
        
            
                
            
        


	 

FULL ON

Too True to Fake

Living in the End Days of Freedom

Denys Hatton

 


Dedication

Author’s Note:

Author’s Disclaimer:

Chapter 1

Kick Off

Chapter 2

NZ to the UK, Morocco and Gibraltar

Chapter 3

London

Moving East

Chapter 4

The Road East

Turning 21 on acid in the Blue Mosque, Istanbul

Chapter 5

Goa and Bombay

Smuggling feni to the Aunty Bars of Bombay

Extra work at Mehboob Studios pays the rent

Floating away from the opium dens on Shukaji Street

Chapter 6

Back Home

A mother’s instinct

A father’s push

Chapter 7

Erica

New Guinea, USA, London Film School, The Hard Rock Café

Chapter 8

Deli

Getting Started

Cannes

Cruising the Med

Chapter 9

A Short Adventure in Formula 1

Oliver’s Wharf

Chapter 10

Life in Gotham

From Cannes to Miami to Manhattan

My first son, born in Hell’s Kitchen

Raising money at sea

Music Street Café

Chapter 11

The Alternative Miss World.

Chapter 12

Lady Zara

Part of my Life from 1978

Chapter 13

The End of Music Street

A backstabbing

Chapter 14

More Festival Fun

Cannes

Chapter 15

Mijndroom and Jostrica

Chrissie and I get our Yachtmaster

Up the River Nene in Pluto

Back to The Big Apple

Chapter 16

The Judge, the Tart and the Skipper

My first smuggling adventure

SV Cool Breeze

New York to Florida, via Jamaica

Chapter 17

From Shady to the Crooked River

Bob Marley’s Funeral, Hurricane Dennis, Cruising the Bahamas, Nearly Sunk in Haiti, Busted

Chapter 18

Nicki

Route 66, Woodstock to California

Chapter 19

LA Working Life

Chapter 20

Kelly

Chapter 21

Halcyon Ocean

SIN, BKK, HKG, Cannes and SYD Getting my pilot’s license

Chapter 22

Thai Fun

Disco Trains, The War Lord

Chapter 23

The Spit

Crossing the Pacific, the Gulf of Siam to the Golden Gate

Chapter 24

The Tow

Back Across the Pacific, a Super-Dreadnought Battleship, Cyclone Patsy

Chapter 25

The Sydney Harbour Bridge Incident

Or…How to leave your mark on a national icon

Chapter 26

The Spools

Gulf of Siam to San Francisco, the long way

Sri Lanka

Geoffrey Bawa

Chapter 27

Back to the UK

The birth of my second son

Chapter 28

The King’s Roller

The King of Thailand’s 60th

Chapter 29

Svanskar

A Dream Boat-Building Odyssey, Moving Zara, Kidnapping Deli, ‘Kelly’s Delis’

Chapter 30

The Shit Hits the Fan

The Biggest Marijuana Bust in West Coast History

Chapter 31

Moving On

FPC Safford, FCI Phoenix, USP Lompoc

Chapter 32

Caroline

A slow burning love story by mail

Chapter 33

Anais

Getting Together, India, Christmas ’96, Moving to the French Countryside

The birth of my third son

Chapter 34

Turning 50

The end of the Millenium

Post Script

Acknowledgements

Copyright

 


 

 

‘Life is like a game of hazard; the skilful player will make something of the worst of throws’

 

J M Falkner
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Author’s Note:

The views, opinions and comments expressed in this book are of course entirely my own. Often, they are complimentary. But it’s in my nature to ‘call a spade a spade’ and not be concerned about being ‘woke’…not just about governments, institutions, policies and so on, but warts and all, the people whose paths I’ve crossed.

That said, I bear no malice and don’t intend to offend anyone. As you’ll read, it’s really the amazing people in my life that have made my life so…what’s the best word? Thrilling? Unrestrained? 

One thing I do know about myself is that ‘Why not?’ has been behind many decisions I’ve made in my life. ‘Go for it’ also a bit of a mantra, especially when no good reason not to stood in my way. Maybe, with hindsight, there have been reasons not to have done some of the things I’ve done, but I never looked too hard to find them.

I didn’t mean to live this life - it just happened. One wild turn led to another, until I looked back and realized I’d outlived a dozen versions of myself. An improbable journey through the second half of the twentieth century, when the world still had cracks wide enough to slip through.

FULL ON isn’t fiction; it’s a memory reel of a world that doesn’t exist anymore - before the screens, the data and the watchful eyes.

The end of freedom.

 


 

Author’s Disclaimer: 

This book is a memoir of the first 50 years of my life. It reflects the author’s present recollection of experiences over that time, some naturally hazier than others, depending on the state of mind of the author at the time. Memory is subjective. The truth being told is my truth and may not be another’s truth. Some names, characteristics and events have been changed to protect the privacy, and any guilt by association, of individuals involved. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, is incidental. 

 

 


 


	Chapter 1  



Kick Off

1949–1969

Got to start somewhere … Here goes … 

On a Tuesday in early December 1949, I was born in Upper Hutt, near Wellington, New Zealand. Mum and Dad lived in a place called Pinehaven. From photos I’ve seen, the house resembled a log cabin. 

My first real memory is from when I was four. Dad was in the RNZAF and had been posted to Fiji for 4 years. We were flying there in a Sunderland flying boat – a patrol bomber converted to civilian use – from Auckland to Lauthala Bay, Fiji, and I had been allowed to go into the nose turret where once a gunner would have sat behind his machine gun. From here I saw the vast Pacific Ocean for the first time. 

Second memory is standing at the open door of the Sunderland, taxiing across Lauthala Bay, the wake and waves whizzing past in the draft of the propellers as we made our way to a mooring, my mother behind me holding me by the scruff of the neck so I didn’t fall out.

My next memory is of sitting on the floor of a kindergarten in Suva, which was run by Catholic nuns. It was the image of the nuns’ big black shoes sticking out below their grey habits as they walked around at my eye-level that I recall. 

Others started piling up.

Next door to our house, we had a plot of land which Dad rented to some Indian farmers to grow sugarcane. I remember how, before the canecutters went in to harvest, someone with a tame mongoose on a lead would walk among the cane letting it sniff out snakes, killing any it found. I’ve had a thing for Rikki-Tikki-Tavis ever since. 

The family lived in a typical tropical-style house, which had something I’ve coveted ever since; a veranda completely encircling it, and the best part, the part that brings it all back to me, was the way I could pedal my tricycle round and round the house while the rain hammered down just out of reach. 

There’s one more memory that’s significance isn’t exactly clear, other than it was my first fascinated look at a girl’s pussy and her first look at a penis. We were both five, in primary school together, and we somehow convinced each other to go behind a bush and show each other how we peed. I guess the mystery of Woman was planted in me at that young age, and its power to fascinate, frustrate and excite me continues to this day. Men! We are what we are. What to do? 

I was six when we flew back to NZ, this time on a DC4. Not half as exciting as a flying boat, but those 2 flights at that young age set the stage for a lifelong passion for aeroplanes. 

So much for those first memories. 

Dad’s next posting was to Wellington, at the southern tip of New Zealand’s north island.

We moved into a large house in the small coastal town of Paekākāriki, with a very tall Norfolk pine in the garden. Probably the easiest tree on the planet to climb, with all its branches sticking out horizontally like rungs on a ladder. I could get to the top in no time and see everything, the township, the railway station and tracks, the Tasman Sea and Kapiti Island, and the steep coastal hills rising straight up from the other side of the railway and the National Highway. 

Paekākāriki is a small town squeezed onto a strip of flatland about half a kilometre wide between those hills and the sea. Back then, it had a volunteer Fire Brigade which turned out whenever the siren sounded. This could be set off by pressing a button housed in a hole in the wall of the fire station at a height designed to discourage kids from reaching it. Not to let this inconvenience get in the way, one day I climbed onto the shoulders of a friend and set it off, running like hell for home as it blared out its call for the volunteers to man the engines. I remember seeing the men arriving in their cars at speed, as I sped on foot in the opposite direction. I also remember the irate man who hammered on our door sometime later to tell my parents that it was me who’d set off the alarm. Dad gave me a good hiding and as punishment, I had to agree to do a few hours’ work at the fire station cleaning their equipment and polishing the brass knobs and taps on the engines. Without that experience I’m sure I wouldn’t have had my lifelong fascination with fire engines and all that wonderful kit they have on board. 

Maybe my ideas about form and function and perfect design, seemingly always with me, have their roots in that ‘adventure.’

I was eight, and my brothers, Byron and Gene, six and four, when we moved house again, this time to Hamilton where there was a small Air Force Base out of town at Te Rapa. Dad would spend the last 2 years of his 21-year commission there. He had signed up in 1939 for the war, gone to the UK for 4 years to do his bit for King and Country, and ever since had pushed papers around desks. 

We were all happy with this move as my mother’s mother lived there. Nana, this one, was a lovely, gentle woman. I spent a lot of time with her. Her husband, Poppa Hatton, had died young some years earlier, so she was delighted to have her family around. 

Mum and Dad bought a brand-new house in a brand-new subdivision called Fairfield. There was a large two-car garage which housed the family car on one side and Dad’s workshop on the other. It was in this workshop that I began to learn how to ‘do stuff’. Dad had all the tools and machinery needed, and it was with them that he built all our beds, chests of drawers and bookshelves, etc. He loved carpentry and just faffing about in the garage. 

Because we’d always lived in temporary housing provided by the Airforce, we were starting from scratch; new house, new fittings, new gardens, lawns, everything. 

I was at the age where I could help quite a bit, whether I wanted to or not, and all the stuff I learnt really defined how I’ve approached life since: if it breaks, fix it. Starting small with repairs to my bike. I loved my bike. I customised it, fantasised it, added huge mudflaps on which I painted Casper the Ghost and long whip-antennas that received no signal. A two wheeled hot-rod. 

Dad also did all the maintenance on his cars. Everything from greasing the suspension on up. I learnt a hell of a lot from him; probably the most important thing was not to be intimidated by machinery or tools: they’re just tools, without which you can do nothing. 

This confidence led to another good hiding. I decided to build a go-kart and of course needed a petrol engine to power it. And I knew where one was. It was bolted to a cement mixer in someone’s backyard down the road, so I took some of the old man’s spanners, unbolted the engine and brought it home on my trolley. I was busted within a few hours and had to return it and be subjected to a bollocking from the owner. I never did build a go-kart. 

Early every Monday morning before school, the three of us boys would pile into Mum’s car and take off with her for the weekly meat shop at the local freezing works. It was maybe a 20-minute drive each way and Mum would take another 20 minutes in the work’s butcher shop buying the week’s meat, fresh and cheap. 

The big attraction for me and my brothers was while she shopped, we would go down to the pens to watch the slaughter of sheep and cattle. It was apocalyptic, brutal and unbelievably impressive to young eyes. A truck-load of sheep would disgorge its cargo down a ramp into a pen, then men wearing long aprons and carrying knives would wade into the bleating, huddled, terrified flock and grab the nearest, flip it upside down, drag it over to a conveyor belt of hooks, slit its throat and hang it up by its rear leg, the hook passing between its Achilles tendon and ankle bones, where it would flap about, showering blood all over the place as it was moved along to the next guy, who would skin and gut it. Horrific. Riveting. 

Even more so was the slaughterhouse for the cattle. The staff had no objection to us kids standing around watching as a cow was pushed into a tight-fitting cubicle, stunned with a blast to its head from a stun-gun, then, as one wall of the cubicle was raised, the unconscious cow would topple over, and, hooked by a leg, get winched aloft as its throat was cut and gallons of blood gushed forth. I’ll never forget that metallic smell of blood mixed with the stench of the viscera when the gut was opened by a deft stroke of a huge knife and it all poured out, a massive steaming pile of guts. Awesome! Terrific! 

Oddly, it never put me off meat. I’ve certainly never had any confusion about where it comes from. Twenty minutes of this and we knew we had to get back to the car. Mum would be waiting. Back home, a quick breakfast and it was time to get on my bike and get to school. 

When I was nine, Mum and Dad sat my brothers and me down around the kitchen table and announced that we were going to have a brother or a sister, and sure enough, about six months later, our sister Linda was born. I was old enough to be very curious about everything to do with this miniature life and loved sitting on the sofa next to Mum at early morning feeding time, in awe of her massive tits and baby Lin sucking away. Very happy moments. Mum would talk and peace reigned. 

