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Introduction


Ask any woman, and the majority will tell you they are insecure about walking into a dealership on their own; they invariably take a man with them, yet it’s their money doing the buying! Why is this so?


Over the years, women have been depicted in television commercials and print media driving a car, although not often, and times haven’t changed all that much.


The motor industry, dealerships and used car yards are totally male-dominated. Advertising reflects that. Salespeople and other executives (mostly men) reflect that. They might pay lip service to catering to women, but it’s almost as though genetic memory kicks in and dissuades them from doing so.


This book attempts to understand why this is still so. It will show how the motor industry has successfully managed to avoid marketing to women customers for over one hundred years. It will show how crash-test dummies are based on men. It will explain things about cars that you didn’t know, and some bits you did.




Sandy Myhre




	First woman member NZ Motoring Writers’ Guild, now a Lifetime Member



	First woman member NZ Motorsport Media Association and first president



	Member Institute of Advanced Motorists (NZ) Inc.



	Award-winning journalist



	Broadcaster and author



	Founder of Women’s World Car of the Year



	Honorary president, Women’s Worldwide Car of the Year



















Chapter 1 Women’s World Car of the Year


In the summer of 2009, three women motoring journalists were talking about car awards and the fact that the World Car of the Year awards, based in New York, had 47 members on the jury voting each year for their car of choice. Not one of those jurists was a woman.


Here we were, nine years into the 21st century, and still the car industry and motoring journalism failed to represent women customers and women in general, we all thought grumpily.


One of the woman journalists (and I can’t remember who) blithely said we should start one, so I put my hand up. Or to be more precise, the other two let me put my hand up by inertia; neither of them volunteered. It was one of those occasions when I blindly rushed into a situation that sounded like a good idea at the time, and it was to change my life.


It was the summer holidays in New Zealand, over Christmas and New Year, and I stayed inside in the heat and searched for women motoring writers around the world. They seemed to be few and very far between. On one occasion, I emailed the editor of a paper asking for the email address of their woman motoring journalist, and he emailed back and said no! I couldn’t have it! Even though I had explained the reason for the email.


Still, in the end and after about two months, I had managed to track down eight women who were published and legitimate motoring journalists, and asked them if they’d be interested in starting a car award voted entirely by women and for women. They all said a resounding yes.


The originals were Renuka Kirpalani (India), Helene Griffiths (South Africa), Sue Baker (England), Jacqui Madelin (New Zealand), Liz Swanton (Australia), Lou Ann Hammond (USA), Jil Mcintosh and Regina Chan from Canada and me from New Zealand, making nine in total. It was a small start, but surely a start.


Bob Child, a friend from Wiltshire, UK, owned Pear Tree Studios, and he designed the logo, which remains with us today with some slight modification.


I had no idea how a voting system worked because I’d never belonged to an awards organisation before.


It was just made up as we went along, but given some experience in assessing cars, it wasn’t too difficult. The first-ever winner of the 2010 Women’s World Car of the Year was the Jaguar XF.


I was living in England at that time. I had sold the house in Auckland, got rid of nearly everything and put the rest into storage (that measured 1 metre by 1.5 metres) and left. I was going to work in a B&B in Norfolk but that fell through after two whole days because the owner didn’t want me cleaning up the dog shit in the garden, or actually doing the dishes or trying to stop the dog from eating at the table from a plate.


She decided I was out. I rushed back to London and called on friends who helped me out enormously by allowing me to board (with one family) and then share a flat with some younger girls. They were extremely generous.


The intention to live in England was to grow these awards, and Europe was the best place from which to do it.


The Jaguar company (and now Jaguar Land Rover) have always been tremendously supportive of women and motoring. For this event, they offered the Jaguar showroom in Knightsbridge for the media announcement. I remember I was sitting on a bench in Hyde Park over the road from the showroom, the day before the event and thinking how utterly fantastic this is and how utterly nerve-wracking.


I was staying with Deborah Kerslake in Kingston and her partner, Greg Morgan and her daughter, Camilla, who had just been signed by ex Take-That lead singer Gary Barlow to his new record label, so she was a star in the making. She certainly had a beautiful voice. I asked if she would sing at the start of the media gathering, and she graciously said she would. It was a stunning commencement.
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Camilla Kerslake (left), Garry Barlow and Sandy Myhre. Camilla sang at the first press conference for Women’s World Car of the Year in London.


Photo: Unknown.


