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Author’s Note

Any resemblance to real people is perhaps not coincidental.

However, names have been altered in the hope that no one is offended by these reminiscences.






Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory

of my father, Barry Bellamy, and to the

memory of my brother, Darryl Bellamy.
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Introduction

ONE MORNING WE WERE having breakfast in the old farmhouse at Forsyth Downs Station. Minnie, her four kids and I were lined up along either side of the long table. Dad was sitting at the head of the table, peering out through the open porch door, when his face lit up with glee. He’d spotted something outside on the grass. (He had eyes like a hawk.)

‘Grab my rifle, boy,’ he grinned. The gun was leaning up against the kitchen wall behind me.

Puzzled, I leaned back on the wooden bench seat, picked up the rifle and handed it to Dad.

Dad pulled back the bolt on the rifle. Click-click. It was ready for firing. He placed his elbows on the kitchen table to steady the rifle. Then he stopped, moved the salt and pepper shakers out of the way, and took aim again.

‘Bugger,’ he muttered. ‘Boy, move that box of cornflakes out of the way.’

I rearranged the cereal on the table.

‘Bit more . . . a bit more . . . Yeah, that will do. Now, just nod your head back a bit more, boy.’

I leaned back a bit.

‘Yeah, that’s good, boy.’ He took aim.

Boom! Outside a rat exploded into a ball of fur.

The aroma of bacon cooking in the kitchen was now mixed with the acrid stink of gunpowder.

In a daze, and with my ears ringing, I turned to look at Dad, who was grinning from ear to ear. ‘Haven’t lost my touch. Got the little bastard!’

Putting down the rifle, he pulled out his tin full of Pocket Edition tobacco and rolled a smoke, lit it, and had a coughing fit while the smoke was jiggling up and down in his mouth. He finished with a bit of a snort, and then hoed into his fried eggs and bacon.

It was the mid-1970s, I was about eight, and I thought it was completely normal for your old man to pull out a high-powered deer-hunting rifle and fire it through the kitchen door from the breakfast table . . .






1

Early days with my dad

MY FATHER WAS A WANDERER who spent much of his life traversing that part of New Zealand from Hawke’s Bay up to the Far North. Dad was a hard but fair bloke, a real old-school bushman who lived rough a lot of the time. He was 34 when I was born. Mum booted him out when I was five and my brother Gaz was nine. After he left, I missed Dad terribly. While we stayed in Taupo, Dad moved around a lot, so I didn’t see him much for the first couple of years, then, when I was about seven, Mum decided I was old enough to spend a bit more time with him.

Dad would turn up to pick me up for the school holidays (when he remembered) and I’d be waiting on the porch all excited. Sometimes he wouldn’t show up at all; but when he did, he would always have a new vehicle. I thought he must have been a millionaire, but it wasn’t until later that I realised he’d get the cars on tick then never pay them off, so they’d get repossessed. I hate to think how much money he lost over the years in paying deposits then getting the cars repoed.

One day, Dad arrived to pick me up. I was inside the house and I heard him having a bit of a chat with Mum — or, more like, she was giving him a lecture. I caught the last bit of the conversation, which went something like: ‘And, Barry, don’t give Mike any more animal parts. A rabbit’s tail is fine; I could even tolerate the sheep skull — but I draw the line at deer’s ears and feet. I found them a week later, rotting in his schoolbag. Disgusting, Barry, absolutely disgusting!’

Dad protested, ‘The boy wanted them for a school project,’ while trying not to laugh.

I didn’t hear Mum’s reply, as Dad called out, ‘Ready, boys? Let’s go!’

I ran outside, and parked up in the driveway was a pale blue Chev Impala. It was absolutely huge, really long in the body, and it was easily the flashest car I’d ever seen. I opened what I thought was the passenger door and started to climb in.

Dad laughed. ‘Nah, boy. This is a funny car. The steering wheel is on this side. Hop round the other side, boy.’ It was a left-hand drive.

After clambering into the right side of the car, we were on the road heading out of Taupo — well, nearly. We had a quick stop at De Bretts Hotel, although it wasn’t Dad’s usual haunt. He came out holding a brown paper bag with two bottles of beer inside. Back in the car, he pulled a bottle out and whipped the top off it with his seatbelt before taking a swig and shoving the bottle between his legs. Then he pulled out his silver tobacco tin and rolled himself a smoke. That tobacco tin was the only possession he managed to keep for years, until, eventually, he lost it like he had most of the other things he owned.

Beer and smokes sorted, we were finally away, heading through the Kaingaroa Forest towards Rangitaiki. As we drove past the Pan Pac Kenworth logging trucks waiting to be weighed at the 60/8 weighbridge at the entrance to the forest at Iwitahi, I smiled.

Dad had worked in the forest when I was younger, and he’d taken us for rides in his logging truck. As we approached the weighbridge we had to duck down under the dashboard, giggling and laughing, only popping our heads back up once we were safely past. No children were allowed in the forest, but you could ride in the truck outside the forest.

Sometimes Dad would stick to the rules and drop us off at the weighbridge on his way into the forest. We’d hang out there and wait for the hour or so it took him to go into the forest and load his truck. We always had mates there to hang out with, as most of the kids at my school had fathers who either drove logging trucks or were bushmen. There was a whole fleet of trucks working in the Kaingaroa Forest at the time, and I loved watching them all getting weighed and checked.

But even though the forest was familiar territory, the southern end of that vast pine forest seemed dark and eerie to me. The miles and miles of pine trees looked scary as you peered down the long rows of trees fading into darkness.

The trip in the truck over the Napier–Taupo Road to the mill at Whirinaki, just north of Napier, was a nightmare. Parts were very narrow, not much wider than a goat track; and if we met another truck coming the other way, Dad would have to pull right over to the edge of the metal road. I would look out the passenger window straight down into the gorge, with the Waipunga River snaking along far below us. Within the thick native bush, I could see glimpses of colour from a wrecked truck and stock crates that hadn’t been so lucky. Dad reckoned there were a few wrecks down there.

Driving in the Chev was much more comfortable than in one of those old logging trucks, that’s for sure. When we were nearly at Rangitaiki, Dad pulled up short and headed down a long driveway to the Rangitaiki Tavern. In the car park was an old horse-drawn chuck wagon. Inside the pub, there were foreign banknotes pasted all over the wall. Back then, some country pubs let kids in during the daytime; and if we were allowed in, Gaz and I would play pool for hours. On this trip, we weren’t so lucky, so we waited for Dad in the car.

When he finally came out of the pub, we took a short trip down to Matea Road. Dad was camped in a little cottage on a Lands and Survey block, where he was fencing with Owen Grattan, an old hunter-bushman mate of his.

Owen smoked a pipe, and he’d always hoick and spit, then tap his pipe out to clean it. As kids, me and Gaz would imitate him, saying ‘I’m Owen Grattan’ and then hoick and spit and pretend to tap a pipe. We thought that was hilarious.

While Dad was working, his girlfriend, Chrissy, looked after us during the day. Well, sort of. Dad thought she was looking after us, but she pretty much left us to our own devices. She was only young herself, and looking after a couple of kids wasn’t something she had any experience of doing.

Before long I met Paul, the farm manager’s son, and we became friends. I was about eight and he was a bit older. He lived next door.

One day, Paul asked me if I’d like to help out with shearing.

‘Yeah, sure. What do I do?’ I asked. This was my first taste of farm life.

‘We just move the sheep out of the yard and into the pens outside of each stall for the shearers,’ he explained.

Well, that’s what we started to do, until Paul said, ‘Watch this, Mike.’ Then he grabbed one of the sheep and climbed on its back. He hung on while it bolted around the yard, until he finally fell off.

‘Have a go, Mike!’ he yelled.

I grabbed a sheep and away I went. Yee-hah! This was great fun . . . until a shearer came over.

‘What are you fellas mucking around for? Get those sheep in the pens.’

‘Sorry, Manu,’ Paul said — and we looked at each other, grinning. We were both covered in sheep poo after falling off the sheep. If you’re not familiar with the smell of a woolshed, trust me, they stink.

We were eventually released from our job in the yards, so Paul said, ‘I’ve got a spare bike. We could pedal down to the stream for a swim. They’re doing roadworks by the bridge and the earthmoving machines are parked up for the weekend. We could go play on them.’

‘That sounds fun,’ I replied, eager for more adventures, so off down the road we went.

The roadworks involved the council putting a culvert pipe across the metal road. In the process, they had dammed up a little stream, which made an ideal swimming hole — just for us and some eels.

After our swim, we hopped up onto a D8 bulldozer and played with all the levers. There was also a big, green Euclid motor scraper parked up. We climbed up on that, too, and I pretended I was driving it.

After a while of mucking about on the machinery, Paul said, ‘Let’s go find your dad and surprise him. I think I know where they’re fencing.’

I agreed, and we took off on our bikes in search of Dad. We went through heaps of paddocks, opening gates as we went. Thankfully, the terrain was fairly flat. After about an hour and a half, we still hadn’t found the old man and his fencing crew. Luckily, Paul knew his way around the station, because I was lost pretty much as soon as we left the farmhouse.

Later that day, when Dad and Owen were having a beer back at the farm cottage, Owen lit up his pipe, hoicked and spat, then said, ‘You know, Barry, I swear I saw pushbike tracks in the mud up at that last back paddock gateway we came through.’

Dad took a swig of his beer and said, ‘Probably someone’s farm motorbike.’

‘Nah. The tracks were too skinny. I must be going mad, Barry. I swear they were pushbike tracks,’ Owen said, while puffing away on his pipe, emitting a smoky haze that filled the kitchen.

The old man replied, ‘I’m not going hunting anymore with you, Owen. The next time we see deer sign you’ll think it’s pushbike tracks!’

In the middle of a coughing fit, Owen choked out, ‘Bugger off, Barry!’, then used the back of a kitchen knife to flick the top off a fresh bottle of beer. Both Dad and Owen made opening bottles with various kitchen implements look like an art form.

I just sat there quietly and said nothing.

* * *

When Paul came over to our cottage one day, Chrissy let us use her new portable record player, which played 45rpm records. We soon had the cottage rocking to the sounds of ‘Kung Fu Fighting’ and ‘The Night Chicago Died’.

While I thought the record player was pretty flash, Paul managed to go one better. He said, ‘Come over to the farmhouse this afternoon, Mike. We just got a colour TV.’

A colour TV? Wowee! There weren’t many of those around at the time, and they were really expensive. Back in Taupo, we still had an old black-and-white TV with valves inside it, which meant that when you turned it on you had to wait for it to warm up before the picture appeared.

‘Yeah, it’s a Philips K9 colour telly,’ said Paul.

Watching The Six Million Dollar Man in colour at Paul’s place was so exciting — it was a real novelty for me. It was another few years before Mum finally gave in and rented a colour TV, in part because our next-door neighbours were probably a bit sick of me going over to their place to watch On the Mat!

* * *

‘Hey, Mike, want to build a hut?’ Paul asked one day.

‘Yeah, sure,’ I replied, and off we went.

We wandered down the road past the woolshed and into this paddock where there was a pile of fence and strainer posts neatly stacked up. Sitting beside them was a whole heap of bundles of fence battens.

We didn’t have any fencing pliers to cut the wire around the bundles, so Paul tapped the centre and a batten slid out of the bundle.

‘Now, just make a square, Mike. Just place two battens parallel on the ground. Then place two battens the opposite way on top of the other two and work your way up, like a tower.’

I was soon hooked on building this new structure.

When it was about four feet off the ground, Paul placed a row of battens halfway across the top of the tower to form a hatch with just enough gap to climb through on one side.

‘Keep stacking to the next level, four feet up,’ he said. ‘Another row of battens for the hatch, then up to the final level and finish with a row across for the hatch at the top.’

Because of the gaps in the battens, we could climb up the tower, squeeze through the hatch and climb down inside to whatever level we wanted, using the hatches at each level as a seat. It was great fun, but I don’t think the fencing contractors were too happy with us when they came back to find the results of our building efforts. Never mind that opening the bundles would have dried the battens out, but they would also have had to pick up the battens we’d used one at a time and throw each one on the tractor. Luckily for us, we were long gone by then!

* * *

The only time Dad would phone Mum was just before the school holidays, and he’d always say he was coming, even though it was hit and miss whether he’d actually turn up or not. Sometimes I’d see him in May, then in August he wouldn’t show up, but then he’d be there to pick me up at Christmas. I would sit there on the doorstep all day with my bag packed, waiting for him to show up, and I was always really disappointed when he didn’t. It wasn’t like Mum could phone him to remind him either, as she never knew where he was.

The times when he did show were really exciting for me. One school holidays, Dad turned up in a blue Holden HQ ute.

‘Where’s the Chev you had, Dad?’ I asked him.

Dad laughed. ‘Had to go. It was a bit hungry on juice, boy.’ (A more likely — and typical — story is that he’d stopped paying after the first vehicle payment and it had been repossessed.)

Dad had moved up north and was working up past Kaihu, which was way out in the bush beyond Dargaville, so we were in for a long drive. I was nine and was all excited to be with him, going off on an adventure.

We didn’t get far. He drove down Spa Road then stopped outside the Spa Hotel, where he turned to me and said, ‘Won’t be long, boy. Just got to see a bloke about a pig dog.’ Then he disappeared into the pub.

Dad only drank at DB pubs. The men who drank at the Spa Hotel were your usual collection of hunters, bushmen and logging contractors. You could tell the type of people who drank at the pub by the vehicles that were parked outside. Some Land Rovers might have a stag or wild pig strapped to the back or the bonnet — they were quite a different beast to the Land Rovers you’ll see in Rotorua hotel car parks these days. Then there were the Ministry of Works’ Bedford trucks with their familiar logo, Holden HQ utes belonging to local cockies, and the usual mix of old, beaten-up Zephyrs, Vauxhalls and Valiants.

I waited there in the ute for hours while Dad saw that ‘bloke about a pig dog’. Not being able to keep still for all that time, I climbed behind the wheel and played with all the buttons and knobs. I played with the column gear change on the steering wheel, pretending I was changing gears. I had a peek in the glovebox and, sure enough, there were boxes of bullets — and I knew that tucked behind the bench seat there would be a rifle.

As the night wore on, Dad came out with a bag of chippies and a raspberry fizzy drink, then an hour or two later he came back with a pie and another drink. I was there in the car until closing, which was 10pm. I was usually fast asleep by then, but the sound of the door opening and Dad’s beery breath would wake me. This was to be the pattern of many such trips to the pub for years to come.

There were other kids like me and my brother, Gaz, who had to wait in parked cars outside the pub while their fathers went in for a ‘quick drink’ that lasted a few hours. Gaz soon twigged on to the hopelessness of staying with Dad in the holidays and just refused to go, so I’d go on my own.

Sometimes when Dad picked me up, he would stop at every DB pub heading north. He would also buy a couple of large bottles in a brown paper bag for the road in between stops. There would always be a bottle between his legs, and he would let me take a sip occasionally when he was feeling generous.

I just thought that was what men like my dad did. I never told Mum what went on, though, because I knew she would hit the roof if she found out and stop me from seeing him.

After our final stop at Kaihu Tavern, we finally got up to Forsyth Downs Station and my holiday with Dad would start. Forsyth Downs was a big sheep station between Kaihu and Pakotai, which was being broken in at the time. It had two woolsheds, one at each end of the station, and four homesteads. The place also had an airstrip that Dad had put in.

He managed the land-clearing operation on the place, and he was doing most of the clearing with a TD-25 International bulldozer, while for the small jobs he had a HD6 Allis-Chalmers bulldozer.

The first place he lived in at the station was called Durno’s — I think it was the surname of people who’d once owned that bit of land. Dad lived there with his new girlfriend, Minnie. She was a slim, quiet Māori lady, and she was always kind. She was often to be found bent over in front of the heater, rocking and holding her stomach. One day I asked if she was okay. Minnie just smiled and told me that it was only heartburn. She was forever eating Quick-Eze and drinking some chalky pink stuff out of a bottle.

Dad and Minnie lived in an old farm cottage at Durno’s. Dad put a camp bed for me in the lounge, thinking it would be warmer in there than in one of the unused bedrooms. One night I got up to go to the bathroom, which was through the kitchen. I stumbled around before finding the light switch in the kitchen and flicking it on.

As my eyes adjusted to the light, it looked like the kitchen bench was moving. It took a moment before I realised that there had been dozens of big rats crawling all over the bench and they’d shot off all over the place to hide. I yelled in fright, took off back to the lounge and hid under my covers — any need I’d had to go for a wee had vanished as fast as those giant rodents.

Having been woken by my shouting, Dad ran into the room in his jocks. ‘What’s wrong, boy?’ he asked.

‘You’ve got huge rats in your kitchen, Dad,’ I answered, my teeth chattering.

He didn’t seem at all surprised.

‘Are those buggers back again? No worries, boy, I’ll sort it out in the morning.’ Then he scratched his backside and went back to bed.

He did sort it, too. This was the first time I ever saw cyanide, which Dad used for possuming — he’d dab a bit onto a piece of apple or mix it with some aniseed oil. The cyanide came in a big, wide white tube with a huge black skull and crossbones on it. Possums loved it. Take a bite. Bang! Dead. Dad would do a line with it, and the next day collect up all the dead possums, skin them and tack the skins to a board to dry out and sell. I knew that it was deadly stuff and it could kill you on the spot if handled wrong.

That next morning, Dad opened some tins of sardines — that was all he could find in the pantry — and put a little squirt of cyanide in each one.

‘Ha, ha! That will sort them out, boy,’ Dad said. Then he bashed some holes up in the ceiling and stuck a sardine tin up through each hole.

The cyanide-and-sardine combo did the trick. No more rats.

The next time I encountered a rat was during the following school holidays. Dad and Minnie had moved down the road to a nicer farmhouse, and Minnie had four of her children staying with us as well — they didn’t live with her full-time, but they were the most well-mannered kids you could imagine. That was when Dad shot the rat from the kitchen table. That incident made me realise that Dad didn’t mind us kids taking his rifles and shooting anything that moved.

* * *

The thing about Dad was that he never thought of us as kids. That’s probably why he taught me to drive out in the paddocks when I was about ten. Well, that and the fact he’d worked out that if I knew how to drive I could drive him home from the pub after closing when he was too drunk to take the wheel. Back in the 1970s and early 1980s, that wasn’t so unusual.

He would always find something for me to do in the school holidays, always trusted me, never looked down on me but treated me as an equal (except when it came to wages!).

One day when I was about ten, he looked at me and said, ‘Boy, what are you like at painting?’

‘Dunno, Dad, I’ve never painted anything,’ I replied.

‘Well, one of our woolsheds needs a coat of paint — just the roof. We’ve done the sides, but I need someone a bit more agile to climb up on the roof to finish it,’ he explained.

I hopped into Dad’s little Suzuki Jimny, which was loaded with tins of paint, and we headed off up the farm track to the woolshed. (The farm had two jeeps: one was new and one was a couple of years old. Dad pretty much destroyed both of them — they were both a bit light, shall we say.)

Minnie and her son, Jack, were already down at the woolshed. The walls and window frames had been painted blue and white quite recently.

‘Gee, Dad, that paint scheme’s a bit loud, isn’t it?’ I said.

Dad laughed. ‘Wait ’til you see the paint for the roof — it’s orange.’

‘Orange!’ I replied.

‘Yeah,’ laughed Dad, ‘it’s Nationwide Transport’s colours. They own this station. Thought I’d paint it their colours for a joke.’

There was no ladder, so I took my shoes off for a better grip, climbed the rails in the stock pen, then out onto the longdrop roof, before clambering up onto the roof of the woolshed.

Dad threw a rope up, which I used to pull up the paint tins, then Jack climbed up to give me a hand.

‘I’ll leave you two fellas to it. I’ve just got to go into Kaihu to get some bulldozer parts,’ Dad said before hopping back into the little Suzuki Jimny with Minnie and driving off down the track.

‘Kaihu — you know what that means, eh, Mike?’ Jack said.

‘Bulldozer parts? Yeah, right! I didn’t know they sold bulldozer parts at the Kaihu Tavern,’ I replied.

The roof had quite a steep pitch and I didn’t know where to start. Jack was on one side of the roof and I was on the other. Eventually, I decided to start at the bottom of the roof and painted my way up. I thought the paint would dry before I got to the top, but it didn’t.

After a few hours, I met up with Jack at the top of the woolshed roof. We straddled the ridge capping on top and admired the view out over the farm. In the distance we saw a trail of dust.

‘Must be the old man coming back from the pub,’ I said to Jack.

Before long, Dad pulled up. ‘How you boys going up there?’

‘Yeah, good thanks, Dad,’ I called down to him.

I could see Minnie was mumbling something to Dad and pointing up at the roof.

‘What a mess you two have made!’ she yelled. ‘Your orange paint has dripped down all over the walls, and you’ve painted yourselves into a corner. How are you going to get down?’

Dad started laughing. ‘Leave the boys alone, Minnie,’ he said. ‘A bit of different-coloured paint down the walls isn’t going to matter.’

I looked over at Jack. ‘What do you reckon? Slide down the side of the roof? It’s long grass down there, and it looks soft enough to land in.’ There was a big swamp on that side, too, which Dad later dug a drain through with the antiquated farm digger.

‘Yeah, why not?’ Jack replied.

To Minnie’s horror, we threw the half-full tins of paint (minus their lids) over the side, then straddled the roof nails so as not to shred our backsides, before putting our hands behind us and — yee-hah! — sliding straight down over the new paint, out into mid-air, and landing with a splosh in the swamp beneath. Job done.

‘Now look at what a mess they’ve made, Barry! They’ve left big skid marks all the way down the newly painted roof. It looks a real mess,’ complained Minnie.

‘It’s only a bloody woolshed out in the middle of nowhere — who cares?’ said Dad, before turning to us. ‘You boys okay?’ he asked, chuckling.

* * *

The woolshed and farmhouse were nestled in beside a steep, cone-shaped hill, which stuck out like a beacon in the surrounding area. Being a kid, I wanted to climb it, so I asked Dad if I could.

‘Sure, boy,’ he said. ‘Climb straight over it and you’ll come out at the bottom by the woolshed. You can’t get lost.’

So off I went, all excited. The first part of the hill was creepy pine forest, the floor of which was carpeted with pine needles. Up in the next section it changed from pines to lots of fern and punga beneath the native forest canopy. There the nice, damp smell of native bush wafted through the air.

When I reached a bit of a saddle, the rays of light coming through the bush canopy drew my eyes towards something sparkling. Pushing on through the ferns for a closer look, I discovered a pale turquoise spring about the size of a small pond, with water bubbling up quietly. This place felt magical.

I sat down on an old log and listened to the sounds around me: tui singing away and the odd thump-thump-thump of a kererū taking flight. Little fantails fluttered around me, twitching and darting among the ferns. The dappled light of the sun through the trees added to the magic of the place.

I never bothered going down the other side of the hill. I just wandered back down to the farmhouse and said nothing to anyone else. This was my secret hideaway. Over the few weeks that were left of my holiday, I would climb up there nearly every day and sit on my log and gaze into the spring, just listening to the sounds of the forest. On warm days, I’d have a swim in the spring, or in the river below the house where I spent quite a bit of time eeling, which was probably a good thing as I don’t remember having a shower or bath or having my clothes washed the whole time I was up at Forsyth Downs that summer.

After that lot of school holidays at Forsyth Downs, I never saw Minnie again. It turned out she hadn’t just had heartburn — it was cancer. She and Dad had got married at the hospital not long before she died — at least that’s what Dad told me.

* * *

There was a lot of native bush out the back of Kaihu. Sometimes when Dad was driving a bulldozer, clearing bush, I would ride on it with him. He would take that thing pretty much anywhere. The land was so steep at Forsyth Downs that the angles Dad drove the bulldozer on petrified me, so I just sat tight and closed my eyes. Even though he would push the machines to their limits, Dad always respected what they could — and, more importantly, could not — do, and so eventually I learned not to be scared of them.

Once while Dad was cutting in a farm track using the bulldozer, I went for a wander along the path he had made. Sticking out of the bank that the bulldozer had made, I noticed some giant native earthworms. More like the size of baby eels than worms, they were as thick as your finger and about half a metre long. I couldn’t tell how long they really were, though, because Dad had chopped them in half with the bulldozer blade.

For a bit of peace and quiet away from Dad’s screaming bulldozer, I went on into the native bush and sat down. Looking down at the forest floor, I could hardly believe my eyes: a giant snail nearly ten centimetres in diameter was there beneath me. I picked it up and walked back down the track.

Dad had stopped the bulldozer and was rolling a smoke.

‘Hey, Dad, this place is weird. Everything is super-sized. I’ve just seen some huge earthworms and now this massive snail,’ I said, holding out my hand. Out in the daylight, I could see the shell was a deep greeny brown and had beautiful colours and markings.

Dad laughed. ‘That’s just a kauri snail, boy. When we stop at the Kaihu Tavern next, I’ll take you in there and show you their kauri snail collection up in a cabinet in the hall.’ Then, Dad being Dad, he said, ‘Just leave it out in the sun, boy. When it dries out you can put some polish on it to bring out the colours, and it will look mint.’

Sometime later, while Dad was still cutting the track, he spotted a kiwi. He hopped out of the machine and caught it — he’d probably already stunned it accidentally. He gave it to me to hold, which I thought was great.

Dad said, ‘Do you want to take it home, boy?’

Well, while we left the kiwi in its own home, I did take the kauri snail with me when it was time to go back to Taupo. There, I stuck it up on an old stone wall to dry out. Mum didn’t know what it was, so she threw it away because it stunk. And I think Dad got another lecture. I cringe now, remembering that poor kauri snail.

* * *

It wasn’t the first time Mum had had to deal with weird creatures being brought home. She had a heap of stories about the old man bringing home stray animals when I was a toddler. Like a lot of places in Taupo back then, we got our hot water from the geothermal reservoir beneath the town. This meant that instead of having a normal bathtub, we had what looked like a big concrete spa pool in our bathroom. It was brilliant for us to play in with our toy boats, but for a while it became home to a raft of ducklings that Dad had found somewhere.

He also brought home a fawn, a guinea pig, baby possums, pigeons, some piglets and lambs, and even a packhorse called Trigger.

Once when I was a toddler, and Dad was supposed to have been keeping an eye on me, Mum was horrified to find me in the spare section next door hugging Trigger’s back leg. Trigger didn’t seem to mind; he just looked between his legs and flicked his ears.

Now it has to be said that not all animals tugged on the old man’s heartstrings, though. As we’ve seen, rats weren’t welcomed into the home with wide open arms. And then there were possums. Dad would take Trigger into the bush hunting, mainly for possums, which he killed with cyanide or gin traps. He’d disappear for a few weeks at a time, mostly out the back of Hawke’s Bay or in the Urewera.

He didn’t restrict his hunting to out in the bush, however. Another species that risked fast becoming endangered in Dad’s presence was the cat. He had shot a cat at home once, which saw the local cop coming around to see him.

‘Did you fire off your rifle, Barry?’ (It was a .303.)

‘Nah, mate. Must’ve been a car backfiring, going down the hill,’ Dad replied.

After that, when a cat had killed my pet guinea pig and some of Mum’s baby ducklings, Dad decided to trap it. He put out a few possum cages to cover his odds. When he went and checked the cages a while later, he was surprised to find he’d managed to round up two or three cats. I didn’t see them again; I have a strong suspicion he took them out to the bush and shot them.

When he returned home, Mum asked, ‘Barry, have you seen Miss Prism? I can’t find her anywhere. You haven’t shot her, have you, Barry?’ Miss Prism was Mum’s cat.

With a sheepish grin, Dad said, ‘Don’t know, pet; they all look the same to me.’ He had no time for cats.

* * *

The longest time Dad ever stayed in one place was at Forsyth Downs. He was there for about five years, by the end of which he was managing the farm. In the end, the place got sold out from underneath him and he had no choice but to move on.

In later years, as an adult, I went up to Forsyth Downs on my motorbike just to see what had become of the place. On a cold, rainy winter’s day, I headed over the ridge and looked down through the mist to where the old homestead and woolsheds had once stood. I could see only the stumps of their foundations sticking out through the weeds. The only structures left standing were the garage, a water tank and some of the fences the old man had built. The whole place had been bulldozed over and planted in pine trees. They didn’t even bother to pull the fences down, they just planted trees around them.

Even my magic hiding place with the spring high up above the old homestead had been turned over and was showing the scars of a logging track down the side of the hill. It was heartbreaking.

I went for a wander in the long grass and saw a worn truck tyre lying where the old tractor shed once stood. I pulled it out of the grass. Written in yellow crayon on the side of the tyre were the words ‘Forsyth Downs’.

* * *

After Dad left Forsyth Downs, he moved around a lot. Each school holidays, he would be living somewhere different. I didn’t mind — it was all an adventure to me. Most of his work was rural: fencing, scrub cutting, hunting, logging and the like.

During one school holidays, he was scrub cutting out in a block at Patoka, about 40 kilometres inland from Napier. We were having lunch, which was usually a leg of mutton wrapped in a tea towel, and a piece of camp-oven bread, which he kept in an old sugar bag.

Anyway, he was looking down into the valley when he froze. Then he walked over to the Land Rover, grabbed his rifle and said to me ‘Back in a minute, boy’, before disappearing through the ferns down into a gully.

A bit later on, I heard a shot, and before long Dad’s head popped up through the ferns. He was grinning from ear to ear, and on his back he had a young deer.

As he walked towards me, he kept looking back down the gully towards the farm track and muttering to himself. Then he quickly heaved the deer into the back of the Land Rover and covered it with a tarp.

‘Boy, go sit on that tarp and say nothing,’ he ordered. I did as I was told, and soon found myself sharing the back of the truck with Dad’s chainsaws and the rest of his gear.

Having packed up quickly, Dad jumped into the Land Rover and turned it around before casually puttering off down the track.

That’s when I spotted a cloud of dust coming from the other direction. Soon the farmer pulled up alongside us on his trail bike, and my father quickly engaged him in conversation.

‘I’m just heading into town, Bill, to grab a new chain for my saw,’ he said calmly.

The farmer wasn’t interested in Dad’s plans.

‘Did you hear a rifle shot, Barry?’

‘Yeah, I did, Bill. Actually, I’ve been hearing quite a few shots lately.’

‘Bloody poachers been knocking off my deer in the last week or two.’

‘Jeez, Bill, that’s shocking. They need shooting.’

‘You haven’t seen anyone around here, have you, Barry?’ the farmer asked, hopefully.

‘Actually, I saw a couple of figures over on the skyline, Bill,’ said Dad.

‘Cheers for that, Barry. I’ll see if I can catch them.’ And with that he raced down the hill on his trail bike, a cloud of dust marking his way.

Sitting on the still-warm deer carcass, I piped up, ‘Aren’t you allowed to shoot deer around here, Dad?’

‘Jeez, no, boy. It’s a deer park!’ came his reply.
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Tarawera

IN THE LATE 1970s, Dad got married again. This time it was to an old school friend of his called Velma. When they first got together, Velma had a nice house, which she sold to move in with Dad. Before long, he’d helped her go through all of her money, which is how they ended up living the way they did.

Velma was four-foot-nothing, had a permanent scowl, and a way of brassing people off so that she really got under their skin. It wasn’t long before I started to think of Velma as the classic evil stepmother, and I only put up with her so I could be with Dad in the holidays.

She was a real talker, too: she spoke so fast that all her words rolled into one another. She sounded a bit like an auctioneer crossed with a turkey, and she would not stop talking. I don’t know how Dad put up with it.

Velma’s worst trait by far was answering questions that hadn’t been directed at her. When I would try to talk to Dad, she would answer every question. And it wasn’t just me — she did it to everyone, including my brother Derek, who was about 17 years older than me and didn’t suffer fools. He was one of Dad’s three kids from his first marriage — there was him and my two sisters, Sheree and Veronica, who all lived in the Hawke’s Bay region. I really looked up to Derek, and he always did what he could to look after me when I was a kid.

One day, we were driving along in the old man’s Land Rover: Dad driving, Velma in the middle, and Derek on the passenger’s side. I was sitting on one of the wheel arches in the back listening to Derek trying to talk to Dad.

‘How you been, Dad?’ Derek asked.

Velma answered, ‘He’s been fine.’

‘What you been up to, Dad?’ Derek asked.

Velma: ‘Been doing a bit of fencing.’

‘How long you had the Land Rover, Dad?’ Derek asked through increasingly gritted teeth.

Velma: ‘We bought it brand-new over in Whakatane.’

I braced myself when Derek’s questioning stopped for a moment. Then he turned to Velma and shouted, ‘I’m talking to Dad, not you, you bloody parrot!’

Velma had obviously been told to shut up so many times, though, that it was like water off a duck’s back.

* * *

Around this time, Dad was doing a road-widening job at Tarawera on the Napier–Taupo Road. He and Velma were camped just off the highway there in an old ex-Railways Bedford bus behind some shearers’ quarters.

Like his cars, he would change his living accommodation regularly. One holidays he would have a caravan; next, an old bus, which he’d say he was doing up. His idea of doing up a bus was adding a water tank and curtains, then getting out the chainsaw and cutting some four-by-two timbers for a bed base. Done!

I enjoyed it around Tarawera. It was pretty isolated, but there was always something to keep an 11-year-old occupied. I would often wander down to the now-closed Tarawera Hot Springs, which were along a track to the left-hand side of the pub car park.

In an old wooden shed in the middle of nowhere, there were a couple of slightly grotty concrete pools fed with water from a nearby thermal spring. I would sit in the pools to kill a bit of time until Dad came out of the pub. I loved the view from the pools down into the native bush-filled gully below.

I was always amazed at the number of hunters who left their vehicles parked outside the pub with deer carcasses on the back or a boar tied up on the bonnet. There were some big animals shot in the area in those days, and no one worried about them getting pinched.

One night, just before Dad and Velma left for the pub at about five o’clock, Dad said to me, ‘Boy, would you put the corned silverside in a pot and cook it so it’s ready for us when we come back? Won’t be long.’

‘Righto, Dad, no worries,’ I answered.

Keen to do as he asked, I bunged the silverside in a pot and thought to myself: I know you boil it for a while, but I don’t know for how long. Never mind, I’ll leave it to simmer on the stove until they get home. They said they won’t be long.

Now I knew from experience that their ‘won’t be long’ meant until closing time at the pub, and so, grinning to myself, I thought: That will teach them!

Sure enough, they came back from the Tarawera Tavern, full as a boot, the pair of them, at around 11.30 that night.

Dad lifted the pot lid, took one look at the carnage within, and got shitty: ‘You’ve ruined this silverside, boy! It’s still boiling. How long have you had it cooking?’

‘Six and a half hours, Dad,’ I said, trying not to laugh.

Velma’s evil voice cut in gleefully: ‘Can’t you cook a simple meal like silverside?’

‘I know you can’t, Velma,’ I shot back, looking at her, grinning and waiting for World War Three to erupt.

Velma did this thing where she would flip for no apparent reason. She’d get this look in her eyes and I knew she was about to start a fight. It was usually when she was drunk. And that was exactly what happened. Her eyes narrowed and in her most vicious voice, she spat: ‘You’ve been dragged up.’

‘No, I haven’t!’ I shouted.

Usually, when Velma was having a go at me, I wouldn’t say anything back. However, she knew that if she said anything bad about Mum I would always bite. I was a shy kid, but I would always stick up for Mum.

Dad overheard our argument. Thankfully, he always stuck up for me no matter what state he was in, so yet another dingdong row kicked off between him and Velma.

By this time, it was nearly midnight. Mid-screaming match, Dad disappeared and I heard the bus start up. He pulled out onto the highway, drove over the Mohaka Bridge and flew through Te Pohue, before finally arriving at his sister Peggy’s house in Napier at about 1.30 in the morning.

As soon as he stopped the bus, Dad and Velma started arguing again. Next minute the emergency door at the back of the bus — a half-door quite high up off the ground — swung open. Out sailed Velma onto the grass verge, followed by some of her furniture. Then off we went again.

Without a word about what had just happened, Dad turned to me and asked: ‘Are you hungry, boy?’

Having not eaten the controversial (and inedible) silverside, I was starving.

‘Yes, Dad,’ I replied quietly.

‘Well, we’ll look for a takeaway then,’ he said.

Still full as a boot, Dad proceeded to drive around the streets of Napier in our ex-Railways bus looking for any sign of a takeaway shop that was open.

Having no luck on our mission to find a feed, Dad stopped the bus, flicked open the doors and, in a slurry voice, asked a nearby policeman if he knew of any takeaway shops that were open.

The cop answered with a grin. ‘Probably not at this time of night, mate.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Dad, then flicked the switch to close the bus doors and off we went to my sister Sheree’s place in Greenmeadows. We arrived there at about 2am.

‘You can’t wake her up, Dad,’ I said.

‘Oh, she won’t mind,’ he said, then he headed up and banged on her front door.

I was waiting for him to get the door slammed in his face. Then I heard him say, ‘Hi, pet. Can you cook us up a feed?’

All credit to my sister, she did just that. She was a good-natured person, and was certainly long-suffering when it came to Dad. He would arrive at all hours of the night, usually drunk, and she would always welcome him in and cook him a feed. She was also the one who usually knew where Dad was living if anyone needed to find him. Her patience with him was incredible, especially given he’d failed to turn up at her wedding despite promising to be there.

Much to my disappointment, Dad patched things up with Velma and picked her up again a week later.

* * *

A whole new section of highway was being built, which started just up from the Tarawera Tavern. The deviation cut off a few steep, windy sections of Highway 5 and joined back up to the existing highway a few kilometres further along.

There were a lot of big earthmoving machines on the Tarawera deviation job. Dad was driving a Caterpillar D9H for a big civil contractor from Hawke’s Bay. They had a smaller D8H and four big motor scrapers: two were Cat 627s, and the other two were International 295 Pay Scrapers. They all looked huge to me. There was no cab on the Cat 627, so I would ride around on the bonnet, holding the side of the windscreen with one hand and hooking my foot under the headlight to avoid bouncing off the front and getting squashed. It sounds dangerous, but I thought it was great fun.

While joyriding around on the scrapers, I got a good view of the old section of road down below, and I’d watch the Pan Pac logging trucks grinding their way through the windy bits.

Sometimes, I’d get to ride with the old man in his bulldozer. I could just squeeze in beside him in the cab. On one of these occasions, he was working away high up on top of a hill, putting in the pilot road for the new highway. He was pushing dirt over the edge, slowly cutting down the hill as he made his way along the top of the ridge. A lot of loose material was pushed over the bank in the process to be carted away to the fill area later.

Dad said to me, ‘Boy, if you’re ever driving one of these, never put your track on the edge. The sheer weight of the dozer could collapse the bank and you could roll the bulldozer. Just stay in a bit off the edge and you’ll be fine. In the pub last night, I mentioned to the other bloke on the D8 that he drives on the edge all the time. I was just trying to warn him, but he wouldn’t listen.’

A couple of days later, Dad was up the other end of the job and I was sitting in the shade up in the treeline watching the scrapers screaming around. Down at the bottom of the valley, I could see the old highway snaking through. The D8 dozer was just below me, working where Dad had been the day before. It was on the loose fill Dad had pushed over the bank down into the valley below. The bloke on the D8 was doing the same thing Dad had been doing — pushing the material over the edge and starting to form the batter (slope).

Just before lunchtime, he parked his dozer on the edge of the loose fill, hopped out, and — with his back to the dozer — was eyeing along the batter to see if it was straight.

When he turned around again, the dozer was gone.

My jaw dropped. From my spot up above him, I saw it all happen in slow motion. The 40-odd-tonne bulldozer had quietly slipped over the edge and slid slowly down the valley, coming to a stop nearly on its side about a quarter of the way down. The fill that Dad had pushed over the bank the previous day meant that dirt had built up on the bottom side of the track, which stopped the dozer from dropping any further. If it had rolled, it would have gone straight down onto the highway below, possibly killing anyone who happened to be in its path.

Before long, the boss, Rod, showed up, and someone went and got Dad. A bunch of them were all standing in a semicircle, peering over the edge, scratching their heads and wondering what to do. I climbed down from my perch and joined them.

By this time, there was lots of tooting from cars and blasting of horns from logging trucks on the road below. I could see the truckies leaning out of their cabs making rude gestures. Me and the old man were cracking up laughing at them.

The Pan Pac logging truck drivers must have radioed their mates and told them what had happened. Rod the boss wasn’t impressed. It was not a good advertisement for his company.

‘What you—’ toot! ‘reckon, Barry?’ Rod asked Dad’s opinion. Honk-honk!

‘Well, Rod, I think—’ beep-beep-beep! ‘you should hook—’ toot-toot!

Dad finally lost it and went into hysterics when a Pan Pac logging truck slowed down, and the driver leaned right out of the cab, unfurling a roll of toilet paper to flap in the breeze along the side of his truck.

‘This is not a laughing matter, Barry.’ Honk-honk-honk!

‘We have a serious situation—’ toot-toot ‘here,’ said Rod sternly.

After wiping his eyes, Dad rolled a smoke and turned to Rod: ‘What we’ll do is hook our wire tow-rope on the back of the D8, and I’ll pull the rear end of your dozer uphill a bit and try to get the dozer facing straight up and down.’

‘But it’s too steep to try to tow me up the slope,’ Rod protested.

‘I know,’ grinned Dad. ‘You’re going downhill.’

‘What? Down there? You’re mad!’ spluttered Rod.

‘Trust me, Rod. You’ll be as safe as houses,’ Dad said reassuringly.

Rod’s face turned pale. He was clearly out of his depth.

‘Look, Rod. Do you want me to do it instead?’ Dad asked.

‘No, it’s okay, Barry. I’ll give it a go,’ said Rod.

Rod’s D8 bulldozer was his pride and joy. It was the first machine he’d ever owned and operated. He had even customised it with chrome grabrails and a chrome mushroom air-cleaner on top of the bonnet.

‘Okay, we’d better hurry up before you wind up in the local newspaper, Rod,’ said Dad with a grin.

Dad backed the larger D9 bulldozer up to the edge of the slope. Together, he and Rod hooked up the tow-rope. Then two of the scraper drivers ran down the hill and stopped all of the traffic on the highway.

Dad slowly pulled the rear end of Rod’s dozer uphill while Rod sat inside trying not to fall out. There weren’t many rollover protective structure (ROPS) canopies in those days. You rolled it, you were dead.

Rod helped by putting the dozer in reverse slowly, then trying to turn the rear of the machine uphill while Dad pulled.

‘That should do,’ yelled Dad. Then some of the guys unhooked the tow-rope, and Dad climbed out and yelled a few words of encouragement down to Rod: ‘Is your life insurance up to date, Rod? Just put your feet up on the dashboard, bury your blade and go for it. On the bright side, you can only go down!’

Rod put the dozer into gear. A big cloud of black smoke billowed out of the exhaust. He pushed the blade down, moved forward a few feet, stopped, and grabbed quickly onto one of the levers.

Dad was laughing the whole time. ‘He’s pooping himself, boy,’ he said to me.

‘Keep going, Rod. Don’t stop,’ Dad yelled.

