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			Introduction

			In November 1968, after a stunning comeback from political and personal misfortune three years earlier, Dove-Myer Robinson was re-elected mayor of Auckland City. When his fourth marriage ended messily and publicly, and after he’d lost the 1965 election, most pundits saw him as a spent force politically. But with his remarkable reversal of fortune, he returned to the mayoralty like a man possessed. He was soon barrelling through an official 12-city tour of North America — undertaken, in typical Robinson style, in a mere 18 days.

			During the trip he wrote to Barbara Goodman, his niece and the new mayoress, to enthuse about ‘meeting fellow mayors, officials and old friends who have fallen over themselves to be helpful and to help me get the information I want’. It was a high point in his long career and he was obviously feeling the rush of renewed power. The letter says much about him as a leader and a man — the attraction of power, the internationalist focus he brought to his mayoralty, and his sheer enthusiasm and energy when committed to a cause. The son of poor Jewish immigrants, with no real formal education, Robinson had risen to the top with nothing more than willpower, raw talent and ego on his side.

			By 1968 he was on a crusade to develop a rapid rail system in Auckland, which was the purpose of his North American fact-finding mission. In Chicago he met Mayor Richard Daley, having already visited seven other major metropolises, including New York and Toronto, and was on his way to Los Angeles, San Francisco and Seattle. He told Goodman his bags were so overloaded with reference material that he couldn’t carry it all himself and had asked his hosts to send some of it directly to New Zealand.

			Aside from demonstrating his personal commitment to improve Auckland’s public transport, the trip summed up Robinson’s internationalist perspective. He saw Auckland as part of a tier of important modern cities, and looked to its overseas counterparts for solutions to the problems it faced.

			In the 1940s and 1950s the big issue had been finding a safe way to dispose of Auckland’s sewage. The political and engineering establishment had decided to dump the city’s effluent directly into the Hauraki Gulf, via a station on Browns Island in the Waitemata Harbour, in the hope it would flow out to sea. To combat such environmental madness, Robinson looked to California and the then-new oxidation process. His first foray into politics was to gain control of the Auckland and Suburban Drainage Board in order to implement the unorthodox oxidation scheme and treat the waste properly. ‘Green’ before the term was even invented and a pioneer of New Zealand’s environmental movement, it was Robinson who saved Auckland’s beaches from raw sewage washing up on the shoreline. Reason enough, indeed, for the knighthood that he received in 1970 for services to the city.

			Following that environmental victory, Robinson had focused on how best to govern Auckland. He understood how metropolitan governance was tied to proper planning and environmental protection. Winning the mayoralty for the first time in 1959, he found Auckland lumbered with a governing structure that harked back to the previous century. His Auckland City Council was the biggest of 31 other borough and county councils in the region. Ridiculously, suburbs as small as Newmarket and Mt Eden had their own mayors and councils. Important regional projects were hostage to the various boroughs’ petty parochialism and cost-sharing quibbling. Robinson knew this was no way to run a modern city. Within months of that election he was bound for Toronto, Winnipeg, Miami and Melbourne to investigate the solution — a top tier authority ranked above the boroughs and county councils and that could make the crucial regional decisions itself. By 1963 he had successfully campaigned for an Auckland Regional Authority to do just that and, within a short time of the ARA’s establishment, three significant new regional parks were purchased — now jewels in the region’s crown. 

			Robinson’s instincts, his reading and study, his discussion with experts and his own reform agenda all marked him out as someone at the green end of the political spectrum when no such label even existed. In 1968, refreshed and reinvigorated himself, he looked to do the same for public transport. Learning what he could from North American experiences of rapid transit, he planned to use the ARA to implement a modern scheme in Auckland.

			His failure to establish rapid rail — the third of his great campaigns — hangs over the city still. With existing bus and suburban train lines not up to the task of prising sufficient numbers of Aucklanders out of their cars, the motorways and roads are continually congested at peak times (and often beyond). Without effective public transport the city does not rank alongside its overseas peers and the problem still requires a solution. The latest effort, the 2012 Auckland Plan, calls for a substantial shift to non-car travel. A key ‘transformational project’ in its first decade is the City Rail Link, which brings a rapid transit loop under the central city and connects it to the existing Western rail line. In later decades the plan provides for rapid transit links to East Auckland, to the airport and, with a second harbour crossing, to the North Shore. It is, in fact, the latest reincarnation of Robinson’s rapid rail scheme and it will require massive funding other than through council rates. Had he lived to see it, Robinson would have been forgiven for a sense of déjà vu when a National Government received the plan coolly and declined even to endorse Stage 1, the City Rail Link, due to its cost.

			But Robinson would have approved of the plan. As mayor he had worked for a regional identity for Auckland, with a first-class transport infrastructure. Among his local government contemporaries this made him a rarity — a visionary. If he was a dreamer, though, he was the sort who could be single-minded in pursuit of the dream. He had demonstrated this in past campaigns, soaking up expert information about an issue in order to debate his opponents knowledgably. Investigating rapid rail in North America in 1968 he was back to his old methods. ‘I met some world famous people, ’ he wrote to Goodman. ‘If I try to tell you only a bit of what has happened it will take a whole book.’

			The 1968 election that marked his return to politics also demonstrated the calculated way he went about winning. An independent with no traditional party organisation to support him, Robinson created his own electoral machine with the aid of a few loyal friends. Typically, most of the key decisions were made by him, and his success as a manufacturer of children’s clothing before entering politics meant he could bankroll his own campaigns. Ever the pragmatist, he knew the importance of extra campaign funding and took the opportunity in Chicago to spend time with his friend Clement Stone, a self-made billionaire who had contributed substantially to his 1968 comeback coffers.

