landline, no television, no fucking radio. All I had 

was a stereo and I had to walk five kilometres with the fucking trolley, the mountain 

buggy, to get to the payphone in Matapouri or up to the dunes to get any cell phone 

reception. I was pretty isolated, and I got sick. After four days of massive 

temperatures, I rang mum and said, ‘Fuck, I’m not coping. You need to come up,’ 

when we realised, I was a five-and-a-half-hour drive, and I needed a bit more support 

than what I was getting. I decided that I needed to be near grandma, so we moved 

down to Nixon Street. I believe we lived there for about three or four months until I 

found a place, a Skyline garage with a concrete floor, to rent in Raglan—that was me 

for the next seven years. 

 
When Lois bought a villa in Brookfield Street, Adrienne helped with the renovations, 

painting, and building. She was handy with the tools, having taught herself skills over the 

years. Later, she developed more to help renovate her Whanganui cottage, cutting down on 

tradie bills. 

 The conversation drifts to the memorial service. She brings out a big box of flash 

drives, plugging each one into her laptop; some are corrupted or otherwise unreadable. None 

of the readable ones hold the memorial service.  
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*   * 

From England, Taran helped Lois out with the mortgage in Brookfield Street when she was 

voted off the Regional Council, worried she couldn’t keep the house. It was about a hundred 

quid a month and her salary was enough to think it was another form of saving in a way, and 

it was helping mum out. A trust was set up and Taran owned a third of the property. It was a 

good deal for both of them.  

We talk pets. There was Tonka, a Spoodle. Taran says only Adrienne got the pet lover 

gene. A friend’s cat had kittens and Lois told Taran, ‘Ooh you get to choose your own kitten.’ 

I was like, ‘Oh, ok.’ She got one, without thinking about it too much. There was a ginger 

female cat that lived for 20 years and was: 

Way past it. She got so ill that mum had her put down. None of us were very 

close to that cat. She just wasn’t interested in us. But Mum’s always loved her dogs, 

Spoodle, then we had a golden lab, Paws. He spent half his life with a bucket on his 

head so he couldn’t lick his paws, cause he just licked and licked and licked. 

 

The sisters didn’t fight much, just a bit of pinching that started when Taran was about  

five and Adrienne chucked a hardback book at her: I told you she would get bored. 

 

*   * 

Later during my stay, Adrienne and I go to Bushy Park, a forest sanctuary near Whanganui. It 

is the remnant of a large farming estate with a nearly five km of predator proof fence. 

Saddlebacks, the subject of Adrienne’s thesis, were reintroduced here in 2005 and there are 

now around 700 birds. We manage to glimpse only one of them when trailing through the 

forest paths, but we do hear their calls. Robins and threatened plant species are at home here, 

too.  
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A sprawling homestead villa commands the crest of a sloping green lawn. It has eye-

watering stained-glass windows at the entranceway and is chock full of what is probably the 

original furniture and fittings. As we approach the front steps, there is a man sitting at an 

elegant wrought iron table on the verandah. He is enjoying the view and sipping red wine 

from an antique crystal goblet. He runs the separate accommodation business and invites us 

in. You can stay the night or, like us, just have tea and scones with jam and cream on antique 

china. White lace tablecloths cover mahogany tables facing huge windows. We are the only 

and last customers of the day. The tranquil panoramic views of lawns, bush and huge 

pohutukawa trees make one feel desirous of lingering, perhaps forever, in such a tranquil 

paradise. 
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Made for TV 

A friend and I step off the East by West ferry from Wellington CBD onto the jetty in 

Eastbourne. The day is warm but not intense, the sky clear. David Baldock is waiting at the 

end of the pier for us in the limo he uses to ferry National Party MPs between the airport and 

parliament. Being in government, Labour MPs have their own service on the taxpayer. 

I say it looks like an English beach resort. He agrees that Days Bay is indeed like an English 

beach resort. He takes us for a tiki tour of Eastbourne, from the posh Wellesley College and 

beautiful houses near the wharf to the less beautiful ones down the road. This is also the 

home of Pencarrow Lighthouse, the setting of a colleague’s book about a lone female 

lighthouse keeper in the nineteenth century. An astonishing thing is the number of tuis in the 

pohutukawa trees lining the streets, which repeats the pattern in the city. Zealandia has 

created an amazing proliferation of wildlife right in the midst of people. There are tuis metres 

from the shops in Wellington suburbs and everywhere here in Eastbourne. 

 David points out a house perched high on a bush clad hill that he bought and sold 

several times in between two marriages and adding on levels. It is now on three levels so it 

must have a commanding view of the ocean. These days he lives in a small house built at the 

end of the art deco era, owned by his brother. He shares it with his ex-wife, Sheree, stranded 

during Covid from her house-sitting lifestyle. They muddle along as well as can be expected 

in such situations with an ancient cat and a bitser dog. The cat resembles a moulting fur hat. 

The house is overflowing with mementos from David’s travels, ornaments, furniture.  

Our host makes us all hot beverages, and we sit around the kitchen table that has 

bench seats along two sides like in a caravan. We start to break the ice and get to know each 

other. There is a wall gallery of family photos. David and his brother were adopted, and his 

adoptive mother is in many of them. She was beautiful.  
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My friend Lee and Sheree then tactfully take the overweight Labrador-and-other-

breeds-dog for a walk along the coast while I interview David. I have two audio recorders in 

case and am experimenting with an email to myself with the microphone on. The theory is 

that this will transcribe the conversation, obviating the need for hours of transcription. 

David was a documentary film maker with a long line of credits and awards, 

including the Quantas Film and Television Awards Reality Series he won three times for 

Sensing Murder. He also won awards for the series Location, Location, Location, and Pacific 

Rescue and was a finalist for a slew of documentaries. In 2012 he went to China for several 

years, making documentaries. He made intriguing sounding ones with names such as The 

Last Photographer, Soul of Salzburg, The Harp, and Cologne Symphony Orchestra. They are 

mostly based on music, judging by the titles.  

Initially, he worked as a producer/director for TVNZ from 1970 to 1988 until they 

made him redundant. He then teamed up with a colleague from TVNZ regional television to 

form Ninox Films. The Latin Ninox means a genus of true owls. David had been the first 

producer of regional television in Wellington, so Alistair Sheeran and David decided to go 

after a television frequency. They learned of a group in Hamilton who were also putting 

together regional television.  

            The Hamilton group consisted of Dr Bill McArthur, an industrialist and arts patron 

who at the time was lecturing in film at Waikato University, Margaret Evans who was 

Hamilton’s Mayor at the time, Lois, and others. This was around 1992 when Lois was first on 

the Regional Council and working at Compact Theatre with Jeremy Bell. 

 David arranged to meet this lady in Auckland when I was up there. They met at a 

coffee shop which is what old people still call cafés: I’m sitting there with my mobile phone 

which was quite new at the time, and she strides into the coffee shop, takes one look at me, 

and says, ‘Well, you can put that bloody thing away for a start.’  He had to be remembering 
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that straight up. He thought, oh, here we go, then said, That was the beginning of a wonderful 

friendship. 

 David liked where she was coming from: she had her heart in the community and the 

stuff she wanted to do was the same as we wanted to create, and we started working together 

to get a frequency and someone at Gallaghers got behind us. That was possibly John 

Gallagher, the one interested in the arts who sometimes supported community projects 

through the Gallagher Foundation. They put together a very detailed whole business plan to 

try to raise funds on the share market to then apply for a licence. Unfortunately, we didn’t get 

enough investment. He thinks the frequency was part of the TAB licence. There weren’t 

many races then and so broadcasting could be done around them. They still went after the 

licence but were pipped at the post by Horizon TV which had branches such as Coast to 

Coast in the Waikato. 

 Weirdly, I used to work at the TAB which helped me through uni. I started off as a 

clerk before becoming a casual telet (telephone) operator. The clerk role meant that 

sometimes I had to announce the race results live on the radio. The live nature of this part of 

my work meant my eyes would go blurry and I could barely read the results. How I dreaded 

and hated that part of the role.  

 There was a good outcome for David from the bid to get a tv channel:  

Although we weren’t successful with the regional television gig, it still enabled 

me to carry on within the profession to build up the company, and I kept the 

relationship with Lois so we could go off and do these other projects. That wouldn’t 

have happened if we hadn’t tried to set up regional television. 

 

 Ninox Films went the way of the sought-after TV frequency. David’s partner turned 

rogue, stealing funds from the overseas revenue stream. The company had been making 600 

thousand a year in overseas sales for Sensing Murder. The receivers were called in by his 
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partner. A guy who took over the company stripped it of its assets then handed the empty 

shell back to David. The broadcasters wondered what was going on and there were no more 

commissions.  

Lois was:   

Always looking for projects that we could work together on… She came to me 

with the idea of making a documentary because she knew the story behind Sir 

Tristram, so I put together a proposal with her. I selected a director. He is now the 

producer of Country Calendar. I can’t remember his name (Julian O’Brien) and we 

applied to NZ on Air, or maybe it was TV3’s Inside New Zealand, because there was a 

strong documentary strand. They’re all gone now. They liked the idea because it was 

a really personalised story and we got the funding and we made the documentary, 

powerful documentary, lovely story. 

 

The documentary is the story of a horse breeder and his prize stallion. Cambridge 

horse breeder, Patrick Hogan, was desperate for a good stallion. His agent saw a horse that 

was not too expensive, so Patrick bought him for one hundred and sixty thousand dollars, 

which I understand was a pretty middling sort of price for a pretty middling sort of stallion in 

the stud farm world, even back in the day. Sir Tristram was born in County Kildare in 1971. 

The stallion had been in a paddock of mares who kicked him so much it was thought he 

might not be able to serve one.  He was reportedly a shocking looking horse into the bargain, 

but the scruffy stallion defied all expectations—going on to sire 140 stakes winners. Patrick 

Hogan’s stud farm, but specifically his stallion, was in high demand for years. Sir Tristram 

was tricky to handle and unpredictable until he had a couple of bits in his mouth, so Sir 

Patrick and other handlers wore a sort of horse-proof vest when getting close up and personal 

with him. 

The promise of the title was that Patrick would let Sir Tristram live out his old age on 

the farm if he did his duty by the clients’ mares. Both the man and the horse made good on 
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the promise and Patrick threw a 25th birthday party for the horse with many illustrious human 

guests. 

Lois was Associate Producer on The Promise and also its original narrator. The film 

was aired and became successful. David: had approaches for it to go international and for us 

to sell it internationally. But they preferred a man’s voice, and I replaced her with a guy.  

 It turns out that documentaries have a complicated afterlife, languishing without ever 

having a second airing. You could have an agent who negotiates on your behalf and there are 

variations on who owns copyright and how profitable it will be. Sometimes the company will 

take worldwide rights. The Promise was good for Ninox: The biggest admirer was Patrick 

Hogan, which should come as no surprise. He bought so many copies for friends and 

colleagues that in the end they just gave them to him for virtually nothing. David thought 

these copies had Lois as the narrator which would have pleased her —especially as she 

wasn’t too happy about being replaced by a bloke. 

 David and Lois were in frequent contact. Whenever she was in town, they met up and 

Bill, Margaret, Lois, and David often had dinner together. He thought the only other project 

the two of them worked on together was Shuriken. It was for a set piece for an arts series 

rather than a documentary slot: We were really fortunate because there was a big budget 

because it involved filming in Waiarapa, filming in Hamilton, and filming in Japan.  

 It turns out there is an awful lot of work behind the scenes before you can make a 

film. You have to create proposal: It’s huge and nine times out of ten, you don’t get 

anywhere. You have to structure out what the story is going to be, your approach and who 

your creative team are as well as the elements involved. A doco has four parts needing 

research to flesh out the elements: It is getting harder and harder; they wanted more detail 

with Shuriken. It was a fascinating project because there were so many elements. A proposal 
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is about 20 pages long and you need a broadcaster on board before you start. You can then 

apply when a particular funding round comes up with NZ on Air. Shuriken involved: 

Interviewing people around the events of the day, recreating drama of the 

actual events which we filmed just out of Hamilton in an old army camp in 

Ngaruawahia. Then there was the controversy around what was happening on the site 

by the Japanese who wanted some recognition on the site, and the RSA who didn’t 

want it, didn’t want a bar of it so they were three of the components. Then there was 

the play itself…So we filmed the reality of staging the play in Hamilton and …then the 

play being staged in Tokyo and the issues that came up around that. 

 

Of Shuriken he says: Lois was the absolute driving force behind all of it and it was 

fantastic. The magic for me is the relationship between Yoko, Lois and myself. We became 

really close, and Yoko and I still stay in contact. David saw the original play: It was kind of 

interesting, but it wasn’t that great. To see it being performed with Japanese, young actors—

it was just stunning. It was amazing to see how the real people brought it alive. Really 

powerful. 

It seems like a lot of work for one screening. The ever-philosophical David replies: 

That’s just the nature of our business, you know. A little later he says: There’s no real history 

in television, no one in television would know it existed. It is all there in the archives but if no 

one is looking, it may as well be in the ether. I did find out that I could have hired The 

Promise for five dollars from TVNZ. Perhaps one day a TV nut will start working in the 

archives and spark a renaissance of old films and have an annual “made for TV NZ doco 

festival”? 

I ask how he found Lois as a person. He thinks for a few moments then describes her 

as:  

Fire and brimstone from when I first met her, well I mean it was show. It was 

just Lois’s forward defence attack. But, actually, she was the most passionate, 
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sincere, caring person and a wonderful friend. I loved Lois dearly and that side of it 

never came up again between us. 

 

He thought she should have had more recognition from WRC and had a Chair much 

earlier than the nine years it too: She always seemed to be struggling. Struggling to get 

recognition for the arts, struggling to get finance for the arts, struggling to get—. I suggest 

that they were projects rather than struggles. He is not sure: It was her struggles in the sense 

that she was very passionate about them.  

Reflecting on this, I realise that desiring change in society or in oneself nearly always 

seems to involve struggle. Most people take the path of least resistance, becoming carpenters, 

nurses, or criminals like their parents and living the lives that are most familiar. A minority 

seek the steeper path to a wider view. 

We discuss Lois’s politics. We decide she did kind of right-wing things, and that she 

was into money and business so maybe she was right leaning instead of left leaning? After 

talking with Martin Gallagher who thinks that people do left-wing things and right-wing 

things, and no one has a pure political position, I think maybe he is right. Just because we 

espouse a particular political stance, it doesn’t mean we always abide by it. Who—if they are 

being as honest as they can be—can’t think of examples of this in their own lives?  

He urges me to talk to Margaret Evans. You might not agree with her but it’s good to 

have different perspectives. I did speak with her and agreed that Lois had a complicated 

relationship with money. She wanted it one day and rejected its siren call the next. 

I turn off the recorders and discover, to my horror, that the email has not been sent but 

deleted instead. I try to adopt David’s philosophical stance and say that it is better to 

transcribe from the audio anyway as that way I get more familiar with the material. Inside I 

am just trying not to let myself think about it at all. I text Lee—the walkers and dog return ten 

minutes later. The dog refused to cross a cattle stop necessitating a different walking route. 
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David and Lee sit on deckchairs on the lawn; Sheree and I swap bad back stories. David 

wants to take us to lunch and says he needs to go into town to gas up and things, so he can 

drive us back in the limo.  

We motor in style to a charming local café with a lovely rear courtyard and David 

insists on treating us. He decides we should be dropped at the rose gardens. We wave 

goodbye. The roses are past their best, so we walk back into town. The sign at the edge of the 

cut-in-half-by-the-motorway-cemetery points to the Turnbull library and we decide it would 

be fun to visit the beautiful old building. Google maps give conflicting directions, and we 

finally figure out that the library has been moved to the temporary National Library up the 

road. No one has updated the sign.  

We go there and it is a little disappointing with the Dante exhibition consisting of 

very old manuscripts—we are not in the mood. At the Turnbull I find a couple of North and 

South references for Lois. We sojourn to The Backbencher Gastropub with gigantic models 

of current and slightly out of date politicians. Judith Collins is still head of the National Party 

in this pub. The Parliamentary Library is closed for the second time that I have visited. My 

cousin takes me to see the Hilma Af Klint exhibition at the City Gallery and for a fish 

sandwich at the Chocolate Fish Café at ShelIy Bay the next day. I love this city — the cool 

climate, the architecture, ubiquitous public transport, the interesting places waiting to be 

discovered, the surrounding hills, the ocean, and the endless tuis. 

David bought a big 650cc scooter in 2015 when he came back from China. He picked 

up his daughter and drove by car to Whakatane where the bike was. It must have been a 

rental car as they rode back to Hamilton where they stayed the night at Lois’s villa. They also 

stopped in on the way back from seeing other friends. She cooked them a most beautiful roast 

on the way —or maybe we had the roast on the way back. 

That was the last time I think I saw her.  
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Play it Together 

I listened to the last three interviews on my now obsolete audio recorder: the rest lost on 

drives and obsolete software. One of the surviving interviews is with Jeremy Bell. He arrived 

here from England with a background as a freelance director and stints at the Young Vic and 

The Royal Shakespeare Company. He was the first lecturer in drama studies at Waikato 

University who had a background in professional theatre, and he helped to develop the drama 

programme. As senior lecturer, he taught theatre performance, acting and directing, as well as 

theatre history. 

At the time, I thought there wasn’t much of moment in the interview and that he was 

holding out on me. Replaying it makes me realise it was the opposite. I had mercilessly 

grilled him like a CIA agent. He had been remarkably forthcoming, perhaps he needed to talk 

about her. I realise something else—I had needed to speak about Lois with someone who 

knew her well. As the interview progresses, I start talking over him about halfway through in 

my fervour. He sometimes tries to interrupt my interruptions; things are lost in the process. I 

also adopt his ubiquitous “you know”? all over the place. He is as cool and calm as a 

cucumber, well almost. 

 

*              * 

 

For the interview, I had arranged to meet him at the Gallagher Academy of 

Performing Arts which looks like the prow of a ship. It surveys a small lake, and the Waikato 

University grounds. I have been here for concerts and plays. Each time I visit, I am struck by 

its beautiful soaring ceilings and panoramic views. There are rafts of ducks on the lake and 

flocks of them waddling around on land. This place is a tad intimidating and wonderful at the 
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same time. You want to straighten your outfit and hair, regretting your choice of clothing on 

entering its lofty interior. You feel like an impostor.  

 We find a seat and get comfortable, well as comfortable as we are going to get this 

day. I am nervous. Jeremy is very tall and quite handsome. For a moment I want to bolt, but 

get myself in hand. “He’s a man. He’s just a man,” Lois sings into my mind’s ear. For all I 

know he could be nervous too, worrying about spilling secrets that might end up in print for 

anyone to read. Confidences may slip (I sincerely hope so), metaphorical blood might be 

shed. Lucky for him, I am an amateur. 

 Lois had been involved with drama since the age of seven. She had the experience of 

running an independent theatre in Auckland so when she: 

 Came to Hamilton, it was just natural for me to look around and find an 

outlet for that. And I just happened to, very early on at my days at Radio Pacific, I 

saw in the paper that there was a new Director of Drama up at the University.  

 

She thought:  

Oh, he would be interesting to interview — and so I invited him to come into 

the studio. He was about to start casting for the Chekhov play, The Cherry Orchard, 

and I thought, oh, I’ll audition. So, I did, and I got the leading role in that. And out of 

that, Jeremy and I became a bit closer than just— 

 

Jeremy says, almost as an opening line: 

  I don’t know if you know, Lois and I were in a relationship for two or three 

years, something like that...It started around about December 1990. She auditioned 

for a production I was doing: a play called The Cherry Orchard. I gave her the part. 

 

Fresh off the plane, people had told him that Coromandel was a nice place to be. Lois 

said she was going there for Christmas and invited him to drop in if he was over that way. He 

did. They were having a house party—youngsters and oldsters: so we kind of got it together 
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that holiday. And then we became a kind of item. Another romantic liaison had begun, and the 

offspring was a theatre company the pair set up called Compact Theatre. He continues: 

We were both kind of in this theatre thing and we did the show ok. Then we 

kinda decided we’d form this Theatre Company together called Compact Theatre 

Company. She was great at the business side of it, the producing, which is what I 

needed. I really needed somebody who could look after all that. So, it was kind of this 

business marriage made in heaven, right. [Laughter] 

 

She said: 

We decided we would run classical productions but there was nowhere to do 

it. The university only had the New Place which is just a little black box theatre. There 

was nowhere in town, apart from Clarence Street, which wasn’t operating at that 

stage. Founders was far too big, and in fact, Clarence Street was far too big too for 

straight theatre.  

 

Ironically, considering her later involvement, Lois said they were locked out of 

Riverlea: We were a new group, so you weren’t kind of invited into those groups. 

Jeremy said: And what became an unspoken quid pro quo in this for her was that she 

got a part in a play. We both laugh wickedly. He continues: 

We never actually discussed this. I did come forward at some point and make 

a suggestion about one play which really didn’t have a part for her in it. She was like, 

‘Nah, it’s not going to work. No one is going to come and see it’, so we didn’t do that 

play. We did something else, which funnily enough, had a part that she quite liked in 

it, you know. 

 

Lois described her role: I produced the shows. Producing a show from start to finish  

means you do all the marketing; you raise all the money. You organise everything from front 

of house. It’s a huge job being a producer. She showed me photographs of Tartuffe with the 

actors in their sumptuous costumes.  
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Jeremy continues: 

The big thing about Compact was that we did plays at the museum. No one 

had ever done anything like that, but the museum was going through a crisis: not 

enough people through the doors. There was a lot of political pressure; we managed 

to—Lois negotiated all this—she managed to get them to agree for us to do a play in 

one of the galleries for a week or two weeks. We got a fantastic costume designer 

through Lois, Lee-Shun Wong, who worked at Artmakers at the time. So, we put this 

production of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night on upstairs, smaller gallery. No one had 

seen anything like it: the costumes, a half-decent production. Funnily enough, Lois 

wasn’t in that one. I was surprised: it was pretty much sold out for the short period 

that we did it. 

 

Lois is even more enthusiastic about the costumes: 

We had Lee-Shun Wong do the costumes. They were the most beautiful things 

you’ve ever seen. She had worked in London; she had trained in London, and she had 

this wonderful artistic flair that brought the east and the west together. She created 

very authentic but very ornate costumes that no one in this town had ever seen before. 

They were the most magnificent things. 

  

The play drew in students that Jeremy was teaching as well as members of the 

community: It kind of changed the environment a little bit in terms of what people were doing 

theatre-wise in Hamilton. The play was successful enough for them to repeat the experience 

the following year with the French comedy, Tartuffe. Lee-Shun again made the sumptuous 

outfits. The same mixture of people came to watch:  

I was in it. Lois was in it. A lot of people were waiting for us to be successful; 

it was a lot of us poncing around in very nice costumes, and I think doing a pretty 

decent job of the play. You can tell, you know.  

 

 The next one was Our Country’s Good, which was moved up a level in the Museum 

to the big upstairs gallery. That one was a bit more challenging, not being well-known. It was 
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about convicts arriving in Australia in the first convict ships and people being civilised. It 

featured one of the officers rehearsing a play with convicts. It had a large cast with both male 

and female parts. There was an interesting result when the sound designer went off and 

worked for Weta workshops.  

Again, the play was successful and the following year they performed Dickens’s A 

Christmas Carol, which was quite an extravagant production. The set designer was 

Adrienne’s then boyfriend, later husband, an architectural student from Auckland. He 

designed a sort of theatre-in-the-round: People knew the story; it was Christmas time and 

quite a big production. There were people singing in it as well, yeah. A lot of people came 

and that was what led on to Shuriken.  

The ducks are very noisy, their quacking making a strange accompaniment to our 

discussions of “high art”. Lois thought that the plays drew good crowds: People got to know, 

and they just flocked to them because they were so good. And they were: the lighting, the 

sound, everything was just professional. Speaking of her acting roles, Lois merely says, I was 

in Tartuffe, and I was in Our Country’s Good. I thoroughly enjoyed those. They were great. 

 By the time Shuriken came along, the theatre company and the relationship had both 

gone the way of the woolly mammoth and the huia. Lois put the ending of the theatre this 

way: 

Then Jeremy got involved with the new performing arts centre going up and I 

had been asked to do the Shuriken production, which was nothing to do with Jeremy, 

and we had split up by that stage. It had fizzled out and so we kind of went our 

separate ways but remained good friends. And I was already on the regional council, 

so I think I was probably getting a bit snowed by work and things. 

 

Jeremy tells a similar tale. We’d done the four productions and by the time it got to 

Shuriken, Lois and I had separated, going different ways. That was very much her own thing. 

He says lots of lovely things about her handling of Shuriken. He praises her choice of Marc, 
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also a doctor of tropical diseases, as director and the use of real Japanese actors. The play was 

actually Marc Shaw’s idea; the Japanese actors were possibly a group decision: 

By doing that, she kind of made the play come alive in terms of what it is 

about: the difference between New Zealand culture and Japanese culture. There it 

was, in the flesh. You couldn’t deny it you know. It’s a bit like Othello and you’ve got 

a white actor who puts brown paint on. You always know it’s a white actor on that 

stage. You feel what the play is about, straight away, you know what I mean?  

 

He is starting to distance himself from the death throes of Compact: 

If you’re wondering about the wind-up process, it was all Lois’s baby in terms 

of the business side of it. We made agreements. I came up with an idea for a play; she 

liked it. We went ahead with it. And the business side of it—frankly I knew nothing 

about whatsoever. It was for her to deal with. So, she organised it by herself which 

was terrific. 

 

 We chat about the Academy and his role in its development: Well, I was a part of a 

group of people who proposed this building at the university, and I kind of saw it grow 

through the design and all through the process. The first manager got pregnant and left. 

Jeremy applied for the job and got it. He remained in the role for the next 16 years. 

 Now that the conversational ice is broken, I launch into deeply probing and personal 

questions about Lois and her relationship with him. I realise she has told me very little about 

her relationships, what made them grow and what made them wither. I ask in an indirect way 

about Lois’s ambitions for herself as an actor:  

I was probably like an angel from heaven for her when I turned up (laughter). 

I came in with a lot of theatre background in England. I was doing shows and I have 

a lot of professional experience, so I guess for her I was a kind of opportunity to 

explore that aspect which she maybe did not have the confidence to explore when she 

was younger. 
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He speaks of the difficulties of being a professional actor: 

Committing yourself to being a performer for life is a really hard thing. You’re 

submitting yourself to abject poverty mostly, unless you’re extremely lucky. And 

constant refusals. And constant kickbacks. It’s not an easy or cheerful profession. 

People are always saying no to you. NO. 

 

 I need more. I question him. But what was she like? I hesitate to ask. I mean I’ve 

never seen her acting so was she any good? What kind of actress was she? (Laugh). Could 

you rate her do you think in a professional capacity? There shouldn’t be any 

misunderstanding about my question this time. He prevaricates again. This is what it is like 

talking to politicians. He is clearly feeling put on the spot:  

Like I said, it’s really hard to answer that question; she was serious about it, 

and she wanted to do it as well as she could, and I’m not actually well placed to say 

she had a fantastic talent. Do I think she had a fantastic talent? I think if you have a 

fantastic talent generally, it is a part of you that has to do it, and probably you put it 

away and you just live with it. You’ve got to get up on that stage and you know that’s 

the thing you’ve got to be doing. 

 

Clever answer but I don’t know who would be better placed to answer that question. I 

can only conclude from this that she was better than your average actor, but no Emma 

Thompson. It must have been hard to have striven for something and worked at it from all 

angles for so long, but be afraid to really try to grab that brass ring. Worse, you fear the ring 

was never meant for you. If you grasped it, it would turn to ash. Then what becomes of the 

dream? He reconsiders and offers this: 

There’s a lot of people who do it that don’t necessarily have that level of 

talent, so a lot of people put their toe in the water and see if it is as good as they say; 

so I can’t really answer that. I don’t think the stuff she did with me was in any way 

stretching her as an actor, pulling out parts of her which no one had ever seen before. 

