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To John and Jackie,
my parents.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


OF ALL THE STORIES I HAVE WRITTEN, THIS IS THE ONE I HAVE BEEN most reluctant to write. Several publishers have been kind enough to ask me to tell my story over the years. I have tried to buy them off with my brilliant – but still unpublished – novels. I have made excuses.


The best reporters’ memoirs are wonderful. Books by Ryszard Kapuscinski, Anthony Loyd, Fergal Keane, Edward Behr, Phillip Knightley are among my favourites. Mark Colvin’s Light and Shadow is a gentle masterpiece. There are so many other books I would love to see published, by Michael Ware, Sally Sara, Peter Cave, Steve Levitt, Robert Penfold, Matt Brown, Sophie McNeill – and those are just some of the Australians.


My reluctance to go to print comes from a common folly. As journalists – hell, as shoe salesmen – we all believe our best work is still ahead of us. To write it down now would be to miss the best bits that are still to come. But I am not sure the best bits are still to come – for me or for journalism. The well-funded enterprise that sent bright young things across the suburbs and out into the world is now largely gone.


The very notion of ‘the media’ no longer holds. For two centuries – and only for two centuries – the press, and then radio and television, really were the conduit between power and the population. Now, people, whether powerful or largely powerless, communicate directly. President Trump rarely bothers with press conferences. He tweets. Groups that share a common identity, whether they are Midwestern American farmers or Syrian rebels, communicate with each other and with the world through shared social platforms. Journalists are left taking notes and trying to catch up.


There are strengths in the new world. Many people feel empowered by hearing their perspectives amplified when previously they felt marginalised and ignored. This is the best of it. On balance, though, what tends to be communicated is not understanding but complaint. For all the new possibilities in communication, what emerges is often simply noise, mutually incomprehensible and mutually antagonistic.


In part, this book is motivated by a desire to explain a world that has all but passed. Much of what happened in these pages took place before the digital age, before social media or even cell phones. It was a time when a reporter might decide to disappear into the backblocks of Africa and turn up days or weeks later with stories to tell. If they were good enough, he or she would be encouraged to disappear again. The reporter worked with no desire beyond the telling of events they hoped would interest their home audience. There were some subtle pressures: don’t report stuff that might put viewers off their evening meal, or prompt them to switch over to another channel. But generally, there was money and freedom to back yourself. No longer do reporters get sent off into war zones with US$250,000 in cash and an order to stay filing for as long as they can. The full story of why is in this book.


It is not just journalistic practice that has changed. The world has changed. A teenage cadet might imagine all the great human shifts are in the past and the world has settled into something reasonably permanent. Time proves that false. Change is constant and often momentous. Reporters witness history at its hinges – at the moment when what seemed to be solid breaks. The world goes through doors and emerges altered. The journalist takes a pledge to go through those same doors, wherever they may lead. And over time, the reporter is also changed.


These are my stories and my changes but they also capture a world that is rapidly passing, as worlds always do.


Hugh Riminton
Sydney, 2017




PROLOGUE


THE CITY OF DEATH


I ARRIVED IN THE CITY OF DEATH AROUND NOON, THE SUN HIGH, THE heat raising willy-willies in the colourless dust. The military Hercules lowered its ramp to reveal a Mad Max landscape of patchy desert scrub marked by an abandoned MiG fighter jet.


Baidoa in Central Somalia once had a population half the size of Adelaide but in the twelve months before we arrived 170,000 people had starved to death there. The Australian military had come to try to save some. And a collection of reporters, photographers, cameramen and techs – a crew for whom ‘motley’ would be too generous an adjective – were there to watch the diggers do it.


By 1992, two decades since its last major war, the Australian Army was effectively a peacetime force relearning its craft. And us hacks, with few exceptions, knew nothing of conflict at all.


The US marines bulldozed a patch on the edge of town. They stretched a perimeter fence around it, called it a military base and left the Australians to it. For infrastructure, they had dug two dunnies – actually, one dunny with two holes side by side – and left a water-purifying plant that was woefully inadequate for a battalion-strength force.


We journos numbered thirty-two in all. The big TV networks and newspaper groups were represented, plus others from the diggers’ hometown newspapers. There was radio – ABC and commercial – and a couple of magazine writers who had talked their way on board. One of them was a lovely chap who normally wrote Sydney society gossip for Kerry Packer’s The Bulletin magazine. After a few days in Somalia, he took to his bedroll and refused to shift.


There were some genuine legends in the mix – none more so than Bruce Wilson, veteran foreign correspondent for the Murdoch Press. He had life worked out. ‘Happiness,’ he declared, ‘is directly proportional to the distance from head office.’ Bruce was comfortable anywhere. In the deserts of central Somalia he extracted from his pack not only a nifty little folding chair but a full bottle of single malt whiskey and an actual glass.


Most of the journalists, though, were like me: new to military operations. But we were all keen to start filing stories.


Most of the TV newsmen – and TV sent only men; Jodie Brough from the Canberra Times was the only female reporter – raced off to explore the MiG. It was an incongruous sight, a legacy of Somalia’s time as a client state of the Soviet Union. Moscow’s contribution to the country were warplanes that could no longer fly, Kalashnikov rifles by the hundreds of thousands and not much else. The jet sat perched among the weeds, still mostly intact, in a place where the next most sophisticated form of transport for most people was a donkey cart.


But I had a better idea. At the back of our dusty camp I had spotted a grain crop. Sorghum, I later learned. This, I decided, symbolised the whole point of our being there. If the Australian troops, as part of this historic UN deployment, could bring security and stability to Baidoa, the people wouldn’t need food aid. They could feed themselves.


Taking a long-suffering cameraman with me, I strolled down to the field. The crop was high, towering above my head, but sparse enough for me to walk among it. The cameraman stayed behind the low stone wall that formed the perimeter and framed up a shot that would compress the grain heads to increase the impression of abundance. The trick is called ‘using the long end of the lens’ and I walked twenty-five metres into the vegetation to make it work.


I was rehearsing my lines when I noticed a group of Somalis clustering along a track at the far side of the field. I waved at them. They waved back. Friendly enough. In fact, very cheerful. They seemed to be laughing.


‘See,’ I said to the cameraman, ‘they don’t have electricity but they’re still fascinated with television.’


I knocked off a first take.


‘Mate,’ said the cameraman, ‘they seem to be trying to tell you something.’


I glanced back at the tallest, most animated of the men. He was grinning wildly, then pointed to the ground and with a big uprush of both hands said:


‘BOOM!’


In an instant, starting from the crown of my head, a frigid feeling rushed down to my feet. Blood really does run cold. At the same time the thought hit me – in a city where 170,000 people have just starved to death, why would a full crop of grain have gone untouched?


I was in a minefield.


I looked up at the cameraman. For once he wasn’t taking the piss.


‘Shit, mate, what are you gunna do?’


I had walked into the minefield. I could walk back out again. All I had to do was step where I had already stepped. I could see the slight scuff of a footprint. I forced myself to stand on top of it. But there the trail ended. The sorghum, rather like maize, dropped leaves. A lacing of desiccated brown tendrils covered the ground in front of me. I couldn’t see anything that even remotely resembled a path.


Still, I had sauntered in. If I could match my gait going out, perhaps I would be lucky with my foot placement.


I looked at the distant wall, behind which the cameraman was starting to take cover, I focused on the middle distance and began strolling. Oddly, having decided to act, I felt free of fear. Call it fatalism, the acceptance that bad things might happen and there’s nothing you can do about it. It is a feeling I have drawn on many times since.


With a couple of dozen steps, I reached the wall and climbed out.


The cameraman had kept rolling even as he took cover. If a reporter was going to get himself blown up, he wasn’t going to miss the shot.


