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			This book chronicles the journey of our family, detailing our rise and eventual decline over the passing years.

			 From the beginning, as pioneers on the Rangitaiki plains in the North Island of New Zealand, leading to the management of multiple farms and the utilisation of helicopters, machinery and trucks, we ventured into endeavours that most farmers would only dream of, but lacked the financial courage to pursue. 

			Through the perspective of a farmer’s son who grew up as a shepherd and eventually became a farm manager, this story delves into the errors we made along our path. 
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			​CHAPTER 1

			​Introduction
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			Without fail, I often wake up in the  mining camp, toss and turn, then with a effort force myself back to sleep. I wake with the terrible feeling that I haven’t fed my dogs all week. My mind pictures a row of thin, emaciated animals with begging eyes, like POWs , lined up, staring through the fence to freedom, and I am powerless to feed or free them. I have to fight with myself to clear my guilt as I haven’t owned a dog for over 15  years. 

			I say it as a joke to people when I describe what the camp is like in the mines. I say it’s like being in a minimum-security prison. You eat, sleep and work around people you don’t really want to be around. But in reality, it’s like a sentence for all the wrongs I have done. 

			As I think back, the words ‘For every action there is a reaction’ come to mind. As you read this, remember these words: piss-poor planning or the three Ps, as an ‘inmate ’ once enlightened me. He was an avid reader and read about companies suffering financial collapse because of a lack of research. 

			It’s like the difference between a tidy room and an untidy room. In a tidy room, everything has a place and is in its place, whereas in an untidy room, you waste time looking for a certain object and blame everyone else when you trip over objects of no importance. Some children are taught this at an early age, mainly the wealthy, who are aware of the results and lessons passed down through the generations. Others have learned through sheer determination and the discipline to change their upbringing. I know now that it’s what you learn in the first years of work that moulds you for the years ahead. 

			As you read each story, I hope you can recognise the three Ps with each financial loss we suffered through the years. We didn’t learn about them from previous generations, as we were pioneers in a lot of the things we did, so I can’t blame our mistakes on anyone except ourselves. What we could have done was proper research before we flew by the seat of our pants, hoping for a good outcome. 

			A recipe for good discipline, research, planning and action  in everything we do will produce good results. So take note of the way you do things, right down to getting out of bed in the morning. A little discipline will go a long way. Then, maybe by the time you’re 60, guilt and regret may never enter your mind. 

		




			​CHAPTER 2

			​The Waimarino District 
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			In the early 1920s, the New Zealand government offered land to World War I returned servicemen by allocating blocks of land covered in native bush in the Mangapurua Valley on the north side of Raetihi. With no assistance and great dreams, they began to clear their land. 

			They lived off the land, as deer and pigs were plentiful, but they also became pests to their new pastures. They felled trees, which they then milled to build their houses, and made posts and battens to fence their allocated blocks of land. Then came the big burn-offs to clear the rubbish. When they needed 30 bags of seed to sow, they placed their orders, and the merchant’s horse and cart would deliver the bags to the landing depot at the end of the road. From there, they carried each 60-kilogram bag for the next three to six kilometres to their allocated blocks of land.
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			The burnt and bare land had to be grassed, so a gang of workers or neighbours carried a seed bag turned into a sowing bag. The  bag was cut in half to make an open pouch with ties added to it to tie around their waists, then filled with seed. With each step, they cast a handful of seed with each alternate arm. 

			

			As time went by, the servicemen were able to stock the land and shear their ever-growing flock. The wool was carried in bags on horseback along the dirt track to have it pressed into bales, which would have been challenging as the tracks to the landing depot were always wet and boggy. 

			At the peak of the settlement, there were 30 farms, but road access was still a big issue. A wooden  swing bridge suspended 40 metres above a ravine was their only land access for 16 years before the government relented and built a concrete one. Sadly, it only got six years of use as it was too late for many.

			 Slowly, erosion, poor fertility of the land, and isolation broke these men, as most were not from farming backgrounds. The banks would have been unforgiving, so they walked off the land and went back to the city. By 1942, everyone had gone; thus, the valley became the Valley of Abandoned Dreams as they left their broken souls behind for the history books and for nature to grow back, eroding their efforts.  

			Now, 100 years later , farmers are replanting scrub for the honey industry, the same stuff those men spent 20 years clearing. Today, the Bridge to Nowhere is a popular tourist destination.
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			Around 1927, Dad’s great-grandfather bought several Maori lease blocks, totalling 6000 acres, from the Wilkie family trust. He sold them to his sons, who began clearing and burning the bush as well. He met our grandmother at a local dance, and at the age of 20, he fell head over heels in love. 