I mean I would say this about Lois: you may have a completely different experience of 
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her—she was very open about what she wanted, what she thought, what she felt about 

things but actually, emotionally she was, ah, quite controlled with herself. She did not 

like letting herself go wild.  

 

Perhaps it was this withholding of herself that prevented her from being a better actor. 

Her wildness, such as it was, wasn’t really wildness; it was bravado. I imagine that to be a 

great actor, you would have to be able to dig deep into yourself and pull up the whole range 

of human emotions. I did a term of adult acting once at Riverlea. The only time I could lose 

my overweening self-consciousness was when pretending to be a character so far removed 

from myself, say a German Commandant or a snail, that I could throw myself into the role. 

Anything closer to home and I shrank and petrified.  

 

*   * 

Perhaps Lois, though trained, was afraid to touch the core of herself. To bare ourselves like 

that requires massive trust and courage that few of us possess. Xhili’s comments are more 

straightforward as she sums up her acting this way: 

Very dramatic. You know how some people play characters really well? She 

would play a cowering woman character. She did very like old fashioned kind of 

acting, and she enjoyed old fashioned kind of plays like Macbeth and that kind of 

stuff. She didn’t like the newish ones that people are doing now.  

 

Xhili also mentions a dream of her grandmother’s: 

 She always wanted to be a movie star: she wanted to star in it. It didn’t matter 

what the movie was, she wanted to be the main character, and I promised her that I 

would make her a movie —but she died. 

 

Are there things left that you might have wanted to do? I asked Lois: 
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I wanted to be a movie star, well not a star but to act in a movie and I don’t 

think I’ll be able to achieve that. 

Make your own movie. I suggest and we both laugh. 

Um, I’ve got a friend who’s a Hollywood director [Yoko Narahashi]. She sent 

me her latest film script but unfortunately, it’s all in Japanese with a French actor, so 

there’s nothing in there for me either. She tends to do the wrong kind of movies. I 

keep saying to her, ‘When are you going to write something that I can do?’ 

So, you’d still like to be in a movie? 

Oh, just a bit part. Just because that’s something I’ve always wanted to do. 

When I was little, I wanted to be a movie star. And while I don’t want to be a movie 

star any more— 

I’d like to be in a movie. I finish. 

 

There is one more opinion about her acting that I find. It’s a review written by 

Marshall Walker about a performance of The Cherry Orchard.  He was my first English 

lecturer: fomenting my love of poetry and stories. Marshall wrote: At the centre of it all was 

the restless inertia of Lois Livingston’s authoritative Madame Ranevsky, commanding, 

vulnerable, escapist. I guess she just needed the right part. 

 

*   * 

 

Back at the Academy, I ask Jeremy what interested him in Lois. He cites her intelligence, 

sense of fun, and wanting the same things as him, as well as a bit of lust. He also extols the 

joys of going on holiday as a couple: When you’re a couple, you can do things you’d 

probably not do on your own. 

 I am now on a roll. Unbelievably, I ask: I’m curious. I don’t want to probe but I do. 

Your relationship, who kind of wore the pants? How did you negotiate the power dynamics in 

your relationship? I’m interested in how that worked.  
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Strangely, there is a long silence. Gosh, um—I don’t really know actually um.  

I feel a little bad: Maybe it wasn’t an issue?   

He gives it a go anyway: 

It probably was. The problem was that I was extremely busy. I was on my own 

teaching the drama programme and if I wasn’t in class, I was preparing lectures or 

dealing with students or doing all the things you have to do. And at the same time, I 

was trying to rehearse these plays. 

 

And then it comes, the little twist he omitted earlier. Probably the real reason  

Compact imploded: 

I’m very aware that we separated cause I actually went into another 

relationship. She was pretty devastated about that. So, it’s an oxymoron Look, you 

know, she made it clear that she was quite devastated. She made it clear that she was 

very upset that we were apart, but, from my point of view, it just felt like we didn’t 

have a long-term future.  

 

I don’t know what he meant by oxymoron or maybe I heard wrong: another 

relationship. Two little words that blow hearts into smithereens. When someone you love 

dumps you, it doesn’t really matter the reason—found another person they like better, s/he 

doesn’t love you, he/she/they don’t like your hairdo. The effects are the same. Most of us 

have been there. You feel like you have fallen on a bed of nails from eight feet up. Some days 

you want to die so you don’t have to feel these wounds. It seems like nothing will ever be ok 

for you again. Tears flow like water from broken pipes.  

I never knew she felt this way about him. Come to think of it, she never expressed her 

deep hurts to me. He was right about her being private, at least in some respects. I think she 

guarded those feelings that made her vulnerable by playing up the ones that didn’t. I can 

relate. I am a little sad that she didn’t entrust me with some of them. I wonder if she shared 

them with anyone.  
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I still don’t have a real sense of why they broke up: 

  Why was that though? 

I don’t know if it was me. How do you know about these things? You just have 

the feeling about your projections into the future and you think well, how is it now 

and how is it in five- or ten-years’ time? Does the door seem open to that? Or is it 

half-closed or is it just a little bit open, or is it just closed you know? And um —that’s 

about all I can really say about that. I didn’t feel confident that the door was open. 

 

Who hasn’t heard something to that effect? That is all I am going to get on the 

subject. I wonder if anyone really knows why they are madly drawn to someone, and not to 

someone else, when, objectively, the someone else is a much better proposition. I guess it’s 

like they say—the heart wants what the heart wants. When it doesn’t want it anymore, it spits 

it out. To be fair, Lois has done the same thing to others, including her husband. I left my 

husband too, but in my case, there didn’t seem to be any viable options. We hurt; we get hurt. 

That wasn’t quite the end of this particular story though, as Lois contacted Jeremy on 

Facebook about three months before she died:  

‘Hi, how are you? Let’s meet up,’ Lois suggested. 

We had lunch and she was very philosophical, and we had a fantastic—it was 

just like old times. All the gossip, all the talk going back to the old days. She totally 

accepted that she could die the following month.  

 

 I am not sure about that last bit, but I am glad they made peace with one another. 

Jeremy reflected some more on the relationship: 

We’d never been bitter, or I had never been bitter. She could just as easily 

have been bitter. I think she was on some levels actually. It was fantastic to kind of 

reconstitute that. We did talk quite intimately about things. She was very straight 

about where she was at. She talked about her granddaughter and Adrienne. Shuriken 

we talked about. I said to her what I said in the speech, you’ve made amazing 

achievements. I think she was probably flattered, delighted, you know. I think it was 
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recognising that and saying that directly to her cause I had an appreciation of the 

meaning of that which possibly lots of people don’t. 

 

There were things she didn’t share with her lover, but who shares our most shameful 

or hurtful secrets unless we are very sure of the beloved? Those secrets can tip the balance to 

the wrong side of the ledger in an instant. Sometimes, it is best to share them anyway as a 

road to true intimacy and trust. Sometimes, it is hard to tell which path is best.  

Ducks quack loudly as a sort of Greek Chorus in the conversation. Men plan; ducks 

quack. One dives, feathered bottom pointing to the sky, intent on finding tasty morsels of 

heaven knows what in the dubious looking pond. “Lake” seems a bit of an overstatement, but 

the ducks are unconcerned with semantics. They dive, they quack, they waddle around on 

land.  

Things take a dubious turn. We speak ill of the dead Lois, with relish and manic 

laughter. We have both loved her and I think we were just letting off steam, the tension of 

this strange conversation. We speak of her single-mindedness to the point of foolhardiness 

and other things that don’t make us look good, but these are told amongst praiseworthy 

descriptions. I hesitate to record these. None of us want our worst traits exposed, even if we 

are dead. On the other hand, we need to know we can achieve important things despite them. 

It is our failings that make us relatable. Jeremy continues: 

She certainly put people’s backs up. There’s no doubt about that, you know. 

She was very much a— I struggle for the right words. 

A bit high-handed.  

She was not very democratic. She was more of a dictator. 

Yeah. 

She did things and then told you about it later and you thought, Hang on. 

What about the rest of the Trust or the committee or whatever? I don’t know what that 

was. I think she just kind of went with the moment which caused problems. Like you 

say, she always seemed to come out of it somehow. 
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 She set her goals pretty clearly. She put it out there. After that she didn’t 

really mind how she got there, you know?  

I know. I’ve been horrified with some things. Oh my god. (Laugh) but I sort of 

felt my role was not to rein her in, but kind of keep her accountable. Cause it might be 

complete fantasy on my part, I never in all the time I’ve known her, I have never seen 

anybody go against her. I’ve never seen anyone say, ‘Hang on, that’s wrong.’ I rarely 

witnessed that. I sort of felt some people didn’t dare...my role was to say it. I never 

spoke to Lois about it, but I got the sense that she felt that too. ‘You can’t do that, 

hold on, wait a minute’, you know. So, for me too, she was very — so I learnt so much 

from watching her. She’d go in there, to council or wherever, and treat them like they 

were naughty children.  

 Yes. She was not in any way impressed. Jeremy agrees. 

It was like they were a bunch of new entrants.                    

Absolutely. 

And it was like, man if I tried that, I‘d be hung, and I don’t know how she got 

away with it. (Sounding angry)  

I know. I know. She just had the chutzpah.  

How did she get away with—? 

She’d argue the point even if she was in some highly illogical place; she had 

enough charm to be able to — 

I think that’s what it was. She’d almost refuse to prepare sometimes. Nah, and 

she’d just do — She had confidence in herself. 

  Pretty experienced. Been on the radio and everything; all of that. 

  Fantastic. Anything else you want to tell me? 

  Not really. 

 I expect that is more than enough. Earlier, he speaks about a show called ANZAC Eve 

and asks if I want to see it. I pretend I do. I put my audio recorder in my bag, make my 

goodbyes and walk to my car. I have forgotten to get my free tickets to the ANZAC play. I 

am tired of plays and books about war. 

          Pure, clear notes float through the auditorium as a group practises for a musical 

performance. The kind of singing that transports you to a place where there is no violence, no 
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pain, no greed. A place where you are part of something bigger, something nobler. The kind 

of music that makes you want to weep with deep longing and sadness.  
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Shuriken 

On a side table in the lounge at Brookfield Street, a miniature Japanese garden takes pride of 

place. I figure this is a precious memento or gift from Japan. I discover years later that you 

can buy these online for about 50 bucks. There are also the Japanese bowls and other bric-a-

brac that were hidden amongst the costumes and props. Lois did not seem very attached to 

material possessions, so the fact that they are on display at all tells me that they have special 

associations for her. These are the things that remind her of the Shuriken period. This is the 

longest session of them all and one of the most animated. 

         A shuriken was a short, knife-like weapon used for throwing in one of the martial arts 

of the Edo period (1600-1868). They were about 21 centimetres in length and made of steel, 

being thrown without a spin. I expect the name was chosen as Shuriken is also a war play, 

about violence and cultures clashing.  

         Shuriken is the tragic story of a war “incident” in New Zealand in 1943. Vincent 

O’Sullivan wrote a play about it in 1985. In 1995, the 50th anniversary of the end of the war, 

Lois produced this play which was performed in New Zealand, then toured in Japan in a nice 

circular fashion. O’Sullivan toured with them to see his work being performed in a very 

professional and authentic way. The play was also accompanied by a Japanese producer and a 

television crew who made a documentary about it. It was hoped the bi-cultural play would go 

a little way towards healing old wounds. So, this is also a story about the making and 

performing of this play, and how healing old wounds is always possible, sometimes in the 

most unlikely of ways. 

 There are perhaps not too many New Zealanders today who know of the existence of 

a prisoner of war camp in World War Two right in our own backyard. This is not surprising 

as the location of the camp was kept secret. The US wanted somewhere in the Pacific to store 

its captured POWs. In September 1942, New Zealand helped out by supplying one—the army 
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camp at Featherston. It wasn’t the first time Featherston had been used as an internment 

camp: it held 14 WW1 Germans from 1918 to 1920. Originally set up as a military training 

camp, it came with its own 40-bed hospital. Major R.H Perrett was the first commandant. He 

was followed by Lieutenant Colonel D.H Donaldson in mid-December 1942.  

Accounts of the number of prisoners in the camp vary from eight to nine hundred. 

Most were from the Guadalcanal Campaign, many of them conscripts. This group comprised 

Koreans and members of forced labour units who had been working at Henderson Field 

(Guadalcanal). They probably survived ocean drowning due to being in the tropics. Most of a 

smaller group of about 240 officers and other ranks of the Imperial Japanese Army, Navy, 

and Air Force were crew from the Furutaka, sunk during the Battle of Cape Esperance. There 

were also 19 surviving crew off the destroyer, Akatsuki.  

The prisoners lived in small army huts in groups of eight. Officers were given New 

Zealand battledress, dyed blue with matching hats. Lower ranks were dressed in WW1 

uniforms, also dyed blue with a diamond-shaped khaki patch sewn on the back of the jacket. 

The patches were also sewn on the front and back of the right trouser thigh. Thus, the 

upcycled uniforms became other, like the men who wore them. 

There were four compounds, each with its own leader in charge of order and 

cleanliness. Life in the camp was reasonably civilised for the most part. Prisoners cultivated 

small vegetable and flower gardens outside the huts. They even constructed a tennis court by 

levelling the ground and making nets and rackets from found materials. Prisoners carved 

mahjong sets from wood, movies were shown once a fortnight. The Japanese also put on 

traditional costume plays in the recreation huts. This is sounding like summer camp, but the 

underlying tensions were always lying in wait ready to throttle any complacency on either 

side of the cultural divide. In his play, O’Sullivan describes the racial tensions: 

It is difficult to think of two people less prepared for each other personally than New 

Zealanders and Japanese in the 1940s... We had no experience as guards; they had no 
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philosophy to help them cope under arrest...Shuriken, then, is a war play without 

‘goodies’ or ‘baddies’. There was nothing that could make the average Japanese 

soldier at ease in a New Zealand POW camp, and there was no way the average Kiwi 

soldier could grasp how his charges thought. 

 

With the Dad’s Army farmer and baker prison guards having no experience 

whatsoever on the one hand, and Japanese prisoners, considered as good as dead for being 

captured on the other, the stage was set for a cultural clash.  

A wide range of attitudes towards their charges prevailed amongst the New Zealand 

guards. Excerpts from O’Sullivan’s play illustrate these:  

CAMP COMMANDANT: What we have to remember men - what you have to keep 

in your mind every minute of the day - is that we’re dealing with a different order of 

human being entirely. There are some, perhaps, who would ask: are we dealing with 

human beings at all? I wouldn’t choose to go that far.  

  

In contrast to the kiwis, there is this from a Japanese Lieutenant, Adachi: 

ADACHI: From Field Service Code, ‘Regard for Reputation’, Chapter Two. ‘Those 

who know shame are strong. Never live with shame. Never die in disgrace.’ 

 

JACKO: Defend a hundred square miles of fucken sheep against a horde of yellow 

vegetarians…  

 

The prisoners were set to work planting, weeding, and making furniture. Some work 

was considered shameful to the Japanese. A soldier explains how he would deal with 

Japanese prisoners reluctant to perform some physical labour: 

POM: I’d take one a day and march him out there in front of the others, front of all his 

mates, and I’d say righto my lovelies, who’s not going to do some digging today, eh? 

I’m not says our little yellow friend. He cocks his thumb as though cocking a gun. No 

workee? He clicks his tongue and holds his fingers to an imaginary head. Bang. Next 
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day, move on to number two. End of the week you’d have the busiest little army of 

workers you ever heard of.  

 

Not all the guards felt this way:  

 ERNIE: Tiny reckons they’re pretty much like us, give or take a bit. 

ERNIE: I try to see them as fellow men. ‘Love thy neighbour’ - you know? I’ve 

always been one for that if I can.  

 

Things rubbed along with varying degrees of success until they decided to make the 

Japanese prisoners dig a rugby field. This was a step too far for the Japanese who considered 

this a frivolous activity far beneath them. The rugby-mad New Zealanders were not going to 

let the “insubordination” go. On the 22nd of February 1943, a group of 275 recent prisoners 

staged a sit-down strike. Accounts of what happened are unclear, but a warning shot was 

fired. Adachi was shot and wounded by the camp adjutant. No one was certain what exactly 

happened next. The prisoners rose; approached, charged (or seemed to charge) with stones. 

No order was given, but the guards opened fire with rifles, sub-machine guns, and pistols. 50 

seconds later 46 prisoners were dead. 18 died later of their injuries and 94 were wounded. A 

ricocheted bullet killed Private Walter Pelvin, with several other New Zealand guards injured 

with rocks. Six others were wounded by unknown means. 

 All that remains of the original scene is a copper plaque, bones, 49 cherry trees, and a 

haiku. 

Fast forward to the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second World War and the 

tenth anniversary of Hamilton’s sister city relationship with Saitama City (part of Tokyo). Dr 

Marc Shaw, aka Timothy Malcolm (The Shavian Theatre Company), went to Margaret Evans 

(Mayor at the time) and suggested that Hamilton produce a play to celebrate. He chose 

O’Sullivan’s Shuriken which got the Mayoral nod of approval. Margaret asked Lois to 

produce the play because of her experience with Compact Theatre. Lois explained: 
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So, my job was to find someone like me in Japan to act as the Japanese 

liaison. I had never had anything to do with Japan. I had never met a Japanese 

person in my life at that stage. I was like, oh, okay. Anyway, we had to raise quite a 

bit of money because we wanted to take the play to Japan. It was decided that we 

would bring Japanese actors out because the play had only ever been made with other 

nationalities as the Japanese. Well of course that created mayhem. The old prisoners 

of war, the RSAs, the Chamber of Commerce, Mavora Hamilton (then CEO of the 

Chamber of Commerce). They all came out against this play.  

 

 The objectors had often not read the play. They thought it was pro-Japanese and 

would damage international trade and the like. This was a play attempting to help heal those 

wounds, not exacerbate them. Of course, allied prisoners were tortured and treated 

appallingly by the Japanese: 

And you could understand their feelings and we tried to explain to them that 

this was about a healing process. And they said, ‘Yes, well after we’re dead, you can 

show it, but not before that.’ And it had been produced all over the country before 

this. So, we got national and international media involved, and everybody started 

talking about this play, that it was being put together in Japan. 

 

Lois applied to Creative New Zealand for a grant. They needed to raise $100,000 to 

take the play to Japan. The naysayers talked to the funders in an attempt to sabotage the 

plans. They declined invitations to see the play when it was performed in Hamilton. 

Meanwhile, Lois was still trying to source someone to produce it in Japan. She 

approached the New Zealand Embassy in Japan, and contacted the Ambassador, Maarten 

Wevers, via Margaret Evans. He was a fluent Japanese speaker:  

Lovely man and he said he would find somebody, and it happened that he told 

his staff. One of his staff at a cocktail evening or something happened to meet this 

woman who was a Japanese director/producer, had her own casting company. And 

out of the blue, I was sitting at work and the phone rang, and this woman was on the 
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other end of the phone with an American accent and said, ‘I’m Yoko Narahashi from 

Tokyo.’ And I thought ok, and I’d like to talk to you about this play. 

  

 Lois sent Yoko a copy of the play and she agreed to produce it in Japan. She also 

volunteered to find the six Japanese actors. The New Zealanders hosted the actors for two 

months while they got acclimatised and practised the play:  

I had six local actors for the New Zealand guys, and they were probably much 

like the guys who actually did go into the camp. They had no training; they weren’t 

disciplined soldiers. They couldn’t march, for example. We used to try and practice 

marching. They certainly didn’t know how to handle weapons, apart from those who 

had been on farms and things, wouldn’t have a clue. But when we asked the guy who 

was going to be the colonel, Mark Houlahan, to fire a gun—he had a handgun, was 

going to fire the shot into Adachi in the play—he held it with two hands. ‘Where did 

you get holding it with two hands?’ I said, ’Oh Mark, you only have to use one hand 

to fire a gun.’ So that’s how naïve they were.  

And then when the Japanese arrived, six highly professional actors from 

Japan who had been trained in martial art; they were so disciplined, and so co-

ordinated, word perfect with their parts by the time they had even arrived in New 

Zealand. Our guys were bumbling around like idiots, just local amateur actors. They 

got the shock of their lives when they met these guys. But they all became the best of 

mates and had an absolutely wonderful time.  

 

The cast was as follows: 

New Zealand Army 

Tiny    Alec Forbes 

Ernie    Sean Lynch 

Jacko    Russell Raethel 

Pom    Adam White 

Tai    Turie Reedy 

Adjutant   Mark Houlahan 
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Camp Commandant  Tony Barry 

 

Prisoners 

Adachi    Masanobu  Yada 

Charlie    Koki Asano 

Spirit and 2nd prisoner Ken Agarida 

1st prisoner   Tadashi Watanabe 

3rd prisoner   Eijiro Ozaki 

4th prisoner   Nobuyuki Saito 

 

Directed by Marc Shaw ` 

Produced by Lois Livingston (Hamilton) and Yoko Narahashi (United Performers’ Studio, 

Tokyo). 

The Japanese actors couldn’t get over the difference between Hamilton and their 

hometown: And they used to come and stand in my backyard and look up at the sky and you’d 

watch them, and they would stand there for ages. They had never seen a star in their lives.  

They were charming young men and had no more idea about the Second World War than 

New Zealanders of the same age. Their culture had shifted dramatically with many 

youngsters becoming pacifists and environmentalists.  

 Yoko came over for a month, staying with Lois and becoming a lifetime friend. 

TVNZ engaged Ninox Films to make a Work of Art Documentary for primetime television. 

This became Prisoners of Culture, produced by David Baldock and directed by Steve 

Lahood. 

 The gathering up of all the authentic props was a production in itself. They borrowed 

the costumes and guns from the war museum in Waiouru. They had to have a guy with a gun 
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licence to look after all the guns there every night: we weren’t allowed to even bring the guns 

out of the safe before this guy arrived and did it all. 

 The play was performed in the upstairs galleries at the Museum because of the 

historical elements. They created a theatre with a very plain and stark set. One wall became a 

Japanese flag with a New Zealand one on the opposite side. The action took place below 

these two enormous flags. The play itself was superb and got a standing ovation on the first 

night. We struggled to get full houses because of all this bad press. People stayed away. 

It ran for two weeks then they packed everything and everybody up and flew to Japan. They 

received $40,000 from Creative New Zealand, the biggest grant given at the time mostly due 

to Maarten Wevers in Japan and, people in New Zealand within government who decided it 

was a good idea, and Creative New Zealand could see it was a very good international 

project. 

 Yoko organised billets for all the actors through sister city contacts and the like with 

the Innox television crew staying at the New Zealand Embassy. 

 Though little known here, Yoko Narahashi is a major figure in the film industry of her 

home country. She became a go-to person for international movie makers for things Japanese. 

In 2013, the English language newspaper, The Japan Times, called her an ‘all-round 

interpreter of Japan for U.S. movies’. She is an award-winning director, producer, casting 

director, and lyricist. Her film credits include Casting Director for The Ramen Girl, and 

Babel, Director of The Winds of God, and Associate Producer and Casting Associate of The 

Last Samurai starring Tom Cruise. This last was filmed largely on the hillsides of Uruti with 

Mount Taranaki standing in as Mount Fujiyama. 

Yoko was the same age as Lois: multi-talented, involved with drama on several 

levels, and living life large. She was a woman after Lois’s heart, and it is no surprise that they 

became fast friends. 
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 Whilst staying with Yoko, Lois observed that Tokyo was a series of small villages 

with a centre. The one Yoko lived in still had cobblestone streets. It was November and she 

was shocked to find that on the streets, the music was playing all the time and it was 

Christmas carols. So, you go to Japan thinking you will hear Japanese music and you hear 

bloody western Christmas carols everywhere. On the plus side, staying with a local meant 

that you get into the back streets, and you find...where to eat and where to shop and 

fascinating little craft places.  

 Staying with the locals had other benefits as well. Lois was invited to a tea ceremony 

in a large tatami-matted room in the house of Yoko’s aunt. The aunt and Yoko’s mother lived 

in a very posh apartment block which (I discovered) they owned, in the best part of Tokyo, 

overlooking the Imperial Palace. The two hours sitting on her knees was not so welcome: I 

thought I’d never walk again. It was fantastic though. She got to eat wonderful home-cooked 

Japanese food. 

  As the producer of the play, she was invited to stay with the Deputy Mayor and his 

family. Being November and Japan, the weather can range from sunny and clear to cold and 

wet in the space of a few hours, with many meteorological variations in-between. Lois was 

cold in her large room furnished with tatami mats, a futon, and duvets. The main heating was 

a pit in their lounge. A bit like a coffee table over the top of it and you sit in the pit. It’s got a 

fire on the bottom of it, and you keep toasty warm. 

Lois managed to trip and badly sprain her ankle while visiting old temples and places 

of interest. Despite the director being a doctor and one of the actors a physiotherapist, they 

didn’t do much for my foot. By the time she got to her host family, the ankle was sort of 

disgusting colours of green and yellow and blowing up like a balloon. The wife took one look 

at it and put this particular pack thing on it that she got out of her fridge, and it was amazing. 
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The next day it had almost healed. A Japanese housewife did what western medicine had 

failed to do. 

 She bought a fair bit of stuff. Luckily, we had this huge set so we could bury all our 

treasures that we got in Japan, including my Japanese cabinet, in amongst the set. Thus, they 

avoided excess baggage duties and it all arrived safely back in New Zealand. 

 She found the Japanese people just lovely, really friendly, and so courteous and so 

well-mannered. As with many western visitors to Japan, she thought the people put us all to 

shame really. The Japanese trip was like a huge cultural shock for me too to break down my 

kiwi-ness and take on another culture for what amounted to three or four months of intense 

association. 

There was yet another New Zealand/Japan link that was discovered when Yoko and 

her mother were going through her mother’s collection of old photographs in Tokyo. They 

came across one of an Anglican minister. It said on the bottom, St Paul’s Collegiate, 

Hamilton. It turned out that Yoko’s uncle went to Hamilton to teach Japanese and religious 

studies, and Yoko’s grandmother also went to look after him. 

The play ran for a couple of weeks in Japan. Whilst there, Yoko and Lois discovered 

that some of the prisoners were still alive including Tashi Adachi who lived in Hiroshima. 

Yoko had been trying to get Adachi to come and see the play. He was 88 by this time, a: 

Very straight-up Japanese gentleman. One of the scenes is disrespectful to the 

emperor—it’s a New Zealand soldier trying to get a Japanese soldier to say 

something disrespectful through teaching him English. It comes out with ‘fuck 

emperor’ so we had a long talk with the cast, and Vincent O’Sullivan, the director, 

and the Japanese actors who didn’t want us to change the play. We finally decided to 

cut that for the Tokyo performance. And then Tashi Adachi decided he’d come. 
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 I can just see them in a big huddle trying to preserve the essence of the play and allow 

the real prisoners of war to attend at the same time. This compromise led to an early morning 

journey for Yoko and Lois who on the day of the opening:  

Got on the bullet train at half-past five in the morning, shot to Hiroshima at 

two hundred and fifty miles an hour, met him at Hiroshima. So, he came with us on 

the big train back to Tokyo. Amazing, this little old Japanese man with a tie on that 

has a kiwi on it. 

 

 Adachi and two other ex-POWs attended the play with the media in force as it was the 

first time that a Japanese POW had gone public about it. They were asked to go on stage to 

say a few words, but they initially refused, preferring just to watch:  

And then at the end when everybody was clapping, Tashi Adachi just got up 

and walked on stage and then the other two joined him. He said, ‘Yes, we were 

prisoners of war in that camp and while it was a very sad thing, it was just a 

misunderstanding.’ 

 

Adachi had had a dream since the shooting:  

And his dream was to put up a cherry orchard down there. And of course, the 

RSA and everybody just said no. They wouldn’t have a bar of it. The government 

wouldn’t have a bar of it. No one would have a bar of him putting any sort of 

memorial to the Japanese. 

 

At that point, there was just a plaque and: 

Wooden thing that said this was the site of a prisoner of war camp. So, he got 

his cherry orchard through the play and this international liaison with Japan that we 

established. Tashi Adachi, before he died, saw his cherry orchard. 