Afterwards, the army came down and swept the field and blew up a dozen mines. A major later treated us all to a lecture on the theme of stupidity.


To make things worse, the rest of the TV reporters had done macho, war-thumping pieces to camera, known as stand-ups, on the MiG, looking magnificent in the long shadows of the African sunset.


My boss hit the roof.


‘Everyone else does a stand-up on a bloody warplane, and all we get from you is a fucking broccoli patch!’


I was too embarrassed to tell him about the minefield.


I was in Africa working as a foreign correspondent. It was the best job on earth, every reporter’s dream. But it was already clear I wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.
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BEGINNINGS


THAT I WAS IN THE SHED AT ALL WAS THE PRODUCT OF A SERIES OF happy accidents.


I had the great good luck to be born to adventurous parents. Neither had university degrees, but they had energy, curiosity and integrity that carried them far.


I was born in Sri Lanka, or what was then Ceylon, the second of four sons to John and Jacqueline Riminton.


Mum was a fiercely tribal Irish Catholic. If Ireland was ever mentioned – and it frequently was – it was so Mum could reflect glowingly on its many advantages over any other society. Dublin was her Jerusalem. It was a love affair sharpened by exile. She spent very little of her life actually in Ireland.


Mum was born, in fact, in Malta. She was the daughter of a Royal Navy captain, hardly the career choice of a hardened Irish rebel. But he was born in 1900 when all of Ireland was part of Britain. Chronic asthma drove him to find employment that came with good health care and the navy fitted the bill. He was no Captain Hornblower. He was a dentist. The chief dentist in the Royal Navy.


His daughter, in time, would train as a nurse in England and follow him into uniform. It was as a flying officer with the Royal Air Force that Jackie took off from grey post-war England to a posting in Sri Lanka just north of the capital, Colombo.


My father, John, was born in 1928 on the island of Jersey to a lawyer who had made a fortune with his own brand of cigarettes. My grandfather sold his company to British American Tobacco for a tidy sum. By the time of my father’s unexpected arrival, his father was fifty-six years old and living a well-padded retirement in a grand house on the beachfront in the Jersey capital, St Helier. For young John, there was no family play. His one sibling, a sister called Nancy, was nineteen years old when Dad was born. He never saw his father do a stroke of work, or even move much. When Dad was nine, the old boy, long nourished on rich foods and fine cognac, carked it.


More disruptions would follow. In 1940, the Nazis were on the march. Dad was eleven years old when they trooped into Jersey, where they would remain until the fall of Berlin five years later. Others had tougher wars, but the years of German occupation in Jersey were trying just the same. After the D-Day landings, Allied troops pressed on towards victory but did not bother liberating Jersey because it had no bearing on the outcome. Cut off from France, food was tight. Dad remembers half-starved German soldiers crawling through the hedges looking for nettles to turn into soup.


His own protein chiefly came from periwinkles, limpets and other small shellfish harvested off the rocks and converted into a foul-smelling, gelatinous broth. By war’s end, Dad was nearly seventeen. As his diet improved, he shot up fifteen centimetres, a sign of the importance of the nutrients he had been missing.


The war had a lasting effect on my father. It had levelled Jersey society. Dad saw the strength of community – people working for each other and for common benefit – as the real source of resilience in hardship. He dedicated his life to that impulse.


Peace brought new losses. His mother was dying of cancer. He went to the United Kingdom to begin medical school but he couldn’t settle down. His father’s fortune had been largely expended on black market treatments for Dad’s mum and other necessities. The grand house was not worth much in a small post-war backwater. Jersey’s tax-haven status and the vast fortunes that would come to reside there were in some unimagined future. In short, when his mum died, Jersey offered nothing, medical studies couldn’t hold him, and adventure was what was required.


Dad had enough cash for a Piccadilly tailor, a sports car and impulsive journeys to exotic spots like Iceland, but nowhere near enough money to sustain him indefinitely. One day, strolling down London’s Bond Street, he saw a sign outside the Ceylon Tea Plantation company. He went in.


‘Any chance of a job in Ceylon planting tea?’


‘We are not an employment agency,’ he was archly told.


He left, but was then chased down the street. It turned out many of the younger men on the plantations had gone off to war and, for various reasons, had not returned. Perhaps he might be the right sort of chap after all.


A few weeks later he was sailing off to the tropics.


In Ceylon, he learnt to speak Tamil and encouraged and supported the building of Hindu temples on the plantations, recognising the strength the Tamil people drew from traditional rituals and beliefs. It was plain that the relationships he built were genuine and strong. As he was promoted to ever more important estates, he amassed boxes of letters from workers lamenting his departure and celebrating their time together.


One evening in the high country, he went to a village cinema and bumped into a feisty Irish nurse up from Colombo for the weekend. And, soon after, sixty years of marriage would begin.


—


So it was that I was born in one of the most beautiful places on earth. My early memories are of green. The green of the tea bushes, row on row. The darker, deeper green of the always pressing jungle. By the time I came along, fifteen months after my older brother, Paul, my father was making rapid progress in the tea-planting business. I was brought home from the Hatton Dickoya base hospital to an estate called Forres in the shadow of Adam’s Peak, or Sri Pada, the holiest mountain in a god-crowded island.


My memories of Ceylon were not of Forres though, but the next estate my father was given to manage. Tangakelle came with sweeping lawns, a swimming pool, and a bungalow built from rough-hewn stone with a deep verandah. My earliest coherent memory is of toddling down a long driveway to find my father fiddling with the engine of a motorbike. He looked up at me, smiled, straddled the bike and sped off up the shingle mountain road that was our one link with the rest of the world.


Not that I needed anywhere else. At Tangakelle, I had my brother to play with and soon a younger brother, Sean, as a distraction. There was a pre-school over the mountain pass where I would occasionally be taken to play with other kids. But I was happy in my world. A photograph from the time shows me playing with a bicycle with training wheels with a Sri Lankan boy, but I don’t remember his name or anything about him. I do remember our nanny, Bridgit. She was a young Sinhala woman whom we adored. She would sing us songs and smuggle us sugar sandwiches. I have a clear memory of being astonished to discover that she was not my mother – and that my real mother was the goddess-like woman with yellow-white hair falling to her waist who lived in the big house. Sad as I was to feel a rift with Bridgit, I remember the thrill of feeling associated with such a potent and mysterious creature.


All things end.


The Sri Lankan government was determined to get the Brits out of the tea business. Fair enough. We had to go.


A photograph captures our family on the day of departure, my father with his planter’s beard freshly removed to improve, he hoped, his employment prospects in far off Blighty.
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SISTERS OF MERCY


ENGLAND WAS HELL. WORSE THAN HELL, BECAUSE HELL CARRIED THE promise of warmth. For children who knew only the tropics, the British winter was incomprehensible. It was physically painful.


We stayed with my mum’s recently widowed mother in the West Midlands town of Droitwich, not far from the Welsh border. Dad was constantly away, driving through the sleet to London in search of work, shopping around a skill set ill-suited to industrial England.


Us kids, meanwhile, went down sick. I contracted pneumonia. My brothers fared no better. When we were upright, we were bundled in layers of clothing that made movement all but impossible and sent out on ‘walks’. On one, Paul found what looked like a pane of glass lying flat on the ground. He stepped on it and went crashing down, bawling in pain, much to my amusement. I, naturally, stepped on the glass too, and suffered a similar fate: a bone-crushing impact that rocked me even through many layers of clothing. We had discovered ice.