			Stone’s grand treatment of Robinson included placing a Cadillac and chauffeur at his disposal, and dinner at the Union League Club — as he put in his letter to Barbara Goodman, ‘the most exclusive in Chicago’. This was not snobbery; Robinson was too much of an outsider to ever be a snob. Rather, it’s a clue to a side of him that was still surprised he had been allowed through the door of the club; that surely this fuss and attention couldn’t really be for him. The letter also reveals Robinson’s love of being feted, of having access to places of which a poor Jewish boy might only have dreamed. Receptions had been held in his honour, and a special tour arranged of Montreal’s Expo 1967. ‘The hospitality has been amazing,’ he wrote. ‘Being a mayor is hard work, but it has its compensations.’

			Robinson’s instincts for self-publicity and his shrewd use of the media also show themselves in his correspondence with Goodman. A constant photo opportunist, he and Clement Stone had visited the McCormick Boys Club, a Chicago youth centre, where ‘photographers took a lot of photographs of us with the boys’. Copies were to be sent to the papers in Auckland. ‘Did they publish some of them?’ he asked the mayoress.

			There are light hints in the letter of his serial neglect of family relationships when his duties and political ambitions consumed him. ‘You will all think me a naughty uncle for not writing to you before,’ he said to Barbara, her husband Harold and their children, ‘but I have been so busy enjoying myself working and travelling that I either have not had the time to write or was too tired.’ By this stage, Robinson was raising an eight-year-old daughter on his own after the collapse of his fourth marriage. He already had five adult children and his treatment of them hung over him even then, and would cast a pall over the end of his life.

			So Dove-Myer Robinson was a contradiction — a man who cared for his fellow citizens sometimes more than for his own family; an environmentalist who made his money as a capitalist manufacturer; and a trail-blazing green politician who advocated rapid rail but loved luxury cars. Yet the paradox worked. Mayor Robinson became a remarkable figure, stroppily out of step with his political peers. Where they were largely representatives of their own time, or in some cases harked back to some recent past, he was a reformer and a progressive. As his life story shows, it was as if he had come from the future to drag Auckland and its conservative local body politicians there with him.

		

	


	
		
        	1

			English childhood

			Jew boy, Jew

			Get a lump of pork

			Stick it on a fork

			And feed it to the

			Jew boy, Jew!!

			Dove-Myer Robinson, sixth child of a poor Jewish family, would never forget the taunting he received at school. Anti-Semitism was rife in the working-class, mainly Protestant English Midlands where he was born in 1901. Children echoed the bigotry of their parents, church ministers and teachers, and the young Dove-Myer — small, slight and without anyone to protect him — was a natural target for their cruelty.

			Life became a constant flight from his persecutors. ‘Sheeny sheeny, who killed Christ?’ they would jeer and then chase him home. He remembered fleeing from ‘up to forty screaming kids’ and learnt the trick of hoisting himself onto the open platform of a horse-drawn dray or lorry to escape. When he miscalculated one afternoon his foot was partly crushed by the moving vehicle. His tormentors only melted away when a policeman arrived and took the boy to a chemist who bandaged the foot and gave him something for the pain.

			Flight was not always an option for the Jewish children, particularly within the confines of the school yard. Too scared to stick up for each other, they would have to watch individuals being picked upon. Often it was the young Dove-Myer — pelted with makeshift slingshots made from a stone and school cap, or forced into a corner and made to fight. He learnt to wrestle his opponent to the ground to minimise the damage, and remembered once managing to grasp and beat an attacker’s head against the paving until the bully called enough.

			When he took a knife to school for protection he was caught and punished. Worse, though, was the disloyalty of his older brother, Asher, who would often barrack for his enemies to the extent Dove-Myer considered him ‘a bully himself’ — sometimes shoving his little brother into other children to start a fight. Getting Dove-Myer and his two younger brothers into trouble with their parents seemed to delight Asher as well.

			The teachers weren’t much better. Given ‘hell’ one day for eating an apple in class — a halfpence in those days would buy a half pound of inferior fruit, paid for with odd job money — Dove-Myer instinctively felt his teacher ‘was down on me because I was a Jew’. At another school he rebelled for being made to stay in class until school ended, despite all the Jewish children having been excused divinity lessons. When the headmaster merely reprimanded him for leaving early, his teacher (who he later remembered as ‘a spinster looking something like a jailer . . . dressed from neck to toe in black . . . her keys on a chatelaine hanging from her waist’) gave him ‘six vicious cuts to the palm of my hand’ for good measure. He returned to his desk crying, ‘not so much at the pain but at the rank injustice of what she had done’.

			Alas for the young Dove-Myer, home offered little haven. With eight children to feed, the family finances were, at best, precarious. The father, Moss Robinson, gave his occupation as jeweller, but in reality sold costume jewellery door to door around the Midlands. Absent for long periods, Moss was remembered by his son as ‘a figure of fear and dread’ when he was around. The violence was less physical than emotional. Petty misdemeanours would be met with ‘a dressing down full of sarcasm for the culprit’.