 

They also talked to New Zealand guards from the camp about their feelings towards 

the Japanese. They found that some of them had been quite friendly with the prisoners and 

many still had gifts from them and beautiful things they had made. Lois hadn’t seen the 
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orchard either, but Yoko and I did go to Featherston, and we stood in front of the little 

plaque, bits of concrete, a few steps, but nothing to show that it was a home for six hundred 

prisoners of war. 

  The translation of the 17th Century Haiku, the form of which is allowed a little 

latitude in other languages, is engraved on a commemorative tablet: 

 Behold the summer grass 

 All that remains 

 Of the dreams of warriors. 

  

*   * 

 

I asked Lois how her trip to Japan had changed her. I think her reflections on difference are 

important and resonate with conversations about gender and race that are currently peppered 

on social media platforms and mainstream media alike. Awareness of racial invisibility is 

being translated into front and centre roles for racial minorities, particularly in movies, 

advertisements, politics, and, hopefully, meaningful work, housing, and education: 

It just makes you more tolerant. And also makes you less apprehensive. You 

can get quite fearful of other people and that’s through ignorance. And you see that 

all the time with racism. It’s just ignorance —if the knowledge was there, if the 

experience was there, it just wouldn’t happen. People are not born racist. They 

develop racism through their parents and through their upbringings. I think that 

people had a fear of the Japanese which they were quite entitled to have based on the 

Second World War, but we had moved on fifty years by then, and at some stage, you 

have to move on, too. And that’s really what our prisoners of war were saying. ‘We 

haven’t got anything against the young Japanese. We cannot forget what happened to 

us during the second world war, wait until we are dead and then do what you want.’ 

I can understand that. 
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Yeah. And we could too, you know. But we were younger, and we were saying, 

well there’s no point in waiting for another fifty years to do this, we might as well get 

on with it now. So, we did. And I think it was a good thing to have done in the end. 

Because we can’t just keep on thinking about things that happened in the past and not 

learning from them. 

Well, you can. 

Lots of people do of course. Even my mother who was very anti-Japanese. She 

couldn’t bear the thought that I was going to be mixing with Japanese people. She 

was absolutely horrified. As soon as she met Yoko, her whole perception of Japanese 

people changed. And then she met all the boys and she met everybody that was 

associated with that, because the other Japanese came with them as well, and, 

suddenly, she saw them as human beings, not that fearful bunch of Japanese warriors 

that did nasty things to people during the Second World War. She saw them as a new 

generation of people who were just the same as her. 

Exactly. 

And they really didn’t have any other philosophies in life other than peace and 

goodwill. Being actors, of course, they were gentle souls mostly. So yeah, she was 

another one that broke through all sorts of barriers for her as well. So that’s the story 

of Shuriken. 
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The River 

When Lois moved to Hamilton in 1989 to help set up Radio Waikato. She became very 

friendly with Margaret Evans. But when I first came to Hamilton, she was the producer of my 

show. Having a producer was a luxury in those days.  

Margaret started her career as a journalist. She was elected as a foundation councillor 

for the WRC in 1989 whilst simultaneously being a city councillor, a role she held for 15 

years from 1974. She had a tilt at parliament standing in Hamilton East in 1984 but lost that 

election. She became Mayor of Hamilton from 1989 until 1998.  

 It has been suggested I talk to her, and I know Margaret and Lois were close friends 

for a long time and I also know they had a huge falling out. I am unsure about what she will 

say but I decide to go ahead. We are known to each other as our work paths have crossed 

over the years, but not well. I am invited to her house in Hamilton East. It is supposedly a 

villa, though most traces of the original architecture are long gone. The lounge is spacious 

and stuffed full of furniture, ornaments, paintings, and memorabilia. Two curving green 

leather chairs are angled towards each other with faux leopard skin black and white rugs in 

front to form a conversation space.  

Margaret’s dog barks fiercely but appears friendly. Another bitzer, black and white 

like a barrel with legs that seem too short for the rest of it, its parentage is impossible to 

determine. It seems many of the people Lois befriended have dogs. We sit at the wooden 

dining table, and I set up my digital recorders. Margaret is a charming, intelligent, interesting, 

and knowledgeable host. I am offered tea and, later, wine. I can see why the two women 

became friends. I wouldn’t mind being her friend myself.  

But dark aspersions have been cast about Lois. Accusations of sexual manoeuvring, 

dodgy use of money, not paying starving actors but having a high old time herself, being fired 

for incompetence, abandoning work to meet a lover. Sounds like a bodice ripper or a right-
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wing convention. But is it true? And if it has a ring of truth, is it useful for readers to know? 

Will it destroy Lois’s reputation? Leave a nasty taste? Upset the relatives? Undoubtedly, all 

of these things and more, so what to do? Do I want to wade through the mire, asking 

awkward questions, or do I leave them for the muckrakers? I am not sure I can even bring 

myself to ask them. The ex-husband does not want to talk to me, nor do the friends of the 

informer and ex friends. What motivates a person to say these things—true or otherwise—

about a former friend? The usual suspects, I guess—envy, revenge disguised as the public 

good, grief, righteousness? 

Waikato is the Name of the River was one of eight millennial projects worked on at 

the turn of the last century. That sounds like ancient history now, but it doesn’t seem that 

long ago. Who doesn’t remember waiting until midnight on the last day of 1999 and rushing 

to switch on the computer to see if it worked? I got cheap seats to Australia for me and the 

kids on the second of January 2000. Then I discovered there were no flights on the first, so 

we were the guinea pigs to see if the planes crashed or not. I decided that, if we went down to 

meet a fiery or watery death, at least we would all be together. The plane was half empty. 

Lois suggested the project and Margaret okayed it, and they put the two-million-dollar 

project together. Margaret and Lois started the venture as close friends, but it ended with the 

women on either side of a great divide—the falling out was permanent. Lois never talked 

about it much: just said there was a big bust up and she lost a bunch of friends in one hit. That 

must have been rough. I talked to Margaret—at length. She said:  

Can I say in a funny way I’m fascinated by her because I felt she wasted half 

her life. 

In what way? 

In that the stuff like Riverlea, with the shining examples of what Lois was 

capable of, but, you see, she wasted her time on regional council—she could have 

been the Chair of WRC—could have been somebody who left incredible results. 

You didn’t think she performed at Council? 
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I don’t know because I wasn’t there. Being passionate and actually getting 

stuff done can be two different things. 

I remember the River Plan and I followed it quite closely. And I felt that it was 

a really good process. You know, all kinds of people there and I really felt like they 

listened to what people were saying— 

So, what’s the result? 

Well, there’s all the appeals, twenty-two, mostly councils, which is a bit sad, 

because they just want the right to keep polluting the water. 

So, they didn’t do it right. That’s what I’m saying, Lois had the capacity— 

She wasn’t in charge of that. 

But she could have been. She could have bought a lot more of them together. 

She had incredible—she wasn’t an actress, but she was an actress. See what I’m 

saying? She didn’t need a playwright. Definitely, a politician and I just think that— 

What do you think she should have done? 

I think she could have boxed a few ears. I think she could have been very much 

more staunch. As you said, the others were a bit afraid of her. I would use the term 

“awed by her” which is different. She had immense charisma—but it was bruised. 

And the tragedy of it was, when people that could have put the band aid on those 

bruises, she abused them. That’s why—after the river documentary, and after the 

experiences, people wouldn’t have anything to do with her. 

  

Margaret also said Gareth, who held a big chunk of Lois’s heart, was a complicated 

part of her life, and I think she was right about that at least. Lois moved up north for a while 

to be nearer him, but he had his own complications, and the relationship was doomed from 

the start really. Still, they had amazing adventures together. We all have to decide in 

hindsight if the joys of love are worth the pain of a mutilated heart. No one signs up for them, 

yet nearly all of us get them. I believe she did skive off work to meet her lover—who hasn’t 

if they’ve had the chance? Who hasn’t put love ahead of almost everything else in our lives? 

Most of us draw the line at our children—but many don’t. Lois did. We hurt, we heal, we try 

again—or not. Lois was a trier. 
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*   * 

 

Gareth sounds like a nice man. We have had several cordial conversations on the phone. He 

has taken time to reflect on whether or not he wants to talk to me. He doesn’t. I understand. 

He sounds English on the phone, and she sure loved those Englishmen. Gareth is a 

photographer; they met when working on the river documentary. He was possibly the great 

love of her life, but Lois and Gareth were star crossed lovers.  

I only have his speech from the memorial service and the little Lois told me about 

him, that little said in her very offhand manner. I should have recognised that meant it was 

important or that she didn’t want to talk about it. I don’t remember her ever wanting to talk 

about anything too close to the bone. It was a clever ruse—pretend to blab about your 

personal life but keep the really important stuff close to your chest. It kept her protected and 

was the way things were done in the Donaldson family. Gareth’s memorial speech told the 

story of their meeting and their travels together: 

I first met Lois in a helicopter. It was 1999 and Lois was directing and coordinating 

the millennium project for the Waikato. We were to film and photograph the river, 

from its snowy beginnings on the flanks of Ruapehu down the glaciers and the 

Tongariro rapids, across Lake Taupo, and along the river corridor to the sea.  

 It was obvious as soon as she sat in her seat that this woman was passionate 

about a lot of things and wasn’t scared to wear her heart on her sleeve. As soon as we 

lifted off, she blurted, ‘Oh, shoot that over there’, and ‘We can’t miss that’. This was 

followed by an ‘Oh god, this is the first time I’ve been in one of these,’ and then (after 

looking at the 3 TV monitors in the aircraft), ‘My god, how do you get that from 

here?’ (The camera has massive telephoto capabilities). 

 Shortly after that a fabulous display of compassion and vertigo as I slid the 

door open and sat outside to heed her bidding of ‘Shoot those cows!’ As the whole 

side of the aircraft slid back and the world was revealed around 1000ꞌ below…she let 
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out a ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ followed by ‘Get in, you silly bugger,’ and grabbed me by the 

arm. This to prevent my descent into a paddock somewhere south of town. Then she 

laughed. Obviously, I was well tied in, and the view out of the aircraft was pretty 

spectacular on this fine Waikato morning. It was a gamut of emotions…fear, bravery, 

compassion, wonder, and finally hilarity, all in the space of a few minutes. 

 And that was Lois. She was in boots and all. No worries about vertigo, just 

grab it by the udders and get on with it…this life was meant to be lived, and there was 

no stopping her. 

 The millennium shoot lasted close to a month, and we shared some pretty 

spectacular times. It was obvious Lo was well known with the glitterati as well as the 

common folk. When we spent a morning filming Dame Te Ata, we had such a 

connection that the (Māori) Queen said, ‘This is such fun. You must come for lunch 

tomorrow.’ I was concerned with our schedule—there were shots to be taken—a 

timeline to be kept. Lois—no way. ‘Righty ho then, that would be fabulous.’ In the car 

on the way home she said, ‘You’ll love it, besides you wouldn’t turn down lunch at 

Buckingham Palace and this is exactly the same. She’s the Queen you know.’ And she 

was right. It was fabulous. It was obvious Te Ata and Lo were kindred spirits and felt 

the same about people and the environment, especially Their River. Now the world 

has lost two wonderful women. And it’s going to take more women with boots as big 

as them to get the things done, the things they cared about. 

 After the Millennium project, we worked on more things together…for 

Heritage and NZ Tourism. Lo was agoraphobic and had to squash her fear of open 

spaces…difficult in the wilds of the South Island, around Mt Cook, Abel Tasman, and 

the Canterbury high country. But her love of the country and its beauty controlled her 

inner fears. She paddled with gusto through the Abel Tasman, using the “If you’re 

scared just paddle harder” technique. Andra (who is here today) and Lance had a 

hard time keeping up. As for wine tasting in the Marlborough vineyards…well there 

was a thing she knew a bit about and there was no holding back.  

We also worked on a project for the Sir Edmund Hillary Outdoor Pursuits 

Centre (OPC), filming the inaugural Genesis Secondary school challenge. 

 Besides pretending to be Meryl Streep in the River Wild (trying her dangdest 

to row a raft down the Tongariro rapids while John and I filmed the action) she also 

showed her skill as a broadcaster. It was evening — a group of top kiwi sportspeople 



134 
 

and some lucky school kids were sitting around a couch at the OPC. Ed had been well 

prepped with a couple of sauvignon blancs and Lo sat by his side. The cameras were 

rolling, and Lo asked, ‘So, Sir Ed, what was your scariest moment on Everest?’ I 

don’t know where that tape is now, but we were spellbound for 15 minutes as Ed 

Hillary personally described his fall and retrieval by Sherpa Tenzing on Everest. At 

the end, Steve Gurney and Barbara Kendall were in tears of wonderment, and the kids 

were starstruck, phew.  

 Lo was also choked up knowing that she had just had one of the best 

interviews of her life, and she’d had quite a few. The whole room had to take a deep 

breath and return from the death zone of the Himalayas to a seat by the fire in the 

shadow of Ruapehu. 

 

*   * 
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Waikato Regional Council: Friends in High Places 

There was no audio the day we talked about the Waikato Regional Council (WRC). I think 

the batteries in my device had gone flat and there were none to be found, so there are just 

handwritten notes. I am struggling to stay awake: my longhand notes are almost impossible to 

understand after all this time and, even when they are clear, I don’t understand whole 

paragraphs of them. The words drift and blur: tumbleweeds rolling on an arid plain. The 

Waikato Regional Council does not document its history to any great extent and the website 

is not tailor made for my purposes. I have contacted Records who have provided me with 

years of minutes—Yah! The actions of the WRC are of limited interest to most people I 

suspect, but I will do my best.  

After Radio Pacific moved to Auckland, Lois needed another job. She had put down 

roots in Hamilton. She’d had a taste of governance from being on the Arts Council. Hamilton  

 

City Council was not an option as it would be too close to Margaret Evans and would 

be too painful. She thought she would lose her sense of self. 

 There were things in the environmental sphere Lois wanted to get done. Both her 

daughters had environmental degrees. I guess it felt like a natural progression for her; she 

decided to run in the WRC elections. The RMA (Resource Management Act) was very new, 

being established in 1989. Name recognition is a primary reason for voters to support a 

candidate and Lois had a high public profile from working in radio. Her voice and face were 

familiar to voters and were trusted. She romped in to become a new Regional Councillor in 

1992, and continued to be one for about 20 years, apart from a term from 2007 to 2010. On 

entering the local corridors of power, she thought WRC was full of ex mayors, and it was 

time they stood aside and opened the council up to others.  
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The Waikato is the fourth largest region in New Zealand, covering 25,000 square 

kilometres. It encompasses large swaths of the North Island, stretching across all terrains: 

Pirongia and Karioi mountains, the Coromandel and Hakarimata ranges, the longest river 

(Waikato) running out of the largest lake (Taupo); internationally important wetlands like 

Whangamarino, Kopouati, and the Firth of Thames; rolling green hills, black sand beaches on 

the west coast and white ones on the east; towns and cities. 

The tawny tussock grasslands of Tongariro National Park decorate the volcanic 

plateau—home of the snow topped domes of Tongariro, Ruapehu and Ngauruhoe. The tallest, 

Ruapehu, is visible from far distances. The park comes with wild Kaimanawa horses 

originating from Exmoor and Welsh Mountain pony stock released in the 1870s. Genes from 

equine escapees, releases from farms and the cavalry at Waiouru, along with Desert Road 

drop-offs, mingled with the pony gene pool to create a very mixed and hardy breed. These 

days, horse-lovers can adopt surplus stock for a modest sum.  

Land use in the Waikato is also wide-ranging: sheep and beef farming on the hills; 

dairying, horticulture, and viticulture on the flat; through to gold and coal mining. There are 

eight hydro dams straddling the river and nine power stations. Nature has been mostly penned 

up and domesticated. 

Conservation areas include the Whangamarino wetlands, Tongariro National Park, 

and the Coromandel and Kaimai Forest Parks. This equates to protection of about 18 percent 

of the available land area, compared to 32 percent for the whole country.  

When she began working there, Lois did not seem happy that they duly elected May 

Woodcock and David Peart. It was like going into the lion’s den. There were only three 

women out of a total of 14 councillors, making it a largely male bastion. As with all bodies, 

the flavour, priorities, and emphases depend on those of its elected members. This is true in 

the areas of spending, in particular. As we would expect, Lois was happy for WRC to spend 
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up large on environmental actions to protect, enhance and improve natural areas. I’m not sure 

how the environment affected her thinking before joining Regional Council, but I am certain 

it made a big impression after she had worked there for a few years.  

Lois said a lot of the male councillors came from drainage, water, and catchment 

boards and were good at keeping themselves in top jobs. It took her nine years to chair a 

committee which paid better and gave her more influence. She eventually became Chair of 

the Environment Committee, Policy and Strategy, and then Public Transport. Lois saw her 

role as fighting for environmental improvements and to ensure that the policy and plans were 

as good as they could be.  

The Waikato has among the best soils in the country, allowing the wide variety of 

land uses. There are increasing tensions between keeping these areas for food production and 

the pressures of development. A draft National Policy Statement for Highly Productive Land 

(NPS-HPL) was introduced by government in 2019 but has yet to be finalised. Lois would 

have been pushing hard for this. 

Lois enjoyed exploring the region in her role and finding how amazing it was. She 

had opportunities to visit places the average person never gets to see—peering inside big 

power stations, walking through tunnels, tramping through forests, gawping at huge 

machinery, and exploring underground mines. She experienced Regional Council staff as 

incredibly intelligent and, like nearly all of us, found all meetings a bit tedious. I can see her 

rolling her eyes and making verbal contradictions without words at some conservative 

remark. I suspect if she was bored, she may have looked to liven things up at times.  

Lois believed both environmentalists and rednecks could be troublesome: some 

greenies as difficult as the rednecks. No doubt she was thinking of vehement 1080 protesters 

and the difficulties of controlling possums over large areas. Both were required for consensus 



138 
 

or compromise. Though local government has shied away from amalgamations, Lois believed 

that it was better as they would be more efficient and could share resources. 

As far as she was concerned, faceless and unknown bureaucrats in Wellington were 

not going to cut it in terms of sustainable, environmental outcomes. Devolving planning and 

resources would work better if devolved to local government as people like to relate to 

someone in their area. Environmental outcomes and associated regulations ought to be the 

aim of national government. 

In 2001, she had a new colleague when Paula Southgate was voted in as a new 

regional councillor. Like Lois, Paula’s interest in the environmental space grew as a result of 

her work. Paula shared a story she heard about Lois that occurred shortly before she joined 

WRC. A Herald news story in September 2000 reported that Lynette Muggeridge, a witch, 

won $3000 compensation after taking her case to the Human Rights Commission. The WRC 

refused to let her set up shop in their Grey Street headquarters, alleging that it would offend 

ratepayers. Lynette won her case on the grounds of religious discrimination. An avid 

newspaper reader, Lois came to council dressed as a witch. She must have been angry as a—

well, as a witty woman who has been treated unjustly. I can just picture her sitting in 

chambers with her pointed black hat, blacked-out teeth, black robes, and an old broom. 

Lois and Paula became firm friends and sympatico colleagues. Martin Gallagher said 

the two women had a common agenda and echoes Lois’s observations that not all the 

councillors were pro-environment. He thought that in that environment, she had the 

pragmatism about how to give people who needed it the stick, and she was tenacious. I don’t 

know if someone called her a rottweiler? 

 I replied: I called her a rottweiler. 
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His perception from the outside was that I’ve just sussed that Lois was an incredible ally, 

tactician, and I suspect a mentor. That was my understanding. I don’t know. Paula echoed 

this view:  

Lois has been one of, was one of, the people who took me under her wing. As 

we discovered working with each other over many years, we thought differently—not 

all our ideas were aligned, but that’s actually normal. But the good thing was that 

Lois could be quite forthright about how she felt, but she was always willing to listen 

to another view. And she had a strong belief, a hugely strong belief, in women being 

able to do politics and being treated with equal respect. 

 

Lois was bothered by inappropriate development in the regions, thinking there was 

much work to be done in the Firth of Thames and the Hauraki Gulf. They are all inter-

related. She thought some district councils had not followed the Regional Policy Statement 

which set out how the region's natural and physical resources would be managed. She thought 

Coromandel had ignored it and allowed development in places that might have been better 

served by being left alone. In Waihi, they built houses on the first sand dune; now a non-

complying activity. Paula said, Lois was particularly fierce about coastal issues. 

Lois initiated the WRC Natural Heritage Fund in 2005. Projects funded so far include 

Maungatautari and Waipa peat lakes reserves, and the purchase of the Ed Hillary Hope 

Reserve. Council formed an investment fund from the sale of port shares. She thought they 

should have kept the shares but men in suits voted to sell. She deemed local government very 

conservative. Her optimistic nature led her to believe that every environmental outcome 

could have a positive economic outcome: economic livelihoods need to be taken into 

consideration and, to get a good outcome, we must find a point of balance. Everything is 

possible and there are always two sides to every story. A practical politician, Lois thought 

that you can’t be a rabid greenie. 

Paula said Lois always cared about the well-being of others:  
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If she knew you were unwell, she would bring you soup. She was a good 

friend. Lois was in politics for absolutely the right reasons—she was there for her 

values. She’ll save those coasts; she can improve those rivers. And she can make a 

fundamental difference to people’s lives. And she really did.  

  

On the campaign trail in May 2010, Lois listed environmental threats such as poor 

water and air quality and urban sprawl, but the biggest threat is electing people who just 

don’t care—people who think by shaving a few dollars off the rates bill and cutting essential 

work, is choosing the right future for our region and our children and grandchildren!! Rates 

Control fashioned candidates and conservatives really got under her skin. 

Her blog in August 2010 advocated for the Hamilton Auckland passenger rail link 

saying we ‘need to get serious about alternatives to the motor car…we also need to continue 

the lobby of the electrification of the line from Te Rapa right through to Britomart.’ She 

would have been excited to see the service become a reality.  

She had a few enemies on WRC as well as friends. She ranted unselfconsciously 

about them privately and publicly. I would not have wanted to be her enemy. 

In 2011, Environment Waikato, as it was known then, decided to change its name to 

Waikato Regional Council. Many of us were incensed about this. We thought the council was 

signalling a move away from protecting the environment to a bigger emphasis on 

development and conservative business interests. Words are powerful and the words we use 

can change the way we think. Lois showed her disapproval in a novel way, again having fun 

with costumes.  

Paula and Lois both opposed the change but lost that fight. Lois thought it was 

ridiculous because environment encompasses all the surroundings we live, learn and operate 

in—it is everything. During the debate Lois said, ‘I personally will never be calling it that’, 

and she undoubtedly never did. They had to phase out all the EW branded gear given to staff 
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for field trips. Paula recounts a day that council staff scheduled a visit to a wetland 

restoration:  

Lois said, ‘I think we should go in all of it.’ Paula responded with ‘You’re 

right.’ So, we went in everything we had —every last item— t- shirts, weatherproof 

jackets, sunhats, name tags, umbrellas, everything that was branded Environment 

Waikato. When questioned Lois’sd say, slightly tongue in cheek like, ‘Well, I know the 

brand has changed but I quite like this jacket,’ sort of thing. 

 

In 2013 Paula was voted chair of WRC over Bob Simcock with eight councillors 

supporting her. Lois played a key role in Paula’s success as Chair of the WRC. Paula said 

Lois was pretty pivotal in her success. There were pre-election meetings including a coffee 

meeting at Lois’s:   

I had made it known that I would seek to be the Chairperson. She thought that 

was great. As always, there was politicking around the conversations, deals and 

counter deals done. So, she had coffee in her house, in Brookfield Street. And what I 

do like about it as you go into the house, the house is a house. It’s a nice, homely 

ordinary house, with dishes in the sink, food on the table. dog running riot; it's just 

what it is, vegetables in abundance, like triffids over your house. But she was so 

grounded —you take me as you find me, this is where I live, this is how I live. If you 

come in, you're welcome.  

 

There were usually tantalising smells wafting out of Lois’s kitchen—roasting lamb, 

cakes baking, beef stews simmering on the stovetop. You always felt hungry when in her 

house and she always fed and watered you before you left. There was always a dog to annoy 

you for pats, and chickens pecking in the enclosure Adrienne constructed in the backyard.  

Paula continues: 

We went in there and some of the male colleagues, …it was a power play over 

who should be Chairperson. And it became clear to me in that conversation, because 

it was only me and Lois—there's the women and then a number of men, that they had 
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no intention —they were gearing themselves up to be supported for Chair. Not only 

that; had no intention of even considering me for Deputy Chair. 

 

She wasn’t feeling too confident about her chances of attaining the prized role: 

I felt deeply uncomfortable there and really irritated that they weren't giving 

me any space in the discussion. I don't know what she said to them at the time, but she 

phoned me later. ‘I'm still supporting you for Chair.’  About three days later, we got 

down to the council meeting to elect the Chair and I had nothing to do with what was 

going on at that point. I just thought, well, I'm not going to be the Chair. And I don't 

have to like it, but I have to be gracious and just move on. But I'll put my name up and 

we will fly that kite and we'll see what happens. So somewhere between that meeting 

at her house and the meeting in the gardens, she had determined that this was not 

right, that a male block could exclude a really capable and competent person from 

their opportunity.  

So unbeknownst to me, she was talking with various others and moving 

people's vote. And she came up to me literally a few minutes before we went for the 

vote, and she said, ‘Don't worry about it. I think you've got your Chair.’  

That means some people had to change their mind and that happened. And the 

candidates involved were quite stunned —because they hadn't seen that manoeuvre 

coming. But that's politics, and I don't think Lois would have intended to pull the rug 

out from under anyone. She just fixed on what was right and she knew that it was fine 

for a new woman to come to the table —a confident woman like me who has been 

through all the committees, and she wanted to make that happen. And I was stunned; 

the short story of that is, I wouldn't have had the opportunity to be the Chair of 

Regional Council, had it not been for Lois. 

Paula was Chair of WRC from 2013 to 2015. During her time on council, she was on 

every committee including two that had had Lois as a prior Chair—Environment, and Policy. 

Paula is always mindful of how if she had not believed in me, it would have been very hard to 

get that next level of experience. There was a great bunch of women including Andra, Laurie, 
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and Jenny: I had to credit Lois with her belief in me as a person—translating into actions that 

enabled me to be the person I could be, and now I’m Mayor of Hamilton. 

Paula remembers a meeting she was chairing when she was having hot flushes:  

But this was the good thing about her. She could just call it and laugh. I must 

have picked up a piece of paper and was fanning my face and she said—and this was 

a public meeting. ‘Madam Chair, are you having a hot flush?’ And I said out loud, ‘I 

am, but thank you for telling the whole world.’ We all just laughed. 

 

Lois said effective timing can take a long time. Attitudes shift incrementally and, 

often, it is hard to detect changes until critical mass is reached. Public opinion can shift things 

from the back to the front burner. Healthy Rivers is an example of a shift when the public 

developed an appetite for clean water. WRC leveraged this to create a mandate to carry the 

work forward. The River Plan was going through its various stages during her tenure. WRC 

developed it to protect and improve the water quality of the Waikato River, and later the 

Waipa River. It supports the Waikato River Authority which is a joint government and iwi 

organisation formed as part of the Waikato-Tainui Raupatu. Ngati Tuwharetoa and Ngati 

Maniapoto tribes are also involved. 

Healthy Rivers has a co-management structure between the river authority and iwi, 

with a stated purpose to restore and protect the health and wellbeing of the Waikato River and 

its catchment for future generations. The WRC’s role was to provide reporting and technical 

advice functions to the WRA. 250 million dollars has been invested by government as part of 

the Waitangi Tribunal settlement with Tainui and other tribes. The WRA allocates about six 

million dollars in annual funding to groups restoring the rivers. It is estimated that about two 

billion dollars will be needed to complete the clean-up with present funding falling well short 

of that, and it will be decades before there are noticeable improvements in water quality. In 

the meantime, there is a significant increase in biodiversity along the river corridors; 
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increasing shade and cooling from plantings; and a reduction in sediment runoff from 

neighbouring farms and industry. 