I’d invited as many women journalists as possible and got a good response. My old Kiwi friend Allan Muir, who was editor at large for Autonews, the prime motoring magazine in the UK, came along in support as well. So that was a good acknowledgement of our intentions. Caroline Carver was there, an author of crime books who had considerable experience in rallying.


She later became a judge for a while. Helene Griffiths came from South Africa, and Lou Ann Hammond from the USA. Henny Hemmes was a fairly high-profile Dutch former racing driver and journalist. Although she wasn’t officially on the jury then, she came along anyway because she was about to be appointed.


We got great coverage! Considering we were new. We were the only car awards in the world, voted entirely by women, given that women weren’t exactly fawned over by the car industry, and given that most motoring media were men and didn’t think it worth their while to attend, it was very successful!


The business journalists and women’s magazine journalists who did come along all thought it was a great idea for women to have their car awards. So did we, as a matter of fact. It was a world first, after all, and this gave us all the confidence to keep going and to grow.


We were meeting each other for the first time, with a couple of exceptions, and what seemed to happen was an instant bonding; an immediate understanding that as women motoring journalists in a totally male-dominated field, we often struggled for recognition. We all intrinsically knew the extra effort each of us had to make to be recognised.


Between us, there was instant fellowship, a comprehension, a sympathetic understanding of what each of us had achieved and that has never changed over the years. It’s the sorority glue that binds motoring women together.


The problem, certainly in the beginning, was to be taken seriously by motor companies, and we had a bit of work to do. Jaguar was supportive from the get-go, but others either looked at us quizzically when we told them their cars had won certain categories or even the supreme award, or they were downright embarrassed.


Mercedes was the prime example. The head office ignored our emails, phone calls and our press releases announcing that their car S-Class, had won the 2014 Supreme Award. Our judges sent the releases to the Mercedes office in their own country (and by that time, the number of women journalists on the jury had increased), and other media reported our cars of the year for that year.


Jacqui Madelin and I met up in Auckland to present Mercedes with their certificates, and we suggested a photoshoot. You could tell they wanted to get rid of us as soon as we walked in the door! It was certainly a rushed occasion, and they never did go public with the announcement in New Zealand.


One of our jury members asked Mercedes in her own country why we were being ignored. The problem, he advised her, was that Mercedes didn’t want their cars to be known as ‘women’s cars’. She just about fell off her chair.


Apart from the fact that there are no ‘women’s cars’, just as there are no ‘women’s mobile phones’ or ‘women’s fridges’, his statement was a gross disregard for around 35% (at the time) of customers, and about 45% of Mercedes drivers. It was, too, a classic example of why so many women hate going into a dealership. There is a subtle, and in fact, not-so-subtle, prejudice against women.


We learnt from that episode and began to include in our press releases references to the fact that we don’t pick a ‘woman’s car’, but we were women, choosing the best of the cars we’ve driven for that year; that we were professional journalists who happened to be women; that we were a collective ‘voice’ for women motorists worldwide.


Of course, we got feedback! Mostly from male motoring journalists who questioned the need for a woman’s car award. One said he’d like to see a ‘man’s car’ award. It was pointed out that there had been for about a hundred and thirty years since the car was invented, and it was only in 2009 that women journalists got the chance to vote on an international motoring awards jury. We continued stressing that point for several years, and after about eight years, we began to see more positive feedback from the motor industry.


That’s a polite way of saying quite a few car companies began to recognise our worth. It helped that we did an audit of our audience that showed that by 2018, we had a collective readership—a media reach through all publishing outlets—of 268 million worldwide. Not ones to shy away from our publicity because we well understood it was vitally necessary; we sent out the press release extolling the virtue of figures like that!


It’s interesting that just about every woman on the jury has a tale to tell of misogyny, blinkered vision, tacit disapproval and just plain out-and-out resistance to their existence in writing or talking about motoring. It might be as overt as a sniffy rebuff to the woman’s conversation or as subtle as not being promoted within the organisation because one is female and the ‘you need to look after the kids’ approach.


But still, women wrote about cars and very successfully, despite the challenges. It has helped the cause of Women’s World Car of the Year that the motor companies who won the supreme award have put on a show for us, sure, to get the attendant publicity, but they were genuinely pleased (for the most part) to win an award.
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At the Frankfurt Motor Show, a snapshot to say I was there!


Photo: Henny Hemmes


In more recent times, several of the jury members have gone to Paris, to Peugeot, to present the award. A few of us (three) have gone twice to the Busan Motor Show in South Korea to present the award (to Hyundai and, later, to Kia) and we have been very well looked after during our stay, which has been courtesy of the motor company.