Rod carefully felt his way and slid slowly down the slope to the road at the bottom.

‘Well, boy,’ laughed the old man, ‘Rod won’t need any lunch today. His arse cheeks just ate the seat!’
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Capers up the Cape

WHEN I WAS 13, Mum, Gaz and I moved to Auckland and we were living in Takapuna on the North Shore. I loved the nearby beaches and I loved the marine life that was pretty much on our doorstep. The other thing that fascinated me about moving to the city was the high-rise buildings, because there weren’t any in Taupo. I could entertain myself quite happily by going into town and riding in lifts and on escalators in shops.

While being in the city felt like a big adventure, it was a bit of a shock for me moving from school in Taupo, where everyone’s parents pretty much worked in the forestry industry and we never gave it a second thought, to being at Takapuna Grammar School, where what your parents did for a job made a difference to how you were treated. Some of the kids in my class seemed to think that my dad working in the bush was an excuse to take the piss out of me. I didn’t understand it at all, and it certainly didn’t make me want to be at school.

While the move had its issues for me, it worked out well for Dad, as he’d scored a fencing contract right up near Cape Reinga, just past Te Kao Store, which meant he didn’t have to drive as far to pick me up for the summer holidays at the end of 1980.

‘How you been, Dad?’ I asked when he arrived at our place.

‘Yeah, good, boy,’ he said.

He must be doing all right, I thought. ‘This Land Rover looks brand-new,’ I said.

‘Sure is, boy,’ he replied.

‘Are you still living in that old bus, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Nah — it’s no good on the back-country roads, boy. Keeps dragging its backside,’ came his reply.

‘If you stop building everything out of four-by-two, it might lighten the load, you reckon, Dad?’ I said.

‘He, he! Yeah, maybe . . .’ he laughed.

‘What you camped in up there, then, Dad?’ I asked, curious to know what sort of accommodation awaited me at the end of our drive north.

‘We’ve got an 18-foot caravan. It’s just a nice size to tow,’ Velma piped up.

Heading north, Dad liked to travel up past Kerikeri, then go around State Highway 10 through Kaeo and Mangonui to Awanui just north of Kaitaia, because it wasn’t as windy as driving through the Mangamuka Gorge on State Highway 1. Coincidentally, the Mangamuka route also had fewer pubs. Anyway, he did his usual and stopped off at some of DB’s finest establishments on the way north from Auckland.

When we got to Awanui and turned back onto State Highway 1, I wondered if the old man would stop at the pub there, but no, he turned right because the Awanui pub only served Lion beer. We were soon winding our way up the Cape on the last leg of our journey.

‘I’m feeling a bit peckish,’ said Dad as we neared Houhora. ‘I’ll just pull in here and we’ll get a feed.’

He drove down a bit of a track and pulled up outside the Houhora Tavern.

‘What? Have you gone over to the dark side, Dad?’ I asked, pointing at the Lion Brewery sign up on the front of the building.

‘No way, boy. But a man can’t be too fussy considering it’s the last pub on the road to the top of the North Island,’ he replied.

Dad and Velma disappeared into the pub, leaving me sitting in the Land Rover in the car park. At least I could hop out and go for a wander along the harbour’s edge and through the neighbouring campground. The view out across the Houhora Harbour from there was pretty impressive, and I liked seeing all the people on holiday laughing and having a good time. I decided the Cape had a nice feeling about it.

When Dad and Velma finally came out of the pub, Velma’s face was lobster red, which meant only one thing: she and the old man must have been arguing.

They hopped in the Land Rover — Dad in the driver’s seat, Velma in the middle and me in the passenger’s seat. No matter what, Velma always sat right next to the old man like she was glued to him. I didn’t mind, as it meant I never had to sit in the middle between them — and their arguing.

Dad rolled a smoke and drove off while Velma sat there with that evil look I knew so well on her face. By the look of things, she’d had a skinful and I knew she was going to start on me.

She turned to look at me. Here we go . . .

‘You know Mac from Taupo, your dad’s so-called mate?’ she said, her voice dripping venom.

‘Yeah, I know Mac. Dad used to hunt with him when I was little,’ I replied. It was Mac who had given Trigger the horse to Dad. Mac owned a self-storage lock-up and a garden centre in the industrial area of Taupo.

‘He’s still a mate,’ the old man piped up.

‘Well, what mate sells all my household furniture that was stored with him?’ Velma demanded to know.

I was puzzled that a family friend like Mac would sell Dad’s stuff.

‘That’s weird. How long did you have it stored there, Velma?’ I asked.

‘About three years,’ said Dad, grinning sheepishly.

‘Missed a few payments, eh, Dad?’ I suggested.

‘Yeah, something like that, boy,’ he said with a grin.

‘Mac must have been pretty desperate to sell your furniture, Velma,’ I said, then added: ‘When did you last pay him, Dad?’

‘About three years ago, boy.’

Once again, Velma went off her tree at both of us. I cracked up laughing. Bloody old man doesn’t change, I thought.

After a wee while, we slowed down and turned into Te Rangi Station, where we pulled up outside the shearers’ quarters. There was an extra caravan and a blue Holden Premier parked beside it. Oh no! My heart sank.

The car belonged to Velma’s son, Reggie. He was a skinny bastard with a beard, and he had big, black Coke-bottle-lensed glasses. He was about 27 years old and really accident-prone. He idolised the old man, tried to laugh like him, talk like him, walk like him. He even called him ‘Pop’.

‘What’s Reggie doing here, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, boy,’ he replied, trying not to look guilty.

‘He’s up here helping your father,’ Velma cut in.

‘Helping or hindering?’ I grumped.

‘He would work you under the table. You’re still wet behind the ears,’ sniped Velma. She was clearly still furious at me for laughing about her furniture.

As we got out of the Land Rover, Reggie came over looking quite pleased with himself. Ignoring me as usual, he said in his deepest, most manly voice, ‘I’ve wired up all those footings for the posts, Barry, and I’ve laid out the posts for the next fence line.’

‘Hey, Reg, hope you laid them on the right side of the boundary and not in the other cockie’s paddock next door like last time!’ I laughed, and so did the old man.

‘You just hold your lip, boyo.’ He glared at me through his thick glasses. ‘That was a genuine mistake.’

The next morning, when we were headed off for work, Dad said to me, ‘You can take my new Honda XL125, boy.’

Velma cut in, ‘How come he can ride your new bike and not Reggie?’

Dad, who was halfway through rolling a smoke, glared at her. ‘Because I would like it in one piece when I get it back. I’ll take the Land Rover and Reggie can take his bike. They’re parked in that hay barn over there, boy,’ he said, pointing his gnarly old finger in the direction of the shed.

Reggie came out of his caravan wearing a pair of Red Band gumboots, Stubbies and a singlet, and sporting an orange towelling hat. In his best imitation of Dad, he growled, ‘Be ready to knock off a few chain of fencing today, eh, Barry?’

‘That sounds good, Reg. As long as you don’t break anything,’ Dad replied.

It was Dad’s turn to be on the receiving end of one of Velma’s chilly stares. Yep. She was still upset about her furniture, I reckon.

Reggie looked at me jealously. ‘Bet you can’t handle that bike, Mike,’ he said.

‘Does a bear poo in the woods, Reggie?’ I replied.

As we were walking to the hay barn, I cracked up laughing.

‘What’s that sissy-looking thing?’ I asked, pointing to a Suzuki RV90 motorbike.

‘She’s got more power than you can handle, pal,’ Reggie barked.

We all headed out the gate, with Reggie’s Suzuki RV90 billowing smoke as we went. Up the road a couple of bends, we turned up through a gate. Then we rode through a few paddocks to where the next fence line started. From there, we had a stunning view out across Parengarenga Harbour. I have to hand it to Dad, he worked in some pretty amazing places around the North Island. At that stage, I don’t think he’d ever been to the South Island, or on a plane for that matter.

We got back to the shearers’ quarters that night and Velma absolutely went off: ‘That damn wild cat has got into the rubbish bin again, Barry. What a mess! I’m sick of cleaning up after it.’

‘Okay, pet. I’ll keep an eye out for it,’ Dad replied. Then he turned to me and said, ‘If you see the cat around, boy, give us a hoi.’

I agreed I’d do just that.

Then Reggie piped up, ‘Wait till I see it, Barry. I’ll kill the damn thing.’

‘What? Chuck one of your gumboots at it, Reg? And hope the stink from out of your boot kills it?’ I snorted. My comment was not appreciated.

A bit later on, I was walking past an old stock crate, which was raised up on poles so the farmer could back his truck under it if necessary, when I saw this scrawny, feral, black-and-white cat.

It took one look at me, fluffed itself up and starting hissing and spitting. A real nasty piece of work. For a few moments I entertained the idea of calling it Velma and trying to tame it just to brass her off, but then decided I’d better tell Dad I’d found it.

Dad’s caravan was opposite the stock crate, but up the other end of the shearers’ quarters. He was just knocking the top off a bottle of beer with his lighter when I poked my head around the door of his caravan.

‘Hey, Dad, that feral cat you’re after, is it black and white?’

His face lit up. ‘Yeah, boy,’ he said. ‘You seen it?’

‘Yeah, it’s under that stock crate over there by the creek,’ I said, pointing towards where I’d seen it.

Dad peered out the window and muttered, ‘Right, I’ll have you.’

He grabbed his rifle out of the broom cupboard and had a hunt for the magazine he kept in the drawer next to his bed. Then he sat back down at the dinner table and pushed the caravan window out as far as it would go. He poked his rifle out the window, pulled back the bolt and loaded it, then took aim.

I stayed outside a safe distance away, watching the unsuspecting cat.

Boom! The cat shot straight up into the air, whacked its head on the underside of the stock crate and dropped down lifeless.

‘Did you have to fire that rifle inside my caravan, Barry?’ Velma shouted as she stumbled out of the bathroom. She was fuming. ‘Now you’ve made our linen and clothes smell of gunpowder!’

‘Sorry, pet,’ grinned Dad. ‘Boy, go over and make sure that cat’s dead.’

I strolled over to the cat, gave it a prod with my boot, then picked it up and took it over to Dad. One thing about the old man, he was a good shot. When he was out spotlighting for possums at night, he would always head-shoot them, so it didn’t damage the pelt.

‘Did I shoot it in the head, boy?’ he asked eagerly.

‘Yeah, Dad. You haven’t lost your touch,’ I replied, holding up the cat with its eyeballs hanging out.

‘Just throw it in the creek, boy. Down around the bend by the roadside. There’s a deep hole there. I was picking some watercress there a couple of weeks ago and saw some big eels lurking around in the shadows.’ That gave me an idea.

The next night was clear and there was plenty of light from the moon. I grabbed Dad’s old handline reel and — with Velma’s permission — a bit of meat out of the fridge. I knew it was a waste of time asking Reggie to come with me as he was too busy watching Coronation Street on his portable black-and-white telly. Anyway, he wouldn’t go near water because he didn’t know how to swim.

I wandered down to the creek and followed it along to where I’d thrown in the dead cat the previous day. I baited my hook and threw it into the deep hole, which was up against the opposite bank. Then I sat down on a sandy slope and waited for a bite.

Being a still night, the crickets were singing and it was quite peaceful with the moonlight shining through the willow trees above me. After about an hour, I was just starting to nod off when I felt a nibble, nibble. Then pause. Nibble, nibble. Then an almighty tug.

I hung on for dear life. This thing was really putting up a fight. All the eels that I’ve caught over the years fought nothing like this beast. As I hung on, I got a glimpse of it in the moonlight as it rolled itself over. Holy cow!

I just about dropped the hand reel in fright. It would have been as thick as my thigh; and, going by the splashing in the water with its tail, it must have been around a metre to a metre and a half long.

It started pulling me into the creek. Then — Ping! The line snapped.

Man, what a fight. What an eel. It deserved to live another day. Any longer and I probably would have let go of the reel anyway — it was that big! — and I was crapping myself. It was like a monster out of the deep.

Later, I read that these amazing creatures can weigh over 40 kilograms and live for decades. When they’re ready to breed for the one and only time before they die, they can travel thousands of kilometres, as far away as the deep ocean trenches off Tonga.

* * *

Dad was old-school. Whatever he was doing at the time, whether it was fencing, scrub cutting or logging, I was expected to work as well. When all my other mates were having holidays at the beach and relaxing, I would be busting my guts fencing or on the end of a chainsaw. There were no school holidays in Dad’s books. To start with, I’d always wind up with a handful of blisters. His response to that was: ‘Just pee on them, boy. It’ll harden your hands up.’

For all the work I did in the holidays, I never got paid. Except once. He gave me $20. One night not long after, he came out of the pub and leaned in through the ute window. ‘Got that twenty bucks, boy?’ he asked, his beery breath stinking out the ute.

I pulled the money out of my pocket and handed it over. I knew I didn’t have any choice.

‘Cheers, boy. I’ll give it back.’ Yeah, right.

The morning after my eeling expedition, Dad said to me: ‘Boy, you and Reggie head over to the back of the station and finish putting those posts in. I have to take Velma to see the doctor in town. Will you be all right with that posthole borer, Reggie?’ (Dad always used the posthole borer himself.)

Reggie replied, ‘No problem, Barry. It’s not rocket science. I’ll soon pump a few holes out with it.’

This was going to be either a rather long day or an entertaining day. I wasn’t sure which. Either way, I knew that as soon as we were away from Dad, Reggie would do his best to bully me.

We headed off out to the back of the station on our motorbikes. It was a bit of a ride, and Reggie made me open and close all the gates. The weather was looking a bit dodgy, like it was going to rain.

As soon as we pulled up at the job site, Reggie was onto me: ‘You’d better keep up with me, Mike. I don’t want any of your mucking around.’

‘Coming from the master!’ I retorted.

He glared at me and walked over to Dad’s Mate posthole borer and gave a pull on its cord. Then another. Then another. Then another.

‘Got petrol in it, Reggie?’ I asked.

‘Course it’s got petrol in it,’ he spat.

‘Sorry, just trying to help . . .’

He gave the cord another pull. And another. And another.

‘Damn thing must need a tune,’ he muttered.

By this time, I was leaning on my post rammer. ‘You reckon you’ll have it going by smoko, Reg?’ I asked mockingly.

‘You’ll wear it in a minute,’ he spat back, still pulling the cord over and over again.

‘Hey, Reg. Am I allowed to suggest something? Or am I not allowed to?’

He glared at me. ‘What would you know about this posthole borer?’ he said with a sneer.

I could tell he was ready to have one of his tantrums. He was a bit like a child the way he would go off on one at the drop of a hat. The first time I’d met him, a couple of years earlier, Reggie was in his mid-twenties and living at Velma’s house. We were having dinner at the table when all of a sudden he threw a plate of food against the wall. I looked at Dad in disbelief, and he told me quietly that Reggie wasn’t well, which turned out to be an understatement. It was the first of many tantrums of his that I was to witness.

As it turned out, Reg had a dark side to him. Over the years he committed a series of unspeakable crimes which, in those times, people like him often got away with. But people like that can’t hide forever. If the police don’t catch up with them, the locals will – sooner or later.

‘Oh, not as much as you, Reg. But I can read. See that little lever that says “Petrol on–off”? Try pushing the little lever to the “on” position.’ I cracked up laughing.

He finally fired it up, and he was into it. One hole bored. Two holes. He was starting to get cocky.

Coming up, there was an old tree root in the ground, but Reggie was too lazy to dig out the clod of grass and root first. Instead, he placed the auger on the tree root and squeezed the lever. The borer revved up and the auger spun one way while Reggie flew off in the other direction, straight over onto his back. The borer had caught the tree root.

I decided that this was turning out to be a really good day. I turned away, pretended not to see him, and carried on ramming my posthole.

Reggie jumped up quickly, dug out the tree root, and slowly got the hang of posthole boring.

After lunch, which was eaten in strained silence, the weather began to change, getting darker on the horizon. I was ramming away, sweat dripping off my forehead, when I happened to glance up to see that Reggie had the posthole borer stuck right down in the hole he was boring.

‘Damn!’ he yelled. Then he started yanking and pulling, cursing all the while. The posthole borer was not budging an inch. He must have caught the auger on the side of a bit of rock or maybe a tree root — it happens sometimes.

I started to walk over to give him a hand to try to lift it out of the hole, but it was too late. He was only pulling on one handle. Ping! The handle broke off and he was left standing there with just one of the posthole borer’s handles in his hands.

‘Dad’s going to love you, Reg!’ I was laughing my head off.

Just then the rain started, and soon the sky was jet black on the horizon. Next thing, we heard the boom of thunder.

‘It’s going to bucket down. Let’s knock off, Mike, and get out of here before that thunderstorm hits us,’ said a clearly alarmed Reggie.

I jumped on my motorbike and took off down the track. At the first gate, I opened it, rode through and waited for Reggie. Then I had an idea . . .

I closed the gate and took off. That would teach him. I proceeded to open and close every gate along the track as I sped off over the paddocks — and still there was no sign of Reggie.

By the time I’d gone through (and closed) the last boundary gate, it was raining pretty hard, but just as I made it home the heavens really opened up. I went inside, made a cup of tea, and sat down on the porch to wait for Reggie and watch the impressive display of lightning that was rattling around me.

Half an hour later, Reggie came down the road riding at about a kilometre an hour. When he finally pulled up, I saw he had grass stains and mud smeared across his face and down his left shoulder. His thick black glasses were lopsided on his face on account of their missing left arm.

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing, and he completely lost it and went off at me.

‘You little bastard! I got held up opening and closing all those gates and got caught out in the storm. The rain got so heavy I couldn’t see where I was going through my glasses.

‘The front wheel on my bike dropped in a sheep track and flipped me over the handlebars and I broke my bloody glasses. What have you got to say for yourself, you idiot?’ he fumed.

Wiping the tears of laughter out of my eyes, I replied, ‘Well, Reg, we all know it’s the law of the farm: leave all gates as you find them — and I found them closed, so I obeyed the law. What’s the problem? It’s only a bit of sheep poo and mud smeared on your face. It will wash off, you know . . .’
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Something on my chips

WHEN THE NEXT SCHOOL holidays came around in May, Dad had moved again. He was doing some fencing and looking after a farm at Te Akau on the other side of the harbour from Raglan in the Waikato. The landscape there wasn’t as tough as I was used to. It was a nice change to be in among the rolling hills that had already been cleared for sheep and cattle. This farm wasn’t the only luxury, though, as Dad and Velma were staying in an actual farmhouse and not a bus or caravan — even better, I had my own bedroom!

During the day, I’d be out fencing with Dad, or chopping firewood, or off on the three-wheeler on one of my regular missions to Waingaro Springs to buy tobacco for the old man, but at night I always managed to find my own fun. One night I went down to a nearby stream to catch eels. They weren’t too hard to catch: a bit of baling twine from out of the woolshed, a rusty old hook that Dad kept in an old bicycle repair tin, and a bit of meat I’d flogged out of the freezer for bait.

Being by myself in the dark didn’t worry me at all. I liked sitting by the stream, just peacefully daydreaming, fishing and giving my ears a rest from Velma. Sometimes I would wander up the riverbed with a torch and feel the odd bump as an eel slithered around my feet. Not for long, though, as I got pretty good at spearing them as soon as I felt them come near me.

No point asking the old man to come fishing with me — I’d given up on that years ago. Once he had promised to take me, but when the evening came he was snoozing in his chair.

I piped up, ‘Dad, it’s time to go fishing.’

‘Nah, bit early, boy.’

An hour later, I woke him. ‘Dad, it’s time to go.’

‘Nah, a little longer, boy.’ Back to sleep.

I woke him up an hour later, all excited. ‘It must be time now, Dad?’

He looked at his watch. ‘Nah, bit late now, boy.’ I never asked him again.

At the creek one night, I was sitting below an old stone wall near a bridge at the entrance to the farm’s main driveway with my line in the water. It was a moonlit night and I was enjoying sitting there, listening to the moreporks and dangling my line into the water. I had felt a few nibbles on it, and could hear the odd splash coming out of the creek in the dark.

It was about midnight when I noticed a shadow looming above me, blocking the light of the full moon. I froze in terror. I knew it couldn’t be a cloud because it was such a clear, still night. I knew there was no stock around, so it couldn’t be a cow. I knew it wasn’t the old man or Velma, because I would have seen them come over the bridge. What was it? Who was it? My mind was racing. Whatever it was, it was big!

After about a minute, my heart was going flat-out as I slowly turned to meet whatever creature had me in its sights.

And there was this bloody possum sitting up on the top of the wall above me. With the moon right behind it, the shadow it cast was huge — it’s fair to say I felt very relieved. The possum looked back at me with its big, poppy eyes, then ran along the stone wall, followed by a well-placed rock hurled by me!

* * *

It wasn’t just the local eels that I enjoyed going after while I was staying at Te Akau. By this time I was sick of sitting in the ute outside pubs, so when Dad and Velma left to buy stores in town one day, I took Dad’s rifle and some ammunition and went out hunting. There were some really big hares around there, and I found them much easier to shoot than the local rabbits on account of their size.

I wasn’t long home when Dad and Velma showed up — drunk — sometime around midnight.

‘Here, boy, I’ve bought you a bag of chippies,’ said Dad, handing them to me.

‘What’s that yellow stuff on the packet, Dad?’ I asked him, feeling pretty sure that it wasn’t something good.

He grabbed back the bag of chippies and wiped it with his sleeve.

‘Don’t worry, boy. Velma was a bit sick on the way home. They’ll be okay on the inside,’ he said as he handed them back to me. Then he disappeared into the bathroom.

Velma had that look in her eyes. Here we go again . . .

Sure enough, out she came with: ‘You’ve been dragged up, you shit.’

‘No, I haven’t,’ I said. This time I’d really had enough of her, so I swore at her.

She tried to kick me in the groin. Not knowing what to do, I pinned her against the wall. As she was short and I’ve got long arms, most of her kicks missed me.

Dad heard the commotion from the toilet. In a strained voice he called out, ‘What’s going on out there?’

‘Your missus is trying to kick me in the balls,’ I yelled.

‘Just hit her, boy. I’ll be there in a minute’ came Dad’s reply.

There was absolutely no way I would do that, but thinking back now it’s clear to me that no 13-year-old should have had to go through that.

While Velma sometimes lost her cool with me after a few drinks, Dad never did. Well, there was once when an old bushman mate of his was passing through and Dad had invited him into the house for a beer. They’d had quite a bit to drink and were talking politics when Dad turned to me and asked what I thought about Russians.

‘I don’t know really, Dad. They seem like nice enough people. Haven’t really had much to do with Russians,’ I replied, racking my brains for anything I knew about Russia, ‘but I admire the way they fought in World War Two. They put up with such horrendous conditions, like in Stalingrad . . .’

He glared at me. ‘You sound like a bloody commo,’ he snapped. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about!’

We were even: I had no idea what he was talking about, but I knew from then on to watch out for him when he was pissed. It was the first time I’d ever been scared of my dad.

When I got home I asked Mum what a commo was.

‘It means communist, dear,’ she replied wearily.

I was none the wiser. ‘What’s a communist?’

It wasn’t the first time Mum had had to explain something to me after I’d been on holiday with Dad . . .
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Wharerata whare

BY THE END OF 1980, Dad and Velma had moved on from Te Akau, and they were camped up doing scrub cutting near Wharerata between Gisborne and Mahia.

Instead of Dad driving all the way to pick me up, I caught the bus and Dad met me at the Mount Cook Landline bus depot in Napier.

He said, ‘Got a mobile home up there, boy, in the Whareratas, and I have this farmhouse for you to sleep in.’

Choice, I thought, I won’t have to listen to their domestics!

That would have to wait, though. First stop, the Westshore pub.

‘Just got to see a bloke about some chainsaw parts, boy.’

Then the Bay View pub. Then the Wairoa pub . . .

Eventually we were on the home stretch, and Dad finally turned off the highway in the middle of nowhere. In the headlights, I could see an old yellow Commer furniture truck.

‘Are you into furniture removals now, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Nah, boy,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I’m turning it into a mobile home.’

They were sleeping in the back of it.

‘Come in and I’ll show you what renovations I’ve done,’ Dad said.

First, he rolled up the canvas flap at the back of the truck (their door). Then he lit up his old Coleman Lantern, which started with a hiss, and soon some mozzies were gathering around the glow of the light.

Sure enough, the Commer was decked out like Dad’s other buses.

An old Formica table: ‘That’s the new dining area, boy.’

A beaten-up, old stainless-steel kitchen benchtop sitting on a four-by-two frame cut with a chainsaw: ‘That’s the new kitchen area I built, boy.’

He’d put in a gas cooker on which Velma could boil potatoes to mush, and cook cabbage until it turned white. The only thing she couldn’t ruin was the watercress that I used to go and pick out of the creek.

Up the back, there was a four-by-two bed base, also cut with a chainsaw. I didn’t need him to explain what that was.

‘Grab a torch, boy,’ Dad said. ‘Your house’s got no power.’

‘Oh, okay,’ I replied, feeling a bit bemused.

Dad gave me some directions. ‘The farmhouse is down the track and over in the paddock, boy. Just follow your nose, you can’t go wrong.’

I wandered off across the paddock in the dark, torchlight flickering — its battery was just about flat — and looking for a house. Sure enough, I could see the outline of a building. I walked over and shone the torch at it, looking for the front door. I managed to make out a dark shadow in the shape of a doorframe. Ah, that’s it, I thought, feeling relieved.

I walked over towards it. No steps.

Mmm, never mind, I thought as I climbed up on the beams where the steps used to be and shone the torch in through the doorframe. Dad must have left the door open.

Oh, hang on. There is no door. Bloody old man. I should have smelt a rat when he said there was no power.

The torch was failing and, as I shone it around the house, the floor seemed very dark. On second glance, I stared hard through the torch beam. Ah, that’s because there was no floor!

The joists I was standing on went the length of the house, and shining below them I could see piles of old beer bottles and cans on the ground.

At the end of the hallway, I could just make out a room with a camp bed made up in it. At least the bedrooms had floorboards. I was that tired I didn’t really care. I managed to hop across each floor joist without breaking my neck, and went to bed.

During the night, the place came alive with little furry shadows scuttling across the room, along with possums banging and creaking up in the roof.

In the morning, I noticed my bedroom window had been smashed and replaced with a sheet of plyboard nailed over the frame, which — given the state of the building — didn’t surprise me.

I got out of bed then hopped across the floor joists to the kitchen to look out the window there. Thought so. It had no glass in it either. I went around the rest of the house checking, and there wasn’t a single pane of glass intact anywhere. I knew the old man was used to living rough, but not this rough.

I wandered over to the Commer for breakfast, dodging the sheep poo and thistles as I went. Then I saw a caravan that could only belong to one person — Reggie. Great. That meant it was probably going to be a crap holiday for me, even if he did provide me and Dad with a bit of entertainment. It turned out he was going to be doing some scrub cutting for the old man.

‘Boy,’ said Dad to me, ‘grab the tractor and go fill the steel water tank on the back of it down at the creek.’ The tractor was a tiny wee thing called a Holder. It was articulated in the middle and, with a full tank of water on the back, it would rear up in the front if you were dumb enough to try to drive it up a steep hill. Instead, after filling the tank, it had to be backed up out of the creek and turned around on the flat before driving off. Easy.

Trying hard to sound like the old man, Reggie jumped in with: ‘I’ll go, Barry. He’s too young.’ And off he went on the tractor.

At the time, I was about to turn 14 and I’d been mucking around on tractors since I was 11, but I said nothing. Given that Reggie was involved, I knew that something would probably go wrong.

Sure enough, a bit later on Dad looked at his watch: ‘Jeez, boy, he’s been gone two hours. Take the farm bike and see what he’s doing, will ya?’

I headed off, looking for Reggie — and there he was stuck in the creek with the nose of the tractor in mid-air. He was hanging on for dear life and burning the clutch out.

It turned out he’d driven the tractor forward up the slope and it had reared up on him. He’d panicked and pushed the clutch in, and the tractor had shot back down into the creek and found a nice, deep hole.

I had tears of laughter streaming down my face. ‘Well, I’d better get the old man, I suppose,’ I managed to say, at last.

Dad was furious. While he dragged Reggie and the tractor out of the creek, he ranted and raved about how much the burnt-out clutch was going to cost him. I just stood there and laughed.

* * *

Later in the week, Dad said, ‘I’ve got to go into town for some chainsaw parts, boy.’ I knew what he really meant by that, but I played along with him anyway. ‘You and Reggie finish cutting that tea tree on the south ridge.’

‘Okay, Barry,’ said Reggie, earnestly. ‘I’ll make sure it gets done.’

I had a horrible feeling about this. I knew as soon as Dad was out of earshot Reggie would start throwing his weight about.

‘You get over there and grab my chainsaw, and I’ll grab your brush cutter and go over there,’ ordered Reggie as soon as Dad was gone.

It was funny. Over the years, Dad always had the latest gear, be it a brush cutter or chainsaw, motorbike or quad bike. No one else was allowed to touch these prized possessions. But I would turn up in the holidays and he would say, ‘Help yourself.’ He trusted me. This annoyed Velma immensely, especially because Reggie wasn’t allowed to touch Dad’s gear.

When Reggie grabbed my brush cutter (which was Dad’s favourite), he knew he wasn’t meant to. He was just being smart. I stood back and let him go for it.

I grabbed Reggie’s saw, petrol and chain oil, and disappeared over the ridge to start cutting scrub.

The next day, just after we’d all started work, Dad came over and said, ‘Hey, boy, what did you do to the blade in my brush cutter? It’s got four chipped teeth on the blade.’ (Tungsten-tipped blades were expensive. Once chipped, they cut poorly as they’re pretty much blunt.)

Velma couldn’t believe her luck. She jumped in straight away and gleefully said, ‘That’s a new blade you’ve cost your father.’

Then she turned to Dad and said, ‘He shouldn’t be using it, Barry.’

Dad suspected something was up. He turned to me and said, ‘What happened, boy?’

‘Don’t know, Dad.’ I grinned at Velma, and continued, ‘Ask that clown over there. He was using it.’

* * *

That summer at Wharerata was stinking hot, and we were spending a lot of time clearing pig ferns, which were covered in fine, pale brown hairs. Working in the heat made us sweat, and as we brushed through the ferns the little hairs would stick to us and make us itch. At the end of each day, we all looked like we had dodgy fake tans!

Out through the ferns one morning, I heard a shrieking squeal. No manly voice this time: ‘I’m hit! I’m hit! I’m down! I’m down!’

I yelled out, ‘You’ve been watching too many war movies, Reggie. What’s wrong?’

Pushing my way through the scrub, I found Reggie holding his knee, which had blood pouring out of it.

Just then, Dad showed up and he had no sympathy for Reggie. ‘You idiot. It’ll cost me a day’s work to take you out to get that stitched up.’

I put my five cents’ worth in as well: ‘Hope you didn’t blunt that saw on your knee bone . . .’

Velma shouted, ‘Shut up, you pair of sick bastards. Get him to a hospital!’ Velma was better on a chainsaw than Reggie. She’d give you a run for your money.

Dad’s idea of first aid was to wrap Reggie’s wound with the tea towel that had until then been used to wrap a leg of mutton in his smoko bag.

Getting Reggie out to the wheel tractor was a mission. We had to carry him along the gully, then up over a ridge. With one arm around me and one around Dad, he put on a good act.

After a while, I turned to Dad and said, ‘Hey, Dad, could you slow down a bit?’

‘Sorry, boy. Am I going too fast?’

‘Nah, I’m just hoping he’ll bleed out before we get to the tractor,’ I grinned.

While the old man laughed, Velma tried to clout me with the smoko bag.

Reggie got his knee sewn up in Gisborne. He needed only six stitches, the fluff. Then it was a stop at the Roseland Hotel, and another at The Jolly Stockman before we finally headed up over the hill and back to camp.

* * *

Dad hired a young bloke called Des Rangipo to replace Reggie. He had all his front teeth missing and was about the same height as Velma — four-foot-nothing. Des was a good bloke and we got on well together. He probably worked for Dad for over two years, and I bet he never got paid either. The only time the old man splashed out any cash on Des was once when he bought him a car.

Dad’s version of the story went something like this: ‘Yeah, boy, I bought this tidy Holden Special station wagon’, waving his hand in a big gesture. ‘Cost me quite a few quid, and I got it painted up for him, which cost me quite a bit of cash. But he’s worth looking after.’

But when I saw the car . . . Hmmm.

This was Des’s version of the story: ‘Yeah, Mike, it’s a piece of shit, eh? There’s rust all through it; and if you accelerate too hard, all the exhaust smoke billows out from under the dashboard. Cost four hundred bucks. We went halves in it. And he bought a tin of sky-blue enamel paint and a paintbrush for me to paint the car with. It’s a bit streaky, the paint job, but it covers the rust.’

Dad later sold the car out from under Des to help fund another bus.

Des was very loyal to the old man, though, and he went everywhere with him, even on holiday. With a long weekend coming up, Dad decided that we should all go and stay at Tatapouri camping ground for a few days. As well as giving us all a break, it gave him a chance to take the Commer truck for a run as it had been sitting for a few months.

It was a nice East Coast summer’s day when we headed off north towards Gisborne — me, Velma and Dad sat in the cab of the truck, while Des chose to sit in the back. We wound our way up and down the steep hills of the Whareratas, then stopped up at the summit to look out over Gisborne.

After a bit of a breather, we hopped back into the truck and carried on, winding down to the flats, through the cornfields and market gardens along the plains until we got to Muriwai.

Dad turned to us and said, ‘I’ll just stop up here and let the old girl cool down. She’s running a bit hot.’ As luck would have it, the Commer had reached her limit in the Muriwai Hotel car park.

Then he said to me, ‘Boy, go and have a peek in the back of the truck and see if Des wants a beer.’

I hopped out of the truck and went to talk to Des. The back of the furniture van had a step-down area that was quite low to the road. In it, there was room for a chair, so passengers could ride in comfort. I unbuckled the two leather straps and stuck my head around the canvas flap at the back of the truck. Being an ex-furniture van, it didn’t have windows, so it was quite dark inside.

‘Des, do you want a beer?’

No answer.

‘Des. Hey, Des! Got your ears on, mate? Do you want a beer?’

No answer. That’s strange.

Then I realised that Des wasn’t there. Oh, no!

I ran to catch up with Dad and Velma, who were nearly inside the pub.

‘Hey, Dad, Des is not in the back of the truck.’

‘What do you mean, boy? He’s probably having a snooze on the bed. Go wake him.’

I wandered back, a bit sheepish. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

I climbed up into the back of the truck, calling out, ‘Des, you lazy sod. Wake up!’

When I reached the back of the truck where the bed was, I found it empty. This time I had a good look around, in case Des was playing a trick on me. No, Des wasn’t there.

I ran into the pub.

‘He’s not there, Dad,’ I said, not knowing what had happened.

‘Damn. I must have left him up at the Whareratas, at the lookout, boy.’

We piled back into the Commer, and in a cloud of smoke headed back the way we’d come, looking for Des.

About ten minutes into the drive, a car coming in the opposite direction flashed its headlights as the driver waved at us frantically out the window.

‘Must be an accident up ahead,’ Dad said. ‘Gee, I hope it’s not Des lying on the highway having fallen out the back of the truck.’ I could tell he was starting to realise the seriousness of it all.

Meanwhile, the car signalling us started to pull over as we slowed down.

Velma piped up: ‘That’s Des in the passenger seat.’

‘Whew! I was starting to think the worst,’ said the old man as he pulled up on the other side of the road.

Des came limping over, looking a bit embarrassed. His clothes were torn and he had heaps of grazes on him.

‘What happened to you, Des?’ asked Dad, while rolling a smoke.

‘Well, boss,’ (he always called the old man ‘boss’) ‘I took one of your dining chairs and sat down at the back, down on the bottom level. I rolled a smoke and I stood up to flick some ash out of the canvas flap. When you started to climb the hill, suddenly you changed gear, boss, and I slipped and fell out the side of the flap onto the road.’

‘Crikey, you were lucky that there wasn’t a car or a logging truck following me,’ said Dad.

Des got back in the truck and we headed back down the hill towards Muriwai, where — predictably — Dad said, ‘Better stop in here and buy Des a stiff whiskey to settle his nerves.’

‘More like your nerves, Barry,’ Velma cut in.

I was waiting outside the pub for ages. They turned it into a bit of a session.

Eventually, we wound our way out the other side of Gisborne, looking down on all the beautiful surf beaches below us as we drove, and turned into the Tatapouri Motor Camp, which conveniently was next door to the Tatapouri Hotel. The hotel is famous for having been flooded up to the windowsills by a tsunami, which was triggered by a big earthquake in March 1947. They reckon if it had happened a month or two sooner the beaches would have been full of holidaymakers; but luckily no one was hurt.

Such things were of no importance to Dad, though.

‘I’m just going over to the pub for a quick snort, boy. Why don’t you and Des have a look out on that reef for a feed of kinas? The saltwater will help heal Des’s grazes.’
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Gelly for breakfast

WHEN THE AUGUST SCHOOL holidays came around, the old man was standing on the platform at Gisborne to meet me off the New Zealand Railways bus. As usual, he was wearing woollen bush pants and a Swanndri bush shirt with the sleeves turned up, and he was rolling a smoke.

‘How you been, boy?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, good, Dad,’ I replied.

‘Got a mobile home up the back of Tarndale, boy,’ he said.

‘Where’s that?’

‘Up past Whatatutu,’ he replied.

I nodded, none the wiser. ‘What you doing up there, Dad?’

‘Fencing, boy. She’s steep country and the ground’s as hard as buggery.’

We headed out through Ormond, past the vineyards and cornfields. ‘There’s some shearers’ quarters for you to stay in,’ said Dad, rolling another smoke on top of the steering wheel while driving along.

‘Do they have floorboards and some windows, Dad?’ I asked him.

‘Course they do, boy,’ he answered, slightly bemused.

‘Well, the last place didn’t,’ I said. He pretended not to hear.

Later, we arrived in Whatatutu, which is about ten kilometres up a river valley off State Highway 2 between Opotiki and Gisborne.

The ute swung over and pulled up outside the pub. ‘Just got to see a bloke about a rifle he’s selling, boy,’ Dad said as he disappeared inside.

A couple of hours later, he walked out of the pub.

‘You crook, Dad? It’s still daylight.’ By this time, I was 14 and I’d had a gutsful of waiting outside pubs.

‘Nah, boy. It’s going to snow. I can feel it in my aching knee.’

Now back in the late 1960s, Mum had been worried when Dad hadn’t come home one night. He’d always told her that if he was late home she should come looking for him, because something was wrong.

So Mum drove up to the mill where Dad parked his logging truck. It was sitting out the back of the mill where the trucks were unloaded.

Walking over to the truck, she caught sight of Dad. A chain had got tangled up on top of the logs, and he’d climbed up to free it. Then he’d slipped over and fallen down behind the cab and the logs. When Mum found him, he was hanging by the chain, his leg having been broken.

Mum ran over the road to a nearby house, where a party was in full swing, to get some help. Soon, the locals were working to get Dad free, while a nice old Māori lady rolled a smoke for him to calm his nerves.

They didn’t have a hospital in Taupo back then, so Dad had to wait over a long weekend for some specialist at Rotorua Hospital to sort his leg out.

Dad, being Dad, got brassed off. ‘Blow some specialist. I’m not waiting for him to finish his golf game over the weekend,’ he declared, before discharging himself.

He made Mum come and pick him up from Rotorua — but he wouldn’t let her drive the car back to Taupo.

Mum protested: ‘You can’t drive, Barry. Let me drive.’

‘It’s all right, pet,’ he said to her, as he clenched his teeth and crawled in behind the steering wheel, tears of agony in his eyes. With his broken leg, he drove them home.

Mum got the local doctor to come straight over to the house. All he could do was wrap and bind Dad’s leg with the stiff covers of old women’s magazines. It worked — well, sort of. After that, Dad always walked bow-legged like he’d just climbed off a horse, and he reckoned he could forecast the weather with his gammy knee.

Back outside the Whatatutu pub this August day, Dad said to me, ‘We’ll be lucky to get back in there tonight.’

We headed off up a winding metal road. It went on for miles. There were scars on the hills everywhere. They were just starting to break that country in for pine forest: roads were being pushed in everywhere, and new plantings of pines in neat rows criss-crossed the hills and gullies.

Dad pointed further ahead where the road went along a steep, high ridge. ‘Look at that, boy,’ he said.

All down one side was the biggest land slip I’d ever seen. It’s called the Tarndale slip and, covering 40 hectares, it’s thought to be the largest in the southern hemisphere. As we looked down over the side of the massive slip, I wondered how long this road would last.

Eventually, the landscape changed to farmland and we turned down a metal driveway. Parked behind the shearers’ quarters was an ex-Mount Cook Landline bus, still painted in the company’s blue and white colours.

‘She’s a beauty, don’t you think, boy?’ said Dad, pointing to the bus. ‘It has semi-auto transmission and airbag suspension.’

‘Where’s the Commer truck, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Had to sell it, boy. Velma had problems climbing up into the back of it.’ (I thought: She probably didn’t like sleeping in the back of an ex-furniture truck, more likely.)

Velma came over to meet us. ‘Come and see inside our mobile home,’ she said, talking a hundred miles an hour as usual. ‘Mike, your father’s built all the inside.’

This was something of a ritual every time I showed up: they would show me their fitout of the interior of whatever vehicle they had at the time.

‘This one has ample storage space,’ she said, pointing to the former luggage racks hovering above my head.

‘What are all the black rubbish bags for, Velma? Are you growing something you shouldn’t be?’

‘What do you mean? It’s just our clothes and linen. It’s convenient to store them in bags, so it’s easier to move at a moment’s notice.’

‘What? When the repo man starts sniffing around, Velma?’

She gave me one of her evil stares, and Dad laughed.

I wandered over to the shearers’ quarters and turned in for the night. Not long after I’d gone to sleep, I got woken up by a loud cracking sound, almost like rifle fire. A bit later, I heard the same sound again. Bang! Crack!

When morning came around, it was freezing. The old man had been right: the whole place was covered in thick snow.

Then I heard the cracking sound again, and realised it was the weight of the snow snapping the branches of the old pine trees, sending a big shower of snow down each time.

I was rapt. There’d be no work today. Time instead to have a look around the place and have a play out in the snow on Dad’s Honda Big Red three-wheeled motorbike. It was great fun until my hands turned blue — which didn’t take long.

We were snowed in for three days, by the end of which Dad was beginning to dry out as he couldn’t get near a pub. For once, Velma seemed happy.

The shower block for the shearers’ quarters was opposite the main building. After a shower, I wrapped a towel around myself and ran in bare feet through the snow across the courtyard to the shearers’ quarters kitchen, which Dad and Velma were using instead of the gas cooker in the bus.

When I opened the kitchen door, a wall of heat hit me in the face. Now, the old man was a legend for lighting raging fires, all for the wrong reasons. When I was a toddler and Dad was still living at home with Mum, Gaz and me, he lit a fire in our lounge fireplace then built it up so hot that he set the chimney on fire, which set the roof on fire, which burnt down the lounge. Mum wasn’t happy.