I remember attending an open meeting at Mystery Creek for the River Plan during the 

consultation phase. It felt like they were listening to what people had to say and I was quite 

excited about it. The plan will take 80 years for the full benefits of healthy soils and water 

quality to be realised: it takes that long for the pollutants to work their way out of the 

ecosystem. We learnt how gradients are important to consider when placing livestock. If 

sheep give birth on a steep slope the new-born lamb can roll down the hill and the ewe may 

reject it. The plan calls for farmers to fence off waterways and submit environmental plans on 

soil management and the suitability of stocking rates.  

The final vote for the River Plan to go out for public submissions came down to the 

wire. There was an even split amongst the councillors. As Council Chair, Paula used her 

casting vote to forward the plan.  

Lois wanted to fast track the Healthy Rivers plan. Fencing was meant to happen by 

2017 with the rules kicking in in 2025. The Regional Plan didn’t become operative until 

October 2020 with one outstanding Plan Change 1, the River Plan/ Wai Ora from 2016. The 

22 appeals to the Environment Court range from Forest and Bird and the Waikato River 

Authority wanting stronger rules and actions to Balance Agri-Nutrients, through to Beef and 

Lamb New Zealand who probably want the opposite. Taupo, Waipa, Hauraki, and South 

Waikato District Councils want space to mix their urban pollutants into cleaner river water. 

Most appellants want to be able to add pollutants and nutrients (nitrate, phosphates and 

animal shit) or not be bound by the Plan change. The WRC is appealing part of its own plan 

change, wanting to amend rules and policies. 

 Before, or by the time all the appeals are heard, the replacement RMA legislation will 

probably be in place. As Lois noted, the process is cumbersome. She thought: 
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We can do some things a bit faster like getting stock out of water bodies. It’s 

going to happen anyway with the dairy farmers…the big problems are at the 

headwaters of the streams. Sheep are not a problem. Beef cattle are. Sheep don’t like 

getting their feet wet, so they don’t stand around in streams. Cows love to stand in 

streams. 

 

 Another big problem is dairy support herds. These are beef and dairy heifers—dry 

cows and dairy replacements that winter graze on land leased from dry stock farmers: and 

they take about five times the inputs of soil than beef cattle…so they are creating a problem a 

bit further out. Some of them are also on quite steep land, which is not too good for the land 

either, as far as sediment goes. 

 

    *   * 

Paula thought Lois was comfortable with all kinds of people; she made time for them 

whether they were a senior remembering her from her radio days or a farmer wanting to talk 

about catchment management. Paula says Lois was herself in private or public:  

She swore on occasion. She smoked and liked to sit outside The Cook where 

everyone knew who she was, but she never overstepped the line. She was a take me as 

you find me person. I could call into her house any time—whatever she was wearing, 

whatever her hair looked like, whatever the house looked like—she let me in. There 

was no pretence there. It was exactly the same as the general public. 

 

The Cook was a local pub where our group of women friends gathered for an hour or 

two on Friday afternoons to debrief about work, life and generally solve the problems of the 

world. Lois didn’t go all that often but, when she did, she always ordered a burger that came 

with chips. She then carefully removed the bun and just ate the meat patty, tomato, lettuce, 

onion, and cheese in the middle. I liked watching her dissect her burgers but thought it was a 

waste of a bun. She sometimes went with family and occasionally for the quiz night. I always 
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got the feeling she was more comfortable at home with her tele, online patience, and Ollie— 

preferring people to visit her there.  

Another thing Paula remembered about Lois was how authentic she was in the 

workplace—plus her laugh. Even when she did something “naughty”, she’d come out with 

that laugh:  

She was super impulsive. And I’d say some things that came out of her mouth 

shouldn’t have come out of her mouth. And she would apologise though. Sometimes if 

it was a matter of an issue, she was doing it on purpose. She wouldn’t care; she was 

making a point. ‘I’m making my point and you don’t have to like it.’ And other times 

she was just being overly flamboyant and a bit loose. Some people didn’t like that…  

 

Lois’s interest in environmental issues continued to grow over the years and she was 

as passionate and hard working in her role as councillor as she was about her other interests. 

Still, it did not seem to be a full-time occupation as she found time for other positions in the 

arts sector, and community trusts, amongst others.  

I remember being part of a community planting day with Lois when we planted along 

Jellicoe Drive in the Wellington Street Beach area under the direction of Gerard Kelly. He is 

the community planting co-ordinator for HCC—an enthusiastic and committed advocate for 

conservation and biodiversity. It is strange how our lives often paralleled each other’s, only 

Lois’s was much higher powered and her actions more influential. I was like Tonto to her 

Lone Ranger or Robin to her Batman. This suited me as I much prefer to be behind the 

camera or behind the scenes. Lois was always the person out the front, being comfortable 

with the media and speaking to allcomers.  

On the last recording, I asked Lois about her hopes for the organisations she was 

involved with:  

Well, I think WRC has the opportunity to go from strength to strength. It’s 

proven to be probably one of the best councils in the country. It is held in quite high 
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esteem by government, and we sit on many of the government working groups to set 

national policy. The problem is the top politicians that sit around the table. 

 

She also repeats her observations about having a good mix of people around the table 

who are not single-issue people but it’s up to the fickleness of the electors. I am not sure what 

she meant by this as it contradicts earlier observations about councillors being constantly re-

elected. I guess it means she didn’t always like the way the vote went. The problem with 

having elected boards is that the “good” ones can get voted out when you would like them to 

remain like many of us want Angela Merkel forever, and the “not so good” ones get elected 

and you want them gone.  

Appointed boards have the same problem. We all want the people we want and that is 

only going to happen some of the time. A benevolent dictator might be the best political 

system. I guess that is autocracy or dictatorship. The problem with this is that we all have a 

different definition of “benevolent”. 

The WRC part of a recording sounds like a lecture at times, but it is a subject I have a 

strong interest in, so I was happy to play the attentive student. Lois has earned her council 

stripes and has a huge fount of environmental and institutional knowledge to share. I think we 

could do worse that follow her lead in this space. 

WRC voted unanimously for a staff programme that would teach them Māori protocol 

and language. Lois reacted strongly to Gerry Brownlee’s Nationals Māori Affairs 

spokesperson to ‘biff’ the extraordinary staff recommendation. At the time, she chaired the 

Policy and Strategy committee. Perhaps the National Party don’t understand the legislation 

under which we work from? Lois was always very respectful towards her Māori colleagues, 

such as Tipa Mahuta, and tried to work as closely as possible with them to achieve 

consensual outcomes. 
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Lois was very enthusiastic about Maungatautari—an extinct volcano near Cambridge 

covering 3400 hectares and housing at least 28 species of rare and common birds, reptiles, 

native fish, and invertebrates. The wildlife sanctuary is protected by a 47-kilometre predator 

proof fence—one of the longest in the world: 

 We need to remember that it was invented by a local, David Wallace, so we 

were the earliest adopters of the technology. It’s a very large piece of land and it’s 

beautiful native bush. It will always need money. It will never be able to sustain itself. 

People need to understand that. Unfortunately, you don’t get anything without paying 

for it, and those sorts of things are investments in the future. 

We’ve had many naysayers around the council table because of the fact that 

we’re constantly spending $300,000 a year in a grant to Maungatautari. It’s an 

international icon. It can only continue to grow and get better, but it will never be 

self-sustaining; like saying the rugby stadium has to be self-sustaining. The museum 

isn’t self-sustaining, libraries aren’t. These are things that people need in their 

communities. This is our social fabric. 

 
 In one of our earlier conversations, Lois thought that being a regional councillor could 

change people from redneck farmers to environmentalists over time. She thought that the veil 

of ignorance would be pushed out and that evil tends to feed on people’s ignorance. Once 

there is a critical mass, things can change. It is often a matter of timing. This echoes Martin 

Gallagher’s comments on the subject. In politics, timing is all.  

We also talked about the new cycle trails and agreed they are a great advance:  

Who would have thought it a few years ago that cycleways would be such a 

huge economic industry for some of the poorer areas on the river trails? Those are 

the things and the reason we need a really strong Regional Council. Without the 

environment, you have nothing else.  

 

Paula said Lois’s big focus was the Waikato River. She said much of what she 

achieved is subtly infused into the landscape like the kowhai trees along the river. Lois 
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supported Wiremu Puke to get them planted and collaborated with him on other projects as 

well. She was involved with plantings at Lake Rotoroa where wetland filtration to remove 

nutrients was trialled in a joint project with NIWA (National Institute of Water and 

Atmospheric Research).  

She was instrumental in ensuring many trees were planted across the Waikato; 

pushing through grants at WRC Long Term Plan meetings for tree planting and riparian 

restoration. Paula said: She did like her success, and was proud of herself, but not in an 

egotistical way. I think that being on the Regional Council was one of the best things she 

achieved for herself. 

Lois had a big battle with koi carp. Paula said, if she hated anything, she hated koi 

carp. She would always push for extra funding for the electric fishing machine and 

carparator that munched up carp and made them into compost. She chaired the Regional Pest 

Management Strategy at one time. 

 

*   * 

It turns out that I was not the only friend who was the recipient of Lois’s clothes. 

Paula once spoke to her about an upcoming event in the gardens she needed a frock for. Paula 

said, Lois had the most amazing collection of dresses—she never threw anything away. Lois 

went through all these old clothes and gave Paula a Spanish style dress which she still has:  

It’s got flamingos on it, is red and off the shoulder and there’s a little shawl 

that goes with it.  She told me she bought it in Ponsonby for good coin and was an 

expensive dress for parties way back in the seventies. I’ve worn it to a couple of 

parties with global themes. It still hurts. I can’t get rid of it. It reminds me of Lois and 

it’s such a beautiful dress. 
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Festivities 

Cheryl, Lois, and I have gathered at Cheryl’s place in Firth Street to squeeze lemons from her 

fecund tree. We sit outside at one of the wooden tables in her permaculture garden to the side 

of the garage. To the right lie vegetable plots and bamboo tepees. There are fruit trees, 

berries, and other goodies in the food forest at the front of the section. Cheryl lives in a lovely 

old villa fast being surrounded by multi-unit apartment complexes and transitional housing 

for the addicted and the afflicted. It is a gorgeous spring day, clear and fine but not too hot. 

Cheryl has picked the lemons already and they sit by the table in buckets ready for juicing. 

There are two old lemon squeezing contraptions of Cheryl’s—one a gift and the other 

bought. They are freestanding with a long handle. There is an inverted metal cup attached to 

the handle that, when lowered, fits inside an upright one with drainage holes. The lemon goes 

into the metal cup; you press the handle down which squeezes out the juice into a container 

underneath. These ingenious gizmos make short work of juicing lemons. The citrus fragrance 

infuses the air. My newer, ordinary glass squeezer is more cumbersome, and the juice soon 

infuses into my skin.  

“Is there much to do now then?”  I ask. 

“Not much,” says Lois. “The Clydesdales are coming from Pirongia. We need to 

order the scones for the afternoon teas.” 

“The horses and ponies are a great hit with families and kids,” adds Cheryl. 

“Yeah, have the stall holders all paid yet?” I ask in my treasurer’s voice. 

We drink tea and later wine, and snack on crackers with olives, dried tomatoes, 

cheese, and homemade chutney. We talk about everything the way women who gather 

together to cook, quilt or string beans talk. I feel nostalgic for other gatherings of women 

cracking walnuts or dyeing cloth even though there have been few such occasions in my life.  
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We may be poorer for having few such gatherings as there are social and practical 

advantages. Our grandmothers and all the mothers before them knew this and it was just the 

way people did things. I think that cultures still live this way but we, in the urban west, have 

mostly given up the practice for more solitary endeavours. I want to cry for these lost 

gatherings that I have not been a party to. 

We talk and we squeeze out the juice from dozens, hundreds, of lemons. Later the talk 

turns more serious. I say:  

 I’ve got this feeling that a lot of life and coping and more coping, and going 

forward and going backward, is about energy. It’s about how we use energy and how 

we waste energy, and a lot of it’s to do with physical and emotional energy. It is about 

using energy more— 

We sip our wine and munch on crackers. 

Yes, and unfortunately when you’re younger while you’ve got a heap of 

energy, Cheryl adds. 

When you are an older person, for example, looking after children, 

grandchildren, you just realise how much energy it takes to look after a child and it’s 

a young person’s game but, unfortunately, young people are so tired and the energy 

levels are constantly being hammered, and they’re trying—not only to bring up 

children—but do a job, run a house. It’s just all too much. This whole set up of 

woman, man traits is actually dissipating the energy that could be put to either being 

a good mother or being a good career person, or a good whatever it might be —you 

know actor, blah, blah, just constantly dissipating the energy by trying to do too much 

at once, says Lois who is always doing too much at once. 

And I guess that’s what it’s about. I mean there are so many choices and good 

choices, but it’s about homing in on the best choices and just going for it, I say. 

 

Lois continues her theme: 

Yes, people can do that. Most women can’t because we have to do other things 

and we think we have to do other things. Sure, we have to do other things, but we 

can’t do everything. Some women can and I’m thinking they’ve got male genes in 
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them somewhere because they can be single-minded and that’s—Men tend to be 

single-minded more than women. 

Yes, because women have to do everything, Cheryl reminds us.  

Yeah, but that’s because they let men or don’t ask men to do those things, 

asserts Lois. 

Sometimes—I venture. 

They become doormats. That’s a woman’s choice. Lois is sure. 

Yeah, but there’s a lot of men who just won’t do it. I am less sure. 

I watched a young woman I think is very bright, very intelligent. I know she 

was with a young man who I know very well, and she shouldn’t be with because he’s 

such a mamma’s boy. He never does anything. He grumps and moans and carries on 

and she keeps on and keeps on thinking that she’s gonna change him. Well, she’s not. 

No, she’s not, Cheryl and I chorus. 

It will always be like that because that’s the way his mother has always done 

absolutely everything for him. Mothers are the worst problem when it comes to sons 

because they treat them differently to the way they treat daughters. 

Yeah, yeah. 

 

You don’t have any bloody sons, I think. My mother used to espouse similar 

statements. She didn’t have any bloody sons, either.  

I recall my daughter quietly beheading a barbie doll, unwisely gifted to her by her 

aunty, and throwing parts of the doll corpse out the car window. I remembered my son posing 

for photographs with a doll in one arm and a plastic gun in the other. I did not gift either of 

these kinds of toys to my children. My gifts were strictly gender neutral. I remember 

observing children at kindergarten. It was very instructive if a little depressing—little girls 

screaming and being princesses, while little boys had sword fights in the sandpit:  

Sometimes, I repeat. 

Quite often. Boys just carry on. They have to be looked after so— 

Remember you are the mother of daughters only. I finally find the courage to 

say. We laugh.  

No, I’ve watched my friends with their sons. They turn them into misogynists. 
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Some sons are different. My son was a stroppy little bastard, and I tried to 

treat them the same, but they were completely different. I was a failed feminist 

mother. 

Yeah, I’m sure. Lois concedes a little. 

Yeah so —  

 I’m not saying it’s easy and I’m probably being too judgmental here. See, 

there’s me trying not to be too judgmental! But I say it with tongue-in-cheek then.  

 

We all laugh again. Nothing is simple. Lois sums up relations: Men and mothers— 

Yeah, that was mostly a real conversation. You could disagree with Lois, sometimes 

quite strongly, but things never deteriorated into a slanging match.  

The work goes quickly with the efficient juicers. A couple of hours or so later and we 

are done. Cheryl has visitors and we stay to chat for a while. We pack up. Lois pours the juice 

into plastic bags with ice-cube sized compartments and takes them home. With the addition 

of sugar and citric acid she will make up the lemon cordial ready for the Heritage Day 

lemonade. 

*   * 

 

On the eve of the second Heritage Day at Steele Park—the first one under Lois’s watch—the 

Trust members met over food and drinks at Lois’s to finalise last-minute details such an event 

requires. Somehow, there were three of us left and we had more drinks and told tales. The 

stories got more and more personal and the bottles more and more empty. There were rolled 

cigarettes and laughter as the night drew in and the stars peered down. Tania lived just over 

the fence, so her trip home was a piece of cake. Lois called me a cab at an extremely late or 

early hour. Maybe it was one of those ones where two people come and one drives your car. 

It must have been, as I drove to the festival in my own car the next day.  
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 I arrived at the festival around 8.30 in the morning not feeling too great whilst Lois 

had been there since 6.30. She seemed disgustingly perky and was already bustling about and 

using the microphone to direct traffic and hype up the day’s events. The setup was going 

well; the stallholders had arrived, been directed to their spots, and were setting out their 

wares. The stage was ready; men were setting up the sound system. That year, we used the 

old cricket pavilion for the teas and homemade lemonade, serving them through the hatch. 

Tables and chairs were set up under the shady oak trees next to the fenced-off wine area.  

The generators and all the electrical equipment were running from the cricket pavilion. There 

was a terrifying number of cords and power outages at times. Adrienne and helpers were 

erecting the large marquee. Adrienne looked like she knew exactly what she was doing. I 

made myself scarce and performed fewer demanding activities like rushing from tent to tent 

to make sure everything was ok. I also took photographs and delivered food to starving 

volunteers, ran errands from Lois, and spent the day troubleshooting.  

 The darkly handsome Mayor, Michael Redman, duly arrived as a local dignitary to 

draw the crowds. Dignitaries had special parks blocked off with road cones in Cook Street to 

stop anyone else from parking in the primo spots. The rest of us had to take our chances. I 

remember looking over at him wearing my Indian gear. My son called me a freak if I wore 

my good Indian gear, but I had ignored him. It was a comfortable outfit, purplish-blue baggy 

pants and a long tunic, with a pinkish purple headscarf to match with beaded blue sandals as I 

didn’t own any purple ones. I had a purple necklace with fake crystals and matching earrings. 

I thought I looked exotic and different. Lois wore her black bowler hat, black vest, black 

trousers— and microphone: her MC outfit. I wondered if the mayor noticed me wearing my 

exotic gear, whispering important things to Lois at regular intervals.  

The Trust flew the pennyfarthing riding Wheelmen to Hamilton from Oamaru for the 

occasion. Oamaru is a town that loves its heritage buildings; the townsfolk celebrate heritage 
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over several days each November. People march in parades, give displays, enter gurning 

competitions, and all manner of things olden. The Oamaru Mail reported Redman saying that 

the city’s future identity lay in the preservation and marketing of its cultural and built 

heritage and expressed his regret that a number of the city’s historic buildings had been 

replaced by unattractive structures that would not be remembered in the future. The cyclists 

stayed with Lois as did the majority of the out-of-town people involved in her projects. I 

remember Lois riding a pennyfarthing bicycle on the running track and being impressed. On 

reflection, she might have had help as it is quite a trick to ride those things. Then again, 

maybe not as she was mostly annoyingly good at everything.  

 We hired Clydesdale horses to pull people around Hamilton East in a huge wooden 

cart; Alf’s Victorian Army and opponents tussled over the cricket pitch in a sword and flour 

bomb battle; bands played music; Morris dancers did interesting things with flags and sticks. 

You really have to see Morris dancing for yourself: I can’t begin to describe it. 

I oversaw the old-fashioned games like the egg and spoon race with boiled eggs, sack 

races, three-legged races, and running races. Two volunteers held each end of a ribbon at the 

end of the track for the winners to burst through. I made old-fashioned cards—red for first, 

blue for second, and yellow for third. We had two solid bits of wood to whack together as a 

starting pistol. The kids kept asking what the prizes were. I said these were old-fashioned 

races; you did them for fun and coloured cards if you were lucky. They looked sceptical and 

sneering but once they started, they couldn’t get enough. They had a great old time with races 

added just for the hell of it, sans coloured cards—proving that you don’t need prizes to have 

fun, even in the 21st century. 

Lois had ordered way too many meat packs for the quickfire raffles that got slower 

and slower, then stopped altogether—leaving a dozen packs with no matching raffle. We 

shared them out amongst those who stayed on to do the clean-up. There were also rather too 
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many scones unsold from the afternoon teas. It is next to impossible to predict required 

quantities at events. Mostly, you are too optimistic about the number of people who will 

attend. 

 The clean-up was hard at the end of the day when we just wanted to curl up and sleep 

somewhere. Instead, the rubbish that people put in the wrong containers needed to be sorted 

into the correct recycling containers, rubbish picked up, everything packed away and loaded 

into cars or onto trailers, spoons and dishes returned to their rightful homes, leftovers dealt to, 

the marquee and tents dismantled, and on it went. It was pure willpower at the end, and you 

learnt who the skivers were. The organizers delivered things to their rightful places then 

drove home to collapse on sofas and recliner chairs. 

Memory is a blunt instrument when you just want the facts. It is like a foggy winter’s 

day in rural Waikato. As you get close, large cow shapes slowly emerge from the grey 

shroud. They are murky—just fuzzy outlines, no sharp detail. Cow shapes may appear when I 

want stencil cut-outs of cats.  

 I may have mixed up the Heritage Days as I have been involved in about five of them. 

They would have been great fun if you didn’t have to run around doing organizing stuff the 

entire time. We rarely made money, but they were great, and people really got into the spirit, 

dusting off their gorgeous Victorian gear every year, whole families occasionally. There was 

something for everyone. 

Lois drove into the grounds, loaded up her station wagon with bunting, trestle tables, 

and assorted paraphernalia, then headed out to drop things off and go home for a nice cuppa 

and online patience. She was always one of the last to leave. 
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Drama at Riverlea  

The last on-stage involvement Lois had in theatre was Roger Hall’s Social Climbers, 

performed at Clarence Street Theatre; and that was great fun, as part of the Fuel Festival 

which was running then and then it had to stop because it ceased getting funding from 

Hamilton City Council.  She moved on to governance. 

Lois was approached by the then Theatre Manager of Riverlea Theatre, Bryan 

Beveridge, and the President, Jane Barnett, to see whether or not I would consider being an 

independent Chair of Riverlea Theatre, to sort out the governance at Riverlea. This was a 

group of theatre companies, all working out of the one Riverlea Theatre in Riverlea Rd.  

The Theatre began life in the early 1980s as a music venue, Macey’s. It morphed into 

a nightclub, Orange Garden Cabaret, and became The Riverlea Theatre and Arts Centre Inc. 

in 1984. Hamilton City Council bought the building as an arts centre for $160,000 in 1983. It 

housed Musikmakers, Playbox Theatre, the Waikato Society of Potters, and Theatre 

Technique Trust (now Stagecraft). By the time Lois arrived on the scene, the Potters had 

moved out.  

 The troubles were a direct result of one body being made up of different groups—too 

many chiefs: so they were having problems with spats and personality clashes and one group 

saying Playbox is getting a better deal than Musikmakers and blah blah blah. So anyway, 

they decided they needed an independent Chair, so she replied with her trademark, ‘Yeah, 

OK.’  She was impressed by how well it had been run for the last 30 years: 

It’s quite amazing that here’s a community theatre in New Zealand that has 

been running for that long and it’s still in the black. It’s never gone into debt. It’s 

always managed to pay for itself through grants. I mean people imagine that theatres 

will pay through bums on seats. Well, they don’t. They’re like anywhere else, whether 

it’s a museum, or a library, or a sport’s club, that’s only a very small component of 

what it costs to run a theatre.  



158 
 

  

Having her on board was a good move on their part, though not all the members 

always appreciated Lois. It could have been her tendency to make unilateral decisions and act 

without necessarily having the backing and approval of the rest of the governance team.  

The board held working bees to tidy up the gardens and buildings and had been 

fundraising for some time in order to do long-needed renovations. In October 2014 the 

Hamilton City Council, in a public excluded session, voted to sell the land underneath the 

Theatre for $485,000 with Riverlea having first right of refusal. The board found themselves 

in the unenviable position of having to use all the money and fundraise a great deal more just 

to keep the Theatre. The New Zealand Herald reported this event and quoted Lois: 

‘Where we are getting that money from, I don’t know. We don’t have that sort 

of money; it is ridiculous. To take very good tenants and do that to them, after never 

costing them (the council) anything, while they gift The Meteor. Why are they doing 

this to Riverlea, which has already proven itself to be successful? I think it is 

dangerous precedent for the city. It is not what a city should be about —it should be 

about its people. Not its ability to grasp a little bit of money from its people.’ 

  

 As usual, Lois was advocating for her community: for access to community facilities 

for as many people as possible. She understood that the infrastructure needed was always 

going to cost money—to buy, build, maintain, or refurbish and that there needs to be support 

from local government to enable this to happen. She was able to be an effective voice and 

bridge from the community to local government. Local government representatives in turn 

sought her out and looked for her support for projects aligned to her values. 

The lease on the Riverlea land is due to expire in 2027, with no guarantees a new 

landlord will not increase the rate, forcing the theatre out. The Riverlea board submitted to 

HCC, saying that the decision to sell the land is ‘against the council’s own Arts Agenda and 
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Policy’. In July 2015, the council revisited the decision giving them until July 2016 to buy the 

land for a slightly reduced amount of $460,000, this probably as a result of negative publicity.  

In 2014, HCC had gifted the Meteor Theatre to One Victoria Trust and also brokered 

a favourable deal with the Clarence Street Theatre, gifting it to a community trust along with 

a start-up grant of $75,000. Lois accused HCC of bias in its treatment of the theatre group. It 

is hard not to see her point.  

Riverlea signed a Sale and Purchase agreement with HCC with a clause requesting an 

extension of settlement to December 2016, and another to be able to withdraw from the 

purchase at any stage. Sean Murray of events and economic development was unhappy with 

these clauses. City councillors passed a resolution to ask staff to compare terms and 

conditions of the Riverlea deal with those of the Clarence Street Theatre and One Victoria 

Trust. 

 On July 30, 2015, the Waikato Times reported that council staff had declined the 

December 2016 extension. Lois said: 

We asked for more time just in case we didn’t make this round of lottery 

requests, but the council refused our request which I find quite disturbing actually but 

the people at the theatre are so worried about losing their theatre that they just want 

to go ahead and sign the agreement so that’s what I’ve gone and done. The whole 

thing is being rushed through because the council want it all over and done with 

before the election. 

 

*   * 

High Tea 

One of the fundraising events Lois organised for the theatre was a high tea on a Sunday in 

March in 2016 at The Creamery, a country café near Ohaupo. She gently bullied a group of 

us to attend. I was never quite sure how she pulled this off. You were left feeling a bit 

manipulated but not caring too much. It was about $40 a ticket so Cheryl, Janey, Lee, 
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Margaret, myself, and my aged mother along with her stroller (walker) duly presented 

ourselves for high tea and musical entertainment.  

It was a balmy summer’s day, perfect for summer frocks and best sandals. We had 

done our best to scrub up ok and not eat too much lunch. The setting was delightful, with 

English trees, lush gardens, and picture window views. There were sculptural old-fashioned 

matching cups, saucers, and plates festooned with flowers. The tables were artfully decorated 

with lacy tablecloths and three-tiered cake stands stacked with sweet treats and savouries. 

More goodies were brought out at intervals by women in pretty floral frocks who also acted 

as mother, pouring us tea from beautifully crafted teapots in a myriad of designs and patterns.  

Lois flitted back and forth as she usually did at events, toting around her microphone 

she used as MC. She grabbed a cup of tea in between people fetching her for something or 

other and making announcements. Her usual MC bowler hat would have looked a little 

strange at a tea party, seeing as she wore a dress. I don’t remember her eating anything.  

I have to confess I have had better high teas, but the tableware was gorgeous with 

women constantly refilling our teacups and the company was excellent, so I mustn’t 

complain. We tried to sip delicately from the bone china whilst nibbling on mince savouries 

and little lamingtons. There were club sandwiches of course, and cupcakes with cream 

frosting and pink icing in the shape of roses.  

Most of us probably stuffed our faces regardless of the relative merits of the culinary 

offerings, except for Janey who was the fussiest eater over two years of age that I have ever 

met. She could sniff pumpkin filler from three hundred paces. Oh, and Lee who, after the first 

bite or two, refused point-blank to eat anything more and left early to go get food. Luckily, 

there was also white wine which helped to disguise the provenance of the pastries.  