The supreme trophy was presented to Mr Hakan Samuelsson, Head of Volvo Group, and several other Volvo executives from Sweden and Germany at a specifically organised function held in Gothenburg, May 2016. Six judges from five countries were present and so made history. Never before had women motoring writers been invited specifically to a get-together.
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A record. 11 women motoring writers together in the one room at the same time. Jaguar Land Rover.


Photo: Jaguar Land Rover


In 2017, judges from around the world assembled at Jaguar headquarters in London to present the trophy. It was a world first to have 11 women motoring journalists in the same room together! The trophy was presented to Dr Ralf Speth, CEO of Jaguar Land Rover and Ian Callum, Designer of the F-Pace.


It meant publicity for the car company concerned, of course. As of 2024, the media reach across the board for Women’s World Car of the Year was a staggering 550 million worldwide. Marta Garcia, who took over from me as president, had done wonders in recruiting additional jury members to the extent that there were then 80 jury members across every continent in the world. Importantly, she has recruited judges from the Middle East, where women and motoring do not always go together comfortably.


Marta hasn’t always found it easy, which is why I handed it over! She worked very late, putting in a considerable amount of effort at night and on the weekends. She was working for the group day and night. But she had been successful. She has succeeded in getting a discount scheme going for judges hiring a Sixt car, and, as stated earlier, she has certainly grown the jury members. She has had some help.


Alix Capper Murdoch, a Scottish woman who now lives in Cyprus, has started a digital women’s motoring magazine called What Drives Her. It is excellently produced. Marta had received help from Sabrina Parrant, a jury member from Brussels who had a considerable hand in collating all the votes each year. I contributed by collating the votes for a subsidiary award called the WOW, Woman of Worth Award.


Sadly, some of our original judges are no longer with us. The first to pass away was Holly Reich from New York, who battled cancer for many years before she succumbed to the dreaded disease. She was an associate broadcaster; she would phone women from all over the world to discuss cars, and she was competent.


Most importantly, she was enthusiastic about the Women’s World Car of the Year. When she died, we had an award for a few years called the Holly Reich Award for your favourite luxury car, because that was what she liked most, particularly.


Henny Hemmes from the Netherlands also passed away. She was only on our jury for a year; she preferred to put her effort into the motorsport side of things and was on the FIA Committee for Women. She was a former racing driver herself and highly competent.


LouAnn Hammond also passed away from cancer. She was one of the original judges from Los Angeles. She wasn’t always easy to work with, but she was absolutely enthusiastic for the jury and what we were collectively trying to achieve. She was a passionate advocate for our work.


Ariadni Gerisimoudu from Greece went far too young. She had been on the jury for about two years, and we met up at the British Motor Show. We were there to present to Fiona Pargeter of Jaguar Land Rover for winning the Woman of Worth Award. Ariadni said then she had endured six months of chemotherapy for a stomach tumour and she was feeling the effects.


The MC for the show was Mike Brewer, presenter of Wheeler Dealer. We were on the stage preparing to present the award, and the microphone didn’t work. Mike was a bit zany, and he twirled the microphone around and around until the technician fixed the problem.


Ariadni was absolutely gorgeous, model quality, and she couldn’t have been much more than mid-30s, if that, when she died. She had the last word, literally. She had written a Facebook post with instructions to send it out after she passed.


“Oops, I have finally left for somewhere better! As promised, I left beautiful, so all is well. I want you to know that I fought until the last moment for four years, and unfortunately, the pain of cancer has won.”


“I do not want you to be sad, I want you to live your everyday life and be happy. It is worth nothing but the moments we have. Have a good time, do not work too much and LIVE.”


“Thank you from the bottom of my heart for the immense love I have received from everyone, known and unknown. For those who want me next to them, I will always be there.”


“Because I want you all to drive properly, look for #SafetyFirstGR, a road safety project I did because I said I wanted to leave something good behind when I left. That’s all. Have happy moments. We will say it again, life goes on!”


Sue Baker was an original judge. She was absolutely highly competent, a former presenter on Top Gear, and a former president of the UK Motoring Writers’ Guild. She was utterly fantastic when it came to sorting out issues, always giving sage and valuable advice. It’s the ultimate irony that she contracted Motor Neurone Disease and had to give up driving, but she stayed on the jury and helped Marta with collating the votes each year. She was, and is, certainly missed greatly.
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Sue Baker, former presenter of Top Gear and one of our most valued judges.