			Of course, Moss — born Rabbinowicz, later Anglicised to Robinson — was the product of his own bitter experiences. He had escaped military service in the Russian army by fleeing his home town on the Russian-Polish border hidden in a wagon of hay. He claimed to have been impaled when a sentry gave the hay a cursory spearing. To call out in pain would have meant death and by the time he reached sanctuary the young Rabbinowicz was almost unconscious from loss of blood. Crossing to England, he found a wealthy Jewish community less than keen to help East European refugees, or ‘greeners’ as they called them. Separated permanently from his family and with little English, he hawked a tray of pins and needles for a meagre living.

			Dove-Myer maintained those early hardships soured his father, giving him a pessimistic and rigid attitude to life. ‘He could never enjoy fun or let others, including his children, do so.’ Dove-Myer was forced to hide his ‘penny dreadfuls’ — the popular, cheap fiction he bought with errand money — due to his father’s disapproval. When he and his brothers used an old mattress to make a bonfire one Guy Fawkes night, Moss became furious at the mess and silliness of the celebration.

			If there was little room for childish joy in the Robinson household, there was at least room for parental concern, albeit prompted by extreme circumstances. At the time Dove-Myer was much less interested in his Hebrew and religious lessons at the synagogue than he was in the rabbi’s model gun collection — so much so that he couldn’t resist taking one home without permission. When the rabbi came calling later, he could only assume his crime had been discovered, so escaped into the cold evening through a coal grating in the cellar. He found refuge with a workman guarding a construction site and shared the warmth of his brazier, and was eventually picked up by a policeman who fed him fish and chips and took him home. According to his sister, the family was by that stage in such torment over his prolonged absence that his father’s disciplinarian rage was replaced by sheer relief, and nothing was said about the model gun. (As an aside, if Dove-Myer was kindly disposed towards the constabulary by this incident it wasn’t to last. His father later called a policeman to the house after the boy took a penny from his eldest sister Hilda’s dresser, scaring him badly and shattering his faith in the kindness of English bobbies.)

			Nor was his mother, Ida, much comfort and their relationship was strained for much of her life. He once claimed she told him when he was old enough to understand that she’d wanted to terminate her pregnancy with him. If that seems an unlikely thing for an orthodox Jewish woman and daughter of a rabbi to do, her son certainly believed ‘she never loved me like the rest of her children’. Adding to the disharmony was her tempestuous relationship with Moss, whose Jewish faith would occasionally lapse into something approaching agnosticism. To the devout daughter of Rabbi Saul Brown (who would end his days in Jerusalem), this was infuriating. Coupled with the constant money worry it made for a fractious family life. Rows would break out over the smallest things. The children learnt to keep out of their warring parents’ way until a silent truce ensued. This was their favourite phase; the ‘lovey-dovey one’ that followed was usually brief and would descend into another argument. And so the cycle would repeat itself.

			The instability was compounded by the family’s constant moves. Moss’s income was insufficient to support his brood, so a kind of ingenuity evolved whereby he would assemble a houseful of cheap furniture bought on time payment, then make up ‘a cock and bull story’ that the family was relocating and advertise the furniture for sale in a local newspaper. With a small profit the Robinsons moved on. Ida was often left to finalise the price as well as the logistics of moving, and Dove-Myer recalled once being woken by prospective buyers who had come at night to inspect the boys’ beds. In this way the family bounced around the Midlands and northern England — spending the most time in Manchester, returning to Sheffield where Dove-Myer had been born, then on to Wolverhampton and Bradford — and even drifted as far south as London.

			Such upheavals invariably meant new schools and new bullies. When Asher and Dove-Myer were instructed to enrol themselves at a new institution, they opted instead to spend the day at the public library and on the streets. This became a regular routine, and when they were accosted once by a truancy officer they simply lied that they were on holiday from Manchester. The plan worked well until homes in the district were notified that the school had been closed due to a measles outbreak. When they replied to their mother’s inquiry about their school day as if all was well, the game was up.

			Such periods of harmonious kinship with Asher were rare, and Dove-Myer was never close to his other siblings, either, with the exception of Hilda, the eldest of his three sisters, whom he adored. He thought of her as the sort of kind and decent woman he hoped one day to marry himself. Hilda married in 1912, to Bernard Kissin, and the following year became the first of the Robinsons to emigrate to New Zealand. While she encouraged the rest of the family to follow, her marriage and departure effectively removed one of the few emotional attachments in Dove-Myer’s life.

			He remembered little of his two other sisters, or of his eldest brother, Joseph, who died at 13 of peritonitis. It was a typically tragic death, too. Joseph was struck with stomach ache after a wedding and, putting it down to over-eating, Moss Robinson applied a hot plate to his son’s belly — a common enough practice in those days for gastric complaints, but in this case it only exacerbated the boy’s appendicitis. If Moss felt any guilt, so too did Dove-Myer, who at the time Joseph was dying had been going through his bar mitzvah presents and had taken a pocket knife.

			He was closer to his younger brothers, Horace and Emmanuel (Manny), and tried to protect them from Asher’s meanness. But mostly at home and school Dove-Myer was a solitary and introspective child. He could remember only one English school friend — ‘not a name but a memory that stirred a warm feeling’ — and far stronger were the memories of similarly nameless bullies. He would dream of one day showing them he was as good, if not better, than them. Above all he was determined to find acceptance and love, and later recalled a childhood ambition ‘to be a well-dressed gentleman who was loved by children and animals alike’. Yet those early feelings of insecurity, victimisation and abandonment would haunt him throughout his life.