 

*   * 



161 
 

 

The final chapter in the Riverlea saga with Lois as Chair was reported in The Herald on 29 

April 2016. HCC now agreed to sell the land for $350,000. The council pointed out what a 

great deal Riverlea was getting with an asset valued at over a million dollars—although the 

council could not sell it on the open market with the theatre building on it. The conservative 

wing of HCC wanted to divide off the back section, but Lois was having none of that: 

The area has a range of opportunities, and we have a ten-year-plan to expand 

the whole theatre, make it a bit bigger, new stage area, new areas for sets and all that 

kind of stuff. Ultimately, we could decide to sell it to pay for some of the upgrades, but 

we can’t do that in the short term...We’re going to have a good party once the deal’s 

done. 

 

I don’t know if any of these upgrades have been done since Lois’s death, but the back section 

was still intact the last time I looked. 

 

*  * 

 

Having Lois as chair of Riverlea was handy for me as she got free tickets to the shows, and 

she invited me along to them. We could afford to splurge on the dinner and show option, 

seeing as we had free tickets. There was also supper which was a cuppa and a slice or two for 

a gold coin donation. The shows were of varying standards. I never heard Lois criticise any of 

them which I thought showed remarkable restraint, she having been a semi-professional and 

all. These were all amateur productions where everyone knew someone who had been in a 

show or two. It was all you could do not to yell out, ‘Hey Sybil’, and wave like mad.  

The costume room was also handy for when we needed to kit ourselves out for a 

heritage festival. We also got costumes for when three of us were invited to one of the Fifth 

Waikato Dragoon’s (Alf’s Imperial Army) annual dinners. This was a fascinating and unique 
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experience where everyone paid a very modest $45, dressed in posh, period costumes and 

consumed considerable amounts of food. I suspect we were only allowed to attend such a 

hallowed event as half of the army was stranded in Taihape or somewhere, which was lucky 

for us. At the bottom of the invitation was writ in Lucinda Calligraphy—God Save The 

Queen!: Wizard Save The Empire!   

For the army, of course, clothes were their everyday special occasion ones. We were 

the only guests who had to get a costume specially. It was great fun poking around amongst 

hundreds of outfits from different eras with a costume for any occasion you could dream up. 

Tinkerbell anyone? Darth Vader? We duly selected a costume for fairly well-off Victorian 

ladies although this was not as easy as it sounds as most of the outfits were designed for very 

slender young women. We donned dresses with layers and layers of purple, green or blue 

taffeta and colourful shawls. Our richly detailed frocks dragged on the ground, but we 

forewent bustles. I can’t say these outfits were comfortable or irresistible, but we looked the 

part. We were dowagers or maiden aunts. 

 Lois, Margaret, and I duly presented ourselves at 1900 hours or 7pm civilian time in 

our High Formal attire at Alf’s abode for a Victorian evening of impeccable manners and 

period dining. I don’t know about the other two, but I was nervous having no idea of how to 

behave at such an event. I needn’t have worried as we were each given a handbook reminding 

us of the proper etiquette and what to say when. The army greeted us like queens and 

escorted us to our allocated seats at a large wooden table. I suspect Lois attended dress-up 

formal events where the guests were waited on so attentively, but this was a rare experience 

for me. There were two courses for each part of dinner rather than the usual one, with a 

printed menu. I confess I had completely forgotten what was on it, until I had a brain wave 

remembering that I never throw away a programme or theatre ticket. I just needed to sift 

through the box and, voila, there it was. 
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We started with sunrise soup with fresh cheese buns. This was followed by beef 

lasagne with a red salad for the first main course; Mediterranean chicken casserole with 

potato and parsnip mash and steamed vegetables for the second. Desserts were orange 

steamed pudding with ice cream, followed by homemade apple pie and thickened cream for 

the final sweet dish. We drank a glass of a different wine with each course. I do not know 

how we managed all that food, but manage we did—in a leisurely and very polite fashion. No 

need to ‘pass the parsnips please’ as they waited on us throughout the entire dinner. Who says 

the Victorians never had any fun? 

After dinner, we were all asked to give an impromptu speech after drawing a topic. 

Lois and I were quite used to shooting our mouths off at the slightest opportunity, so this 

challenge was quite manageable. I have no idea what we spoke about, but we filled the time 

with no trouble. 

Major Alf Blundell (aka Ralph Evans and a HECT Trust member) and his good lady 

wife, Annette, did all the catering. They must have spent days in the kitchen preparing such a 

feast. I couldn’t help but reflect on the lost art of good manners and slow food. The Army 

practises good manners and weird, archaic turns of phrase every day. They live the life of the 

best of Victorian sensibilities, being unfailingly polite, abstruse, wearing period costumes, 

and practising Victorian entertainments, such as fighting similar armies with fake swords and 

flour bombs.  

Back at the Riverlea Trust, funders were persuaded, and Lois and the board managed 

to raise the required amount. The Theatre was saved if a little in need of a makeover and the 

show could go on. 
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Labouring 

Lois was a Labour Party stalwart, delivering pamphlets and attending party events. She once 

held what I think they call a “cottage meeting”. She would have enjoyed dusting off her 

grandmother’s linen and fancy china. She was very fond of the crisply ironed tablecloths 

delicately stitched with forget-me-nots or pink roses, the matching linen napkins folded just 

so. She often mentioned them. A group of her friends were gathered at her house, sipping tea 

and eating cucumber sandwiches and cupcakes. I suppose we were meant to be discussing 

Labour policies, but I don’t remember any political discussion. It would have been about 

things happening in the neighbourhood, the doings of our relatives, the state of the nation. 

   Another event she dragged me to was a Labour Party quiz at the Cosmopolitan Club. 

I remember going up a steep staircase to get to the upstairs venue; it had a seat and rail like a 

little cable car for people who couldn’t walk to the top floor under their own steam. I wanted 

to see someone riding up on it or go up on it myself but there weren’t any disabled people 

there at the time. It may have been undignified and possibly against club rules to hitch a ride 

on it myself.  

 They ran a quiz with teams and a raffle or auction or something of that nature. I 

recognised people such as Di Yates and Martin Gallagher. I don’t know what it is about 

political parties having “social events”. They always seem to be trying too hard to have a 

good time and feel contrived to me. There is not enough fun to be fun, and not enough serious 

to be a conference, just a sort of no person’s land of speeches and “social activities”. I have 

never been to one I enjoyed so I guess I am not a political animal. Plus, this was not my Party 

although the sole party gathering for the Greens that I attended was just as bad—people all 

staring at a giant screen broadcasting the voting results. I cautiously found a seat and a paper 

cup, poured myself a measure of wine from the bottle I’d brought and prayed someone would 

talk to me. No one did. I finished my wine and quickly left the scene. Lois never let on about 
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what she thought about these events. I think she was doing her duty by her Party. It was often 

quite hard to discern if she was enjoying herself or just meeting requirements. Politicians 

learn to put on a poker face. 

 

*   * 

 

A fellow Labour supporter at the quiz night, Martin Gallagher, kindly agreed to talk to me 

about Lois. He started his career as an activist in the Resident’s Council and trained to be a 

teacher before entering politics via a by-election at Hamilton City Council in 1985. He held 

this position for nine years, became a Labour MP for Hamilton West in 1993, lost the seat in 

1996, won it again in 1999, keeping it for another nine years.  He returned to HCC in 2010. 

All in all, I think it is fair to say he is a successful career politician with Labour leanings. 

 Martin comes to my house the day I interview him—he is the first interviewee to 

come to my house, and I feel inordinately pleased about this.  He phones to say he is running 

a little late and arrives soon after. I think this shows a courtesy often absent in politicians. We 

sit on my large back deck, looking out at my trees—wineberry, kowhai, silver ferns, karamu, 

and a large cherry tree. We have to retire to the lounge a couple of times when a neighbour 

decides to mow the lawns. Martin is a gracious and affable man with no harsh things to say 

about anyone. I offer a hot beverage which he accepts but doesn’t drink much of. It seems 

that people doing interviews tend to disregard their hot drinks.  

Martin says he first met Lois when she was working for Radio Waikato (Pacific). He 

says this was the forerunner to Radio Pacific. He:  

was a newly minted councillor and she was probably sceptical about some of 

the things councillors were doing, or that I was doing. She was quite professional and 

cool, alright, so that was that—a standoffish relationship—and then, over time, the 

perception and that wasn’t standoffish and then, of course, obviously, from that point 
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and, again, you need to check with her daughter about the fact, that, and others, you 

know the journey… 

 

I didn’t ask him what he taught but I’m picking it wasn’t English. I suspect that Career 

Politicians 101 says you never give a simple, straightforward answer to a question if a vague 

and convoluted one will do just as well. Later on, and more vulnerably, he describes that first 

interview with Lois: I was trying, as a young person, to get her approval because when you 

meet someone you kind of like to be liked. I was getting from Lois from her end that I was not 

liked. Lois often adopted this attack is the best form of defence style that had no relationship 

to what she felt about people and more in common with her own insecurities. I expect people 

probably felt that way under her seemingly intense probing of new minds.  

This first meeting with Lois seems to have left a strong impression on Martin: This is 

me, a youngish person in his thirties recalling Lois in the Radio Waikato complex but she, 

even then, was kind of involved and interested in council; very much aware of what was 

happening. He recalls some kind of creative endeavour she was involved with up north. This 

was the animated movie she helped make as part of her broadcasting Diploma about a 

wombat, just shaking the memory tree, but it was around animation and stuff. 

I try to interrupt him to absolutely no avail. My would-be disturbances and detours are 

like water off the proverbial duck’s back. He simply talks back over the top of me until I shut 

up.  

I ask him what his connection with Lois was. Obviously, the environmental bit. He 

talks about her support of the 60-hectare Waiwhakareke project which is a joint venture 

between the University, Hamilton City Council, WINTEC, and Tui 2000. This involves 

restoration of green fields and a small peat lake to resemble how it was in pre-European 

times. Much progress has been made and it is now a thriving green space.  
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An eco-housing project had been proposed for five hectares adjoining the reserve but 

in 2013 they decided to annex the land instead and incorporate it into the project. After the 

hearings, Councillor Gary Mallett proposed a last-minute amendment to build cheap houses 

on it instead. Environmentally minded people went to council chambers to protest this 

development including Bruce Clarkson, a noted and well-respected ecologist, Lois, and 

Paula. The motion was defeated. Martin thinks it would have totally compromised the project 

and that Lois was key in defeating the motion. 

Lois also sat on a Heritage Advisory Panel at city council which came out of a newly 

developed heritage policy. Gordon Chesterman was one of the few pro heritage councillors 

and set up the panel. Lois sat on the Lottery Environment and Heritage Committee for a time 

as well as the National Heritage Trails Foundation, so was a good fit for this. We also speak 

of Dr Ann McEwan, a heritage architect who supported our campaigns pro bono and was also 

a member of the heritage panel. Ann also finds time to write articles about heritage in local 

newspapers. The council voted to disband the panel under the new 2016 Mayor, Andrew 

King.  

Along with Lois, he thinks that, overall, failures are more important than successes. 

Political success requires several factors working together: 

 I’ve woken at two in the morning, looked in the mirror and said, ‘God, why 

didn’t I do that twenty years ago?’ It’s about timing, it’s about the right people in the 

room at the right time, the numbers, the right vote and alluding to the complexities. 

 

Of our patch in Hamilton East, Martin says, there’s the wins and there’s the tears. 

He thinks that if you are walking around Hamilton East in ten years, Lois would be 

reasonably pleased with this. I find it hard to agree with this assessment as nearly all the 

heritage has gone, and I hardly think she preferred blocks of apartments with not a bush or 

blade of grass in sight to what was here before. 
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The shops are becoming like everywhere shops—$2 and more, vape shops, fried food 

or noodle takeaway joints. The big exception is the delicious offerings to be discovered in 

Lovegrove Lane which used to house a panelbeater and similar tradie businesses. Grey Street 

is still home to second-hand shops, and the popular Duck Island ice-cream parlour that once 

formed part of a Bendon factory, nice cafés, and Collins Footwear that has been on site since 

1982. On reflection, there are still interesting retailers but many of the shops that used to be 

quirky and individual like the Celtic and Wiccan stores, and interesting boutiques like Anna S 

and The Carpenter’s Daughter have long since vanished or moved. It feels harder and harder 

to know where you are by looking at the built environment. Often, we could be anywhere in 

the world.  

Martin and I speculate about where Lois got her prodigious energy from. Our talk 

inevitably turns to Hamilton East’s biggest loss—the destruction of the beautiful buildings in 

Clyde Street. I say I had to turn my head to the right every time I drove up Clyde St for a long 

time to avoid looking at that gaping hole. Martin has similar feelings: I just freeze my heart 

on that one. I can sort of sleep…We discuss failure: 

I think it is really relevant to focus on the campaigns that were not successful, 

the defeats, because through that you build Lois’s vision of what might have been—

I’ll give myself a C- for this stuff on council. You come to this country for its beautiful 

landscape and its coastlines. You don’t come to this country for appreciation of its 

architecture or built heritage.  

You might if you were going to Napier, I suggest. 

Napier, yes, Dunedin, parts of Wellington, he concedes. 

Oamaru. 

Oamaru — so with some exceptions but all I’m saying — 

Not Hamilton, that’s for sure. 

 

I don’t mention Whanganui or Thames or any number of small towns and cities the 

developers overlooked but I get his point. It is reassuring that at least a few long-time 
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politicians can be humble, admit their mistakes, have a heart for the welfare of people and 

place.  

We refer to a columnist, teacher, writer, artist and heritage advocate, Peter Dornauf, 

who protested with us by chalking on the Clyde St wall before it was demolished. Martin 

speaks of a Pecha Kucha talk he gave about pioneers chopping down trees and so forth. We 

both love his columns and I suspect Lois did too. Martin quickly checked them to check that I 

wasn’t the subject of them. Peter can be cutting and straight to the point. I can understand 

Martin’s fears. Peter is a hard taskmaster but a good person. I count myself as almost a friend.  

Martin wants to speak to the younger generation of city councillors: I want to say to 

the Sarah Thompsons of this world, the Ryan Hamiltons, actually there are some genuinely 

wonderful, good, new generation of leaders, ‘Read this chapter. See if you can do better.’ I 

sure hope his book comments bear fruit: 

I’m just coming back to the book and that chapter you mentioned about 

Euphrasie House is just the message for the new, sort of the likes of you and me — 

Pop our clogs, I’m guessing he means. 

I may be misjudging it … and I’m just hoping that the next generation reads 

the book and reads the Lois Livingston legacy. The story where the defeats are just as 

important as the failures. 

The new RMA legislation is looming; allowing for three storied buildings any old 

place really unless councils do a good job of defining heritage and where it exists: There’s 

some more work to do. We have to make sure it is watertight. I expect we both silently wish 

Lois was here for this gig, too.  

He says he was really pleased when Lois was elected to Regional Council and doubly 

pleased that she got re-elected. Not personal friends but he values her contribution as a 

community leader, advocate, and campaigner, and exhorts new and current leaders to read 

this. Look at Lois’s journey. He speaks of fairly new councillor Sarah Thompson: huge 
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potential. I mean I’m not dumb enough not to honour her. He hopes the new generation of 

leaders will be wise enough to learn from her journey, Lois can still speak. 

Memories fade and dissolve into spider webs. I am not the only one with memory 

gaps. He worries: The committee started this year. I’m thinking am I going mad? I think I 

chaired the version in the eighties of this. I’m sure he did. I notice from observing the 

workings of various organisations over decades—there is a circularity. New leaders 

restructure. The next ones restructure again. At some point the new structure starts to 

resemble the old. It seems to me those new leaders are animals marking their territory—the 

scent boundary that says, ‘This is my territory so don’t enter. This is all smelling of me. I will 

fight you if you try to enter it.’   

Like most of the people in this story, Martin has an appreciation for environmental 

issues. His first environmental campaign was Save Manapouri: This’ll make you laugh. When 

I went to Norman Kirk’s funeral. He would say to his grandkids, ‘You can vote for whoever 

you like as long as it’s Labour or Green.’ He sees environmental and community wins as 

joint victories, only possible when enough people lean the same way. Waiwhakareke is a case 

in point. The vote came down to the wire and one of the conservative pro Mallet supporters, 

Katrina Green, was the key vote to come across. She told him that his argument had 

convinced her: sometimes what you say in the chamber will actually count to change minds 

cos mostly, you’ve got to work pretty hard to switch someone from a really firm position. 

Crucial moments in history. 

He is at pains to point out that her vote in no way detracts from the hard work of Lois, 

Bruce Clarkson, and the rest.  Martin sees himself as a tactician like Lois. Everyone plays a 

critical role, but Lois is in that team with mana and tenacity and tenaciousness. 

Like Lois, he didn’t always agree with the Greens: She was very much a practical 

politician. Politicians have to work with people of all political stripes. Martin wants everyone 
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in the room rather that demonstrating outside—with some extreme right-wing exceptions—

but Lois was that community person in the best sense of the word. That sentiment seem 

prescient for the times. 

  At various points in our discussion, he describes Lois as a feisty, mega feisty 

community campaigner and visionary, and would say this that I would much prefer Lois as a 

friend than an enemy. He describes a rare visit to her house with her casual, hospitable, and 

friendly way of bringing people into her orbit as: 

Where we were chatting and joking. This feisty, full of life, but clearly unwell 

and time limited—so that memory for me is very poignant but also the admiration of a 

wonderful spirit and tenacity—just got a glimpse of that. I wasn’t in her circle of 

friends, but I was one of her many community admirers and colleagues. 

 

City council is planning to demolish the Founder’s Theatre in town due to the 

building not coming up to the dreaded earthquake standards. A group, including Margaret 

Evans, has been campaigning to save it for community groups. Martin pauses, no doubt 

thinking of the loss of Lois’s strength and support: I wish we had her on the Founders at the 

moment. 
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Doggone 

Wherever Lois went, Ollie was sure to go. I have to admit that sometimes I thought to myself, 

you really want to take a dog here? Well, yes, she did. He was a big, hairy, Bearded Collie. 

He was black and white like the rest of his clan. This canine breed is meant to be one of the 

most intelligent.  

This was not a pampered pooch. His fur was mostly matted and uncombed and he had 

rarely set his hair-covered eyes on a dog groomer, but he was very beloved. He liked to round 

up the ducks at the lake and have a bit of a swim in the river. Ollie had a genial and gentle 

nature. He would always come over for a good petting and greeting—maybe a bit of hair 

straightening and foreign object removal. When you couldn’t help pulling on his hair trying 

to unravel the knots, he would look reproachfully at you and wander off.  

Ollie would come to meetings, on all walks, and on many outings. He would go 

wherever Lois thought they could get away with and also places where he was not wanted at 

all, but the people were too polite or too scared of Lois to order him from the premises. He 

basically lived in the backseat of Lois’s station wagon or trotting by her side or at least in 

close proximity to her. He was not too annoying and quite obedient —well, most of the time. 

Sometimes he would jog off up the road and have to be rounded up himself.  

I don’t think Lois had ever registered him at the Council or maybe she just decided to 

stop renewing his registration. Lois was a rule-breaker; she didn’t want to pay the money and 

have him on file. Lucky for her, he never got into too much trouble. There was one time she 

told me about when he was young. They were at the Hamilton Gardens, and he took off into 

the Japanese garden and wouldn’t come out. There was the devil of a job to persuade him to 

leave. I can now report an addendum to this story. About 18 months after this incident, Ollie 

did the same thing again and was banned for life from the ornamental gardens—along with 

all other dogs—forever.  



173 
 

Once, when Lois was going away somewhere she asked me to have Ollie. I was 

unsure about this as my pooch was a bit mad and quite aggressive to her kind after an 

unleashed one bit her in the stomach on a narrow boardwalk. This was particularly evident on 

her own turf. I had taken her to a dog whisperer, but this had made things worse if possible. 

Roxy, the Irish Terrier, and Ollie the Collie had been canine friends for years, happy to go for 

walks together. As Roxy aged, she became less and less tolerant of other dogs which made 

life a bit tricky and resulted in labyrinth walks and “casual” road crossings at the sight of an 

approaching pooch. She had started being aggressive, even on Ollie’s turf.  

‘Um, er, I’m not sure.’ 

  'I'll drop him off later.’ She was very insistent. I caved. She did as threatened—

dropped him off and left very quickly.  It was a terrible couple of days. Almost at once, Roxy 

started growling deep in her throat then launched herself at poor Ollie, giving a good 

impression of trying to kill him—. Ollie looked completely baffled with no idea why his 

former pal wanted to rip his throat open. That made two of us. I had to try to keep them 

strictly separated which was no mean feat. I was rather relieved when she picked him up and 

I never dog-sat him again. 

Another day Lois called and said she couldn’t find Ollie. She had looked everywhere 

to no avail. He was not too good and possibly near the end. The next day she called into my 

work at Waimarie and said that Ollie was near death and had been under the deck. She had to 

get him out. Or maybe he was under the deck and came out, and then died. I can’t remember 

the sequence, except that Ollie was probably dead and needed attending to. We drove round 

to her house before Lois had to go to WRC and there he was, stone dead. Lois was dry-eyed 

but upset. She covered him with a blanket, preparatory to burial, and went off to her meeting. 

He had been her constant companion for years and now he was gone. No more walks, no 



174 
 

more ducks, no more cuddles with a hairy, loving Collie. Lois didn’t show her feelings much, 

but I know she would have been desolate at his loss. 

Ollie must have been around ten or twelve which is about the average lifespan for a 

large dog. The smaller the dog, the longer the expected lifespan; up to around 17 human 

years. I knew of a very small 17-year-old dog that was attacked by the pit bull-type dog 

belonging to her neighbour’s visitor. It clamped its jaws around the old dog, thrashed her 

from side to side, and broke her neck in about a nanosecond.  

Roxy was a medium dog and, true to her unique form and penchant for doing the 

unexpected, lived 18 months past her use by date, after the vet pronounced that she was due 

to expire at around 14 years of age. She had developed arthritis in her back legs and deafness. 

Being a bit deaf myself, I sympathised. The walks got shorter and shorter until I was just 

about dragging her home. One day, she just conked out in the middle of the road. I had to 

carry her the last bit. I thought that was it—but no, she had just overdone it for the day. She 

made loud breathing noises but never stopped eating, wasn’t incontinent, and didn’t appear to 

be suffering or senile.  

She was a fair bit of trouble, scaring cats up trees, running away and rampaging 

around the neighbourhood. My sister had been telling me to euthanize her for about ten years, 

but I said, ‘You don’t kill things just because they cause you bother.’ 

The vet suggested I put Roxy down in the first big covid lockdown, but this would 

entail me leaving her at the door and collecting her when she was dead. I couldn’t just 

abandon her to strangers who were going to kill her, so I politely declined the offer. They 

rang me weeks later and said they had a new method. They would run a long gas line out to 

your car, so you could sit in it with your pet while it was gassed. This didn’t sound too 

appealing, either. I wanted a home death. I just wanted to come home from work one day to 

find a dead dog. Roxie did not let me down. One afternoon, my son rang and said he could 
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not find her. When I got home, there she was, three feet from her kennel with the cat standing 

sentinel by her body. Relationships can be just as complicated in the animal world as they are 

in the human world.  

I made my son dig a hole near the back garden. He was reluctant to get dirty and do 

physical work with a spade. I insisted, reminding him that my back was a bit dodgy. He 

wrapped her in a woollen patchwork blanket and left her blue collar on, so he didn’t have to 

touch her body. She wouldn’t fit in the hole, rigor mortis had set in. The hole had to be made 

longer. We covered her body with dirt, and I said parting words at the gravesite. 

 Disturbingly, every time I go to the burial area which kept sinking for a time and had 

to be topped up with soil from the garden, I imagine the blue collar and a dog body in various 

stages of decomposition. I expect this is because I once dug up someone else’s dog whilst 

planting violets under a tree. The body had been wrapped in layers of plastic and had not 

decomposed at all. Unless someone jumped our fence to bury it while we were out, the body 

had been there for years. The only plastic around Roxy was her nylon collar. 

I expect there are just Roxy bones and a blue circle by now. She was 15 and a half, 

not bad for a medium dog. I kept expecting to see her when I got home from work for months 

and could not bear the sight of her food bowl and bag of food: I gave them to someone with a 

live dog. The kennel was moved round the back. 

I wonder if Lois thought of Ollie like this. She had had other dogs and I know she 

loved them all, but especially Ollie. I am not sure if she cried when they died but I expect she 

did, after a glass of wine and a sad movie. 
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Trust 

I remember clearly the first time I saw Lois. Someone from our Trust (Hamilton East 

Community Trust) asked her to come on board as Chair. We met in the bowels of the Calder 

and Lawson building—once pink, the concrete white and grey building sits proudly on Grey 

St, enticing travellers to let them help plan their business trips and dream holidays. Leanne 

Morris was a Trust member who worked there, hence the meeting space.  

Lois seemed to waltz in and take over. Who the hell does this woman think she is? I 

thought peevishly as she spelled out what we should be doing and how we should do it. I was 

determined to not like her, but she seduced us all with her home cooking, wine, and 

outrageous tales. One couldn’t help but admire her know-how and experience. It was 

fascinating to watch and to be a part of her orbit.  

Once installed at the helm, she cunningly began holding the meetings at her home in 

Brookfield St with the smells of home baking wafting through from the kitchen. We looked 

forward to the meetings immensely, gobbling up her homemade relish and muffins and shyly 

offering our contributions of wine. We were often in awe of this woman who knew how to 

get things done. She knew people who made things happen in the city, the country, and even 

overseas. She knew mayors, councillors, and MPs. She knew the heads of iwi, NGOs, media 

organisations, and businesses. 

Not shy herself, she would regale us with stories of a very personal nature at the drop 

of a hat. I’m sure my jaw dropped to the floor quite often. She spoke of her mental health 

struggles and problems in the family without batting an eyelid. I had never met anyone 

remotely like her. By turns, she could be savvy, forthright, outrageous, confident, bold, brave, 

cruel, insecure, kind, or manipulative. She made other people look downright boring. Not one 

to hold a grudge, she would apologise when necessary and take things on board if all else 

failed. 
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She proceeded to boss us all around and firmly took up the reins of the organisation. 

She repeated this process with other organisations like the Riverlea Theatre and SEKCA. I 

suspect there were others. Her style was not particularly democratic. She often made 

decisions and acted on them without bothering to ask the rest of the board what they thought. 

This meant things often moved fast. It meant that they sometimes veered into stormy waters 

and needed emergency actions. It was marvellous how she always seemed to land lightly on 

her feet.  

 

Steele Park 

The Trust did not begin or end with Lois, but she became its beating heart and the source of 

its power. The Trust evolved from its beginnings as the Steele Park Working Group, made up 

of people from local organisations and led by Jane Stevens who was then a Neighbourhood 

Worker for Hamilton City Council. The group formed after rapes and muggings, beatings, 

and intimidation kept occurring in the park. 

Steele Park is a bald green pate of grass fringed with trees. Within the fringe, lies a 

dilapidated cricket pavilion, long abandoned Plunket rooms, dodgy looking public toilets, and 

a new playground.  

A hardened group of committed drinkers made the park home from morning to dusk, 

and into the inky black. Liquorland squatted across Grey St, a walk of about 20 metres. The 

imbibers sat on the steps of the crumbling pavilion, harassing Sacred Heart schoolgirls while 

they played softball and accosting passers-by taking shortcuts across the grass. Most of the 

tipplers were relatively harmless, but there was a small number of hardened offenders. The 

park had a seedy reputation and was becoming a place you didn’t want to visit. Police were 

regularly summoned.  
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The main street of Hamilton East, Grey Street, is named after Sir George Grey, the 

onetime Governor-General. In 1863, George Grey ordered British troops to march from 

Pokeno to cross the stream called Aukati. This was the line the Māori King Tawhiao had 

deemed should not be crossed. The militia’s crossing the Rubicon led to the Waikato War.  

Lois was always very aware of the less salubrious aspects of European settlement and 

was always mindful of keeping this history to the fore in her work. She took care to develop 

relationships with Māori colleagues and leaders. 