Photo: Unknown.


The bottom line was, Women’s World Car of the Year was still the only motoring award in the world that was voted entirely by women. It hasn’t always been easy to survive. The World Car of the Year executives were certainly miffed to the point of antagonism that we had ‘captured’ their name and we were ‘riding on their coat tails’ to the extent they sent me, and later Marta, lawyer’s letters.


Here was I, in New Zealand, one of the few women on the NZ Motoring Writers’ Guild, not earning very much money at all, receiving a New York lawyer’s letter threatening to sue me! I sought advice and was told that one couldn’t patent the words ‘Women’, ‘World’, ‘Car’ and ‘Year’. So they didn’t have a leg to stand on. Thus, I ignored the letters.


A few years went by, and certainly as we got media traction, the letters started arriving again. This time to Marta, who didn’t like it at all and also sought advice. They wanted us to change our name, and in the end, there was a relatively minor compromise. We changed from Women’s World Car of the Year to Women’s Worldwide Car of the Year.


It occurred to Marta and me that the executives of World Car of the Year were, shall we say, somewhat anxious about the publicity we were receiving. That organisation tends to get considerable publicity in the USA. They were New York-based after all, but they don’t get much traction in Europe and elsewhere, whereas we do. It could have been that which motivated them to send the lawyer’s letters, but, of course, that’s speculation and couldn’t be proven.


So, peace now reigns. Marta continues to attract more and more judges to the organisation, which was, perhaps, indicative of the fact that more and more women were becoming motoring journalists. But I believed it was more than that.


It was the only car awards in the world voted for entirely by women, and the amount of publicity we were getting meant that the women who were motoring journalists were getting to know about the awards and, in some cases, asked to be included. In other instances, Marta has consciously sought out women motoring journalists, and in this, she has been very successful indeed.


There was also a Woman of Worth Award (WOW) chosen each year in mid-year and awarded to the woman who has contributed mightily to the motoring industry or to motorsport.


At the end of 2024, Marta initiated two more awards within the framework of Women’s Worldwide Car of the Year. One award was the ‘Best Tech’ Award, given to the car company which has, in the opinion of the jury, the best technical innovations. It was won by the Chinese car company BYD. A Chinese car company that specialises in electric vehicles. BYD, incidentally, means Build Your Dreams, yes, really. It’s a quirky nomenclature, and if you’re happy driving around in a Seal or a Shark, you’d have no problems buying one.


The other award was for the most women-friendly car company, the company that had done the most to promote women and to employ women and to encourage women. It was won by Volvo. Marta called it the Sandy Myhre Award, and when I discovered that, I cried. It is a valuable acknowledgement and one I appreciate incredibly.


In February 2025, history was certainly made. Nissan in Italy brought together 35 women motoring journalists (all members of Women’s Worldwide Car of the Year) to a press conference. Not since the car was first born in 1886 had so many women motoring journalists specifically been invited to a press conference to get together. It had taken one hundred thirty-nine years, and in Rome, it was finally achieved.


Where did all this motoring and motor racing activity I have been talking about begin? It seemed like many moons ago because it was! It started in 1980 with Jon Addison from the now-defunct Auckland Star, gained traction with Auckland’s monthly magazine Metro and gained even more traction through Murray Deaker’s Scoreboard on Newstalk ZB. The reputation and my recognition were helped by the television show NZ Wheels in 1989, which was a primetime show.


Today, I don’t get as many cars to test-drive as I used to, and I am fine with that. I write a reasonably regular blog on WordPress with Liz Swanton from Australia. It doesn’t get a lot of pickups, and I’m fine with that too; it just means she and I keep our hand in writing about cars.


Where will this lead? Who knows? I don’t consciously set out to indulge in motoring reporting and certainly not, any more, in motor sport. I have paid my dues, done my time, but it means I have a heap of knowledge and experience, and that’s what this book is all about. If it helps one woman to get writing about motoring or to cover motor sport, I will be pleased.












Chapter 2 Having a Man in the Passenger Seat


Most motoring journalists get given a car by a car company to test-drive for about a week. It wasn’t always like that. In 1980, when I started as a fledgling motoring writer for the now-defunct Auckland Star, I was allowed to drive my first test car for one whole hour.


The opportunity to become a journalist came through Jon Addison, who was then the motoring editor for the Star. He was later to become chief reporter. He had organised for Motorcorp to give him a Rover V8, and he told the company he wanted me to have a drive because they were starting a new column in the paper, a His and Hers exposé on cars.