By the time I was ten, the family home was done, the lawns were being mown, Mum had her rose gardens and Dad had a huge vegetable garden along the back fence. In the living room was a bookshelf with the kind of books my parents read; novels, some history and of course the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which took up a whole shelf of its own. On a table stood a beautiful wooden-cased valve radio that picked up AM and LW stations, where Dad tuned in the news at the same time every day – and where I could pick up the BBC’s weekly Top 20: Cliff Richards, The Shadows, Brenda Lee, Connie Francis and so many more. 

I was into comics. All imports from the UK: The Eagle with Dan Dare and Harris Tweed, The Beano with the original Dennis the Menace and Gnasher, Lion Annual. In those days before TV, a lot of time was spent lying on my bed with my face in a comic. 

Then Mum and Dad decided to buy a section at Waihi Beach and build a bach on it. In NZ, a section is a plot of land and a bach is local lingo for a holiday cottage. We needed a holiday home; there were six of us. 

Dad and I started carting trailer-loads of wood and materials to the beach and I did my bit helping him build the place. There’s a photo somewhere of me placing the first concrete pile into the sandy ground with bits of string going left and right indicating the layout of the foundations. 

That bach didn’t cost more than a couple of thousand pounds, max, at the time, 1960. 

A few years ago, around 2010, I drove past the place and noticed a For Sale sign planted in the garden. I pulled up, called the real estate company and nearly passed out when they said they were looking for NZ $850,000! WTF? 

It was exactly as we had built it; a small, 4” x 2” pine-framed, fibrolite-panelled house. With a breathtaking view of the Pacific Ocean and Mayor Island on the horizon – where the value was. 

Out behind the bach was a dairy farm owned by the Littlejohn family. They had around a hundred cows and were on the ‘cream run,’ meaning they sold cream, separated from the milk by an Alfa Laval separator with the cream going into urns and the skimmed milk to the pigs who lived in their stie out back of the milking shed. I always thought those pigs had it pretty good: mixed with their daily ration of skimmed milk were yesterday’s unsold doughnuts, cream buns and bread from the local bakery. Those doughnuts weren’t so stale that we couldn’t grab a few before the pigs got to them. I, and often my brothers, would be there every morning, helping Old-Man Littlejohn with the milking, washing the cows’ teats with warm water, fitting the teat cups, taking them off when the cow was dry, setting it free and bringing in another – having first, at around 4.00 am, and again at 4.00 pm, put the bridle on Kitty, the Littlejohn’s horse, and gone out to the paddocks to bring the cows in. Bareback. Never bothered with the saddle. Kitty was a beautiful, gentle bay mare, and it was on her I learnt to ride. 

Kitty wasn’t the only horse we used every day. When the milking was over, the cream urns had to be taken down to the roadside for collection by the dairy company truck that passed each morning and evening. To get them there we’d harness up Nell the draft horse, hanging a massive, heavy leather and iron collar around her neck, to which a sled was hooked up and on which the six urns were loaded. Giddy-up! Away we’d go, down the track to the road, with Nell farting away in rhythm to her heavy footfalls. She was huge, especially to a ten-year-old. On the way back, the sled empty, I’d get her up to a canter and we would fly, the sled bouncing all over the place. 

Our school holidays were heaven, really: morning and evening rides on Kitty to bring the cows home, milking them, charging around on the sled behind farting Nell, feeding the pigs doughnuts and cream buns mixed into a trough of skimmed milk, and then the rest of the day down at the beach swimming or playing in the sand dunes, making huts in among the lupin and gorse. 

We’d hardly see Mum and Dad. 

In Waihi Beach town there is, to this day, a Tip Top ice cream shop that, back in the early ‘60s, had a jukebox in it. The owner was into American rock’n’roll, and it was on that machine that I first heard Chubby Checker singing ‘The Twist’; a huge hit that blew my little mind. It was the first rock’n’roll hit that I knew all the lyrics to. 

While Waihi was where we spent our holidays, they were after all only interludes in the school year, and Mum and Dad had decided to try and give me the best education going by sending me as a dayboy to Southwell, a private Church of England school founded in 1911, replete with uniform: a cap, tie, blazer, short pants and long socks. 

The school was administered by some old-school disciplinarians who didn’t flinch from using the rod …. Me being me, I got more than my share of ‘six of the best’. Once I got a double dose when my mother, innocently enough, phoned the school to ask why I wasn’t playing cricket, the compulsory summer sport that everybody was obliged to play 4 out of 5 afternoons a week. I was getting home on my bike way too early. I hated cricket. Such a dull ‘game’. 

Somehow, I’d managed to convince 2 different sports masters that I was on the other one’s team and hence wasn’t missed by anyone until Mum’s fateful call. This was a crime of epic proportions as far as the school was concerned. They decided that first one sports master would give me six with his cane across my tender bum, and then, a week later, after the bruising had gone down, the other would have his turn. And so it was. After a nice feel of my buttocks to make sure I hadn’t slipped some padding in, they laid into me. I did a lot of standing for a couple of weeks! 

There was plenty of other naughtiness to get up to and being naughty seemed to provide the only thrills I can remember, apart from winning at rugby on a Saturday afternoon or sneaking into the matinee when I couldn’t drum up the ticket price. 

On one of those days, I’d snuck into the movies to see whatever was showing. It didn’t matter what the feature was, there were always the shorts before the interval: the Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers and Trigger, and a Loony Tune or 2 that made it worthwhile. This time however, the feature was Hammer Studio’s new version of The Phantom of the Opera. 

I was upstairs in the cinema, alone, and when the dwarf kidnapped the girl and took her to the Phantom, it scared the shit out of me. I had to get away but didn’t dare take my eyes off the screen, so started climbing backwards over the rows of seats until I made it to the back row, up against the wall, terrified. Then the projectionist spotted me from his booth, I was busted and kicked out. I wasn’t sorry. That movie traumatised me. 

Another, even simpler way to get hold of a few pennies, was to take advantage of the deposit system that applied to bottles, which were all glass. No plastic. Imagine that. Back then, every bottle sold had a 2 pence deposit on it to encourage their return for re-use. My way of cashing in was to go around to the back of a local dairy (the NZ name for a corner store), where the shopkeeper stored his empty bottles, lift a few, walk around to the front of the store and present them at the cash counter for reimbursement… I’d spend the pennies on sweets or an ice cream. Fairly harmless stuff.

There was another little scam my mate Marcus and I figured out. He lived opposite the Saint Andrews Golf Club, where once a year they’d have a tournament sponsored by Coca-Cola. Part of it consisted of having a few crates of Coke at every tee, with an honesty box next to it to pay the sixpence per bottle drunk. We waited until the end of the day and did our own 18 holes, emptying the boxes of sixpenny bits. Pockets bulging, we took off on our bikes to the shops. The next year someone had the great idea of padlocking the boxes.

Around this time, again at the table, Mum and Dad announced another imminent arrival, and on the 30th of October 1962, sister Tracy was born.

Then, on the spur of the moment, or so it seemed to me, in 1963, the family suddenly upped sticks and moved to Taupo, a one-horse town beside a huge lake of the same name. It was an old frontier town. Most of the streets were just packed earth and pumice. The wind blew and the dust flew. The few streets that were sealed were only then getting cement curbing and channelling. 

It was a great place to grow up though. From 13 to 17; to be a teenager. Those key years from boyhood to manhood and all that entailed, took place in this stunningly beautiful environment and in a school that had everything to do with sport and the outdoors. 

Taupo was a basecamp for a nascent tourism industry which blossomed in the summer months and just starting to develop a winter season for skiing on Mt Ruapehu, one of 3 semidormant or extinct volcanoes at the southern end of the lake, about 100 km south. 

On the out-skirts of town and around the lake shore were small villages where lived a large Māori population of Māori, of Ngati Tuwharetoa, the fifth largest iwi (tribe) in the country. 

I’d never been to a school with so many Polynesians. That was a revelation. My first ever ‘girlfriend’, the first girl I ever asked to go to the pictures, was a pretty Māori girl, 14, from Nukuhau, a village on the opposite bank of the Waikato River, which flows out of the lake at the end of the town’s main street. 

That didn’t last long, and it wasn’t until I met a saucy little 15-year-old on holiday with her family, when I was still 14, that I lost my virginity. 

My mates and I were down at The Rocks, our hang-out of choice at the other end of the lake front from town, a quiet spot away from it all. 

There was, and still is, a spring of natural hot water bubbling up on the beach, where we could make our own hot pools by banking the sand and mixing the cold lake water with the boiling, endless supply of the spring. 

This was where we all got together – our ‘gang’. We were kids, and at that age without a care in the world, the only rule being to be home by 7.00 for dinner. 

Taupo was a dead little town most of the year, but in the summer months of the school holidays the population almost doubled with the arrival of holidaymakers from Wellington and Auckland, who came to the lake for boating, fishing, swimming and the thermal spas the town was famous for. 

One of the holiday homes perched on the clifftop above The Rocks was owned by this girl’s family and we were sufficiently friendly to be invited by her parents for a cold drink and to lie about on the lawn and sunbathe. 

She was way more sophisticated than me or my other 14-year-old mates. Firstly, she was from the big smoke, the capital city. We were small-town boys, full of bravado but lacking any real confidence, especially when up against a girl a year older, whose father was a university professor. 

One day, she and 3 of us boys were lying on the lawn in front of her place. Virginia was her name (‘Virgin for short but not for long,’ we joked, haha.). We were playing with some pumice stone, a ubiquitous white powdery volcanic stone so light it floats, and with which you can write on any surface, like a piece of chalk. 

Amusing ourselves by writing rubbish and drawing designs on our bodies, I was scratching something onto her back when she turned her head, looked at me, and said ‘Write “fuck me” on my back.’ 

Silence. Pause. What?!! This set off a round of silly, nervous giggling. I’d never heard that word come from the mouth of a girl before. What class! And said with such authority that I could do nothing but obey. 

So I did. Across her shoulders I wrote ‘fuck me.’ 

I can’t remember much about the rest of the afternoon but at some point, she showed me the window to her bedroom and a plan was hatched that I should come back that night and climb through it. 

Oh my god!! I was petrified. Getting caught by her parents being fear number one. How to escape from my place after dark being another. This was something completely new and the magnitude of the challenge was awesome, but it had to be done. That was for sure. 

So, later, back home, after dinner and a short shot of TV with my parents and brothers and sisters (TV had only recently arrived in Taupo and was only broadcast from 6.00 to 10.00 pm), I went to bed in the room I shared with one of my brothers and waited for him to fall asleep. 

Then I snuck out the window, silently got my bike down the drive and off I pedalled to Virginia’s. I hid the bike in the bushes beside the road and crept around to her window. A light tap and it opened. In I went. 

I had no idea what to do. But she did. 

Without any palaver at all we were both suddenly naked and I was on top of her. Just as quickly, I came – all over the place. There was spunk everywhere. 

All I really remember after once again going through her window and back through mine, was this incredible weightlessness in my balls. They felt as light as balloons. And the smile on my face. I didn’t see Virginia again. The family left the next morning for Wellington and that was that. I was no longer a virgin. 

Virginia’s leaving left me wanting more. It would be a long time before I got any, though. The problem was that all the good-looking girls in my class and of my age (and this was the case for the next 2–3 years), were being dated by older guys from the higher classes, so there was literally no chance until I too became older. Very frustrating and the cause of more than one crisis-level heartbreak. I’d fall for a girl and the next thing I knew she’d be going with a guy 2 years older than me. 

The fact that there was only one high school in Taupo back then concentrated all the talent with all the hopefuls, winners and losers, in one place every day. Serious grounds for emotional torture for a young buck like me. 

Add to that the eternal embarrassment of being driven by my mother – never my father – to pick up a rare date I’d managed to organise, to take us either to a movie or a dance, and then to be fetched by her later! Terrible. No chance for romance to blossom under those conditions. 

Fortunately, we could get our driving licences at 15. As Mum had been teaching me to drive in her little Austin A30 since I was 13, I passed my test on the morning of my 15th birthday, driving Dad’s Ford Zephyr 6, his pride and joy in which he had generously allowed his eldest to go forth and become a qualified driver. A decision he came to regret. 