Originally known as Sydney Square as a nod to that other Sydney where the militia 

enlisted, the perimeter of the park was planted with oak trees by early settlers in 1889, on the 

silver jubilee of the arrival of the 4th Waikato Militia settlers. Steele Park, named after a 

Lieutenant Steele, was the first park created by Pākehā, with every tree named for a person in 

the militia. It had formerly been used as a temporary camping ground for Māori.  

Steele Park has been the site of thousands of games of cricket and touch, picnics, dog 

exercising, and lolling about. It has been the home of the Hinemoa Athletics Club for 

decades. My children used to run around the track and jump in the sandpit on Thursday 

afternoons, hoping for glory.  

The group lobbied the council via the Annual Plan for two years running until the 

council stumped up the $35k for amenity lighting in June 2003. This greatly increased the 

safety of the park at night and meant twilight sports, mostly touch, could also be played. The 

drinkers remained, but people felt safer. The council installed metal railings at the foot of the 

pavilion so they could no longer sit drinking on the steps. Luckily, there is grass to sit on. 

 
*   * 

 

One afternoon, the conversation on the tapes centres on why we don’t do the things we want 

to: 
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  Lois says, sometimes it’s laziness.  

Yeah, sometimes it’s procrastination. I venture. 

Procrastination is the thief of time. There’s one thing I have discovered the 

older I’ve got; is how good the old adages are. They are just fantastic and they’re all 

right. Yeah, someone’s come up with this saying and it’s lasted for centuries. Do you 

know that Shakespeare put something colossal 70,000 words into the English 

language?  

Actually, it was only 1700, but still a shedload.  

Really? He made them up? 

Well, they were words that ended up being in common usage. Where they 

came from, I don’t know. But huge, colossal, the amount of language he made 

available to people. 

He was a pretty smart cookie, I say unnecessarily. 

He was a smart cookie alright. So yes, the adages. I find myself, from time to 

time, telling them to Xhili. She must think, Oh god. We’ve probably all done the 

people telling us ‘Procrastination is the thief of time’. She says this in a smarmy 

voice.  

A watched pot never boils. [We can thank Benjamin Franklin for this] 

It’s amazing what you can do while the kettle is boiling. I rush off and do this, 

that, and the other thing. I think I managed to fold the washing, take the rubbish out, 

put another wash on, go to the toilet, da da—and look, it’s only just boiled. In other 

words, ‘Don’t watch the pot—go off and do something.’  

 

*   * 

 

Back in trustland, the Steele Park Working Group needed a legal entity to umbrella funding 

from philanthropic trusts on its behalf. Waimarie performed this task, and administered any 

funding received. One of the projects evolved from a Settler’s Day in Steele Park—organised 

by Mavora Hamilton in 2003. The day of the first heritage festival run by the trust, the wind 

decided to create a bit of mischief, making us race after gazebos that came adrift and try to 

corral flyers and papers that were leaping and bucking—determined to elude our grasp.  
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The group changed its name to the Hamilton East Community Development Group to 

better reflect the wider scope of activities.  It joined forces with the Hamilton East Village 

Business Association (HEVBA) for submissions and their Jazz, Food and Wine Festival. 

Birgit (the leader of the Trust at the time) and I sat on white plastic chairs on the Grey St 

footpath with our raffle basket displayed on a small table—selling tickets, handing out flyers, 

and dispensing information. The jazz musicians played in the street, the shop owners sold 

their sale priced wares off trestle tables parked outside their shops, and the vintners sold their 

wine by the plastic glass.  

We commissioned a researcher to compile information for a Heritage Trail in 2004. 

We met with Wiremu Puke of Ngati Wairere from the Nga Toopu O Kirikiriroa Trust to 

gather support for the Heritage Trail. The Hamilton East Community Trust was formed in 

2005. 

*   * 

 

Let the Children Play 

We also submitted to HCC for a new playground and continued to do so—as a group, and 

then as a Trust, for the next decade or so. As a small group of people, all with day jobs, it 

wasn’t feasible to fundraise by organising cake stalls and casino nights.  

Many years ago, council removed the old equipment consisting of seesaws, swings, 

and a type of swing with a metal frame and a fulcrum at each end—seats in the middle 

subdivided by wooden bars to hold onto. Two children stood up holding on to the upright 

steel bars, one at each end, getting purchase with a foot against a crossbar. They rocked back 

and forth gaining momentum and swinging further each rock until the maximum distance and 

speed was reached. The middle children, normally the youngest, got a free ride. I vaguely 

recall that it was called a lullaby—due to the rocking action no doubt. The main danger was 
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for people (not on the swing) being hit from either end as it rocked, which would give one a 

pretty good whump, I imagine.  

In the “bad old days” you fell off the jungle gym and got winded. You learned to not 

fall off or to land better. From a very young age, you learned never to walk into the path of 

any piece of moving play equipment unless you wanted the frisson of a bump, but I guess 

accidents did happen. The old swings at Steele Park could easily accommodate adults and 

you could swing quite high and far. You could leap off when high in the air for an extra thrill. 

They were the best swings in town, and I—along with others, I hope—used them as an adult 

until they were removed. This equipment was believed dangerous but was not replaced by 

anything less so. The seesaws remained until they, too, went the way of the rest of the 

playground equipment. 

Another interesting development was the long-awaited appearance of the new 

playground in Steele Park. When Lois died, the council began the construction of the 

playground. It was completed in about a month, in May 2017. There was a big opening with 

the Mayor, Paula Southgate, and other dignitaries giving speeches that referenced Lois and 

council installed commemorative seats in her honour. 

The kids had been hanging over the railings or had noses pressed against them while 

all the speechifying went on. When the ribbon was finally cut, they swarmed onto the new 

play equipment and got straight to the important business of playing.  

*   * 

An Oldie but a Goodie 

Once Lois was Chair of the newly formed trust in 2005, she continued overseeing the work 

for the heritage trail and a village streetscape designed for Grey St. She also took over the 

lion’s share of organising the heritage days. Lois had long been used to media coverage, and 

we got more of that with her on board.  
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The Strategic Plan for the years 2007 to 2010 set goals for these years and included 

completing the second Heritage Trail, holding a Heritage Day, developing the Streetscape, 

and designs for Steele Park playground. It also had a goal of investigating and creating a 

Special Character Area for part of Hamilton East, taking in Albert St to Brookfield St along 

the lines of the West Claudelands Special Character Area. It was a very productive and busy 

phase that coincided with the period Lois was voted off the Waikato Regional Council 

(WRC) by the Rates Control brigade.  

The trust provided supplementary income for Lois as Co-ordinator of the Trust for a 

year and for the heritage days. She also organised a Children’s Day for council as part of the 

of the Victoria Bridge Centenary. During this lean financial period, she was also selling 

advertising for a local paper, and being a health advocate. Her garden had never looked 

better, supplying her with staples like lettuce, tomatoes, silver beet, and beans.  

The year 2007 was huge for the Trust. We launched stage one of the Heritage Trail. 

We held a public meeting to gauge community support for our submission about heritage to 

the HCC Annual Plan. Flyers ‘were hand delivered by the trustees to every home in Hamilton 

East’.125 submissions were delivered to HCC. The Streetscape proposal was to be peer 

reviewed by council and the establishment of a heritage fund to be considered. The 

Streetscape was never adopted but, eventually, $100k was set aside for a heritage fund. 

During her time on the Trust, Lois was also on a group that ensured the remains of the 

Rangariri paddle steamer were restored and remained on the east side of the river. This was a 

gunboat used to transport the first militia settlers to Hamilton. She seemed quite enthusiastic 

about this project, going off to meetings and helping to resurrect the boat. It was hauled onto 

the riverbank and a canopy built over it to protect the hull remnants from the elements. 

Children liked to scramble over the wreckage, no doubt imagining adventures with river 

pirates and large fish. 
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*   * 

33 Naylor St 

Also in 2007, we ran a campaign to save a historic enclave at 33 Naylor St. Built in 1887, the 

original owners and their descendants had lived there for 130 years. It was not named as a 

heritage building. Listed heritage buildings are appended to the District Plan, and have some 

protection from development, depending on where they come in the alphabet—A listed 

buildings have stronger protection than B ones. There is no C. They generally require 

resource consent to be removed or demolished.  Local councils can function as a heritage 

authority and list buildings, as can the NZ Historic Places Trust (renamed Heritage New 

Zealand Pouhere Taonga). The Trust wanted to get as many heritage properties listed as 

possible but, without being a listing agency, depended on council to do this. Hamilton City 

Council seemed very reluctant, and rarely listed anything. Homeowners can also ask for their 

property to be listed via their local council or Heritage NZ—if the property fits the criteria. 

  This house had hardly been touched and retained nearly all its original features bar a 

hideous, pale pink, 1970s-or-thereabouts, bathroom. The stables were still standing along 

with other outbuildings to the side of the house making this a very rare property. Lois, a 

young Xhili, Ollie, and I went for a nosey and were amazed at the original tiled fireplace, the 

rimu-panelled ceilings and original gas lamps.  

Lois wrote a press release. We asked the council to list or buy the property. Lois 

suggested it could be an historic village with community groups and agencies restoring the 

buildings, moving other heritage buildings onto the site, and creating gardens. We also 

submitted to the HCC Annual Plan, along with our campaign to create a Special Character 

Area in Hamilton East.  At a council meeting in May 2007, there was a ten to two vote 

against listing the Naylor St property. The two councillors in support were Gordon 

Chesterman, and Dave McPherson. Lois told the Waikato Times about the decision to do 
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nothing, ‘They haven’t been brave enough to go where they should have gone.’ She wrote a 

letter to the editor praising Gordon and Dave for ‘standing strong against the rest of the 

council in support of saving an iconic piece of our heritage.’ She reminded council that they 

are a heritage authority and that the last heritage order issued was The Bank in the 1980s: ‘A 

great opportunity lost.’ 

I also wrote to the Planning unit at HCC about Naylor St and another heritage 

property, this one listed—the original homestead in Sheridan Street, Silverdale, pointing out 

that the RMA (Resource Management Act) required them to take note of heritage values. I 

may as well have bashed my head against my filing cabinet for all the notice taken. There 

was no protection for the land surrounding Sheridan Street, so developers built units almost 

touching the homestead on either side—making it a farcical listing. Without a reasonable area 

of land around a listed building, it just ends up looking peculiar like a live hamster in a field 

of Lego. 

There were four tenders for Naylor St. Lois told the Hamilton Press that councils can 

also make other organisations a heritage authority. We were never approached for this 

undertaking. Luckily, the owners chose a couple over the developers, despite them making a 

lower bid. The new owners renovated the home. It has since been resold with the stables and 

other buildings subdivided off. It is still not listed.  

 

Variation  

One day I looked down the street and saw a truck moving off another villa. Incensed, I said to 

Lois, ‘That’s another one gone. We have to do something.’ Usually when I said things like 

that, I was talking to dead air, so I almost fell over when she replied, ‘Ok’, and the fight 

began. The Hamilton Press interviewed me about it. I urged all owners of heritage homes and 

trees to approach the city council for a protection order while there was still time. A nameless 
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developer said Hamilton East was popular with them because it was zoned high density 

residential in the Hamilton District Plan. That meant that there was scope for multi-dwellings.  

It was clear where the boundary was. If you walked along Albert St, one side of the 

road had beautiful heritage homes and the other was being peppered with blocks of 

apartments. HCC said there was a policy vacuum for heritage in Hamilton East and Frankton. 

$250 thousand was set aside to develop one.  

District plans are the bibles of local councils, dictating what can and can’t be 

developed and what can be saved. It is predominantly a bunch of rules that planners scrutinise 

when they receive a resource consent application to build anything much bigger than a garden 

shed. They see if the development fits the rules and then grant it or not. The person putting in 

the consent may be contacted and given a chance to amend their plans so that it meets the 

criteria. Most projects ranging from renovations of existing properties right up to large scale 

developments require a resource consent and a building consent. A portion of the consent fee 

attracts development contributions used to fund infrastructure, such as water, wastewater, 

stormwater, and roads.    

 Resource Consents are also sometimes required before a building can be demolished, 

especially if it is listed on the District Plan. This can be notified where interested parties are 

informed of the intention to demolish or unnotified when no one is officially told. The 

conditions differ from place to place.  

The District Plan is reviewed every ten years. It becomes operative (comes into force 

in its entirety) when everything is agreed on i.e. all appeals protesting parts of the plan are 

resolved. By this time, it is usually time to start another one. Before each new plan becomes 

operational, councillors can put forward variations to the existing one which can alter the 

rules. Community groups often lobby for variations as well. Ten years is a long time in the 
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life of a modern city—desires, mores, living styles, changes in the environment—the plans 

can conflict with attitudes in the wider community. 

We ran an exhausting and heart-breaking campaign to try to save the heritage that 

made the suburb so wonderful. The leafy streets were close to the internationally acclaimed 

Hamilton Gardens and the Waikato River. An easy stroll over the Victoria Bridge and you 

were in the CBD. When a large chunk of Hamilton East was rezoned High Residential, the 

area became irresistible to developers. Blocks of apartments and bedsit type buildings began 

springing up all over the show. This trend has accelerated in recent years as it has over much 

of the country and is set to speed up even more. 

Heritage architects Laura Kellaway and her father, Warwick, as well as Dr Ann 

McEwan, provided generous help and support with heritage but, with the majority of city 

councillors being very conservative and pro-development, it was always a losing proposition. 

Laura had completed a thorough heritage assessment of the area years before, but this was 

mothballed. When council eventually got around to commissioning a heritage survey, they 

used architects from Wellington. There was a penchant for brutalist architecture shaped like a 

star aka the infamous Frances St flats and these are now listed. At the time this survey was 

completed, there were still many intact heritage properties, albeit interspersed with 

contemporary ones, but the area was still worth preserving—at least many thought so. 

Council didn’t agree.  

I recall canvassing the streets all over Hamilton East, knocking on doors, trying to get 

people to sign a submission form or petition. Young people, mostly university students, with 

their lives pointing straight ahead into the future, were mostly uninterested; but those who 

had lived in the area for a while were. After years of submissions, public and private 

meetings, letters, and media coverage the outcome was Variation 20. 
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Under Variation 20, a smattering of 16 houses around the area were listed as well as 

13 villas in Firth St that formed a small heritage precinct. Contrary to arguments that this 

would lower property prices, the opposite is true. A walk along the street a few years later on 

a sunny day revealed owners painting the window trims, trimming the path edges, or hard at 

work in the garden, and taking huge pride in their heritage homes.  

The recent government directive for intensification in our major cities will create 

profound changes across the country with no resource consent being required to build up to 

three story buildings. Martin Gallagher alluded to Plan change 12, “Growing Up,” which will 

identify areas that can be exempt from the requirement—areas considered to have heritage, 

ecological, or cultural significance. Plan change 9, “Heritage and Character,” is also 

underway which will define these areas. Though many buildings have been demolished or 

moved, it seems to be a positive step showing that heritage has finally been recognised. It was 

meant to be considered under the RMA (Resource Management Act) but seems to have been 

largely overlooked until now.  

*   * 

Graham Island 

Wiremu Puke is Ngati Wairere, a hapu or subtribe of Tainui descent. Ngati Wairere territory 

included Te Nihinihi (Hamilton East). He was a valuable source of knowledge and a conduit 

into Maoridom in the area. It can be difficult for Pākehā to access and obey the necessary 

protocols to consult and work with Māori. Wiremu was unfailingly generous with his time 

and advice. There have been fallings out amongst local Māori groups and iwi just as there are 

always fallings out with any group of people, making the process a bit more difficult.  

Wiremu has been willing to be a bridge between Pākehā and Māori—translating the worlds to 

each other, and slow to take offence. 
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 One day Lois invited Wiremu as a guest of the Trust on a boat trip down the river on a 

boat that Trust member and onetime secretary, Darren Mills, owned and operated from 

Hamilton Gardens at the time, The Waikato River Explorer. The boat was medium-sized, 

capable of accommodating 30 odd people at a time on river jaunts. I was unable to resist 

walking up the pier, saluting and saying, “Afternoon capitarn.”  

 We took our seats, sipped our hot beverages, ate a chocolate or blueberry muffin, 

maybe a lemon slice included in the $40 paid for our trip up and down a bit of the Waikato 

Awa. As we chugged north up the river, Wiremu pointed out points of interest along the way. 

He pointed out natural springs, pa sites and other places along the riverbanks, telling stories 

of Māori history in the area.  

We passed what used to be Te Moutere O Koipikau Pa situated on what is now known 

as Graham Island. The Island is near Hayes Paddock, and you can walk to it when the river is 

low enough. The site is all but destroyed now, covered with a mix of native and exotic trees 

with dense undergrowth. The pa had a Pataka called Koipikau, believed to have been 

constructed in the early 1700s during the time of Hotumauea and Hanui—warriors and 

warlords of Ngati Wairere. The Pataka was carved with greenstone adzes decorated with 

kereru feathers and painted with bright red ochre.  

The carved building held items including the cooked flesh of the slain Nga Iwi people 

preserved in their own fat. The Nga Iwi people later intermarried with those of Ngati 

Wairere. A hundred years later, Hongi Hika and his northern warriors invaded this area 

armed with muskets. Koipikau was taken apart and buried to keep it out of Hongi Hika’s 

clutches. It is uncertain if this was the original Pataka and the burial site is unknown. 

A myth from long ago says that the tapu Pataka turned into a Taniwha who carried 

Koipikau down the river on his back before it sunk into the Awa. This could be related to a 

1600 or 1700’s flood that carried it downstream. 
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Back in modern day Hamilton, Lois was keen to restore Graham Island to its original 

glory. We got Wiremu’s company to write a report on the project, but the obstacles were 

many. An archaeologist told us he did not think it was a good idea to build a pa on the island 

due to the difficulties of authenticity, and de-vegetation destroying existing archaeological 

remains. The cost of surveying them and tree removal would be in the six-figure range—we 

reluctantly passed on this project.   

The Island is now also known as Duck Island with the local ice-cream parlour named 

after it. It used to be a favourite place for a river outing on a sunny day and it is said there 

was a store there once. 

 

*   * 

Puff 

In 2013, Lois got very up in arms when a puff shop materialised in Grey St where the tattoo 

parlour had been. Synthetic cannabis, made by spraying chemicals onto plant material, was 

legalised, then made illegal, each time the ingredients were swapped or added to. The 

manufacturers were well ahead of the law; every iteration of the drug seemed to be worse 

than the one before. It was sold at most corner dairies, having interesting names such as 

Synnies, Spice, and Kush. The puff shop was like a TAB with a counter where customers 

lined up at the window to put in their order. The queues often stretched out onto the 

pavement. 

 There were reports of fights and fornication in the street. It seemed that people went a 

bit crazy after smoking it and people were addicted, lining up each morning for their next hit. 

Spaced-out customers wandered up and down looking lost or dangerous. Shoppers were 

scared to shop. Lois wrote letters and joined in a protest march. We wrote submissions to 

council on the issue and Hamilton sensibly decreed that no puff shop could be within 250 
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metres, or thereabouts, from any school or preschool in the city which, luckily, ruled most of 

them out. Shortly afterwards, the government declared the whole class of drugs illegal.  

 

*   * 

AGM 

Two months before she died, Lois wrote an email on the 27 of September 2016 to the Trust 

with the subject line—Re AGM.  

Just to let you know I am in hospital for the next few days having radiotherapy as part 

of my cancer treatment. I have developed a couple of tumours which need to be 

attended to asap plus radiation to my full body in two blasts over both halves of my 

body. I would like to keep this quiet, but it will affect my ability to do all my work for 

the trust so just letting you know we will need to share the load. I have six weeks 

between treatments. I hope to be at the AGM, but I am sure Jane will get this 

organised.  
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Eastgate 

After two, or maybe three, wines, Lois looks at me. ‘I think I’ll drink myself to death,’ she 

pronounces like a Sybil.  

‘Don’t be stupid,’ I reply.  

The moment passes. We have another merlot and a rollie, and talk politics, the 

environment, and other people. Before I met Lois, I used to only drink white wine. Her 

influence is subtle but pervasive. 

 

*   * 

 

Eastgate is a story about community versus development and demolishment. It is a story that 

is likely to have echoes all around the country but be generally unknown to most people. It is 

community speaking truth to power, and there are no prizes for guessing which side 

prevailed. Still, it shows Lois and her cohorts at their best—ferocious, tenacious, 

hardworking, determined. Winning is not everything: trying like your life depends on it for 

what you see as a worthy cause has features to recommend it. At the least, there is the sleep 

of the just. 

I have forgotten the details of how events unfolded. I certainly remember the large 

oak trees that had been standing sentinel for nearly a hundred years; I remember the tennis 

courts, the graceful red brick wall on the perimeter going all the way around the corner; and 

the majestic buildings. Taken together, this large precinct on the corner of Clyde and Grey 

Streets in Hamilton East, conjured up images of a more graceful and spacious time where you 

could breathe calmly, linger, dream. It made me feel proud to work in this patch of the city. 

This place was the gateway to the suburb from when Hamilton East was Irishtown, a place 

where poor Catholics could get a free Catholic education.  
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The site housed the teacher nuns, the schoolgirl boarders, the chapel, the Jubilee 

Catholic Early Childhood Centre, and the primary school, Marion. The houses in the area 

were occupied by families of the Irish militiamen who settled here; other Irish Catholic 

families joined them to be near the church and convent. Around the corner in Clyde Street, 

sits the main place of worship for the local faithful. It is the second modern Cathedral of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary which opened in 1975. The original one was built in 1912; the second 

St Mary’s was demolished in 1974. The third one looks straight at you from behind the traffic 

lights as you come over Victoria Bridge from town.  

Maybe you search your conscience for the day’s transgressions. Maybe you wonder 

how on earth people can enter and exit the cathedral in rush hour. There is a hall to the right; 

I remember taking my daughter to Irish dancing lessons there and attending two funerals and 

a wedding in the cathedral. Apart from the stained glass, I am indifferent to this building, but 

I expect people find it lovely.  

The Catholics originally owned a whole city block or two in Hamilton East (Te 

Nihinihi) and still own a fair bit of property in the area including the still empty lot sporting 

clumps of grass and a bit of rubble where the new Diocese offices were meant to be, in the 

stead of Euphraise House. They still own a small, restored chapel; modern townhouses on the 

Grey Street site; Sacred Heat College; the cathedral and hall in Grey Street; and a building 

further along in Grey Street to house the bishop and other officials of the diocese. They also 

own part of the Te Ara Hou village providing Christian based social services in Morrinsville 

Rd.  

  

The Felling 

The corner square piece of the site holding the tennis courts was put on the market by the 

Sisters of our Lady of the Missions order. The proceeds were said to be going towards 
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funding overseas missions. The city council declined to buy the land when offered it for a 

city park. A developer, ironically named Barry Livingston, of Homes for Living—no bloody 

relation to Lois—bought the site and planned a retail and entertainment complex, a project 

they called Eastgate. One of his first acts was to chop down the beautiful trees that had stood 

at the corner of Hamilton East for over a hundred years—at dawn in June 2007. 

Like the one for historic buildings and sites, there is a register for listed trees 

appended to the District Plan. They can be protected on private land if the owners contact city 

council—provided the trees meet criteria that involves the trees’ health, size, shape, 

historical and scientific background. City councillor, Gordon Chesterman, spoke up for 

trees. Few councillors at that time cared about such things. Registering them adds a layer of 

protection as a resource consent needs to be granted before they can be felled. 

 Sister Pauline, former headmistress of Sacred Heart Girls’ College and head of the 

religious order, said the trees on the site were in bad condition and a safety hazard. 

Livingston denied chopping them down, then promptly applied for a resource consent to 

build shops, bars, and restaurants. He said he didn’t own it at the time the trees were felled. 

Interestingly, he was a director in or shareholder in companies with Peter Lean who did own 

it.  A sale and purchase agreement was signed in April 2007 between the Missions Trust 

Board and Homes for Living which named Peter Lean as a director and shareholder. A month 

later, a caveat registering an interest in the land was placed on the property by BDL 

Developments Ltd which listed Livingston as a director. The caveat was withdrawn in June 

just before the trees came down, and the land was sold to Grey and Clyde Trustees which 

listed Peter Lean and Barry Livingston as directors and shareholders. I am a little vague on 

what that all means but it sounds dodgy. 

It is far more convenient to build a shopping centre when there are no old pesky oak 

and plane trees in the way. Livingston claimed the trees were in poor condition. This was 
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backed up by one arborist who said they were poor specimens that had never been pruned or 

shaped, but this was challenged by another arborist who had pruned them and found them 

healthy. Barry Livingston also insisted the trees were destined to be removed when HCC 

someday widened the road on the corner. Curiously, in 2003, willow trees on public land next 

to Livingston’s riverside property in River Road were felled illegally, though without 

consequences to the perpetrator.  

After the felling, S. Switzer in a letter to the Editor said, ‘Chainsawing began at 4am 

on the first available day after the sale was signed. By 9am nothing remained but stumps.’ 

The surrounding brick wall was made paper to write things in chalk like, ‘Stop the 

tree killing—this is wrong.’ Locals were upset and, to my knowledge, none of the Trust 

members wrote on it—not then at any rate. 

 

 

Consent 

A development proposal was considered by HCC in February 2008. This was for a two-level 

shopping centre plus offices, healthcare services and courtyard, street level and underground 

parking. In early 2009, the council granted resource consent for the Eastgate project after an 

independent commissioner found that the effects of the development would be ‘no more than 

minor’—including those of a large increase in traffic in an area where traffic was already an 

issue.  

Traffic was already generously supplied by shoppers visiting an existing precinct on 

the old Riverina site opposite, not to mention parents dropping off and picking up children 

from at least four nearby schools. Sister Philippa, who lived in the Catholic enclave for the 

nuns, said at peak hours the traffic on Clyde Street was at a standstill. She thought the site 

would be used for a retirement village, possibly because of the “community” designation. 
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The Trust organised two public meetings in 2009. In May, a meeting of about 50 

residents decided ‘unanimously to fight the commercial development, which falls outside the 

community facilities zoning of the area’. Lois told the Waikato Times that the group was 

upset with the design failing to keep the early heritage features and worried about major 

traffic congestion. Submissions would be made and, if necessary, they would “picket” the 

development if concerns weren’t met. ‘We’re angry because we sat down with these people 

last year when they took the trees down. We went through the whole Hamilton East 

vision…and talked about the whole heritage values. Livingston’s plans show a very 

contemporary box design supposedly “considerate of the environment.” What they’ve come 

up with is absolute crud.’ 

Lois said that the approval for the project may have been influenced by development 

contributions of $160,000. The Waikato Times editor thought this was a ‘mischievous 

suggestion’, but that council should shoulder some responsibility and that, ultimately, ‘this 

has been a case of a developer showing a complete disregard for others,’ and wondering how 

many retailers wanted to be a part of such a tainted project. 

The Trust decided to fight Hamilton City Council’s decision to grant the consent in an 

Environment Court Hearing. It was all on. Lois said the Trust and other residents were ready 

to fight the project “tooth and nail” and hoped to have specialists such as lawyers, urban 

planners and traffic engineers to argue the case. 

Lois and Niall (a planner who worked tirelessly for us for no pay) did all the extensive 

paperwork. Lois put in an application for funding from the Ministry for the Environment. The 

fund exists to give community groups a fighting chance in David and Goliath battles with 

developers or large organisations in a bid to save the built or natural environment. My head 

span just by looking at the forms and realising the amount of information required. It would 

take weeks to complete the marathon of paperwork. It was definitely not a job for the faint-
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hearted. Lois just got on with it in her usual style, undaunted and undeterred. She worked 

hard for many, many hours. She laboured just as hard for free as she did for pay. I do not 

know how she came to have so much energy. 

Again, not everyone was supportive. The writer of this letter about the Trust to the 

editor certainly wasn’t. ‘Your appeal to the Environment Court is a waste of time and money 

—and no doubt will fail. Stop being a busybody. There are greater problems in Hamilton East 

than that. Look around.’ S.N Bodmin.  

I remember a developer arriving at my work, demanding the financials of my work’s 

organisation. I directed him to the Charities Register where they are public information. I 

confess I tried to avoid developers whenever possible. Lois seemed unconcerned about them.  