I was told I could drive the car for an hour, provided I had a man in the passenger seat. I asked the Motorcorp man if he meant in the Biblical sense? For some obscure reason, he wasn’t amused and, quite frankly, I am sure he didn’t get it anyway. So off I went with Jon for my permission-granted one-hour assessment where I could sit behind the wheel, depress the clutch, then the accelerator and be let loose on the road.


Jon was fantastic. He never once criticised my driving; he just expected me to be able to drive fairly well because I’d been going to motor races for years by that time, and it’s where you pick up tips and tricks. It was brave of him because I’d never raced myself, nor had I ever done any advanced driver training at that stage. In fact, I don’t think there was such a thing in those days.


If you wanted to race, you just started racing and underwent a kind of apprenticeship where you were observed for three races and then given a full racing licence. I guess I’d absorbed enough pit chatter to know what oversteer and understeer were and how to anticipate braking distances, but that’s about all.


In any event, here I was having a man in the passenger seat and driving a Rover V8 around Auckland, and I had to write about it. Jon had given me some guidelines, and he came home and went through the story, crossing out all the things he thought were unnecessary, which was most of it. But after that lesson I did, I think, come to grips with how to write a motoring column, and Jon’s instructions were good.


Except, being taught how to write is quite different from being encouraged to write differently. I didn’t want to write like the blokes. They talked about power-to-weight ratios and torque and horsepower and the cubic capacity of the boot; none of it meant much to me and still doesn’t. I was quite sure it didn’t mean much to most women, and they were the readers I assumed I was targeting.


I later discovered that vast swathes of men didn’t understand those things either, but were loath to openly admit it, and that, in an ironic way, helped contribute to the success of the weekly column.


So, I started talking about how many grocery bags you could fit in the boot, or push chairs; whether the car went well from the start, or whether it seem to lack a bit of oomph for the size of the engine; whether the seats were comfortable and whether you could see over the steering wheel because with some cars, particularly in bigger cars like the Ford Falcon or a Holden Commodore in the 1980s you couldn’t see in front of you for the steering wheel.


Someone my size could just about line up your chin with the top of the steering wheel, and that was it. You had to use a BYO cushion. There wasn’t the opportunity to adjust the seats up or down; you pretty much got your standard forward and standard back option, and that was it.


I’d say these things in print, and some of the motor companies weren’t happy. It simply wasn’t done to be so basic, apparently. When one of the first Hyundai cars arrived in the country, it was called a Pony, from memory. I said it was certainly Spartan and lacked a huge proportion of sophistication. The dealer was not amused.


Jon didn’t seem to mind what I wrote, and neither did the subs or the editor on the Auckland Star. The paper was fairly avant-garde for its time and a bit edgy compared to the opposition, which was, then, the NZ Herald, better known as ‘Granny Herald’. The fact they’d allowed a woman to write about cars was testament to the forward thinking that existed, but the Star also had some of the best journalists in the country beavering away in the newsroom.


Journalists like Warwick Roger, Alan Sefton, Jon Addison, of course, Wayne Munro. Pat Booth was a sub-editor, and he loved chatting about the cars I’d driven when I brought in my copy. He was very supportive of the column.
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Photo: Auckland Star. Pat Booth going through some notes in his pyjamas. It might have been during his investigative piece on Mr Asia or his equally notable exposé on Arthur Allan Thomas.


All these men were fairly go-ahead types, and the paper encouraged this attitude in print. So, I just carried on without too much instruction from Jon or anyone else, which was great because it allowed me to develop my ideas and style. The only hiccup came when I was sent to Wellington to cover a rally organised by Robin Curtis, who was PR for General Motors at the time. The cars were on petrol, diesel, LPG and CNG, and the idea was to see which was most economical.


The flagging away was outside the parliament with Bill Birch, then minister for Think Big, giving a speech. Most of the drivers had racing backgrounds like Formula One World Champion Denny Hulme and rally ace Paul Adams. The journalists were passengers in the various cars involved.


The rally went from Wellington to Auckland, and I wrote the story, which was earmarked for NZ Woman’s Weekly. The sub-editor was Peter Nicholas, and in those days, you wrote your story on little bits of paper in about a paragraph per small page, which was then handed to the copy editor for subbing.


I did that and handed the story over to Peter, who proceeded to get out his scissors and cut most of it up. I was really miffed and asked him if he wanted to cut bits out of my raincoat as well.


“Oh, grow up,” he said, and that was that.