		

	


	
		
        2

			Colonial kid

			By 1914 there was little to keep the Robinsons in England. Moss had ventured into pawnbroking, but the outbreak of the First World War seriously affected the business. Ida’s health was suffering too, her chronic bronchitis exacerbated by under-heated housing and the family’s general lack of resources. Only a warmer climate would help, according to her doctor, and so on 14 September 1914, the family gained assisted passage and took steerage quarters aboard the SS Ionic out of Southampton, and followed Hilda and her husband to New Zealand.

			For the young Dove-Myer the two-month journey was an exciting development. Two ships from the German navy were rumoured to be in the Indian Ocean, and when the Ionic refuelled in Cape Town all the newspapers on board were taken by the military authorities in case of enemy capture and their contents inadvertently aiding the German war effort. The precautions weren’t entirely fanciful, either. A few days out of the South African port a German raider was observed on the horizon. Robinson recalled ‘waiting for the guns to start firing because at thirteen I was looking for excitement and did not realise the danger’.1 Luckily, the Ionic was sailing between the German ship and the setting sun and wasn’t spotted, making it safely to Hobart and then on to Wellington, docking on 6 November.

			Dove-Myer’s eager anticipation of a new life in the wild young colony was somewhat blunted by reality. From his sister Hilda’s letters he’d imagined a bush-covered and primitive land where settlers lived in shanty towns and Maori roamed in flax skirts and feather cloaks, armed with spears. So he was disappointed to find the capital was a bustling port with European buildings and not a savage native to be seen. The train journey to Auckland was at least a little more interesting, due to a washed out bridge in the King Country that forced the passengers to walk across a makeshift trestle, with Dove-Myer carried by a soldier. But Auckland merely confirmed the boy’s disenchantment. The buildings were even bigger and what Maori were to be seen were wearing European clothes and rather peaceful. Not a spear in sight.

			The Robinson family, like most steerage class immigrants, arrived in their new home poor but hopeful — though Dove-Myer was wont to exaggerate their penury. He claimed many years later to have landed wearing trousers patched at the knees and a jacket without elbows, but others in the family disputed this. Ida was too handy with a needle and thread, and too proud to allow her children to go without proper clothes.2 And while Dove-Myer would also later say that his father arrived ‘blind in one eye, more than half blind in the other, an old man with a nagging wife, two marriageable daughters, four young sons and a ten shilling note’,3 things were probably not that dire. Hilda and her husband Bernard were on hand to meet the family at the Auckland Railway Station and they had offered to accommodate them all in their Devonport home until Moss found a job and a house of his own.

			And so the new New Zealanders sailed one more time — by harbour ferry — to number 3 Kerr Street, Devonport. Dove-Myer’s initial disappointment gave way to a growing affection for his new home and its relative freedoms after the dreary privations of England. It was warm — they had arrived in early summer and the temperatures in Auckland rose as the season progressed. There were beaches to explore and swim at. The house was near Torpedo Bay and Dove-Myer had permission to stay out at nights and camp on the shore. After the crowded, dirty and cold cities of industrial Britain, these first balmy days and nights by the sea began the love affair with Auckland that lasted his entire life. His one-eyed belief, many years later when he became mayor, that his adopted home was the finest city in the world can be traced to these formative years at an impressionable age, when he had discovered a place of salvation. More than just the climate and the physical beauty, it was the freedom from anti-Semitism and bullying. There was none of that at Devonport Primary. He was not picked on or harassed or beaten up because he was Jewish. It was a pleasure to walk up Kerr Street to school.

			On 16 November 1914, he was registered as admission number 1106 in the headmaster’s enrolment book, appearing under the numbers and names of his younger brothers Emmanuel and Horace. But here we witness the first of countless confusions about his true name — some of it, no doubt, his own doing. He was entered in the book by the name Dove Myer Robinson but his teachers’ attendance and examination registers record him as Robinson, Myer and Robinson, Meyer. His official birth certificate, however, has his name as Mayer Dove Robinson. The ‘a’ was swiftly deleted to create Myer, although many people continued to spell it Meyer. Robinson himself was possibly confused — understandably perhaps — as to what name his teachers should use. His mother preferred Dove, although his father and siblings usually used Myer. (His mother said the name Dove was a shortened version of her second name, Devorah. For her it held a resonance of peace, and denoted the ascension of Edward VII — ‘the Peacemaker’ — to the British throne in the year of her son’s birth. Robinson too came to prefer Dove as his first name, rather than Myer, but he later hyphenated the two names because it was more pleasing to his ear. This became accepted in the family and was how he was referred to in both parents’ wills.)

			In any event, minor differences over his given names seem not to have interfered with his learning. At year’s end he was examined in the core subjects and did well despite the previous interruptions to his schooling. He gained 78 in reading, 65 in writing and spelling, and 70 in composition — average to above average grades for Class 5. In arithmetic he scored 60, slightly below the class average. But by the mid-year examinations of 1915, his Class 6 teacher, Mr A. Lewin Shepperd, was able to record a large improvement in mathematics to seventh equal in the class.

			Robinson found Shepperd a kind and encouraging teacher and remembered one day being assigned the essay topic, ‘Honesty is the best policy’. The class settled to the task but within a minute or so Robinson stopped writing. When Shepperd wanted to know why, he explained he had finished the assignment. ‘You can’t have,’ the teacher responded, and asked him to bring his work up to his desk. He read Robinson’s one-sentence response and smiled. Robinson was asked to read what he had written: ‘honesty is not the best policy — it is the only policy’. Shepperd’s praise was something of a contrast to the attitude of prejudiced English schoolmistresses.