 In 2009, the Waikato Times enquiries prompted a letter from Beattie Rickman Legal. 

‘We put you on notice that Mr Livingston will not hesitate to seek appropriate legal remedies 

through the courts if your article implies or insinuates something that is not true.’  

 

Humpty Dumpty 

First the trees were obliterated, then the wall came tumbling down—with a bit of help from a 

wrecking ball. Barry Livingston sent an email to the council at 6.59am on a Thursday in May 

2009 saying, ‘Sorry to give you such short notice, however due to a recent lull in our 

workload we have decided to press on and clean up the Grey Street site and remove the wall.’ 

It is a safe bet it came down before breakfast.  

The wall was originally built to protect the schoolgirl boarders from the unruly 

patrons across the road in the graceful art deco Riverina hotel. That building was also not 

considered worth preserving: it was demolished in 1993. You can see a holograph of it in the 

kiwi movie, Daffodils. I must admit that the public bar of the old Riv was home to some 



197 
 

hardened drinkers, but I don’t know how many would have preyed on schoolgirls. The 

Catholics weren’t taking any chances, so the wall was erected—and a fine one it was, too. It 

was quite high and made of a rich, red brick—graceful and well-crafted, exactly the kind of 

wall you think Humpty Dumpty would be sitting on. 

An architect from Salmond Reed described it as Flemish Garden wall bond and said it 

was ‘remarkable for its scale and is an instance of a diminishing heritage of such structures in 

New Zealand’. Ann McEwan didn’t think it should have come to this and that the wall was a 

remnant of the city’s post-war history. She thought council struggled to see those buildings 

from the 1930s and 1940s could have heritage value and hoped they would now be better 

informed about what may have historical values.  

Not everyone was a fan of keeping it, of course. Ann Cloke’s mother was at the 

convent as a deserted child in the 1930s and was saddened to know the wall was still there as 

for her it was a jail. Mike Rolfe said, ‘Good on the developer.’ He was ‘sick to death of the 

likes of Ms Livingston and her group trying to stop development from happening in Hamilton 

East…’ They should ‘go find a worthy cause to fight for. I will be disgusted if any of the 

rates money is given to this group for legal fees and hopefully they won’t get legal aid.’  

Unfortunately, that comment proved prescient. Our application for legal aid was 

turned down. We put ‘continuing to appeal without legal funding’ to the vote. I voiced my 

strong reservations, but was outvoted by a masculine chorus of ‘Yes, let’s take them on,’ and 

probably banging of tankards on tables. It’s alright for you lot, I thought grimly to myself. 

You are not the first ones in the firing line if it doesn’t turn out like we hope.  

 Gulab Bilmoria, then head of planning and guidance at the council, claimed there was 

a “gentleman’s agreement” not to touch the wall before the appeal to the Environment Court 

was finalised. I guess he didn’t think tree felling by Livingston would devalue the promise. 

This whole story feels a bit like the Netflix series, Suits, which I belatedly watched. Whilst a 
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resource consent was not needed, a building consent was. They did apply for that. Lois told 

Waikato Times readers that ‘The resource consent for the wall is null and void, and under 

appeal…’ She would have meant the building consent. It was hard to keep up with 

developments at times. 

   

Money Woes 

The appeal ran in December 2009. Lois was front and centre of this and, except for the 

lawyer and planner, our expert witnesses like Ann McEwan and Niall Baker testified for love 

only. On the 31 May 2010, our appeal was dismissed and the application to develop was 

granted.  

Worse was to come. We owed a substantial sum of money to our creditors with no 

way of paying them. I remember being in the local pub, The Cook, where we had our 

monthly meetings owing to the fact that one of our members, Chris Rollitt, was the publican 

and owner, and so would be present for the meetings.  

  Lois had always been quite free with money with an ‘easy come, easy go’ attitude. I 

had been raised fairly poor with a ‘money is hard to come by, so you want to hang on to it’ 

attitude. I was appalled at the extent of our debt. Debt was a no-no in my family; you just 

didn’t have it. You paid your bills; you saved money and lived within your means. It must be 

said that not all members of my family adhered to this philosophy. At least one member was 

of the Lois school of money. When young, her bank manager made a show of cutting up her 

credit card in front of her to show he meant business. 

 Lois decided we had to try to earn money, so we could pay off our bills. Her idea was 

to sell meat raffles every Friday night down the pub! We would all be dead and buried 

several times over before that happened. Nevertheless, she gently bullied us—strange, I don’t 

remember any of the male members of the Trust flogging off raffle tickets. They were 
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actually someplace else except Chris who was yacking to his mates and overseeing the pub. I 

hated hawking raffle tickets and after about six weeks of this, refused to do any more and 

went off to have a pinot gris and a natter with my friends. This plan was abandoned for good 

shortly after. We probably raised a hundred bucks or so.  

I decided the only viable option was for me to resign. I drafted a letter to our creditors 

at the tail end of 2009. I was in my sickbed when Lois called in one day, ostensibly to enquire 

after my health, but also, I suspect, to talk me round while I was brought low. I said, ‘Unless 

we write to all our creditors and tell them we have no money, I have to resign.’ Well, this 

pronouncement fell on deaf ears: I resigned. 

 A week or two later she said to me, ‘Well if you have resigned from the Trust, I 

resign from the board.’ (SEKCA, the governance committee for Waimarie, my workplace).  

Oh my god, I thought dramatically. This must be what it is like in national and international 

politics! I was stunned into silence—a relatively rare occurrence. In the event, after a few 

days, she said, ‘I didn’t really mean it about resigning from the board.’ 

 I sighed a huge sigh of relief but was a little wary of her for a while.  

Lois and Niall had uncovered more skulduggery at the Council. The Head Planner had 

said that a traffic report had been completed in regard to the consent when, in fact, the said 

report had never existed. This was pointed out to the powers that be. The Head Planner, 

surreptitiously exited stage left to become a consultant.  

Lois wrote to Brian Croad, General Manager of City Planning at HCC, to outline our 

concerns about the variation to the consent: the traffic issues, missing design elements, scant 

relationship to the existing built form of Hamilton East, an unattractive design, lack of public 

notification, and pointing out that under s127 of the RMA interested parties be notified. 
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 Fast forward to 2010. This time, the Waikato Times reported that the chief executive, 

Michael Redman, was investigating claims council planning staff skipped processes to cover 

up a mistake when granting consent for a large development in Hamilton East. Michael 

Redman had resigned as Mayor and had been appointed CEO in May 2007, leaving Bob 

Simcock as his replacement. He was also looking at whether the council’s planning 

department had been too lax generally in issuing consents. Lois claimed council staff skipped 

processes when issuing consents to the developer, Homes for Living, to cover up a mistake.  

She had documents which appeared to show that when the council gave Homes for 

Living approval to build a health care facility with multiple exits, it ignored an earlier consent 

notice which banned access from Grey Street, and restricted access from Clyde Street. The 

council lifted the consent notice linked to those restrictions days after granting the consent, 

without notifying the public. The project was later altered to be a shopping centre. Lois said 

this was unfair, should never have been allowed, and called for a full audit of the planning 

department. She said ‘It’s more about the development fees than the community that lives 

there.’ 

The first part of Redman’s review involved external legal advice on whether traffic 

impact assessments are or can be used effectively; and the connections between planning, 

guidance, transportation and building control. Councillor Dave Macpherson was very 

concerned and planned to take a more hands-on approach to ensure staff were doing their 

jobs: ‘I have told senior management I’m now going to be asking to see every single 

development’s transport plans and follow up anything that doesn't look right.’ 

A council report was tabled to councillors from the darkly handsome and popular 

Chief Executive in September 2010.  It stated that Paul Cavanagh, QC, had reviewed council 

processes and found that council should not have issued the Certificate of Compliance and 

appeared to err in granting the variation of the consent notice. He advised that the Trust and 
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the developer be left to fight it out—but that there was little point in mounting a challenge to 

council process because it was very likely that the outcome would be the same.  

Simcock was a little more choleric than Redman, telling the press that council had 

sought legal opinion over its ‘planning processes only because it was sympathetic towards the 

Hamilton East Community Trust’s concerns and its usual response would have been to tell 

the trust to test its views in court’. He did not see the trust’s opinion from a professional 

planner as good enough reason to get a second opinion. 

Back at the council meeting, Redman said the Trust had asked that all costs of 

$69,304.05 be reimbursed and outlined three options: pay 100% of the costs, pay outstanding 

costs only, or decline the request outright. Luckily for us, they went with option one. Lois 

wrote to thank Redman, asking that HCC investigate the matter as it couldn’t be contested in 

the Environment Court and would need a judicial review: ‘The Hamilton East Community 

Trust is reluctant to expend any further money as it is still dealing with outstanding accounts 

for our expert witnesses.’ 

In due course, we were summoned to the ninth floor of the Council building. Rather, 

Lois was summoned, and I tagged along at her request—moral support, mostly. I didn’t have 

to speak. I was still a Trust member, just not treasurer. Few ordinary citizens grace the 

hallowed spaces of the top floor. I was quite excited. We even got to make a hot beverage and 

look out at the amazing views.  

I thought, wow, this must be what it is like to be at the seat of power. 

We were ushered into a room containing CEO, Michael Redmond, and the Deputy 

Mayor, Gordon Chesterman. I have absolutely no recollection of the conversation—being a 

bit overawed at the surroundings and the whole situation to concentrate properly. I was in the 

place where the city leaders decide all our fates, dizzy with the spectre of power.  Whatever 

the conversation was, days later they paid the $69k odd into our bank account. We could pay 
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the lawyer, planner, and other witnesses—all our legal bills! I agreed to be reinstated as 

Treasurer. I whipped out the chequebook and started penning cheques and addressing 

envelopes. We were solvent and free to fight another day.  

In 2011, a third-scaled down version of the shopping centre was proposed. It was 

reported that HCC was obliged to approve the new application as it was a smaller version of 

an already consented project.  

 

Posh Cars on the lot 

In the event, Barry Livingston did not build anything on the corner of Clyde and Grey Streets. 

Times had been tough. Whatever the case, after all his tribulations, he washed his hands of 

Eastgate and onsold the land to Tolian Properties Ltd in November 2013. Tolian Chair, Ben 

van den Engel, was also the Managing Director of the Ebbett Waikato Group. He was coy 

about plans for the site, saying while he was seeking resource consent for a car dealership for 

the site, he was ‘sensitive to the issues surrounding the land and did not wish to pre-empt a 

decision or be seen to be lobbying council through the back door’. 

Barry Livingston again threatened legal action in 2014—this time targeting long-time 

councillor Gordon Chesterman. Gordon claimed that the Tolian proposal was an exciting 

opportunity for Hamilton East and was ‘100 per cent better’ than earlier plans, citing less 

traffic on a very, very busy street.  Barry Livingston asked Chesterman for a public apology, 

or he would instruct his Queen’s Counsel to seek relief through the courts. Not one to back 

down from a fight, Chesterman told Livingston to go ahead and brief his QC: ‘My reaction 

was I’m not going to be muzzled by a developer who over the past two years has shown scant 

regard for public opinion.’  

 The caryard was built. Ironically, van den Engel gave the trust about $700 when the 

author, Barry Lafferty, and I approached local businesses for sponsorship towards his book 
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talking about heritage in Hamilton East. Kneebone of a local real estate firm also contributed 

about $700. The Kneebone developers have been very active in Hamilton East. It felt like we 

were gleaning crumbs after the pigeons had flown away.  

 

The Final Destruction 

In 2012 the Catholic Diocese of Hamilton bought the middle section of the precinct 

containing Euphrasie House (de Notre Dames des Missions) from the nuns. The site also held 

the 1912 Presbytery and the small chapel, thus paving the way for the last and most brutal 

phase of the precinct’s destruction. The diocese commissioned an engineer’s report on 

Euphrasie House. After standing strong, since 1939, it was closed in 2011 for being “unsafe.” 

They didn’t want to spend any money on earthquake strengthening anything.  

The campaign to save the Institute de Notre Dames des Missions, a name I can never 

remember, cranked up when we learned that the Resource Consent to demolish had been 

issued by Hamilton City Council in April 2013. We grieved and stormed, ranted and held 

councils of war. One thing I know is that no one can sustain a lengthy battle against a far 

superior foe on cold reason alone—unless they are being paid handsomely for their time. It 

takes passion, a sense of rightness of the cause, and fire in the belly. We were smouldering.  

One of the tragedies of destroying heritage buildings is that there are instances of old 

buildings being repurposed into anything from shops to offices, galleries, or cafés. The old 

BNZ bank in the Wellington CBD is a stunning example of what can be done. 

 This time our application for funds was successful. The last battle had begun; a 

second Appeal to the Environment Court was committed to when we received $48,000 

dollars from the Environment Ministry. We were on more solid ground this time, but it felt 

like Groundhog Day in the wake of the first one. HCC planners didn’t see any heritage values 
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in the precinct. The heritage architect for the diocese, Louise Feathers, didn’t see any heritage 

values either. She was paid handsomely for her opinion.  

 The Environment Court backed HCC and made the final order to demolish the 

buildings. 

 Richard Swainson, owner of the unique Auteur House—the last DVD rental shop in 

town and possibly the country—specialises in film buff’s movies and files them by the 

director. He is also an MC, movie critic, quiz master, and sometime contributor for the 

Waikato Times history page. He wrote that a whisky priest, who drinks at his local, was 

appalled at the latest pile of bricks that was the 103-year-old Presbytery in Grey Street and 

home to generations of priests. The decision to demolish was made by the Parish Council and 

approved by Bishop Stephen Lowe. The priest lamented, ‘Why couldn’t those bastards have 

used the dosh from the Audi sale to repair the presbytery?’ Why indeed? 

 There was reported collusion between churches during bimonthly poker games. 

According to an Elder in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, there were 

simmering tensions between the Catholics and Methodists who didn’t consider the Latter-day 

Saints true Christians. The latter group who don’t drink alcohol, coffee, or tea was confusing 

to them. The discord came to a boil one day and a “Bishop Tithe-them-till-it-hurts” offered to 

pay off his debts with the deeds to the old Latter Day Saint’s Church College (now 

demolished). The other denominations grew jealous. Elder Osmond, ‘If you excuse the 

blasphemy, the idea came as a revelation.’ 

 They decided to pull down the unmaintained buildings, making as much money as 

possible. The Methodists got in on the act and demolished St John’s in Grey Street. It is easy 

enough to cite earthquake strengthening costs even though there hasn’t been an actual 

earthquake in Hamilton for over a hundred years: ‘St John’s was declared an earthquake risk 

and bulldozed quicker than you could say John Wesley.’ The Catholics then did the same 
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thing to Euphrasie House and the Presbytery. The St Paul’s Methodist Church in London 

Street has since been moved off site and turned into a café in Te Kowhai. There are now few 

old churches in this city left to knock over. 

  

*   * 

 

This might be a good place to talk about Lois’s view on failure and success. I asked her, 

How do you handle disappointment, rage, and grief? 

I rant and I rage, and I grieve. And I swear and I curse. I’ve had a few 

disappointments. I’ve had a few losses of jobs, redundancies. At the time, I thought 

the world had ended. I’ve had broken relationships. I tend to get quite anxious—not 

so much now. When I was younger, I would be a cot case with some of these things, 

but you pick yourself up like the saying—dust yourself off and start all over again.  

[Laughter] 

So many times, it’s not funny. The only reason I’ve succeeded in anything is 

because I’ve failed an awful lot. The failure may not be of my making. It might be a 

redundancy or however this happened, but out of that; I’ve had to take a different 

direction. The direction was generally for the better, not always, but mainly for the 

better. It put me on a different path and taught me a whole lot more about the world, 

and the people in it. It’s given me the experiences I wouldn’t have had if I hadn’t had 

the disappointment first. There are things that have caused me great grief—not so 

much in people dying or anything like that—I lost a very dear friend in the last three 

years which I did find very difficult to deal with—but I think I’m pretty matter of fact 

about all those things. I’ve come to that stage of my life where I don’t have the 

ambitions I used to have. I’m quite happy with what I’m doing. I’m quite content with 

my own company and the older you get, the more contented you can actually become. 

Because you start to think, who the hell? What on earth was that all about? Why 

would you carry on like a teenager about that bloke or that situation? God, I don’t 

know who that person was but there you go.  

Do you think it would be fair to say that those disappointments made you the 

resilient person that you are? 
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Yeah. I haven’t been able to sit on one profession, or one job, or one 

relationship for very long. I was in radio for 20 years. That’s the longest I’ve been in 

anything but then I was changing radio stations, and part of that was in television. I 

went from music to talk, documentary making. It was a whole range of experiences. I 

get bored very easily, so I have to have things to do, and I liked creating little 

programmes. That was what I liked doing most—going out and researching, and 

finding bits and pieces, and putting it all together. I don’t know that I was that good 

at it, but I really got the opportunity to do some television documentaries. That was 

fantastic. 

 

 Lois is also a prime example of someone who overcame early doubts and insecurities 

to live a full and useful life: 

I was precocious. I wouldn’t say I was confident. I was precocious. I was very 

bright, and within that group of youngsters in New Lynn at primary school, I was 

pretty bright, or seemed to be, and I was very creative. But I was a child who had 

nightmares. I was a nervous child, and I didn’t have any confidence. It was stamped 

out of me, but I was naughty, and I was bad. I was all these things. I was never going 

to be anything else. It took me a long time to work out who I was really, but I have got 

a last streak and I don’t push myself too far. I had the ambition that if I could get it 

with the least amount of effort that’s what I wanted to do. If I have to make a huge 

effort, then I won’t do it.  

 

I disagree about her avoiding things requiring much effort. I have witnessed 

her herculean labours on projects she was passionate about. I also suspect that she 

wasn’t any more naughty or “bad” than any other child, but perhaps she acted out her 

unhappiness on occasion. Perception is one of the most potent forces in the universe: 

Lois managed to shift the way she thought of herself, no small achievement. 
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Committee 

Lois agreed to come on to my Committee, SEKCA (South East Kirikiriroa 

Community Association Inc), the governance arm of Waimarie: Hamilton East Community 

House. She quickly became Chair. She knew the job specs and she knew how to facilitate 

meetings, though sometimes a little truncated and rushed. She could be autocratic at times, 

but always allowed space for people to speak their piece. There were always concrete 

outcomes and forward actions at the end. Things went relatively smoothly with her at the 

helm and if they didn’t, she knew how to sort them out. 

 There was a lot of crossover with the Trust. We held joint Meet the Candidate 

meetings at election time, wrote similar submissions to city council, and attended the same 

submission processes ranging from those for Annual Plans, 10-year plans, Variations, and 

specific issues we had a stake or interest in. We also sometimes spoke or supported others 

during the part of council meetings reserved for members of the public to air their views.  

 It was a very interesting spectacle watching and listening to her give submissions. 

Lois never used PowerPoint or any aids, just read from her notes when she had them:  

 I don’t write notes. I just speak. I probably should, but if someone asks me to 

write notes, I find that really difficult to deal with. I like to be impromptu. I speak 

from the heart. And if you’re reading from notes, you can’t. It can be temperamental 

at times. I don’t quite get what I want to get across. 

 

Sometimes she did use notes. I remember when she spoke to my board before she was 

Chair, as the invited speaker at the AGM. She slapped each page down on the table with her 

hand like a flyswat, after reading each one. It was like she was saying, ‘There, I have done 

with you. Go back to the ether.’ 

The Mayor and Councillors always paid close attention to Lois. If they were being a 

bit obstreperous, she told them off like unruly schoolchildren. “Come now Bob, you know 
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that is not right, for heaven’s sake.” They always capitulated, asked her courteous questions, 

and solicited her opinions: “What do you think of just keeping the façade, Lois?” People sat 

up and took notice when she spoke. She had pull, she had mana. She was a born politician. 

Submissions usually run over a couple of days, and it can be quite an intense undertaking. 

Submitters usually have ten minutes to say their piece then councillors can ask them 

questions if they so desire. She would tell me off if I had presentations prepared: ‘Speak from 

your heart. That is what you are good at.’  

The mayor dictates how seriously the councillors take this process; this ranges from 

them being attentive to wandering in and out of chambers like Brown’s cows and talking over 

the top of submitters. When I gave submissions, they often talked over the top of me, rarely 

asked questions, and hardly ever took any notice of my lovely PowerPoint presentations. I 

tried to copy Lois but didn’t have her charisma. I did get more confident. It is a truly nerve-

wracking experience giving submissions in Council Chambers.  

The very high, panelled timber ceilings are beautiful. The audience sits in rows at the 

back of the room with court reporters and the like on the left of these, closest to the door. In 

front are bench things in a u-shape with chairs and microphones. On the far right of the room, 

there is a row of seating for council employees whose job it is to attend such occasions or 

who have an interest in something in particular. The councillors sit on two sides of the u-

shaped benches facing each other, with the speakers and perhaps one or two supporters in the 

middle. The speakers have their backs to the audience who face the front.  

The front was the interesting bit. There was a roughly two-metre raised bench for the 

Mayor, CEO, and Deputy to reign supreme over the proceedings. I am pleased to report 

council has removed this, in favour of a more level seating plan. It was like a courtroom, and 

intended to remind you where the power lay. It was terrifying having the Mayor and Co 
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looking down on you from above. A very small percentage of the populace are mad enough 

to present submissions in person. Lois took them in her stride as just another day at the office. 

Lois also oversaw our epic battle in the High Court by Housing New Zealand on our 

behalf, for ownership of our whare, Waimarie. That legal process went on for years: suffice it 

to say, we prevailed in the end. She also supported me with employee issues during 

incredibly stressful times. She totally had governance down pat, let me get on with it without 

running interference, but always showed up to support when needed. Her meetings were 

timely, to the point, and were not allowed to wander off into the hinterland. These are skills 

that take years to develop. The fact that you don’t notice them shows they are working. 
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The Big C 

I remember the day, but not the year, that Lois came to work and mentioned she had pains in 

her back. I can see her standing in the carpark, talking to me, and putting her hands on the 

small of her back as she arched it to relieve the ache. It was summer—she was wearing a 

cotton frock and flat shoes. It was rare for Lois to speak of her ailments, so this incident 

stands out in relief.  She didn’t seem too bothered about it, but she had, reluctantly I imagine, 

visited her GP who suggested she had tight back muscles or some such reassuring drivel.  

The pain didn’t go away.  

Paula Southgate spoke to me about it: When she had her stomach pains, I can see 

she’s in pain. And I’d say to her, ‘You need to get some help. We need to get to the doctors.’ 

 Other friends also became concerned. Margaret Southgate pushed for an MRI in her 

role as friend and health advocate. It cost 500 dollars for a private scan, but it would be some 

time to receive a free one in the public health system. 

 Paula told Peter Buckley—then Chair of the WRC—what was going on. Peter 

handed her an envelope holding five hundred dollars in cash. He asked her to give it to Lois 

and not to tell her where it came from. When Paula gave Lois the money, predictably, she 

insisted on knowing the source. Paula held out the envelope: Please take this money because 

Peter really wants you to have it. He wants to show his friendship and he can. 

Lois wasn’t keen but she did take the money.  

I am not certain of the order of events, but in 2013, Lois was diagnosed with multiple 

myeloma, an uncommon cancer of the plasma cells. 

Paula said: Luckily the person on the day when they were looking at her stomach 

issues noticed something wrong with her spine and they found a secondary tumour which led 

to the discovery of myeloma.  



211 
 

This cancer is considered deadly with a one in two chance of surviving it for five 

years. Most people are diagnosed in their mid-sixties, the age Lois was. The cancer cells 

accumulate in the bone marrow, crowding out the healthy ones and producing abnormal 

proteins. Unlike healthy cells which die off, the cancer cells divide and accumulate 

indefinitely—spinning out to an infinite deadly universe, causing havoc to other parts of the 

human body before finally killing off their host. It weakens bones and makes them ache, 

welcomes infections and fatigue. The myeloma creates confusion and, for good measure, 

messes up the kidneys. Lois had most if not all of the symptoms and played them all as small 

as she could.  

Probably, only Adrienne and Xhili had much idea of the extent of her ordeal. She 

hardly spoke of her symptoms except for saying food and drink tasted like shit. That and 

parading her wigs. I remember a brown one with a lovely wave. You could not tell by 

looking at it that it was a wig. She looked good in it. I don’t think she did the scarf over the 

head thing, so she must have bought them before her hair fell out. 

Paula says mostly Lois just continued with her work but eventually her colleagues at 

WRC needed to know as she was having fairly aggressive chemo and other cancer 

treatments. Paula told them but Lois made it quite clear that she didn’t want fuss and 

sympathy. Paula thought: 

She possibly could have cared for herself more than she cared for other 

people, but she just wanted to keep living her life being at council. So, she actually 

put in a lot of hours while she was going through her cancer treatment. She didn't 

miss much until much later on. And she was just so staunch, ridiculously staunch. 

 

In the hospital heaving various treatments, she always had her laptop, so she could 

continue to work remotely. 
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Another incident Paula remembers clearly was the day she and Lois came up the 

council stairs at the same time. Lois was hobbling and she was really wincing. ‘What have 

you done?’ Paula asked: ‘Nothing much. I was just trying to get the rubbish bin out to the 

road, and I slipped over.’ Lois had a steep shared driveway up to the road where the rubbish 

bins needed to be. She had slipped over on the mossy path and banged her knee. Lois 

thought, ‘It can't be that bad. It's just a little slip.’ 

In addition to causing bones to ache, myeloma often thins those bones and results in 

them breaking. ‘Listen,’ Paula said, ‘You should be at home. Put your leg up.’ ‘No, no, no, 

this meeting is important.’  

Paula was sitting opposite her in the boardroom. She was watching Lois and could see 

the pain across her face. It got to the point where it could not be denied. At one stage Lois got 

up to leave the room: 

And she was wincing and in so much pain. ‘Oh my god, Lois, let me take you 

to the hospital.’ 

‘Oh no.’ 

‘I’m taking you home. Your knee’s now twice the size that it was.’ 

And she couldn't even touch it. So, I drove her to Anglesea Clinic. And she had 

fractured her knee. 

 

Strangely, I had often described Lois and me as a couple of old warhorses, dragging 

our broken legs behind us as we waded into the fray. I didn’t know she had broken her leg for 

real. 

Lois spoke of her cancer when we were talking about her confidence and optimism: 

You seem to be a person who has few illusions about yourself. What I find 

interesting, even though I know you don’t believe it, is that without illusions about 

life, you remain a very confident, optimistic person, I observe.  

I don’t know why that is. It’s just me, I guess. I haven’t always been like that. 

As I’ve got older, I’ve become more content, happy in my own self. Then being 
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particularly unwell, and I don’t let it invade too much on my life. I take things a lot 

easier than I did. I don’t put myself into situations where I’m just running myself 

ragged any more. I do what I want when I want to. What’s more, I think I’m really 

lucky to be able to do that. So, the illness, it doesn’t exist. I only know about it when 

I’m having treatment, so the rest of the time, I’m down in energy a bit. Apart from 

that, no different from what I was.  

 

I think Paula and I both agree that Lois was innately a woman who kept getting up, a 

strong woman, a born survivor. Paula added: and she was resilient in the face of her biggest 

challenge—cancer. She wasn’t going to give in to the very last battle. 

 She kept attending council until very near the end. She would have dragged herself 

there with her pneumonia, if she had had the physical strength.  
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Shenanigans at Twilight 

I do not remember when we first heard about the looming destruction of the beautiful 

convent, poetically named the Institute de Notre Dames des Missions on Clyde Street. 

Euphrasie Barbier founded the Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions which sent four French 

nuns to Hamilton. The more prosaic name of Euphrasie House, named after Barbier, was 

often used in the upcoming battle to downgrade its majesty.  

 Lois arranges for a tour of the doomed edifice. We have to put on hard hats in case the 

roof, after standing unmolested since 1939, suddenly decides to fall down on our heads. It is 

hard not to laugh at this absurdity—as if these hats would stop us from being squashed in the 

extremely unlikely event that it actually did fall down. Still, no hats, no tour, so we don them 

and move around through the huge kitchens and dining rooms up the stairs, then more stairs. 