As the heat of the kitchen hit me, I noticed that Velma had perspiration dripping from her brow while she cooked at the stove, and Dad had a huge grin on his face. ‘Now, that’s a fire, boy: that’s how it’s done,’ he said.

The fire was roaring and spitting out sparks everywhere. Dad had cut up some old totara posts from over by the woolshed. I thought: Here we go. He’s going to burn this place down, too.

Fortunately, he didn’t.

* * *

When the weather finally cleared, Dad, Velma and I all piled onto the Honda Big Red three-wheeler and went to work.

Dad would sight the line of each new fence through his rifle scope, then put in the strainer posts, stays and riser posts, and then any angle posts and stays. He would then run a couple of guidewires. Next, with the posthole borer, he’d bore the holes and stem the posts, then he’d run the rest of the wires on a spinning jenny — which looked like a mini clothesline that held the coils of fence wire so they didn’t tangle when unravelling. The wires were then tensioned, battens were put on, and the gate was hung on the strainer post. Job done.

While we were working on a new fence, the farmer came down on his horse and said to Dad, ‘I’ve got that gelignite cord and dets you wanted, Barry. It’s up at the woolshed.’

‘Thanks, John, I’ll grab it at smoko,’ Dad replied.

The old man returned later with the gelignite, cord and detonators on the back of his motorbike trailer. He was like a kid in a candy store.

Gelignite is an explosive, commonly called ‘gelly’. It comes laid out in rows in a wooden crate. Each stick of gelly is wrapped in brown paper and looks like a long, skinny sausage roll. You can cut each one in halves or quarters, called plugs.

The detonators are shiny metal tubes about the same size as half a pencil, which have holes at one end to put the fuses — or det cords — in.

Crimping the det to the fuse is the worst job: there has to be just enough pressure so the fuse doesn’t pull out of the det, but use too much pressure and you’ll explode the det when you squeeze it. Dets are dangerous. If they get a knock or are squeezed too tight, they will go off and take your hand or fingers with them.

To assemble it all we were supposed to use proper crimping pliers, but we didn’t have any, so Dad just stuck the det with the fuse in his fencing pliers around behind his back, and slowly squeezed while gritting his teeth. He reckoned it was better to lose a buttock than the family jewels if it went off!

One of Dad’s old crony bushmen friends, George, told me a story about almost losing more than the family jewels. He and Dad were telling a few yarns and having a few beers, when Dad disappeared to the bathroom. George leaned over and said, ‘Hey, young fella. Your old man nearly killed me once.’ But he was grinning.

‘What did he do, George?’ I asked.

‘We were doing some fencing over at Rangitaiki, up Matea Road, for Lands and Survey. Well, me and Tom, this other bloke, were camped in this old corrugated-iron ex-forestry hut, and we kept sleeping in and being late for work.’

‘I know the feeling, George. Dad threatens me with a bucket of cold water if I’m not up by six o’clock. It’s his pet hate.’

George laughed. ‘He’s still the same, then!’ Then he continued with his story: ‘Well, we slept in once too often, and the door of the tin hut banged open and your old man stepped in. “Morning boys! Sleep well?” he shouted.

‘I opened one bloodshot eye and he was lighting half a plug of gelignite on a short fuse, which he dropped in our billy tin on the table.

‘“You might want to get up, fellas,” he said, then walked out. Well, we made it outside just before the hut blew up,’ George laughed.

With the gelly and dets on board, now, we headed over to another ridgeline to finish off a fence line Dad had been working on until the ground had got too rocky.

When we got there, he put a real skinny auger on his posthole borer and drilled down into the hard clay pan as far as he could. ‘Right, boy,’ he said, ‘watch what this stuff will do. I’ll try half a plug of gelly to start with, and see what the ground’s like.’

He crimped his det onto the fuse, poked a hole in the plug of gelly, pushed in the det and dropped it down the hole, leaving the fuse sticking out of the ground. Then he kicked what dirt he could down the auger hole, lit the fuse with his rollie, and hobbled back over the ridge to where we were safely waiting.

BOOM! There was an immense shower of rocks and turf. A big echo barrelled down the valley, spooking some sheep, which started running all over the show. The shepherd who had been trying to muster them up to the woolshed for shearing was not impressed.

We wandered back over to the posthole.

‘Mmm, bit too much gelly do you reckon, Dad?’ I suggested.

‘Yeah, just a tad, boy. I’m a bit rusty,’ Dad replied as we both stared into the smouldering crater, which was about the size of a dinner table.

Still staring into the crater, the old man said, ‘I’ll just pop off the rest of these postholes, boy. Quarter of a plug should be okay. Once I’m out of the way, you can throw in the posts and ram around them.’

Easier said than done. Most of the dirt from the hole had been blasted over the side of the ridge somewhere. I put a post into the crater hole. Yeah, this is going to be a marathon backfilling exercise, I thought.

To start with, I combed the ridgeline for rocks and threw them into the hole. Then I found some bits of old timber lying about. Stuff it. They can go in, too, I decided. I dug quite a bit of turf out of the bank and threw that in as well. Getting there! I rammed around the post. At least it was standing up by itself.

By the end of the day, all the posts in the rocky section were done. I just hoped we wouldn’t hit any more hard ground.

* * *

With the postholes sorted, I then got the job of running the wires. When we could, we’d tow the wire from the back of the three-wheeler motorbike. I’d take the wire off the spinning jenny, then drive down the hill. I’d hop off the bike, feed the wire through a staple on the angle post, hop back on the bike and carry on until I got a wave from Dad or I reached the next strainer post, which is a large post at the start and the end of each fence line where the wires are strained up and a gate is hung. Then I’d poke the wire into the ground to stop it coiling back up the hill again, and go back and get another wire.

Once, when I arrived back at the spinning jenny, I grabbed my fencing pliers to cut the wire off the coil. I wasn’t watching what I was doing and grabbed hold of the wrong side of the coiled wire. As I cut the wire with the fencing pliers — ping! The wire sprung around and hit me in the eye. My hand shot up automatically.

The old man must have seen it happen and came rushing up to me: ‘Jeez, boy, did that get you in the eye? Give me a look . . . Give me a look . . .’

He had to prise my hand gently away from my eye. Although my eye was watering like crazy, I could still see.

He gazed at it for a while. ‘You’re bloody lucky, boy. It looks okay. Might have just nicked the white part. Better take you to the doctor, though.’

After what was probably a two-and-a-half-hour drive, we got to Gisborne. There, the doctor said I’d just taken the film off my eye. He gave me some painkillers and eyedrops, and put a patch over my left eye. Man, it ached for days and it kept watering, but I didn’t care — I was just happy to still have my eyesight.

* * *

Once I’d recovered and got rid of the eyepatch, I took the old man’s rifle out to shoot a few of the hares that seemed to be running around everywhere. I wandered down the paddock until I came up to the edge of a steep gully. Looking down to the bottom of the gully, I could see some old tea tree scrub and overgrown blackberry bushes.

Thinking I might grab some blackberries to eat, I went down into the gully and slipped and slid my way through the scrub. When I got near the bottom, I saw these huge old tree stumps sticking out of the bank. I reckoned they probably went back to the turn of the century when the early settlers logged this country.

Looking more closely at one of the stumps, I could see a notch cut on the side of it where a springboard would have been placed for the logger to stand with his crosscut saw. That would have been hard work in those days, sawing by hand: a man at each end of the saw, trying to cut through the diameter of a tree 2.5–3.5 metres wide.

The scrub opened out into a little clearing right at the bottom of the gully, where I saw this huge log, maybe over 3.5 metres thick, just lying there. It was almost like a monument to the early logging days, resting peacefully for all those years on the valley floor. I climbed up and walked along the trunk. It was still in good nick. I wondered why they never took it. I reckon the land was probably too steep even for the bullock teams back then.






7

Radiant living in Havelock North

IN THE EARLY 1980s, I was asked to leave school at the age of 15, and I was happy to get out of there. I thought maybe I could get a job on a dump truck down Huntly way. I had read all of my brother Gaz’s old Contractor magazines, and so knew Baker Construction were mining coal at Rotowaro, just west of Huntly. I got out a map and worked out how to find Rotowaro, then I caught a yellow ARA bus, which took me into town, past the Auckland rail yards, up to the railway station. There I bought a ticket to Huntly and climbed on board an old Railways bus that was headed south.

At Huntly, I hopped off the bus and started walking towards Rotowaro. After about four kilometres, I could hear a vehicle behind me, so I stuck my thumb out and scored a lift. My driver was a mechanic who was heading out to the mines to fix a digger. He dropped me off on the side of the road at the entrance to the coal mine.

From there, I simply walked down a long drive and up to the workshops. Up ahead, I could see International four-wheel-drive PayHauler dump trucks going back and forth along the haul roads. Their dual wheels at the front as well as the back meant they were unique-looking machines. I was excited. Until now, I’d only seen these trucks in Contractor magazines.

‘Can I help you, mate?’ a voice called out from one of the workshops.

‘I’m wondering if you’re looking for a dump-truck driver by any chance?’ I replied.

‘How old are you, boy?’ the man asked.

‘Fifteen,’ I said.

‘Oh. Look, son. That’s a wee bit young, I’m afraid.’ The man popped his head out of the workshop door. ‘Where’s your car?’

‘I caught the bus from Auckland down to Huntly, then I hitchhiked.’

‘Well, I admire your enthusiasm, boy. Tell you what. Since you’ve come all this way out here, how would you like to go for a ride on one of the dump trucks?’

‘That would be great!’ I said, beaming.

‘Rightyo then, boy. Jump in and I’ll take you for a drive.’

We hopped into his Land Cruiser and drove off down the haul road, chatting as my new mate pointed things out to me along the way. Then he pulled off the haul road into a layby area and called up one of the dump trucks on the RT.

Within seconds, a 350 PayHauler had pulled up. It was loud. It had a Detroit engine and a small seat right behind the driver.

I climbed in. A big Māori bloke was driving.

‘Hey, cuz,’ he said, as if taking me out for a spin in his PayHauler was the most normal thing in the world.

‘Hi, I’m Mike,’ I replied.

‘I’m Rick. How are you going?’ We shook hands, then he put his earmuffs back on and we pulled out, onto the haul road. He could only really talk to me when the PayHauler was being loaded because of the noise of the Detroit engines — they were screamers.

Baker had a big International wheel loader that was fed by a big bulldozer — maybe an Allis-Chalmers — pushing the overburden over the face. The loader was scooping up dirt and loading us. When loaded, we would tear off down the haul road to the waste dump area, where a man was standing, spotting in the dump trucks where to tip.

Further down the haul road, on a different bench level, I could see the black coal being loaded out. There were dump trucks of all sizes driving around, each with its own job to do. I stayed out in the truck for an hour or so and had a great time. I was lucky, as nowadays you wouldn’t even get past the gate.

* * *

I went back to Auckland, but didn’t stay long. At the time, Dad was logging self-sown timber on people’s farms in Hawke’s Bay, so I went down to help him. We worked all over Hawke’s Bay: from Rissington near Napier, to Maraekakaho, right down to Ashley Clinton just inland from Waipukurau. It was a mixed bag of work: we cut down rows of old pine trees that were grown as wind belts for sheltering stock, took out gnarly old macrocarpa trees that were leaning over homesteads or power lines, and chopped down some massive blue gum trees.

The gnarly macs still made good building timber as you don’t have to treat them for rot. A bloke would come out with a portable sawmill for them. The pine trees were sawn up into lengths and grades, either saw logs or pulp logs. Saw logs paid a better price. The pine logs were loaded onto a logging truck and carted over to a mill in Hastings, while the blue gum was generally cut up and sold by the cord for firewood.

Dad worked for a rough old bushman called Ivan, who was tall, slim and probably in his sixties at that stage. Dad ran the logging side of things, and Ivan drove an old T-Line International logging truck, which he loaded himself with an old Hough log loader that had no brakes.

One hot, dry Hawke’s Bay summer’s day, the hills were burnt brown for miles around. The cicadas were singing loudly as we drove with the windows wound down and a hot breeze blowing in our faces. The vineyards around Havelock North looked picturesque as we pulled off the road and turned up a driveway.

‘This place looks flash, Dad,’ I said, staring out the window.

‘Yeah, hope we don’t get converted,’ Dad replied.

‘What do you mean?’ I was a bit confused.

‘You’ll find out, boy,’ he said, laughing his head off. ‘This is quite a big job, boy. They have given us their farm cottage to stay in, down the bottom of the driveway. It’s pretty flash.’

‘You mean it has a floor and windows, Dad?’ I never let him live that one down.

He laughed. ‘Yeah, something like that. Come on, let’s go for a look around the place.’

We drove through the vineyards at the bottom of the driveway then up into the property. On the left were beautifully kept lawns, terraced on three levels, and on the right were big well-kept gardens with masses of flowers and herbs, statues and ornaments and neatly clipped hedges. It could have been something out of England.

Standing out in front of it all, at the very top of the driveway, was a beautiful two-storey manor house built out of native timber. The back of the house had been extended for its residents.

Dad beamed at me. ‘Pretty flash, eh, boy? I’d better not drop a tree on that joint, eh?’

At the time, I thought he was joking . . .

* * *

Also on the property there were little cottages with lots of big old trees growing in among them. Some of the trees were leaning over the cottages. Our first job was to take out a row of pines that were starting to lean towards some overhead powerlines on a steep ridge on the boundary of the property. We were using Ivan’s old Caterpillar D7 bulldozer with a winch on the back and a bush canopy over the top of the dozer to protect it from falling trees. It looked like a jailhouse on tracks.

Ivan had scored some free wire cable for the winch on the dozer from his last job, putting a swing bridge in on a farm. The problem was that the cable was too thick for the winch drum, and the drum couldn’t hold much cable. This meant the cable was short when it was run out, and I couldn’t get far enough away from the tree when it was felled.

Dad didn’t seem too worried about this: ‘Boy, just watch my hand signals and you’ll be okay. All right?’

‘Yeah, okay, Dad,’ I replied, knowing I could trust him.

‘Right, let’s get started,’ he said. ‘Boy, take that wire strop and climb up that pine tree. You don’t have to climb far.’ Luckily, the self-sown timber that we were to cut down had heaps of branches.

‘They’re only leaning a little bit, so they won’t need much of a winch with the dozer,’ Dad added.

I wrapped the strop around the tree and hooked it to the shackle on the eye of the winch rope, then hopped into the dozer. The winch works on the same principle as a fishing reel: push the winch lever hard over away from you, which makes it unwind by itself.

As I moved off down the hill in the dozer, the old man gave me the ‘Stop’ hand signal. I pulled the winch lever to start the winch turning, and kept winching until the rope tightened up on the tree, thereby taking the strain. Usually, the head of the tree would shake — and that was tight enough. Then I’d stop and wait for Dad to scarf the tree. (A scarf is a V-cut made in the direction in which the tree is going to fall.)

Dad went around the back of the tree and backcut just above the level of the scarf. I sat there waiting with one hand on the winch lever and the other on the gear lever, just in case. The dozer was sitting there, chugging away quietly. I kept watching the old man.

He was nearly through the backcut, the screaming of his Stihl 056 echoing across the valley, wood chips flying out everywhere. While he sawed, he took a quick look up to check if the tree was starting to go. Yep, she was going. He quickly stepped out of the way while giving me the winch signal.

The dozer screamed into life with a cloud of black smoke. I pulled the winch lever hard over towards me. The head of the tree gave one last shake, as if it was alive. There was a loud crack, crack, crack from the tree.

Winch, winch, winch. Got the hand signal to stop. Almost in slow motion, the tree swung slightly to the left, stopped — and then down she came with a loud thud right beside me. Quickly, I pulled my shirt over my nose until the thick cloud of dust cleared.

The old man limbed the tree and cut off the head before giving me the thumbs-up. Then I winched the dozer back up to the stump end or butt using the weight of the tree, and wound it right up to the strop. Then I tucked the butt of the log up under the winch, so the log was off the ground and wouldn’t dig in as I dragged it down the hill over to the skid site where we cut the logs, stacked them and loaded them out.

On the last stump of that row of pines, Dad rolled a smoke and said, ‘Hey, boy, watch this trick!’

He lit the wet pine resin on top of the stump and it caught fire.

I was impressed. ‘Hey, that’s cool, Dad. Never thought that would have burnt.’

‘Yeah,’ he said while throwing a bit of soil back over the fire to smother it. ‘Come on, boy, we’ve earned a beer today. Ivan’s got enough saw logs for a couple of days. Let’s shoot down to the pub for a quiet jug.’

We jumped in the ute and, grabbing Velma on the way, headed off down the road to the DB Te Mata, which wasn’t far. I sneaked into the pub. By this time, I’d turned 16 and no one bothered to ask my age, so long as we drank in the lounge bar and not the public bar.

Dad ordered a round, and we sat in the corner by the window and looked out at the view. Dad and I were both filthy. I was covered in dust and he was dropping wood chips all over the fancy carpet in the lounge bar.

We’d been there for an hour so when we heard a fire siren start up and slowly get louder. Then a fire engine raced past the pub, quickly followed by another one.

‘There must be a fire or a big accident somewhere, boy,’ Dad said as another fire engine shot past. ‘Crikey, must be a big fire with that many trucks. Poor bastards, on a stinking hot day like today,’ he said, shaking his head.

After a few hours and a few jugs, we piled into the ute and headed back up to the cottage. As we pulled up at the bottom of the driveway, we noticed the hill up behind the manor house was black and burnt.

The manager came down the driveway to meet us: ‘Barry, we had the fire brigade here all afternoon putting out a stump fire where you cut that row of trees. They said we were lucky there was no wind. How do you think it started, Barry?’

The old boy gave me a wink. ‘Probably a spark off the chainsaw, Ken. She’s a powerful saw; that’s probably what started the stump fire.’ (I now know that fire will travel underground through pine resin and tree roots.)

* * *

After we’d been on the property for a while, I noticed that the staff from up at the manor were always picking the flowers that grew outside the cottage we were staying in. Fair enough, nothing to do with me. They probably wanted them up at the manor to make the table look nice or something.

Even though I wasn’t that interested in the flowers, I was dying to have a look inside the manor. I love old villas and their native timbers. By chance, I was chatting up one of the maids I fancied, who worked at the manor. She told me that they gave her free clothes and accommodation, which I thought was a bit strange.

Given all the old people who were living there, I decided the place was probably a health retreat or a retirement home. When I asked Dad, he would say, ‘Yeah, that’s it, boy. Retirement!’ And laugh his head off.

When I bumped into the girl I liked again, she invited me to Sunday lunch. In my coolest voice I said, ‘Oh yeah, righto . . .’

I went back all excited and told Dad I had a date: ‘Been invited for lunch at the manor, Dad!’

He cracked up laughing, only just managing to squeeze out: ‘Watch they don’t convert you, boy!’

I had no idea what the old goat was on about.

Sunday came around and I walked up to the manor, where my new friend met me on the front steps. I was a bit surprised: ‘You still working? You’ve got your uniform on.’

‘I work every Sunday,’ she replied.

Why did she invite me to lunch if she was still working?

We went inside, and it was just how I’d pictured it, with native wood panels and a big native timber staircase — pure craftsmanship.

‘Come, I’ll take you through to the dining room.’ She led me along the hallway.

In the dining room, there was a huge, long, polished native wood table with fine bone-china plates and silverware on it. They even had a little place card with my name, which I thought was pretty fancy. By this time, I was getting a bit embarrassed. There were rows of old biddies and me at the table, but I reckoned it would all be worth it for the flash feed I was sure we were about to be served.

My friend disappeared out of the room. Some date this was. The old man was right, she probably was trying to convert me. Never mind. A nice free feed had got to be better than Velma’s cooking. I swear that woman could have burned water if she’d tried.

The waiter brought in the entrée. It was soup. I couldn’t tell what kind of soup it was. It was muddy in colour and taste, and it had tree roots bobbing around in it. It tasted terrible. Everyone else was going, ‘Mmm, ooh, ah!’

Next, the main showed up on a china plate. I took one look at it — it was . . . colourful! There were big flowers, little flowers, leaves that looked like dock weed, roots of some description and an orange in the middle. No wonder they kept raiding flowers out of our cottage garden.

Not knowing what was garnish and what was edible, I engaged in polite conversation and kept an eye on what everyone else was eating. Okay, that old duck’s eating a flower, the old boy on my right’s chewing a root. Jeez, that old goat’s eating the dock leaf. Eugh!

Righto, better not be rude. I picked up my knife and fork and cut a flower petal. Mmm. (Yeah, right!) Then I had a nibble on a root that still had dirt on it. Yep, tasted like it looked — dirt — so I got stuck into the orange and tried to hide the flowers and dock leaves under its peel.

After lunch, I politely thanked my dining companions and took off as fast as I could back to our cottage, where I told the old man what had happened. He found the whole thing absolutely hilarious. I never saw the girl who’d invited me to lunch again.

It turned out the farm was called Peloha Radiant Living. It was a health retreat and New Age teaching centre that took its name from the first letters of the words ‘peace’, ‘love’ and ‘harmony’.

* * *

Back at work one day, Ivan was loading his logging truck with his Hough loader. We were sitting on a bank in the shade having lunch, when Dad noticed it had gone quiet. ‘Boy, pop up the hill and see what Ivan’s doing,’ he said.

I wandered up and took a look: ‘Quick, Dad: Ivan’s gone over the bank in his loader!’

The old man hobbled down to the skid site and climbed up onto the loader.

Ivan had been putting the last log on to the trailer, and, as the skid site sloped slightly, he was loading uphill. He’d been pushing a log over a bit to slot the last log in, and had rocked the trailer. The weight of the loaded trailer pushed him backwards over the bank.

When we got to him, Ivan was making strange noises and holding his chest.

‘Boy, quickly! Jump in the cab of his truck and grab his heart pills and some water,’ yelled Dad.

After about half an hour and his pills, Ivan slowly came right. I winched the loader out for him. Ivan uprighted his trailer, loaded all the logs back on and drove off out the gate to the mill. He was so old-school — just had a heart attack and carried on.

Meanwhile, Dad had a big blue gum to fell. It was huge: over 1.5 metres wide and leaning over one of the cottages. The problem was it was over a bit of a bank, so I wouldn’t be able to see Dad or his hand signals.

To solve this problem, Dad got Velma to come along and stand on top of the rise so she could relay his hand signals to me. We needed a good pull on this one, so I backed the dozer up to the tree, put a ladder on the back of the winch and climbed up to put the strop around the tree. I still didn’t trust Velma after all these years. Anyway, I ran the winch rope out, tightened the rope on the tree and waited for her signals.

Dad swapped his saw for the large Stihl 090 with its huge 59-inch (1.5-metre) bar, and I could hear it screaming away. I was nervous.

The saw stopped — he must have finished the scarf. The saw started up again — he must be starting the backcut. It seemed to take ages. Meanwhile, the dozer was idling away, chug-chug-chug, like it was counting the seconds for me. Then Velma signalled to me to start winching.

The dozer screamed into life. I started winching, but the winch was pulling me back to the tree. Not good. I ignored Velma’s hand signal and stopped. Sure enough, Dad hadn’t cut enough on the backcut . . .

He sawed a bit more, then Velma gave me the signal to winch and drive ahead. I whacked the dozer into second gear for a good pull. No good. The tree was too big. The engine was stalling. I whacked it into first gear. Yeah, she was moving now, picking up revs. Back into second gear. All this was happening super-fast while I watched Velma’s hand signals.

Usually, I could tell by the sound of the motor and the feel of the dozer’s sudden pickup that the tree was falling freely and I would just stop. The plan was to land the tree beside me. I still had to give it a good pull. If I pulled too hard, the tree would land on top of me. But Velma was still giving me the go-ahead signal and waving her hands. There wasn’t much vision out the back of the dozer, just a slot to peer out of, like in a tank.

Whoa! What was going on? She was definitely doing something wrong, so I stopped. I tried to peer out the slot for a better view of what was going on. Too late. A big, dark shadow loomed over the dozer.

I dropped down under the steering levers and covered my head.

A loud crash! Dust and leaves swirled around inside the cab and everything went dark.

I whacked the throttle lever up and shut the motor off, thinking it might catch on fire. Silence. Just a tick-tick-tick sound from the heat of the exhaust and the loud ringing in my ears.

Then came a booming voice: ‘What the hell are you playing at, boy? Trying to kill yourself? Get that dozer out from under that head.’

Luckily, only the head of the tree with all the branches, and not the trunk, had hit the dozer, otherwise I would have been dead. Then came: ‘And don’t run over the winch rope and stuff it up either.’

I fired the dozer up, wriggled and jiggled and managed to get it out from under the head of the blue gum.

Dad climbed on board, white as a sheet: ‘You okay, boy?’

‘Yeah, but I’m going to kill Velma,’ I growled.

I told him about Velma’s hand signals and he was horrified. He had given the hand signal to stop, but she had not relayed it. Over in the distance, she was just standing there quietly. She never even came over to see if I was all right.

Thankfully, the dozer canopy was none the worse for wear, other than missing some paint. It was built to withstand incidents exactly like that one.

* * *

Apart from that near-miss, we felled a lot of trees at Peloha incident-free. We had to winch a huge old gum tree off the manor house, but could not fit the dozer in properly to get a direct pull. The tree had to land directly between a cottage and the manor house. Dad scarfed it and made a special backcut, so that when I winched it the tree swung around and dropped between the houses. I was pretty impressed — and a nervous wreck!

The last tree to drop on the property was another gnarly old gum tree. We left it until last because it was going to be touch-and-go as to which way it would fall. It leant out quite badly over another one of their houses.

Dad reckoned that one of the blokes at the property had pulled him aside and said he would pay Dad if the tree was let go over the house. According to Dad, the fella had just upped the insurance on the place. He wasn’t having a bar of it.

There was a steep hill behind the house, which meant I wouldn’t be able to give the tree much of a pull. I was dreading it. I backed the dozer up to the tree and put the ladder on the winch.

‘Boy, climb up as high as you can with that strop. We need a good pull on this,’ Dad said.

I climbed up, hung on to a limb and fed the strop around as best I could. By this time, all of the residents were hanging around watching us. There’s nothing worse than people watching you and taking photos while you’re trying to do tricky work like this.

I got down out of the tree and hooked up the strop. Dad wandered over: ‘You’re going to have to dig her in, boy, and anchor the dozer. Otherwise you won’t get any traction when you start winching the tree. The slope’s too steep.’

I drove up the slope, running out the winch rope until Dad gave the stop signal. To steer an old bulldozer, you had to pull the left steering clutch lever with your left hand and push the left foot pedal, and it would turn left; pull the right lever and push the right pedal to go right.

I pushed the blade down and lifted the nose of the dozer up in the air, then cross-steered the levers, pulling the left steering clutch lever and pushing the right brake pedal. That locked one track while the other one skidded around on the spot, gouging out the dirt from underneath the track, making a hole and pushing dirt behind the machine. Right lever, left pedal — that was the other side — until I’d made a big hole on both sides for the dozer to sit in.

I tightened up the winch rope on the tree until it gave a little shake and then stopped. Dad started his chainsaw and scarfed the tree. Oh well, we’d started now, so there was no going back. We both knew that when I winched the tree the winch might be too slow, and — because it leaned the other way so far — the tree could still swing sideways and go over the house.

Dad did the backcut, then he stopped, stood aside and gave the winch signal. The dozer burst into life and I started winching. It was starting to pull me out of the hole a little, but I gained a bit of ground on the leaning tree. It moved upright slightly. Dad’s hand went up. Stop. He started sawing the backcut again. Then he stopped and gave the winch signal.

I tried again. The tree gave a bit of a crack and moved slightly upright, but I was still winching myself out of the hole. We stopped again.

Dad jumped in with the saw and cut a little more, then gave the winch signal. I started winching. Crack-crack-crack. The tree was nearly upright, but I was nearly right out of the hole. Stop!

Dad hopped in with the saw again and took a light cut before springing out of the way and giving the signal. I started winching. Crack-crack-crack-crack. But I had so much weight on the winch cable that the tree started pulling the bulldozer backwards.

I was really sweating it. I had no option but to whack the bulldozer in first gear and drive forwards, back into the hole. I had about four metres of hole in front of me. It might be enough of a pull to get the tree over.

I was skidding, pulling and yanking. Crack-crack-crack. Three metres to go before I was in front of the hole. Crack-crack-crack. I kept pulling and tugging, and I was muttering to myself ‘Come on, come on.’

Two metres to go now and I was yanking. I gained another metre. One last metre to go. ‘Come on! Come on! Come on!’

I was nearly right back in the hole, but I kept pulling. Crack-crack-crack-crack. Finally, I was right in the hole — CRASH! — and over she went in a shower of dust and leaves, and not on top of me this time.
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The circus comes to Maraekakaho

AFTER WE FINISHED UP at Peloha, we moved the gear to Maraekakaho. Dad had acquired a 25-foot caravan and parked it outside the shearers’ quarters on the property he was working on there. The caravan was quite modern and was actually fitted out properly. For once, he didn’t have to renovate it with his chainsaw. Looking around inside it, I could see that Dad and Velma still used black rubbish bags to store their clothes in, even though there were plenty of drawers to put them in.

As I was investigating the caravan, I heard a beep-beep outside. I leaned over and peered out of the window — a Holden Premier with an orange caravan behind it was parked out the front.

‘The circus has come to town, Dad.’

‘What do you mean, boy?’ asked Dad.

‘Reggie’s here,’ I replied with a poker face.

Velma shrieked, ‘How dare you talk about my son like that? He’s here to help your father for a few weeks.’

‘What? He’s unemployed again, you mean, Velma . . .’ I replied.

‘He would work you under the table,’ she spat back. This was one of her favourite things to say to me.

‘He probably would, Velma. I’ve never worked at Rothmans stuffing smokes in cigarette packets like him.’

Reggie hopped out of the car. He was dressed in his usual pair of tight Stubbies, a short-sleeved check shirt (one size too small) and the orange towelling sunhat. He still wore his big, black Coke-bottle-lensed glasses — he was as blind as a bat without them — and sported a beard.

He wandered into the caravan, ignoring me, and shook Dad’s hand. In his biggest, blokiest voice, he said, ‘How you been, Barry?’

‘Not bad, Reggie,’ Dad replied.

I looked at Reggie and thought: Oh well. He’s always good for a laugh — at, not with.

Next morning, we piled onto Dad’s new quad bike and headed off down the track to the skid site.

‘Am I on the bully, Barry?’ Reggie asked.

‘Yeah, sure, Reggie: if you can start it, you can drive it,’ Dad joked.

‘Can’t be that hard if he can drive it,’ said Reggie, looking at me.

‘Yeah, but I’ve got half a brain, Reggie,’ I replied.

‘I’ll have no lip from you, you punk,’ he retorted.

‘Well, hurry up and start it,’ I said. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

Reggie bounded up onto the bulldozer and sat there staring at all the buttons, levers and knobs. The old man was grinning from ear to ear.

I offered some words of advice as Reggie pulled the winch lever: ‘Nah, that won’t do much, Reggie, unless you want to winch something.’

He pulled the blade lever. ‘Nah, but that’s all good if you want to bulldoze a road.’

He pulled the gear lever. ‘Yeah, that’s good if you want to move it. But to move it, Reggie, it has to be going.’

By this time, I was laughing so hard I could barely speak, Dad was in tears, and we could tell that Reggie was ready to have one of his famous tantrums.

To help Reggie along, I said, ‘I’ll give you a clue. Under the seat cushion, there’s a key.’

He clicked it on. ‘Must be flat, Barry. It’s not starting,’ he said to Dad.

‘That’s the battery isolation switch, so it doesn’t go flat,’ Dad replied. ‘You’d better hop off, Reggie. You can stay on the skid site and unhook the strop for Mike when he comes in on the dozer, and you can cut the saw logs to the right lengths, while I drop the trees and limb them.’

When I came back to the skid site just before lunch, Reggie was sawing and sawing and sawing. Just listening to his chainsaw, I could tell it was blunt.

We stopped for lunch, but I didn’t say anything. Reggie was going hard out, pulling and pushing with the saw and getting nowhere. It was a stinking hot Hawke’s Bay summer’s day, dry and dusty, so sweat was pouring down his face and he kept having to stop to wipe his glasses.

The old man sat down for lunch, rolled a smoke and sliced off a bit of mutton for his sandwich. After a couple of bites, he glanced down at Reggie’s chainsaw and said to him, ‘Crikey, Reggie, better tighten that chain. If you throw a chain off, you’ll know about it. You’ll cut your leg off.’ Then he leaned over to give it a closer inspection. ‘What the hell have you done to that chain, man? The teeth are chipped. That was a brand-new chain!’

‘Hey, Reggie,’ I said, putting in my five cents’ worth, ‘Your saw tip didn’t hit any of that old fence wire sticking out of the butt of that last lot of logs I dragged in, did it?’ When using a chainsaw, the chain should never touch anything but the timber you’re sawing. If you hit dirt, rocks or wire, it will go blunt pretty much straight away. We were taking out a row of old pines for a wind belt at the time. Sometimes the farmers would tie fence wire to the tree trunks for chaining up dogs or as temporary fencing. The trees would then grow over the wire, but usually there’d still be a visible groove or a ring in the bark, which we would saw off at the skid site. We had to keep an eye out for them, though, so that the logs didn’t end up at the mill. If we missed any, the mill would reject the whole load.

Reggie looked at Dad. ‘It might have, Barry,’ he said in a not-so-manly voice.

* * *

When the next Saturday came around, Reggie said, ‘I’m off to Dalgety’s in town to pick up a few bits and pieces, Barry. You coming, Mike?’

‘No thanks,’ I replied.

‘Suit yourself,’ he said, then drove off in his Holden Premier.

When Monday morning rolled around, me and Dad were sitting on the quad bike waiting for Reggie. Dad was rolling a smoke, when out of his caravan stepped Reggie wearing the new attire he’d clearly purchased from Dalgety’s.

Now, as I’ve said, Reggie worshipped the old man, so he was wearing a new black bush singlet (just like Dad’s), a new pair of calf-high steel-capped forestry boots, the ones that have the sheepskin around them (just like Dad’s), and a pair of brown Stubbies (not like Dad’s). He had his hands on his scrawny hips and a rollie poking out of his gob (just like Dad).

I couldn’t help myself: ‘For the summer’s forestry fashion attire for 1983, Reggie is sporting a new bush singlet and boots from the Dalgety label.’

Dad cracked up laughing, and Velma just glared at me. ‘At least he doesn’t dress like a peasant like you,’ she said spitefully.

‘True, Velma, but I don’t need to clone myself on Dad,’ I replied.

As the day went by, I noticed Reggie getting cocky with the chainsaw. He had a bad habit of standing up on the log while sawing through it and putting one hand on his hip. I think he thought he was being cool.

I hopped off the dozer and strolled up to him. ‘Hey, Reg, you want to hang onto that saw with two hands, man. Dad’s knocked the tops off the drags on the chain, and she cuts like a hot knife through butter . . . and that’s a big saw, and it kicks back like a mule.’

I only mentioned it to him because I’d had it happen to me one day. Dad and I were cutting up some big, ugly, self-sown pine logs. I was up on top of the log, sawing it through, and just starting to get tired. The chainsaw was an old Stihl 056 with a 32-inch (80-centimetre) bar. I was bent over it as I was sawing and had my elbows resting on the tops of my knees to take some of the weight.

The tip of the bar must have touched a branch underneath the log or something, and it kicked back a beauty. The rear hand-guard (the bit that has the trigger) kicked straight back and into the side of my leg at the kneecap. Well, I just stopped, not moving a muscle, my head bent over and eyes tightly closed, gritting my teeth in agony. Then I heard this voice beside me: ‘Did the saw kick back at you, boy?’

‘Yeah, Dad,’ I muttered through clenched teeth.

‘Does it hurt, boy?’

‘Yeah, Dad.’

‘That will teach you, eh, boy?’

‘Yeah, Dad.’

With that, Dad just laughed and walked off.

Despite my best intentions, Reggie now stared back at me and said, ‘What would you know, you pup? Get lost and mind your own business.’

I hopped back inside the dozer and disappeared down the track in a cloud of dust, thinking he was probably going to accidentally kill himself.

A couple of days later, I was dragging some logs out to the skid site, and through the dust I could see Reggie sitting down. It looked like he was holding his shoulder and rocking back and forth. I thought the clown must have torn a shoulder muscle.

I pulled up and hopped out of the dozer, unhooked the strop off the logs, then wandered over to him.

‘What’ve you done to yourself, Reg?’ I asked.

‘What’s it bloody look like?’ he spat angrily. As he turned around, I could see blood streaming through his fingers. He’d been standing on top of the log, holding the saw with one hand and it had kicked — not back, but up! The tip of the saw had swung up 180 degrees, just missing his face, and cut him in the right shoulder.

I grabbed a tea towel out of the smoko bag and shoved it on his shoulder to try to stop some of the bleeding.

‘Hold that, Reg, and I’ll go and get Dad.’

I jumped onto the quad bike and rode up to where Dad was working. Just for a stir, I said, ‘Hey, Dad, your son’s just cut himself.’

‘What? Not my bloody son, boy, and don’t you forget it!’

As he hopped onto the quad bike, he grinned and said, ‘Better go and see what your brother has done to himself.’

‘Bugger off!’ I protested. ‘He’s not my brother.’

Back at the skid site, the old man climbed off the quad bike and rolled a smoke. ‘Give us a look at that wound, Reggie,’ he said as he took the tea towel off. ‘Yeah, as I thought, just a scratch.’ (It was a huge gash.) Then he looked over at me and winked. ‘Reggie,’ he continued, ‘if you can’t see daylight through it, it’s not a gash. Right. Hurry up and get on the bike before you pass out. I don’t feel like carrying you again, like last time, remember?’

Dad was no stranger to injuries himself, as he’d copped a few good ones over the years. In his teens he’d worked in the native bush around Te Haroto on the Napier–Taupo Road. He was cutting timber in a gully when another bushman, who hadn’t seen him down below, dropped a tree on top of him. Luckily his chainsaw was still idling because a branch had gone through his stomach and out the back and pinned him underneath the tree. He managed to saw off the branch and crawl back up to the smoko hut. At smoko time, he was found passed out with the branch still through him. That same accident also chopped his right bicep muscle, which dropped down around his elbow leaving a big hole in his upper arm where the muscle had been. The accident also caused him to need a few hernia operations.

Reggie didn’t come back to work for Dad again, although he did visit from time to time. This was also the last time I worked for Dad. I got tired of not being paid and had had enough of Velma. In search of work that would actually result in a pay cheque, I moved back up to Auckland, but still visited them at Christmas and other holidays.
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A job that pays

I WAS 16 WHEN I went to work as a houseman on the afternoon shift — 2.30pm to 11pm — at the Sheraton Hotel in Auckland, which later became the Langham and is now the Cordis. While the hotel was rather flash, it was located on Symonds Street, close to Karangahape Road. At the time, K Road was the centre of the city’s seedy nightlife scene. It was certainly an eye-opener after working for the old man. For a start, it was my first job where I got paid weekly — well, where I actually got paid full stop!

I can’t say it was a career I’d ever thought about. I’d always wanted to drive earthmoving gear, but I was young and no one wanted to hire me, so out of the blue Mum got me a start at the Sheraton. She worked there as a supervisor in the housekeeping department, which involved looking after the Royal Suite on the tenth floor and chatting to lots of famous people, popstars and VIPs.

I had gone from living in a small town where most of my friends and their parents either worked in the bush or drove logging trucks, to working in an international hotel in a big city, mixing with people from all walks of life and from all around the world.

Being a bit rough around the edges and being a natural introvert, I found it hard to fit in. It didn’t sit well with me calling people ‘sir’ and ‘madam’. I wasn’t like some of the people working there, for whom it came naturally to say ‘Oh yes, sir’, ‘Certainly, madam.’ But a lot of guests expected that. They wanted their money’s worth. Fair enough. But not from this bloke. No way. Luckily, my main job was keeping the linen rooms supplied on five floors. These rooms could be found just outside the service lift on the landing of each floor.

I also did a bit of cleaning and vacuuming in the hotel’s two restaurants. There was the big, flash, fine-dining restaurant, Partington’s, along with the less flash Windmill Café, which was Auckland’s only 24-hour café at the time. I carried a little pager around with me, and when it beeped I’d go to the lobby landing, pick up the phone and call housekeeping. Mrs Hauraki, my supervisor, would tell me what she wanted — it could be anything from hair-dryers to ironing boards and irons, to bed boards for people with crook backs, to rollaway beds for extra visitors. All of this had to be done in between my two main jobs.

There were just the three of us on the evening shift: me, Mrs Hauraki — she was a nice Māori lady who called everyone ‘dear’ — and the other houseman, Paul. He was a bit older than me, maybe in his early twenties, slim, impeccably dressed, and I think he called everyone ‘dear’ as well. The way he walked reminded me of a penguin: shuffling his feet, with elbows bent up and wrists flopping forward. He looked after stacking linen on the hotel’s other five floors.

When we first met and I shook his hand, it was: ‘Ooh, hi, Michael!’

‘Gidday, Paul.’

‘Okay, dear,’ said Mrs Hauraki, ‘you can go with Paul and he will show you what to do.’

‘Come,’ said Paul, ‘follow me, Michael,’ and he shuffled off across the basement lobby to the service lifts. The bottom basement level was home to the changing rooms, the staff kitchen and dining room, our housekeeping department and the laundry.

Paul and I hopped in the lift.

‘Okay, Michael, you’re in charge of stocking floors one, two, three, seven and eight, and I will do floors four, five, six, nine and ten.’

We hopped out of the lobby and Paul shuffled over to the linen room. We both carried master keys for every room and door in the hotel. He unlocked the linen room door. The room contained the day-shift housekeeping gear, like cleaning trollies stacked with tea bags, spare cups and saucers, plus all the linen and everything else the cleaners needed.

There were rows of shelves for the linen, and boxes containing loo rolls, and tea, coffee and sugar sachets. On the wall was a list with the numbers of sheets, towels and pillowcases required for that level. Basically, that was our office.

If we needed any cleaning products or a vacuum cleaner, we just helped ourselves from whichever floor we were on. Each floor had a Tellus vacuum cleaner. Actually, there were meant to be two of these on each floor, but they were as rare as hen’s teeth and the housemaids guarded them with a vengeance. Heaven forbid if you borrowed one and didn’t return it to the right linen room floor! As there were only two of us on the evening shift, the housemaids knew who stocked which floors and there would be a big dirty note pinned on the door for you to read the next night if you did something they didn’t like.

Paul said, ‘Okay, Michael, count the leftover linen on the shelves, look on the wall to see how many you need, write it on the checkboard you carry around, then pop down to the laundry, grab a trolley and stock up on whatever you need for this floor. Simple. Bye, bye!’ And off he trotted. That was my training completed. From there, I had to work it out for myself.

The housekeeping department’s biggest problem was that the laundry couldn’t keep up with demand, so we had to ration our floors with just enough linen for the housemaids to get going in the morning. And, man, some of them got brassed off! Cue another dirty note pinned on the linen room door the next day. After a while, I worked out which floors to look after and which floors were home to the nasty housemaids, who got stuff-all.