The driving-test part of the day went perfectly; I had my licence by 10.00 am. I dropped off the examiner at the Town Hall and then noticed, in the large car park adjacent, a gathering of road-rally cars and lots of people milling about. I parked the car and had a look around. A kid among men. 

When I returned, the Zephyr had stickers all over it advertising oil and tyres etc., and the hubcaps had been removed and put on the backseat. It looked like a rally car! 

While my head was spinning at this transformation of my father’s car, someone walked up to me and asked for my name and that of my navigator! I had no idea what he was talking about. He explained that this was the starting point for the annual Rally of the Pines, about to be run through the Kiangaroa Forest that surrounded the town. He said if I wanted to enter, I’d need a navigator. Giving this about 10 seconds’ thought, I said I’d go and get one, jumped in the car and shot around to a mate’s place. Gray O’Shaughnessy. He was up for it, and within 20 minutes we were back at the start point. We were given maps and info and told our starting position; each car would leave one minute after the previous one. It was a race against the clock with checkpoints at various stages to note our times. Alright! Away we went. 

It didn’t take long for us to get lost though, as my navigator couldn’t read maps, so we abandoned the rally and headed back to town. 

All the forest roads were dirt roads with lots of loose gravel. I obviously thought my driving skills were pretty shit-hot (to use an expression of the day) so I was driving way too fast for my abilities. We came into a tight bend, I lost control of the drifting car and boom … into the bank we went, smashing the front left-hand mudguard and bumper, pushing it onto the wheel. Shit! What was Dad going to say?! 

But first things first; luckily there was a hammer in the boot so I was able to bash the body off the wheel so we could drive home. 

I dropped Gray at his place, then, terrified, drove home. I parked in the garage, closed the door and went inside. 

Dad took one look at me and said, “What happened?”

I can’t remember the rest in detail, but suffice to say, everyone was very upset. The only thing I really remember is that I didn’t get a hiding. There was some kind of understanding, maybe even admiration, that I’d even dared enter that rally. 

The complete insanity of doing something like that an hour after passing my driving test blew my parents’ minds. I felt terrible because Dad loved his cars and treated them well, always washed and polished and running like sewing machines. My wrecking his treasured Zephyr 6 was not a proud moment. I never asked for it again. 

(Unbelievable but true … 2 years later, my younger brother Byron, just after he had obtained his licence on his birthday, managed to roll it and finish it off for good! Poor Dad). 

At the same time, all my other 15-year-old classmates were also getting their licences, and this changed our lives forever. Gone were the bicycles, replaced by all manner of jalopies, mostly old English Hillmans, Prefects, Morrises, and the like. Those of us who didn’t have a car had to rely on those who did. One of my friends, Paul Bourgeois, had a dad who was a second-hand car dealer. He had a car lot on Main Street. That didn’t mean his son had a car. He didn’t. Nor did I. 

One Friday evening we decided we needed a car for a night out, so Paul nicked the keys of a reasonably nice Vauxhall, which we drove off the lot and picked up some mates. One of them had helped himself to a bottle of gin from his parents’ cupboard and we had one large bottle of Fanta orange with us for a mixer! Down to The Rocks we drove, parked and started passing the bottles around. No cups or glasses of course. Soon the Fanta was finished. What to do? Can’t drink gin neat. So, we started mixing it with lake water! 

We were also chain-smoking cigarettes. One of the guys had produced a packet and a box of matches. None of us smoked or drank so the combined effect was disastrous. It didn’t take long before someone vomited all over the interior of the car! Crikey dick! (That’s a weird expression.) 

I don’t remember much more of that night, but I do remember being woken in the morning by Mum saying that Paul’s father was outside and wanted me down at the car lot immediately to clean the car. He’d gone around the houses and rounded us up. Half an hour later, we were all standing around at the car lot looking sheepish (another weird expression), and, after a severe bollocking, had to scrub out the Vauxhall and then, when that was done, wash and polish every other car on the lot. We were at it all day. 

I didn’t touch gin again for maybe 30 years. I couldn’t stand it. 

Drink wasn’t a major factor in my life then. I was too young. The pubs were restricted to those 21 and older, and they closed at 6.00 pm, which did have the unhealthy consequence of the infamous ‘six o’clock swill’ that killed many a person on the roads before 7:00 pm. 

Men, mostly, would rush down to the pubs after work finished at 5.00 pm, get as many pints under their belts as they could before 6.00 pm, then lurch out to their cars and drive home. Many died trying. The laws changed in 1967 allowing pubs and bottle shops to remain open until 10.00 pm, putting paid to the ‘sly grog’ outlets that had filled the gap for years. Stupid law. The Australians also had it. Colonial morality. 

By the time I reached 17, I’d also failed my University Entrance exam, due to having found it all too easy after Southall, going into lazy cruise-control for the rest of my high school years. Dad and I both realised that Taupo was too small for a rebellious rabble-rouser like me, so he took the initiative and called a friend who managed the branch of a bank in Hamilton, about 60 miles north of Taupo, in those days a good three-hour drive away. His friend gave me a job. It was the best thing Dad could have done for me. 

He had never expressed any ambitions as far as my further education was concerned. He never even bothered whether I did my homework or not. Never asked. His attitude was, that’s what teachers were paid for. The only advice concerning my future that he ever gave me was to travel; to see the world. 

Mum and Dad kitted me out with a suit, a tie, a suitcase full of clothes and a briefcase and I started work at the Hamilton branch of the Bank of New South Wales in January 1967. 

Not being ready to go into a flat of my own, they set me up as a boarder living with a family in the suburbs. I took to this transition like a duck to water and loved getting dressed up smartly and taking the bus to work. Hamilton, a big smoke compared to Taupo. 

In a bank, behind the counter, just like a man! Nana was also in Hamilton and always happy to have me over for a meal. But the best part of it was that I was back in a town where I still had quite a few friends from my days at Southall. It didn’t take long for some of us to get together and it wasn’t long before I moved into my first flat, sharing it with some older guys who ended up teaching me lots about how life works when you’re in your 20s and 30s. These guys had cars and women and social lives that I could only look up to and envy, so I had some running to do to catch up. 

A lot happened in that first year away from home. 

Marcus, my school mate in the days of the golf Coca-Cola tournament and a pocket full of sixpences, became one of my best friends, and together we bought a 1936 Chevrolet, black-and-white, with a huge wooden-framed sofa seat in the front which, with the simple removal of a couple of pins, collapsed back to fit perfectly with the front of the back seat, transforming the interior into one huge bed! Marcus’s parents were not very enthusiastic about either me, with my flat, or the car, both quite a lot for a 17-year-old, so the car remained with me at the flat and Marcus would come over on the weekends. The first Party Central! We drank a lot of beer on those weekends. He was still in school. 

In no time, I was living beyond my means. My 7 pounds-per-week salary didn’t go far, and the ski season was approaching. There was only one solution and that was to get more money. I worked in a bank, ergo, money was available. Sutton’s law. 

In those days chequebooks weren’t personalised and carried no account numbers or any other marks linking them to anyone’s account. They were simply blank cheques that anyone could have and sign and obtain cash or goods with. The banks handed them over to anyone who asked! I handed them out over the counter. Unimaginable now. 

So, I pinched one, cashed a few cheques around town, raised enough money and took off for a week’s skiing. After it was over and I was due back at work, I was overcome with guilt and the fear of being caught, so on my way into town on the Monday morning, walking across the Hamilton East bridge, I tossed the rest into the Waikato River and prayed my problems would disappear downstream. They didn’t. 

The very next morning, early, there was a knock on my door. I opened it to be confronted by a couple of detectives who had come to take me in for questioning. I confessed right away and was immediately fired by the bank and bailed to appear on a charge of Moral Turpitude at a date a few weeks hence. It confirmed everyone’s suspicions that I was a reprobate, and I found myself pretty much on my own. Dad came to town for the trial, and I was convicted, fined £25 and put on probation for a year. I had to give up the flat, sell the car and move in with Nana until I could get on my feet again. It didn’t take long. 

Virtually next door to the bank were the offices and printing presses of the Waikato Times, the local newspaper that served the region. I applied for a job, landed one as an advertising salesman and was soon selling display ads for editorial supplements covering all manner of subjects. One editorial feature per week would provide the focus for me to target potential advertisers whose businesses would benefit from placing their ad alongside targeted editorial content. They gave me a company car to get around in, which unfortunately I had to leave in the Times’ garage every night. Before long I was selling loads of advertising. These editorial/advertisement supplements became a huge success. So much so that within a year I was headhunted by the New Zealand Herald, based in Auckland, the country’s largest newspaper, and had moved there to live. 

Before all that happened though, there was a lot of life to live in Hamilton. I soon found a new flat, in fact a series of flats, that I shared with some guys I’m still very close to. Serious friendships were founded in a heady mix of booze, babes and music and some of those friendships remain the best and longest lasting in my life. 

One of my first flatmates was a musician, a saxophone player; he introduced me to jazz. This had escaped me in those years of endless Beatles, Stones, Supremes, Otis, Chuck Berry, The Kinks, etc. So much fantastic rock, blues and R&B that jazz hadn’t made any impression on me until I found myself sharing a flat with Miles Tremlett, the saxophonist. I started accompanying Miles to gigs in coffee bars and town halls. There were no jazz clubs per se. It was all very cool, a taste of the Beat Generation, pre-hippie days that were kicking off in San Francisco, yet to have any impact in New Zealand. 

One thing led to another and through this music I met a group of guys with a band called The Exit; the bass guitarist of which is still one of my very best friends; Sid. I ended up going to all their gigs for the rest of my time in Hamilton, and Sid and the boys in the band along with Monti, Marcus, Morris, Wayne, Gidge and Sharon, remain dear friends to this day. This was an incredibly fertile time for me. So much growing up to do. There were literally loads of beautiful girls to go out and have sex with. Everyone was into it. There was the Teacher Training College as well as a huge nursing college attached to the Waikato Hospital, both full of girls wanting to party on the weekends. 

Our taste in fashion was Mods, not Rockers. Hippiedom hadn’t reached our shores yet, so we were all snappily dressed in jackets and ties and pointy shoes, ‘winkle pickers’. No dope. It didn’t exist to my knowledge, but there was plenty to drink and lots of sex. Lots. It was a crazy time and all pretty harmless. There was the odd scuffle over someone’s stolen girlfriend, but no regular violence which was to become a problem later on in Auckland. Hamilton had an innocence about it. Everyone was on a roll, a good one. At least that’s how I remember it; how it was for me. 

I only had a few real girlfriends, but lots of weekenders, as did most of the guys. Two of those girlfriends are still great friends. One, Gidget, after we split up, hooked up with Sid the bassist after she and I split up. They’re still together, 50+ years later. 

My biggest romance was with Sharon. Such a cute little blonde she was, now living on the Gold Coast in Australia. It’s a wonderful thing to have these close friends, with roots back to when we weren’t much more than kids. 

There were some crazy and funny buggers among our lot. Army Armstrong was one. He had an old upright Ford Prefect that was a real dung-barge, and his idea of fun, after consuming a lot of beer, was to invite anyone within reach to ‘go for a roll’ with him. This meant getting in the car, getting it up to speed (10 mph would do) and, on reaching a corner or an intersection, pull violently on the wheel causing the car to roll onto its side! We’d pile out, laughing ridiculously, lift it back onto its wheels and return to the flat for another beer. 

Stupid, dumb, slightly dangerous fun seemed to be de rigueur, and not just for the boys. Some of the girls were little terrors too. Rosie the Rooter was one. God she was funny, and she’d fuck anyone anywhere. There was another girl whose name I can’t remember who had a tiny Fiat Bambina. She loved to shag in the back seat. You had to be a bit of a contortionist. That car was her ticket to ride. There were others. 

The music scene, of which I was just a fixed member of the audience or a sometime roadie, was central to my life outside of work. Most of my friends were musos and most weekends there were gigs. 

The closest I ever came to learning an instrument – there were 2 occasions really – was, first, when my Nana tried to teach me the piano on hers; and second, when I was about 11 or 12, when I put a deposit of my pocket money on a guitar in the local music and sports equipment store. Later, deciding I needed a tennis racquet more than a guitar, I transferred the deposit to the racket. I guess the music bug never bit me badly enough. 

Something else tried to bite me, though. 