It must have been near Christmas. One day we were encouraged to feel excited about the arrival of a flatbed truck with a brass band on the back. They were playing Christmas carols. Snow was heavy on the ground. The musicians, with their red Santa suits and gleaming golden instruments, at least brought colour into the relentlessly grey and white landscape. But I couldn’t figure them out. Why were adults exposing themselves to the freezing wind just to tootle out tunes for a handful of distracted kids?


My parents briefly flirted with the idea of moving to Connemara, in the west of Ireland, to try their luck in the tourism business. That idea fizzled. Then came an announcement. Dad had gained employment with a London-based finance company called Lombard. There was one interesting detail. The job was in New Zealand.


All that mattered to me was that we were going on a ship again.


For me, Sri Lanka had been paradise and Britain was Siberia. A place never to be remembered without a shudder.


I don’t remember leaving the UK. I do remember long days crossing a shining sea. Warm again.


The SS Himalaya was tiny compared with modern cruise ships but it felt like an entire world. There was a toy shop and a swimming pool. My parents were relaxed until I went down with pneumonia again – but even that episode ended with my relieved father buying me the toy car of my choice from the ship store.


We pulled into Sydney and spent a day exploring. Most of it was spent at Taronga Park Zoo. A photograph captures my brother Paul and me smartly dressed, with identical grey woollen shorts, long socks, polished sandals, white shirts and matching red ties. The highlight was seeing a shark and a stingray in the aquarium. I also remember being presented with a long metal cup containing something pink and frothy. I looked at it dubiously; my parents had a distressing willingness to be adventurous with food. In fact, it was delicious. My first milkshake.


My brothers and I have always bemoaned our parents’ decision to get back on the ship and keep going. Our lives might have been simpler if we had just ended our journey in Sydney. For three of us four boys (Adrian would soon be born in Christchurch), Sydney would end up being our home. But it would take us decades to get back to that sparkling city by the sea.


First, we ploughed on across the Tasman. The southern winter had kicked in by the time we disembarked on a foggy morning at Lyttelton Harbour and found our way to Christchurch over the hill. My early childhood was over. The real business of growing up was about to begin.


—


We moved first to a rental house in Wiggins Street, Sumner, a pretty beachside suburb on the eastern outskirts of Christchurch. For some reason, ‘wiggins’ – or ‘wigs’ – was a family euphemism for male genitalia, so not the least of the many mysteries of our new home was why they named streets after penises.


We went on outings on the grey sands of Sumner Beach and explored Cave Rock, a gnarly castle of volcanic extrusion shot through with holes that the surf thundered into at high tide. At low tide, heart in mouth, we could clamber through the cave that ran the full distance of the rock as Mum waited anxiously nearby shouting at us to be careful. Dad was already at work.


Warm weather had finally arrived when we made a trip to the far western limits of the city where Dad revealed the house that he had bought. It was a white-painted besser-brick split-level piece of classic outer suburbia. The small yard was little more than a lumpy gravel pit. The address was 73 Grahams Road, as anonymous a location as it was possible to imagine. Past a little cul-de-sac of similar homes lay the entrance to a large park marked out with rugby fields, the New Zealand equivalent of a church. Beyond that lay a few fields dotted with cows, then the airport, then more fields stretching to the foot of the snow-bright Southern Alps.


A boy’s head popped up over the fence, sized us up, and invited us to play. And that was how it was. For those early Christchurch years, Paul and I would get home from school, drop our bags and race through the streets or the park. At first it would be on foot. Very soon, we would shift to bikes. We began to accumulate the scrapes and scars that come with reckless riding through trails in the forested edges of the playing fields. Mum, with a toddler on hand (Sean) and a new baby born within a year (Adrian), cared only that we were home in time for dinner.


They were innocent times. But innocence had its limits.


Paul and I started at the local state school – Westburn primary – but, as migrants, my parents did not know whether to trust the public education system. They should have done. In New Zealand it was the best around.


Instead, my mother’s Catholicism asserted itself and we were dispatched off to Loreto College, a primary school attached to a convent in far off Papanui. Paul and I rode the three kilometres there and the three kilometres home. I was six years old.


The cycling, except on the bleakest days of winter, was not a problem. The danger lay in the classrooms themselves.


Loreto was run by the Sisters of Mercy. It was a poor choice of name. They were in fact dedicated to never-ending violence. Those were still the days of ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’. Every school, private or public, beat small children. To do otherwise was considered morally weak or even dangerous to a child’s upbringing.


The nuns took to their disciplinary duties with enthusiasm. Perhaps it was Proverbs 23:13 that encouraged them: ‘Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beats him with the rod, he shall not die.’


Indeed, we did not die. But we were daily reminded of our sinfulness and taught to learn the error of our ways. The sternest rebuke from the sisters – or worse, from the mother superior – was to be called ‘a bold fellow’. Well, I was a bold fellow, and I was frequently caned.


The teaching style, between rote learning of times tables, involved a nun standing in front of the class and calling out children for various offences. One that got them particularly riled was ‘yawning’. But any sign of inattentiveness, sloppiness of dress, whispering, bad handwriting or quiet weeping would do. The offending child would then be ordered to stand in front of the class and left there until the next major break – lunch or the end of the school day. As the hours passed, more children would be required to join those awaiting their fate. Safe to say, their learning during that period of terror was limited.


At the major break, the nun would pull out a thin cane and with a flourish whack each of the kids over the palm of the hand. The worst would get ‘six of the best’. The sting of it would leave that hand out of action for the rest of the day.


The following day, the ritual would be repeated.


Other than reciting arithmetical tables and doing handwriting exercises, I can’t remember anything useful that we were taught. We did, however, get interminable lectures about God, Jesus, the perfect mother Mary, and the glorious example of the martyrs. We also learned a lot about our sin. Everything, it seemed, was a sin: speaking loudly, being boastful, running not walking – except when speed was required and it was sinful to walk and not run. Failure to finish my weekend homework was enough to see me up before the whole school to be told by the mother superior that I was ‘a bold fellow’. She possessed a mighty thick cane which got a turn on my outstretched hand.


To a six-year-old, the levels of violence were bewildering. As an adult, I can reflect more kindly on the nuns. Who knows what made them take holy orders? Some, doubtless were pressed into it to save them from dangerous involvements with boys, others no doubt fled to the convent to avoid marriage, especially if their sexual impulses lay in other directions; others might well have been inspired by the genuine desire to dedicate their lives to God.


To many, consignment to a life of teaching small children must have been a hellish frustration. Now, with second-wave feminism, new recruits to convents have all but disappeared. Loreto College itself closed decades ago. I saw the last flicker of a dying world, one that had existed for over one thousand years.


The final straw for me came when my teacher screeched from the front of the class at an unusually meek and timid boy.


‘You yawned!’


‘No, sister, I didn’t,’ stammered the horrified lad.


‘You did – you looked out of the window to disguise it but I saw it.’ The nun, in full black habit and veil, strode down to the little boy’s desk.


‘No, sister, please!’


‘See! You’ve got tears in your eyes! You get tears in your eyes when you YAWN!’


And with that the whimpering child was marched to the front to wait in misery for his belting. That was enough for me. I can’t remember the boy’s name. But I knew he was one of those – as most were – who were too cowed to argue back to a Sister of Mercy. I was certain his tears were tears of fear.


I was suddenly seized with a tumult of anger. It was hypocrisy. It was injustice. The endless lectures about God loving us, about forgiveness, the pious nonsense about confessions and our first Holy Communions, the cant about the sisters being mysteriously ‘close to God’. It was all bullshit and I raged and raged.


The Sisters of Mercy left me with three legacies: an unshakeable grasp of my times tables, a cold disbelief in religion, and a lifelong distrust of self-appointed authority in any form and particularly when dressed in ecclesiastical garb.


Such was my fury at these bat-winged, boy-bashing charlatans that my parents, to my eternal gratitude, visited the school and it was agreed that my education would proceed more profitably elsewhere.