I had a problem with one smartarse housemaid on level three who kept leaving me sarcastic notes: ‘Can’t you count the linen?’ ‘Do you have a problem with maths or something?’

One night, my pager went off, so I called Mrs Hauraki.

‘Hello, dear. Sorry, but I have a bit of a nasty job for you. One of our guests has vomited on the carpet on level five outside Room 53. Could you go and clean it up, please? Just grab a bucket and mop with some warm water, dear.’

I jumped in the lift and headed up to level five. I could smell the vomit before I could see it. Eugh! What a stink. A nice big pile with bits of carrot and corn sticking out of it. I started to gag, so I quickly turned on my heel and headed back to the linen room for the bucket and mop.

When I got there, I sat down on an upturned bucket to think over what a mess that person had made. Suddenly an idea sprang to mind. I jumped back into the service lift, hopping out at level three. Sure enough, there was a nasty note for me on the door of the linen room.

‘I’ll fix you, lady,’ I muttered, grabbing the vacuum cleaner. Back then, they didn’t have a bag inside. The dirt just got sucked into the bottom of the vacuum cleaner, which was shaped like a big metal bowl.

I wheeled the vacuum cleaner out to the service lift and back up to level five, where the stink hit me as soon as I opened the lobby door. I took a deep breath and bolted down to Room 53. There I quickly plugged in the vacuum cleaner and did a super-fast vacuuming session on the vomit, followed by a quick spray on the carpet with a big can of air freshener. Awesome. Job done.

I wheeled the vacuum cleaner back down to level three, sniggering to myself as I placed it back in the linen room. That was one way to stop the snippy notes!

* * *

It didn’t stop the laundry wars between me and Paul, though. He had the upper hand as he’d been there longer, and knew all the sneaky tricks to keep his housemaids stocked up and happy. One night I caught him in one of my linen rooms pinching my sheets and tea towels, the sly fox. Unseen, I just crept away and said nothing. Then, just before knock-off time, I went and raided his floor. Bigtime. I took all the sheets from one level and all the towels from another. That will teach him, I thought.

The next night he came up all flustered and snaky. ‘Michael, you didn’t take my linen, did you?’ he asked peevishly.

‘Well, Paul. Stop taking mine — or I’ll throw you down the laundry chute if I catch you again.’ He’d been doing it for weeks.

Instead of taking the express route that I’d offered Paul, I always took the lift down to the basement. As soon as you opened the door to the laundry down there, the heat would hit you in the face along with the smell of the cleaning chemicals. It was overpowering. I took my hat off to the ladies in there: they worked hard. They were always having a laugh, and nothing fazed them.

One of the ladies there showed me how to use the towel-folding machine in case I ever got short of towels — which was always. They told me that Paul used it as well. So that was how he kept up with the towels! He’d kept that little trick to himself so he could get a few brownie points from the housemaids.

One night, I was in there folding a few towels on the machine. As the laundry ladies were gone by 5pm, the place was empty. Paul walked in and saw what I was doing.

‘Michael, you have just folded all the clean towels that I was going to fold,’ he huffed at me.

‘Yep. And thanks, Paul, for telling me about the machine,’ I replied.

‘Oh, umm, I forgot,’ he muttered.

‘Forgot? I’ve been struggling to find towels for my linen rooms for months. But not anymore,’ I said, as I wheeled off my huge pile of towels. ‘Bye, bye, Paul!’

‘Oh, you bitch!’ he muttered, as I left feeling victorious.

* * *

There were all kinds of people working at the Sheraton. The place was a hive of activity. Out the front were the valets, the bellboys pushing luggage trolleys around, and also the doorman. They were all well dressed and well spoken. Smooth operators, they were the face of the Sheraton, the first people you met when you arrived, and they always greeted guests with a big, cheesy smile.

Then there was the restaurant staff at the Windmill Café. They were mostly female, and they came from all walks of life. Partington’s had an all-male staff who were snooty, and they seemed to look down on the rest of us. The hard-working laundry ladies, who were mainly Pacific Islanders, were always good to have a laugh with. The daytime housemen were mainly Māori and Pacific Island blokes; they were a good bunch.

I became friends with Roland, the doorman, who was about one or two years older than me. His uniform was a top hat and tails, to which he added a wooden cane for embellishment. His job was to open car doors and meet and greet guests, then maybe take their luggage and put it on a trolley if the bellboy was busy.

I was out the front one evening, cleaning smeary fingerprints off a door, when I got talking to Roland. ‘Hey, Mike,’ he said, ‘you should get a transfer and come and work out the front.’

‘Nah, Roland. I can’t crawl up their bums like you do,’ I laughed.

‘Yeah, but you could learn to. It’s all a big front,’ he said. ‘Here, watch this.’ He casually strolled up to a Rolls-Royce that had just pulled up. Tapping his cane on the marble floor as he walked through the lobby, his coattails swirling, he stepped out and in a grand sweep opened the car door. He doffed his hat with a flourish: ‘Welcome to the Sheraton, sir. And how are you tonight, madam?’ he asked with a big, cheesy smile. ‘Have you travelled far, sir?’

The bloke in the Rolls replied in an American drawl: ‘My wife and I have just come from Texas in the United States of America, son.’

‘Well, you must be tired, sir. Don’t let me hold you up. I’ll collect your luggage and see that it gets straight up to your room. Madam, mind your step. Here, let me assist you, ma’am. Please, take my hand,’ he said in the most considerate manner known to mankind.

The couple exited the Rolls-Royce, then Roland loaded the suitcases out of the boot and the bellboy pushed the trolley away. The Texan gave Roland a $10 tip.

‘That is so kind of you, sir. Have a pleasant evening,’ said Roland as the couple walked off into the hotel.

Roland wandered over to me, tapping his cane and smirking: ‘See? That’s how it’s done, Mike. Just made ten bucks. And it’s Yank money.’

‘How do you sleep at night, Roland? Your nice shiny boots were just about sticking out of his bum cheeks.’

‘I sleep very soundly, thank you. Do you know, I bank my wages and make better money off my tips?’

Beep-beep-beep. My pager went off. ‘Gotta go, Roland.’

‘Okay, Mike. Have fun cleaning your toilets. Cheerio!’

‘You tosser!’ I threw back at him as I went off to phone Mrs Hauraki.

Her message was that they were ready for me to vacuum the café floor. As the Windmill Café was open 24 hours, it always had a messy floor, but the staff there were a pretty friendly lot.

‘Hi, Sue,’ I said, greeting the café manager.

‘Hi, Mike. Can you make sure you vacuum up in that back corner?They’ve made a bit of a mess,’ she replied.

It was a huge area to vacuum, with heaps of chairs and tables to go around, but I took my time and did it properly.

Next was the fine-dining restaurant. ‘Hi, guys, how are you going? Are you ready for me to start vacuuming yet?’ I asked.

‘No. Come back in an hour,’ came the smirking response from a staff member who huffed on a crystal wine glass before polishing it with a tea towel. I think they must have been mates with Paul; they all shuffled their feet, too.

I went back later, which put me behind schedule, and started vacuuming.

‘You missed a bit over there,’ pointed one of the waiters, while puffing on a silver dessert spoon.

‘And over there,’ someone else chipped in, while folding napkins. I hadn’t even done those areas yet, but I kept my cool — I wasn’t going to let them win.

* * *

The following evening, I was up in one of the linen rooms. Sometimes the housemaids would leave me fruit, lollies or even men’s magazines stashed up on the top shelf. It was amazing what guests left behind: clothes, jewellery and watches, which were put into the lost and found but were hardly ever claimed, so the housemaids eventually took them home. It was just one of the perks of the job.

If there was a rich Arab sheikh staying, which was not uncommon, anyone who walked into their room got a $20 tip: the housemaid, the room service waiters . . . even the day-shift houseman clicked onto it and went knocking on the door with some lame excuse just to collect the cash.

Beep-beep-beep. My pager went off. ‘Hello, dear. Would you take a bed board up to Room 10 on the tenth floor please?’

Tenth floor? Must be some bigwig. Fussy bastard wanting a bed board because he thinks the bed’s too soft.

Now, these bed boards were a five-centimetre-thick solid sheet of timber made to fit under the mattress of a king-size bed. They were heavy and awkward to handle, which is why I suspected Paul was hiding somewhere and wouldn’t answer his pager.

I jumped in the service lift and headed to the housekeeping department, where I hunted around for a flat trolley on castors, so I could drag the bed board up onto a trolley and wheel it to the lift. The lift doors opened. No! It was too tall to fit in. I stopped and slid the board back off the trolley as the lift doors closed. Damn, I’d have to wait for another one.

Bing! The door opened and I dragged the bed board into the service lift and up to the tenth floor. By this time, I’d got a sweat up. There was no point dragging the board back onto the trolley only to drag it back off the trolley at the lobby doors, which were also too low. I set about heaving and dragging the board down the corridor, making tracks along the nice new carpet all the way to number 10.

Knock, knock, knock! The door opened and the stink of cigar smoke hit me. A bloke was standing there with a huge cigar in his gob. Through clenched teeth, he said in a Texas drawl, ‘You took long enough, son.’

It was the bloke who’d given Roland the $10 tip. Better be polite. ‘Evening, mate. Sorry about the delay,’ I said.

‘Well, I’ll let you off this time, son,’ he replied.

Then his wife spoke up: ‘He’s doing his best, Howard, don’t be so hard on him.’

Still puffing from the exertion of transporting the board, I pulled the sheets off the bed then pulled the mattress off its base.

Old Howie was still puffing on that putrid cigar, sitting in the corner, sipping his whiskey and watching me like a hawk. He didn’t bother to give me a hand as I was heaving the bed board up and onto the base. Then I dragged the king-size mattress back onto the base and began making the bed.

Just as I was tucking in the last corner, Howie piped up: ‘Hey, son. That board’s sticking out about an inch on this side. Don’t you reckon, Nancy?’

‘Looks mighty fine by me,’ drawled Nancy.

By this time, I’d had enough of Howie and his stinking cigar. ‘See, Howard, your missus doesn’t mind,’ I replied.

‘What’s that, son? What did you say?’

‘I said your missus doesn’t mind, Howard.’ Nancy burst out laughing.

Howard said, ‘Look, son, I could catch my hand on the lip of that board that’s sticking out.’

‘What?’ I replied. ‘Do you sleep with your hands under the mattress or something?’

Well, Nancy near wet herself laughing while Howie’s cigar just about fell out of his mouth.

‘Listen here, son. What’s your name and department?’

‘Mike. And it’s housekeeping.’

‘What’s your boss’s name, son?’

‘It’s Mrs Hauraki.’

‘How do you spell that, boy?’

‘H-a-u-r-a-k-i.’

‘Mrs Harcrackie.’

‘No: Hauraki.’

‘Howrickie.’

‘No: Hauraki.’

By this time, Nancy was just about having a seizure over in her chair.

Furious, Howie burst out with, ‘Goddam, your funny Mah-ree place names are so hard to pro-nounce’.

‘What do you mean, “funny”? No worse than yours,’ I replied.

‘Whaddaya mean, son?’

‘Well, look at the Texas Panhandle. You name your regions after cooking utensils!’

I could hear Nancy in the background. ‘Lordie, Howie, I love this good old boy,’ she snorted, wiping away her tears.

‘Right. If that’s all, I’ll say goodnight,’ I said politely and bolted out the door, wondering if my career in the hospitality industry had just come to an end.

About half an hour later, my pager went off. I’d been dreading this phone call.

‘Hello, dear. Could you come down to the housekeeping department and see me, please?’

‘Okay, Mrs Hauraki.’ I groaned as I hung up the phone.

With a sense of foreboding, I made my way down to the housekeeping department and stepped into Mrs Hauraki’s office.

Mrs Hauraki looked up: ‘Ah, Mike. I have a note here from Room 10, the guest you took the bed board up to.’

‘Ah yes, well, I had a bit of an altercation with them, I’m afraid.’

She looked puzzled as she peered at the note. ‘Well, it says, “Mike of the housekeeping department did an exemplary job in an outstanding professional manner this evening and we would like to give him a token of our gratitude.” It’s signed Howard and Nancy, Room 10.’ With that, she handed me an American $20 note.

I bet they’d never been spoken to like that in a five-star hotel before! I quickly disappeared out the office door to find Roland and wave my $20 note under his nose — all without even saying ‘sir’ once.

* * *

About a week later, I answered a page from Mrs Hauraki at about 10.30 at night.

‘Dear, could you go and pick up all the hair-dryers?’ she asked.

Now, this was a brand-new five-star hotel, but back then the guests had to ring the housekeeping department to request hair-dryers or clothes irons. We would drop the items off to the guests and they would sign a chit saying they’d received them. We had to tell them to ring housekeeping when they’d finished with the item and it would be picked up. Yeah, right. There were probably ten hair-dryers in the whole hotel as the guests kept flogging them.

Knocking on a guest’s door at 10.30 at night to ask for a hair-dryer back was my pet hate. Luckily, 95 per cent of the time, guests were out. This particular night, I knocked on a door and got no reply, so I got out my master key and let myself in. The lights were off, but I saw the hair-dryer on the bench, so I walked over and picked it up. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness in the room, I could see two guests in bed. Whoa! I backed out quietly with the hair-dryer in my hand — and they were none the wiser.

Mrs Hauraki said that the department head blamed her for the missing hair-dryers because staff weren’t collecting them each evening. That meant that guests would check out the following morning taking the hair-dryers with them. I think she wanted us to get caught by a startled guest, who’d woken up to find a stranger armed with a hair-dryer standing in their room, in order to prove a point to management.

* * *

Once there was a high-ranking American official staying at the hotel when I got paged by Mrs Hauraki.

‘Hello, dear. Could you take an ironing board and iron up to Room 23 on the sixth floor, please?’

Bing! I hopped out of the lift with the ironing board tucked under my left arm like a surfer, and the iron in my right hand. As I was walking through the lobby on my way to Room 23, I noticed two well-dressed men wearing dark aviator sunglasses, standing side by side out the front door of Room 7 with their hands tucked behind their backs, statue-still and looking straight ahead.

‘Gidday, fellas,’ I said as I approached.

They both stepped out in front of me.

‘What are you doing, sonny?’

‘I could ask you the same question,’ I replied.

‘What department are you from?’ he drawled.

I tapped my ID card and asked, ‘What department are you from?’

‘Never you mind, son. What are you doing?’

By this time, I’d clicked that they were a couple of American agents of some description. ‘Well, fellas, I was just on my way to hold up Room 23 with this ironing board. You caught me red-handed.’

I got a lopsided grin from them. Then one of the men looked at me intently: ‘Okay, boy, I’ll escort you down to the room.’

‘Oh, awesome. Would you mind carrying my ironing board? It’s a pain in the neck trying to carry it and the iron at the same time.’ I couldn’t believe my luck when he took it. He probably thought it was bugged or something. It looked so hard-case seeing an FBI agent, a man in black, carrying an ironing board under his arm, trying to look cool with his shades on in a dark lobby.
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Puke, polish and popstars

ONE JOB I HATED was keeping the toilets clean when the hotel had a big conference on. There was only one toilet block for the whole lobby level, so you can appreciate how busy it got in there. The management out on the front desk thought we had nothing better to do down in housekeeping, and were constantly complaining to Mrs Hauraki about the state of the toilets.

We were supposed to clean the washbasins and marble benchtops, then wipe all of the water spots off the huge mirror above the handbasins. Doing this made us look like perverts, because we could see the backs of all the blokes having a slash at the urinal while we were wiping away. This was supposed to be done every hour, which never happened.

One night there was a Toyota Hilux conference on when I got paged by Mrs Hauraki. ‘Sorry to pester you, dear. I know you’re busy, but I’ve an urgent job for you. One of the guests has vomited on the floor in the men’s toilets in the lobby.’

Eugh! What a stink. At least the floor in there was tiled. Anyway, I got it cleaned up and then wiped around all the handbasins. Just as I was wiping the huge mirror, I saw the reflection of a bloke with a beaten-up old Akubra hat on. When he turned and walked up beside me to wash his hands, he said in a gravelly voice, ‘How you going, mate?’

It was Barry Crump! I was over the moon. I had all his books, so I told him how much I loved them. I wanted to get his autograph, but I decided it was probably not the best place to ask him. But I’ll give him credit, he couldn’t have cared less, and we stood there and yarned for about 15 minutes. He told me about his Toyota ads, and how he got a new Hilux every couple of years. This was all happening while people were walking around us, coming and going in the toilets.

While we were talking, I thought about bringing up the fact that he’d stayed with my folks and been hunting with my old man a few years back, but I figured that he’d probably been hunting with heaps of people and he wouldn’t remember them. I was just quite happy to meet him and have a chat.

* * *

At the complete opposite end of the social spectrum, one night Roland invited me along to a nightclub after knock-off.

‘Do you think they’ll let me through the doors given I’m underage?’ I asked.

‘Nah, you’ll be all right. You’re quite tall and you don’t look 16,’ Roland said.

I decided I’d give it a shot.

As we walked down K Road later that night, a voice came out of a dark alleyway: ‘How are you going tonight, boys?’

‘Man, that lady has a deep voice, Roland,’ I said, a bit confused.

Roland just cracked up laughing: ‘It’s a transvestite, you idiot.’

‘A what? That was a bloke? Nah!’ I was in complete disbelief.

‘It was,’ Roland replied. ‘There’s plenty of them along here.’

We walked past all the peep shows and ladies loitering in the doorways with flashing neon lights above their heads. I could feel the pulse of the big city as it was starting to wake up and come alive.

Boom, boom, boom! I could hear the noise coming out of the club as we walked up. Two big, hairy bouncers gave us the once-over and a nod. We were in.

‘Phew. Made it!’ I yelled in Roland’s ear.

‘Yeah, cool, just act like you own the joint,’ Roland yelled back, as U2’s ‘New Year’s Day’ blasted out at us. We queued at the bar and I put on my deepest manly voice (maybe I had learnt something from Reggie after all . . .): ‘Can I have a vodka, lime and lemonade, please?’

‘A what, love? Can’t hear you,’ the barmaid said.

I yelled my order out again. ‘Cheers,’ she said, then I walked away with my first-ever nightclub drink to the sound of New Order’s ‘Blue Monday’. Cool.

A few weeks later, Roland came looking for me after work. Billy Idol was staying at the hotel and had invited all the evening shift to go out clubbing with him. Unfortunately, I had already left work and there were no mobile phones back then. I was gutted when I found out.

* * *

One evening, a guy followed me into the lobby where our service lifts were. ‘Can I help you, mate? This is a staff-only area,’ I said.

‘Yeah, sorry, but can you help me, man?’ Then in a lowered voice he added, ‘I need some gear, man.’

‘Some gear?’ I replied, puzzled. ‘Oh, you want some more tea bags or something?’ We were always getting guests coming up and asking for extra tea bags and sugar. ‘No worries. I’ll get some out of this cupboard for you I gestured towards the linen room.

‘No, man. Not tea bags. Gear, man. You know, smoke,’ he replied in a thick Irish accent. There was a high-profile band staying in the hotel at the time and, with long hair and dressed in black leather, this guy had musician or roadie written all over him.

‘Oh, smoke,’ I said.

‘Yeah, smoke, man. You got it.’ His face lit up.

‘Yeah, just pop out this door.’

‘Yeah, man. Got it.’

‘Take the stairs down to the back lobby on the next level.’

‘Yeah, I’m listening, man.’

‘Walk right to the end.’

‘I’m hearing you, man. Go on.’

‘Then look to your left, and in the corridor is a smoke-vending machine.’ I still hadn’t clicked to what he was on about.

‘That’s really funny, man. You know what I mean, man. Weed. Ganga. Dope. Maui Wowie. Mary Jane. Pot. Whatever you call it in this country.’

‘Oh right, yeah. Look, I don’t really have anything to do with pot, mate. I don’t smoke.’

‘Come on, man. This is an international hotel. You must know someone or have a contact.’

Just to get rid of him, I had an idea. ‘Yeah, come to think of it, just go right out the front of the hotel and look for a young bloke in a big top hat and tails holding a cane. Ask for Roland. He’ll sort you out.’

Off he went in search of Roland while I cracked up laughing.

* * *

A few weeks later, my pager went off.

‘Hello, dear. Could you come down to the housekeeping department and see me please? I have something for you.’

How odd. Maybe it was a written warning? Nah, I didn’t think I’d upset any guests recently. I headed off down to the basement and wandered into Mrs Hauraki’s office.

‘Ah, hello dear. I have some very good news for you. You’ve won this month’s White Glove Award.’

‘Well, that’s cool. I’ve never won anything before, Mrs Hauraki,’ I replied.

‘Congratulations, Mike,’ she said, giving me a big smile.

Paul came into the office to see what all the fuss was about. Mrs Hauraki turned to him and said proudly: ‘Mike has just won the Sheraton’s White Glove Award, Paul.’

‘Has he?’ he said with a sniff, then shuffled back out the door.

‘Well, Mrs Hauraki, what do you reckon?’ I said. ‘All those months of hucking out the loos and cleaning up vomit have finally paid off.’

The White Glove Award was a good prize. I got a certificate, and my photo was displayed in the hotel lobby wall of fame, or ‘wall of shame’ as we used to joke. Plus I got $50, a cool little Sheraton silver hatpin badge — the start of my hatpin collection — and, the best bit, a free meal for two along with a big bottle of champagne at Partington’s.

A couple of weeks later, I made the booking at Partington’s. Since Mother’s Day was coming up, I took Mum. Although she was working at the Sheraton, she had never dined at Partington’s, and she’d always wanted to. So we turned up at the restaurant all dressed up, at about eight o’clock. I noticed the waiters staring at me and whispering to each other. Revenge was going to be sweet.

The maître d’ greeted us: ‘Hello, sir, madam. Would you like to follow me?’

He pulled out the seat for Mum and went through all his usual palaver, then he came out with a big bottle of champagne.

‘Ma, wipe that wine glass first,’ I said.

‘Why, dear?’ she asked.

‘Because that fellow over there who looks like Freddie Mercury huffs on them when he polishes the crystal. While you’re at it, wipe the silverware as well. The other fella beside him who looks like George Michael, he huffs on them as well.’

‘Freddie’ came over: ‘Madam, would you like me to open the champagne?’

Giving the man credit where it’s due, he made opening the champagne look like an art form. He undid the bit of fencing wire, pulled out his little pocket knife and cut the tinfoil bit, then he whacked out the cork. What a legend.

Not to be outdone, ‘George’ shuffled over to the table. ‘Would you like to order now, sir, madam?’

Most of the menu items were in French, but Mum knew what they were, so she didn’t make a plonker out of herself. She just rattled off what she wanted.

‘And sir, what would you like?’ George asked, squeezing the words out with a forced smile.

‘That fellow over there’s eating a cray. Yeah, I’ll have one, too. Thanks, mate,’ I said.

‘Any side dishes, sir?’ asked George.

‘A plate of chips wouldn’t go amiss,’ I replied. He walked off, rolling his eyes.

Freddie came back. ‘How are your drinks?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, could I have another glass, please?’ I said. ‘This one has a smear or spit mark on it.’

‘Oh, sir, I’m sure it’s just a water stain mark from the dishwasher,’ he replied, in mock horror.

‘Yeah, but I’ve seen how you clean them,’ I responded with a wink.

‘Only to the highest standards, sir,’ he said, looking all flustered. ‘But I’ll certainly get you another.’ Off he shuffled in his most professional manner.

‘That glass looked all right, Mike. What was wrong with it?’ asked Mum.

‘Nothing. I just wanted him to run around a bit like he’s made me do for months,’ I explained.

George arrived back with our meals, and they were delicious. While we were enjoying them, Freddie took a tray over to a couple next to us. He set down the teapot and fine china cups, then he walked off with the tray.

However, the lady at the table beside us must have had too much to drink, because when she stood up she caught the tablecloth and the teacups went for a skate on to the floor. One of the cups rolled up against our metal table leg and broke.

Looking down at it, I had an idea. I picked up what was left of the cup — the bottom and the side with the fancy handle on it — and hid it under a table napkin.

Both waiters rushed over to the next table in a fluster: ‘Let me sweep that for you, madam.’ ‘Are you all right, madam?’ ‘I hope you didn’t scald yourself, madam.’ I bet they were hoping for a big, juicy tip.

I stuck my arm up and signalled for one of the waiters. Freddie shuffled over.

‘How can I help you, sir?’ he asked, trying his hardest to act as if he didn’t know me.

‘Yeah, could I have tea for two, please?’ I asked.

‘Certainly, sir,’ he said and shuffled off.

By this time, we’d just about finished our bubbly and I was feeling no pain. Freddie came over with the tea tray, put the china down on the table and fussed over the presentation, before wandering off. I whispered to Mum, ‘Watch this.’

‘Hey, excuse me,’ I said in a loud voice. ‘I need a hand.’

Freddie and George both shuffled over.

‘How’s a man supposed to have a cup of tea if it doesn’t hold water?’ I said, delicately holding up the broken teacup with my pinkie finger sticking out.

All around the room, people burst out laughing.

‘It’s like a watering can, mate, I don’t know,’ I said, shaking my head. I’d never seen two blokes just about melt in front of me.

‘Oh, sir, let me get you another,’ said a mortified Freddie.

‘Nah, that’s all right. I’m just pulling your leg, mate,’ I said, grinning at him and pointing at the broken cup. ‘But this will be a bugger to polish, though!’

* * *

When Paul was away, one of the day-shift housemen, Rob, would work the evening shift with me. He knew every trick in the book, and I learnt a lot from him. In the summer, the hotel was flat-out, but when winter came around our workload dropped off. I’d check my linen rooms. They would still be full. I’d check all the loos. They’d be clean. There wasn’t a heap for me to do.

One night, Rob said, ‘Hey, Mike, let’s go for a swim.’

‘Yeah. Why not?’ I replied. The whole time I’d been at the hotel, I’d never even seen the pool. I’d been too busy.

We headed to the pool area and locked the door behind ourselves, then went for a splash. The pool closed to guests at 9pm, so we had the place to ourselves.

Then Rob hopped out of the pool, grabbed his keys and said: ‘Want a drink, Mike?’

‘From where?’ I replied, confused as usual.

‘See behind that roller door? There’s a bar in there.’

He unlocked the bar and disappeared inside. A bit later he came out with a couple of beers.

‘Man, you’re hard-case,’ I laughed, and we proceeded to sit on our deckchairs having a beer or two until one of us got paged by Mrs Hauraki.

Rob taught me how to polish the lino floors. The day-shift housemen did a lot of floor polishing. There was a competition between them as to who could do the best job. When I arrived at work, I’d walk in the lower street entrance, pass the security desk, and go down through the long service lobby that fed all of the different departments. The floor was lino, and it always looked immaculate. In fact, all of the offices down on that level had lino floors, so there was a lot of polishing to be done each day. Because it was the quiet time of year, I wound up stripping and waxing floors in the evenings. I didn’t mind — it was something different.

To polish the floor, first I mopped wax stripper over the floor, then I waited a while for the old wax layer to soften up. When it was soft enough, I grabbed a buffer or polishing machine. We used different-coloured pads for the buffer: some were for stripping, while others were for polishing. They looked like giant pot-scrubbing pads with differing degrees of coarseness.

The buffer was a bit over half a metre wide and a reasonably heavy machine, but once I got used to it I could buff with one hand holding the machine.

One night, Mrs Hauraki said to me, ‘Dear, can you polish the floors in the housekeeping department tonight, to get a bit of practice?’

The only problem was that the rooms were full of shelves, boxes, drums of cleaning products — you name it, it was there! I moved everything out of the way and tried to stuff it on the shelves, and I left those floors looking like mirrors. The next night, Mrs Hauraki asked me to strip and polish the service lobby corridor. Man, I knew I’d have to do a good job as every boss and every staff member had to walk down that corridor once they’d checked through security. I also knew that all the day-shift housemen would cast a critical eye over it with professional interest.

I went to work on the lobby floor, mopping and cutting out every little mark I could see, then I buffed off the old wax, before mopping hard-out to make the floor nice and clean — the clock was ticking. Then I tipped new polishing wax into my bucket, mopped away furiously, and went to have dinner. After I’d eaten, I cranked up the buffer and polished and polished and polished until that floor was gleaming. I put a shine on it like I’d never seen before. I could see myself in it. I was as proud as punch. Beat that, you day-shift housemen!

The next day when I got to work, Rob wandered up to me laughing: ‘Hey, Mike, you should have been here this morning. Everyone was walking through security and slipping over on the polished floor, especially the snooty front-desk staff in their high heels. They were all piled up on top of each other at the lobby service lift. Couldn’t stand up. It was just too slippery. What a crack-up! So, who polished the floor last night, Mike?’

‘Oh, um, me,’ I replied, sheepishly.

‘Yeah, I forgot to tell you not to over-polish, because this is what happens, Mike!’

* * *

Beep-beep-beep. Another night, another page from Mrs Hauraki: ‘Hi, dear. Could you go into the laundry and pick up a suit for a gentleman in Room 15 on the first floor, please?’

I walked into the laundry, had a look around, found the dry-cleaning rack and rummaged through it. Ah, here we are, Room 15, first floor. I held the suit out in front of me. Far out! What a suit. It had purple and green sparkly sequins all over it, and it was really heavy. Guy must’ve been going to a fancy-dress party or something.

I draped the suit over my arm and headed off for the service lifts.

Bing! First floor. I strolled up to Room 15. Knock, knock, knock!

The door opened — and Robert Plant was standing there. I’d had no idea he was even staying at the hotel. I wanted to tell him I was a big fan of his music but was too shy. I patted my pockets frantically, looking for a pen so I could get his autograph.

‘Do I need to sign for anything?’ he asked with a smile.

‘Nah, it’s okay, I’ve lost my pen anyway. Have a good evening,’ I replied.

‘Thank you,’ he said, and closed the door.

It was the second time I’d dipped out on an autograph in quick succession, and I’d just bought a cassette of his latest album, too.

I wasn’t the only one in my family who had brushes with fame at the hotel. While she was working there, Mum met heaps of VIPs and rock stars. One day she went into the Royal Suite on the tenth floor and David Bowie was there with his feet up on the coffee table, drinking a can of beer.

He said, ‘Would you like to join me for a beer, love?’

Mum replied, ‘I’d love to, Dave, but I’m a bit busy today.’

‘Well, maybe next time, love?’ he said, and they both had a laugh.
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Lost in the yards

SOMETIMES, I USED TO look out the window of the tenth floor of the hotel and watch the people below as they rushed around in the hustle and bustle of city life. Next door, a demolition job was underway, and I’d watch the digger swinging around and working away. I still wanted to have a go on a digger for a job, but no one wanted to hire a young fella like me. Even so, I knew I wasn’t really cut out for working in hospitality long term.

One day, I heard that some of the day-shift housemen were leaving to go to work in the freight department at the Auckland rail yards. It sounded like a bit of an adventure and a bit more like my style, so I applied for a job there, too.

The rail yards took up a massive piece of land right near the city centre. The freight sheds used to stand beside Breakwater Road (now Britomart Place). The rails ran alongside Quay Street all the way to a signal box that sat below the rail overbridge at The Strand. Basically, the whole area was filled up with rows and rows of railway tracks. It looked like a sea of rust on the ground. On these tracks were rows and rows of freight wagons. In the freight sheds at the city end of the tracks, the wagons were loaded up by hand. Spark Arena and a few high-rise apartments and hotels have since been built on part of what was the old railway yards.

Back in 1984, the yards were a busy place. When I went for my job interview, I walked into the freight sheds to find a real hive of activity. All of the freight was headed for some other part of New Zealand, or had just come from some part of the country. There were workers everywhere. They were all dressed in blue — no high-vis gear in those days.

I saw Ned, one of the ex-housemen from the Sheraton, loading up boxes. ‘Hi, Ned, how’s it going?’

‘Yeah, good. You got a start then, Mike?’ he asked.

‘Not yet. Just going for my interview.’

He wished me luck, then I walked up to one of the offices inside the freight shed. I waited nervously until the door was opened by a bloke who was near retirement age. He greeted me pleasantly and showed me into a musty, dim room. The interview started off with a colour-blindness test, which involved identifying individual numbers out of a book, which I thought was strange for a freight-handler position but it made sense later on for what he had in mind, which was reading signals. That took a few minutes, then the interview proceeded.

‘So, tell me, Mike, why do you want to work for New Zealand Railways?’ quizzed the interviewer.

‘Well, I’ve got some old workmates who have just started, and they said that it pays better than the last job,’ I replied. (I later found out it didn’t.)

‘Is that the only reason?’ he asked, unfazed by my honesty.

‘Oh no, I like trains. I thought maybe I could be a shunter or engine driver one day.’

‘Oh yes,’ he replied, while scribbling down a note.

We chatted a bit longer, until eventually he said, ‘I think you’ll fit in fine. Would you like to start on Monday?’

‘Yes, that would be great,’ I replied. I was over the moon.

‘All right. Be at the Newmarket Rail Workshops at eight in the morning on Monday,’ he said, looking pleased.

‘Newmarket?’ I replied. ‘I thought I was going into the freight yards with my mates . . .’

‘No, unfortunately not. We have enough staff there at the moment,’ he explained. ‘This job is out in the yards as a trainee pilot, but first you have to go to our shunters’ training school in Newmarket for a week.’

‘Oh, I see . . .’ I was a bit gutted that I wouldn’t be working with my mates.

* * *

Monday morning came around and I rode my motorbike to the training school at Newmarket, all nervous. There were a few of us in the class. Most were headed for Westfield marshalling yards near Otahuhu, while me and another fella were going to the Auckland yards.

First up, we went to the old signal box that was out among all the rail lines. The instructor gave us a bit of information on how to cross railway lines safely, especially if you were near a set of points, as they could be switched at any time, resulting in a squashed foot for the unwary.

‘Basically, stay away from them,’ he told us.

We made it over the rail lines and climbed up the steps into the old signal box, which looked like a skinny two-storey Victorian weatherboard house. Sticking up out of the wooden floor were rows of painted steel levers, all a bit over a metre high. A red lever controlled the stop or shunt signal, yellow controlled a distant signal, black controlled a set of points, and so on. It’s a pity most of the signal boxes around New Zealand have now been removed. They were quaint old structures.

After our little tour, the instructor took us over to a small locomotive shed. While standing out the front of it, he explained about rail lines and changing points. He talked us through how to pull the points lever. In some yards they were electric, but these ones had to be operated manually. When you pulled them up, they’d click and then drop back down into the holes they sat within. Well, that was what was supposed to happen. Sometimes, though, they stayed upright. Our instructor was very clear that we always had to make sure they dropped right down flat, because if they stayed upright, it was a danger to the poor old shunter if he jumped off the engine at speed and clocked himself in the knackers. Thankfully, I was to find that the Auckland yards mostly had flush points in the ground for that very reason.

To really drum home the importance of watching where we were crossing, the instructor went into all the gory details of what he’d seen over the years at the Westfield marshalling yards, including going along with a plastic bag picking up body parts after a wagon had flattened some poor bloke.

The rest of the time was spent learning hand signals and how to use a lantern for night-time signals, which was pretty straightforward — green for go, red for stop. I felt sorry for the very patient engine driver who had to go up and down one piece of rail all day long, watching our hand signals. Later in the week was the lesson I had been waiting for: how to ride on the front of the shunting locomotive, standing on the cowcatcher (the pointy bit that looks like a snow plough, designed to push obstacles out of the way). That was great fun.

* * *

The following Monday, I was back at the Auckland yards, armed with all this newly acquired knowledge and raring to go. My job consisted mainly of walking over to the signal box below The Strand overbridge, where a freight train that had just arrived from down the line somewhere would be waiting for me. I’d have to hop on the cowcatcher at the front of the locomotive and bring the train into its designated spot in the yard, then I’d uncouple the locomotive, leaving the wagons behind. After that, I’d either take the locomotive back to the signal box — and off it would go — or just leave it sitting there until someone else sorted it out.

The freight wagons all had a little square blackboard painted on their sides. Stencilled on the blackboard might be ‘KP’ — that’s a box wagon — or ‘LA’ — that’s an open wagon, for example. My job was to chalk the next destination onto each wagon’s blackboard using a master list.

I’d look at my list. It might say ‘KP WGTN’; and I’d find the KP-model wagon and write ‘WGTN’ on it with chalk. Easy. Except I couldn’t remember all the abbreviations for place names, so I would write the whole place name if it would fit; or, if I couldn’t find a particular model wagon that was on the list, I would leave it until last. It was a bit like a code: fill in the ones you can, and take pot luck with the rest.

The shunters in the yards worked hard, always on their feet, running to open points, jumping back on the shunting engine, jumping off to unhook a wagon or hook up a wagon and kick its brakes off, then jumping back on — they never stopped. Not like my lazy department. That said, we had three different rosters, which changed weekly: morning, afternoon and night shifts. After a while I didn’t know if I was Arthur or Martha.

While I was chalking up one day, a shunting engine with all the boys on the front slowed down beside me: ‘Cuz, would you like a lift back to the smoko room?’

Choice! I’d get to ride with the shunting crew: this was the bigtime. I jumped on the platform of the shunting engine, squeezing in beside the boys, and we took off down the track. To rub it in, I gave a wave to my mates in the freight yards as they were stacking their parcels. They gave me the fingers in reply.

The head shunter stuck his arm out to signal the engine driver to go faster. Man, were those shunting engines quick! As it pulled away, I could feel the cold winter breeze on my face. Then my eyes started watering and I couldn’t see too well.

We were near the smoko room, so I figured he’d be slowing down any minute. Then I heard, ‘See you later, cuz.’ And they all jumped off, leaving me to it as the engine sped along. They’d really set me up. I think they’d expected me to jump off as well, but I hadn’t been jumping off shunting engines for 20 years like they had.

The correct way to get off the front of an engine that’s travelling along is to hover your foot as close to the ground as possible and step off. Then when your foot touches the ground, you have to sprint like mad. Get your footing wrong and you’ll go head over heels. I definitely didn’t want to embarrass myself by cartwheeling down the marbly railway ballast, shredding some of my skin as I went.

I tried using my newly acquired hand signals, which the engine driver was meant to obey, but he ignored me. This brassed me off, so I gave him the emergency stop signal that he had to obey at any cost. It worked and he pulled the engine up. There was a lot of mumbling coming from inside the cab, which I ignored as I walked off. Next time, I’d know not to hop on the front of an engine with the shunting gang.

* * *

One pitch-black night I was walking over the lines to sweep out the guards’ vans, which were on the rear of every train. They were always right over the other side of the yards, near the main railway station. To get to where the vans were parked meant crossing 15 to 20 rail tracks.

The yards were floodlit, but once I was behind the floodlights, it was pitch black. Walking across the yard, I crossed two sets of tracks, went around a rake of wagons, climbed across another two or three sets of tracks, then around some more wagons.

As I weaved my way across in the dark, I heard a faint squeak. It was just like that noise you hear when you’re waiting at a level crossing as the train goes past; you know, wheels squeaking . . .

I panicked. Looking down in the darkness, I couldn’t tell if I was on the rail track or between two rail lines. Just out the corner of my eye, I could see a dark shadow coming at me. In a split second, I pulled my head back as that shadow rolled past, mere millimetres from my face. The night-shift shunters had kicked off a wagon down to my end of the yards. Kicking off means pushing an uncoupled wagon with the engine, then quickly stopping the engine and letting the wagon roll forward by itself.

The guards’ vans were sort of like a smoko room on wheels, and they were old. They had that old-car smell about them: stale and musty. There were big, padded-leather seats in the vans, spaced in various ways depending on what year they were made. Some of our ones dated back to the 1950s. I think our yard was a bit of a Railways graveyard for guards’ vans. But don’t worry, they got plenty of use — for all the wrong reasons.

They were built for one man to sit in and guard the train, looking out for freight that might have moved, keeping an eye out for overheated wheel bearings, and signalling to the driver that the train and all its couplings were taut before accelerating off. The guards would signal each other using either a lamp or a flag. Eventually, the railways started cost-cutting and questioned why they needed to tow a guard’s van around with just one man on board, and so they did away with them.

On evening shifts, half the yard staff from my department seemed to disappear. The shift boss, Bill, often vanished. Ken, the leading hand, usually faded into darkness after giving me a huge list of jobs to be carried out. It took me a while to work out what was happening.

Being at the bottom of the food chain, I got jobs like cleaning up the office and coupling up all the wagons out in front of the freight sheds. If I thought it was dangerous coupling them up in the daytime, try it at night in the shadows cast by the yard’s floodlights. I’d also get told to chalk up the wagons while keeping an eye on the signal box in case a freight train was sitting there ready to come in.

The most dangerous job of the lot was sweeping out the guards’ vans. Don’t get me wrong: I didn’t mind tripping and stumbling in the dark across the 20-odd sets of tracks, or dodging the shunting engine on the way, or nearly being hit by a wagon that had been kicked off by the shunting engine. Nah! None of that. The danger was lurking in the dark . . .

This night, I knew that as I climbed the steps up into one of the guards’ vans I entered at my peril. As the hairs stuck up on the back of my neck, I opened the door quietly and started sweeping. Suddenly my broom hit an object and I froze.

‘Cuz,’ Ken’s voice boomed out, ‘you wake me again and I’ll kneecap you with my lantern.’

‘Sorry,’ I whispered. As I swept my way forward, my broom banged against the stove. The snoring stopped and I froze again.

A voice echoed out from the luggage racks: ‘Mike, you wake me again and I’ll clock you on the noggin with my lamp.’ That was Bill, my boss. And so it went on. Half the yard was snoozing in the old guards’ vans.

* * *

I decided I didn’t like working for the New Zealand Railways. A lot of the staff in my department had been there for many years, and they had a pecking order, no doubt about that. They picked on us young fellas something shocking. Out in the yards one day a shunter overheard one of the blokes in my department talking to me like a dog. He walked over to the bloke and threatened to drop him, then he turned to me and said, ‘Cuz, don’t let him speak to you like that. I used to work in your department, so I know what they’re like.’ Clearly, it had been going on for years, so I knew it wasn’t going to change.

Then in The New Zealand Herald I saw an ad in the job section: ‘Tractor and Scoop Operator wanted.’

I was 17, so I decided I’d give them a ring and try my luck. I told the guy straight out that I had no experience on scoops, but I could drive a bulldozer fine. I also said that I didn’t have any experience with actual earthworks, only logging and winching experience.

He said, ‘That’s fine, I’ll teach you.’

That’s how I got my start with Bill Burton Bulldozing. I was rapt.
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Motutapu mud and city lights

BILL WAS FROM UP north near Waipu. He did a lot of agricultural work: building gully dams for farmers and bulldozing farm tracks, shed pads and the like. He owned two International bulldozers — a TD15B with a scoop, plus a later-model TD15C with a blade. He also had a nice, tidy CAT 613 elevating scraper with the original stickers on it.