There was a renowned musician, in NZ anyway, from the 50s who had a band and a booking agency called Dancetime. He was the biggest promoter of music events and tours in the country. Twenty years older than me, Benny L was a legend in the music business, whom all my muso mates wanted to get close to because he could book them gigs. I’d met him through my job at the newspaper where he’d run his classified ads for the local gigs he was promoting. He was a little guy with black hair and a tanned complexion. 

One day, after handing me the copy for his ad, he asked me out for a drink after work. I remember being very flattered that he’d asked me, of all people. Shows how naïve I was. It didn’t cross my mind that it was bizarre that Benny, a big fish in the small pond of the music world, would choose to invite me out for drinks when he could’ve chosen any of my muso mates, most of whom he already knew. To cut a long story short, after the pub closed, he invited me back to his motel room and continued plying me with brandy until I passed out. The next thing I felt was a searing pain in my arsehole and came to to find Benny trying to bugger me! I managed to throw him off, get my pants back on, stagger out to my car and leave. 

I only ever saw the little rapist once more and that was in a night club in Auckland a year later. I approached his table with a full pint of beer and said, ‘Hi Benny, remember me?’ and sloshed it in his face. ‘You won’t forget me now you little fucker,’ I said, and walked off. Oddly, none of his entourage did anything about it. Not one of them even stood up. They must’ve known what it was all about. I’m sure I wasn’t the first guy that Benny had tried. Little creep. 

There was another part-time distraction that I attempted to make something of – modelling, both photographic and catwalk, and later, even a TV commercial for Air New Zealand. It didn’t take too long for everyone concerned to realise that, despite being OK to look at as model material, I was completely camera shy. I just couldn’t, and still can’t, relax and smile in front of a camera. Not for lack of trying, but that avenue was a dead end. 

Then sometime in 1968 I was poached from the Waikato Times by the New Zealand Herald. I moved to Auckland, the biggest smoke in NZ and as good as it got, especially for an 18-year-old on the move. It meant leaving cute little Sharon behind, though we tried to keep it together with her visiting for weekends. It wasn’t enough. I missed her and had jealous thoughts of her with other boyfriends, but these were quickly swamped in the wave of excitement I rode with my new job at the Herald. Its offices and printing press were right in the city centre. For a company car they gave me a Morris 1100, this time to hang onto full time. My new flat, shared with a new friend, who was to become a very important one, was in a small block of apartments in the up-town neighbourhood of Parnell. Marcus from Hamilton and his flatmate Dave lived in the flat next door. It was thanks to Marcus I’d found the flat. 

My new flatmate, Graham Wilkie, was an Auckland boy who worked for a drug company, also had his company car and plenty of girlfriends. 

Gray, as everyone called him, was na couple of years older than me, had grown up in the city, played guitar and was wiser to the ways of the world than me. The ideal flatmate for a newcomer. He showed me the ropes and in short order, our flat, along with Marcus’s and Dave’s next door, became a new Party Central. 

This was the beginning of what became a totally hedonistic lifestyle, lasting a hectic 18 months before I left NZ. 

My job was to do what I’d been doing so well for the Waikato Times. It was a great job; a win, win, win situation, where the Herald was happy, the advertisers were happy and, not least of all, so was I, with my new car and a loose schedule that came with the nature of the job; away from the office all day long visiting clients. This meant I was free for regular mid-afternoon assignations. So long as I sold advertising, my boss didn’t care how I filled my day. 

There was, in another flat in the same building, a beautiful woman about 10 years older than me, who was off work for some health reason and therefore at home most of the time. She took me under her wing and into her bed pretty much any time she could and taught me in a loving, older sister kind of way, many subtleties of lovemaking that I had no idea about. We were our secret, our daytime secret, so evenings and weekends with my mates and other girlfriends were not affected by our adventure on the side. 

One of Gray’s best friends was another Grae, a Graeme. They’d known each other for years and, although he lived at home with his parents, he was a regular part of our party crowd and became a life-long friend also. We didn’t stay in that flat for long; it became too small for a Party Central. A bigger place was found nearby, a lovely old three-story house. 

Four of us rented this colonial-era wooden pile. We each had our own huge bedroom. There was a massive lounge for parties and not too much garden to take care of. And, importantly, there was always room for out-of-town visitors to stay over, so a perfect watering hole for the Hamilton gang. We literally lived for the weekends but were on a budget. None of us was rich and partying cost money, almost entirely for drinks. Incredibly and in perfect synchronicity, one of the guys, Monty, worked for a liquor wholesaler in Auckland. This dovetailing of needs and their being met was what helped to give Saint Georges Bay Road its deserved reputation. A new era of Party Central blossomed. 

Dave provided the transport. He had a bigger company car than the rest of us. He worked for a record company, Festival Records, and had a Holden station wagon that was normally loaded with records, dozens if not hundreds of LPs and 45s, which he flogged around the music shops and radio stations on the North Island. Come Friday evenings, we would remove the records, drive over to Monty’s place of work, back the wagon into the loading dock and, generally following the same list each time, load the boot with cases of liquor and all manner of mixers, and away we’d go, juiced up for another weekend. 

I never did understand the creative accounting that allowed for this largesse, but Monty had it under control. If you want to create a Party Central for all your mates and girlfriends and their mates and their girlfriends, it helps to have free booze. We did, and, thanks to Dave and his records, we had the latest hits, and then some, on the turntable. 

Amazingly, in 1968–69, there was still no dope being smoked, so our parties weren’t clouded in a haze of marijuana, although a lot of the music we worshipped was. It was a weird situation looking back, with the whole San Fran ‘flowers in your hair’ thing plus the Beatles and everyone else singing about it, under the influence of it, and getting busted for it. How come it took so long to arrive in New Zealand? 

There were pills though, Ephedrine specifically, though we rarely took them. Easy to get though. Just walk into a chemist, say your grandmother was having a heart problem and they’d happily hand over a packet of pills. 

This was the time of the disgusting war in Vietnam which the Americans were trying to win by ‘bombing them back into the Stone Age’. It was an outrage. Almost on a par with the holocaust in its indiscriminate killing of innocent people. No gas chambers maybe, but 350,000 tons of napalm dropped on farmers over 10 years (1963 to 1973) and 7,662,000 tons of explosives dropped on a country only slightly larger than the state of New Mexico, killing more than 2,000,000 civilians and 1,100,000 military personnel. Contrasting that with the 2,700,000 tons of bombs dropped by the allies on Europe during the entire 2nd WW, it puts it in the same league. 

There’s one difference though; the US destroyed pretty much everything in Vietnam, and a considerable part of neighbouring Cambodia in a ‘secret war’, before Nixon declared Peace with Honor as the US, tail firmly between its legs, acknowledged defeat at the Paris Peace Accords in 1973. 18 years of murder and mayhem. And all because of some bogus ‘domino theory’ perpetrated by President Dwight D Eisenhower in 1954. 

First, Jack ‘Rooter’ Kennedy got in over his head, then, after he was assassinated in Dallas, his replacement Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) let his blood-thirsty generals convince him to go all out, not to help their allies the South Vietnamese win, but to try and avoid the embarrassment of a US defeat! This dragged it out for another 5 years, before they certainly were. A completely criminal mass killing of civilians that only highlights the hypocrisy behind the US and its allies’ protestations over other ‘dictators’ and ‘tyrants’ they’ve been trying to ‘bomb back to the stone age’ since then. (See Iraq and Afghanistan for more of the same). 

The War became extremely unpopular in the US, especially on college campuses, but also in Hollywood and across the rest of ‘liberal and logical’ America, and among the poor Black communities who were being drafted, and killed, in proportionally larger numbers than Whites and had rightly concluded they were being used as cannon fodder. 

Mohammed Ali, ‘The Greatest’ heavyweight boxer of all time, famously refused to be drafted, saying, “No, I will not go 10,000 miles to help kill innocent people. I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Congs. No Viet Cong ever called me Nigger”.

It cost him hugely. Found guilty of draft evasion, he was stripped of his boxing titles, but his principled stand helped turn many Americans against the war. 

Many of the well-off, Whites mostly, got College Deferments, meaning you could go to college rather than Vietnam. That was convenient! But then, naturally enough, it was on the college campuses that the anti-war riots took off. Where the kids smart enough to dodge the draft could vent their disgust at it. 

Hey, hey, LBJ. How many kids did you kill today?

One, two, three, four, we don’t want your fucking war!

Two, four, six, eight, organise to smash the State!

The My Lai massacre of unarmed civilians, babies, grandparents, everyone, by out-of-their-mind US soldiers on 16 March 1968, (fortunately photographed by US Army photographer Ronald L. Haeberle and published back home), finally brought home to the American people the extent of the humanitarian crime being committed in Vietnam in their name, intensifying the protests and the street battles between students and cops across the country, especially in Chicago, where the cops brutality exceeded anything seen to date. They beat the shit out of the protesters with their batons. Then Martin Luther King was assassinated in April, provoking 54 days of riots across the country, and Bobby Kennedy, JFK’s brother, by then a shoe-in for the Presidency in the upcoming elections, was also assassinated two months later. The nation was in deep shit. Never had Americans had so little faith in their system. 

All this pushed LBJ into refusing his Democrat party’s nomination to lead them into the next election. He couldn’t cope; Tricky Dickie Nixon, a Republican, won. 

The demonstrations continued, pissing off both Nixon and his henchman Henry Kissinger. ‘Send in the National Guard! Kill a few! That’ll shut ‘em up’. 

On 4 May 1970, the Ohio National Guard did just that. Shot dead 4 and injured 9 unarmed students on the Kent State University campus. This was the first time a student had been killed in an antiwar demonstration in US history and it only further fanned the flames of protest, leading to more than 4 million students walking out of their universities and colleges across the country. 

Bob Dylan, more of a philosopher than a revolutionary, said it his way in ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ (1965). Basically, you don’t need a weather man to know which way the wind’s blowing.

The Weathermen, a newly formed militant antiwar movement, named themselves after Dylan’s lyrics and initiated a domestic bombing campaign, and other acts of violence. 

Dylan wasn’t the only artist singing anti-establishment hymns. Pete Seeger, Jimi Hendrix and Judy Collins were too. The antiwar anthem, ‘I Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag’ sung by Joe McDonald at Woodstock in the summer of ‘69, was also pivotal. Woodstock was hugely influential in the anti-war movement, not only for the music but because so many Vietnam Vets were there, many in uniform, raging against the machine. 

Naturally, a lot of the music we were listening to was rooted in the anti-war movement. It was a huge topic in everyone’s life, being brought into every living room every night on the TV News. Even NZ was involved, through its ANZUS treaty obligations, so ‘we’ had a single battalion of gunners over there doing ‘our’ bit. A puppy in a dog fight you could say. What a sad joke. 

At street-level, we of Saint Georges Bay Road Party Central managed to rub up against the real enemy, as far as the North Vietnamese were concerned – sailors of the US Navy who regularly sailed into Auckland Harbour on R&R (rest and recreation) leave. The sailors wanted 2 things above all else: girls and a place to fuck. 

We at SGBRPC did our bit for the war effort. From our point of view the trade-off was a great deal. US Navy sailors, and military in general, have always been renowned for their seemingly inexhaustible supply of goodies, quality American stuff that was sure to impress the natives wherever they landed up. The expression ‘overpaid, over sexed and over here’ that an Aussie coined during the Second World War, still applied, and we, the natives of Auckland, just ‘lurved’ those cartons of Marlboros and Lucky Strikes, those boxes of exotic Hershey’s Peanut Butter Cups and those cases of Budweiser etc., etc., not to mention the pea coats, beautifully crafted heavy-duty, weather-proof overcoats that were part of every US Navy sailor’s uniform. Our American guests were more than happy to shower us with all of the above in exchange for a weekend off the ship at Party Central. We were all sporting pea coats in no time. I hung on to mine for years. 

The guys of the Seventh Fleet and our girls had a ball. I especially loved the Black guys because of their laughter and dancing. They injected a whole new level of joy into our world. Never had I (we) seen anything like this, except on TV, this mix of gay abandon, generosity of spirit and politeness and, to top it off, these guys were the soul brothers of our American Black music heroes whom we listened to every day from the record stock in the back of Dave’s wagon. Few of us had ever met a Black American. Certainly, we had never partied with a bunch of them. 

There was now a line that ran between us at PC, the music we danced to and the music heroes we idolised. Tenuous maybe, but I guess you had to be an insular Kiwi to appreciate the impact these ‘cool cats’ had. They helped liberate us from our leftover Victorian selves. 