Some companies saw my column as an opportunity to promote their brand, and prime among those companies was Ford. The Managing Director Joe Auton phoned to say they wanted to support me. So, I went along to my first-ever motoring journalist press conference, which was held in Wellington.


I remember feeling very grown up and very nervous because I was the only woman in the entire room out of about 40 journalists and Ford executives, and inevitably at this, and other press conferences, the speaker would start with ‘Lady and Gentlemen’ which singled me out whether I liked it or not. Or ‘Sandy and Gentlemen’, which was much to my embarrassment.


The Ford Public Relations person was the former All Black, Norm Wilson, fairly predictably called ‘Stormin Norman’, but in his case, it was apt. He was brash, loud, outspoken and never lost an opportunity to promote the company he was paid to promote. He didn’t quite know how to deal with me, and said so, and then laughed.


I said treat me like one of the blokes, and he said, “My dear, that would be utterly impossible.”


It wasn’t, as it turned out, because he was enormously helpful and gave me numerous hints about what a motor company liked to see in print and (most importantly) why. He also arranged for my first-ever tour of a motor manufacturing plant, in this case, the large Ford plant at Seaview in Wellington.


I was fascinated by all these workers putting little and (sometimes) not-so-little bits like an engine onto a bare frame and sending it on its way down the assembly line, where it got spray painted inside a box with one end fully open to the factory air and everyone around breathing in the fumes.
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It then had its wheels clipped on by two people on either side of the conveyor belt and finally emerged as a fully-fledged motor car. These were the days before wheezing robotic arms of computer-controlled appendages did most of the work, and the assembly line people did the smaller stuff, and paint is no longer sprayed on its magnetically attached; the droplets of paint are electromagnetically charged.


The cars weren’t manufactured there, or anywhere else in New Zealand; they came in as knocked-down kits (CKD) and were reassembled. The kits would arrive by sea and get trucked to the Ford plant—or the General Motors plant in Trentham in Lower Hutt, or Motor Corp’s factory in Nelson or other companies elsewhere in New Zealand—to be unassembled and then reassembled to resemble a motor car.


Elsewhere, outside of New Zealand, the first modern car was a practical, marketable automobile for everyday use. The first car in series production appeared in 1886 when Carl Benz developed a gasoline-powered automobile and made several identical copies.


Although Henry Ford in the USA didn’t invent the car, he did invent the assembly line, the moving conveyor belt that was used in other industries, including slaughterhouses. The Ford Motor Company team, after much trial and error, began using the innovation at the Highland Park assembly plant.


Henry famously remarked that its use allowed for work to be taken to the workers rather than the workers moving around the vehicle. At first, it was pulled by a rope and later became a simple moving chain mechanism. It meant the Model T could be built in ninety minutes.


I became a fully-fledged motoring writer in 1981. I was told by one member of the NZ Motoring Writers’ Guild that I couldn’t join because I am a woman. I thoroughly objected and wrote to David Lange, MP for Mangere, grizzling about the unfairness of it all. I had met Mr Lange through motor racing, and he was, frankly, the only politician I knew.


I don’t, to this day, know what Mr Lange did, but several weeks later, someone from the guild phoned and said I was ‘invited’ to join. And so, I did. I was admitted to the NZ Motoring Writers’ Guild. Marilyn Webber, wife of Jim Webber, wrote a sort of add-on piece to his car tests, but she wasn’t a fully-fledged motoring journalist. At the time I was admitted, I was, in fact, the first dedicated woman motoring journalist to be included.


Over the years, several women have been admitted to the guild and most of them have dropped off for various reasons. Today, there is only Liz Dobson and me on the list, and I am the only female life member. Liz nominated me when she was president of the guild, and I doubt very much whether anyone else would have put my name forward.


Being ‘official’ meant I got an offer from the editor of Metro magazine, Warwick Roger, to write a motoring page. It was 1981, and I started writing the column from the second issue.


At first, it was fairly straight forward but what Metro did was: first, teach me to write in a way I had never imagined I could and, secondly, it allowed me to learn from some of the best in the business; Warwick Roger, Carole du Chateau and Louise Callan who were all gifted and highly talented writers. Although they never thought of themselves as teachers; they nonetheless were to me.


There was also Lesley Max, who wrote for Metro as well. She was a secondary school teacher and a freelance journalist. When I won the Motoring Writer of the Year Award, she phoned me up.


“If you can win an award,” she sniffed, “then I certainly can.”