As a footnote, my departure from Loreto College did not disqualify me from – bizarrely – winning the end-of-year class prize. The reward was a book. An elderly nun who I quite liked, Sister Mary Sebastian, told me with a twinkle in her eye that she had chosen it for me. It was called Exploration and Discovery and was packed with pictures and stories of the great explorers. It was an excellent choice. These were my interests. It surprised and touched me that somewhere in all that institutionalised violence someone had actually noticed me as a person distinct from others. That was the deepest mystery of all from my brief life in the hands of the nuns.
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WHO ARE THE GOOD ONES?


IT WAS WHILE AT LORETO COLLEGE THAT MY FIRST SENSE OF NEWS filtered through to me.


One autumn morning I rode to school through a particularly ferocious storm. The conditions were far worse just to the north. It became known as the Wahine Storm, a cyclonic belting that forced the inter-island ferry, the Wahine, to run onto a reef at the mouth of Wellington Harbour.


Fifty-one people died that day. New Zealanders, then even more than now, considered themselves to be one people. What wounded one, wounded all. I was aware of a deep sense of national mourning. As far as I knew, it was the first big thing to happen in my lifetime, the first sense I had that shifts could take place outside my immediate world of family, friends and classroom and still somehow reach out and shake me.


I have no recollection of the assassination of Martin Luther King the week before the Wahine Disaster. But when Robert Kennedy was assassinated that June as he was running for the US presidency, it was another event that stirred up our parents. Ours was a Catholic world and the Kennedys were martyred Catholics. I remember my mother lamenting ‘Why do they keep killing all the good ones?’


This left its mark on me on two levels. One was a child’s logical processing that I was always being told to be good, so perhaps the reward for being good was being killed? Oddly, it had the effect of making ‘being good’ something noble, rather than a tedious instruction to seek a standard that could never be met.


The other impact came from questioning who ‘all the good ones were’. Here Mum explained not only Robert Kennedy but his brother JFK, whose assassination had escaped my notice as I was only two and still living in the tropical highlands. But she also explained Martin Luther King, murdered just nine weeks before. Give my parents credit, they were not racist. Far from it. Their Sri Lankan experience, combined with their upbringings and natural instincts, made them avowed proponents of equal human value.


It was from Mum that I first learned of King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech. It was, of course, way before the internet. She could not have called up vision of the actual speech. She must have told me something about it – and about the civil rights movement in the United States. Whatever she said, Martin Luther King was lodged in my head as a Great Man, requiring further investigation if the chance arose.


In time, I did get to see vision of the speech Dr King delivered in Washington in 1963. It still shivers my skin. It contains within it the strongest and simplest argument for human dignity there is – that people should be judged not by the colour of their skin but by the content of their character. Fifty years on, this idea remains the central value of my life.


However we identify ourselves, or are identified by others, the content of our character alone is how we must be judged. There are rogues and despicable people of every colour, religion and social standing. There are people of honour – friends to be made – in every colour and religion. Stand beside the good – who are many – and fight against the bastards. Pretty simple really. And in that year of dark wonders, 1968, as a seven-year-old boy, I was starting to build up the ideas that would shape my whole life.


—


After the disappointments of my Catholic education, my father’s influence came into play and I was sent to an Anglican private primary school transplanted intact – cricket pitch and vowels – from the Home Counties of England. Medbury was its name, nestled among quince trees and towering chestnuts in Fendalton, the most elite suburb egalitarian Christchurch had to offer.


It was an eccentric joint. The teachers – and especially the headmaster, Frank Chennells, who owned the school – still beat the children from time to time. But it was nothing personal. The beatings were background irritants, like riding bicycles in the rain, and no one took them too seriously.


In the 1960s, several of the school teachers were veterans from World War II. The little school library consisted almost entirely of books about heroic commandos or fighter pilots. Swimming lessons were conducted naked, in some bizarre nod to the traditions of Tom Brown’s School Days. Latin and French were compulsory. Boys addressed their fellows by their surnames only, or by nicknames straight out of ‘jolly, what-oh’ English comic books. My best friends were Phillips and Tiddles.


It was in reading a war comic that I first saw a picture of a ‘flying tackle’ in rugby. I couldn’t wait to try it. I was a tiny kid, always the smallest in the class, but I was a nifty enough runner. I quickly discovered that using the technique demonstrated by dashing Flight Lieutenant Wilcox, or whoever it was, I could launch myself above the ankles of much larger boys, grab them around the knees and bring them down.


It was a revelation. I could neutralise the advantage of size. My love affair with rugby had begun. I was never remotely a star, I was barely even competent, but I played in a couple of competition-winning club sides in my middle teens and my enthusiasm for the tackle never faded.


A distaste for authority, a delight in bringing the powerful to the ground … who says you learn nothing in primary school!


Another bonus from Medbury was the annual winter ski trip when the whole school shut down and took off to the snow. This sounds extremely luxurious. In fact, skiing in the 1960s was more like a colder version of bushwalking. The ski fields were invariably a blank mountain face at the back of some high country farm. Getting there usually involved a hike up steep snow-covered tussock. There were no chairlifts or snow-grooming (heaven forbid!). Once at the crude accommodation hut, the skier ascended using rope tows that were grabbed with a hinged metal ‘nutcracker’ hanging from the waist. On my first trip, my boots were leather lace-ups and my skis were made of wood. But the thrill of that first downhill rush was never to be forgotten. And the sight of dawn across high rugged mountains struck me then for the first time. Mountains have been a big part of my life and every dawn carries the echo of that first one, the awed discovery of a landscape wilder than imagination.
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FEMINISM ARRIVES, JUST IN TIME


MOST OF MY MEDBURY COHORT WERE DESTINED FOR A HIGH SCHOOL education at Christ’s College, the waiting room and training ground for what passed for a Christchurch establishment. I had no desire to go there. For one thing, I was conscious that I was getting an expensive private education while my brothers were in the Catholic system or public schools. My parents believed that I was an unusually bright child. It was true, I was a precociously early reader. I was granted special dispensation to take books out of the adult section of the Fendalton public library. A five-year-old who can read fluently and with authority is a bit of a freak. But by ten years old, the pack had caught up. Worse, my parents had realised that my younger brother Sean really was bright. My slack approach to schoolwork was also starting to be noticed. I could not justify, nor did I want, any special, expensive treatment.


Adding further to the mix, my father was unemployed.


Dad had moved to New Zealand as provincial manager of the London-based Lombard Banking Group. He built a network across the city, and one day a friend offered to train him up as a stockbroker with a view to a rapid rise to a partnership in his firm.


Dad took the job but quit after just a few weeks. The moment of crisis came when a wealthy woman of the town complained that her investments were not giving her sufficient return on her capital and suggested that her money was being managed by hopeless layabouts.


As Dad put it later, ‘I decided I would not be spending the rest of my life working to make the rich richer.’


All well and good. But he had four kids, one at an expensive school, and whatever capital had followed him out of Jersey was long since spent.


It wasn’t long before I was being called into the headmaster’s wood-panelled study, which I had previously only visited for a belting.


‘So tell me, young Riminton, what is your father doing for work these days?’ rumbled old man Chennells.


‘He’s unemployed, sir,’ I chirruped back.


‘Is he now?’ Chennells gazed at my guileless mug for a while. ‘Oh, well. Carry on.’


Mum worried like hell but Dad was utterly serene through this time. He was going to find something worth doing. Some months later an announcement was made that a medical school was going to be established in Christchurch. Dad applied and was hired as the quaintly titled ‘Academic Secretary’ – effectively CEO. It was perfect for him, returning him to his early interest in medicine, while allowing him to use his administrative instincts in the name of a noble cause. He stayed with it until he retired.