I had by now hitched myself to an incredibly beautiful girl, Mary. She was a model and clothing designer who loved me as much as I loved her. We made a killer couple. She lived at home mostly; weekends were with me. 

I’ll never forget going to pick her up one day from her house in Remuera, an up-itself neighbourhood nearby, and, as we walked down the driveway together holding hands, her father suddenly appeared from behind a bush and bellowed “Unhand my daughter!” 

This old boy, a pillar of society, at least in his own mind, wasn’t at all pleased to see his precious Mary in anyone’s hands. I didn’t take it personally. It made no difference anyway; we both thought he was a little ridiculous. 

Why the guys and I moved on from SGBRPC, I can’t remember. Maybe we were asked to move? Possibly, as I can’t see why we would’ve done so voluntarily; it was such a beautiful property. Too noisy for the neighbourhood for sure, but whether that was the reason, I don’t recall. Anyway, PC fragmented and Graham and I took a small house, single story, not a mile away in the same suburb and did our best to keep the tradition alive. Monty kept the booze coming and Dave the music, and despite the more confined quarters, we partied on. 

Mary had pretty much moved in by now and one weekend we decided we would take some Ephedrine pills for a buzz. But amateurs that we were, we took too many and nearly killed ourselves. We spent many sweating hours simply lying on the bed together, holding hands in desperation and watching our hearts try to beat themselves out of our chests. Boom, boom, boom! Terrifying. We didn’t even have a joint to help calm down. There were none. 

An ugly element had recently raised its even uglier head around this time, in the form of a gang known as The V8 Boys; a bunch of thugs who drove around town in their big old American V8s looking for parties to crash. Fortunately for them, their modus operandi didn’t take any brains; all they had to do was spot a bunch of cars parked outside some residence and draw the logical conclusion. No further invitation required; they’d simply storm the place, beat up a few men, slap a few women, steal the booze and leave. In and out before the cops could get there. 

One Saturday night, in the middle of a party, suddenly this was exactly what happened. We were invaded by this tribe of White trash. I remember Monty being punched in the face and me deciding to scare these bastards good and proper by getting my rifle, the Lee Enfield 303 I’d had since I was 13, from under the bed, load a round into it and fire a bullet over their heads into the ceiling. 

That focused some minds for a bit but didn’t seem sufficient to clear everyone out. With our phone disconnected (we hadn’t paid the bill) there was no way to call the cops, so I decided to go get them. 

The Parnell Police Station was about half a mile away. Jumping out the bedroom window and into Gray’s Anglia, I took off down the long driveway, backwards. There was a bump, but I didn’t stop, and with a squeal of rubber, I was down the road to the cop shop. By the time they and I arrived back at the house, the gang had gone. The cops looked around and left. Then I learnt that the bump I’d felt when leaving, was the car hitting one of the gang, breaking his leg. They’d all gone off to the hospital with him, vowing to return. 

Not good. These were violent fuckers. The party dispersed in a flash and Gray and I decided that the better part of valour was for us to get out too. We rapidly stuffed suitcases and abandoned the house that night, never to return. Things had become too hot. Auckland had become too small, and we were too well known. 

I’m not sure exactly what happened next, other than we, the two Grays and I, decided to quit New Zealand, go to the UK and see which way the wind blew from there. 

Adding to my incentive to leave was my up-coming 20th birthday when all males were required to register with the Department of Labour for potential military service, with the possibility of ending up in Vietnam. This could happen to anyone through a simple process known as the Birthday Ballot – like the lottery, but where the winners were actually the losers. Dates were pulled from a barrel and announced to the nation on TV. Those whose birthdays fell on those dates were the winners and you had to show up at the Waiuru Army Camp for basic training. Given the shit-show going on in Vietnam I wasn’t even remotely interested in this, (“Hell no, I won't go!”), so my reason to leave was doubly clear. Party Central had run its course, and I might find myself in Vietnam. Time to get the fuck out of Dodge!

 


 


	Chapter 2  



NZ to the UK, Morocco and Gibraltar

1969–1970

The 2 Grays booked their passage on one of the monthly sailings to the UK that still took place in 1969. This was how generations of young Kiwis and Aussies had travelled to the other side of the world for their traditional OE (Overseas Experience), a rite of passage that most young Antipodeans embarked upon between leaving school and settling into a career; what a gap year was called before it was called a Gap Year. 

The voyage by liner (aka. The Mail Boat) was renowned for its six-week passage and non-stop partying, interrupted by exotic ports of call along the way. Fantastic really, but I didn’t want to go that route, although I have regretted that decision ever since, as the end of those regular sailings was imminent. 

The new Boeing 707s were replacing the ships and taking days instead of weeks and my passion for planes won out. While the boys took the ship, I took the plane, but not alone. 

While sitting around a pool talking about our travel plans one day earlier that summer, we had met a bunch of Australian girls from Adelaide who were travelling and working their way around New Zealand doing whatever they could to cover the cost of their social life, which was, and still is, the whole point of a working holiday. One of the girls was Charmaine Hutchinson, very cute, a year or two older than me, and very, very straight. For sure, butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, but we became friends, and she asked me if, whenever I travelled to Europe, she could travel with me. OK. She’d returned to Adelaide, we’d stayed in touch and when the time came, we were on. We were never romantically involved; no sex with Charmaine. She was still a virgin, saving that cherry for her wedding night, but we assumed we would be good travelling companions, and we were, and all the better because we never ‘fucked’ it up; 55 years later, we still get on. 

The first leg of this voyage was on my own, and the excitement of going to Auckland’s Māngere Airport with lots of family and friends to see me off on a Boeing 707 was unforgettable. I was flying to Sydney. Then I’d take the train to Adelaide to pick up Charmaine. 

Mary and I had been up most of the night shagging each other senseless, getting our last loving in, before I was off. I don’t remember how this instant switch in women went down, either for me or Mary. I guess I was simply blinded by the excitement of it all. I do remember Mary crying and being comforted by my mother, and I do remember me being dressed super smartly in a double-breasted sky-blue jacket, tie and trousers. I’d probably be confused for a pimp today, but back then everyone dressed up to travel. It was a big deal. Bye-bye Mary, bye-bye Auckland, hello World. What a buzz! I had a completely new life before me and was so ready for it. 

In Sydney I hit the pubs and went ‘down the cross’, Kings Cross, famous in the Antipodes as the only proper red-light district south of the equator, with go-go bars, strippers and seedy brothels. Sydney was a really big smoke compared with Auckland, but I wasn’t into spinning my wheels there. I wanted to get to the UK, and soon enough caught the Indian Pacific, one of the world’s great trains, that runs across the country between Sydney and Perth. It stops in Adelaide. 

After a couple of days with Charmaine and her family and getting the nod from her father that I was a suitable travelling companion for his daughter, we took off for Europe. It was October 25th, 1969.

The first stop, apart from refuelling in Bahrain, was Athens, where we both breathed this exotic air for the first time. The unforgettable smells of the bars and restaurants, the different tobaccos which smoked them up, the strange dishes and drinks (Ouzo, Retsina) and visiting some of the nearby islands, trotting about on donkeys. That short visit sowed seeds of desire to explore the Mediterranean and Southern Europe as soon as possible. It was all so alien; the old ladies in black, many of them on bouncing burros; funny looking cars, buses and trains. The sun beat down upon people who took siestas and hung out at street-side cafés drinking and socialising in ways that didn’t exist where we were coming from. No beer from a hose here! 

Another hop on the Boeing brought us into Heathrow and the quick realisation that this cold and damp place was far from Southern Europe. Completely different, but somehow familiar. Here everyone socialised indoors, in pubs or at home. It was from here that our distant relatives had once upon a time embarked upon square-rigged sailing ships to get to the southern oceans and the far-flung colonies. The many familiar aspects of British life, of ‘home’ as it was still referred to in NZ and Australia, made it an easy fit. 

Trailblazers from Down Under we definitely weren’t. We soon discovered whole neighbourhoods of Antipodeans living together, especially down Kangaroo Valley, as Earls Court was known, another sort of Party Central for young Kiwis and Aussies. 

Charmaine and I hooked up immediately with the 2 Grays, who had already arrived and found jobs, and we all took a flat in West Hampstead, away from Earls Court. The last thing we wanted to do was live with New Zealanders or Australians. There were already 4 of us. 

London, the biggest of the big smokes, the capital of so much that we had looked up to for years, of music above all, but fashion too: Carnaby Street, King’s Road, Twiggy and Mary Quant, the Tube, millions of people and cars and hippies and hashish and pub music …. It didn’t take long to find our first ‘quid deal’ (a lump of hash for £1) and discover the bliss of being stoned. 

There was plenty of work to be had, so despite arriving at Heathrow with only 40 quid to my name, I never felt short of money and almost immediately got a job with a West London newspaper doing what I’d been doing in Auckland, selling advertising in editorial supplements. I was given a pretty heavy territory in which to try and flog advertising space, and it wasn’t for one of the major dailies, but a small local paper, the Kensington Post. I found myself very innocently knocking on doors in Knightsbridge and South Kensington, trying to get access to the advertising managers of Harrods, Fortnum and Masons and other equally daunting prospects. I got nowhere. It wasn’t at all as easy as it had been in Auckland, and I quickly became completely discouraged. After 2 weeks, I quit. Fuck that. I hadn’t come halfway around the world to do the same thing, but less well than I had in Auckland. No company car here! Just a bus or the Tube. Besides, winter was well and truly here, and I’d never experienced anything so grim - freezing rain and sleet. 

Our little flat on Sherriff Road in West Hampstead, beside the Bakerloo Line and some other mainline tracks, which brought endless train noise 24/7, was an icebox. We had to put shillings into a meter to keep the ‘electric fire’ (as they’re called there) going to have some semblance of warmth and all I remember is huddling up with Charmaine in our bed – a mattress on the floor – and her never letting me get into her knickers. I could go so far as climb on top of her and grind away, both of us keeping our underwear on, but that was it. Couldn’t blame her though. She was as clear as a bright sunny day about that and always had been. 

Extreme frustration, only relieved by a wank and the pub down the road, The Railway, in which we saw some of the great bands of the day. Kooks Kleek, the club in the basement, was legendary in the ‘60s; Hendrix and The Stones had played there. We saw Peter Green and Fleetwood Mac, among others. Out of this world to see such talent in a pub at the end of the road. 

But I needed to get to the sun and sea. We all did. Since the first snow in November our objective had been to get out of this freezing place and head south. The Med was calling. So, after only 2 weeks in the flat, right after I’d quit work, we pooled our resources and bought, for 200 quid, an old bullet-proof bank security truck from a second-hand truck yard on Ladbroke Grove. We would convert it into a home on wheels and drive to the sun! 

She was a diesel, an Austin, painted deep purple, big enough to stand up in, with a heavy sliding door on the left side and double doors at the back. A couple of bullet-proof windows let in light and a spinning ventilator on the roof let in air. She was a heavy old thing and not very powerful, having no doubt been designed to ply the flat streets of London loaded with money boxes and not haul the 4 of us over the Pyrenees into Spain and, eventually, on to Morocco, as she did. 

But first, she needed transforming from a Nat West mobile money box into a comfortable motorhome. This wasn’t too difficult as she already had heavy six-foot long mahogany shelves on either side that had carried the cases of cash, which were wide enough to turn into bunk beds. A sink with a foot pump for water and a Calor Camping Gaz cooker were fitted, along with an old wardrobe and a small table, a small bench seat and a couple of stools that we found in some skips, and we were ready to go. The work was done in the street outside the flat and took less than a week. 

On 25 November, only one month since Charmaine and I had left Sydney, she went shopping with a list of essentials to stock our little kitchen and the next morning, with Mr. Solomon, the landlord, hovering about to make sure we didn’t nick anything, we left for Dover. 

We were in a hurry and, apart from an oil change, hadn’t even serviced the motor, or fixed the starter, the brakes or the headlights. No surprise that we needed a push to jumpstart the Purple Beast, as we’d christened her. No worries. We were going. The 3 of us guys had no money left and would have to count on Charmaine’s book of traveller’s cheques to get us to our next job, hopefully in Gibraltar. 