There are seemingly dozens of rooms, tall ceilings, dark solid wooden doors. The building is 

deliciously cool. It is very hot outside. It may seem cold and draughty to many but, to me, 

this is summer heaven.  

The third floor was partitioned off into tiny cubicles at some point as the school roll 

grew.  No doubt decades of schoolgirls bemoaned the unheated and poky quarters. I can 

almost hear them giggling and whispering after lights out, sharing the day’s hurts and 

delights. There they run in flannelette nightgowns or satin shorts and camisoles, barefoot 

from the bathroom across the cold floor, and leap onto their single-cubicled beds. During the 

week they attend school at Sacred Heart across the road, on the corner of Clyde and Firth 

Streets. 

Downstairs on the ground floor, I can imagine people dining in an elegant café, then 

wandering through a museum on the third floor, detailing the history of the convent and the 

local area. There is a gift shop, perhaps, plus myriad offices to let. I’m sure that Lois is 
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equally awed by the lofty proportions, the solid wooden fixtures, the grandeur, and 

craftsmanship to make such a thing. It is as beautiful inside as out. 

 After we lost the Appeal, we were shocked and disbelieving. How could the 

Commissioner who had suspiciously worked on behalf of Catholic organisations in the past, 

bring down such a damning verdict? Another loss for grace and beauty, another win for 

commerce and ugliness, at least that is what we thought. There are loads of people who hate 

old buildings. They just want white tiles, power showers, an ensuite with every room.  

The day of destruction loomed ever nearer. Cheryl’s friend wrote to the Pope. Adrienne wrote 

to the Pope. Others may have done the same, perhaps even from the diocese, but I never 

heard of anyone receiving a reply from the pontiff. 

 I decided we should appeal to the bishop. Lois agreed, albeit reluctantly. I made an 

appointment with the secretary, careful not to say what it was about or to reveal my non-

Catholic status. I was prepared to lie, but it was not necessary. I felt like a spy. The 

appointment was about a month or so away. I waited, nervous but determined.  

I wrote the following account of that visit a short time after the meeting and include it 

here as part of the story of our bid to save buildings.  

 
THE BITCH AND BISHOP STEVE 

I start to prepare a few hours beforehand—reading through the submissions from the 

Environment Court Hearings and trying to make sense of it all, mostly failing. Then I decide 

to just go with the passion and select two—Allan’s about the possibilities for repurposing the 

building with sound reasons and arguments and technical stuff— and mine. Mine because it 

is passionate and visual, doesn’t take too much understanding, and because I am the one 

going to see the bishop after all!  

Lois calls in—I have rung her several times without success. She is angry and does 

not want to go. She says he did the same thing somewhere else, and it will be a waste of time. 

I feel abandoned and afraid, but I have made an appointment and it would be rude not to 

attend. 
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My nervousness increases incrementally. In the end, I rush out the door after a harried 

conversation and do a botched attempt at crossing myself (I have no idea how that goes but it 

looks quite impressive I always think). It makes Carol laugh at least. The bishop is just a 

man. I have googled him and found his origins, his Facebook page, and the correct way to 

address him. There are lots of pictures on the Facebook page of beautiful churches in Europe 

– that ought to be good ammunition. 

His secretary/personal assistant/bodyguard says the appointment is for 2.30 pm, not 

2.00 pm but that he will probably be done in around 15 minutes and is there something else I 

can do for half an hour. I decide to stay put as I can’t cope with going in the carpark the 

wrong way (again) and so on.  She points out the loos and smiles a lot. I will catch up with 

Fitbit – I do. He is free in about 10 minutes, but I am on to making to-do lists on the back of a 

piece of paper I found in my bag by this time. I lose the opportunity of the bishop catching 

me using technology and being thought savvy and up to date. It is the personal assistant at 

any rate who comes out and points the way to the office. 

He says welcome and I say, ‘Hello Your Grace’ (I like that better than ‘Your 

Excellency’ which sounds stuffy and artificial).  I start ranting about how I am nobody, just a 

woman passionate about the environment and heritage. That I go in for lost causes as I want 

to save something…blah blah. ‘You are probably wondering what this has to do with why I 

am here?’ (I, perhaps, should have thought that bit through a little more but I am still very 

nervous and have no idea how one talks to a bishop). 

‘I am here to beg you not to demolish Les Missions de Notre Dames!’ In truth, I 

mucked up the name. There is much other stuff. Steve says he has agonised about the 

building and looked at the options but that it is too late. ‘It is not over ’til the fat lady sings,’ I 

say. He says he was in a similar situation in his earlier parish, and it is very sad. He says they 

will struggle to find the money to build the new offices. I say, ‘You have $68 million in 

assets.’ He laughs. I say the new building is an ugly glass and steel block and that it would be 

cheaper to strengthen and repurpose the old one. 

I cry, spontaneously and silently, when the pathos of the destruction becomes too 

much. I point out the irony of pagans working for free or cheap, passionately, for love, to 

save beautiful heritage buildings whilst Catholics pay a lot for experts and go around 

demolishing beautiful heritage buildings. I say various other passionate things, including 

ideas for repurposing such as a Catholic Museum, café, conference spaces, offices, and 

anything else they need by reconfiguring or reusing existing spaces. He agrees to at least read 

the two submissions. 
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Bishop Steve continues to say it is a done deal, ‘The decision has been made’ as if it 

is nothing to do with him. I do not buy into this and end with another exhortation, ‘You can 

part the waters…you are the BISHOP.’ I realise I have oversold his powers a tad but am sure 

that saving Euphrasie House is well within them.  I have been nearly an hour and it is time to 

leave.  I have been way out of my comfort zone, and I feel great—not optimistic but lighter 

somehow knowing I have done everything I can think of to save this beautiful building.  

 

*   * 

 

I discovered that I was not the only one who made a visit to Bishop Steve in a bid to 

save Les Missions de Notre Dames. Martin Gallagher and Dave MacPherson went. Barry 

Lafferty, a Catholic, ex-newspaper publisher and writer of local history (Frankton: From 

Farm to Inner City and Hamilton East) went. There were probably others. I don’t think all the 

nuns were happy, but they were taught to always defer to their male superiors and did not 

speak out—at least, not so you would notice.  

Peter Dornauf wrote, in a letter to the Editor to the Waikato Times, of emailing the 

Pope but then discovering the email address was removed in 2014. He said that ‘In a young, 

brash and blokey nation, we lack the capacity for gravitas. We are more mercantile… The 

Kiwi way is to instinctively knock things down, replace it with something new and then 

repeat the process further down the track.’ That is certainly true of Hamilton.  

 

*   * 
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Big Love 

I think it is fair to say that Xhili was the great love of Lois’s life. Xhili probably knew her 

better than anyone else and Lois had shared parts of herself with Xhili that few, if any, others 

had seen. I knew they had been very close. I hadn’t understood how close, and the profound 

influence Lois had had on her granddaughter.  

 We are sitting at the dark, square wooden table that sits snugly against the lounge 

window. Xhili sits in the wooden, folding lawn chair, and I am on the one nearly matching 

the table. It feels like the time is right to have this conversation and she is leaving in a couple 

of hours. She agrees to talk on an audio device with me. I whip out the voice recorders—two 

now in case one malfunctions: 

Just tell me about your nana, anything you want. 

Um…she was just the world to me —and I think I was hers as well. 

You were. 

That’s really all the —it just sums up everything. The weight of the world is in 

these lines. 

It does, but that is just one sentence!  

 

We laugh and then she continues, hesitant, quiet, but clear in her thoughts and 

feelings. I am also speaking gently and quietly which is a first for me. I do not interrupt or 

contradict. There is laughter. I really need to change my interviewing style. I am used to 

politicians who talk fast, quite loudly, and drown you out if you have the temerity to interrupt 

or disagree. I want all conversations to be like this—where two people speak with open hearts 

to each other in a respectful and gentle way, a way that creates bonds and intimacy. The 

world would be a more peaceful place. The raw honesty is probably only possible in the 

young and Xhili showed an amazing generosity of heart in sharing her deep feelings about 

her grandmother. I barely knew either of my own grandmothers, so I also experienced sharp 
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jabs of envy. I can hardly imagine what it would be like for one to have my back in such a 

solid and unbreachable way. 

 Lois took Xhili and Adrienne to England about six months before she died. They 

spent time with English relatives, and with Taran and her husband, James. Lois took them to 

all the places that she had loved, the monuments, the museums, the open countryside. This 

was an English education for her granddaughter, a grand tour and appreciation for the history 

she so loved. Lois, in the last recorded interview with me, said that the highlight of the trip 

for her was: 

Taking my grand-daughter, Xhili…she adored Westminster Abbey. She loved 

the Tower of London and Big Ben. It’s gold, just stunning. We came up the stairs and 

she’s, like, ‘Grandma, is that Ben?’ Because we watched the history channel. And 

getting up on the moors. For her, it was the ponies—the Exmoor ponies, the 

Dartmoor ponies. Opening her up to the fact there is a world out there. It was her 

first time on a plane. She talks about it a lot. 

 

I have no idea how Lois paid for it all, but she found a way. 

 When she was young, I thought Xhili was a bit of a spoilt brat, throwing tantrums at 

the least provocation. Lois always gave in to the demands of the tantrums and it was strange 

seeing this woman, whom adults feared, being in thrall to a seven-year-old’s tears and 

screamed demands to walk the dog—now! I remember me and another friend of Lois’s 

muttering together about this in disapproval.  I feared for the grandmother-less future of this 

child. How would she cope without all the gifts and whims indulged, the love and support as 

solid as a mountain? Her mother was not well off. Things would be very constrained without 

the generous subsidies. It would leave an unpluggable hole in her life. 

 As Xhili entered her teens, Lois bought her a live horse in addition to the plastic ones 

and paid for the grazing. After Lois died, her mount had to be sold as Adrienne could not 

afford the rent on the paddocks. They stayed living in the house for a year or so until it was 
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sold, and they moved to the beach. These days Xhili trains horses for a fee and is still as 

besotted as ever. She has three including a Kaimanawa rescue horse, half-Kaimanawa and 

half-station hack. She wanted to prove to herself that she could train a wild one. He is lovely 

but very damaged. It was said that the men who first bought him gelded him with no 

anaesthetic. Unsurprisingly, he does not trust humans and only comes near enough to snaffle 

the dry food if offered. I have met this horse and would not want to turn my back on him. He 

prances around, then darts in to get at the food, his hindquarters moving in too close for my 

liking. Xhili realises she may have bitten off more than she can chew with this one. I think he 

will go back to the rescue place but there will be others—her own and other people’s.  

 Barry and his mate have built a tower out of scaffolding on Barry’s section. You can 

climb up and look at the view if you are so inclined. I asked her if it bothered the neighbours 

yet. She thought it probably did. I think she gets a kick out of bothering them as they are 

already bothered with her rustic cottage, her native trees sheltering in the long grass, 

caravans, and a bus. You could be mistaken for thinking you have gone through a worm-hole 

to a commune in the 1970s.   

 Back in the lounge, Xhili says her grandmother was strong and independent but, she 

wasn’t in a way as well. She tells me about a box of poems she found in Lois’s things —

Adrienne burned it along with other papers.  Xhili managed to rescue one and showed it to 

me. I never knew Lois wrote poems—like many of us, writing poetry seemed to be her way 

of expressing difficult emotions: she always wrote poems. 

How did I not know that? The poem expressed hopelessness and a beating up of 

herself. I was shocked at the strength of the negative emotions but not surprised in another.  

 Xhili and her parents lived in Manapouri until she was about four, when they moved 

to the converted garage in Raglan. Lois visited most weekends and slept in Adrienne’s bed 

while Adrienne slept on the floor, or Lois would sleep with Xhili in her bed. Lois would 
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bring food, always yummy food. Or she’d bring me little presents every time like sometimes it 

would be new jammies or just a can of milo or something. Lois was the first person she 

turned to if she had a bad day at school or a fight with her mum. After a massive fight when 

she was about seven: I was just kicking and screaming and, like, ‘I want to go to my 

grandma’s’, so my mum gave up and we drove to grandma’s through the night. After three 

days, Lois told her she had to go home.  

When she was 14, they moved to Hamilton to look after Lois. Xhili had her own 

bedroom but slept with her every night, right up until she was about 16 when Lois was quite 

ill. This can’t be right as she was younger than this when they moved. I guess it felt like 

forever:  

I had this thing where I talked to her for about half an hour before I could fall 

asleep and, um, she would just sit there and go,  

‘Ahem, yeah.’ 

…only grandma got it. 

‘Can you sleep now?’  

‘No, I still have to talk.’ I don’t know why but I would just tell her about my 

day and random stories from school and stuff you know and finally she’d go,  

‘Ok, let’s go to sleep now,’ and roll over. 

  Or sometimes because I couldn’t sleep, she would sing me a song – the boat 

song. 

 

I remembered Lois sending Xhili to pony camp and other fun places in the school 

holidays. When I suggest she might have been a brat when she was young, she doesn’t bat an 

eyelid: I was, but also in a way I didn’t really ask for it. And I kind of really appreciated 

everything that happened for me. When she died, I didn’t have any of it, so I was, like, oh 

wow. 
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 I guess that all these presents and outings must have caused a bit of a problem with 

her mum not being able to afford stuff. Again, she is unfazed. She says they didn’t make it 

weird for her to see it or understand the situation: 

I know my mum struggled with the fact that I used to sleep with my grandma 

instead of my mum. 

 That’s what I mean…She might have felt she was losing you a bit. 

Yeah. I don’t know why I idolised grandma so much. I have so many friends 

that met their grandparents like once. ‘I don’t really care,’ you know. ‘Oh, my 

granddad died.’ Like I look at them and, you didn’t even know them. 

I didn’t really know mine either. 

Yeah. 

But when she (Lois) died, mum was so happy that she had that time with me 

and so she was kind of alright with it in a way.  

 

Xhili is adamant that Lois didn’t let her get away with stuff and would smack her if I 

was a little bitch. I guess she saved the discipline for the family:  

Every time I wouldn’t want to eat my vegetables or something, I would go into 

my room and not come out and she would force me to come out and she’d be, like, 

‘Woah, face your problems.’ All that kind of stuff and my mum never did. I never got 

grounded by my mum or anything. 

 

 There were times when she was left crying in the car, so it wasn’t all tantrums and 

getting away with shit. Lois would have a go at her if she was mean to her mum. As with 

most families of three having arguments, there were always two against one with constantly 

changing allegiances: grandma would take my side sometimes, so it was me and her against 

mum so that was hard for mum, definitely. And mum knew she was sick—so she just had to 

shut her mouth. 
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One of her favourite things she did with her grandma was, strangely, to go to the river 

and skim rocks. They would walk Ollie along the riverbanks. I couldn’t skim stones. I still 

can’t do it and my grandma spent literally my entire life trying to teach me how to do it. 

After Lois died, she developed another river ritual near a commemorative seat 

installed in Lois’s honour. There are brick steps at the start of the walkway from Hayes 

Paddock and one of the houses has a beautiful rose garden: Every time I go to visit grandma’s 

chair, I cut a rose off the bush and put it on her seat. She thinks the owners know about her 

clandestine rose pruning but, what are they going to say? I’m taking the rose to my dead 

grandma. 

Nothing comes to mind when I ask if there was anything she didn’t like about her 

grandmother: except I hated disappointing her. She never made me feel like I disappointed 

her, ever. It was just in my own head. 

Lois did manage to embarrass her granddaughter by buying her unfashionable clothes 

and ironing her uniform: you know, she’d buy me these ugly shoes, or this ugly t-shirt and I 

would wear it and get the public embarrassment and go through the wringer with all the girls 

at school. 

I wouldn’t mind that kind of loyalty. She did come up with an alternative, with a stash 

of her own clothes hidden by the mailbox. We wonder if Lois knew about the clandestine 

outfits. I speak about Lois getting into trouble at school for being untidy and wonder if that’s 

why she paid attention to Xhili’s uniform. One day when Xhili actually did get in trouble for 

being a scruff, Lois told her, ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. I used to get in trouble like that all the 

time.’ 

Still, the uniform was perfectly clean and ironed:  

Once she died, my uniform was barely a uniform. Shorten the skirt a little bit. I 

used to roll the sleeves up on the blouse and it would get all crinkled and stained. I 
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put a hoodie over the top, which was different to the dress code, you know, the kind of 

stuff which I would never have done if she was around. 

 

Life at Hamilton Girls’ High was horrific. She had never hated anything more in her 

life because: it was just so big, and you just get eaten alive. You don’t stand a chance if 

you’re not in the hostel, if you’re not sporty, if you’re not pretty then you just kind of fall 

through the cracks. 

We’ve all seen the movies. It didn’t feel like that way back when I was in high school, 

but then I was a bit oblivious about the class and social divisions, and schools were smaller. 

In my role as an educator, I once facilitated a small group of high school girls who cut 

themselves with razor blades. At least one or two had been badly bullied at school and one 

ended up in hospital after a beating.  

There were 100 girls in her form year, and it seemed like they were all in the cool 

groups or so self-confident they didn’t need the labels. Xhili had: 

Fluffy hair cause grandma would brush it every day which I hated…and my 

uniform was all straight and everyone else wanted to be cool and make a statement, 

and I didn’t cause my grandma dressed me that way. I had a weird bag because my 

grandma bought it for me and everyone else had their own branded sports bag. 

 

Love has its price. But I do not quite buy the number of categories: 

 

But what about the nerds, and the geeks and the goths? 

They all existed too, and I did mix with them because I had no one else to be 

with, but I didn’t really like it. I never really got along with them. 

 

Mostly she ran solo, although she admitted there were a couple of girls she became 

friends with in Year Ten, and her life had taken an upturn by then. One was a hostel girl, the 

most powerful kind of all the girls. Xhili had no idea how we became friends and she used to 
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come and stay with grandma. Lois died when Xhili was in term four of Year Nine and didn’t 

go to school for that whole term: 

Did your mum not make you go? 

No one made me go, nah. 

Bloody hell, I would have made you go. 

Grandma would have made me go. We laugh. 

 Xhili said a teacher at school who loved Shakespeare and enjoyed talking about him 

with her, made all the girls in her class send cards and flowers after Lois died: I just knew 

about Shakespeare because of grandma. When she returned to school the whole dynamic 

completely changed. I had lots of friends. 

 Xhili put this turnabout down to a scruffy uniform and a cooler bag. I looked cooler. I 

stopped wearing barrettes in my shorter hair. When they moved to Whanganui in Year 

Eleven: 

 I completely changed all over again. 

How did you change again? 

Well, nobody knew who I was here. So, I just completely walked in like I 

owned the place. I went into the hostel and I also— 

I bet you got that from your grandma. 

Yep. And I became like the cool kid with cool stories and people were always 

in my room like ‘Wow, you’ve been round the world. What else have you done?’ 

Fake it til you make it. 

Yeah—that’s exactly what I did really. And I still have all those friends. 

 

The metamorphosis was probably helped by the fact that there were only 300 girls at 

Whanganui compared to the 1500 in Hamilton—and only 30 in her year. They were in all the 

same classes and not as sophisticated as their townie counterparts. They didn’t care what kind 

of bag you had or your hairstyle. Most were from farms: They had their own way of doing 
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things, like, if you’re not a farmer, you’re not cool, you’re not tough enough or if you don’t 

drive a ute. 

As they had in Hamilton, hostel girls ruled in Whanganui, too. Xhili was only 

boarding at the hostel as the cottage was still pretty uninhabitable. Adrienne stayed at the 

local campground and worked on making it liveable while Xhili lived in the hostel. She loved 

boarding at the school. Living there made her independent as, apart from meals, the girls had 

to shift for themselves—do their own washing, work out how to get to and from places, and 

buy their own treats.  

In the aftermath of Lois ‘death, Xhili had struggled. I asked her what it would have 

been like if she’d stayed in Hamilton: 

Honestly, I’ve never been closer to, like, suicide in my life—I was that 

depressed. I had counsellors. I had people asking me if I had a plan and all that shit. I 

hated it. I cried myself to sleep every night. I begged my mum to change schools, ‘Just 

let me change schools or get out of here’, and mum was like, ‘We can’t, we can’t.’ It 

was shit when grandma was alive, but I had someone to come home and unpack it to, 

and she made it alright. And then when grandma did die—it’s not like I couldn’t do it 

with mum, too—but I just didn’t. And then I came down here and it just completely 

changed. 

 

In Whanganui, she had friends, a boyfriend, horses, life, hope. Xhili is really a 

country girl at heart. They like things slower, green spaces with animals, more honesty, less 

sophistication.  

 We talk about food. Xhili claims not to be a very good cook and was well fed by her 

grandmother back in the day: 

Every morning we’d have, like, porridge or eggs or something. I don’t even 

eat breakfast now. 

You should have breakfast. It’s very important. 

I know. 
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Three meals a day. I love breakfast. I can eat anything at breakfast—steak, 

cake, whatever. 

Yeah. I like Weetbix or Nutella on toast. 

Weetbix is ok. That’s a good breakfast. 

 

Food at the hostel was plain and her partner Archie likes cooking and spicing it up. I 

say cooking is just reading recipes and a matter of practice. She claims to have no feel about 

what goes with what but I’m a baker. Grandma taught me how to bake. I can bake anything 

you ask me to, but I can’t cook meals. 

There is another food story that is also a drama story. Lois paid for Xhili’s braces and 

one night she cooked chops. Xhili’s braces were bothering her. When the food was ready, she 

started crying and Lois felt really bad. Xhili explained that she was crying because of the 

braces: ‘I can’t eat it — it looks so nice.’  Lois put the chops in the blender; everyone noticed, 

so I kind of made it into a drama kind of act. It was ha ha, and everyone was laughing at me 

crying, in a funny kind of way. 

She claimed that drama and public speaking and the like freaked her out.  I suggest 

that she is a better actor than she thinks. She replies: Yeah, but I can’t do any scripting, read 

it out and make it all natural. Perhaps she is a life actor rather than a stage one. Inevitably, 

Shakespeare comes to mind: “Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, 

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage...” 

Other things Lois taught her were to not let anyone push her around and to speak how 

she feels. Xhili thinks Lois was really shut off and harsh in a way. She didn’t speak her own 

feelings: I could speak mine to her and she wouldn’t judge, and she wouldn’t judge anyone 

else either. The only time Xhili saw her grandmother cry was when a friend died of cancer. 

This was such a strange occurrence she thought Lois was laughing. Lois then hid in her room.  

Xhili attributes the difficulty Lois had in expressing her emotions to her upbringing. I think 
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her dad and…they weren’t very nice to her. Lois really put her teaching skills through their 

paces for her grandchild:  

She did teach me how to tell her a good story. She taught me how to give a 

really good speech. She taught me how to write a really good speech and make people 

feel things. Make it personal in a way. She was really good at helping me with my 

homework and stuff. And I always liked writing. I suck at writing. I suck at reading. I 

can’t spell. I don’t know how to punctuate. I still can’t but I did ? level English in my 

last year.  The precise level of English is lost in translation. 

 

  She said Lois helped her with the punctuation and grammar, but that is wrong again 

as Lois had died before Xhili had her last year at school.  
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Epilogue 

I hitch a ride to Whanganui with Barry Lafferty as it is a long drive. I don’t love driving and 

have a dodgy back. 

 At the beach, a neighbour drops in and chats. He was in a speedway accident years 

before and suffered terrible injuries. He shows us his dislocated-for-the-fourth-time-shoulder 

which points the wrong way. A friend, Sally, from down the road, has also called in with a 

spinach lasagne. Andrew is living in his bus at the back of the section. Barry owns one of the 

three sections and a caravan. His mate followed us here in his own car. Adrienne has created 

a community of people here who come and go, staying in one of the two caravans next to the 

bus. They pay her rent. Everyone wanders about with the chickens, the dog Missy, the black 

and white cat, and a black and white rabbit in a hutch. There is a souped-up sound system in 

the shed. The dog and the cat hop in and out of various vehicles and the chickens sneak inside 

if you leave the door open. It seems a bit like Lois’s hippie days in Remuera, though no one 

is baking bread or dyeing anything.   

 Xhili has stayed an extra day. She limps in from giving someone a riding lesson in the 

late afternoon. Two horses somehow fell on her from a narrow path. There is a hoof print 

shaped red swelling at the back of her thigh and she has a sore shoulder. Obviously, only a 

small part of the horse’s weight fell on her or she would probably not be walking at all. We 

tell her to have a bath with Epsom salts. She ignores us and goes to visit with her rabbit. After 

dinner, she does eventually have the bath. The men traipse in to eat the lasagne and two kinds 

of salad Adrienne made, Greek and lettuce.  

 Later we see the ambulance going up the driveway to deal with the neighbour’s 

shoulder. His operation to stabilise it is not until February, but he will be flown to Auckland 

hospital and back in a helicopter which he is looking forward to. The stars today seem to have 

aligned for mishaps. 



230 
 

 I sleep on the verandah on a stretcher and foam mattress. The mattress was a mistake. 

I am very happy to see the stars and feel the cool night breeze wafting over me as I drift in 

and out of sleep. I realise I have been yearning to sleep outdoors for a long time. I think I will 

set up the airbed on my deck at home again, with my reading light going through the dining 

room window. I am too hot and penned in, inside. 

 This time we go up to the neighbour’s “Big House” for New Year’s. The couple who 

owns it live there with their son, and his gorgeous young daughter. It is much more polite, 

vastly more restrained than the rowdy affair in the long grass of the year before. The men 

hardly say a word. Adrienne has a great knack for knowing how to talk to different people. 

This is her legacy from her mother—often moving schools and having to make new friends 

all over the social spectrum, plus years of hordes of people trooping through her mother’s 

homes.  I am impressed. There is a huge outside rooftop area with almost panoramic views, 

but no one uses it due to the wind constantly blowing off the ocean. Out hosts are planning to 

sell up and go somewhere less windy.  We sit inside and look out at the sea through the glass 

and sip our drinks. I want to rebel—sit out in the wind and be rowdy—but I don’t. That 

would be rude. I can be rude, of course, but I don’t know these people and they have 

extended the hand of hospitality. There are mini quiches and potato chips.  

I possibly disgrace myself when we are discussing the hawks. I demand in a very loud 

voice to know why “You locals are not fighting the council for the hawks.”  There is silence 

and a change of subject. I feel foolish and rude. I say very little after that as I fail to feel 

engaged in the too polite conversation.  We go to our beds about ten thirty. On the way down 

the hill, I can see into a couple of new houses set lower down. They are lit up like Christmas. 

People are gathered in living rooms and outside on decks to see in the new year. It is very 

strange to look down into the houses from the driveway, like spying through binoculars. I feel 

very sober. I am sober.                                  
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On the second day of the new year, Adrienne and I go to River Valley in the hills 

beyond Taihape to see Xhili who works there with her boyfriend, Archie. We stay in a little 

cabin near the river and have dinner in the Lodge. Xhili is supposed to do the horse treks and 

Archie to tend the bar, but we gather they spend the majority of their work time 

“housekeeping” when there are not enough people for trekking or drinking in the bar. We 

swim in the river which is cold but delicious. The gorge is massive; the cliffs peer 

indifferently down at us where we are floating or sitting in the shallows. 

Adrienne has had one or two offers to sell from neighbours. Developers will be 

eyeing up the three sections. She hopes to buy a small real-life ranch, so Xhili can train her 

horses and sell them. She will move the cottage and sheds to the land. No one else will want 

them and she will need a building to live in. It is likely someone will build rows of 

apartments here or else a couple of very flash beach houses. Castlecliff is now chic, and the 

land is being carved up left, right and centre as it is all over the country. 

There is a row of new houses along the sand dunes including an ugly boxy one where 

the irrigation was on full-time. Rare lizards have been found but will be relocated. A road is 

going through the last of the sand dunes. There used to be nine hawks. Now there are just 

two. I watch them swoop overhead and feel like crying. They could do with a Lois or two in 

Whanganui. 

 It is now the second of May. Xhili is now running a successful business training 

horses with a friend in Whanganui. They organise horse treks and lord knows what. She 

seems happy. I am sure she is putting into practice strategies and skills her grandma taught 

her a few years ago.  

 

 

 