The risks he took in turning his back on a potentially lucrative stockbroking career meant little to me at the time. In my own middle age, I feel inspired by his courage. He knew he could never be satisfied, no matter what the financial rewards, with something that did not fit his values of serving the community. He backed his values at the risk of real financial strain. Ultimately, his faith was rewarded and he lived a much happier life as a result. I hope, should I need to, that I can live up to his example.


My mum was also remaking her life. Both of my parents had been involved in grassroots charities. One in particular, called Birthright, supported families that had lost their breadwinner. We came to know a couple of those families quite well. On a few occasions, kids would come to live with us for a while to take pressure off a grieving and harried mum. One lad shared my room on several occasions. I would love to say I was saintly in my appreciation of the difficulties the boy was facing and that I offered counsel, friendship and support. In fact, we seemed to niggle and fight a fair bit. I recall it now with shame.


It was perhaps inevitable that Mum would go to university and retrain as a social worker. She could only commit the time to get a low-level certificate of social work, but her years of nursing and her volunteer work saw her quickly hired. She would finish up as provincial head of Catholic Social Services. In retirement, she would play a significant role in reforming New Zealand’s adoption laws.


All of this suggests a life of unblemished worthiness.


In fact, life was especially tough for Mum. She was a ferociously bright woman who had enjoyed a life of independence and respect in the British Armed Forces, in hospitals and – later – as chatelaine to a fast-rising figure in the Ceylon tea industry.


In Christchurch, she found herself without family, friends or networks, reduced to household drudgery. Her Catholic doctrines and her robust affections for my dad meant she was destined to produce babies until menopause or death in childbirth.


Something had to give. She was miserable, ragged, unappreciated by her children and, most of the time, on her own. The parish priest, Father Curnow, was a regular visitor. For Mum it was a spiritual crisis as much as a domestic one.


She was caught in the cross-currents of her own Catholic tribalism and the Age of the Pill. Second-wave feminism was on the march. And Mum had a choice to make. Would she defy papal rules against contraception, or submit to the ancient Catholic role of domestic breeder?


Feminism won.


I am glad it did, because the alternative, I have no doubt, would have been a breakdown for my mother.


As kids, we were still required to attend church but Mum never again did. There were no more children. In time, she didn’t even care that my brothers and I spent Sunday mornings riding our bikes around rather than attending church. The important thing was that she had a couple of hours to herself. She still worked for church agencies as a social worker but the faith and the dogma were gone.


The family marched on into modernity – or perhaps, post-modernity – and, so far, have counted ourselves the better for it.


Meanwhile, I was accepted into the high school of my dreams, launching a period that would bring great satisfactions but also the darkest phase of my life.


—


If Medbury was a little enclave of English privilege, Christchurch Boys’ High School was an education factory. In my intake year, 1974, there were more than twelve hundred students, with three hundred in my year alone. At Medbury I had known the names – or at least the surnames and nicknames – of every child. At Boys’ High I would never know all the names of even those in my year.


The place was an ornament to a Kiwi ideal – that the best schools should be free of charge and open to the public. I came from outside the school residential zone and owed my place to a former French teacher who had influence over the selection process and whom my parents had assiduously courted. His name was Gordon Troup, a Francophile who had played, it was said, a secret role in co-ordinating the French resistance against the Nazis. Whatever the truth, he cultivated the image by riding around on a creaky black bicycle with a beret on his head and a pointy white beard.


I spent a few weekends visiting Troup so he could get the measure of me. He had a complicated model train set in his back garden. Little trains went around through forests and hillside cuttings that he had created, pulling to a stop at a station next to a little model town. It was all a mystery to me. What was a man in his seventies doing playing with a train set? I wanted to ask him about the war, but he parried my questions. His house smelled of trees. He lived alone. He didn’t seem lonely. These things interested me. But I hadn’t yet found a way to ask questions that unlocked real answers.


After a few Saturdays, I stopped visiting. But I was offered a place at the school. Something must have worked. My parents were relieved and happy, and for different reasons, so was I. Boys’ High was what I wanted, a big, potentially threatening new environment. It felt like I would be swimming in the open sea.


The school generated more university scholarships than any other in New Zealand at the time, in close rivalry with Auckland Grammar. One of my year-mates, Richard Loe, went straight into the first Rugby XV and later spent years as an All Black prop. The school generated cricketers, too, including the famous Hadlee clan led by the later Sir Richard Hadlee.


This was where I wanted to be.


As a small, garrulous redhead with a Pommy accent – and worse, as the product of a private school – I knew I would have to fight for my place in this big world. But I was up for it.


My first obstacle was Stephen A. Walker (the initial was needed to distinguish him from Stephen G. Walker, no relation, who was also in 3A1). Stephen A. Walker was the alpha male. At thirteen he was already six feet tall, blond, handsome, handy at rugby and one of the brightest in the class. He came from Westburn primary, the school my parents had pulled me out of to send me to Loreto. He was already established as boss dog of the Westburn kids and he was sizing up the ones who had come in from Heaton and Elmwood, and the other main feeder schools. A noisy pipsqueak from Medbury simply represented an opportunity to display dominance with no risk of getting a large chunk of his new classmates offside. Almost every day for weeks, my schoolbag would be emptied out across the schoolyard or my bike would be bent in some new, interesting way.


It was tedious and I got in trouble with my parents for repeatedly needing new schoolbags that they could ill afford. But this was what I had come to the big school for. I selected my friends on the basis of who I liked and admired. Consequently, Walker and I developed many friends in common. I also had a knack for distributing nicknames that tended to stick. I named Walker ‘Wally’ – friendly enough to be hard to reject but with a slightly disparaging overtone. Soon, three hundred kids were calling him Wally. Nothing he could do about it.


He once came up to thump me during a woodwork class. He was so confident of his physical superiority that, as he swung back his arm for a roundhouse swing, he left his midriff completely exposed. With nothing to lose, I sunk all my strength into a deep punch to his solar plexus and he went down like a sack of spuds. Didn’t do me any good. He just belted me harder after school and distributed the contents of my schoolbag a little further than usual.


But resistance is not about winning. It is about resisting. I was holding my own socially in the class, had the mates I wanted, and on some level I enjoyed being this fella’s irritant. By Year 10, most of us had driver’s licences and some had motorcycles. Wally had a trail bike, a Yamaha 185 as I recall. Once, at a mate’s place, he tried to pour a cup of piss over me – real piss, he had urinated into an almost empty plastic cup of beer. He missed, but the point was taken. A little later, when he was distracted elsewhere, I unscrewed the petrol cap of his Yamaha and refilled the tank with a little of my own unleaded. The motorcycle became mysteriously unreliable after that. When he challenged me about it, I freely admitted pissing in his tank. After that, a kind of truce descended.


Stephen A. Walker, last time I caught up with him, was a multimillionaire mergers and acquisitions man with properties spread across a range of desirable locations. He was very cheerful and nice.
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THE FIRST THREE SECONDS


NONE OF WHAT I HAVE REVEALED SO FAR IS TO SUGGEST THAT I WAS a young man overcoming crippling odds. Far from it. I knew even at the time that mine was a privileged upbringing. I still had memories of the crowded poverty of Sri Lankan towns. I had seen beggars lining the streets, some of them with grossly disfigured limbs or bulging sightless eyes. New Zealand in the 1960s was among the richest nations on earth on a per capita basis, and the cradle to grave social welfare experiment meant no unsightly poverty marred its neat suburban streets. Nor were there ostentatious displays of wealth – New Zealand, and especially Christchurch society, looked askance at such things. Everyone felt adequately well off and, in general, people did not feel much richer or poorer than their neighbours.