Why Gib? We wanted somewhere warm where English was spoken. Simple. We’d certainly lucked out having Charmaine with us. This whole adventure wouldn’t have been possible without her Traveller’s Cheques. All of us were on rations, though. This was no gravy train. Her motherly instincts and domestic touch, exemplified by the pretty new curtains she’d stitched and hung over the windows and across our sleeping quarters made our house on wheels a home. She spoiled us. But it was a two-way street for sure. We all needed each other to be doing what we were about to do. I don’t recall any of us having a truck driving licence, but I guess we qualified somehow. Anyway, armed with a Green Card (a European insurance document) we rolled onto the night ferry at Dover and arrived in France for breakfast. No more bacon and egg butties; now it was what we considered to be a non-breakfast of croissants and coffee, or a piece of baguette with butter and jam. Did love a hot fresh baguette though. Driving on the wrong side with the steering wheel also on the wrong side proved to be a bit of a challenge. Riding on our wave of excitement we got a couple of people to help us push-start The Beast and drove off the ferry, heading for Paris. 

Paris … This would be different. City of Revolution, fashion, sophistication, romance etc. 

It was all National Highways back then, no motorways. They were the main routes of France, passing through sleepy towns and around bigger ones, making for rather stately progress. And we were in a hurry! 

None of us had any mechanical skills, at least with diesels. Odd, considering all the jobs we’d had between us, growing up. So, when we eventually ran out of diesel and came to a halt in the middle of nowhere, on a snow-covered road, 2 of us hitchhiked with a jerry can to the nearest town, filled it, hitched back to The Beast and poured it into the tank. Then pushed, and pushed, and pushed some more. No joy. She refused to start. 

Luckily, while this was going on, a farmer came along on his tractor. With waving arms and smiley faces, we communicated somehow and once he understood what was up, he got under the bonnet, found the fuel pump, primed it with the little pump knob there for that purpose, (what’s that?), gave us a quick pull with his tractor and away we went. Our first lesson in basic diesel mechanics. One can only wonder how he wondered how we’d come so far already, without having a clue about our engine. 

We steamed into Paris before dark, growing more and more confident about driving on the wrong side, but as yet, complete novices to the joys of driving in Paris with all the give-way rules on the opposite side and the French habit of charging into a roundabout without appearing to even look, let alone give way. 

We whizzed round the Place de la Concorde and tried parking somewhere to make a cup of tea but were swiftly moved along by the cops. “Non, pas de parking messieurs ‘dame.” OK. We ended up in a campsite in the Bois de Boulogne for our first night sleeping on board. Well, it was for Charmaine and my 2 mates. Somehow, I’d arranged a date with a French girl I’d met in London so opted for the comfort of a Parisian apartment, and a proper bed. Vive la France! 

Despite our rush to reach the sun – it was snowing in Paris and freezing – we had one box that needed ticking and that was a ride in the lift up the Eiffel Tower. The sight of the city spread out below, covered in snow, was worth suffering the cold for, and when we came down, we decided we could not leave Paris without having a proper French meal in a proper French restaurant. Steak frites and red wine. Heaven. Charmaine picked up the tab. Records were being kept. We 3 lads would have a debt to repay down the road, but for now we were all in this for the fun. After another night with my Parisian girlfriend, early the next morning, I took the Metro back to The Beast, we gave her a shove start and headed south. It was the 29th of November.

The 5 hitchhikers we picked up as we drove out of town were still with us that evening when we drove into Orleans. We got rid of them ASAP and drove around looking for a suitable place to spend the night, preferably on a hill, so we wouldn’t have to push her in the morning. 

An important decision had been taken at some point concerning the evening meal – it had to be accompanied by a bottle of wine. But no more restaurants. That one near the Eiffel Tower had nearly broken the bank, but a bottle of red to go with Charmaine’s tin of spam and boiled vegetables was a basic minimum. We were in France after all. For breakfast we had baguettes with baked beans and boiled eggs. Why we had only one teaspoon to eat the boiled eggs with I can’t imagine, but we did, so we took turns. Then we rolled down the hill, dropped the clutch and were off again. 

Shortly afterwards there was a huge cloud of steam from under the bonnet. Merde!! We pulled up. The radiator hose had burst. We were in the middle of the Berry, the vast plains that make up the north of Central France, not a hill in sight and nothing much else except snow and bare plane trees. Fuck. 

Freezing. Nothing to do but wait for a Good Samaritan, who eventually rolled up, again on a tractor. Another nice peasant. We hooked up a towrope and he dragged us into a village not far away, dropping us outside a mechanic’s, took 10 francs for his trouble and bid us au-revoir. A piece of hose was found that fitted (a miracle), the brakes were looked at and we got the lights working. With some small adjustments, the heater in the cab was also mended. Luxury! But we never could get the starter-motor repaired. There were no British Austin truck spares to be had anywhere in France. We kicked ourselves for not having taken the time and money to sort that out in London, but we’d been in a hurry and figured neither was worth wasting when a simple shove would do. Sort it out in Gib. 

We rolled on, 3 in the front, now with a heater, and one in the back and, in keeping with our meagre budget, we ate our meals in the truck, mostly packet soups and baguette sandwiches. It wasn’t all grim. Charmaine did her best to be mum and knocked up whatever she could, which always tasted better with a plastic-top bottle of 10° plonk, the cheapest table wine maybe anywhere. 

Central France is all about agriculture; we noticed very little else and were often surrounded by fields of corn rolling off to the horizons in all directions. Hmm, sweetcorn we thought. In winter? Weird. Do like a bit of corn on the cob with some butter and salt though, so we pulled up and staged a quick raid on a field, grabbing a few handfuls of big fat cobs and put them to boil on the stove. An hour passed, and then two, with the corn never changing at all from what it remained, a bunch of hard yellow beads of starch immune to boiling water. We must’ve wasted an entire bottle of Calor Gaz trying to soften the stuff before we gave up, cursing at how French corn was nothing like our much better corn at home! Then we learnt from someone that this was maize, cow- feed, and never destined for humans around a table. 

Two days later and we were grinding up the Pyrenees in second gear to the Spanish border at Andorra. We could’ve taken the coast road, but it was winter, and the mountains were covered in snow and stunningly beautiful. 

December 2nd. Passports stamped, we changed some of our francs into pesetas and bought some duty-free fags and Spanish plonk and set off down the other side. Gray Wilkie was driving, and it was scary. The roads were icy, and our brakes still weren’t up to it, so we had to use the handbrake a lot. No one said a word as we wound down the icy switchbacks.

Then, suddenly, we were in the sun: Spain. All change! Literally. Off came the winter woollies and out came the t-shirts and shorts. It was another world. We stopped somewhere for Charmaine to buy some cabbage and onions to go with our dwindling supply of spam. 

Whoever was driving made the mistake of turning the engine off and we weren’t on a hill, so had to push The Beast along the small-town main street for a jumpstart. While doing that, a couple of cops pulled up. Nice ones. We made feeble attempts at communicating; they handed out cigarettes, helped us push and waved adiós. Funny looking buggers. 

One of the bizarre features of Spain was the uniforms of the Guardia Civil, the cops. Their hats especially, were really stupid-looking shiny, plastic coated, or maybe patent leather, Napoleon style things that I could never take seriously. They looked like members of the chorus of some comic opera. The country was still being run by the fascists under Generalissimo Franco, and it was still part of the third world, like Greece was, compared to what we’d seen in France. Lots of burros carrying men and women (mostly dressed in black) bobbing about the countryside. Spain had a unique character then, before it had been Europeanised. Like in France, bars and cafés had a warm, cosy smell, a mix of heating oil (mazut) and tobacco negro, black tobacco. Everybody smoked; us too. And Spain was cheap, so cheap that we began stopping at bars for tapas and small glasses of red wine that cost almost nothing. 

The brakes had given out completely by now and we were relying solely on the handbrake. It didn’t matter. The 4 of us were so happy to be warm and back in the sun, surrounded by magnificent scenery, that small stuff like brakes seemed unimportant. This was what we’d been looking for, a sunny Mediterranean climate. What a difference the Pyrenees made. They literally held back the freezing winter of France and held in the balmy warmth of Spain. The further south we rolled, the dryer and more desert-like it became. Paradoxically, there were more and more orange orchards, vivid patches of green against the baked brown earth, and it wasn’t long before we raided one. 

Wonderfully juicy oranges. We loved Spain! Much cheaper than France, our budget could afford more treats: olives, tapas, sausage, wine, cigarettes, all so affordable. We treated ourselves and cruised down through Zaragoza and on to Valencia and the Mediterranean Sea. 

It was December 4th, and we’d reached the coast, 8 days out of London. The Purple Beast, (or Bitch, depending), had done us proud. She had only cost 200 quid. 

Seaside! We had to get our feet wet. This was more like it. We could drive with the windows down and the sliding door in the back open, the warm wind in our hair. Heaven. Blue water and sandy beaches, wild beaches as they were before the Pommy hordes invaded in the ‘80s and ‘90s and destroyed them. On down the Costa Blanca, stealing oranges as we needed and living on tapas and red wine. We 3 lads would ride up front, and Charmaine would be standing at the sink in the back peeling veggies and keeping up with our endless chatter via the sliding window between the cabin and the back. Every now and then we unchained her from the sink and let her sit up front. 

We rolled into Benidorm and grabbed some fresh bread, a loaf each, and some local champagne. 30 pesetas for the bread and 35 for the bubbles. Then on through Alicante. 

The Beast broke down again, and another lovely campesino on a tractor pulled us into a town in search of a mechanic. He found the problem (air in the fuel lines), fixed the brakes and sorted out the lights, which had again failed. He worked from 4.00 pm to 9.30 pm and the total bill was 535 pesetas (about 3 quid). I know this stuff thanks to Charmaine’s impeccable diary entries. 

The Beast felt like a new vehicle, with brakes and lights again. We drove out into the dark and down to the beach to find a sea-view camping spot. Sadly, we had nothing to smoke, apart from cigarettes. We hadn’t had a ‘smoke’ since London, not having been brave enough to tempt fate with the customs posts along the way. But a few glasses of plonk or Tio Pepe sherry, also dirt cheap, and some fags did the trick, near enough. 

After an early morning swim, we were on the road again and a couple of hours later, as we approached Almeria, we started seeing signs that pointed to Fort Bravo/Texas Hollywood. Odd. Deciding to take a look, we turned into a winding country road that led into the Tabernas Desert. 25 km later, in an amazing landscape, we came across a Wild West town; a movie set, crawling with crew and actors and horses. They were shooting a movie called Valdez Is Coming, starring Burt Lancaster. We took a walk. Incredible to suddenly find ourselves among costume and makeup caravans with cowpokes clinking around in their boots and stirrups and the smell of horse shit. We got talking to a couple of people and found out that the film industry had been shooting movies around there since as far back as the 1940s. But the site really took off in the ‘60s when such great flicks as Lawrence of Arabia, Cleopatra and Sergio Leone’s fabulous spaghetti westerns like The Good, The Bad and the Ugly, were shot, or partially shot, there. Hundreds more too. There was the classic Wild West Main Street with its saloons and jail house and, nearby, a Mexican village with its square and church. Cool! We had no idea that such a place existed. We could have stayed longer but had to get on. Charmaine’s money was running low, and we needed to earn some, so back down the road to the coast and into Almeria for the night. Found a little slope to park on and treated ourselves to some beer and tapas. 

We were in love with Spain by now, for completely superficial reasons. I suppose we hadn’t been confronted in any way by the horrors of the Franco era, which began in 1936 and continued until 1975. Supported by the Catholic Church, he led a brutal regime that killed and imprisoned thousands … and by the time we 4 drove naïvely through this beautiful land the population was completely subdued and under the thumb of a vast secret police network and a censored press. 

(Those Catholics, the ones that have run the show for centuries, have a lot to answer for. Between Inquisitions, enforced celibacy of their clergy leading to rampant homosexual paedophilia, and child abuse, I can’t understand how they hold their heads up. What the fuck kind of religion is that? The same as all of them, in my opinion! Humans get what they deserve for inventing this stuff in the first place. Pure vanity. A uniquely human trait.)

Let me digress further for a minute please. 

How is it that the one thing that, above all, defines a person more than anything else in their whole life is the one thing they had no say in what-so-ever? For most ‘believers’, the only reason they do so is that their father believed the same thing, for exactly the same mindless reason. They were born into it. The lottery of life. No choice in the matter. No thought, questioning or even reflection on what that means. But they will go to war to defend it, killing, bombing, raping others who weren’t born into the same religion. 