			Dove-Myer was also encouraged to read by his teacher. Like his father, he was interested in books anyway and he didn’t need a second prompting to plough his way through the likes of Robert Louis Stevenson and Charles Dickens in the school library. At home, too, his father would read extracts aloud from the classics when it suited — but, as ever, the boy would have to sneak away to read his favourite comics, down to the beach or some other hideaway. As he’d demonstrated over the penny dreadfuls in England, Robinson senior considered such popular literature beneath contempt. But his son always maintained comics such as Gem and Magnet — simplistic and jingoistic as they were, featuring the exploits of Billy Bunter (whom Dove-Myer despised as a cheat and a liar) and his heroes such as Tom Merry and Harry Wharton — were a positive formative influence. They taught him to be honest and loyal, to stick to your word and to treat others with respect.

			As for sport, he played soccer but showed little aptitude for either rugby or cricket, though he did begin to make friends with children outside his own faith, including Charles (Ces) Dacre, who later became a cricketer for New Zealand. What he did display were the early signs of an entrepreneurial spirit, in the form of a simple business buying and selling bicycles. Almost on arrival in New Zealand he had begun pestering his father for a bike, initially to little avail. When Moss at last relented (after much harping and tantrum throwing), it was only to agree that Dove-Myer could buy one with his own odd job money. So out of the 30 shillings he had accumulated he bought his first bike — second-hand of course, and in need of some repair. With a practical bent to match his business instincts, he took the bike apart, sanded and cleaned the parts and reconstructed it. The frame was then given a lovingly applied coat of black paint and the handlebars a coat of silver.

			He spent hours cycling the Devonport streets and along the pier. One day while riding on Victoria Street by the Devonport wharf, a man offered him £6 for the bike. The junior businessman in the making accepted the price, calculating a profit of £4-10s, which he duly used to buy another bike. From then on he spent much of his spare time buying, upgrading and selling bicycles, turning a profit of £6 a week — substantial pocket money for someone his age.

			It was during Dove-Myer’s nascent business career and what would be his final years at Devonport Primary that his sisters Rachael (Raie) and Florence became engaged to the brothers of Hilda’s husband, Bernard Kissin. Rachael married Morris Kissin and Florence married Emanuel Kissin. Strange familial quirk or remarkable love story? According to Dove-Myer’s own daughter, Ann, it was actually a fairly common Eastern European tradition to arrange sibling marriages this way. Also keeping it in the family, Moss Robinson joined forces with his new son-in-law Morris to sell clothes in those rural parts of the North Island without shops. When this proved too difficult for a man his age, Moss set up a second-hand furniture shop, Robinson’s Furniture Repository, in central Auckland’s Hobson Street. When this venture also proved less than lucrative, Dove-Myer’s schooling ended.

			His parents had allowed him to finish the winter term after he turned 14 in June, making him the legal age at which children could leave school, but on 13 August 1915 he left for good. This was quite normal for boys his age at the time, whose families either saw little point in further education or, as in the Robinsons’ case, could not afford it. Under the heading ‘Destination’ in the school register the principal noted simply, ‘work’. He could not know that the boy about to join the family tradition as a salesman would one day become the longest-serving mayor of Auckland.

			Dove-Myer’s first job was with his brother-in-law Morris Kissin, who by then had established a clothing shop a few doors down from Moss Robinson’s furniture store. Morris offered the boy work selling women’s underwear door to door — he hated the job and lasted only a week. A stint as a general hand and messenger followed at Brace, Windle, Blyth and Co., a leather goods and saddler shop. One of his duties was to collect saddles from various makers around Auckland and take them to the store in Wyndham Street — heavy work for a slight teenager, and his narrow shoulders would ache from the horse collars he was forced to drape over them on his walk back. But the constant lifting strengthened him. For a bet he carried a roll of sheep hide weighing a hundredweight (about 46 kilograms) from one end of the hundred metre warehouse to the other.

			True to his age, Dove-Myer developed something of a crush on the office girl, who must have reciprocated, as they played practical jokes on one another in a form of displaced affection. One lunchtime, in the lane at the rear of the warehouse, he found a dead rat. He tied a piece of string around its tail, pulled it into the office and hid it under the office girl’s typing chair. Up a ladder packing boxes of saddler tacks and waiting for the shocked reaction, he heard the warehouse manager yell, ‘Hey Mikey, do you like rats?’ He turned in time for the flung rodent to hit him full in the face. Stunned, he lost his balance and fell off the ladder with the tacks raining about him. He spent the remainder of the afternoon taking trips to the washroom to rid himself of the feeling of the rat on his skin.4

			The summer offered a welcome respite from the heavy work at Brace, Windle, Blyth and Co. The still tight-knit family holidayed together, complete with married sisters- and brothers-in-law. This second summer in New Zealand was spent camping at Kohimarama Beach, in those days barely settled and isolated. Dove-Myer loved it, essentially the first of the classic Kiwi summer holidays he would take all his life, heading to the beach to swim, boat and fish. His parents even allowed him to stay on after their holiday, and so he pitched his tent behind a cottage and camped out with the family dog, an Alsatian named Jack. It was another small sign of the man within the boy — despite enjoying the company of others, especially women as he got older, he was equally happy on his own.