That put me in my place. She was subsequently made a Dame Companion of the New Zealand Order of Merit in the 2010 New Year Honours for services to children and not, you will notice, for services to journalism. Her damehood followed that of her cousin, Barbara Goodman, and it is thought to be the first time two Jewish cousins received dame hoods. You will also notice that I have yet to receive one.


For eight or so months, I submitted the motoring page until Warwick said he wanted me to write a feature story about the car kings of Auckland. People like Colin Giltrap and Bob McMillan were high-profile in the trade, and I interviewed most of them, with the exception of Colin Giltrap, who didn’t want to be mentioned.


He is notoriously private. Louise Callan penned a sidebar piece on him anyway, and he later admitted that the story had done wonders for his business even though ‘that girl’ (meaning me) hadn’t managed to get him to reveal anything about his various activities.


In 1982, Warwick then asked me to do a feature called Love Sick Blues. It was a story about sexually transmitted diseases. These were the days before the internet, of course, so I had to do the rounds of interviews. I phoned the STD clinic at Auckland Hospital and asked to speak to one of the doctors, and made arrangements to meet him at the bottom of the steps leading to the clinic.


He, to give him his due, met me with a white coat under his arm, a spare stethoscope and a name badge so I could, more or less, masquerade as a doctor. I was petrified someone might recognise me or, worse, I’d know someone who was there for treatment. Fortunately, neither of those things eventuated.


The doctor said there was a new strain of STD about to hit these shores. It was called AIDS, acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, the advanced stage of HIV infection. HIV attacks and destroys the infection-fighting CD4 cells of the immune system.


As it turned out, the first case of AIDS was diagnosed in New Zealand in 1983, so the doctor was wonderfully well informed. Since the beginning of the epidemic, tens of millions of people have died of AIDS-related causes, and today nearly 40 million people are living with HIV.


So many people read the story, although not everyone admitted to reading it. My gay hairdresser did acknowledge reading it and said it was sobering, even though it was written in a slightly light-hearted manner. He said most of his friends ‘in the community’ had read it, but most had done so covertly.


Metro went from strength to strength, aided, in part, by the election of the fourth Labour government, which introduced widespread neoliberal deregulation. The increased supply of imported luxury goods made Metro an attractive environment for advertisers, but the quality of investigative writing therein helped enormously. One column in particular was a stand-out.


It was called Felicity Ferret and dished up dirt on people, places and things, and although the writer was anonymous, it was widely believed to be, initially anyway, restaurant owner Fran Fisher. Her initials hinted at it. She departed from the column in 1983.


From then on, it was suspected to be the work of former model and notorious socialite, fashion critic, fashion muse and maître’d Judith Baragwanath, also known as ‘Old Black Lips’; through her penchant for wearing black lipstick and having black fingernail polish although various people on the magazine contributed to the column from time to time.


Judith stood out, or should I say stood up, because she was what was described as ‘willowy’ in stature and taller than most of the rest of us. In 1994, newspaper columnist Toni McRae sued Metro’s publishers over a reference to her in Felicity Ferret and was awarded damages of $375,000, later reduced to $100,000.


Racing driver, Kent Baigent, also sued Metro’s publishers for calling him ‘fat’ in the column and his wife a ‘bottle blonde’, both of which were accurate, but Kent took exception to the labels. One of the witnesses at that trial was Denny Hulme, who had raced against Kent and, somewhat ironically, had inadvertently caused him to have a big injury-inducing crash at Manfeild.


In 1984, Ian Gamble and Kerry Powell—who both had a background in promoting athletic events, including the Queen Street Mile—put a proposal forward to Metro owners Bruce Palmer and Clive Currie to run a street race in Wellington around the waterfront.


The race was initially called the Nissan Cue 500, based on Cue magazine, one of the publications in the stable that included Metro. Cue magazine’s editor was the rugby writer Phil Gifford, who insisted on calling the race the ‘vroom car event’, probably because he knew next to nothing about motor racing and because that was his fairly limited style.


Phil Gifford was, at that time, newly married to sportswoman Glenda Hughes. Cue magazine, unfortunately, folded after a few issues, so the race changed its name at the last minute to the Nissan Sport 500. The following year, Mobil became a naming rights sponsor, and the name Nissan Mobil 500 was born.


I was invited to become the PR director of the Nissan Sport 500 from day one, so I had to resign from writing for Metro. However, I carried on writing for the Sunday Star Times. The editor was the delightful Jenny Wheeler, who welcomed my column about cars and, I might add, about motor racing. It’s where I began to experiment with what was to become a full-time job.