But of this, we knew nothing. We were very unworldly and were simply in love with what was in front of our eyes: the wild and harsh countryside, the deserted beaches, tapas and wine and the gentle, quiet people. Despite the heavy hand of the regime, there were still enough tourists about to make it seem as though we were in a completely ‘normal’ country. Maybe, like us, they were unaware of ‘it’. ‘It’ had been going on since 1936, after all. 

Driving out of Almeria in the morning, we picked up a couple of Canadian hitchhikers. They were heading to where we hoped would be our final destination, Gibraltar. So excited to have made it! The Purple Beast got us there, almost. The sight of the iconic Rock getting bigger and bigger as we rolled along the coast road and into La Linea, the border town, had us all in a state. So, you can’t imagine our disappointment when we discovered that the border was closed! Shit! Fuck!! Are you kidding? Unbelievable! 

Typical of our approach to this entire voyage, we had done no prior research and had simply got on the ferry at Dover and gone for it. There were no guidebooks anyway (well, there was the Michelin Guide, but we’d never heard of it) and it sure wasn’t common knowledge Down Under that this had just happened. We were completely unaware that ‘Facho’ Franco had closed the border 6 months earlier in an attempt to cripple Gibraltar’s economy because he was pissed off with the Brits for drawing up a new Constitution that got in the way of Spain’s sovereignty claim. Gibraltar had been British territory since 1713 when it was ceded in perpetuity to Britain under the Treaty of Utrecht, which gave the Brits the naval bases of Gibraltar and Minorca. In economic terms, this gave privileged access to British slave traders wanting to sell their slave cargoes to Spanish America. Nice treaty! 

Until its closure, Gibraltarians had lived off the farmlands just across the border around the small town of La Linea, getting all their fresh fruit and veg from what they had considered their back garden. Regular nights out in the bars of Algeciras and days on the beaches of southern Spain were all part of life. Not anymore. 

I drove us through the town and under the stone arch in the old-town wall, knocking off our spinning ventilator on the roof as we did so. Fuck, that was close. Another couple of inches lower and the arch would’ve taken off the top of our home! 

We sat there, behind the barbed wire fence that was the actual border, looking across the runway of Gibraltar Airport, which ran parallel to the fence about 100 metres away, to the massive Rock, feeling well pissed off. What a bummer! 

Apparently, the only way we were going to get to the other side of this fence was via North Africa, which we could see across the Straits of Gibraltar only 13 km away. We would have to drive around the bay to Algeciras, take a ferry to the little piece of Spanish territory called Ceuta on the other side of the Strait, then drive 30 km through northern Morocco to Tangiers – from where we could catch another ferry back to where we almost were now. From where we sat, we could see the ferry terminal where we’d arrive. Frustration hardly describes our emotions. For a few minutes we debated charging the fence and bursting through. The Purple Beast was bullet-proof! Could be done. But we chickened out, turned around and retreated through the arch. 

The next day was my birthday, my 20th, and I had hoped to be celebrating it with pints in a British pub on the Rock. That wasn’t happening. 

But something else was and, despite our initial disappointment, we started to become quite excited about setting foot in Morocco and Tangiers, the very names enough to conjure images of exotic hashish-smoking Arabs! That was enough for us boys. I’m not sure what Charmaine’s thoughts were, but she stepped right up like a good mother would and went shopping for dinner. We all decided then to get pissed and make the most of it, and as the ferry wasn’t leaving until the next afternoon, my birthday began with a good lie-in. We got up late and Charmaine fixed a super birthday breakfast of eggs, bread, cheese and wine. A jumpstart got us onto the ferry and by the evening of my birthday, we were in North Africa, all our disappointment long gone, replaced with thrilling anticipation. 

Another jumpstart and we drove off the boat onto a new continent! Fantastic! This was all a bonus. There were no customs or immigration formalities as we were still in Spain. Ceuta is tiny, a little enclave no more than about 10 km square, a piece of Spain since 1668, that, thanks to another treaty, the Treaty of Lisbon, had forced the Portuguese to hand it over. 

As it was still my birthday, we celebrated with a steak dinner and our first bottle of Sidi Brahim, Moroccan red wine. Serious plonk. The next day we set out for Tangiers. 

The road took us through dry, dusty desert terrain and a couple of hours later we were driving into Tangiers, as exotic a destination as we’d ever been in: streets full of djellaba-wearing Arabs and Berbers, many sitting at sidewalk tea shops; donkeys and camels in among lots of beat-up old French and American cars. 

There was still something of a hippie colony in Tangiers in 1969, the remnants of what had, since 1923, been an international zone run by variety of colonial powers, attracting an eclectic collection of spies, diplomats, businesspeople, bohemians, artists, writers and rich eccentrics, mostly gay and mostly from the US and the UK. William Burroughs, who wrote his much-banned Naked Lunch there in the ‘50s, as well as Truman Capote, Jack Kerouac and Tennessee Williams, to pick a few scribes. Artists like Francis Bacon, Bryon Gysin and Maurice Grosser too. Barbara Hutton, heiress to a big part of the Woolworth’s fortune and one of the world’s wealthiest women, owned a fabulous palace in the medina from 1947 to 1975, hosting fabulous parties for the jet set. Until its status as an international city officially ended in 1956, with Moroccan independence from France, Tangiers had been somehow jointly administered by France, Spain and the UK, and later by Portugal, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Sweden and the US! Everyone had had a dog in this fight. The city had a seedy reputation as the go-to place for picking up boys for sex, and the freedom to do so while stoned on whatever turned you on. This ‘belle-époque’ had pretty much disappeared, but a few of the characters had remained, now joined by a new wave of hedonists – hippies looking for sun and something to smoke. Moroccan hashish was readily available, but technically illegal. This provided some cops with the opportunity to make a little, or a lot, on the side, to supplement their salaries. As always, if it’s not illegal, it’s not worth much. 

As soon as we parked, we were hassled by hustlers and straight into a steep learning curve. This wasn’t Spain. This wasn’t Europe. This was an Arab bazaar where everything was on offer, and anything not locked down was fair game. We must’ve looked like what we were (and weren’t). Naïve rich kids with a big truck, who needed separating from some of their wealth. 

There were plenty of offers of hash. Seemed like everyone was selling it, and as it was the only thing we were really after, we soon accepted someone’s offer to follow him to his shop to try some. Truck locked up tight, we followed this guy down some alleys into the Medina and were soon completely lost in a jabbering labyrinth of shops and hustle. Stick together guys! We followed him into a shop; the walls and shelves stacked with leather goods. “Take a seat, have some mint tea; where are you coming from my friend?” 

Invited upstairs to try some smoke, we 3 guys followed. Charmaine stayed down in the street. We sat around on cushions and watched wide-eyed as the shopkeeper reached behind a shelf, pulled out a large slab of hash, rolled a fat spliff and passed it. We hadn’t had a smoke since London and anyway were still novices when it came to dope, so the effect was to completely waste us. All stupid grins. 

Then he said he wanted £15 for whatever was on the table. We had no idea of its value, but despite being smashed, were able to say, “no thanks, it’s too expensive.” For us, 15 quid was a fortune and this was a piece of hash at the source. A rip-off for sure. 

So, we moved to leave. As we stood to go, we noticed the guy had produced a knife and was covering the stairs down to the street. What the fuck!! Charmaine was waiting for us outside and the guy leaned out the window and asked her to come up. I yelled for her to stay put. There was a stand-off. We were 3 to his one, but he had the knife, and we were stoned and not at all ready for this kind of shit; our first day in Morocco for God’s sake. 

I yelled at Charmaine again. “Create a commotion!” She raised a racket and in among all this yelling and confusion, we got down the stairs, into the street and took off up the alley. Had no idea where we were going! We were lost. Where the fuck was the truck? Then we hit a main road and there she was. Home! We decided to get the hell out of town. Immediately. Get to Gib! Fuck this place. 

The Purple Beast was way too conspicuous, an easy target for anyone who wanted to mess with us. So we drove down to the docks to catch the next ferry to Gibraltar, only to discover that it was being serviced and the next sailing wouldn’t be for another week. Shit. 

OK, a week in Morocco could be good, if we could stay out of trouble and out of Tangiers. We looked at the map and saw a likely looking town, Asilah, about 50 km down the coast. Couldn’t tell anything about it from the map but how bad could it be? We’d find out when we got there. 

Gone now is that sense of chance, of hazard. ‘Google this and TripAdvisor that,’ have ruined adventure. Hardly anyone takes a gamble anymore. Most travellers know what they’re going to find long before they get there. That’s a shame. 

So far on this trip, apart from checking out the Eiffel Tower, we hadn’t stopped and stared at a single monument or heritage building, getting our ‘culture’ fix in the smoky taverns and from the people we’d bumped into, the farmers who’d towed us and the mechanics who’d helped us to keep going. 

So Asilah it would be, tomorrow. The Beast’s lights had failed again, meaning we couldn’t drive at night, so we decided to stay put in the port, a safe place, well-lit and protected by a security guard. We were paranoid. We were out of our depth to be honest, and happy to pull our horns in, forget about scoring for the day and just relax. 

It was a short walk to a street with cafés and restaurants, and it was only then we discovered it wasn’t necessary to have hash to get high; there were men everywhere sitting outside at sidewalk cafés sucking on kif pipes and drinking mint tea. Simple. When in Rome…, so for a couple of dirhams and with the help of a nice old man, we were initiated into the ritual of smoking a kif pipe, or sebsi. Grass, not hash, mixed with some tobacco and herbs. 

A sebsi has a stem 12 to 18 inches long, at the end of which is a very small clay bowl called a scuff. Inside, it has a metal screen to prevent you inhaling the whole lot. It’s a one-hit wonder. You suck, incinerate the contents of the scuff in one hit, tap out the ash and fill it again, scooping a refill from the small bag of kif every smoker carries. Very easy on the throat, the long stem delivering a nice cool hit. A few puffs on the sebsi with a tall glass of sweet mint tea was all it took to put smiles back on our faces and whet our appetites for some dinner. 

Tangiers was even cheaper than Spain. We stayed where we were and ordered sardine snacks followed by a scrumptious tagine of lamb, couscous and a bottle of Sidi Brahim, steering clear of the lambs’ balls, goats’ eyes and snails, for now. Maybe some other time. 

After a deep sleep, barking dogs woke us to a brilliant sunny day. We took off down the coast road for Asilah, relieved to be getting out of Tangiers. The beauty of the coast road with the Atlantic on one side and white buildings and mosques along the other, put us right back into expedition mode. 

We rolled into an ancient, fortified town with a massive stone gate, and pretty much straight into another dodgy venture. Morocco was to teach us a lot about the ‘real’ world. We had a lot to learn. A place to park was found at the fishing port. Pretty soon, or right on time, a cop in a Jeep drove up, very friendly, and, after the usual banter about where we were from etc., asked if we needed anything to smoke. 

Well, as it happened, yes. No problem my friend. He took some money, very little, and drove off, returning 15 minutes later with a nice chunk of hash. Perfect. While the 3 of us boys got stoned, Charmaine did a small shop, came back and cooked dinner. She enjoyed being mum. She always had our backs and absolutely loved her clucky-hen role. We had all lucked out with her. 

December 10th dawned beautifully, and after tea and a smoke, we went down to the beach for a swim, met some Americans and landed up in a bar having some beers. While we were doing that, Charmaine found a shower somewhere. Taking turns, we all got cleaned up for the first time in ages. Then we just hung around the truck getting stoned. Charmaine wrote her diary. 

In the morning, Mohammed, our new cop friend, showed up with a couple of his cop mates. They seemed to have nothing to do and offered to take us on a little tour of Asilah in their Jeep. Why not? Very nice. And they were generous, to a fault. Bought us little gifts of food and wine. Nothing was too much trouble. These visits continued over the next couple of days, while we swam, stayed stoned and hung about the port. There was nothing to do in Asilah anyway. No worries. We were just killing time until the ferry to Gib left on the 15th. 

On the third day, the 14th, the cops showed up as usual and invited us on a picnic. OK. Why not? Out in the countryside under some shady trees beside a water tank, they laid it on, producing some tasty dishes and mediocre wine. They seemed hellbent on making us feel special, especially Charmaine, and we ate and drank and smoked into the evening. 