Bill called me one day and said, ‘Mike, could you catch a ferry over to Islington Bay on Rangitoto Island? One of the boys or me will pick you up and drive you over to Motutapu where the boys are camped at the shearers’ quarters. We’re building a big gully dam for the Department of Lands and Survey.’

I arrived at Islington Bay on a beautiful, still, clear morning. I was fascinated to see Rangitoto up close for the first time. Thick native bush covered the whole island, and the rocky ground along the coastline had oozed out of the volcanic cone over the centuries. On closer inspection, I realised that all of the trees were growing out of scoria and there was no topsoil in most places. How strange! Then I looked over to Motutapu, and it was all green, rolling hills with lush grass. The contrast was stark.

Just then, a red Subaru ute pulled up, and the driver introduced himself as Robbie and told me he was one of the bulldozer drivers. Before we got to work, he offered to take me on a tiki-tour around Motutapu.

As we crossed the causeway between the two islands, Robbie said, ‘We’ve just gone over the border and now we’re on Motutapu Island. Welcome. Well, that’s about as exciting as it gets, I’m afraid.’

We wound on up a metal road that followed a ridgeline from which there was a clear view right across Motutapu. Most of it was in grass with the odd tree belt dotted about. Beyond that was a panoramic view of the Hauraki Gulf. I could see over to Waiheke Island, across to the Coromandel Peninsula, out to Great Barrier Island, and back across to the North Shore of Auckland. Amazing.

Robbie pulled up beside a shed and pointed to an International TD15 in a thousand bits on the floor. ‘Well, Mike, this is your dozer,’ he laughed. ‘What can I say? International sticking to tradition by blowing up. The motor’s only done 5000 hours.’

All earthmoving machines have a little clock somewhere on them. As soon as the machine starts up, it records the time that it’s operating, a bit like an odometer in a car.

‘You won’t be doing a lot, mate. I’ll let you drive my dozer if you get bored. Bill says you’re learning. It will be a good place to teach you. Come on, I’ll take you down to the job,’ Robbie said.

We drove up and over some lush green paddocks, through two or three gateways, then turned around and went into a rolling valley at the bottom of which was a big swamp. Robbie’s tractor and scoop were parked there. It had rained the night before and the ground was saturated. We were heading into winter, so everything was pretty muddy anyway.

A scoop is towed by the bulldozer, hence its name. It scoops along, peeling the clay, which piles up at the back of the scoop. The clay is then carted off to a fill area. There, the apron at the front of the scoop is opened and the dirt is pushed out by the ejector at the rear of the scoop. The dirt is then spread on the ground. Close the apron and the ejector drops back into position, then go get another load. In this case, however, we were using the scoop as a giant wheelbarrow to cart the wet slop out from the swamp before smearing it on the paddocks.

Digging out the swamp was an old Ruston-Bucyrus 22RB crawler crane with a bucket hanging from wire ropes, which looked like it belonged in a transport museum.

Kyle, the guy who owned it, made operating the Ruston-Bucyrus look like an art form. The dragline had a row of levers in the front of the cab that worked all the pulleys and winches, while in the back of the dragline was a row of winches with lots of wire rope tightly wound onto the winch drums.

Kyle would cast the bucket, and it would swing on the wire rope out into the swamp, like a pendulum. Then he’d quickly winch the bucket back towards himself, lift the crane boom up into the air, and swing the bucket over to the back of the tractor and scoop. Then he’d let the bucket drop down, and it would empty into the back of the scoop with a splash.

The swamp stank of stagnant water and rotting vegetation. Both dozers only had bush canopies, so there was no air conditioning to keep the smell out of the cab.

* * *

A couple of guys from another contractor were staying at the shearers’ quarters with us. They had a little Komatsu dozer with a plough on the back, which they used to lay polypipe for cattle troughs. One of them was an old Māori bloke called John. We sometimes went fishing together in the evenings. We’d take the ute down to the causeway, park up and wander across onto Rangitoto. There, we’d stroll past the old holiday baches that were scattered along the bay, walk out over the rocks and cast in a handline and fish for snapper. John and I would yarn away quietly for hours. It was nice and peaceful, looking back at the city with all its lights flickering while we listened to the sound of the sea lapping against the rocks.

One evening we had a bit of a party at the shearers’ quarters. By then I’d got to know John reasonably well, so I thought I’d be cheeky and ask about the unusual round, faded scars above his top lip.

‘Hey, John, you must have had some wicked zits when you were a kid. You got some wicked scars, mate.’

He gave a sad smile, and I wondered whether I’d touched a raw nerve.

‘Oh, sorry, John. Was it a car accident or something? Sorry, mate, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘No, Mike, it wasn’t a car accident.’ He had a faraway look in his eyes. ‘It happened a long, long time ago,’ he said quietly.

‘You don’t have to tell me, John. I was just being nosey.’

‘No, it’s all right. I was in World War Two fighting with the Māori Battalion. I got shot through the legs in a battle, and the Germans captured me, held me down and tortured me with a burning cigarette, pushing the glowing end into my face to try to make me talk . . . Or just amusing themselves maybe . . .’

Me and my big mouth. I’d probably opened an old memory he didn’t want to think about. I didn’t know what to say. I knew that a lot of veterans never wanted to talk about the war.

‘Here, look at this,’ he said, rolling up his baggy trousers and pointing to some round scars on his legs. It was where the bullets had gone into his legs and come out the other side.

‘Just so you don’t think I’m bullshitting, Mike,’ he grinned.

‘Never thought you were, John,’ I replied.

Over the years I met a few old blokes who were war veterans, but I was too shy to ask them about their experiences. I now wish I’d paid more attention and probed into their memories respectfully, just to get an idea of what they went through — the battles, the places, the camaraderie — and to say, ‘Sorry for what you went through, and thank you for what you did.’ But I never did.

* * *

Wet weather that winter saw us all cooped up in the shearers’ quarters not being able to do any machine work. As a result, the flu did the rounds and I got pretty crook. It was so bad that I couldn’t even swallow a sip of water and my throat felt red raw. I needed to see a doctor.

It was a cold, wet, grey day when Robbie dropped me down at the Islington Bay wharf. I hopped on the old mail ferry, which was quite small. It was calm as we chugged out of the bay, but then we hit the chop and big swells in the channel where the ferry bobbed around like a cork.

I sat leaning against the boat’s cold, damp steel hull as the waves pounded against it. Through the porthole opposite me I saw grey sky one moment, and then seawater as the boat dropped down into a trough. Then the sky. Then the trough. Then the sky. Then the trough . . .

After a while, I started feeling extremely green. I couldn’t work out what was worse: a raw throat or being seasick . . . Up, down, up, down . . . I looked around, frantically trying to find something to heave up into. Then, thank God, the ferry slowed and the swell died away. The ferry threw its engines into reverse, and through the porthole I could see the wharf. Whew!

With a sigh of relief, I staggered along the ramp and down onto Devonport Wharf, where I was met by cold, squally showers and a bleak Auckland winter’s day. I hopped on the old blue Devonport ferry bus and tried not to throw up as it wound its way to Takapuna, where Mum had a warm bed and plenty of chicken soup waiting for me.

* * *

After I got over the flu, Bill rang to tell me that the Motutapu job was finished for winter as it was too wet. He’d arranged to have his machines barged back to Auckland where they would be picked up by his old transporter and taken back up north to Taipuha. I was to join him at Paparoa.

Arriving at the Paparoa Store, I climbed off the old Bedford Railways bus to be met by Bill and his new red Land Cruiser FJ40 hard-top.

‘I’ve got some accommodation for you down at Pahi,’ Bill said. ‘It’s about eight kilometres from the Paparoa Store, off the main highway. I’ll take you there now.’

We turned off just up past the pub and wound our way down a long metal road, right to the end at Pahi. There wasn’t much there: just a few holiday homes and a motor camp. Pahi lies right beside a picturesque inlet off the Kaipara Harbour. It was a peaceful little spot. Bill had arranged for me to board with an old lady who had a few other boarders staying in her house. However, I’d only been there a week when she became ill, so Bill loaned me a caravan.

Kyle, the dragline operator from Motutapu, was staying at the camping ground as well. He had a little caravan parked over in one corner. He was a strange bloke, probably in his late forties, with greying hair. He had a beer gut that seemed permanently housed in a pair of greasy grey overalls. What intrigued me most were his huge, hairy mutton-chop sideburns that grew right down to his mouth so you could hardly see it. When he spoke, or I should say mumbled, his sideburns appeared to speak, wriggling and jiggling as the words came out. He rolled his ‘r’s, so I guessed he was from the Deep South somewhere.

While we’d been on Motutapu, Robbie had got stuck into Kyle one night, accusing him of not having had a bath and telling him that he stunk. As I got to know Kyle, I could see why Robbie had given him a hard time.

Kyle came up to me one evening and his sideburns mumbled to me, ‘Mike, I’m taking you to the yard in the morning.’ Bill’s yard and workshop were out on his farm a fair way out of Paparoa, so I appreciated the lift.

The next morning, I hopped into his new green XE Falcon ute. It was a cold winter’s morning and Kyle drove off with all the windows steamed up except for about a two-centimetre peephole he’d cleared on the windscreen so he could see where he was going — just.

I reached up to wipe the window so I could see out. Kyle’s sideburns snapped back at me: ‘Don’t touch that window!’

He was so fanatical about his ute that he’d rather risk crashing into a ditch than have a smeary mark on the windscreen where he’d wiped the fog away.

He dropped me off at the yard, where parked out the front of the workshop was Bill’s Cat motor scraper. At that time of year, it was too wet for that machine. Robbie had left after Motutapu, and Kyle was driving the other dozer, so I pretty much became a farmhand.

Bill had a new house, and he wanted to fence it off from his stock.

‘Mike, you can fence, can’t you?’ Bill asked.

‘Well, sort of, Bill. I’ve never strained up the wires, but I’ve pretty much done the rest,’ I said.

‘You’ll work it out,’ he replied, adding, ‘There’s a shovel in the workshop.’

‘Have you got a posthole borer?’ I asked.

‘Nah. Just hand-dig them,’ he replied.

All the money in the world and he didn’t have a posthole borer. Weird. Anyhow, I got stuck in until it started bucketing down with rain, at which I wandered off to stand in the workshop while I waited for it to stop.

Bill came out and asked: ‘Do you need a raincoat?’

‘I can’t dig a strainer hole in the rain,’ I replied. ‘All the water keeps flowing down the paddock into my hole.’

‘Nah, you’ll be all right. Look, there’s a raincoat over in the corner,’ he replied. Man, he really seemed to want his pound of flesh!

The rain eased off a bit, so I wandered back down the paddock and bailed out most of the water before I carried on hand-digging my strainer hole, leaving a nice big pile of clay as I went.

Then another shower of rain came across and turned my clay pile into a messy heap of slop. The wet clay smeared all over the handle of the shovel, making it as slippery as a bar of soap, which made for slow going.

When I finally finished digging my strainer posthole, I cut off a piece of quarter-round post for my footing, and wired it to the bottom of a big strainer post. It was raining again as I dragged my heavy strainer post and let it drop with a splash down into the hole.

Just then Bill came slipping and sliding down the paddock. ‘How you getting on, Mike?’ he asked.

‘Well, I think it’s too wet to compact that clay, Bill. It’s turned to slop.’

‘Nah. It’ll be fine. Just put it back in the hole,’ he said and wandered off back inside.

I did exactly what he’d said while thinking: This’ll teach you. I tried to tamp the clay down with my homemade rammer, but the suction kept grabbing it. I did the best I could to backfill around the strainer post.

By the end of the week, I had all the postholes dug and the posts were in. I went and had a rummage in the workshop for a chisel I could use to cut a hole for the stay post, which braced against the strainer post. Bill borrowed a spinning jenny from the farm next door, which I used to run the wires. After they were all run out came the hard part: straining the fence. This was the part I wasn’t too sure about. I put the wire strainers on and tweaked the wire up. I’d watched the old man do this a hundred times, but I’d never thought to ask him what sort of tension to use. He’d just always strained the fences. I gave the wire a pull. Yeah, a bit more, I reckoned, so I pulled on the wire. It made a pinging sound. Yeah, that ought to do it.

By the end of the day, I’d finished the fence and was quite proud of myself. I leaned over and eyed down the fence line. Yep. All the posts lined up in a straight row. I stood back with my hands on my hips. Yep. No posts leaning over too far. Battens straight. That should do.

* * *

During the week, I took Bill’s Land Cruiser back to Pahi, but over the weekends I had to leave it in the yard, so Bill would drop me off either at the Paparoa Store or Pahi camping ground. Sometimes I’d catch the Railways bus back to Auckland, where I’d buy my groceries as they were much cheaper there.

After those Auckland weekends, the bus would drop me back at the Paparoa Store, and I had to prepare myself for the long walk down to Pahi. In all the times I walked that 7.5-kilometre stretch of road by myself — usually carting a big suitcase full of groceries — not one local stopped to offer me a ride, whether my thumb was out or not.

After one of my Auckland weekends, I climbed off the old Railways bus and hunted in the baggage area for my old suitcase. Looking up at the grey sky, I hoped the rain would hold off until I got down the hill to Pahi. By the time I’d got halfway down the metal road, night had fallen. I was walking along the shoulder of the road when I heard a vehicle driving up behind me. I really hoped they’d stop and give me a lift.

The vehicle’s headlights were on high beam, which meant they lit my path, but it also stopped me from being able to see what kind of vehicle it was. It slowed down and my hopes rose only to come crashing back down when it sailed slowly past me. It was Kyle in his Falcon ute. I was fuming.

The following morning Kyle gave me a lift to the yard. I hopped in his ute and said, ‘Thanks for stopping, mate.’

He looked at me and his sideburns gave a little flutter, but I couldn’t catch what he’d said. We spent the rest of the trip in silence, and I still don’t understand why he hadn’t stopped to pick me up.

* * *

Next door to the Pahi camping ground, right by the water’s edge, was a grand old two-storeyed kauri villa. It was built as a boarding house in 1905, but later it became a pub and then a private residence. My caravan had a good view of the villa, and I used to see a lot of girls who were about my age wandering around its grounds. When I went for walks along the foreshore I’d always say hello and give them a wave. I was curious to know what the place was — plus I fancied one of the girls.

One Sunday, just as the bus pulled up outside the Paparoa Store, I gave the steamed-up window a wipe and looked out to see the girls from the kauri villa going into the shop. Even better, the girl I liked was there, so I decided I’d ask her out.

While the girls were in the store buying stuff, I loitered out the front, ready with a chat-up line for when the girl I liked walked back out. But when she got near me, I got all nervous and my mind went blank. I opened my mouth to speak, and the words tumbled out: ‘Hi, I’m Mike. I’ve seen you around that house in Pahi. Do you want to come over to my caravan for a meal one night, if you’re not busy?’

‘Okay,’ she laughed, and she introduced herself as Kim. It must have been my day. I had scored a date and I didn’t have to walk all the way down to Pahi, as the girls gave me a lift on the back of their pickup truck.

The week rolled by slowly until Saturday finally arrived. For dinner, I cooked my best packet Rice Risotto, mashed spuds, silverbeet and fried chops. That was all I knew how to cook at the time.

Eventually, there was a bang on the caravan door.

When I opened the door, I saw that Kim had brought a couple of her girlfriends with her. ‘Hi, Mike. I hope you don’t mind, I brought my friends,’ she said, with a smile.

‘No, no worries,’ I said, a bit bemused. ‘Pull up a pew, girls.’ I opened a bottle of spumante that I’d bought for the occasion to go with the lamb chops, but they told me that they didn’t drink. Thankfully, I had some cans of Fanta in the fridge.

We chatted for a while, then had our meal. There was just enough to go around. ‘So, what do you girls do for a job?’ I asked.

‘We’re in training for overseas,’ one of them said.

I tried to puzzle out what they meant. ‘Oh, you training to be nannies or something?’

They all burst out laughing. ‘No, we’re going to follow God’s work and be missionaries.’ They were from a group called Youth with a Mission, which — not being religious — I didn’t know anything about.

I almost choked on my lamb chop. ‘Oh, so that’s a missionary school over there?’

‘Yes, something like that,’ Kim said. ‘Mike, would you like to come over and meet everyone for tea one evening?’

I could hear Dad’s words of advice booming in my head: ‘Watch it, boy, they’ll convert you . . . Ha, ha, ha!’ Then I had flashbacks of that dinner at Peloha Radiant Living where I’d had to eat tree roots and flowers. I just smiled and said, ‘We’ll see what happens.’ (There was no way I was going near the place!)

* * *

On the way back to the caravan park from the yard one night, I was heading up the hill to the Pahi turnoff when I noticed a guy on a touring bicycle looking at a map, which was fluttering in the wind. It was getting dark, the rain had turned to drizzle and it was cold out there. In the truck I had the heater cranked right up. Feeling sorry for the bloke, I pulled over to ask if he needed a hand. It turned out the cyclist was from Japan and he’d been cycling around New Zealand by himself, which I thought was pretty gutsy.

‘I look for campground,’ he said.

‘Well, you’re in luck. I’m heading down to the Pahi campground. If you like, I’ll give you a lift.’ He was super grateful as I squashed his touring bike into the back of the Land Cruiser.

‘Hi, I’m Mike,’ I said, and we shook hands. His English was a bit limited, but I got every second or third word out of a sentence. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked him.

‘Name?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, name,’ I said.

‘Oh, I see. I’m Junki,’ he replied.

‘Junkie,’ I repeated. ‘Man, your parents must have had a good sense of humour.’ I cracked up laughing.

He just smiled while wiping the rain off his steel-rimmed glasses. I don’t think he understood what I said, luckily.

When we got down to Pahi, I dropped Junki off at the camping ground and went into my caravan to change out of my wet clothes and get my dinner ready. I finished peeling my spuds in the caravan and headed over to the camp kitchen, where I did my cooking. It was built of concrete blocks with a plain concrete floor and had batwing doors, which had a half-metre gap top and bottom. I walked in the door of the kitchen and turned the lights on — and there was Junki in a thin sleeping bag huddled in a corner on the cold concrete floor, with the cold wind blowing straight under the doors.

‘You can’t sleep like this, Junki. Tell you what, I’ll cook us a feed and you can bunk down in my caravan. It sleeps four or five — so plenty of room.’

‘Oh, okay. Thank you. Thank you,’ he said.

After our dinner of chops, spuds and Rice Risotto, we got talking. As Junki looked through my cassette collection, his face lit up. ‘The bossy, the bossy,’ he said excitedly.

‘Yeah, Bruce Springsteen. He’s cool, eh?’

After that, we managed to break down the language barrier with lots of hand signals and drawing of pictures. We had a really good laugh at each other.

When it was time to go to bed, I said, ‘You can use that bed, if you like.’ I pointed at the foam squab lounge suite that Junki was already sitting on. Between us was a built-in dining table. He rolled out his sleeping bag and we got ready to sleep.

At about 2am, I woke suddenly to a loud crash under the table, and all I could hear out of the darkness was ‘So sorry, so sorry, so sorry.’

When I turned the light on, I could see that poor old Junki — still in his sleeping bag — had fallen out of his bed, crashed onto the floor and was wrapped around the legs of the dining table. I had never given a thought that he might not be used to sleeping on a bed, and was instead probably used to a futon mattress on the floor.

In the morning, after no further incidents, I took Junki back up to the main highway and dropped him off where I’d found him the previous night. We shook hands, I wished him good luck on his travels, and he pedalled off up the road, heading north.

* * *

As the weather started to come right that spring, I finally got a start — a bad one at that — on the dozer, ripping and pushing up soft, rotten rock at a local council quarry. Kyle was in the dozer, showing me what do while I watched on the ground.

‘Is there enough diesel in the tank?’ his sideburns asked.

I took a peep in the tank and saw something shiny in there. ‘Yeah, it’s okay,’ I said. It turned out that it had been the bottom of the tank I was looking at. As Kyle was showing me what to do, the dozer ran out of diesel on a precarious angle.

He got out and came storming over to me, his sideburns really going for it, quivering with rage. ‘I’ve just run out of diesel!’ he exploded.

‘Whoops. Sorry, Kyle,’ I laughed. By this time, I’d had enough of his dour attitude.

After that, he pretty much left me to it. I spent the rest of the day getting the hang of digging holes with the blade.

Later that afternoon, a ute pulled up and Robbie hopped out. I was pleased to see him.

‘Hey, Robbie, how’s it going?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, good, Mike. Has Bill been paying you okay?’

‘Well, to be honest, I haven’t checked my Post Office account for ages.’ There was no online banking or ATM cards back then.

‘Do you know he’s got you on a government scheme and only has to pay half your wages?’ Robbie said. ‘Better check, Mike. I was always chasing him.’

I thanked Robbie for the warning, and the next chance I got I went to the Post Office to check my account. Sure enough, I hadn’t been paid for over a month, but I was too shy to ask Bill what was going on. I did, however, phone brother Gaz and talk to him about my wages not being paid. He said he’d ask his boss if there were any jobs going.

When I arrived at the yard the following Monday morning, Bill came over to me. ‘Seen your fence you built?’ he asked, all brassed off.

I wandered over, took one look at the fence I’d put in way back on that rainy day, then I burst out laughing. The strainer post was half out of the ground, and it looked a bit like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. It was probably a result of the combination of the wet slop around the strainer post and overstraining the wire.

‘You think it’s funny, Mike?’ Bill roared.

‘Well, Bill,’ I replied, ‘it could have been worse. Just as well I didn’t hang the gate on it!’ I laughed. He was not happy.

At the end of that week, I caught the bus back to Auckland for the weekend. Gaz and I went for a beer down at the Thunderbird Hotel, or the ‘T-bird’ as it was called back then, on Ellice Road, Glenfield. It was one of those rough dumps where your boots would stick to the gaudy carpet.

We were standing at the bar when Gaz’s boss, Mr T, walked in. He walked straight over and Gaz introduced us. Mr T had an abrupt way of talking, but I liked him. He was a straight-shooter and said what he thought.

‘Do you want a job? What can you do?’ he asked, before quickly following up with ‘Heard you haven’t been paid.’

By this point, I’d just about forgotten what the first question was. I stuttered out: ‘I’ve been driving a dozer up north, but I haven’t been able to get much experience. It’s been too wet.’

‘A dozer is a dozer,’ he said. ‘You’ll pick it up. When can you start? What about Monday?’ he says.

‘Shouldn’t I give a week’s notice?’ I said.

‘What for? You probably won’t get that money either!’ he laughed. (He was right.)

‘Okay, cool. Thanks,’ I replied. I couldn’t wait for Monday to roll around.

I had to make one more visit up the line over the weekend to collect my toolbox from the workshop. I hired a van this time. Bill was waiting for me. He should have been a customs inspector; he was that thorough in checking the contents of my toolbox.
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Surf, sand and wharfies

I STARTED WORKING FOR Sunnybrae Earthmoving in 1985. They had a lot of experienced guys from all walks of life working for them. Some had done time in prison, others were crooked as, good blokes but shady; even so, they didn’t push anything onto me. They were a good bunch both on the job and socially. I learnt a lot from some of them over the years. A lot of the boys had nicknames — Fatty Boy, Charlie Boy, Benny Boy — and I was Boysie, probably because I was so young when I started there.

Benny Boy was a big Pacific Island bloke. He used to drive the Swampy, a dozer with wide tracks, at the company’s tip, up the coast a bit. He ran that place with military precision. Look out if you tipped your truck in the wrong spot: there’d be a rock or a lump of clay heading your way.

An old set of power lines on wooden poles ran through the tip. Over the years, the ground had built up and the powerlines were constantly getting in the way, until one day Benny Boy called our boss, Des Tyler, on the RT channel. Benny Boy’s English was sometimes a bit hard to understand: ‘Hey, Tyler. Dat power line up at the top of da tip, is live or dead?’

An annoyed-sounding Tyler replied, ‘Course it’s dead, Benny. It’s been dead for years. You should know that.’

‘I wanna pull ’em down.’

‘Well, pull it down if you want to, Benny.’

‘Good. Just make sure is all. Don’t want kill.’ Then silence.

Ten minutes later, a voice boomed over the RT channel: ‘Tyler! I’m kill you. Damn bastard. You try kill me. I’m drive to yard and strangle you. Dat power live. Make buzzer sound and white flash. You little gnome. Wait! I get you.’

I bet Des crapped his pants, as Benny Boy was good at martial arts. Apparently, Benny had stood on the back of a tip truck with a hacksaw to cut the power line. How he didn’t kill himself, I’ll never know.

* * *

Tyler was one of the owners of the business, and he had a bit of a short fuse. Throughout my whole career, he’s the only man I’ve ever seen throw a baseball cap on the ground in a fit of rage and then stomp up and down on it.

Also working with us was a guy we nicknamed Aussie Gav. He was a Kiwi but had lived in Sydney for a while. He had the Aussie twang down to a tee. He was bronzed, looked like a surfer and he’d grown a long mullet. He drove an old, long-bonneted International C-Line four-wheel tipper that had no power steering, so he really had to pull on the steering wheel to turn it. It was a pig of a truck to drive, but Aussie Gav wrestled with it. I suspect he might even have smoked a wee tinny or two while cruising around the suburbs in the old C-Line, just so he could put up with it.

One night, Des Tyler did a raid on the tip trucks parked up in the yard, looking in the ashtrays for little roaches or any signs of cannabis. Aussie Gav’s ashtray was full. The next morning he was called into the office. Des and Gav proceeded to have quite an argument. Aussie Gav said all the staff borrowed his truck for cashies on the weekends, so it could have been anyone. He managed to get off the hook, but he was still on Tyler’s radar.

Not long after that incident, Aussie Gav slept in one morning and was late for work. He was crawling along in the C-Line, stuck in the rush-hour traffic near Esmonde Road in Takapuna. He’d probably sparked up another spliff to pass the time when the RT channel fired up: ‘Copy, Aussie Gav. Copy, Aussie Gav.’ It was Des Tyler, in a huff.

‘Yeah, Tyler.’

‘Where are you? It’s eight o’clock. You’re supposed to be in the city on the job by now.’

‘Yeah, sorry cobber. It’s just that my alarm didn’t go off,’ Aussie Gav replied in his Aussie twang. By this time the motorway had almost come to a halt.

‘Slept in, you say? Slept in? It’s not bloody good enough,’ roared Tyler.

‘Well, I can’t help it if I slept in,’ Aussie Gav replied.

‘We’ll talk about this later,’ Tyler cut in.

Aussie Gav had had enough by this point: ‘I couldn’t give a rat’s arse, Tyler. Come and pick your truck up. It’s parked in the middle lane of the motorway heading south.’

Then he jumped out of the truck, zig-zagged through the stop-starting cars and jumped over the crash barrier before heading off up into the bush. That was the last we saw of Aussie Gav.

It was lucky for Des that Bunny Carpenter, our transporter driver, was sitting in traffic not far behind Aussie Gav. He hopped out of his truck and moved the C-Line over to the shoulder of the motorway so the morning traffic could start flowing again.

* * *

Bobcats were only just coming on the scene then, so I started off driving a little Komatsu D21A bulldozer. It was a tiny machine, but good for finishing: metal construction for car parks, spreading topsoil, prepping floor slabs for factories.

One job I did for the council that December involved tracking along Takapuna Beach, pushing sand back into all the stormwater outlets, which had formed big ponds of stagnant water from the last storm. It was awesome. I’d pull up at lunchtime, run into the sea for a quick splash, fill in a few more washouts, stop and have a chat to the locals, and score the odd crate of beer for fixing up a local’s boat ramp. My record was four jobs around the North Shore in one day with that dozer.

* * *

After that job, I got a call on the RT channel one morning from Smiley our plant manager. Smiley was a jolly man with a big beer gut. I’ve got a feeling he owned shares in the T-Bird . . . He was a good boss and I never saw him lose his cool. It was his job to allocate our work and organise the trucks.

‘Be down at Jellicoe Wharf in town at seven-thirty tomorrow morning. Tell the guy at the gate who you are and just drive out on the wharf to where the ship is unloading. You’ll see your dozer parked there. Hope you’ve got a good book . . .’ laughed Smiley. I had no idea what he was on about.

I knew the wharfies used the dozer for pushing wheat out from the corners into a pile in the middle of the cargo hold. Once there, the big clam-shell grab, which hung from a gantry crane, could reach the wheat and load it out onto the wharf.

This was my first time working with wharfies. At the wharf, I pulled my ute up next to my little dozer. The D21A did not come with a cab. I pulled out the dipstick and checked the oil and water like I always did, hopped on and started the machine to warm it up. Next minute, there was a posse of wharfies around me.

‘Ee, lad. What you playing at, sonny?’ asked one of them.

‘Sorry, mate, don’t know what you mean,’ I replied, puzzled.

‘Don’t you be taking the mickey, young lad. You be taking our jobs off us on the wharf if you drive that bulldozer,’ the man said. I figured he was their leader.

‘Oh,’ I replied. ‘So, I can’t drive it, then?’

‘No, you bloody can’t, lad. Hop it!’ he said.

I climbed down.

‘Right, lad,’ said the wharfie leader, ‘all you have to do is fuel up the dozer at the end of the shift.’

They put chains on the bulldozer and craned it down into the hold of the ship and started work. I sat there for a while until I got bored, then went into the city and bought some bait and a handline. I walked back, dangled my legs over the wharf and spent the rest of the day fishing.

Back at the wharf the next day, I snuck down to the movies and watched Rambo: First Blood Part II, then I stopped off at McDonald’s for a feed before wandering back to the wharf. The wharfies were finished with the dozer at the end of the day.

About two months later, I had to go down to Jellicoe Wharf again. This time the wharfies were unloading soda ash, which was used in making glass, detergents and chemicals. It looked like a fine laundry powder, so fine in fact that if you accidentally breathe it in, it can cut your breath off straight away and start a fit of coughing. The wharfies used masks while working near it.

It was almost knock-off time, so I wound in my handline and wandered over to the wharf. The wharfies always left the dozer down in the hold of the ship for the night, so I had to head down there to refuel it. I pulled two 20-litre diesel containers out of my Ford Escort van and grabbed a new air cleaner along with a little spanner to undo the nut on the end that holds the air cleaner in. I needed to replace the air cleaner on the dozer every day because the fine soda-ash dust would block it up.

I was looking at my watch when a shadow loomed over me. Once again, I was surrounded by wharfies. They hooked my fuel containers up to the crane and the head one said, ‘Righto, lad, you be off wi’ ye and get that dozer fuelled up. We’re running late.’

‘Okay, mate,’ I said, then I strolled up the gangway, walked around to the cargo hold, where I found the little hatchway. I squeezed through it with the air cleaner filter tucked under my arm, then I climbed down the rusty old ladder, which was welded to the side of the cargo hold, into the bowels of the ship.

Once at the dozer, I heard a buzzing motor of some description, but didn’t pay much attention. I got my little spanner out of my pocket and was just undoing the nut on the air cleaner filter when it started to get dark. I thought it was probably a cloud going overhead and just carried on with what I was doing. Then I heard a loud bang above me. To my horror, I found myself in total darkness. Those bastards had closed the two big steel cargo hatches above my head. I couldn’t even see my hand right in front of me.

In a panic, I stumbled over the soda ash until I could feel the steel sides of the hold. I could hardly breathe; I was choking, so I pulled my shirt up to cover my nose. Then I looked up and I could see a little speck of light at the other end of the cargo hold. I felt my way along the sides of the ship and finally grabbed hold of the ladder and started climbing up, yelling at the top of my voice: ‘Don’t close that bloody hatch! Don’t you close it!’

I was so relieved when I eventually poked my head out into the daylight and fresh salt air. The wharfies were standing near the ship’s hatch in a little group. I walked over to them.

‘What the bloody hell do you think you were doing, you bastards?’ I fumed.

‘Listen ’ere, sonny. Me and the lads finish at five on the dot,’ said their ringleader.

‘Then why tell me to go down in the hold, you tosser?’ I spat back at him.

‘Any more of your lip and, by gum, lad, we’ll go out on you,’ he fired back.

‘What are you dribbling on about, pal?’ I was really fizzing.

‘“Go out on you” means go on strike, lad.’

All his ‘lads’ were standing behind him nodding their heads in agreement.

‘Call me “lad” once more, pal, and I’ll kick you fair in the bollocks! That’s what you lot say where you come from, isn’t it, you bunch of sooks?’ No one said a word, so I turned my back and left. That was the last time I worked with wharfies.

* * *

That little incident aside, I enjoyed operating machines in the 1980s. Back then we didn’t have ‘health and safety’, we just had common sense. If I needed to work by a road, it was simple: I’d put out a few road cones and a sign (although traffic back then wasn’t as bad as it is today).

There was no such thing as a dig permit, a permit to work, a confined-space permit, a working-at-heights permit, an environmental permit or pretty much any other permit. If I needed to dig near a tree, I would — and, as far as I know, they’re all still standing to this day. I didn’t need an arborist just about having a heart attack if I broke a centimetre of tree root.

Back then, if I wanted to break off some tree branches with the digger bucket, I would. Then I’d carry on and trim the branches up with a chainsaw later. Now, there’d have to be permits, arborists and probably some public consultation.

If I wanted to push over a tree with a digger in the 1980s, I would. Now they have to get a crane in, with arborists hanging off the branches of the tree like monkeys, cutting the tree into pieces for the crane to lift out of the way. It’s not a bad idea if the tree’s dangerous; but out in the open there’s no need.

Back in the 1980s, the only bit of safety equipment I wore was steel-capped boots, but I did see a bloke driving a bulldozer in jandals once. In some cases today, the minimum expected are long-sleeved shirts, long trousers, hats, boots, gloves, vest, glasses and a safety officer worried that you haven’t buttoned up your sleeve or put your gloves on, while meantime a dump truck is tipping above him over an undermined stockpile. True. I saw it.
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Cashies and cook-ups

FATTY BOY HAD BEEN driving Traxcavators, which were bulldozers with buckets, for years. He could leave a factory floor like a billiard table, but he was most famous — legendary almost — for his barbecues. Whenever I drove past his job site, I would smell the aroma of a fat, juicy steak sizzling away on the portable gas cooker, which was hissing away on the tailgate of his ute.

It was always good working with Fatty Boy. I never had to buy smoko or lunch, as there’d always be a tasty chop or sausage waiting for me. If it was a Saturday, he’d knock off early, crank up the gas cooker and pull out a few beers to complement the juicy steak.

One Saturday, he was digging out a big factory site behind an existing factory in Albany when there was a bit of chatter on the RT channel. We shared the channel with another company of couriers who delivered flowers. There were only two of them, Mary and Martin, and both had rather dopey voices. The two of them would call up on the RT throughout the day, and would get annoyed because our boys were always on the RT. ‘Copy, Martin. Over.’

‘Yes, Mary. Over.’

‘Would you go to Archers Road and pick up a click-click-click.’

‘Sorry, Mary. Those blasted Sunnybrae Earthmoving boys are playing around with the button on their RT handpiece. Could you repeat? Over.’

‘Okay, Martin. Could you go to Archers Road, number click-click and pick up click-click.’

‘Blast those click-click boys. If I ever catch you, look out!’ Martin’s voice boomed out over the RT.

‘What will you do, Martin? Hit us with your handbag?’

‘Now, listen! Click-click you click-click.’

Next minute, Des Tyler’s voice boomed over the airwaves. ‘I’ll sack the next person who click-click click-click, you bunch of click,’ he fizzed.

A bit later, Tyler’s voice came over the airwaves again: ‘Copy, Hector Leyton. Where are you taking that load of topsoil? Our tip’s the other way. Over.’

Hector replied, smooth as, ‘Yeah, I’m just heading down to buy some smoko. Over.’

‘Right, okay.’

Then Hector turned down into a new subdivision, pulled over to the side of the road, peered in his mirrors to check there were no bosses around, backed his truck up someone’s driveway and tipped off his load of topsoil from Fatty Boy.

‘How much do I owe you?’ asked the property’s owner.

‘That will be two crates of Rheineck, cuz,’ replied Hector.

Then another new homeowner walked up to the truck: ‘Hey, mate. I couldn’t buy a load of topsoil, too, could I? How much will that be?’

‘For you, sir, let’s say thirty bucks cash and two crates of Steinies,’ replied Hector, as he was writing down the address alongside those of all his ‘other’ deliveries. This sort of thing led to half the fleet doing cashies, tipping off topsoil in new housing developments all over Auckland on Saturday mornings.

Me and Fatty Boy did a job on a guy’s farm out at Coatesville once. The farmer across the road wanted some tracks tidied up with the dozer, so Fatty Boy said to me, ‘You can do that cashie, Mike. I’ve got one myself, up the road a bit.’

I walked the dozer across the road, leaving muddy tracks. Fatty Boy disappeared down the road on his Traxcavator, also leaving muddy track marks.

After I’d finished, the farmer asked, ‘How much do I owe you?’

I was too shy to bargain with him: ‘Ummm, how about fifty bucks? Is that all right?’

He pulled a huge roll of cash out of his pocket and peeled me off a $50 note.

Fatty Boy was already back on our job when I got there. ‘Hey, Mike. You were gone a long time. What? Two hours, I reckon, you greedy sod. You must have made a tidy sum out of that cashie. What did you make?’

‘Fifty dollars,’ I replied.

Fatty Boy cracked up laughing. ‘Fifty dollars! You should have tripled that. He got a cheap job out of you, mate. It would cost 50 bucks just to transport that machine to his farm if he had to hire one properly.’

‘What did you make then, Fatty Boy? You weren’t gone long. Saw you come back in half an hour or so.’

Grinning from ear to ear, Fatty Boy replied, ‘Three hundred dollars, Mike. In case you hadn’t noticed, it is Coatesville and they’re not short of a quid around here!’

A short time later, Tyler pulled up in his four-wheel drive. He looked at the muddy marks all the way down the road. ‘What happened down there, Fatty Boy? What were you doing on that property?’ he demanded.

Fatty Boy calmly replied, ‘The farmer bogged his tractor and I pulled it out for him.’

‘And what’s your excuse, Mike?’

‘Oh, he had a cow stuck in the swamp,’ came my lame excuse.

Anyway, back to Albany. Fatty Boy was busy digging out his factory floor when, at around 11am, Hector Leyton rocked up and hopped out of his truck.

‘How did we do?’ asked Fatty Boy, walking over to Hector.

‘Yeah, not bad for a morning’s work,’ Hector said. Then he opened the door of his truck and pulled out three crates of Rheineck, three of Steinlager, some meat packs filled with juicy chops, sausages and steak, a couple of loaves of bread, some tomato sauce and a few bags of ice. They then divided the cash they’d made.

Fatty said, ‘Well, I think I’d better crank up the gas cooker now.’

Soon there was the sound of meat sizzling away. Then a Ford Escort van pulled up. It was Paddington. The boys nicknamed him that because he was a big, round bloke who looked a bit like a big bear. As he drove towards you, all you could see was his giant frame jammed in behind the wheel of his van. It looked quite funny.

‘Gidday, boys,’ he said, as he squeezed out from behind the steering wheel.

‘Where you working, Paddington?’ Fatty asked.

‘Just down the road. Thought there might be a cook-up. I’ve left my dozer going. It’s got a crook battery, so I’ll have a quick feed and head back.’

Fatty Boy replied, ‘Don’t be a blouse. Have a cold beer. One won’t hurt you.’

‘Yeah, why not? Give us a Steinie, then,’ Paddington replied.

Then Hector Leyton called up on the RT channel: ‘Any of you truckies that are free, could you come over to Fatty Boy’s job in Albany and take a load away? Over.’

Tyler’s voice came over the airwaves: ‘That’s what I like to hear: two guys out at Albany going that extra mile for the company. Well done, guys. Over.’

Yeah, right. Hector Leyton had more or less just announced a cook-up and free beers to everyone in the company!

Another van came screaming in, then did a few doughnuts round and round on the clay. It was Grotty Jim. He was a member of one of the first bikie gangs to come to New Zealand. He was a small guy who looked a bit like General Custer, as he always wore a neck scarf. What he lacked in size he made up for in volume.

‘How are we, men? How’s life treating you all?’ he boomed out as he popped the top off a beer bottle using one of the rings on his hand.

As word got around, beers were flowing and steaks were sizzling. After about two hours, Paddington piped up, ‘Well, have a good one, boys. I’ve got to go and turn my bulldozer off. It’s still idling down the road.’

This brought cries of ‘You big blouse!’, ‘Have another one!’ and ‘Your machine will be all right.’

Paddington didn’t need too much convincing: ‘Yeah, all right. Just one more, then that’s it — I’ve gotta go.’ Then he whipped the top off another Steinie and guzzled it.

Work utes and vans started trickling in from all around Auckland. We still had some old Morris Minor vans back then, but they were gradually being replaced with Mark 1 and Mark 2 Ford Escort vans.

In one van was Dakka Des, one of our Traxcavator operators. As he opened his door, a cloud of smoke followed him. Dakka Des was a laid-back bloke, and really good on the machine.

‘Hey, man. How are we?’ he asked, with his dark shades on to hide his eyes, which usually looked like crushed Jaffas.

‘Have a beer, Dakka,’ someone said.

‘Yeah, cheers, man,’ he replied in his usual quiet voice.

The trucks came and went back to the yard, most of the drivers as full as a boot, but the operators stayed on.

‘Right, guys. I must go,’ Paddington said, as he swigged down the last bit left in his bottle.

‘Where you going, Paddington?’ the new arrivals asked.

‘Got to turn my dozer off. It’s been idling for five hours,’ he slurred.

‘Well, it’s not going anywhere, is it? Have another beer, you big sook,’ someone said.

‘Call me a sook!’ Paddington objected, as he fumbled with another Steinie bottle, trying to open it.

Grotty Jim’s voice boomed out: ‘It’s getting a bit nippy. Let’s make a bonfire!’

All the boys walked over to the building site next door and grabbed a wooden pallet each. The pallets were left over from a block wall someone was building.

Grotty Jim pulled a diesel container out of his van and poured diesel over the wooden pallets then lit them up. Soon everyone was warming their hands by the bonfire. It was dark by this time, and all the boys had got the munchies.

‘There are a few sausages left. I’ll cook them up, fellas,’ Fatty Boy said.

Paddington’s voice popped out of the dark: ‘Right, slee you bastards later. I’ve got to turn my-my dosser, no, my-my dozer on — no — I mean off,’ he slurred. He stumbled to his feet. ‘It’s been going since twava, twelve o’clock and it’s now, now . . .’ He stared at his wrist until he could focus on the hands of the watch. ‘Eight o’clock.’

Me and brother Gaz were driving past to go to a pub and spotted the fire blazing away. ‘Hey, that’s Fatty Boy’s job. Do you think someone’s burnt his machine?’ I said.

We drove around the back of the factory and there were all the boys. The smell of cannabis wafted over us, and we noticed Dakka Des hiding behind a work van, having a wee billy with one of the boys.

Grotty Jim’s voice boomed out of the darkness telling a yarn. Hector Leyton had scored a guitar off Dakka Des, and some of the boys were singing ‘Ten Guitars’ and feeling no pain.

We stood by the fire and opened a beer each. At about ten o’clock, Paddington leaned over to me. ‘You know, Mike,’ he slurred, ‘I must go and turb my — no, no — turn my dosher no, no, my-my dozer off. Ish been — no, no — it’s been idling since lunchtime.’