Notions of class were also déclassé. Christchurch undoubtedly had its own ‘establishment’, many proudly listing forebears back to the ‘First Four Ships’ which brought the initial English settlers in the mid-1800s. But no one imagined themselves upper class – or even, particularly, working class. There was Kiwi class. As migrants, ostensibly from Britain, we were welcomed without fuss into a community of friendly, if modestly reserved, people.


My parents stressed how lucky we were to be there. When Dad’s sister Nancy visited from Jersey around 1970, she was appalled to find her nephews speaking in distinctly Kiwi accents. We were in turn indignant. How else should we speak? We were Kiwis. The pretensions and the anxieties of the British class system meant nothing to us.


And yet, as I marched into my middle teens, something happened.


Inexplicably, around my fifteenth birthday, a crowding darkness seemed almost physically to enter my head. I have read accounts of madness, where people feel pursued by the dark beat of wings, a sense of black birds or bats flapping at the edge of their vision. This describes my experience.


I started drinking in dangerous ways. There was another boy in my class who had bad breath. I decided that bad breath was the worst of things. I set out to avoid it by drinking a tumbler of whiskey – neat – every morning before school. It seemed to improve the morning. We had moved house and now lived close enough to Boys’ High for me to get home for lunch. Mum would rarely be there. I would drink two or three coffees and sometimes take another nip of scotch to see me through the rest of the day.


My brother Paul left school about this time and took up an apprenticeship as a printer. This required a trip to Auckland for a few weeks at trade school. He returned with a new appreciation of cannabis and he was keen to introduce me to it.


I was keen to learn.


I took a holiday job in a hamburger bar in the city, back when hamburgers were a genuine meal. The cash helped fund my appetites.


I was still functioning on several levels. I won a school English prize for a short story. I was playing rugby for a good team. One of my friends, Bill Gregory, was a good ice-skater. He also owned a little two hundred dollar Morris Minor so we had transport. I took up ice-skating with him at the main Christchurch rink and gained some level of competency.


But I feared I was going mad. Visual hallucinations, and even auditory ones, came to visit. I never heard voices in my head. The sounds were more industrial, like the muted buzzing and clanking of machinery. At the same time, I was assailed by a deep sense of pointlessness. When I later saw the nightmarish David Lynch film Eraserhead, with its terrifying shapeless noises, it struck me with the force of documentary.


In the mid-1970s, the Cold War was at its peak and seemed unending. Films and books laden with imagery of a nuclear apocalypse were everywhere. It seemed impossible to imagine that something wouldn’t happen to bring us down in flames. We were constantly told the number of nuclear warheads in the world would be enough to wipe out humanity twenty times over. New Zealand, with its ports, would be targeted to deny the US Navy safe haven. So we were told. Films like Peter Watkins’ The War Game and written accounts of survivors from Hiroshima and Nagasaki left little doubt of what such a fate might be like.


It wasn’t an optimistic time. The daily busy-ness of people seemed mere vanity – self-delusion, even – in the face of such annihilation.


This might have explained part of my mental state. But those were external factors. The crushing sense of unworthiness, of futility, were much more personal and internal. I can try to examine it from my adult perspective, to pick apart what was wrong now as I tried to then, but the short diagnosis was that I was dangerously depressed.


At fifteen, I tried to take my own life. I won’t describe the technique I chose but I intended it to be effective and believed it would be. It failed because of a small error on my part. Even as I set it up, I examined my reasons for doing it. I felt that my feelings of pointlessness could only deepen. The phrase I used to myself was that I was bored. Whenever I see the heartbreak of parents as they ask in their anguish why their teenager took their life, I always think: perhaps their child didn’t even know why. Perhaps they were just bored.


The attempt failed. My parents never knew of it. I lived on.


The fear that I was going mad stayed. There was a boy at the school a couple of years ahead of me who announced he was a Buddhist. No one at school even knew what that was, although I had heard a little bit about Buddhism mixed in with our Sri Lankan stories. The boy then began growing his hair outlandishly long, putting him at odds with the school. One day he rode past me in a neighbourhood park and stopped nearby to put his bike in a bike rack. I wandered over to chat because he had gained a bit of positive notoriety for his fights with the school authorities over his hair.


He seemed barely to notice me. He was saying something I couldn’t make out and was fiddling with his bike in a way that seemed to have no purpose. Soon after, I heard he had been admitted to a mental hospital, diagnosed with schizophrenia. It struck me deeply. In my worst moments I feared I was going there myself.


I got through my sixth form year in reasonable order, though it was plain I was no longer counted among the bright young things. I had great English teachers, though. I had my first poet crush on Gerard Manley Hopkins, guided by a wonderful old teacher called Colin Macintosh. And, to my happy astonishment, I loved Shakespeare. I loved the feel of the words when they were spoken out loud. I loved the moral ambiguity. And I felt a particular sympathy with old King Lear, beseeching the heavens, ‘Let me not be mad … oh, dear God, don’t let me go mad!’


My concerns about my mental stability had one positive effect: I never took Class A drugs. I was well aware of the tragic tales of some of my musical heroes, like Pink Floyd founder Syd Barrett, or the brilliant early Fleetwood Mac guitarist Peter Green. The diet of LSD designed to expand their consciousness left them slow-blinking casualties, psychotic outcasts or empty husks. I felt certain that would be my fate if I went down that path.


Weed and alcohol were a different matter. The local cannabis – Akaroa Cabbage, as I liked to call it – did the job more than adequately. Most weekends I would be stoned to the eyeballs and drinking so heavily I would be physically sick. I found a drive-through bottle store that had a bin of two-dollar wines. They were barely drinkable. But I drank them. I found that if I restricted myself to two bottles of wine a night I would not vomit, so long as I tempered my marijuana intake.


In the middle of this malaise, I did a strange thing. I signed up with a local amateur theatre company. I knew no one there, which was possibly part of the appeal. For the first time, I was memorising and delivering lines on stage. Acting. I wrote a character scene for a play and performed it. As a pissed teenager in an op-shop overcoat, I fitted right in. I had no illusions I was a genuine actor but, in its own small way, that little theatre company probably saved me. It would bear odd and unexpected fruit. That small decision to join the Elmwood Players led to everything that followed. But I didn’t know that at the time.


By my final year at school, teachers were warning other kids that I was best avoided because of my drinking problem. My cover was blown. But, strangely, I received no punishments at home. I am probably glad for that. One Saturday night I went out only to return home by 9 pm covered in my own vomit. I was out of control. My father met me at the door, gazed at me sympathetically and said, ‘Leave your clothes outside and I’ll get the shower running.’


I do remember coming home from school one day around this time, and walking into the living room. My mum came flying out of the kitchen and, without a word, began swinging punches at me. Bang, bang, bang, bang. She was intense and totally focused. I was seventeen by then and her punches couldn’t hurt. My brothers watched mutely from their seats around the television. I retreated to the toilet, locked the door and waited for hours for my dad to get home from work.


Dad talked me through it. Nothing else was ever said about it. I can’t even imagine the worry I was putting my parents through.


The teachers at Boys’ High were good ones. Somehow, they nursed me through my final year at school. My drinking, dope-smoking and a few concussions put an end to my rugby playing – my enthusiasm for tackling had taken a toll. My Elmwood Players experience led me to try out for a role in the school musical. It was a joint production with a girls’ school, Avonside. I was chiefly keen to meet some girls. I couldn’t sing to save myself so the talented composer and playwright, Neil Pickard, wrote me into a single scene in which I would have a soliloquy. I am sure now it was calculated to require as little of me as possible, and timed to ensure I was all done before I had the chance to get too hammered.