			With no road from Kohimarama to the city’s business district he would ferry to work each day, and spend his weekends refurbishing an old row boat he discovered by a beachside warehouse. The owners let him use some old pitch to mend the seams and the ever-practical Dove-Myer soon had it seaworthy, rowing to nearby Mission Bay. He taught himself to fish, as well as how to scale and fillet his catch, which he’d cook over an open fire on the beach. Exploring the local coastline he also discovered the New Zealand Flying School, run by pioneer aviators Vivian and Leo Walsh, who trained pilots to fly amphibious aircraft for the Royal Flying Corps, forerunner of the RNZAF. Probably the summer’s biggest thrill came when he talked his way into a flight on one of the sea planes across the Rangitoto Channel. Freezing and not a little terrified in the open cockpit, the 14 year old was nonetheless aware that this was the kind of experience his new country allowed, and which would have been beyond even imagining back in urban England.

			When the extended holiday finally ended, Dove-Myer moved back to the new family home in Mt Roskill. This was during a period when the Robinsons moved frequently between rented houses in central Auckland, at one stage living over the Victoria Street premises of Moss Robinson’s shop. It was when the business began to make some money that they were able to buy their first house, in Jervois Road, Herne Bay.

			Dove-Myer continued to work for the saddler, and was promoted to assistant warehouse manager at 16 when many of his older colleagues joined up for military service during the First World War. But it was still heavy work and he had no interest in selling saddles for the rest of his life. As luck would have it, he found a job in a jewellery store — a trade he somewhat romantically felt had a family connection, due to his father’s exaggerated former job description of ‘master jeweller’. And while he learnt by watching his new employer, the work at A. Kohn and Co. was menial and often difficult — cleaning the inside of the display window without upsetting the stock was a particular dislike — and his manager (who went by the unfortunate name of Diddhams) could be critical and bullying.

			Dove-Myer’s education continued in other ways, too, despite his formal schooling being over. His father — by then a familiar sight on the Herne Bay trams, reading philosophical tracts with two sets of glasses perched on his nose — encouraged an interest in books and learning, and the teenager developed a broad literary diet, from novels to the works of inventors and explorers. It was another habit he would cultivate throughout his life, able to converse knowledgably with experts about ecology and science when he discovered environmental causes decades later.

			While his father’s scholarly instincts were undoubtedly influential, they could also cause merry hell in the household. Partial to the works of thinkers such as Rousseau and Darwin, he clashed harshly with Ida, whose orthodox beliefs had not diminished with time and relocation to a new land. Her rabbi father had opted to live in Palestine, and she remained a staunch witness to the faith. Her husband’s heretical tendencies, not to mention his habit of reading the odd tract aloud at the dinner table, weren’t exactly conducive to a harmonious life. There were moments of relative calm when Moss Robinson’s atheistic certainties wavered, and indeed he could quote from the Talmud with such skill that some early rabbinical training may not have been out of the question. But his own tough life had made him suspicious of notions such as providence and the Almighty’s compassion.

			This innate preference for other explanations of the world also led Moss to the works of Karl Marx (whom he claimed to have once invited to lunch in London) and ultimately to becoming a dedicated socialist. Undoubtedly, the discrimination and indifference of the British authorities, as well as the wealthy Jews he encountered as an exile in England, helped shape his firm belief that the state should assist the poor and vulnerable until, through their own endeavours, they could gain financial security. He became part of a small coterie of like-minded thinkers, mainly émigrés like himself, who would meet at the Herne Bay house to play cards and discuss their ideas. Dove-Myer would sometimes sneak into the room with a copy of the book his father was quoting from memory — most often Hugo’s Les Misérables — and follow his father word for word in its pages.

			Naturally, Ida was less than pleased to find her house invaded by a cell of socialist atheists. She kept her distance but her hostility was plain, and Moss would sometimes reply in kind by arriving home on Fridays and lighting his cigarette from the Sabbath candles on the dining table.5 Needless to say, those evenings were far from placid. Yet despite his father’s cantankerousness and unpredictable temper, Dove-Myer jumped at the chance to leave Kohn’s Jewellers and work for him in the Victoria Street store. It must have seemed like a good idea at the time, but it would prove a difficult period in the young man’s life.
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			Shop-boy and salesman

			Among Robinson’s personal papers was an undated short story about his father, tellingly titled ‘Interference’. Under the nom de plume David Myer Robinovitch, Robinson wrote, ‘My father was the greatest man I have ever known. I think I was his favourite son but I hurt him more than anyone else, except my mother and she hurt him in a different way. And he hurt me too in ways I thought, at the time, I could never forgive.’

			Its adult, reflective tone suggests the piece was written after his father’s death in 1936. The earlier bitterness, he claims, has gone, and he is ‘sorry that such a man should have been mangled by life and then spewed out to die at a time when he could have helped us all with his advice.’ Nevertheless, the hurt was palpable, and the years between 1918 and 1922 when Dove-Myer worked for his father in their second-hand furniture and pawnbroking dealership were undoubtedly very difficult. The elder Robinson was unable to express his love for his son, and was intolerant of his youthful habits and energy. Indeed, he seems to have been even harder and more critical of his son in order to toughen him for a world he knew could be harsh.

			For his part, Dove-Myer resented what he felt was favouritism towards his brother Horace. As a youth he simply couldn’t understand his father’s sour and repressive attitudes, and while adulthood brought a measure of empathy and forgiveness, it was expressed more with respect than love.