Then they showed their hand. They knew we were taking the ferry to Gibraltar the next day and started going on about their friend who lived there who would be able to do anything for us once we arrived and, knowing we were broke, proposed that we take a few kilos of hash with us. Their friend would pay us handsomely on delivery and our money worries would be over. 

We immediately smelt a rat; these fuckers weren’t too sophisticated after all, but we let the idea hang in the air until they had driven us back to the Beast. We said we’d let them know in the morning. Bye! 

Our decision was made though; we would have nothing to do with them. Naïve we may have been, but not stupid. Suddenly all the friendship and generosity made sense. The fuckers were only trying to set us up. We’d be busted, lose our truck, end up in a shit-hole prison and they’d get their hash back to use in their next set-up. 

At dawn, as soon as it was light enough to drive without lights, we gave The Beast a shove and took off for Tangiers. A few miles up the road, we were suddenly overtaken by the cops in their Jeep. They tried to make us pull over. I was driving but we were all one in deciding no fucking way. We wouldn’t be stopping. The Beast was much bigger than their Jeep and I could run them off the road if needed. Those scum-bags. We never saw them again. 

Not until we were safely in the port area and in the queue for the ferry, did we have time to sit and reflect on the past few days and see them for what they were. We’d only been in Morocco a week and twice had come up against the greed and criminality that now seemed like the signature tune for our stay. Could not wait to get on the boat and go. We expected to see those bastards at any moment. They were cops after all and pissed-off ones at that. We were scared. 

What a relief it was to see Tangiers slowly disappearing over the stern as we headed out into the Strait of Gibraltar. Hallelujah!! Gib finally. Pubs and pints. Work! We were ready for this. Stop a while. Restock our coffers. 

Driving off the ferry, we had no idea where to go, so just drove up the main street and ended up in the parking lot of the Queen’s Hotel in the centre of town. 

According to Charmaine’s diary, I called Mary in Auckland. Must’ve been feeling homesick. I hadn’t even been out of NZ for 2 months, but with warm beer in some real pubs, I’d get over it. This was heaven. Everyone speaking English. Fish and chips and bacon butties too! 

We were OK for a few days at the Queen’s Hotel. They were very generous, and it wasn’t until they objected to us hanging our laundry in a tree in the parking lot that they asked us politely to move on. So, we drove back down Main Street and parked The Beast on a piece of public ground across from the entrance to the docks and went looking for work. Thanks to the Generalissimo across the border, we found it almost immediately. 

Having closed the frontier crossing between Gib and Spain, Gibraltar had to get its supplies of fresh fruit and vegetables from Morocco instead of the farmers around La Linea, who had suffered enormously from this border closure. Around 4,000 Spaniards had lost their livelihoods thanks to their head honcho. 

An enterprising and quick-thinking Gibraltarian named Otillio Vialis had snappily acquired 3 second-hand Bedford trucks in the UK and had them shipped to Gib for the purpose of carrying produce from the markets of Tangiers onto and off the daily ferry service to the Rock. The trucks had just arrived and all he needed now were 3 drivers to drive them. 

‘Over here!!’ 

We 3 boys found his advertisement for drivers on the notice board in the local Employment Exchange in our first few minutes there; the ad had just gone up that morning! Perfect synchronicity that couldn’t have made all concerned happier. 

Otilio was so delighted to find 3 drivers in one go, that he asked us to name his new trucking business and get started immediately. We named it Sunrise Transport. Later we came to be known as the Sunrise Cowboys. We went straight into our new lives as truck drivers, albeit ones who barely did 10 km a day driving. The fact that we were living next to the docks didn’t hurt. We’d drive onto the morning ferry to Tangiers, drive off at the other end and down to the wholesale markets, leaving the trucks there to be loaded by locals supervised by Otilio’s man on the spot, who filled his orders for produce and booze and whatever else the Rock needed. Which was pretty much everything. Then, after a day hanging around town, eating something, smoking kif and drinking mint tea, we’d pick up the loaded trucks, drive them back on board the ferry and return to Gib. About as easy a truck driving job as ever existed. 

The perks of a job like this quickly became obvious and we were soon stocked with pretty much everything we needed, for free. 

We soon learned how to load a truck with cases of beer, whisky or whatever, in such a way that there was always an extra case cleverly hidden in the load, so the customs tally would miss the concealed case. Our perk, which we off-loaded into our truck as we took the roundabout out of the docks. One of us always had something. We weren’t the only beneficiaries of this largesse. There were quite a few other traveller types, living and working on the Rock who had come into our orbit, so we spread the freebies around. 

Charmaine, meanwhile, had found herself a job in a Chinese restaurant owned by the dapper Eddy Lee, originally from Hong Kong, and had moved out of the truck and in with him, finding love, and getting married shortly afterwards! She and Eddie remained on the Rock long after the rest of us left. Of course, we continued to see a lot of each other and had cleared all our debts by then, including buying her out of her share of the Beast. Charmaine and I are still friends and keep in touch; birthday phone calls each year, at a minimum. Eddie kicked the bucket many years later in HK, leaving Charmaine back in Adelaide with their grown daughter, and now a granddaughter, where she is still in business as a hairdresser. To this day, at 77, she works out of her house and takes care of a short list of regular clients she’s had for years. 

Loading our trucks in Tangiers every day with sacks of potatoes, cases of fruit and vegetables and crates of booze, was the perfect cover for a small hash-smuggling operation. A no-brainer really. Slipping a kilo or 2 in among the spuds was a piece of cake. We kept our friends high and supplied one of them with what he needed for his own operation, smuggling it from Gib to the UK on commercial flights. BEA. British Empire Airways. Those were the days! 

This was my introduction to hash smuggling, a perfectly reputable trade that’s been able to retain its profitability thanks to the absurd prohibitions imposed by the American-led War on Drugs. A war they insisted every other country in the world join them in and which continues to this day, with infinitely worse consequences now than in the early ‘70s. Now it’s such an established industry, that the law enforcement agencies themselves are all addicts – addicted to the money their governments pump into them. The madness of it all, technically criminalising probably half the world’s population who don’t mind a smoke now and then, beginning with those who spent their youth in the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s, and continuing to the present. Filling prisons and wrecking families for something that’s never been as bad for society as alcohol or tobacco. Anyone with a brain knows this, so I need say no more except to reflect on the irony as it slowly gets legalised, and its health benefits are becoming recognised. Same thing for mushrooms, ecstasy, MDMA and LSD, all of which are being looked at again to better understand their health benefits. 

We had it made. Such a cosy little arrangement. Five days a week, with the trucks and Tangiers, leaving the weekends free for fun around the Rock. There was one weekend that will never be forgotten: my first acid trip. Or rather, our first acid trip. There were 4 of us: Gray Wilkie, his new girlfriend Sandy, (a Kiwi nurse he’d met at the pub), Grae Gillies, and me. It was a beautiful sunny day, but cold. Gib gets cold in winter for a few weeks, and I was wearing my sheepskin coat, one of those super warm coats that were popular with hippies then – basically a coat made from the un-shorn hide of a sheep, worn inside out. Tended to smell like one too, especially if it got wet! We all had them. 

Anyway, we took our tabs with breakfast. Our ‘home’ was still parked beside the roundabout at the end of the wharf road on Queensway, which runs along the outside of the Line Wall, an ancient fortification that protects the town centre. We were on the piece of land between the roundabout and the wall, a piece big enough for not only the Purple Beast but a few other cars and our clothesline, plus a few piles of junk; a gypsy squat basically. We also had a VW Beetle for getting around town, and as the acid took over, we found ourselves with huge face-aching grins and pinned eyes deciding to take it for a drive. “Let’s go around the Rock.” 

Off our faces, we climbed in, me in the driver’s seat and, in an impossible state of awe at everything, we pulled out onto the roundabout and set off towards the airport and the perimeter road which encircles Gibraltar. I was in no condition to be driving anything and couldn’t even change gears, so with the Beetle’s engine screaming in first gear, we slowly made our hysterical way around the Rock. The din from the motor was deafening enough but it became cacophonous in the tunnel that runs through the Rock’s eastern side. We got many strange looks from passing cars and must’ve deserved them, but luckily none of them were cops. Back home, inexplicably, we huddled together in a huge packing case, laughing. There was no music and we did no dancing. We were just off the planet. This was a fantastic first trip; perfect, pure energy that opened me up for more of the same, down the road. I had another couple of tabs and stashed them away for my 21st birthday, still 9 or 10 months off. I promised myself that wherever I landed up on that day, would be where I’d take my second trip. Something wonderful to look forward to. 

Routine quickly took over our lives and no one was upset by that. What we were there for – to make enough money to move on with – we were in the perfect place. Our other friends in the travelling community had the same objectives and were all doing the kind of work one generally does when on the road; barmen and ‘maids, labouring on construction sites, etc. and, in most cases, paying for accommodation, spending most of what they earned on rent, food, pot and pints down at the pub. 

We, on the other hand, had no rent to pay and got nearly everything we needed for free. Keeping our friends supplied with their smoke also helped fill the coffers. We definitely had the best thing going. Out all the time, until closing time anyway. 

I loved being on the sea every day. There was always something of interest to watch, what with so many ships passing through the Strait. The British Navy was also regularly throwing up something of interest. One day the QE2 pulled into port, on her maiden cruise. Huge. Monumental. Beautiful. 

The money rolled in, relatively. No one was getting rich, but life was easy. We hardly bothered cooking for ourselves, the Beast’s kitchen was poky and very basic and anyway, we had a Gibraltarian institution just down the road – Smokey Joes, where for 5 bob (about 25p) you could stuff yourself on his famous mixed grill of sausages, bacon, eggs and chips and wash it down with, literally, a pint of tea, served in a pint glass. I’ve never lost my love of Spanish olive oil. He used it to transform fried eggs into the best I’ve ever had. So, we were regulars, breakfast and dinner. Lunch and a smoke in Tangiers. Not bad. 

Manolo, who owned Smokey Joes, had created a mecca for workers and military squaddies. There was a whole regiment of them just down the road at Casements Barracks. Smokey’s was really rocking in 1970, thanks once again to Franco: before he closed the border, Gibraltarians and military personnel would drive across to Spain for nights out in the bars and restaurants all along the coast. Now all the pubs and restaurants on the Rock were humming with a captive clientele. They’d never had it so good. All the bars across the border, on the other hand, had gone bust. 

Life was sweet for the next 6 months, until, one day, we had a visit from the cops. They were looking for dope. We didn’t have any in the truck at the time, so we weren’t bothered letting them poke about, but after a few minutes they ‘found’ a small piece! About the size of my thumb nail. On top of the wardrobe?! They’d obviously planted it there because none of us would have ever put a small piece of hash on top of the wardrobe. Still, what to do? 

It was time to move on, anyway. We had more than achieved our goal; it’s just that our little world was so comfortable, I’m sure we wouldn’t have chosen to leave just then. 

Summoned to court a few days later, we were collectively found guilty of possession of this minuscule morsel. Along with a few other ‘travellers’, we were scooped up in an organised campaign to ‘clean up’ the Rock for summer and rid it of its ‘hippie’ colony before the annual influx of middle-class tourists. One has to keep in mind that it was 1970 and clusters of long-haired scruffy types were undesirable as far as civic authorities were concerned. 

They handled it very politely. No heavy-handed arrests. No lockups, no restrictions on our movements. We were already in a kind of prison anyway; there was no way to sneak off the Rock. All of us were sentenced to a £50 fine and deportation. A bit of a bugger. Still, I was ready to move on. It was summer up north and we still hadn’t seen anything of it. We were given 24 hours to get on the ferry and be gone. 

Otillio, our boss, came to court to try and make the case that we three, the Sunrise Cowboys, were providing essential services by keeping the Rock supplied with the produce it needed, but that didn’t wash. We were to leave and that was that. 

The Beast hadn’t been started in several months; when we tried, she refused. We needed another 24 hours to find a mechanic to sort her out, and finally fix the starter motor, so had to go back to the court to seek its permission, which was graciously granted. 

To get north meant retracing our route back to Spain via Tangiers, Ceuta and Algeciras. Once word got out that The Beast was leaving, 4 or 5 of the other busted showed up at our campsite and asked if they could share the ride back to the UK. They’d share the costs. We were OK with taking a couple; the weather was warm, they’d have to sleep wherever they could, but we’d manage. It’d be fun! The more the merrier, right? 
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