I did meet a girl. Sue Perry. I approached her at a cast party when the show was finished. I had inhaled my two bottles of gut-rot red. The first words I ever consciously spoke to her were a declaration of love and a promise to marry her. She was sixteen. I was seventeen.


At that year’s end I sat my final school exams. The marks came back.


I had gained entry to university. I was seven marks short of what was called an A bursary. I was a B student and that, I could acknowledge to myself, was a better result than my efforts deserved.


I was never made a prefect – or monitor, as they called them in New Zealand. The idea would have been laughable. I never made the top team in any of the many sports on offer. But for some reason, I was selected to make the valedictory speech at the formal leavers’ dinner. It was a big deal. I would have to speak to all the staff plus the 350-odd students who were departing from the senior school.


The valedictorian’s speech was traditionally reprinted in full in the school’s glossy yearbook. I read a few from the back catalogue to see what might be involved. They all seemed to have been delivered by star pupils keen to show off a grasp – or at least, an awareness – of Greek and Roman orators or Shakespeare or Milton or pedagogical giants.


It did my head in.


The night before the big dinner, with no idea what I was going to say, I went off to a David Bowie concert.


The following morning, not only did I have no speech, I had shredded my voice. Vague tendrils of panic set in. One way to save the hoarse remnants of my voicebox was to shut up and get some work done.


With neither the time nor the inclination to build an address around homage to the ancient dead, I decided to write what I wanted to say about the school. I wanted to signal my affection for the teachers and the only way I knew how to do that was to take the piss out of them. The speech largely wrote itself.


By that evening, the grand old hall was full. I was at the top table, the kids – my mates – were lined up in rows facing me. The school reinforced our symbolic transition towards adulthood by freely allowing wine to be served to hundreds of kids aged sixteen to eighteen. On the top table, where I was the only person under forty, the flow was a torrent.


By tradition, I had to follow a distinguished old boy. In this case, he was a Rumpolian barrister called Mervyn ‘Sticky’ Glue who was best known to the kids as a character actor on New Zealand TV. He was well liquored up and loved a show. In mid-delivery he placed a chair on the top table, climbed onto it and stood there, swaying gently on one leg. Everyone was too transfixed to focus on anything he was saying. It wasn’t clear Sticky Glue was attached to the concept of focus anyway but it all seemed to go over pretty well.


Then it was my turn.


I knew from debating that everything turns on the first three seconds. If you hear yourself sounding weak or uncertain, all confidence evaporates and you can never get it back. If you come out strong and clear, confidence follows – and with confidence you can do anything.


Would my voice produce anything at all?


I launched in. The sound that emerged was gravelly and … strong. Somehow, the top notes in my larynx had been wiped out completely, leaving me with the rough-edged baritone of a carnival barker.


My spirits intact, I proceeded to give thanks to the teachers in the guise of a merciless piss-take. The kids started laughing first. The teachers looked aghast. My final-year English teacher, Gillian Wilkes, who I suspect put me up for the speaking gig, smiled on benignly. By the end, the kids were hooting and laughing and the teachers – even the tough old one-eyed headmaster Ian Leggat – were in on the joke or pretending to be.


We weren’t privileged to go to the school, I finished up, we were just lucky.


I believed it.


And with that, the world awaited.
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RAT-POO ALLEY


MY SCHOOL MARKS MIGHT HAVE BEEN UNDERWHELMING BUT NEW Zealand was a generous place. My B bursary was enough to get me into any university course other than medicine. Not only that, the government would pay for me to attend. And there would be no tuition fees.


This was the happy possibility facing most kids who managed to complete high school in New Zealand. Many, however, had little interest in university. Jobs at the freezing works slaughtering and trimming cattle paid a couple of hundred dollars a week. You could have a second-hand car in a month. Some kids took up those options or took trainee positions at banks, or apprenticeships in the building game, or went back home to the farm. University study was seen as a waste of time and a lost opportunity to make money, unless you wanted a specific job skill to become a lawyer or a dentist, teacher or engineer.


Kiwi heroes were people who just got things done. Like Ed Hillary, a beekeeper who climbed a bit before he went to the Himalaya, conquered Mount Everest and returned with a knighthood. He was later made an ambassador – the perfect representative of the New Zealand ideal. Who needs university when a life like that beckons? The main thing was to be – in the phrase immortalised by Kiwi humorist Barry Crump – ‘a good keen man’.


Meeting Sue had steadied my self-destructive drinking. But I was still hammered, stoned and sick more often than was reasonable. I had a habit of falling off motorcycles, too.


At school, my best subject had been English. And people who were good at English became lawyers. But law school? That seemed way too grown up.


What I needed, I decided, was a job. Independence. Law school could wait a year.


And I had an opening. Dad told me to talk to a woman he knew about work as a hospital cleaner. So I entered that summer of 1978 with a part-time gig running a big floor polisher across the weathered linoleum of Christchurch Public Hospital. I got to do part of the neighbouring building too. It contained lecture theatres for medical students and some other rooms neatly crowded with obscure bits of equipment of a generally medical nature. All the rooms were empty by the time I went around well on in the evening.


One night, I was stretching my big spinning machine into the final corner of some sort of medical room when the polisher suddenly stopped with a bang. Never mind. I was pretty much done. I started rolling in the long electrical cord when I noticed a rupture in the rubber flex with a little flowering of melted metal poking through. I was curious. But, never mind, it was home time.


I packed up the machine and headed off without a second thought.


The next day I arrived at work. The lift doors opened. There was the stern-faced woman who had hired me and a grim-looking fella in a suit.


‘Did you notice anything unusual as you went about your work last night?’ she asked.


‘Er, no.’


‘Nothing?’ the man said, peering down at me.


‘Well, there was this little bang sound and my machine stopped working.’


‘Really.’ The woman’s frown deepened. ‘And did you tell Mrs Darby?’


Mrs Darby was the theoretical night manager for the cleaners but she spent her time gossiping with one of them who was an old mate, meaning I had to cover double the ground. And then Mrs Darby would head home early and leave me to it.


‘No,’ I said, with just a touch of innocent malice. ‘I don’t usually see much of Mrs Darby after about 7 pm.’


‘Really?’ the woman said.


It turned out my machine had shorted out when the electrical cord got caught beneath a huge industrial-size refrigerator. The fridge had shorted out, too.


And the fridge contained the back-up blood supply for the entire city.


While I was practising the ‘deny and deflect’ policy that had, broadly speaking, got me through school, surgical operations were being abandoned. The city’s radio stations were broadcasting urgent appeals for all good citizens to come in and donate blood.


Not one of my proudest moments.


Oddly, I wasn’t sacked. The protective powers of a unionised workforce. However, I was redeployed to a mysterious department that few of Christchurch’s citizens knew about.


The teaching hospital did research experiments on animals. The poor victims of this science were chiefly rats, although there were mice, rabbits, and one lonely, agitated sheep. Some of the animals had been given things that induced cancer, others were being tested with things that might slow their cancer. Some had skin grafts being checked for rejection. I have no idea what the sheep was there for, inside her little cage. I chatted to her sometimes but she never responded beyond the frantic and desperate stamping of her feet.


Sheep counselling wasn’t my job anyway.


I was paid to collect the square plastic trays from beneath the cages and wash off the accumulated poo, urine, occasional blood, plasma, and other mysterious fluids that collected on the thin coating of sawdust at the bottom. Once I had done this (into a giant grinding sluice), I refreshed the sawdust and put the trays once more under the unhappy animals in their cages.


As long as I didn’t think about the animals’ suffering, I didn’t mind the work. The place smelled a bit when you stepped out of the lift but you got used to that soon enough. The pay was good and people left me alone. I was free to think my own thoughts, which frequently included speculations about a blonde lab technician who inflamed my fantasies despite – or, could it be because of? – her white overalls and gumboots.