			Even without these tensions, working in the family shop would have been hard. The day started at seven o’clock and didn’t finish until nine or ten at night. Saturday morning hours usually crept into the afternoon. Business increased after the war and the shop expanded its second-hand range to include jewellery, clothes, crockery and kitchenware. A pawnbroking licence saw the shop become Robinson’s Loan and Finance Co. Ltd.

			The family finances improved, with turnover growing by 500 per cent over the four years Dove-Myer worked for his father. Moss Robinson’s ambition of financial security and a permanent home big enough to accommodate them all was largely realised. None of which improved his mood when it came to his son, however. Some minor discrepancy in the takings might lead to accusations of fingers in the till. If an item of stock went missing the suspicion was it had been sold discreetly for personal gain. Denial was largely futile, and Dove-Myer was several times told to hand back his keys for being no longer fit to work in the shop. He would spend the next few days hanging around home waiting for his mother to say before breakfast, ‘your father is not feeling well. Go down to the shop and open up for him’ — the signal that his sacking was over.

			Acting as go-between didn’t improve Ida’s already testy relationship with Dove-Myer, either. All of her sons were inclined to mock her strict and humourless ways, delighting in embarrassing her in front of guests by betraying family confidences. Dove-Myer may well have been the worst when it came to tormenting Ida — he once told a curious friend the woman in the apron was ‘just the maid’.1 It was around this time, so he claimed, that his mother confessed to having contemplated an abortion during her pregnancy with him. Whether this was merely the harsh rejoinder to one harassment too many from her son is not clear. But he remained convinced he was her least favourite, and years later would show people the scar on his arm where he claimed she had thrown a knife at him.

			Life at the shop could have its sharper edges, too. Tramps and down-and-outers would sometimes beg a few pennies for a meal — money the Robinsons suspected would be spent on booze instead. In keeping with his socialist principles, however, Moss devised a voucher system whereby the men could only spend his charity at a nearby fish and chip shop. Most might never use the voucher but, as he told his son, if only one out of ten genuinely needed food then he wouldn’t go hungry.

			The Robinson shop was also a natural target for thieves, both trying to sell stolen property and directly stealing from the premises. Regular ‘stop’ notices from the police listed burgled goods to be on the lookout for, and the front window was smashed a number of times and jewellery taken. On one Friday evening a would-be thief used a flat iron to break the window and was helping himself from the display cases when the young Dove-Myer, who was still at work, leapt the counter and chased him up the road. By now a student of martial arts at the Auckland YMCA — to overcome the disadvantages of his small size in a fight — he was able to bring down the thief in front of a Friday night crowd, whose sympathies were with the thief when it became clear he was running from the pawnbroker. Meanwhile back at the shop looters were helping themselves from the front windows.

			Dove-Myer managed to simultaneously restrain the thief and prevent his outraged father from hitting him until the police arrived. When the case came to trial the defence tried to establish that the accused — McCaffrey — must have been drinking or he would not have been captured by a mere boy. ‘Come up here and I will show you how I did it,’ Dove-Myer responded, to laughter from the court. Two years later, working in the shop, he was confronted by a man declaring, ‘I’m McCaffrey, remember me?’ Fear turned to relief when his former captive put out his hand and said, ‘Put it there, son, I deserved it.’

			If Robinson senior and junior had acted in concert to stop a thief, it was a rare moment of alliance. Moss was typically opposed to two of his son’s new interests — motorbikes and ballroom dancing, the former being a means of pursuing the latter. Now 20, he would practise his dance moves with a chair for hours on end in the shop, to the great irritation of his father. He attended the studio of a Miss Spencer and while a lacklustre student, achieved a degree of proficiency with the help of another student, Vera Oberg. She was one of a number of partners he danced with, but the early platonic relationship eventually bloomed into something more. They spent most evenings dancing, with Saturday nights taken up with shilling ‘hops’ at the Masonic Hall in Upper Queen Street. He would later remember one night spent dancing until three in the morning, discarding their shoes and socks and sitting on the kerb to eat some of the supper they’d brought outside in napkins, then escorting Vera home where they kissed. He walked the two kilometres home starry eyed.

			In 1921, to carry himself and Vera to dances, he bought his first motorbike — a push-start 1914 Douglas — and was promptly sacked by his father. Moss Robinson was so infuriated by the sight of his son and a young woman pillion passenger that he apparently told Horace, ‘Myer could never be trusted with the family business.’

			It was around this time that Dove-Myer met a young yachtsman who was part of Vera’s circle, and was invited on a cruise to Waiheke Island in the Hauraki Gulf. Mooring in Putiki Bay, the group decided to go to a dance at Ostend. When they returned to the boat at midnight, however, one of the young women, Marjorie Helps, was missing. The yachtsman explained she had gone to meet them on their return from the dance. A frantic search of the mangrove creek and shoreline found her trapped up to her waist in mud. Marjorie had taken a small row boat up the creek to Ostend wharf. But the tide was going out and she had run aground and abandoned the vessel only to get stuck herself trying to reach the bank. The friends managed to pull her free and this drama was followed by a volley of gun shots when a drunk on another boat yelled he could see sharks in the harbour and began shooting. Robinson shouted at him to stop, which he did before anyone was hurt. 

			Out of such shared adventures, perhaps, a rather confused romantic dynamic developed, with Marjorie now vying with Vera for Dove-Myer’s affections. On a group holiday near Waiau Pa on the Manukau Harbour, Marjorie persuaded him to take long walks in the bush where she would show him her art books and lecture him on Michelangelo. Inevitably, there was a confrontation between the two women: the holiday was ruined and Dove-Myer returned home early.