‘Man, you’ve had a long lunchbreak, Paddington,’ I replied, laughing.

‘No, no. I must go. It’s, it’s been parked right between some houses.’

‘Oh no, man. The neighbours are going to love you. There’ll be a lynch mob waiting for you.’

Paddington finally staggered over to his van and slumped inside. Grotty Jim boomed out of the darkness ‘Where are you sneaking off to, you piker?’, and for a joke started rocking his van.

‘Here, give us a hand, boys,’ he said. Next minute, all the boys were rocking Paddington’s Escort van. Rock, rock, rock — everyone was in hoots of laughter, watching Paddington’s head flop around behind the wheel. Rock, rock, rock, rock.

Whoops! It was over on its side in the long grass.

Grotty Jim stopped laughing long enough to bellow, ‘Anyone got a camera?’

A camera was produced, and pictures were taken of all the boys standing, posing beside Paddington’s van, laughing their heads off.

‘Is Paddington okay?’ one of the boys eventually asked.

I peered through the glass in the back door. The van had tipped over on the driver’s side. He was still behind the wheel with his face pushed hard against the window in the driver’s door. I could just hear him muttering, ‘You bunch of mongrels.’

‘Yeah, he’s okay. He’s swearing at us. He must be all right,’ I replied.

The boys worked out how to use the flash on the camera, so they opened the back door of the van to take more photos. Then they lost interest in Paddington and just leaned on the side of his van and carried on drinking and laughing.

A little later on, I could smell petrol: ‘Hey, fellas! Hey, fellas! I smell petrol.’

Looking down at my feet, reflected in the light of the fire, which was only three metres away, I saw a pool of petrol leaking out of Paddington’s van.

Quickly, all the boys tipped the van back over on its wheels and pushed it back out of the way, then carried on drinking. About half an hour later, Paddington’s van started up and he drove out the gate to go and turn his dozer off. By then, it was midnight.
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The social club

SUNNYBRAE EARTHMOVING BUILT A new yard not long after I started working there. Our smoko room was upstairs at the back of the main building, which had houses right behind it. Luckily, a row of trees provided us with a bit of privacy for when we sat outside in the little courtyard for lunch. The smoko room was also our social club, which was nicknamed ‘The Marae’. Down one end was the bar, and we were rostered on to take turns as barman. Up the other end was a sliding door that led to the toilet.

It was an open social club, so blokes from other earthmoving companies or mates of mates would come over for a beer and a yarn. The place used to be packed on Friday nights, and I met some hard-case fellas there. It started off on the right track with everyone obeying club rules and good camaraderie. I can’t ever remember seeing a fight there. But over the years things started to get out of control, to the point that one social club secretary even cleaned out our bank account and did a runner down the line.

One of the rules of the social club was that any smoking was done outside. In the early days, I might have seen two or three blokes outside having a cigarette or a wee toke on a joint. Then, over the months, when I looked out the window into the courtyard I’d see six or seven blokes sharing a tinny or two. Then, a year or two later, I would look out the window of the social club and the courtyard would be packed with guys all puffing away on cannabis. They never pushed it on me, so I didn’t care what they did.

One Thursday, which was often a busy night in the social club, I had a swig of my beer and turned around to find I was the only bloke still in the room. The others were all outside in the courtyard in the rain huddled over their joints. As I looked out the window, I saw a row of sad faces peering in at me. Feeling sorry for them, I opened up a window and leaned out: ‘Come on in, guys. Don’t get wet.’ Then all I saw was a sea of happy faces piling back into the social club, patting me on the back. It was probably the only time that the no-smoking indoors rule was broken. I spent the rest of the evening passive smoking, man.

I was a bit naïve at the time. I would see a stranger wander into The Marae to have a chat to one of the boys, then they would both disappear. I thought they were just going out for a smoke. Then just one of them would come back. It got to the point that one day when I was sitting at a table in the social club, I saw one of the boys dividing all these tiny coloured pills on the table while another one was ripping off little squares of blotting paper smaller than your little fingernail.

I turned to one of our welders, Matt Grady, and asked, ‘What’s those little pills with the smiley faces on?’

He laughed. ‘They’re ecstasy pills, Boysie.’

‘Oh, right. And what about those little squares of paper you’re ripping off?’

He laughed again. ‘They’re acid trips.’

‘What’s acid trips?’ I asked.

‘LSD,’ he replied. I’d heard the name before, but had no idea what the stuff looked like.

I remember going to a party at Matt’s place once, with all the boys from work. He had two big Dobermans running around in his yard, and I’d always hated Dobermans — but even more so after I’d had one sink its teeth into the top of my thigh at a party not long before the one at Matt’s. That prick had jaws on it like a vice, and I couldn’t believe the pain. It left me with four puncture wounds in my leg, and I couldn’t sit down properly for over a week.

Back at Matt Grady’s party, one of the boys was strumming a guitar and we were all having a good singalong. I got up and went looking for the bathroom. I opened a couple of doors. Inside the third room I checked out there were black rubbish bags all over the floor. I closed the door, wondering if Matt didn’t know what day his rubbish day was. I was surprised to find that he lived a bit rough.

I mentioned it to one of the boys later in the evening.

‘That’s not rubbish in those bags, Boysie,’ he laughed, before clueing me in that it was actually weed.

It was a shame the drugs had got hold of him. Matt was a very talented man. He taught himself to weld while in prison doing time for blowing up a safe. Unfortunately for Matt, he’d also blown himself and his mates up at the same time. They were all found unconscious.

While he was working for Sunnybrae Earthmoving, he designed and built a transporter trailer from scratch, built all the buckets for their diggers, and could weld anything. A few years later, Matt had a bad accident and crashed the Suzuki Katana he was riding. While operating on him, the surgeons found he was full of cancer. He passed away not long after. Waste of a life. Waste of a good man.

* * *

The first year I was working there, Sunnybrae Earthmoving bought out the trucking company whose yard was just across the road and which ran nice-looking R-Model Mack tipper trucks. Theirs was a nice, tidy yard with a well-run workshop. They also had a social club, but it was small compared with ours. There was only a handful of guys working there, so they had flash, clean couches to lounge on after a hard day on the road — and there was no way they wanted Sunnybrae Earthmoving’s hairy bunch setting foot in their club. You had to be invited in. Needless to say, we nicknamed their social club ‘The Lounge Bar’.

One of the Mack truck-and-trailer drivers, Dilly Boy, was getting married. He looked the part: he had an old, worn Mack trucker’s baseball cap, a blue denim shirt with the Mack logo, and he always wore a huge oval Mack belt buckle, which was nearly the size of a HQ Holden hubcap. Our two wild truck mechanics, Gerry and Don, constantly played practical jokes on Dilly Boy, like putting rags in the air horns so that when he blasted them they’d make a rude noise, or sticking a handful of raw mussels wrapped in newspaper under his seat while they were repairing it. Mainly they got cheesed off with him because he was so pedantic. He would say ‘Gerry, I’ve lost a button off my red leather interior padded door panel’ or ‘My Mack mudflap is scuffed. Could you replace it?’

Gerry and Don would get a can of Dazzle and spray his scuffed mudflap orange, then superglue a washer on to his polished red leather door trim. Job done — just to give him the message.

Gerry and Don were boot boys: they always wore black Doc Marten boots, black tee-shirts and black jeans, but you couldn’t meet two nicer blokes. They used to buy this heavy-duty punk music from the States. I think it might even have been banned over here. I heard their music blaring out of the workshop one day, the lyrics screaming, ‘I killed Mommy with my automatic, I killed Mommy with my automatic gu-u-un.’

Gerry and Don had their heads inside the cab of Dilly Boy’s truck one day, when they discovered his music collection: ‘Look at this cassette — Forty Big Ones Down the Highway.’

Don cracked up. ‘What about this one, Gerry?’ he said, holding up a cassette of Twenty Highway Fever Favourites. Dilly Boy’s truck rang with hoots of laughter.

Eventually, their boisterous nature was to be their demise. There was a Sunnybrae Earthmoving truck driver they didn’t like, so they locked him up in a shipping container that was used for storing all the truck tyres for the fleet. Then they walked around the container bashing the sides — dong, dong, dong, dong — with a couple of sledgehammers before disappearing off to have lunch.

Sometime later, one of the other boys heard a muffled voice coming out of the container and let the truck driver out. Of course, Gerry and Don were called into the main office and asked to please explain. Because they were hard-to-find top truck mechanics, all they had to do was apologise to the truck driver and it would be forgotten.

But Gerry and Don, being Gerry and Don, both replied ‘Stuff off! Not in a million years’, and left.

Some of the boys in the Lounge Bar social club chipped in and got Dilly Boy a stripper for his buck’s party. On the night, the stripper pulled up in the yard and hopped out of her car with a shady-looking character in tow. He was wearing a black woollen overcoat and dark glasses. By this time, half the boys from The Marae had gatecrashed the social club next door.

The stripper walked in and disappeared out the back to change, or unchange, or whatever strippers do, and her minder, with the toughest expression he could put on, wandered around the room like he was looking for something. The boys started stirring him up: ‘What are you looking for, cuz? Hidden cameras or something?’

He just glared and casually leaned up against the wall. With his hands, he pushed back his woollen coat and stuck his thumbs in his black leather pants pocket to reveal the handle of a revolver tucked into the top of his pants. Well, that was the worst thing you could have done: show the boys your six-shooter.

Someone piped up, ‘Hey, cuz! Watch that six-shooter doesn’t go off and do yourself a mischief!’

‘Hey, mate. Is it real or does it squirt water?’ someone else called out.

Grotty Jim’s voice boomed out, ‘Hey, mate. You’re nothing but a plastic gangster.’ The boys laughed at that.

Dilly Boy was made to sit down on a wooden stool, and he was not happy at all, which we thought was surprising. In through the door came the stripper in all her racing gear. Then she started walking around Dilly Boy. He had a real look of distaste on his face, but none the other boys seemed to mind. Then she took her top half off and pinged Dilly Boy’s head with her bra. By then, he was shaking his head in disgust and tut-tutting away while the boys were cheering her on.

Then she sat on Dilly Boy’s lap, which was the worst thing she could have done. He sat bolt upright like a mannequin, tut-tutting and mumbling the odd swear word. When she started gyrating on Dilly Boy’s big Mack belt buckle, that was it. I think he was so worried she might scratch the chrome off it or tarnish it that he hit the roof!

* * *

About a month later, I pulled up in the yard, and just as I was hopping out of my van this little white Toyota hire truck with a furniture van body on the back sped in. It pulled up next to the social club steps. Suddenly, the roller door flew up and all these people dressed in white dress shirts and grey trousers piled out of the back of the truck. It seemed a bit strange that I hadn’t known we were going to have a band playing in The Marae tonight.

Most of the visitors bolted upstairs, but one of them saw me and walked over. He was a big, burly bloke.

‘Who are you, mate?’ he asked me.

‘Why? Who are you, pal?’ I replied.

‘Don’t get smart or I’ll arrest you.’

‘You don’t look like a cop. Where’s your uniform and hat?’ I asked. I had a fair idea who he was, but I was just stirring him up because he was arrogant.

‘Drug squad,’ he replied. ‘Is this your vehicle?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Don’t lie to me, sonny. I saw you pull up in it.’

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ I replied.

‘Well, then. It is your vehicle,’ he roared.

‘It’s not mine. It’s Sunnybrae Earthmoving’s. I just drive it.’

‘You smartarse! Spread your legs.’

I did as he asked, and he frisked me before peering into my van. Then he opened up the door and pulled out the ashtray.

‘What? You looking for coins or something? Don’t they pay you enough in the drug squad?’ I said.

‘What’s your name?’ he barked.

I told him my name — and he actually had a list of our names on his clipboard.

‘Where did you just come from?’ he demanded to know.

I answered that question, too.

‘Yeah, all right. You can go for now, but don’t leave the property.’

I obeyed and followed him up the stairs. I couldn’t wait to see what was happening up there. As I was standing in the doorway to the social club, I could see my brother Gaz getting searched by a female copper.

He was spread out like a starfish against the wall and he was saying, ‘Nah, nah, don’t go in that pocket.’

Of course, she quickly put her hand in his pocket and felt around.

‘Nah, don’t take it out, don’t take it out,’ he warned her.

Not to be put off, the detective kept feeling around before eventually ripping out a snotty handkerchief. She screwed up her face in disgust.

‘Told you not to!’ Gaz hooted while laughing his head off.

Grotty Jim was bent over the table with his hands out in front of him, being frisked by another female detective. His voice boomed out through the social club, ‘Ooh baby, yeah baby. Frisk me faster, baby, faster.’

‘Any more crap out of you and I’ll cavity-search you, you understand?’ she barked.

Fatty Boy was up against the wall being frisked. ‘Wow, just like in the movies, eh, boys? Do you think we’ll make the six-thirty news?’ he said.

The strange thing about that bust was that the actual ringleaders, who would have gone for a skate, were nowhere to be seen. On any other Thursday night, they would have been there. I’m guessing it was management that gave out the list, but it backfired on them.

After the drug squad had finished at The Marae, they strolled over to our offices, which were above The Lounge Bar in the yard next door. There they went through all the office staff and management, then searched all their cars. The only person to get busted was Mr T, the owner. They found a bag of weed in the glovebox of his Mercedes. He was not a happy chappie after that, and he threatened to shut The Marae down for good. I reckon if he’d done that, he would have had no one left to work for him.

* * *

As well as working together, Gaz and I had a few other adventures together. One night, I got a ring from Dad: ‘Boy, are you coming down for Christmas?’

‘Yeah, righto, Dad. Where are you camped?’

‘Omakere. Just turn off at Otane and follow your nose.’

‘Okay, Dad,’ I said, trusting I would find my way there without a hitch.

As Dad got older, he stayed on farms mainly, doing a bit of tractor driving or fencing for his keep. He was never far away from a chainsaw or an old farm bulldozer, and sometimes he stayed in quite nice farmhouses.

Gaz had long since changed his mind about going to stay with Dad. One of his favourite sayings was: ‘Let’s go and see the old man — we can sink some piss, ride his motorbike, waste his ammunition and bend his rifle barrel!’

I didn’t have to ask Gaz twice to get him to come with me to see Dad, so we headed down there in my old Holden Torana. Having Gaz there with me was always a laugh, especially if Reggie was there. Gaz couldn’t stand him either.

Having driven south from Napier then headed towards the coast, we turned down this winding metal road. My car was very low to the ground, so I was trying not to scrape the muffler on the crown of the road.

Gaz turned to me, laughing: ‘Jeez, bloody old man. Never changes. Always living in the middle of nowhere. Think this piece of rubbish will make it?’

Bang! Damn road. Scrape. The muffler dragged. Scrape. Man, I wasn’t going to have a car left shortly.

Then, to my horror, as we came around the bend, I saw a big, round object in the middle of the road. There was no way I could pull up in time. Damn! A rock must have rolled off a bank. There goes my sump!

Gaz shouted: ‘Swerve, Mike! Swerve over!’

‘I can’t. I’ve got nowhere to go,’ I yelled back.

The Torana ploughed straight over the round object, then dragged it along the road. It was no rock — it was a bloated, dead possum! The force of the impact meant that the corpse popped, and the stench reeked up through the car. It was so bad that Gaz opened the door and dry-retched out of it while we were still flying along. Bleugh! Bleugh! Bleugh!

I cracked up laughing, but then the smell got so bad that I joined him and started gagging out the driver’s door. Eventually, we had to pull over to try to get rid of the stench. It was also a good chance to have a quiet can of beer and listen to the sounds of summer.

After many more miles of winding, muffler-scraping metal road, we finally pulled up at the farm gate. ‘Nah, this can’t be it,’ I said, looking up the driveway. ‘I can’t see a caravan or a bus.’

‘Maybe it got repo’d?’ laughed Gaz.

‘That farmhouse up there’s too flash for him. It’s a Lockwood home.’

I tried my luck: ‘Gaz, go bang on the door.’

‘Doubt it,’ replied Gaz, pulling the older brother card. ‘Don’t want to get my shoes muddy. Now, be a good boy and go and see if your father and lovely stepmother are residing at this property.’

‘You tosser,’ I muttered as I climbed out of the car. I strolled up the drive, slipping and sliding in the mud as I went. The farm dogs started barking, and out of the house came Velma, looking like the lady of the manor.

‘How you going, Velma?’ I greeted her, trying to get off on the right foot for once.

Just behind me, Gaz pulled up in the car and hopped out: ‘Gidday, Velma!’

Looking serious, Velma said, ‘Your father had an accident a couple of weeks ago.’

‘Did he?’ replied Gaz. ‘That’s nothing unusual, Velma. What? Did Reggie drop a tree on him?’

She gave us both the evils, then stormed off to get the old man.

‘Well, I think that went quite well, Gaz, but it’s no way to talk to your favourite stepmother about your favourite stepbrother,’ I said while we waited.

Dad came to the door dressed in his usual bush pants and checked Swanndri shirt to find me in a headlock being pushed into a puddle. ‘How you been, boys?’ he asked.

We stopped what we were doing and looked at Dad, then cracked up laughing. He had this huge new scar like a zipper right across his forehead.

Gaz piped up: ‘You had brain surgery, Dad?’ More laughs at Dad’s expense. He never showed us any sympathy when we got injured over the years, so he got none in return.

‘He, he! Nah, boy, I was dropping this big blue gum over at Kereru. When she started to fall, I forgot to check up in the head of the tree and a sailer got me.’ (That’s a dead branch lying loose up in the head of a tree, sometimes broken off by storms.) ‘I had to drive myself to the hospital. After they stitched my head up, this nurse said to me, “Mr Bellamy, we’re all wondering why you had a bootlace tied around your forehead on an angle when you came in.” “Well, pet”’ — he called most women ‘pet’ — ‘“I tied it on an angle so the blood would run to one side, so I could see where I was driving.”’

Gaz piped up: ‘Still, it didn’t knock any sense into you, Dad. You’re still living with Mike’s stepmother.’ The old man just grinned.

* * *

It rained nearly the whole time we were at Omakere that Christmas, which meant I didn’t have to work as much as I had when I was younger. Besides which, Dad was older, too, and he was starting to slow down a bit. Just as he had when we were kids, Gaz refused to work for the old man, but was happy to go sit and drink with him.

The constant rain also meant there were several trips to the Patangata Tavern, where we’d play pool for hours. Every time we were there, we’d eat as many pies and chips as we could, to avoid having to eat Velma’s cooking.

On the few days when the weather was good, Gaz and I would head out for a dive to grab a feed of crays, some of which became part of our Christmas lunch, along with a wild turkey that the old man had knocked off its perch. It was one of the few times I was really happy to see heaps of salad appear on the table, because it meant that we wouldn’t have to eat veggies that had had the life boiled out of them.
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Subdivision shenanigans

ON A WET DAY in early autumn 1986, I hopped off my little dozer, cold and damp as usual. I was working with Art Hooper, one of Smiley’s operators. Smiley owned three late-model Hitachi 12-tonne UH063 excavators. It was the first time I had worked beside a big digger — well, it looked big to me at the time . . .

Art stopped digging and hopped out of his machine to talk to someone, so I wandered over to have a peep at his machine. The door of the digger was open, and I could feel nice hot air blowing out of it. Wow! It had a heater. Then I stuck my hands in front of the heater to warm them up. I wished there was a heater in the dozer — but it didn’t even have a cab. Then I heard Radio Hauraki blaring out of the cab. Wow! It had a radio and a heater. I looked back at the dozer and made up my mind that driving these with no cab was a mug’s game. I was tired of being cold and wet, so I decided I was going to ask for a digger so I could stay warm and dry while listening to a radio. I’d worry about learning how to operate it later.

I started on an old six-tonne PC60. It was certainly different from driving a dozer. It had a short-track frame and no blade on it, so I couldn’t stop myself from rocking around all day. No one wanted to operate it because it was a piece of junk, but I had to start somewhere.

My first job driving an excavator was right beside the T-bird Hotel. The pub had sold off some of its car-park area and a factory was being built there. I had to dig the footings for the factory floor. The builder had sprayed out all the lines for me to follow and dig out, but he had sprayed them straight on top of the old hot-mix.

‘Shouldn’t we scrape off all the old hot-mix first?’ I asked.

‘No. Just dig through it and get on with it,’ said the builder. What a tosser!

I had a go at breaking out a slab of car-park tarseal and with it my sprayed line. I guessed where the line was and dug the clay out, ripped out another chunk of hot-mix and guessed where the line was. By the time I’d dug down the entire length of the factory, the footing was as straight as a dog’s hind leg. The builder rang Smiley to complain.

Smiley drove down to the job, took one look at what I’d done, grinned, turned to the builder and said, ‘Serves you bloody right, mate. Why didn’t you scrape off all the car park first? You can’t dig like that.’

I was embarrassed only because it was right beside the T-bird. All the boys and bosses drank there, so I copped heaps of stick: ‘Is the factory going to have a round floor, Boysie?’ But I got there in the end.

* * *

The next machine I drove was a brand-new blue and yellow Komatsu PC200-3 digger. It was the last model made that had control levers in front of the driver. The latest Hitachi models already had the control levers beside the driver, which was all the rage back then. It was also the end of fixed seats that were rigid. Komatsu started putting in suspension seats. Yay, no more crook back!

The Komatsu digger was bought for a new subdivision up at Whangaparaoa, which Sunnybrae Earthmoving was about to develop. The company didn’t have any large earthmoving machines or the experience to do the job, so they subcontracted out the bulk earthworks to the newly formed Quick Bros, who had come down from Maungaturoto in the Kaipara region to get a foot in the door in Auckland. All of the Quick brothers pooled their machines together, and I worked beside them for a couple of seasons. They didn’t have an excavator at the time, so I did their digger work. We all got on well together. There was always a beer shouted by anyone who stuffed up, got bogged, ran pegs over. The Quick Bros also partook in the tradition of the birthday shout, which was excellent as there was a big tribe of bros.

I had to shout some beers once. I had only just got the PC200 digger, and was digging a drain in a wet swamp. I walked the digger over the soft ground, then up a steep bank onto the haul road, but as I drove up the slope out of the swamp all of the weight went to the back of the digger. The soft ground broke and I sank upright on the point of balance.

Yes, I could have slewed around in the mud and possibly stoved in a side panel on the digger, but I decided to go over and get Bert Quick and his D6D dozer to pull me over the point of balance.

We found a tow-rope and hooked it to the towing eye on the digger. Easy. I reckoned it would just take two seconds to pull the digger over the point of balance on to the haul road.

Bert needed to pull with the dozer on a bit of an angle, because my bucket was in the way and I couldn’t slew it out of the way. Away he went with his dozer, looking straight ahead. The digger slowly got released from the suction of the swamp and started moving. It was just coming over the brow with its tracks all muddy and slippery — by this time, the slope was like a bar of soap. Then, because I was being pulled on a bit of an angle, the digger tracks suddenly slid sideways on the driver’s side and I shot back down into the swamp with the machine over on its side. Most embarrassing. I had the door pinned open as well.

I climbed out of the front window, which slid up above my head. The top track was off the ground, and all the mud had piled up against the side and door as the machine was sliding down the slope.

We all stood there scratching our heads, when Bert piped up: ‘Well, that’s a crate of beer, Boysie.’

We came up with a plan of attack, so I hopped back inside the cab of the digger. With a lot of yanking, pushing and towing by the dozer, I managed to get it out of the swamp. After an hour or two of cleaning off all the mud and slop smeared over it, I was surprised to find there wasn’t so much as a scratch on the machine — only a hole in the door upholstery made by a tree root. I put a big sticker over that to stop it from being a permanent reminder of my balls-up. I was very lucky.

I did 4000 hours on that digger and never put a scratch on it. Eventually, the rust beat me to it, leaving me with nothing left to polish. It turned out that the machine had sat on a wharf in Japan for over a year, which is why it was bought cheap. Its paint hadn’t been primed properly either, so the machine just about got eaten away completely over two or three years.

* * *

As a result of the long hours the boys did on that subdivision, boredom often set in. To liven up the day, there would always be someone taking the mickey or pulling pranks. One weekend, a mate of mine showed me this latex horror mask he’d bought. Man, it was realistic. The mask depicted a decomposing face with part of the brain showing. It also had pointy, rotten teeth and stitches down one cheek.

I had an idea. ‘Hey, Rob. Can I borrow your mask?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, sure. Take it to work,’ he said. Most obliging.

Come Monday morning, I stuffed the mask into my smoko bag. As I was sitting in my digger that morning, I looked around wondering who my first victim would be. Well, Bert Quick was the closest. His machine was mainly used as a tractor and scoop, and he used to go around and around, cutting hills and filling gullies with clay all day long.

He drove past me on his circuit, and I decided to wait until he went by with another load and then I’d pretend I’d broken down. Cool.

Mask in hand, I hopped out of the cab of the digger, walked over to my digging bucket, then waited until I could hear Bert’s screaming D6 approaching down the track. Closer . . . closer . . . Then I stepped out in front of Bert’s dozer and waved him over.

He jumped out of his cab and walked over to me.

‘What’s wrong, Boysie?’ he asked.

‘Have a look at this bucket. I think it’s cracked,’ I said. I was on one side of the bucket and he was on the other.

While he was bending down to look for a crack on his side of the bucket, I bent down and quickly pulled the mask over my head.

‘Can’t see a crack, Boysie,’ he said. Then as he straightened up he came face to face with me. He had a look of sheer terror on his face, completely unable to comprehend what he was seeing, then he practically jumped up in the air before almost falling over. It was priceless.

‘Bloody Boysie! You scared the shit out of me!’ Bert exploded. Once he’d calmed down a bit, he added: ‘But what a cool mask. So realistic. Hey, can I borrow it?’

Well, what a crack-up. Bert hopped back in his tractor and scoop, pulled on the mask, and gave me the thumbs-up before trundling off in a cloud of dust.

From a distance I could see him heading over to where one of the scrapers was working. Then I saw Bert pull up and lean out of his cab to wave to his brother Stef, who was driving the other scraper.

Stef leaned over the steering wheel to get a good look at Bert. He got such a fright he swerved his scraper, only righting it just in time to avoid going over the side of the stockpile.

Next, Des Tyler pulled up later in his white Pajero four-wheel drive (or the Mr Whippy van, as the boys called it). As Bert went past, he waved to Tyler, who got a hell of a fright, too.

‘Get that bloody mask off before someone gets killed or has an accident,’ shouted Des, which made us all laugh even more.

* * *

On one of the bros’ birthdays, we got rained off. So we all parked our work utes and machines up the top of the steep hill where a shipping container acted as our smoko room. Someone had brought in a keg of beer, or what was left of one, and we quickly finished that off.

Once the keg was dry, Bert and a couple of the boys provided a bit of entertainment by taking their four-wheel drives down onto the new road they had just formed. It was still clay and, as it had drizzled all morning, the road was nice and slippery, so the boys chased each other round and round, did a few doughnuts, some sideways drifting, and just generally hooned about. Then another couple of the boys got excited and tore down there in their four-wheel drives. After a while, everyone was down there hooning around, except me.

Bert snaked his way up the hill in his beige BJ40 Land Cruiser and slid up beside me: ‘Hey, Boysie. We’re off for a beer. See you at the Whangaparaoa Tavern.’

‘Righto then, Bert. See you there,’ I replied. The boys then raced each other down the wet haul road, slipping and sliding as they headed out the gate, leaving me to it.

I didn’t have a four-wheel drive, just my Ford Escort van. I didn’t want to miss out, though, so I decided to speed down the hill. I reckoned doing that would get me enough momentum to carry on down the wet clay road and out the gate.

‘Yee-hah!’ I yelled, as I sledged off down the slope. But before I knew it I started going sideways, just managing to straighten up the wheel as I reached the bottom.

‘Wahoo!’ I cried, as I shot out onto the new clay road, fair motoring along. Then I started to weave left. Whoops! Then I started to weave right. Oh no! Overcorrecting the steering wheel, I began slipping sideways down the road.

‘Oh no, oh no!’ I cried, as I disappeared over the bank and into the drain.

‘Whoopsie,’ I muttered, as I came to a sudden stop.

Drat this rain, I thought, as I walked up to the far end of the subdivision to get my digger.

I climbed into the cab of the digger and walked the machine back to the van, trying to work out what I’d do when I got there.

I hatched a plan, then rummaged in my toolbox to grab a chain, which I went to hook up to the tow-ball on the van. Time for Plan B, as the van didn’t have a drawbar. Instead, I decided I’d just tie the chain around the leaf springs underneath the rear of the van. Then I tied the other end of the chain to a shackle on my bucket. By the time that was done, I was absolutely soaked and covered in pug clay.

Leaning into the van, I pulled on the handbrake, just in case the van decided to roll away on me. Then I jumped back into the digger and dragged the van backwards all the way out to the gate at the far end of the job.

Just as I was unhooking the van, Bert turned up, took one look at me and cracked up laughing: ‘I’ve just come to see what happened to you, Boysie. I forgot you didn’t have four-wheel drive!’

* * *

The boys worked hard and played hard, but once you added a drainage crew to the picture the mayhem increased. During the next Christmas holidays, we had a young university student called Wayne labouring for us. He was a quiet young fella, but he had a sense of humour, which you need when you’re working for drainlayers. They’re hard men.

One of Smiley’s digger drivers, Colin Acorn, was working with Theo the drainlayer, his dogsbody, Rupert Delaney, and his offsider, Harry.

They were busy digging away and laying pipes right near a big silt pond one day when Colin piped up: ‘Hey, guys, since it’s Friday, why don’t we get hold of Wayne later and dunk him in the silt pond?’

‘What a good idea,’ said Rupert, whose arm didn’t need to be twisted when it came to arranging a prank.

When knock-off time came, all of the boys were leaning on their utes, having a few beers. Young Wayne wandered over and threw his shovel on the back of a ute and stood there shyly.

‘Have a Steinie, young fella,’ Rupert offered.

‘Ta,’ said Wayne.

‘Hey, Wayne, do you want to learn how to drink faster? I’ll teach you,’ said Rupert.

‘Oh, all right. What do I do?’ replied Wayne good-humouredly.

‘You do this,’ Rupert laughed. Next minute, three big, burly drainlayers jumped on top of poor old Wayne and tied up his hands, then picked him up and bundled him onto the bonnet of my white Ford Escort van. Theo had young Wayne in a headlock, and Rupert was tipping Steinlager down his throat.

After they’d got two or three bottles down Wayne’s throat, they picked him up and stuck him in the narrow digging bucket on Colin’s digger. They then tied a rope around the bucket a few times so he wouldn’t fall out.

Colin fired up the digger, lifted the bucket slowly out over the silt pond, and lowered poor Wayne down into the silty brown ooze until he was up to his neck. The boys were all laughing and taking photos, while Rupert and Harry were throwing big lumps of clay into the pond causing brown slop to splash the poor bloke. In the end, all we could see were the whites of Wayne’s eyes.

Give the young man credit: after they got him out and untied him, he even had a laugh about it.

A couple of weeks later, I was talking to Theo and Rupert.

‘Hey, Boysie, can you do us a favour?’ they asked.

‘Yeah, what?’ I asked, suspiciously.

‘You know when we dunked young Wayne the other day? Well, we were thinking of dunking Colin. He thought the idea up, so we thought we would do the same to him for a laugh. It’s just that we need someone on the digger who won’t drown him,’ Rupert said, laughing.

‘Yeah, why not?’ I grinned.

On the chosen day, Theo and Rupert goaded Colin, walking past his digger laughing: ‘We’re going to get you, pal! Hope you’ve got a change of clothes.’

Lunchtime came and Rupert and Theo looked at Colin, grinning: ‘We took the rotor out of your ute, Colin, so there’s no escape!’

Then the silly bugger piped up: ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a spare one in my toolbox anyway.’

As the afternoon crept by and the sun started fading, every time Colin hopped out of his digger, he had a threatening look on his face and held a long wooden peg in his hand like a sword.

At knock-off time, the boys sat down for a beer or two and started chatting to each other. Theo and Rupert were guzzling back the Steinies, and Colin was there having a beer, still holding tightly onto his wooden peg. When he got up to leave, all the drainlayers got up as well. With this, Colin started waving his peg around like a Star Wars lightsaber.

‘Come near me and I’ll clock you one!’ he bellowed.

‘You won’t beat all of us,’ they laughed.

‘Try me and find out,’ he said, waving his peg like he was a Jedi knight.

Next minute, three stocky drainlayers put their heads down and rugby-tackled Colin to the ground and tied him up. Being a bit chunky, Colin couldn’t fit into the narrow drainage bucket, so Plan B was hatched. They threw him into the long, wide weed bucket on the other digger that was sitting there.

‘Hey, Boysie, can you do the honours and dunk him?’ Rupert asked me.

Colin bellowed like a bull. He was furious.

I finished my beer, climbed into the digger cab and started it up. I went to slew, but the dipper arm shot out. The digger had opposite control levers to the one I drove, so it was like learning from scratch. I wanted it to do one thing and it would do another. The boys were all cracking up laughing.

Colin had gone from bellowing to praying: ‘Don’t you bloody drown me, Boysie.’

‘Nah, you’ll be okay,’ I replied.

‘Whoops! Not that way,’ I said as I swung the wrong way. Finally, I got the hang of the controls and dunked him up to his neck in the slippery brown ooze. The boys then started chucking lumps of clay into the mud, but they weren’t making enough of a splash, so bits of large, broken site concrete used for a spillway took their place. Splash! went the concrete.

‘Yeah, that’s better,’ Rupert slurred, then threw another chunk of concrete. Whoosh! Brown ooze erupted all over Colin’s face. But it was a bit too close for comfort for me, so I pulled him out of the pond.

Just as I was lowering him to the ground, he bellowed, ‘How the hell am I going to wash this crap off?’

On one side of the silt pond was the slop. On the opposite side of the wall was dirty water that had been pumped in from the top of the silt pond.

‘I know how to get you clean, Colin,’ I said.

I lifted up the bucket, then lowered poor Colin into the dirty water, before shaking the bucket like I was sifting flour. Then I lifted Colin out of the murky water, swung him back onto the wall of the pond and dropped him unceremoniously out of the bucket onto the ground with a splat! He was absolutely furious, so we went back to our beers and steered clear of him until he calmed down.
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Contamination, flatulence and damnation

LIFE AS A MACHINE operator could be bloody boring at times, so we did our best to keep ourselves amused. I was lucky that I worked with a bunch of hard-case guys who worked hard and made sure the job got done, but who also loved a good laugh. Because I worked on different sites around the city, I also got to see a lot of things that other people didn’t.

One of those jobs came my way when winter finally arrived and the Whangaparaoa subdivision shut down for the season. My digger was transported into the city to dig out an industrial site on College Hill, Ponsonby. The site was part of the old Auckland gasworks, which had stood there since the late 1800s. In the 1960s, they started being pulled down bit by bit until they had finally disappeared by the early 1970s.

Looking down from our building site, I could see Victoria Park and picture what Freeman’s Bay must have looked like before the land there was reclaimed. I could still make out the shape of the bay, which is now covered by Victoria Street West and Victoria Park.

I started digging out the building platform. In some areas the ground was really contaminated, which didn’t surprise me. After all, it was the old gasworks. The clay was a liquorice green colour and stank. Any job I’ve been to around this area or down along the waterfront I’ve come across ground contamination, which stinks once the digger bucket opens up the ground and the contaminants react with the air. As more ground is opened up, the more the whole site reeks.

The Viaduct Basin is a bad area for contamination. They test the ground nowadays, and they can tell you exactly what the contaminants are, whether they be lead, arsenic, mercury or pesticides. Back in the mid-1980s, though, we were told to just dig it out and load it out onto trucks. Out of sight, out of mind.

Bearing in mind most of the waterfront area is reclaimed ground, all sorts of rubbish was tipped in there and buried from the mid-nineteenth century up to the 1930s in a series of reclamations. On one site in Freeman’s Bay, at the bottom of College Hill, I dug up old sea anchors and railway wagons and wheels. The ground was a black and green clay, and it stunk of contamination.

I dug out a big excavation in the Viaduct Basin once. What came out of the reclaimed ground was mind-boggling: old 44-gallon drums oozing some pink substance, truckloads of stamped-out sheet-metal pressings in all shapes and sizes, piles of narrow vintage car tyres, concrete, heaps of lead from old car and truck batteries, railways lines, rope — I even found half an American army helmet thrown in when the American soldiers were camped in Victoria Park during World War Two.

I always had my eye out for old bottles. I had dug right down to the seabed and came across a pile of old bottles in the mud. I hopped off the digger and had a fossick in the mud and found a few unbroken bottles. There was a horrible smell coming from them, but I decided they’d be okay once they were washed.

I took the bottles home and stuck them under the house in a crate. A couple of hours later I could smell them from inside the house. The stink had wafted up through the floorboards and the carpet. Just about gagging, I dragged the crate out and used the garden hose to wash the bottles. While I was washing one of them, something leaked out of it onto my hands. When I washed my hands later, I went through every household cleaner I could find in the house and I could still not get the stink off my hands. It took about three or four days before it finally went away. I threw those bottles out.

* * *

On my next job after College Hill, I ended up in trouble in a different way. I was on the little dozer down at Northcote Point, tidying up and landscaping around a building site, which had a reserve next door. It was a dry, hot day and most of the grass was brown and burnt off.

Jack, the builder, said to me, ‘Just push those old wooden pallets and offcuts of timber into a pile and I’ll light a fire and burn it later.’

I was a bit surprised at this, given the weather conditions. ‘Sure that’s a good idea, Jack? You’ve got that reserve right there,’ I pointed out.

‘She’ll be right. I’ve done it before and it’s been okay,’ Jack replied.

Once the wood was all duly piled up, Jack lit his fire and wandered off for smoko.

I was sitting in my van, having a cup of tea from my Thermos when I looked up to see all this smoke billowing up from the reserve next door.

Jack came running across the road, yelling, ‘Mike! Mike! I need you to put that fire out with your dozer!’

We shot across the road and peered over the bank into the reserve. The fire was heading down into a steep little gully, which was shaped like a bowl.

‘Quick — take your dozer down there, Mike, and put the fire out,’ said Jack, in a panic.

‘Nah, I’m not going down there, Jack,’ I replied. ‘It’s kikuyu grass. It will be dry on top, but underneath it’ll be wet and slippery. My grouser plates are worn, so I’ll never be able to climb back out of the gully if something goes wrong. I’ll call Smiley on the RT.’

I grabbed the RT: ‘Copy, Smiley.’

‘Yes, Boysie. Copy. Over.’

‘I need the fire brigade. Could you give them a bell for me, please? Over.’ (Remember: no mobile phones, then.)

‘Did you say “fire brigade”, Boysie? Over.’

‘Yeah, Smiley. The builder just set his section on fire. Over.’

Smiley cut back in. ‘I swear I’m going mad putting up with you lot this morning.’ It turns out that just before I’d called him, my brother Gaz had been on the RT to say he’d finished a job he’d only just started. Smiley was a bit confused as it was meant to be a three-week job. It turned out Gaz had got into an altercation with a smartarse builder and had clocked him one, so Smiley wasn’t thrilled to hear I was in trouble as well.

About ten minutes later, I could hear the sound of sirens announcing the arrival of a couple of fire engines. The fireman in charge came over to Jack and me. He had a huge handlebar moustache. ‘Who owns that bulldozer?’ he demanded to know.

‘Me,’ I replied.

‘Well, no point standing there. Get on it and go down in that gully and cut a fire break to stop the fire spreading,’ he ordered.

‘Sorry, mate, can’t do that. The tracks are too worn, and I won’t have the traction to climb back out,’ I replied.

‘Surely you can go down there,’ he frowned.

‘What did I just say, mate?’ I glared at him.

‘Well, otherwise I’ll have to run out a lot of hose to reach it — so you’ll save me a bit of time.’

‘Sorry, I can’t help.’

The fire chief flashed me a sour look and quickly went off to get the fire crew to run their hoses out. Eventually the fire was brought under control.

Before long, Smiley turned up and looked over the side into the reserve: ‘Just as well you didn’t go down there, Boysie.’

‘The fire chief wanted me to,’ I said.

‘If you had, you’d have probably cooked the dozer,’ said Smiley.

Our mate with the handlebar moustache walked up to me and Smiley: ‘Good. You two can give us a hand to roll up all these hoses.’

‘Do I look like a fireman?’ replied Smiley. ‘Bugger off, mate, before you poke my eye out with your moustache.’

* * *

We were all excited. Sunnybrae Earthmoving had bought a heap of second-hand diesel Willys CJ-8 Jeeps and Autocar trucks from a big construction site in Sri Lanka. When the ship arrived, me and Hector Leyton thought we would shoot down to the wharf and have a look. It was easy in those days to get on the wharf. We stopped at the security gate as a truck was driving through. On the door of the truck was written ‘Jones Shipping’.

The security guard hopped out of his booth and came over to our vehicle. ‘What company?’ he asked.

Coolly, Hector replied: ‘Jones Shipping.’

‘Yeah, okay, away you go,’ he said, and waved us through.

We drove out onto the wharf, climbed on board the ship and snuck down into the cargo hold. I went through all the Jeeps and Hector checked out all the trucks, so we could lay first claim on the best-looking vehicles.

As it turned out, the Jeeps were pigs to steer. The steering boxes were flogged out, and there was about 15 centimetres’ play either way on the steering wheel. I soon found out that the only thing the Jeeps were good for was to play pranks on the motorway when I was driving them and I saw one of the boys driving along, minding his own business. I would speed up and cut in front of him, turn the ignition key off one click, count to about ten, then turn the key back on one click, all while still driving. This would result in a grrrrrr noise, then in the rear-vision mirror a huge, thick cloud of black smoke would suddenly appear, engulfing the poor, unsuspecting victim. Too bad if he had his window down. I had Gerry and Don to thank for that little trick.

Eventually all the boys clicked onto it, and it became a cat-and-mouse game down the motorway, with big clouds of smoke wafting across the traffic.

* * *

They took my PC200 digger up past Kaukapakapa to a silicon sandpit that overlooked the Kaipara Harbour at Glorit. It was good to get out of Auckland and work out in the countryside. We had an old D85A Komatsu bulldozer that Greg Kiaora drove. His brother Boyd worked at Sunnybrae Earthmoving as well. I’d worked with Boyd before on a job over at East Tamaki. There we were digging out a tank hole for a garage station. Boyd drove the other PC200-2 the company owned, which had a rock-breaker on it.

‘Hey, Boysie,’ said Boyd one day, ‘do you want to go and have a play on my old man’s bulldozer? It’s just down the road at Green Mount Quarry.’

‘Yeah, that’d be cool,’ I replied. At the time, the biggest bulldozer I had driven was the old Cat D7 in Hawke’s Bay.

At lunchtime, Boyd and I pulled up at Green Mount Quarry. We drove up to the smoko shed, and Boyd hopped out and went to find his old man.

‘All right if me and Boysie have a play on your dozer, Dad?’ Boyd asked.