I was also going to speedway regularly at Western Springs and got to know the Kiwis and some of the Americans who would come down here and race over the summer.


There were huge crowds, the racing was exciting, and the event was well worth reporting on. Of the Americans, I got to know Sleepy Tripp and Stan Fox. In fact, I got Sleepy Tripp a deal for a sponsorship through the Meadowbank Bakery, which was owned by old friends Peter and Mary Sharp.


Peter had been a successful Mini driver; he and his brother had developed a very quick fuel-injected Mini. He was racing against the likes of Barry Phillips, who was no mean slouch on the track, and he raced very well. He and Mary were very pleased to sponsor Sleepy, and I was pleased they were pleased because it made me look useful.


Sleepy eventually retired from the sport, but he had a rather bad car accident and took some time to heal from it. Stan Fox had an enormous accident at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, he slammed into the wall at hundreds of miles per hour. He was never the same again; his brain had been damaged. He came out to New Zealand several times, and it was while he was here in New Zealand for one of his trips that he got out of bed, jumped into a van and drove off into the night. He never made it home.


As a result of the speedway writing, I got asked to write a major feature for an American speedway publication, and I can’t remember the name of it, but they paid quite well! It was to be around 1500 words and pictures, and was all about the Americans who came to New Zealand to race down under every year and how successfully they raced. It was pre-internet days, remember, so I posted the story and the pictures up to Indianapolis for publication.


As a result of that, I was asked to pen a few more pieces for the magazine and a few other American magazines besides, so I became, without even realising it, an international author! As a result of that, I went to Indianapolis for the 500 events for the first time, thanks to Dave McMillan and sponsorship from Pan Am. It was fascinating.


I also got to know Ian Derbidge, the speedway’s commentator. ‘Derbs’ was an absolute mine of information, of facts and figures, and he had a formidable memory which I was happy to tap into. I kept on with the Eastern Courier, Sunday Star Times and wrote a few other pieces from time to time. I was also covering for Murray Deaker’s weekend sports show on Newstalk ZB.


Initially, that didn’t pay, but it got me around the circuits of New Zealand, and it got me for the first time to Australia, to the great race at Bathurst. Came the time, however, when I needed to earn some serious money. My marriage had broken up, and I became a solo parent to three sons.


Symbiosis kicked in. Ian Gamble needed motor racing contacts, and I had them; it was that simple. I had a job, and they got my network of contacts.


In 1989, I was asked to audition for NZ Wheels, a primetime television show about, yes, cars, and I got the job. I was to be one of the presenters. The other was Gina Campbell, daughter of the late Donald Campbell CBE, the British speed record breaker on water and land. It was fun, although a little fraught at times. One of the first cars we test drove (I can’t remember what it was) had a fairly large camera attached to the passenger side, and I was to speak to that and drive at the same time.


I was told in no uncertain terms that the camera was worth more than the car, so I had to make sure I didn’t scratch it!


We filmed in various locations, and I got to dress up a bit. I did a piece to camera in a fur hat for a segment on Ladas, but most of the time I wore my own clothes; there was no budget for ‘wardrobe’. Various directors had a variety of methods for doing voice-overs: one, set up the recording equipment in a van, and we recorded the voiceover straight after filming, which was efficient.


Most, however, wanted me to come into the TVOne studio to do the voice-overs there. It was a bit intimidating, having to speak within a time frame while a clock was running to the side of the screen. But I got used to it and managed.


The show was broadcast at primetime on a Monday at 7 pm, and lots of people watched it. I remember going into the bank the day after the first show was broadcast, and the bank manager came out and shook my hand and said he was honoured to have me as a customer. He never would have done that before the television show, which reinforces the power of the medium. I was fairly well-known for the seven weeks it was broadcast.


I carried on writing, which was my first love and, really, I have been writing ever since. I now have a WordPress blog called Wenches on Adventures, and it includes road tests, opinion pieces, travel, books, and almost everything about cars. Liz Swanton, my journalist friend from Sydney, writes from time to time. The famous cartoonist, John Stoneham from Australia, drew a kind of ‘Thelma and Louise’ caricature of us both, and that is shown on the blog, with pride, I might add.


[image: A black-and-white cartoon illustration of two people with wind-swept hair and sunglasses joyriding in a sleek, vintage-style convertible. A long scarf trails behind them in the breeze, and the artist's signature Stollie is in the bottom left corner.]
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