			The group drifted apart. By this stage, Robinson had met another young woman at the dances, a young English school teacher named Emily Brown who became a regular visitor to the Robinsons’ house. They joined a socialist reading circle run by an older man named Andy Lees and his wife, and became interested in post-revolutionary Russia. At one stage they were briefly involved in a protest group known as ‘Hands Off China’ that opposed Japanese designs on Manchuria, printing pamphlets and secretly plastering them around central Auckland at night. Encouraged by Lees, Dove-Myer began to write plays that examined some of the authority figures he believed were closed to the truth. In one, titled ‘Runaways from Reality’, he satirised orthodox religion’s blindness to scientific progress, probably the first tangible example of his evolving atheism, itself the product of having witnessed the conflicts religiosity caused in his own household. That said, there was time for one last, strongly religious phase, which he later put down to repressed sexual feelings. He remembered once, while dating Emily Brown, opening the door to a thunderstorm and screaming at her, ‘God is speaking to me!’

			Love, without a doubt. Dove-Myer duly proposed, only to have his mother cruelly intervene. Tracking down Emily’s parents, she said her son was of sufficient ‘rank’ within the Jewish community that he could only marry a woman of similar standing. Perhaps she was referring to Dove-Myer’s grandfather being a rabbi, but there was no real justification for the claim. Alas, Emily’s mother and stepfather accepted her argument and banned their daughter’s suitor from the house. Emily never visited Jervois Road again, and was consoled by the Lees, who suspected Dove-Myer of mistreating her. He was forced to break from the reading circle, too.

			Coincidentally, Robinson senior had entered one of his own religious phases. This entailed refusing to work on Friday evenings — although, it was ruefully noted, he seemed happy enough for his atheist son to work those hours. Returning home he would find his parents had the candles lit and were following religious observances, and he was pleased to escape in the evenings to dance. His success with another dance partner, Lily Stoneham, in the Auckland Ballroom Championships was the final straw for his suddenly ultra-devout father, who banished Dove-Myer from the family home. There was a small newspaper article about Dove-Myer and Lily’s win in one of the Auckland papers and Robinson’s father demanded an explanation from his son. Robinson tried to explain that there was no harm in dancing but to no avail. His father cursed such immorality. ‘You can pack up and go,’ he said, ‘I will not have you in my house.’ This time there was no going back for either of them.

			Using a little inheritance from his English uncle Myer (after whom he had been named), he took up private board in Milton Road, Mt Eden. He continued working for his father for a short time, but this too had run its course and he quit the family business to find work as a freelance journalist. But he found it a struggle to sell his articles and wanted something more financially secure. As luck would have it, his brother-in-law Emanuel Kissin and a cousin who was newly arrived from England had been granted the local licence for British stainless steel manufacturer Harrisons. They named their venture the Sheffield Cutlery Company after Harrisons’ and their own home town in Britain, and offered Dove-Myer a job as a commercial traveller, earning a five per cent commission on all sales.

			With a sample case and printed business cards, he began selling around Auckland. The merchandise was not only good quality but was priced competitively, and the new salesman was soon doing well in the suburbs as well as the central city. His territory grew to include Hamilton, and eventually the rest of the country. There were a few nasty experiences along the way. Once he was befriended on the train by a fellow traveller who invited him to the cinema that evening. When they met up plans were changed and they set off for a card evening. The setting seemed innocent enough with a roaring fire and a young couple to greet them. After playing poker and drinking beer, which was drugged, Robinson fell into a stupor. He was taken back to his hotel and deposited at the main door. Discovered by the night porter, he was carried to his room and left on the bed. When Robinson came to, he discovered his wallet was gone with the £30 inside it. He learnt to be less trusting after that and he found the road could be a lonely place. But the selling went well and his employers eventually upgraded him from public transport to a Model T Ford.

			These were pioneer days for motoring in New Zealand, and the 22 year old learnt the hard way to be prepared for anything. Trapped once on the Raurimu Spiral, up to the running boards in mud, he and his travelling companion, a luggage salesman named Louis Shenkin, were forced to trade a particularly expensive attaché case with a prison warden who arranged for a work gang to push the car out of trouble. After that Robinson always carried a 200-foot length of fencing wire and a wire strainer with him. When the car got stuck, which could happen with unpleasant regularity, he would use the equipment and the handiest telephone pole or fence post to winch the car out of the mud.

			Robinson travelled New Zealand like this for over four years, making it from Kaitaia to Bluff 16 times, each trip taking three months. The roads eventually took their toll on the Model T, which was replaced with a Rugby (a competitor to Ford’s popular makes), whose four-wheel brakes needed constant adjustment on its first trip, and which failed altogether on the way out of Cromwell, causing a minor collision with a cream truck. (He’d been heading for Christchurch and a date with a young woman, who to his great surprise was still waiting for him at the designated tram stop, curled up resting, despite him being a day late.)

			By now Dove-Myer Robinson was beginning to tire of his life of highways and hotels. But for the occasional company he fixed up along the way, and despite not minding his own company at all, the solitary hours and days were losing their appeal. So when in 1924 he walked into the Southland Hotel in Gore and noticed the attractive young woman playing the piano in the lounge, the timing was about perfect. Her name was Adele Matthews, daughter of the widowed manageress, and she was about to become his first wife.
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