‘Yeah, sure boy. It’s down the haul road by that big stockpile.’

Boyd hopped back in the van and we puttered off down the haul road.

We pulled up at the stockpile. ‘It’s around here somewhere,’ Boyd said.

We walked over some big windrows, behind which was this huge Cat D10 bulldozer that belonged to Baker Construction. My jaw dropped. It had always been my dream to drive one of these. There were only a few in the country at the time.

Boyd said, ‘Go on, Boysie. Have a play on it.’

‘Your dad won’t mind?’ I asked.

Boyd laughed. ‘No, he won’t care.’

He showed me the controls, then climbed down from the dozer. It was so high that it had heaps of blind spots around the driver. I couldn’t see a thing down beside me, and the big blade in front meant I couldn’t see much out that way either. I was surprised by how many blind spots it had. But, man, it had heaps of grunt. As I was pushing away, Boyd’s old man wandered over. I was a bit worried that he might go off at me for driving his D10, but he just folded his arms and chatted to Boyd. They both had their backs to me and left me to it. By the end of our smoko break, they just about had to prise me out of the seat, it was such a buzz.

At the Glorit site, Greg drove a D85 dozer. One Saturday, I went to pick him up to give him a lift up to the Kaipara. He flatted in Takapuna with Boyd and one of the truckies, Bobby Gee. It was a nice, bright summer’s morning, probably too bright, as I was feeling a bit seedy from the night before. Greg and I had been to a nightclub and had not long been home when it was time to get up again and go to work. I was already running late.

I pulled up in Greg’s driveway and waited a while, but there was no movement in the house. The lazy sod’s probably slept in, I thought.

Now, which window is his bedroom, I wondered, so I can bang on it and wake the lazy bugger? I didn’t want to bang on the front door and wake the whole household up, so I wandered around trying to work out which was Greg’s bedroom so I could knock on the window.

In the quiet of the early morning, I could hear snoring coming from the back of the house. I walked around to find the windows of the corner bedroom wide open.

There were no curtains, so I peered through one window to see Greg snoring his head off and muttering to himself. Lucky for him I aren’t a burglar, I thought. Then I had an idea . . .

I pressed myself hard up against the window frame and I quietly stuck my hand through the open window and bent it around. I tried really hard not to crack up laughing as I hovered my hand over his face, and with a big loud roar shouted ‘Boo!’ and grabbed his nose.

Well, I may as well have banged on the front door.

Greg started screaming, ‘Intruder! Intruder!’

His bedroom door flew open and Boyd and Bobby came running in dressed only in their jocks.

‘What’s wrong? What’s wrong?’ they yelled.

‘That bloody Boysie just about gave me a heart attack.’ He grabbed my face through the open window.’

I was in tears when I looked around to see their neighbours peering through their curtains at me.

Once Greg had calmed down and got dressed, we headed off up State Highway 1 through Albany, out to Dairy Flat, then turned off towards Kaukapakapa. I always liked the drive out to Glorit. The green, rolling countryside and winding road made for a scenic trip.

I was still feeling seedy, and I knew Greg was crook as a dog. He wasn’t saying much, so I broke our silence: ‘Hey, Greg. Poo! Can you small that silage, mate? What a stink.’

‘What are you on about, Boysie? I can tell you’re a city boy. Can’t handle the country smells of farm life.’ He breathed deeply, sucking in lungfuls of air. ‘Nothing beats the smell of silage — you’re just a blouse, Boysie.’

‘Well,’ I replied, sniggering, ‘that wasn’t silage, Greg. It was me!’ I cracked up.

‘You animal, Boysie,’ yelled Greg, as he frantically wound down the window and poked his head out, gagging away and trying not to throw up.

By the time we made it out to Glorit, Greg had recovered and I’d got my appetite back. Greg went off to push sand down the hill in his dozer, and I went and cleaned out all the open drains and built up any washed-out areas. Being sand, it didn’t take much to scour out.

* * *

On our way home that afternoon, we stopped off at the Kaukapakapa pub for a quiet beer. Since it was a nice sunny day, we sat outside in the beer garden. I noticed this blonde girl chatting to the barman. As I was waiting to be served, I couldn’t help overhearing her saying that she’d been invited to a party on the Hibiscus Coast but she had no one to take her.

I thought I’d be cheeky, so I leaned over to her and said, ‘Hey, don’t worry. I’ll take you.’

She looked at me and said, ‘Will you?’

‘Yeah, of course I will,’ I replied.

‘Okay. I’m Sally.’

‘Hi, I’m Mike.’

Cool. I had a date. Choice.

When I stopped by her house that evening to pick her up, she invited me inside. The place was clean and tidy. Sally was wearing a black jumper and skinny black jeans.

‘Would you like a joint?’ she asked.

‘Nah, I don’t smoke, thanks.’

‘Well, would you mind if I did?’

‘Nah, go for it,’ I said.

She asked, ‘Would you do me a favour and put this black woollen jumper on for the party?’

‘What is it — a fancy dress party, Sally?’

She just smiled.

Against my better judgement, I stuck on this smelly, black woollen jumper. I should have had alarm bells going off in my head at that point, but I didn’t.

We hopped into my Mazda RX7, which I’d bought when I’d been half-cut once. I still don’t know why I’d thought buying it was a good idea, as the thing was only good for carting your groceries around in.

Anyway, we drove off down the road, with Sally giving me directions. ‘Yeah, pull in here, Mike,’ she said eventually.

I pulled up outside this property that had a high corrugated-iron fence with barbed wire along the top. You couldn’t even see the house behind it, it was that private.

I turned to Sally: ‘Well, your friend loves their privacy.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, and gave a little nervous laugh. ‘Just wait here for a moment, Mike, and I’ll see if they’re home.’

She pushed an intercom button on the fence and mumbled something into it. A corrugated-iron door opened slightly and a head peered around it. Sally talked to him, and he looked at me for a second then nodded to her.

She came back and said, ‘Okay, Mike, we’re allowed in.’

‘Allowed in? What sort of place or club is this?’ I asked as I wandered in behind the iron fortress.

Yep. It was a club all right — a bloody well-known motorcycle club. These huge, burly blokes were looking at me. I felt like saying ‘So where’s the beers?’, but they didn’t look the type to take any shit.

The place was well set up with a nice bar and a display of memorabilia. I chatted to this six-foot-six giant of a man wearing a Viking helmet with big horns sticking out of it. Then, later on, I talked to a bloke with a big scar across his face. They all seemed friendly enough.

Sally had spent the evening drinking rum like it was water, while I sat there swigging my large bottle of beer. I’d just finished chatting to a bloke who had one ear missing when Sally asked me to buy her another rum.

‘Okay, Sally,’ I said as I squeezed between two well-tattooed bikies to get to the bar. While I was there, I bumped into Reg, an old workmate I hadn’t seen for years. It turned out he was a member of the club. We got chatting and he invited me over to his table to catch up on old times.

Sally didn’t talk to me at all except if she wanted a drink. After a couple of hours, I told her to slow down.

As I was chatting to Reg, Sally came over to me. ‘Hey, how about another rum, Mike?’ she asked.

I looked at her.

Then she said, ‘Why don’t you drink spirits? Are you a poof or something?’

I looked at Reg. ‘Nice girl, eh, mate?’ he said. Then he turned to her and said, ‘How about you piss off, you airhead, and go sponge off someone else?’

She took a swing at me and missed, then she staggered off.

‘Gee, Mike, you know how to pick them,’ laughed Reg.

‘Yeah, I reckon. It’s our first date — and our last date, Reg!’ and I proceeded to explain to him that we’d only met that day.

About an hour later, a catfight broke out between Sally and another woman. There was lots of hair-pulling, biting and clawing. The big bloke with the Viking helmet went over to them to try to break it up.

‘Hey, Reg, who is that big bloke with the Viking hat on?’ I asked.

‘That’s the president of the club,’ he said.

At that moment, the president looked around the room and I felt his cold, steely eyes settle on me.

‘Who’s she with?’ he demanded, pointing at Sally.

My blood turned to ice. Shitting myself, I asked Reg: ‘Who’s that other chick Sally’s fighting with, Reg?’

‘That’s the president’s missus.’

I put my head in my hands.

A cold feeling of dread came over me. I knew he was going to come over and beat the crap out of me. Man, this was going to hurt.

He walked up to me. ‘Is she with you?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I whispered.

Reg stood up. ‘Mike’s with me,’ he said, then went on to explain that I barely knew Sally and he’d already told her to piss off.

It turned out Reg was quite high up in the club, and the president’s look changed in an instant.

‘That’s okay, mate. Enjoy your beer,’ he said. Then he turned around and walked over to Sally, who was still in the thick of the catfight on the dancefloor. He quickly broke up the fight and chucked both of the women out of the door.

Once I’d got my colour back, I ended up having quite a good evening surrounded by a sea of goatees, bushy beards and faces only a mother could love.

When I was driving home that night, I realised Sally had left her handbag in my car. Damn it. I turned around and drove back up the coast, and pulled up outside her house where I fired her handbag up and over the balcony. It hit the ranch slider, and I heard all her stuff drop out of the bag. She must have left it unzipped.

I got home at around two in the morning, and not much later Sally phoned me.

‘Where’s my handbag, Mike?’ she asked.

‘It’s on your balcony somewhere,’ I replied.

‘Man, I had no house key and had to climb through a window, and I cut myself,’ she complained.

There was no sympathy from me.

Sally rang to apologise a couple of days later, but I wasn’t interested. I knew that if Reg hadn’t been there I’d be sitting here with no teeth.
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Not very poplar

THE NEXT JOB I got sent to was working with Dakka Des at Glen Innes, where I had to bowl over a whole heap of poplar trees. I couldn’t wait — I love pushing over trees. The job was going to be a tricky one, though, as it was right in a gully, which had dead-end roads stop at either end of it. The council had left the gully as bush, but now wanted it cleared so that the two roads could be joined up.

On either side of the gully was a row of two-storey state houses, some of which were being renovated. In front of these houses was a row of very tall poplar trees. I suppose they’d been planted years ago so that people didn’t have to stare at each other across the gully. The poplars had been planted in a row two-thirds of the way up the side of the gully, but between the poplars and the houses was a really steep slope. The problem I had was that I couldn’t get the digger up the slope to get behind the trees so I could get a direct push at them to send them away from the houses and down into the gully.

I had a wee think about it and came up with a plan of attack. I decided it would be okay if I pushed one poplar tree over and laid it down along the front of the rest of the trees in the row. That way it couldn’t fall back over the houses and flatten them like matchwood.

Dakka Des and I cleared all the vegetation and rubbish that had been dumped over the fence for years, then Dakka pushed it all into a pile with his Traxcavator. There’s nothing worse than walking through long grass and having a big rat scuttle over your boots, or standing on a rusty nail sticking out of a bit of timber thrown over the fence by some home handyman.

You’d be surprised by the number of rats and mice you come across when people fly-tip garden waste, old couches, microwaves, mattresses, tin cans and bottles — you name it! Rats just love that stuff, especially the foam from the couches and mattresses. They build nice, cosy, little nests in there. I’ve seen some rats running around that would be the size of a kitten, easily.

‘Well, here goes’, I muttered to myself as I dragged the digger up the slippery slope. I knew the first poplar tree was going to be a mongrel, as it was right in the corner and I couldn’t get behind it or alongside it. I had to come up with another plan, so I jumped out of the cab of the digger and grabbed a chain out of the toolbox, then I waved Dakka Des over.

‘Hey, Dakka. Could you do me a favour, mate?’ I asked. ‘I’m going to wrap a chain around the trunk of that poplar tree and dig around the stump. At the last minute could you hook my chain onto the back of my rock bucket? The plan is I’ll pull the poplar tree out of that corner towards me, past the one next to it, then I’ll swing it quickly and pull it over in front of the rest of the poplar trees. Well, hopefully that’s what will happen!’ I laughed.

I’d had some experience of using a dozer to push poplars over from when I was working with the old man. I knew that they are shallow-rooted for such a tall tree, so they shouldn’t take much pulling and pushing.

After checking no one was coming our way, I called out, ‘Rightyo, Dakka, let’s give it a go!’

I ripped at the tree roots with the teeth of my rock bucket. Dirt was pinging off the tree roots, flying into the air. I couldn’t get right behind the trunk to get at the tree roots on the other side, but I figured it would be okay.

‘Rightyo, Dakka,’ I yelled. ‘Hook her up, mate.’

He ran up and threw a chain over the hook on the back of my bucket, then gave me the thumbs-up. I had another quick peek to make sure no one was coming. Good. All clear. Then I checked to make sure Dakka was out of the way. Yep, he was.

The digger revved up and I quietly took the strain on the chain, so I could feel what the tree was doing. If you suddenly pull on any tree, the head or a sailer up in the head could snap off without warning. Either could kill you.

I started to pull the tree towards me. Yep, it was starting to lean over. Fingers crossed the chain wouldn’t snap when I swung the tree sideways.

I started slewing sideways. Good. The chain was holding — the weight was still on it. I leaned over and peered up at the head of the tree. Cool. It had just gone past the second tree. That’ll do. I swung the tree a bit more, then let it go. CRASH! It fell on the ground in a shower of leaves along the front of the other poplar trees.

Dakka walked over: ‘Well, one down and twenty to go, Boysie.’

But that was the worst one done, I thought. It gave me an opening to get the digger in, so that I didn’t have to use the chain from now on.

Dakka jumped on his Traxcavator, which was parked over in the corner out of the way, then trundled over and grabbed the felled tree in the jaws of his clam-shell bucket, before dragging it down into the bottom of the gully. I waited for him to finish.

As I looked around, I noticed a row of little faces peering out of the windows of the houses opposite. The kids waved at me. I waved back and smiled. The children must have thought it was pretty exciting.

One thing I learnt working with trees was to never let my guard down and always expect the unexpected.

Once Dakka had finished and parked his Traxcavator out of the way again, I revved the digger into life and dug around the next tree, then reached up high with the boom and dipper arm of the digger, rolled out my rock bucket and quietly dug the teeth of my bucket into the tree trunk. Then another quick peek to make sure no one was coming. Good.

Next, I started slewing and pushing the second tree. It slowly moved forward, then a bit faster, then faster — she was away! It cleared the tree next to it, then hurtled down. CRASH! Another shower of leaves fell.

I heard Dakka’s Traxcavator fire up and drive off. He grabbed the poplar and dragged it away. We carried on, and by the time we were halfway down the row of trees we’d got into a bit of a rhythm. I glanced up at the houses. All the windows were full of faces. Some of the watchers were even sitting in chairs. Me and Dakka were providing the morning’s entertainment.

I started digging the ground around the next tree, breaking up the roots. By this time, I was digging along only one side of the tree stump because the ground was so soft, but I had dug along fairly close to the tree beside it.

Right. I was ready to push it over. A quick glance around. All good. I lifted my rock bucket high up into the poplar tree, and the teeth on the bucket dug in. I took the weight and started pushing quietly. Yep, she was moving. Then all of a sudden, the tree beside it began to move as well. Shit . . . shit . . . shit!

The roots of both trees had grown into each other and effectively formed one big stump. Should I keep pushing and hope the trees carried on going in the same direction? Or would the second tree break away at the stump and either go back over the houses or topple onto me? All of this raced through my mind in mere seconds.

I muttered to myself: ‘Keep cool. Keep cool. Think, think, think. Stuff it! Keep pushing.’

I couldn’t push the tree down in front of the other poplar trees, because the second tree moving with it was in the way. I had to rely on the slew motor of the digger to turn the trees hard to my left and down into the gully. I just hoped the slew motor had enough grunt and the rogue tree beside it wouldn’t break away. The hydraulics on the poor old slew motor were screaming.

Come on baby, come on baby.

The trees were still together — good — and moving slowly, slowly. Then I felt the hydraulics on the digger free up. Wahoo! They were away. CRASH! They hit the ground.

Dakka wandered over: ‘I bet your bum cheeks were biting the seat there, Boysie.’

‘Biting it? Just about ate it!’ I replied, and we both cracked up laughing.

By the end of the afternoon, I’d pushed over all the poplar trees while Dakka had kept busy stacking them with his Traxcavator. That is all except for one poplar up the far end of the row, which I was saving until last because I thought it would be the easiest one to push over. I knew I could get the digger right behind it to bowl it.

The following morning, I stopped by the yard to grab some lengths of timber for my digger to sit on. When I got to the job site, Dakka and I nutted out a plan of attack. Right beside where the last poplar stood were some unoccupied state houses that were about to renovated. Surrounding the house closest to us was a picket fence. There was also a car bay constructed on a two-metre-high block retaining wall, which stood right at the base of the poplar tree.

It was a simple job. All we had to do was put the digger on the car bay, with timber underneath the digger’s steel tracks so they didn’t chew up the hot-mix, and then push the tree straight over. Easy. Well, that’s what I thought.

I went over and cranked up the digger. Then I walked it up the bank onto the driveway while Dakka placed boards under my tracks until I got into position behind the poplar.

I reached down over the retaining wall and dug around each side of the tree, smashing all of the roots. The only bit that I couldn’t dig was the back of the tree, because it had grown right in front of the concrete footing at the bottom of the retaining wall. If the tree cracked the wall, it wouldn’t matter as it was all going to be dug out at a later date anyway.

I scratched around with the rock bucket a bit more, breaking off the last of the tree roots. Yeah, that should do, I thought. Next, I reached up as high as I could with the rock bucket and sunk its teeth into the tree trunk. I started to push the tree, and it began to move a little bit, then a little bit more. Then the pumps on the digger started screaming as it struggled to push the tree over. Uh-oh. Trouble!

Maybe the stump was hooked under the concrete wall footing? I decided to move the tracks of the digger forward and push at the same time. Yeah, that worked. The tree started to swing to the left. Not good, not good. There wasn’t enough momentum to keep the tree in a straight line. It leaned over to the left even more.

Damn! Damn! Go straight! Go straight! I was losing control of the tree, so I gave the turning tracks everything I had and pushed like hell. All that happened was the steel tracks skidded the wooden planks out from under the digger and the digger stayed put.

The tree moved off the bucket, stopped, then suddenly started falling. As it fell, the root mass of the tree got hooked under the wall’s footing and swung the tree in an arc, hard around to the left, towards the house. Shit . . . shit . . . shit!

There was nothing I could do. I felt like it was happening in slow motion. Was it going to hit the house? Was it? Was it? It was going to be close. Look out! It was . . . no . . . maybe not . . . CRASH!

The cracking and crushing of broken timber echoed from within a cloud of dust. I opened one eye. The tree had taken the spouting off one side of the house, and the sound of breaking timber was the picket fence being flattened.

‘That was close,’ I muttered.

A builder who’d been working on the development walked over: ‘Damn. I was hoping that tree might have flattened the house and done me a favour. Never mind. Oh well, can’t win them all!’
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In the line of fire

I WAS OFFERED A job with Quick Bros. One of the brothers, who used to be a car salesman, had joined the company and had bought a tidy UH063 Hitachi digger. It was the first digger they’d owned and they needed a driver. I got on well with the boys who worked there, so I jumped the fence.

The first job I did with that digger was on a farm up the back of Puhoi, which had been seized and was going to be auctioned off. The sheep hadn’t been shorn for years by the look of them — and they were the lucky ones. Most of the stock had been found dead and rotting in the farm’s swamps. The state of the animals as a result of cruelty and neglect was shocking.

The place had a mixture of steep bush-covered hills, grass gullies and swamplands. It was rough country. We had a couple of weeks to get the farm ready for auction, and one of our jobs was to tidy up the farm tracks, put in a couple of culvert pipes, spread limestone down the tracks, then build a couple of turnaround areas.

As soon as I arrived at the farm, I got a weird feeling about the place that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. It was almost like the place was haunted or had a presence of some sort. I sometimes got the feeling I was being watched. The place gave me the creeps.

Most of the time I worked by myself, except when a young fella turned up to drive the Sakai SW40 roller for me. Sam was a labourer for Quick Bros and I don’t think he’d had much experience on rollers.

One of my jobs involved cutting the corner off part of the farm track that went around the side of a steep hill. At the bottom of the hill was a swamp. Before I could cut the corner off the track, I had to push over a big macrocarpa tree. The digger was only a 12-tonner and was a bit small for pushing trees over, so I smashed all the branches off one by one and threw them into a big pile between the track and the bottom of the swamp. Then I carried on widening the corner of the track.

A bit later, some limestone was delivered for me. I couldn’t get trucks to spread the limestone because there were a lot of overhanging trees that were too low for the hoists, which was a shame as it would have made life a bit easier.

Instead, I used the digger to spread the limestone along the track, then built it up on one side so that water would run off it, over the bank and down the slope. Usually, the road would have leaned towards the bank and the drain would have been cut alongside it, but whoever was putting the place up for auction didn’t want to spend the time or money doing a proper job. This was just a patch-up job.

When the time came for Sam to roll the limestone, I warned him about not using the vibrator on the roller near the edge of the track: ‘Stay away from it because the track is leaning the wrong way.’

‘Okay,’ said Sam, and away he rolled, up and down, up and down.

I decided to go further around the bend and start digging a trench for the culvert pipe that was going to be laid under the track. Ten minutes later, I saw Sam standing on the brow of the hill, clasping his hands together like he was the best man at a wedding, but with a naughty-boy look on his face.

I stopped the digger and strolled up the hill to Sam: ‘You okay, mate? Looks like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s the matter? Have you run out of diesel?’

‘No,’ he said, and pointed down the bank.

‘Shit! You all right, Sam?’ I asked. The roller was on its side, teetering right on the edge of the swamp. Luckily there was a skinny track at the base of the hill beside the swamp.

‘How did that happen, Sam?’ I asked.

‘Well, Mike, I was vibrating the edge of the track and the roller just vibrated across sideways in a split second, but before I could switch the button off, the roller started tipping over the bank and caught me out — and I leapt off.’

‘You’re bloody lucky you jumped off the top side, mate, otherwise you would have got squashed,’ I told him.

‘I didn’t,’ replied Sam. ‘It happened so quick, I panicked and jumped down the slope and fell into all those broken macrocarpa branches you’d piled up. The roller rolled onto them and stopped. I scuttled out from under the roller through a hole in the branches just as they started to crack and break from the weight of the roller. Then it carried on rolling down the slope.’

I couldn’t believe it: ‘Man, you’ve just used up one of your nine lives.’

Our next problem was recovering the roller. I took the digger down the track to the bottom of the hill, then walked it beside the swamp at the base of the hill. I stopped the machine and, just for a laugh, decided to find out how deep the swamp was. I could see patches of clear water out there, although most of it was covered in raupo, flax and cabbage trees.

I lowered my bucket into the swamp. Down, down, down . . . Jeez, it was deep.

I submerged the whole dipper arm of the digger down to the top of the boom and still didn’t touch the bottom; I figured it must have been more than six metres deep. I quietly moved the digger back from the edge of the swamp.

I had to walk the digger along the narrow track at the base of the hill so I could drag the roller out. The swamp was right beside me all the way, and fresh in my mind was how deep it was. I opened the digger door and pinned up my window just in case the bank gave way and I had to go for a swim.

We were lucky the roller had stopped on the edge of the swamp, otherwise it would have spent the rest of its days as a glorified boat mooring. We hooked a chain to the roller, but there was no way I was going to shackle the chain to my bucket in case the bank collapsed taking the roller, the digger and me into the swamp.

Instead, Sam threw the chain over the teeth of my rock bucket, and all went well as I dragged and pulled, dragged and pulled, until I got the roller back onto the road.

Once it was back on solid ground, we let the roller sit for an hour to let the oil drain back down into the motor. Eventually, we got it started and drove it out to the gate looking a bit worse for wear — bent steering wheel and broken levers — to be picked up by the hire company. After that incident I decided the whole place was jinxed.

* * *

One morning just before the auction, I stopped by an old shed where I’d seen some empty plastic 20-litre containers lying around that I’d decided would make good diesel containers.

While I was fossicking around in the shed, a voice came out of the shadows: ‘Can I help you?’

It gave me a helluva fright. It was one of the brothers who owned the farm. I was sure the place was supposed to be vacant.

‘Just looking for a spare fuel container, mate,’ I answered.

‘Well, you can’t have one,’ he said. He was scruffy and haggard-looking, with a bushy beard.

‘No worries, pal,’ I said, and went to walk out of the shed. Out the corner of my eye, I noticed all this gear stacked up in the corner: a saddle, some chainsaws and tools. I realised he’d stashed away a bunch of good stuff, hiding it from the auction. But I had no sympathy for him or his brother after what they’d done to those poor animals.

As I was driving down the track to where I’d parked the digger, I began to wonder if he was still watching me. I still felt ill at ease. The place sure was creepy.

The following day, I was working right up the back of the property. At lunchtime, I stopped for a bite to eat and wandered over to sit under some trees. As I was dreaming away, I looked up to the ridgeline and wondered if there was any deer up there. For a split second I thought I saw someone, then decided my nerves must’ve been getting the better of me. It made me even more jittery.

I turned and looked down a bank beside me. Hang on! What was that? I went down the bank to find a farm motorbike, fencing gear and a big toolbox lying there. The two blokes who owned the place were stashing their gear all around the farm.

I decided I was going to have that motorbike. I’d throw it in the digger bucket that night and hide it somewhere else on the farm. That’d teach the bastards.

By late afternoon, the jitters still hadn’t left me, and I was starting to get paranoid. I felt like someone was watching me. It was fairly remote at the back of the farm, and I was aware that wandering around the place were two blokes who had lost the farm and everything on it, including their family home, which was a large, rundown, old kauri villa with a big verandah. The auction was due to take place the next day, which was a Saturday, and I still had a bit more work to do.

I was digging away when I thought I saw a flash up on the treeline again. ‘Man, you’re seeing things,’ I mumbled, shaking my head. I carried on digging, but before long I decided to knock off early and finish my work the next day when there would be other people around.

I slammed the throttle off, hopped out and slammed the door. That was when I noticed a bloke sitting up on a bank beside me, pointing a .303 at me. It wasn’t the bearded bloke, but he looked like he was away with the fairies.

He said, ‘I saw you looking at my motorbike at lunchtime.’

‘Yeah, that’s right. I was just curious what it was doing there,’ I replied.

‘It ran out of petrol,’ he said. Pig’s arse it did!

‘Oh, right,’ I said, thinking: Blow, I can’t flog his motorbike now.

‘You knocking off?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I’ll finish it tomorrow,’ I replied.

‘Well, I’ll walk you to your vehicle,’ he said, not giving me a choice. At least I knew he wasn’t going to pot me off.

As we walked past his motorbike, he said, ‘Yeah, I’m just keeping an eye on my motorbike.’

‘Yeah, that’s fair enough, mate. There are some thieving bastards around here all right.’

When I got back to my truck, I jumped in and got the hell out of there. Back at home, I called my boss and told him what had happened. He called the cops, but I didn’t hear what the outcome of that was. All I know is that when I went back to work the following day, the motorbike and the rest of the fella’s gear over the back of the property was gone.

* * *

I finished forming the turnaround areas just in time for the auction, so I drove up to the old farmhouse. There was a good crowd out on the front lawn of the property. The auctioneer stood on the porch ready and waiting. ‘Right, let’s get started,’ he said, then wandered off into the house. When he came back out, he had a bedside lamp in his hand.

‘Who’ll give me five dollars? Five dollars? Sold!’ And he pointed at some bloke.

I was taken aback. I’d thought they were just selling large items like farm machinery. I didn’t realise it was a household and personal items sale as well.

Next, the auctioneer walked out, carrying a dining room chair: ‘Ten dollars. Do I have ten dollars? Sold!’

I looked around the crowd and saw the bearded brother standing there watching the auction. I couldn’t fathom how he could stand there and watch his family home, which I guessed had been handed down from father to son, being sold out from underneath him.

The auctioneer was standing there holding a vase: ‘Who will give me fifty dollars? Fifty dollars?’

Next minute, the bearded brother cried out, ‘No, no! You can’t sell that!’

The auctioneer ignored him: ‘Do I have fifty dollars? Do I have sixty dollars?’

‘No! You can’t! Please, please . . .’ And he started crying. Then he rushed forward towards the porch. Before he’d taken two steps, he was jumped on and dragged away either by security or plain-clothes cops.

I’d had enough. I felt like a gawker at a car accident. The whole job had been a sad affair: two men who had lost their minds running around, dead stock rotting in swamps, then, the last straw, the family’s possessions being auctioned off. Forget that. I’d finished my job, so I got in my ute and drove off.

* * *

My next job was a better one. The digger was moved to a little subdivision over in South Auckland, where I started by digging out the swamp and loading the slop onto Bert’s tractor and scoop. The swamp was deep, and, man, it stunk — putrid, stagnant water and black slop. I finally hucked it out, ready for the scrapers to backfill with clay. Then the scraper started stripping off the topsoil and boxing out the road.

After that I was tasked with burning a pile of trees Bert had pushed up with his bulldozer. I hopped out of the digger cab, grabbed one of my diesel containers and emptied the lot over the timber, then put a match to it. I played around, stoking the fire, and by the end of the day all that was left was a big pile of ash.

Next morning, there were four truck and trailers waiting for me, all from the same company. They were there to cart away some of the topsoil, which I was going to load out. Three of the trucks were painted up quite nicely, and the fourth truck was a minter. It was highly polished, painted and signwritten. Down the sides of both the truck and the trailer were elaborate scrolls — probably done by hand. There were even little scrolls painted in the corners of the two bins of the truck and trailer, and in the corners of the tailgates. It must have been the driver’s pride and joy.

We got started and I loaded out the first three trucks with dusty topsoil, no problem. Then Mr Squeaky Clean pulled up beside me to get a load. I started loading the truck, but halfway through the driver pulled forward by himself. He hadn’t waited for my toot on the horn to let him know he was fully loaded. He’d driven off half-loaded.

The first three trucks arrived back from the tip, pulled up beside me and were reloaded. I tooted my horn and away they went: one, two, three, fully loaded. After quite a delay, Mr Squeaky Clean arrived back on-site. I wasn’t sure if he’d been dragging the chain or whether the traffic had been heavy. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

As he pulled his truck up beside me, I started loading it with more topsoil. As I swung back to scoop up another bucketful, he pulled forward. No way! He’d driven off with not even half a load this time. He was definitely taking a lend of me.

Mr Squeaky Clean was even later when he pulled up for his third load. I watched him stuff his face with a pie; then he hopped out of his cab and wandered over to a Portaloo.

I decided I’d fix him and give him a decent load while he was hiding in the loo.

Right beside me was the big pile of ash left over from the timber I’d burnt the previous day. I loaded it onto his truck as fast as I could. As I got further into the ash pile, I noticed the odd ember smouldering away as I swung the bucket over the side of the truck.

Yeah, it’ll be all right, I thought as I filled his truck to the brim with ash then spread a little topsoil over the top to stop it blowing off down the motorway.

Mr Squeaky Clean stepped out of the Portaloo, hoisted his pants up, hopped in his truck and drove away.

After the other three trucks had trickled in and out, I was amazed to see Mr Squeaky Clean tearing down the road and flying into our site with dust billowing out from under his truck and trailer. He screamed up beside me.

By the time the dust had cleared, he was standing right beside me, fizzing: ‘Look what you’ve done! Look what you’ve done, you bastard!’ He was nearly crying.

All his beautiful paintwork and all his lovely scrolls had burnt off. There was no paint at all left on the sides of his truck. It had blistered and scorched off.

Whoops! The ash must have still been too hot and cooked the thin steel sides of the truck and trailer. The breeze going down the motorway would have helped fan that ash back into life.

‘Well, mate, I might be young, but you took the piss out of me. Give us your docket book and you can get lost as well,’ I said, and I signed him off.

As it turned out, my new boss had been taking the mickey out of me as well. Mr T found out and, to his credit, said, ‘Come back and work for me again. You can have your old machine and ute back — and no hard feelings.’






20

Splashing the cash in Greenlane

THE NEXT TIME I saw Dad, it was Christmas time and he was working near Blackhead Beach, not far from where he’d been at Omakere. He was doing a bit of bush work on a big sheep station, which had a three-storey homestead. The station had been handed down through the generations and had a lot of history.

Near the homestead was a wooded area, which over the years had become overgrown with wattles and other self-sown rubbishy trees. Dad’s job was to take out all of these trees so the area could be turned back into parkland.

‘Got a good job for you, boy,’ Dad said the morning after I’d arrived.

‘Oh, yeah, what’s that?’ I asked.

‘Wait and see,’ he replied, giving nothing away, then he rolled a smoke and we climbed onto his quad bike.

We headed out of the gate and down the metal road towards the beach, ash blowing in my face from the old man’s rollie. Not for the first time, I wished he would quit smoking.

A bit further up the road, we turned into a driveway and pulled up outside a big, old farm-implements shed. Parked inside it were two little crawler tractors. Bulldozers were originally called crawler tractors because they were designed to pull farm implements like ploughs and disc harrows. Later on, a blade was invented and put onto the crawler tractor, and so it became the bulldozer.

Both of these crawler tractors had been bought by the station sometime between 1940 and 1950, and they were in original condition as they had always been stored in the implement shed and were well looked after. One was a Caterpillar D2, and the other was a TD6 International.

‘Okay, boy, you can have the D2 and I’ll drive the TD6,’ said Dad.

I couldn’t wait to take the old girl for a drive. This was a vintage car of the machine world. To start the D2 was an art in itself. They have a pull-cord petrol-pony motor that started the main diesel motor.

Dad got it going, and the D2 roared into life. I jumped onto the seat, pulled the hand throttle open, threw the hand clutch forward, selected a gear, which was between my legs, pulled the hand clutch back, and the nose reared up and off I went, following Dad in his little dozer.

Once we got to our work site, Dad stopped to issue some instructions: ‘Right, boy. What we’ll do is back up and hook the wire strop around the tree. Then we’ll stick the eye of the rope onto the drawbar of the tractor and stick the pin through it to hold it.’

Away I went, dragging a wattle in a zig-zag around a whole lot of other trees, and then out into the open paddock. Then I’d unhook, go back and do the same all over again.

Come smoko time, the owner wandered over to see how we were getting on and to invite us to the house for a cup of tea.

Dad and I headed over to the house shortly afterwards. It was another fine old Hawke’s Bay manor house, but this time I wasn’t worried about getting converted to some weird religion!

‘It’s just myself and the wife staying here now. Our children fancy the city life,’ the owner explained.

‘It would take you a while to vacuum that house, I reckon,’ I said.

‘Would you like to see inside?’ he asked.

‘I’d love to,’ I said. ‘I like old villas.’

Inside, there was a grand, old kauri staircase and polished native timber everywhere. The house was like a living museum, but it was the kitchen that really impressed me.

‘Back in my grandfather’s day,’ said the owner, ‘there would have been kitchen staff and maids running around in the house. See these rooms on the end of the kitchen? They were the maids’ quarters.’

To me, the staff area and big kitchen looked like a house within a house — they were huge. The owner was a great bloke, and I loved listening to him talk about the history of the house and the life and times of a big Hawke’s Bay sheep station in its heyday.

After our visit, Dad and I wandered back to the woods to carry on felling trees. As the day wore on, it got hotter, drier and dustier. The wattles were only 15 centimetres thick and tall and spindly. The little dozers were chewing up the topsoil and, as they didn’t have cabs or canopies, we were sitting out in the open.

I was puttering along in the dust, dragging a bundle of wattle trees, not really bothering to look behind me when I turned the dozer to go around a stand of wattle trees that the old man hadn’t cut down yet. As I turned, the bundle of trees I was towing failed to follow the same path as the dozer, cutting the corner instead. In doing so, they hooked behind a standing wattle tree and down it came. I was driving along oblivious to what was going on behind me, when suddenly what felt like a baseball bat came whacking down on my head and shoulder.

Seeing stars and with my ears ringing, I threw the hand clutch out of gear and the dozer stopped. The one thing that saved me from a smashed shoulder was the back of the seat, which came up to shoulder height and, being made of steel, took the impact. The tree didn’t even mark the dozer.

The old man came hobbling over. He was freaking out. ‘You okay, boy? Man, that shoulder must be broken. Must be.’

I just rubbed my shoulder, gave it a wriggle and lifted my arm a couple of times. ‘Whew. Sweet. All good. Not broken. Slowing down in your old age, Dad? You’re not laughing at me. I would have laughed at you,’ I said. He looked relieved.

‘Yeah, but I’m going to laugh at the pub tonight when I tell the story of what happened,’ he grinned.

In with the hand clutch, the nose reared up, and off I went again minus some skin off my ear and shoulder.

Just before knock-off time, I stalled the dozer. I hadn’t thrown the hand clutch lever out quickly enough. Blast. I tried to start it, but after about ten minutes I had to admit defeat. I wandered over to the old man, who was grinning from ear to ear.

‘Can’t you start it, boy?’

‘Nah.’

‘Too hard for you, boy?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Needs a real bushman to start it, eh, boy?’ he laughed. ‘I’ll start calling you “Reggie” . . . Remember when he couldn’t start the D7 of Ivan’s?’

I replied, ‘Just because you were driving these things when they were brand-new and still had the plastic wrap on the seat, you living fossil . . .’

When Dad was at school in Ormondville, he’d driven a D4 bulldozer for a bloke called Jeff Thompson during the holidays. Jeff was Dad’s mentor, and Dad looked up to him. Dad reckoned farmers wouldn’t even take a horse where Jeff took a bulldozer. Mind you, I could say the same for Dad.

Dad told us that Jeff had been in the Long Range Desert Group during World War Two, where he’d driven an old Chevy truck into battle and survived, despite the truck being riddled with bullet holes. I never knew whether to believe Dad or not: he told some tall yarns. Years later, I was reading a book about the SAS, which included a list of names from the Long Range Desert Group. One read: ‘J. Thompson’.

Dad’s part-time job with Jeff had been going well, so Jeff said to him: ‘Next year, when you’re old enough to leave school, you can come and work full-time if you like.’ According to Velma, who’d been at school with Dad, the headmaster used to pick on him, probably because he was big for his age and knew his own mind. When Dad turned 13, he walked into class, had a few choice words with the headmaster, and went to work for Jeff for some years.

* * *

One day a couple of years after the trip to Blackhead, I got a phone call from Velma out of the blue. ‘Hi, Mike. How are you?’ she said, in her nicest voice.

‘Good, thanks, Velma. Is something wrong?’ I could count on my hand the number of times either she or Dad had rung me in recent years, and she was being so nice I could tell she wanted something.

‘It’s your father. He has to have a heart operation at Greenlane Hospital up in Auckland, and he hasn’t got enough money for the plane fare for us.’

I sort of felt sorry for them. ‘No worries, Velma, I’ll sort it out,’ I replied. Then it occurred to me that the old man had probably never flown in a plane before. Given it was a small plane out of Napier, I thought it would probably be a lumpy old flight, which wouldn’t do his ticker any good.

When the pair of them arrived in Auckland, I met them at the airport. ‘How was the flight, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Jeez, boy, that plane dropped out of the sky a couple of times. I thought it was going to crash,’ said Dad.

‘Ah, so that will explain why your hand is shaking, Dad, or do you just need a beer? Well, we’d better get you to the hospital. I don’t want you dying in my car and making a mess,’ I said to lighten the mood.

Driving through rush-hour traffic, I heard: ‘Gee, this place is a big concrete jungle, boy.’

‘What you talking about, Dad? This is only Mangere. Wait until we get on the motorway,’ I grinned.

The following day, I visited him in hospital after his operation. Poor old bugger. He was like a caged animal. All his life he had hated being in hospital. He’d had a hernia operation years earlier, which was the result of that branch going through his stomach in the logging accident when he was a young man. He couldn’t do a runner this time, though: there were too many pipes and hoses stuck in him.

‘Hey, boy, can you roll me a smoke?’ Dad asked.

‘You can’t smoke in here, Barry,’ Velma cut in. For the first time in years, she was actually quiet and didn’t say much at all.

Dad had had a triple-bypass, and had a good scar right down his chest, which he insisted on showing me.

‘Man, looks like they opened you up with a chainsaw, Dad,’ I said.

‘Yeah, I reckon, boy,’ Dad agreed.

‘You’ll start to look like Reggie with all his chainsaw scars,’ I suggested.

‘Watch it,’ warned Dad with a laugh.

‘Reggie hasn’t cut himself with a chainsaw in years,’ said Velma indignantly.

‘Probably because he hasn’t been near one, Velma,’ I replied. Dad lay there, grinning.

* * *

Gaz went to visit Dad in hospital, too. By this time, the rest of the family had come up from Hawke’s Bay and were sitting around his bed. Dad was feeling a lot better, so he was sitting up and was more like his usual self.

When dinnertime came around, Dad was feeling extravagant and, wanting to splash out some of his cash, he said, ‘Right. Pizzas are on me.’ Then he turned to Gaz and said, ‘Boy, go and get us some pizzas. Here’s my money card.’

Gaz drove off through Greenlane looking for a pizza shop and a money machine. After an hour or so, he arrived back laden with pizzas, which he handed around to the gathered family members.

‘Mmmm, nice pizza, boy,’ said Dad, taking a bite. ‘How much did it cost?’

‘Not a lot. I’ll tell you later, Dad,’ Gaz replied.

‘Oh yeah, and I’ll grab the ATM card off you, boy, before you take off,’ Dad said.

‘Oh, ummm, I’ll give it to you later, Dad. Just remind me,’ said Gaz, by now grinning from ear to ear.

Thinking that Gaz was taking the mickey out of Dad, Velma stepped in. ‘I will have the card now, please,’ she said primly, holding out her hand.

By this time the family were all wondering what was going on.

‘Card, please,’ repeated Velma, a little acid starting to creep into her voice.

‘I, ummm, ah, haven’t got it, Velma,’ said Gaz.

‘What do you mean, you haven’t got it?’ said Velma sharply. ‘You lost it or something?’

‘Yeah, ah, kind of,’ he shrugged.

Back to her usual self, she snapped, ‘You’ve lost it, or you haven’t lost it?’

Gaz replied, ‘The ATM ate Dad’s card and said “Insufficient Funds”.’

The whole family cracked up laughing. They all knew what Dad was like with money.
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End of an era

I WAS WORKING IN the yard at Sunnybrae Earthmoving when this weird blue and white digger showed up. It was a demonstration model Komatsu PF55L, which was about a 22-tonner. Komatsu made the boom in two pieces so it could bend. If you were on a bridge, you could dig underneath yourself by folding the boom. It had only one ram between the two lift rams, which lift the boom and dipper arm up. One ram holding all that weight above it! Of course, it crept down. If you weren’t watching, you could literally dig yourself out of the seat.

I told the bosses that I thought it was a lemon, but they were determined and went ahead and bought it anyway. I reckon they bought it just for bragging rights, because it was the only one in the country.

Around that time, the company had acquired some land over by Mount Wellington, which they were developing into industrial sites. They’d also bought a low 2000-hour Komatsu PC400-3 40-tonner solely for that job, which I’d put up my hand to drive. The land used to belong to the freezing works across the road, and had been used as holding paddocks for their stock. Over in one corner was an abandoned boiler house with two giant chimney stacks, which were surrounded by wire cables to hold them upright. There was already a private road running through the property. On the opposite side of the job was a large hill. The whole site was a peat swamp, possibly part of an old volcanic crater.