Such was my station in life. And it wasn’t a bad one. I had money to go drinking with my soon-to-be university student friends. I had a fine girlfriend, the good-natured, wise and steady Sue. I had the endlessly expanding free horizons of young adulthood. And every afternoon, rat-poo trays to keep me amused.


One day, I got a phone call from Gary Batchelor, a teacher who was involved in the drama production at school. His voice made me a little nervous. My valedictory speech had referred to him as ‘The Bachelor Gay’ – the kind of thing that couldn’t be said out loud about a teacher forty years ago.


It seemed he bore no grudge.


‘A radio station in town has got some funding to put on a radio play for young actors,’ he announced.


‘You want someone to swear you’re still young?’


‘Don’t be smart. It’s being run by a friend of mine. You should audition.’


‘Really?’


‘Got anything better going on?’


‘I think I’m getting somewhere with a sheep.’


‘You’re an idiot. I’ll send you his number.’


That December I found myself playing Scrooge in a radio version of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. The director was the station’s main newsreader, Mike Lynch, a lovely man who believed passionately in radio and in training.


By the end of the play, he’d secured funding from the station to trial a four-week broadcasting course. He wanted me to apply.


The course proved to me – and to him – that I would never be a radio jock. I couldn’t fake the sincerity necessary to segue smoothly from song to weather to community announcement to amiable joke in the style of the radio disc jockeys of the day. Reading news, however, seemed straightforward – simply channel the BBC World Service news announcers I had been hearing since early childhood. I remember one script contained the name of the then Zambian leader Kenneth Kaunda. I knew little about southern African politics beyond a staunch view that apartheid was bad. But I had heard this man’s name often enough, thanks to the BBC, to pronounce it correctly as Kah-oonda.


Mike Lynch’s eyebrows went up, approvingly.


During the course we received sessions from every important person on the radio station, from its founder and CEO to the star announcers to the advertising copywriter to the news director.


In the course’s final week the more talented among the half-a-dozen participants were discussing job options. One, a beautiful Greek woman, was signed up to front a Christchurch tourism commercial. Others were looking at even more regional radio to get their professional start. After taking four weeks off to do the radio course, it wasn’t clear that I would have a job back at the rat-poo factory. It was too late to change my mind and enrol at university. My best prospect seemed some warehouse work at a computer wholesaler.


Near the final day, I received a message.


Tom Clarke, the news director, wanted to see me.


Clarke had a somewhat fearsome reputation. He was in his mid-thirties, a powerfully built man with a thick head and beard of prematurely grey hair. He resembled a cave-dwelling animal. He was no social liberal. Every day at 8 am the station would broadcast an ‘editorial’ – usually by Clarke, although sometimes delivered by other senior reporters. The aim was to stir up our polite and sleepy town. His preferred technique was to rail against homosexuality in all its forms.


But there I was, climbing the three flights of stairs to the newsroom floor, walking through the door into the fug of cigarette smoke and announcing that Mr Clarke wanted to see me.


Clarke rose from his desk and summoned me into the newsreading booth.


He sat where the newsreader sat. I sat on the other side of a desk covered with volume controls and microphone switches.


He smelled of cigarettes.


‘Why do you want to be a journalist?’ he demanded.


I looked at him, his startling pale blue eyes, the mass of grey bristling hair, the sheer aggression that seemed to vibrate out of him. I didn’t want to be a journalist. The idea had never crossed my mind. I just wanted to get out of that room.


But in the back of my mind was the prospect of shifting boxes around a warehouse, the long year of boredom before I could reverse my error and get off to law school. And I recognised that this uncomfortable encounter was some kind of job interview.


My instincts leapt into play. I said the first thing I could think of.


‘Because it would be fun.’


‘Fun!’ bellowed Clarke.


‘Well, isn’t that why you do it? Because it’s fun?’


By some stroke of luck, I had him. No one wants to admit they hate their job, and certainly not to a jumped-up kid. And I sensed he probably loved what he did.


I blagged on. He offered me a cadetship. It was forty-nine dollars a week after tax, half of what the warehouse job offered, but I didn’t hesitate. I still planned to go to law school but I had something to do until then. As I walked to the door, I took in the rows of Adler desk typewriters, the chiefly bearded men sucking on cigarettes and pounding on the keys. Perhaps, I thought, I might learn something about how a city works.


I was seventeen.
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THE WORLD I ENTERED IS GONE FOREVER.


It is impossible to imagine now that a privately funded radio station serving a city of 330,000 people would maintain a newsroom with thirteen full-time reporters and a secretary/typist. Christchurch also had two daily broadsheet newspapers – The Press, a staid old city institution that was delivered every morning, and The Christchurch Star, a livelier rag that came out every afternoon so that returning workers had something to read during or after dinner (or ‘tea’ as the evening meal was then known in Kiwiland).


Television news was all but non-existent during my adolescence. The first news I saw on TV was at 5 pm in black and white, when the day’s broadcasting began with five minutes of headlines delivered entirely without pictures. Sometimes, the newsreader would appear and announce that another Kiwi soldier had died in the Vietnam War. The screen would then go black. After a few seconds the name of the deceased and his unit would appear in white print on the black background. The name would be intoned by the newsreader who then fell silent again as the screen went back to black. After a few moments the newsreader would appear back on screen to read the rest of the headlines.


A national TV network in the true sense had only begun in 1973, six years before I stumbled into the game.


In time, TV would bring a sense of glamour to journalism. No such thing existed in the world I entered. Being a reporter was a disreputable trade and poorly paid. It was inhabited by some very bright people, but the type who were too troublesome – ‘bolshy’ was a favoured word – to fit into polite society.


A good example of the quality of the news team was Warren ‘Go-Go’ Grant. Go-Go, also known as ‘Grunter’, was a determined smoker. He was also a dedicated drinker. He lived above a pub and took his liquid meals downstairs. He vaguely resembled the Bee Gee, Robin Gibb, a skinny dude with long 1970s hair and an Adam’s apple that bobbled around as he talked. Which he never stopped doing.


Not much actually happened in Christchurch but when it did, Go-Go would get very excited.


‘Go-go-go-go-GO-GO!’ he would bellow, when a house caught fire or a car crash carried the possibility of fatalities. On one very quiet Sunday, he had absolutely nothing to report. His solution was to walk a couple of blocks downtown to a pay phone. There he called police with a breathless, eyewitness account of an armed man stalking around on the roof of the Clarendon Hotel, the town’s grandest hotel. The Queen, for heaven’s sake, had stayed there.


The police did their duty and turned out in force to investigate.


Go-Go returned to the newsroom and waited half an hour before innocently calling the police to ask if there was anything going on.


‘Well, we’ve had some report of an armed offender in the vicinity of the Clarendon Hotel.’


‘You beauty!’ Go-Go’s manufactured story carried him all through that shift.


Everyone came to hear about the Clarendon gunman hoax, partly because Go-Go loved to boast about it. For some reason he was indulged but there were serious operators in the newsroom as well. Nevil Gibson, the deputy news director, was a cerebral gent who reviewed films and spent his holidays travelling behind the Iron Curtain in Prague or East Berlin. He became the long-time editor of New Zealand’s serious business newspaper, the National Business Review.


Clare de Lore, who was barely a year older than me, finished up a Lady. She moved to Wellington and in time married the long-time foreign minister and later Secretary-General of the Commonwealth, Sir Don McKinnon.


Others were less fortunate. One reporter, whom we all loved, a gentle young woman with a lovely broadcast voice, went mad. And the young sports editor was shot dead not long afterwards by his girlfriend’s jealous ex-lover.
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