Boyd Kiaora and Bobby Gee arrived on-site, ready to demo the old boiler house using the two 20-tonne diggers, while my job was to strip the vegetation off the site in the new 40-tonner.

Before I could get the digger running, I had to clean out all the Japanese lunch wrappers and fizzy-drink bottles that had been left in it by its previous operator. It was second-hand and had come from a work site in Japan. Obviously the old biosecurity was a bit lax in those days! As well as the Japanese driver’s leftovers, I found one of his identification cards complete with mugshot. He looked like a sumo wrestler, and there was no evidence of him having a neck. So, they have big, ugly, fat, hairy operators in their construction industry like we do, I said to myself as I chucked out the last of the rubbish.

There was a crust over the soft ground, which was hard enough to run tip trucks on-site, so I called Smiley up on the RT and asked for a couple of trucks to cart vegetation and wet topsoil to a stockpile out at the front of the job. The next day, Billy and Cheyenne rocked up driving two of our Autocar tip trucks. These were the trucks Hector and I had seen down at the wharf that had been shipped over from Sri Lanka and then rebuilt and all done up inside with new upholstery and air-ride seats. They’d originally been off-highway trucks, so they were built like tanks.

With the trucks on-site, we started loading the vegetation out onto the stockpile. This was followed by the wet topsoil. I wasn’t putting big loads on the trucks, as I didn’t want to break up the crust they were driving on.

A bit later, Mr T showed up with an entourage in tow. He walked up to me and said, ‘Boysie, why aren’t you loading those Autocars up to the hilt? That’s what I bought them for. They are built to take it, so load them up.’ Then he walked off.

Well, if he wanted them loaded, he’d get them loaded! Those trucks had very high sides, so I loaded one of them up like a haystack right in front of Mr T.

Billy drove off, tooting as he went. When Cheyenne pulled up, he got the same treatment: a load like a haystack, spewing over the sides.

Billy came back, got another load. Just after he took off again, he stopped suddenly on a bend up the far end of the job. He hopped out of his cab and walked around the bend, then came back and waved at me. I walked the digger over to Billy, then I hopped out and walked around the bend.

‘Oh no!’ I cracked up laughing. Cheyenne had driven around a bit of a slope and all of the weight of the truck had shifted to the bottom side. The front axle had been torn clean out of it, wheels and all.

By this stage, Mr T had left, so I called up Smiley: ‘Do you need a four-wheeler anywhere? Over.’

‘Four-wheeler? Yeah, I do need one, but you’ve got two six-wheel tippers, Boysie. Over,’ he said, sounding puzzled.

‘Well, I can send Cheyenne — he’s a four-wheeler now. Over!’

* * *

A couple of days later, I was walking the digger up the slope when suddenly one of the track motors completely lost power. It wasn’t a biggie. All I had to do was walk on one track, lift and drop, lift and drop, lift and drop until I was back on flat ground.

It turned out that the left-side track motor had blown. Management tried to blame me for going up a slope that was too steep, causing it to break. That was rubbish — I could have driven my car up that hill.

A mechanic turned up and pulled the track motor to bits before calling me over. In his hands were huge ball bearings from inside the track motor: ‘See these, mate? See how they are pitted on the surface like golf balls? That’s because this machine has had a hard life in a quarry, and they have dug over their track motors.’ (You always have the track motors behind you when digging.) ‘There’s no way this machine is 2000 hours old,’ he added. ‘Look at that dipper arm. It’s a different shade of yellow from the yellow on the boom, which is a different shade of yellow from the turret. It’s a bitza, mate.’

‘Oh, right,’ I replied. ‘So, the newest part on this digger is the hour-metre, then?’ I laughed.

It would have cost $10,000 for a second-hand part (which they put in) or $30,000 for a new part (which they didn’t). Sunnybrae Earthmovers took the risk that the replacement part would hold.

* * *

While all that was going on, Boyd and Bobby were rounding up all the scrap copper from the cables in the old boiler house. After they broke up the boiler house floor with the rock breaker, they came across a service tunnel full of old power cables, which headed under the field and over towards a big factory next door.

Boyd had been tying a chain around one cable, taking pot luck and pulling it out of the service tunnel with his 20-tonne digger, then cutting the power cable into lengths with a concrete saw. As he was doing this, Des Tyler turned up.

‘What do you think you’re doing, mucking around in company time?’ he demanded to know.

Boyd looked at his watch. ‘It’s lunchtime, Tyler. I’m doing it in my own time,’ said Boyd.

‘Well, don’t do it in my time. All right?’ spat Tyler before driving off.

A bit later, Boyd hooked up to another dead power cable. After a bit of pulling, it wouldn’t budge. Then suddenly the factory next door went quiet. This was not good.

Sure enough, about half an hour later a bloke from the power board wandered over. Boyd had pulled a cable that had caught another cable and blown out a transformer. Whoops!

* * *

The company couldn’t make a decision on whether to bowl over the two towering chimney stacks. While they were trying to decide, I began digging an open drain through the wettest part of the job, which was right beside the old private road. Being a swamp, we knew it was going to be a pain to dig, so Boyd saved me the two big, square H-beam chassis that the boilers had been sitting on. I was going to sit the digger on those to stop the digger getting bogged or disappearing. Some of the surface of the swamp was all right for the machine to walk on, as long as I didn’t sit too long in one spot.

I started by lifting my H-beam swamp pads into place, then walked the digger out on top of them. It felt weird. The whole machine was rocking around like it was on jelly. The digger’s weight pushed the H-beam pads deep into the peat, then the tracks on the digger sunk down about halfway.

I took a few scoops out. Cool. It wasn’t sinking any further, but I had to dig slowly and steadily while also trying not to rock around too much. I dug down about four or five metres — it was wet slop all the way down to the bottom of the drain.

I dug the bottom flat across, maybe three metres wide, like they wanted. I didn’t want to risk digging any deeper otherwise the digger might have slipped down into the open drain. The peat that was dug out of the drain I stockpiled in the paddock along its edge.

Once that section of drain was dug out, I slewed around behind me, then lifted the tracks straight up to break the suction from underneath the digger. Then I dragged the digger forward onto the next H-frame pad. Once there, I swung back around to dig out the other H-frame pad and drag it around behind the digger again. With that done, I carried on digging the next section while wobbling about like jelly on my H-beam pad.

After I’d dug along about halfway, I noticed a huge bulge in the floor in the bottom of the drain. I was puzzled: I was sure I’d dug it flat. I couldn’t get back in there to dig it out, so I decided I’d just have to be more careful to make sure the floor was dug flat so the water would drain out.

I dug out another section of drain, then stopped for smoko. After smoko, I climbed back into the cab of the digger, swung around and noticed two big bulges in the floor. I was sure it had been flat when I stopped for smoko. Then I realised what was happening. The stockpiles of peat up on top of the drain were sinking and pushing up the floor like a waterbed — that’s how wet the ground was.

By this time, my H-beam pads had started to fall to bits. One had broken at the weld, causing a corner to come apart, but the other three corner welds were holding. I hadn’t been happy about using them in the first place: I’d wanted proper wooden swamp pads. It was a big risk if I got stuck right over in the corner of the job. Either way, using a 40-tonne digger out in a swamp is not a great idea.

I called up Smiley, told him what was happening and asked for a proper set of swamp pads.

‘She’ll be right,’ he said. ‘Just persevere.’

By lunchtime, the second H-beam pad had broken at the weld and come apart. I called Smiley up again and told him I wasn’t happy about what’s going on.

‘Nah, you’ll be all right. Keep going,’ was his response.

It was almost knock-off time and I had nearly finished the drain. I started walking the machine onto the H-pad behind me, then pulled the digger onto it. Next thing, I felt something give out underneath me. The last weld broke and the H-beam pad came apart. I took a deep breath.

All right, I thought, I’m right near the road and the ground’s fairly hard here. Okay, I’ll grab the good H-beam pad, put that around behind me and climb onto that. Then I should be back onto hard ground.

I dragged my H-beam pad around to the front, and tried to pull the digger onto the pad. As I started to climb onto the second pad, the welds on that pad broke as well. Keep going.

I had to keep going. If I could just walk over the broken pads, I knew I’d reach the hard ground just in front of me.

What I didn’t realise was that a Traxcavator had been going back and forth on the grass beside the road and had broken the crust on the surface. This had turned the underside to jelly. As I kept moving the digger forward, I climbed off the broken pads onto what I thought was hard ground — and down she went!

I tried pulling myself forward a bit more — but no good: the digger started sinking. The rear end of the digger sunk down so that it sat upright, and I was looking up at the sky. I extended my dipper arm out quickly, dropped it on the ground and shut off the motor, worried that the radiator fan in the rear of the digger might come into contact with water and send the fan through the radiator.

‘Well, I did tell them,’ I muttered as I climbed off the machine. It was nearly dark, so we left it until morning to sort out.

The next day Sunnybrae hired a big Kenworth highway-recovery tow truck with a 50-tonne winch. Boyd brought his digger over — it was a lot lighter than mine — and dug down beside the rear end of my digger to bail out the water so I could start the motor. In the meantime, all of the boys trickled in one by one, making excuses to have a look and crack jokes about it.

Grotty Jim screamed in and leaned out of his Jeep window. In a big, booming voice, he called out, ‘Boysie, you drowned the old girl good and proper! You won’t be flavour of the month!’ before screaming off out the gate.

Hector Leyton pulled up in his truck. ‘Just got to grab a bit of diesel out of your skid tank, Boysie,’ he said, while taking a photo and grinning. Then he drove off.

Greg Kiaora showed up: ‘Funny way to park your digger, Boysie. How you going to check the oil level like that?’

When Des Tyler pulled up, he saw some of the boys there and jumped straight on the RT channel: ‘This is not a bloody sideshow, guys. Get back to work, all of you. I don’t want to see another face down here. Get it? Over.’

I thought it was quite funny, so I gave the royal wave bye-bye to the boys as they drove off.

The tow-truck driver positioned his truck on the old private road beside me. Fortunately, the tow truck managed to get a direct pull on the digger.

‘Hey, mate,’ the driver said, ‘can I borrow that compactor over there and hook it to the front of my recovery truck?’

‘Sure, not a problem,’ I replied. We hooked a wire strop up between the tow truck and the compactor. It was just as well the towing eye on the digger was easy to hook up to. (It was down on the track frame right under the driver’s cab.)

The tow-truck driver and his offsider unrolled the winch cable, then dragged it over the swamp and shackled the wire cable to the towing eye on the digger. I had the window pinned up inside the cab so I could hear what was going on.

‘Do you want me to pull with the bucket?’ I asked the tow-truck driver.

‘You can if you want to, but you don’t have to,’ he said, which I thought was a bit strange. I figured his winch must have had some real grunt.

He took the strain on the cable and I could feel the vibration through the digger. Then slowly, slowly he started winching. The winch cable was just below my feet underneath the cab. I was looking right at it. The cable started to shimmer and vibrate, making a humming sound. I realised that if the cable suddenly snapped, it was that close to me it would slice me in half.

Slowly, I felt the digger start to move. The wire cable was really humming and buzzing. I grabbed a bite in the ground with the bucket, then started pulling and walking the digger. The digger was slowly breaking its suction while the winch cable was playing a tune and shuddering.

‘Don’t snap. Don’t snap,’ I muttered. ‘Come on baby, come on baby . . . Yes!’ The digger gave a lurch forward. The suction had broken and we were out. Yee-hah!

That afternoon some crane pads arrived — close enough — and I got the rest of the drains dug without incident.

* * *

My next job was the two giant chimney stacks, which I had been dreading. I like pushing trees over, but giant, 50-metre industrial chimney stacks? I had no idea.

I hopped off the digger and walked around the chimney stacks, peering upwards as I went. Man, they were high! I watched the clouds move over them, towering into the sky. Both chimneys had wire cables all the way around them, which came from the top of the chimney and fanned out to the ground. The cables were bolted to big concrete pads on the ground.

Right, I thought, if I can break off the nuts holding the wire cables only around the back of the chimney stacks (where I’m going to push with the digger), at least the chimneys won’t fall back over the digger or onto the factory next door.

On closer inspection, the chimney stacks were about two metres wide, and it looked like there was a thin layer of stainless steel wrapped around each one. I thought it might have been some sort of heat shield.

It was mid-afternoon by the time I got started. I reached over with the rock bucket and placed a tooth from it onto the back of a protruding nut, which was holding a cable. Ping! The nut flew off into the air. I gave a sigh of relief that my plan had worked — so far.

Next, I snapped off the rest of the nuts that were holding the wire cables around the back of the chimney stacks.

To get the digger in position, I had to climb up onto the building platform to get beside the big boilers, which stood about four metres high. I lifted my boom and bucket as high up as they could reach, but it wasn’t high enough.

I pillaged and plundered, scraping up all the broken bits of concrete that I could find in order to build up the ramp. Finally, I positioned the digger. It still didn’t feel high enough, but I decided it would have to do.

It had obviously just gone 3pm, as next minute I saw a couple of school kids walking past the chimneys. They’d jumped the fence. This was no good. I called up Smiley and asked for a bloke to give me a hand.

Half an hour later, one of our truck drivers, Ewan — better known as Monk — showed up. He had a round bald patch on his head (hence the nickname), and you couldn’t meet a nicer guy.

‘Hi, Monk. Could you keep an eye out for me, mate? Damn school kids keep wandering through,’ I said to him.

Right. This time, I finally got started. I lifted the boom and bucket up as high as they would go, and pushed the rock bucket against one of the chimneys. While I was pushing it, I was looking up at the top of the chimney. The one beside it moved as well. I thought that they were separate. What the hell was going on?

I gave it a bit more of a push — they both moved again. Damn. The chimneys were joined together at the top. It had been quite glary when I’d first looked up at the chimneys, and I hadn’t spotted the brace between them.

There was now a big dent where my bucket had pressed against the chimney. Oh no. Not good. I moved the bucket down a bit and started pushing the chimney stack again. It caved in like a beer can. I suddenly realised that all those thin stainless-steel segments were slotted inside each other, all the way up to the top. They weren’t a heat shield — they were the chimney stack! There wasn’t a steel tube inside like I’d been told. Basically, I was pushing a giant beer can over. Too late to stop now, I realised. I’d taken all the support cables off this side, and I couldn’t leave it like that while there were school children wandering about.

I swung over to the left chimney stack and gave it a push. The stack moved a little bit, but I’d pushed it in. I swung over to the right chimney stack, gave it a push — yeah, it moved a bit — but I’d pushed too hard and really stoved it in. Heck! I’d have to stop pushing so hard.

I swung over to the left and gave the chimney a gentle push. Man, the bucket was making a mess of these chimneys. I’d stoved in most of what I could reach up high, so I had to work my way down as I pushed, which wasn’t what I wanted to do.

I realised that if I carried on like that, and stoved in too much of the chimney, it could suddenly buckle and come crashing down around my ears. It had a lean on it, which was good. It didn’t need much more. By that point, I’d pretty much stoved in all of the back of the chimney.

I stopped the machine and had a bit of a think about it. By this time, it was about six o’clock and the old nerves were getting a bit frayed. Poor old Monk was standing there patiently enjoying the sideshow.

I decided that the chimneys needed only a little bit more of a push and they’d topple over. With the hairs sticking up on the back of my neck and a cold dread coming over me, I pulled the throttle hard open. The digger screamed its guts out. I quickly lifted the bucket up in the air before I had the chance to chicken out, shoved the bucket hard against the chimney and pushed for all it was worth.

Push. Push. Push. It was stoving right in.

Push. Push. Push. The hydraulic pumps were screaming — and so was I.

‘Go over, you bastard. Go. Go. Go. Come on — come on,’ I said out loud. The chimneys were moving.

‘Go, you bastard.’ My knuckles were white on the levers, squeezing too hard. She was going. She was going. She was away . . . CRASH!

‘Never again,’ I muttered. ‘Never again.’

My words had some prescience: not long afterwards, the recession hit hard and Sunnybrae Earthmoving went under. Around the same time, I got a job offer from an old friend and moved over to Australia.

* * *

By the time I moved, Dad had decided on a change of scenery and was camped along the beaches around Opotiki way. At one point he was camped at someone’s shearers’ quarters with his bus. He was getting on in years, and the battering his body had taken in the bush was finally taking its toll. (It turns out Reggie was living rough in Opotiki at the time, too, camping nearby in his caravan — until he was chased out of town by some angry locals when his past caught up with him. But that’s another story . . .)

While I didn’t see Dad for a long time because I was across the ditch, I used to phone him from time to time, and my brother Gaz would go and see him on occasion. One time Dad was camped at Porangahau, living in a blue ex-prison bus. For a laugh, he’d kept all of the graffiti scratched in the paintwork on the inside, which Gaz reckoned said things like ‘Kill the pigs’ and ‘Pigs are scum’.

While Dad was helping an old mate with a cray boat, Velma had apparently gone blind. She could still dodge the thistles with her slop bucket when going over to feed the pigs, though.

When they went to the pub, Velma would put on a big act with her arms stretched out in front of her like a sleepwalker. She even got Gaz’s girlfriend, Carrie, to take her to the bathroom there once. Carrie showed her to the toilet door, then walked off. Anything further was beyond the call of duty.

Later that night, Velma was gazing ahead, looking into nowhere, while the old man was playing pool.

Whack! Dad sunk a ball.

‘Good shot, Barry,’ said Velma.

Gaz just rolled his eyes, knowing exactly what she was like.

* * *

When Gaz had been down at Porangahau staying with the old man and Velma for a few days, he noticed a little caravan over in a paddock by a creek, but didn’t think anything of it.

That night Dad, Velma and Gaz went up to the local pub and it turned into a bit of a session. They got back to Dad’s bus well after closing, and sat out under the stars, having a few more beers and telling a few yarns. It was a pleasant summer’s night with a full moon.

Gaz glanced across the paddock and saw a speck of light flickering in the window of the little caravan, probably from a Coleman Lantern.

‘Who’s that living over in the caravan, Dad?’ he asked. ‘I’ll invite him over for a beer, eh?’

‘Nah, boy, he doesn’t drink,’ Dad replied, looking a bit edgy. Straight away, Gaz worked out what was going on.

By this time, Gaz was as full as a boot. He staggered to his feet: ‘Hey, Dad. I see a rodent. Still got your .303?’

‘Yeah, boy,’ said Dad.

‘Gizza loan of it then,’ slurred Gaz.

The old man grabbed the rifle out of the bus.

‘Ta, Dad.’ Gaz took it and slumped back into his camp chair.

‘Where is it, boy?’ Dad asked, peering into the darkness, always keen on shooting things.

‘Over at that caravan.’ He pulled the bolt — chk, chk — and took aim.

Suddenly the old man realised what was happening: ‘Nah boy, don’t kill him. Don’t kill him.’

Brother Gaz yelled: ‘Hey, Reggie, come out and play!’

Boom! He fired over the top of the caravan.

‘Take that, you sick bastard.’

The caravan door flew open. Chk, chk — boom!

Reggie raced around the side of the caravan and cleared the fence in his jocks — out into darkness then a splash into the creek — not to be seen again while brother Gaz was there.

I’ve never understood why the old man always used to go into bat for Reggie, especially when he knew some of the things that his stepson had done.
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Power games

I GOT A BIT homesick from time to time, so I’d come back from Aussie and work for a bit. In 1998, when Auckland had its infamous power blackout, I was working for Rich & Rich Construction and was sent on a job near New North Road. The company we were doing the job for was an Australian outfit that specialised in laying cables, which were badly needed at the time.

My job was going along digging test holes with a little five-tonne Kubota. Some holes were for clay testing, to see whether the heat from the cables would react with the surrounding clays. In other holes I dug, we were looking at whether to go under or over the other services with the power cables. The engineers had gone ahead, marking the road with spraypaint where they wanted me to dig, and whether it was a test hole or looking for services. If it was a service hole, they’d spray a note of what I was digging for — for example, ‘600mm steel water main’ or ‘3 × 100mm Telecom ducts’ or ‘300mm steel gas main’.

Not long after I started, I was digging a couple of test holes in the road. The Aussie outfit had hired a foreman called Rex, who was subcontracted to them from another construction company. There was nothing he didn’t know, and if you let him he would walk right over the top of you. His job was also to check all the service plans for what was in each hole before I got to dig them out.

‘Right. You’re okay to dig, Mike? It’s only a steel gas main. Give it shit. You won’t break it with that teaspoon,’ he told me, confident in his assessment of the job.

After he left, I carried on carefully scraping the dirt out, layer by layer.

Rex came back about ten minutes later, took one look at what I’d done and said, ‘You still digging this hole? Like I said, mate, give it shit. Hurry up!’

I just looked at him and carried on. Scrape, scrape, scrape. I found the gas main eventually, then we moved on down the road towards the suburbs.

When I found a paint mark sprayed on the road — ‘5 × 100mm Telecom ducts’ — I sat and waited, like we’d been told to do, so Rex could check the plans.

He turned up, checked his service plans and said, ‘Yep. All that’s in there are those ducts. Don’t muck around with this hole. Get stuck in. If I had my boys on this job, it would have been finished by now . . .’

‘Man, you must have a bunch of cowboys working for you,’ I muttered under my breath as I start digging the hole.

The following day, the little Kubota five-tonner was dropped off in a side street in suburbia somewhere. It made a nice change from working on a main road. Just before a T-intersection on this nice, quiet street was spraypainted ‘600mm steel water main’.

I sat in my digger and waited for Rex to show up. While I was waiting, one of the big bosses from the Australian cable-laying company pulled up in his flash four-wheel drive.

‘What are you waiting for?’ he asked.

‘I’m waiting for Rex, our foreman, to check the plans and give me the go-ahead.’

‘That’s okay, I’ll check the service plans,’ he said. He rummaged around in his four-wheel drive, looked at all the service plans spread about the vehicle and said, ‘Okay, mate. All good. You can start digging this hole now. There’s nothing else in there.’

I’d never met him before and didn’t know him from a bar of soap. ‘Is it all right to start digging without my foreman’s approval?’ I asked.

‘Course it is,’ he laughed. ‘You’re doing the job for me.’ Then he drove off. He hadn’t even introduced himself and I had no idea what role he had in the company.

I’d started digging the test hole when Rex turned up. I told him about the other bloke, and he reckoned it was fine. After he’d watched me working for a few minutes, he walked over and said, ‘Look, man, stop pussyfooting around and work that digger. It’s only a steel water main. You’re not going to break it with that Dinky Toy.’

I wasn’t having it. ‘I’ve only got one speed, mate, and that’s steady. What say they’ve stuffed up and it’s an asbestos water main down there? It’s quite possible; it’s an old area. And if it is an asbestos main, it will crack like an eggshell if I hit it . . .’ Then I suggested strongly that he should vacate the area rapidly.

He jumped in his ute and tore off. I carried on digging and, nearly at the bottom of the hole, I spotted a little bit of sand. I hopped off the digger and stepped into the hole. With my shovel, I scraped a bit of the sand away. It looked like Woodhill sand, which you’d normally see around power cables. I carefully scraped some off with the shovel only to find a concrete paving slab. They don’t put concrete slabs over water mains. They put concrete slabs over big power cables to protect them.

I got on my hands and knees, grabbed hold of one of the concrete slabs and pulled it up out of the way. I brushed off the rest of the sand with my hands and staring at me was the biggest power cable I had ever seen — plus two smaller ones, which were also pretty big.

A white van pulled up and this English bloke hopped out and walked over.

‘How you goin’, lad? ‘What have you found there, mate?’ he asked, as he peered into the hole. He turned pale and his jaw dropped. ‘You didn’t hit that, mate, did you? Tell me you didn’t hit that cable with your bucket.’

‘Nah, mate. I used my hands.’

‘Sure you didn’t damage it, lad?’ he stammered.

‘Nah, like I said, mate. I just used my hands,’ I replied.

‘It’s just that that cable is gas-filled. If you had hit it with your bucket, you would have been fried and your hydraulic tank would have exploded, and the power current would have arced up into those power lines above you,’ he said.

‘Well, it’s all good, mate. Your power cable’s still in one piece,’ I grinned.

‘Just as bloody well,’ he said. ‘It’s the last remaining power cable feeding Auckland Central.’

‘Shit,’ I replied. ‘That could have caused a bit of mayhem.’

‘Mayhem! Ohhh, the mayhem is just about to begin. Don’t you move a muscle, lad. I’ll be right back.’

In no time at all, my quiet little side street in suburbia was full of white utes and vans, their occupants all pointing the finger at one another. The whole job was shut down, there and then.

* * *

A couple of days later, I was working on a different site, and the boss, Stan, pulled up. ‘Hey, Mike, would you mind jumping in the ute? We have to go to an inquiry in the city,’ he said.

Inquiry? I’d never been to one of those before. Things were about to get interesting.

We fought our way through rush-hour traffic to get to the city centre. I had no clue where we were going to; I just followed Stan along the street and into a high-rise building.

Once inside, we were shown into a boardroom. All down one side, across the back and down the other side were chairs. There were about 20 blokes crammed in there, all looking cagey. At the front, sitting by himself, was a bloke who was asking all the questions.

‘Right,’ the roaster said. ‘Let’s get this underway. Who drove the digger?’

I put my hand up.

‘Who told you to start digging?’ he demanded to know.

Were they going to try to ping me for this?

I couldn’t quite remember what the bloke who’d told me to start work looked like. Looking around the room, there was one bloke who seemed familiar, but I wasn’t quite sure. And I didn’t want to land some poor sod in it by mistake.

‘Don’t be shy,’ barked the roaster. ‘Point to him.’

Well, dobbing in blokes has never sat well with me, so I just couldn’t point at someone and say, ‘He did it.’

Instead, I sat there staring at the bloke opposite me, who looked familiar. After a while he put his hand up. ‘Yeah, it was me. I told him to dig.’

‘Right.’ The roaster wrote something down. ‘Okay.’ Then he looked at me again: ‘How did you find the cable?’

I told him that I’d become suspicious when I saw the sand.

‘Did you know the cable was there?’ the roaster barked.

‘Nah, mate. As far as I knew, I was looking for a 600-millimetre steel water main,’ I said.

‘How did you know it was a steel water main?’ the roaster demanded.

‘Well, if you drive down there, mate, it’s spraypainted on the road.’ There were sniggers around the room.

The guy opposite me piped up to explain the marking-out procedure.

‘And you didn’t hit the cable with a shovel?’ the roaster asked me.

‘No. Just my hands,’ I replied.

‘Right!’ The roaster looked across to the bloke opposite me. ‘Okay, the digger driver is telling me he didn’t know the power cable was there, but you said you’d looked at your service plans and given the go-ahead. Something’s wrong. Someone’s not telling the truth.’

The bloke opposite me squirmed in his chair: ‘It was me. I stuffed up. I looked at the gas, water, comms and sewer plans, but forgot to look at the plans for the power.’

Then the roaster turned to me and thanked me for using common sense and not hitting the power cable. Then he barked: ‘This is a major embarrassment to us. What was said in this room stays in this room. If the newspapers finds out what happened, we’ll be the laughing stock of New Zealand.’

* * *

We were all suspended for two weeks. After that, I went back to the street where I’d found the power cable. This time Rex was not there. Instead I had a corporate standover spotter called Joe, whose job it was to keep an eye on the bucket while I was digging.

My next hole was just around the corner from the previous one, and it had to be dug right, as we were looking for the same big power cable. They wanted to know how deep it was.

I put my road cones out, then started digging the ground. Unlike the other hole around the corner, which was all clay, this was all backfilled rock. As I dug down into the backfilled rock, groundwater leached in as fast as I was digging. This meant I was digging blind, which is not the best.

‘It will be all right, cuz, the power cable’s down real deep,’ said Joe as he peered at his plans.

I carried on digging in the water and couldn’t see a thing. The good thing about little diggers is that, if you’re experienced, you can actually feel what the bucket is doing — within reason, of course. While digging in the water I could feel the bucket riding up over something smooth, so I stopped.

‘Hey, Joe. I think there’s something in there, mate.’

‘Nah, cuz, it’s way deeper than that. Keep digging’ was Joe’s response.

One thing I’ve learnt over the years is to never let myself be intimidated — and to go with my gut feeling. If something feels wrong, it probably is. I hopped off the digger, rolled up my sleeve and stuck my arm down into the hole to have a feel around in the water. Yep. As I thought.

‘Yeah, there’s a concrete pipe down there, Joe.’

‘So what? It’s probably just a stormwater pipe going across the road. The plans show the power cable is deep. Keep digging, cuz.’

‘That concrete pipe doesn’t line up with that junction manhole or cesspit, Joe. You sure they haven’t fed the power cable up this concrete pipe in the hole?’ I said.

‘Why would they do that?’ asked Joe.

‘Because I’ve dug across Great South Road in Mount Wellington and taken the collar off a so-called stormwater pipe and found three nasty 10,000-volt cables in it. Tell you what, Joe, how about I dig down beside this pipe carefully and make a bit of a sump so we can have a look at this concrete pipe, tap a hole in the side of it and find out?’

I carefully dug along the side of the concrete pipe and got down below it. As the water drained into the little sump hole, we could see part of the concrete pipe. I hopped out of the digger and grabbed my shovel then dug along the top of the pipe. Then I noticed that coming out of the end of the pipe was our big power cable. Joe and I looked at each other.

‘Cuz, don’t say anything,’ Joe said, visibly shaking.

‘Believe me, Joe, the last thing I want is a second inquiry and another two weeks off. You clowns don’t know what you’re doing. If I’d started that hole another foot over, I would have been killed. One, I couldn’t see in the water, and two, there were no concrete paving slabs over the power cables where they came out of the pipe.’

He just stuttered away, and we kept on working.
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Last visit

BY THE END OF 1999, I was back in Australia working. Gaz was still living on Auckland’s North Shore, and he invited me over to see in the new year and the new millennium. I decided it was a good chance to come back to New Zealand for a holiday and to show my Australian girlfriend Jan around. She was a real country girl from a wheatbelt town in Western Australia, and she’d never been to New Zealand before.

After catching up with Gaz, Jan and I decided to drive down to Napier via the East Cape to see Dad. I hadn’t seen him for a few years. We headed out of Auckland early one morning.

‘Waddaya think of New Zealand, Jan?’ I asked as we were driving along.

‘Yeah, it’s all right,’ she replied. The town she came from was surrounded by thousands of hectares of wheat and canola as far as the eye could see. You could drive inland for up to five hours and there’d still just be wheat and canola fields.

‘Hey, Jan. See that green stuff on the hills? That’s called grass. You don’t see much of that in Western Australia,’ I joked.

‘You reckon, mate? See that yellow thing in the sky? That’s the sun. You don’t see much of it in this country,’ she retorted with a smile.

I love the drive through the Karangahake Gorge with its sheer rock walls steeped in history and littered with old relics of the gold-mining days. We stopped at Waikino in the gorge, and had a picnic by the Ohinemuri River. While we were walking around the old Victoria battery site, I started winding up Jan again, for a laugh.

‘Hey, Jan. See that crystal-clear runny stuff flowing down there? That’s called a river. You don’t see many of them where you come from.’

‘Funny, Mick. Read that sign over there,’ she responded.

According to the sign, from the late 1800s until the mid-1950s the river had been used as a sludge canal with mining waste and cyanide being dumped into the river from the battery. I couldn’t believe that the river had flowed brown, dirty and toxic right into the Firth of Thames for over 50 years. I also couldn’t believe Jan had got the upper hand on me when it came to making jokes about each other’s countries! I was going to have to get some new material . . .

As the road weaved in and out of all the bays along the coast near Matata, it was lined with pohutukawa trees covered in splendid red blooms. It’s such a picturesque part of the country with its beaches, the spray rolling off the surf and the smell of the sea wafting through the car windows. It had a nice holiday feel about it, but rather than relaxing and enjoying the drive I was hatching a bit of a plan.

Later, we pulled in at Opotiki for a bite to eat.

‘Do you want to stop here for the night or carry on, Jan?’ I asked. ‘It won’t be dark until about nine o’clock.’

‘Yeah, keep going, Mick,’ said Jan.

Knowing that the drive around the cape was long and winding, I grinned and said, ‘Hey, Jan. Would you like to drive this section? Bear in mind, it’s a bit over 300 kilometres and it’s a long haul.’

As I’d predicted, Jan wasn’t having a bar of it: ‘Long haul! What do you mean? Over in Aussie I’d consider that driving to get the groceries. Pooh! Three hundred k’s — you Kiwis don’t know the meaning of distance!’

‘Awesome. I’ll hand over the reins to you, then,’ I said quickly as I hopped out of the rental car and we swapped sides.

Once I was happily settled in the passenger seat, I piped up with: ‘Hey, Jan. Have you got good nerves?’

‘What are you on about, Mick?’ she asked.

‘Oh, nothing. You’ll see,’ I said, smiling to myself as we drove off towards the East Cape.

Not long after that conversation, Jan remarked, ‘Gee, this road’s getting narrow. How’re two vehicles supposed to pass one another?’

I just sat there grinning.

A bit later: ‘Crikey! This road’s windy. When does it straighten up, Mick?’

‘Oh, umm, just up around the bend a bit,’ I said, stretching the truth a little.

‘Jeepers. Where’s the white line gone? There’s no white line, Mick,’ Jan said, sounding a bit unsettled.

Suddenly, a logging truck came grinding up from one of the bays below us.

‘Mick! There’s a bloody logging truck coming the other way and there’s no room for us to pass each other,’ Jan shrieked.

‘Oh yeah, you’re right, Jan. It’s a bit narrow, isn’t it?’ I said in my calmest voice.

‘I know it’s bloody narrow!’ Then she stopped the car in the middle of the road and started panicking. ‘What will I do? What will I do?’

I cracked up laughing. ‘Maybe if you speak nicely to the truck driver, he’ll back his logging truck all the way back down the hill for you, Jan!’ I suggested.

‘You think so, Mick?’ she said, looking at me in desperation.

‘Course he won’t. Just back up around the bend. There’s a layby area there. That’s what it’s for: not for parking up and taking photos.’

She backed up the hill, but only halfway into the layby area, probably because there was a 50-metre drop straight down to the waves crashing onto the rocks below.

‘Nah. Go out and try again,’ I said, winding her up. I knew there had been enough room for the truck to get past, besides which there was a crash barrier there anyway.

‘Yeah, closer. Closer. Yeah, closer. That’s it,’ I said when I thought she’d gone far enough.

As she sat in the layby area getting her heartrate down, I just couldn’t help myself: ‘Jan, why are your knuckles all white on the steering wheel? Don’t you get roads like this in the wheatbelt when you’re driving to get your groceries?’ I cracked up laughing. She didn’t join me.

When she eventually calmed down, I reassured her: ‘You’re doing well, Jan, just keep drivin’ . . .’ To her credit, she started up the car and drove on a little wiser.

As we made our way to Hicks Bay, some locals on horses appeared. I noticed they were all wearing white freezing works-issue gumboots. Very sturdy. Being from the country herself, Jan took an interest in the horses. She owned two herself, and could back a horse float into her driveway, no sweat. Despite this she still had some reservations about the East Cape road.

‘I thought you said it straightens out somewhere, Mick?’

‘Ah, yeah, it does — just before Gisborne,’ I chuckled.

‘You knew, didn’t you?’ she said, shaking her head. ‘You took a lend of me!’

* * *

The following day, I was back in the driver’s seat as we drove from Gisborne down past the mighty 95-metre-high Mohaka viaduct. The tallest viaduct in Australasia, it was an impressive sight.

Further on down, we started to make our way down through the Devils Elbow, just south of Lake Tutira. As we wound back up the other side, Jan finally lost it: ‘Can’t you Kiwis build straight roads in this country?’

‘Once we’re out of here, we’re on the home stretch to Napier,’ I reassured her.

As we drove past the Pan Pac mill at Whirinaki about 20 minutes later, Jan piped up, ‘Man, your trucks are short over here.’

‘What do you mean “short”?’ I said.

‘Well, where’s the other two trailers behind them?’ She was used to seeing road trains.

‘Yeah, right. Good luck trying to get a road train around the East Cape!’ I laughed. The trans-Tasman rivalry was still going strong.

* * *

We arrived in Napier around lunchtime and, as usual, it was hot and sunny. We drove around looking for Dad’s place in Tamatea.

He was living in a small, one-bedroom state-housing unit in a tidy street opposite the shopping centre. It looked like quite a nice complex, a bit like a retirement village. Then I noticed that parked out front among all the modern cars was a beaten-up Toyota.

‘I bet that’s Dad’s, Jan,’ I said, pointing to the old bomb. ‘Could be worse. He could have had an old bus parked out front here!’

I banged on the door, and Angus, Dad’s fox terrier, barked. Then I heard Dad’s voice from behind the door: ‘Get out from under my feet, you little mongrel, or I’ll take you out the back and shoot you.’ Some things hadn’t changed — that was always one of his favourite sayings.

Dad was expecting us. He’d asked us to stay with him, but I decided it was probably easier if we booked a motel.

‘How you been, boy?’ he asked me.

‘Yeah, good, Dad. This is Jan,’ I said, introducing her.

‘Hi, pet. Come and have a seat and I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ said Dad as he welcomed us inside.

After we all sat down at the table, I glanced down at Dad’s hand. There was a digit missing.

‘All right, old timer. Where’s your finger gone?’

Dad looked down and grinned. ‘Well, boy, I was cutting some trees down for a mate near the Ruakituri River, out the back of Wairoa, and I went to put a wire strop around the log and spragged my finger. I thought it was a splinter off the log. Well, I had a dig around in my finger and couldn’t find the splinter. It played up a bit, wouldn’t heal. I saw the doctor and he had a dig round in my finger and couldn’t find anything either. I went home but it still ached, so I went back to the doctor. He took one look at it and said it had to come off — gangrene. A piece of wire from the rope had scraped the bone in my finger.’ Dad was in his late sixties by then, and was still mucking around with a chainsaw.

‘Speaking of Ruakituri, boy,’ he said, then he got up and had a rummage through a couple of drawers. From one of them, he pulled out a shoebox that had a packet of photos in it.

‘Look at this, boy,’ he said, beaming with pride. ‘Shot that big bugger up at Ruakituri.’ He handed me a photo of a big stag on the back of a wheel tractor.

As Jan was looking through the photos, she stopped and her jaw dropped. ‘That’s just so cruel. That’s disgusting,’ she said, completely outraged by something she’d seen.

‘What do you mean, pet? It’s only a stag. There’s hundreds of deer up in the bush,’ Dad replied.

Then Jan showed me the photo she was talking about. I cracked up laughing.

‘It’s not funny, Mick. That’s sick.’

The photo was of a horse with a rope tied to the base of its tail, hauling a dead stag.

Dad spoke up: ‘Well, I couldn’t get the wheel tractor in close enough. It was too steep, so I borrowed my mate’s horse and towed it out of the bush to where I could get at it, pet. It didn’t hurt the horse. That’s the strongest part.’

Jan just glared at him.

Speaking of evil looks, I turned to Dad and said, ‘Hey, Dad, where’s Velma?’

‘Well, boy, she’s blind and she’s not very well. She’s in a home now. I couldn’t look after her,’ he replied in a quiet voice.

I guessed what kind of home, but said nothing. Dad had changed a lot in the time I’d been away. He was very quiet and serious, and he’d lost his spark a bit. We took him for a drive around Napier. He could hardly walk a few feet without stopping for a breather. We drove out to Havelock North and had a laugh about the old days. I got a photo of me and Dad standing together up at Te Mata Peak, but he had to go and sit back in the car straight afterwards. It must have been hard for him living in town after having spent his whole life out in the bush. I got the feeling he felt a bit like a caged animal.

Later that evening, back in the unit, he told me he’d lived how he’d wanted to live and done all the things he wanted to do. He’d stopped taking all his heart pills and other medication, and he’d taken up smoking again and enjoyed having a beer.

‘I will die the way I want to,’ he told me.

I said goodbye to Dad, and while we were backing out of his driveway I turned to Jan and said, ‘That will probably be the last time I see him alive.’ And it was.

Rest in peace, Dad.






Postscript

A SUPERINTENDENT, AN OLD Māori fella, was holding a prestart meeting on-site one morning. It was a big site; a lot of men standing there looking at him.

He said, ‘How many of you have been in the construction industry five years?’ Most of the group put their hands up.

‘How many of you have been in the construction industry ten years?’ About half put their hands up.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘how many of you have been in the construction industry twenty years?’ About five put their hands up.

‘Right, how many of you have been in the construction industry thirty years?’

Everyone looked around. I stuck my hand up.

The superintendent looked at me then at the crowd. ‘Do you know what we call this man in our dangerous industry? A survivor.’
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The old man, ‘Health and safety at its finest’, Maraekakaho.
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Pure luxury. Dad’s ex-Mount Cook Landlines bus parked outside some shearers’ quarters near Kereru, Hawkes Bay, on a snowy winter’s day.
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Forsyth Downs – what was left of the old homestead after forestry planting: a garage and a water tank.
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Trusty old D7E. Notice the angle blade. You’d pull out the pins on the arms then dig the corner of the blade into a bank to swing the blade over to the left or right side, depending on which way you wanted to windrow your dirt. If you needed more tilt on the blade, you’d hop out and wind the arm using a marlin spike (steel bar).
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Skid site at Peloha. A bit short on the old pins for the angle blade. Dad improvised with a tyre lever.
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Working at Peloha. How not to push poplars over. A possum got a rude awakening! It ran through the cab.
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Peloha School of Radiant Living New Age Centre. Another load of logs off to the mill.


[image: image]
A sigh of relief. We had just finished winching an old blue gum that had been leaning over one of the cottages at Peloha.
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International TD15 out the back of Patoka, Northland c.1984.
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Waiting for the wharfies to hurry up and crane the dozer down into the ship’s hold so I can go for a wander up Queen Street.


[image: image]
Working with the wharfies down in the hold of a ship with a cargo of soda ash.
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House site succesfully cut with a PF55L Komatsu – a Sunnybrae Earthmovers job.
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Traffic management sorted with 44 gallon drums, Great South Road, Mount Richmond, Auckland, 1989.
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Sunnybrae Earthmoving – just giving Colin a rinse up at Whangaparaoa.
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Nice view of Rangitoto, Whangaparaoa subdivision, c.1987.
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Viaduct basin dig-out with a CAT 235, 1990s.
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Who’s a naughty boy, then? Tidying up a farm at the back of Puhoi.


[image: image]
Dad driving an old TD6 International crawler tractor at Omakere, Hawkes Bay. I’m just waiting for him to start my D2 crawler tractor, which I stalled.
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Dad’s ex-prison bus at Porangahau, with big brother soaking up the ambience.
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What not to do with a 40-tonne digger, Mount Richmond, Auckland.
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Being winched out of a peat swamp at the old freezing works, Mount Richmond, Auckland. Notice the bucket levers in the Komatsu PC400 LC-3 are at the front.
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Yep, diggers don’t like peat swamps.
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My last day with Dad, at Te Mata Peak.
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