			Just to make sure she was going to be a good choice, he rode down to the friend’s place where she was staying on Monday, as that was wash day, and peeked over the hill to see if she was helping with the washing. Her father, a dentist, in his wisdom decided that she had periodontal (gum) disease, an infection of the tissues that hold your teeth in place. At the age of 16, he pulled all her teeth out. One can only imagine the emotional horrors she must have gone through. 

			The farm already had a home built on it in 1917, which Grandad added more rooms to in 1942 as his family of seven children was growing. It was a grand old house with high ceilings, fireplaces in all the main rooms, cooling rooms for preserves and supplies, a big workshop and stables for the horses. It is still standing today. 

			[image: ]

			In 1951, the Queen and Princess Elizabeth were on their Commonwealth tour, during which a total of 20 Humber Imperials were sent ahead and placed around the country for the official drive through towns. The tour was cancelled, and the Queen was turned around. The cars were sold as a result, and Grandad became the proud owner of a very royal car. I do not doubt that Grannie gave the locals the royal wave as she drove through Raetihi. As time passed, the car started to show fatigue from the impact of the metal roads, so they cut the roof off and put down a deck from behind the front seats, turning it into a farm Ute until the end of its days.  

		




			​CHAPTER 3

			​The Valley 
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			Nestled among the hills is the country town of Raetihi, where I was born.

			Raetihi, the main hub of the Waimarino district in the 1940s and ’50s, was a thriving farming town with a hospital, milk factory, train station, saddlery, department stores, bank and picture theatre. We had it all and rarely needed to go to the nearest city, Wanganui, about 100 km away.

			The main street in Raetihi was designed to be wide enough for farmers to drive their livestock through the town to the sale yards at the far end of the street, and then to the train station at the other end of town, where they were loaded onto stock carriages. Sadly, most of these establishments had closed by the 1980s, but the hospital still overlooks the town, reminding people of its past importance in the farming community. 

			The town had its own milk factory that supplied our school with a government-funded scheme providing a quart bottle of milk and an apple a day to each child. We even received milk biscuits when the dairy companies had an oversupply, until they started shipping them to countries in need. The apples arrived in boxes  with layered trays, with each apple wrapped in pink tissue, so we gave them a good polish before enjoying a real Red Delicious, one that crunched from beginning to end. 

			I considered myself lucky because my primary years had a good start every morning at school. The factory closed down in the ’70s, along with the government funding scheme. Despite all the milk and apples we had, our dental nurse still found something to fill. It felt like walking the green mile whenever your name was called out  for the visit to her. I’m still convinced she used us children for practice as we all ended up with fillings in the same places.

			

			In Raetihi, time has stood still. You can still see shepherds with butcher knives on their hips walking  down the street to this day. Many of their belts are decorated with brass stud tags taken from the ram’s ears before they became the dogs’ dinner. It’s not something I did, but yes, my knife never left my side wherever I went. It is totally illegal, but that’s Raetihi, and it’s still that way.

			The Parapara Highway is one of the most picturesque main roads in the North Island, as it winds around the steep landscape in the ever-changing hillsides. With every corner we turned, the scenery transformed from a mountain view to a river view, with towering hills on either side. My favourite scene along the drive was the brief plateau that plunged into a cutting that swept to the right, opening up as the ground gave way on the left, revealing a valley that, many years ago, had been formed by massive earthquakes that tore the ground apart, leaving sheer cliff faces on one side and sloping flats on the other.
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			The Arawara River flows along the cliff before joining the Mangawhero River. The river has a level of cascading falls as it curves around a bend, only to be overshadowed by the magnificent waterfall that nature herself was proud of, with the sheer cliff face towering above the falls in the background and the kowhais (a New Zealand native tree with yellow flowers that the native Tui birds love) on the flat in front of the falls soaking up the spray. Wild geese made their daily journey from the river up the hillside to feed on the grass and then flew back to the river each night. As boys, we took great delight in keeping the geese on a daily ration by chasing them back to the river in full flight before the day was out. When the population got out of hand, we had a clean-up day. The shotguns were brought out, and a lot of geese floated out to sea that day. 

			We called the soil ‘papa’ or grey wacky, which was mixed in with boulders. It was very hard when dry, and extremely slippery and boggy when wet. After heavy rainfall, the hillsides bore scars like claw marks as the topsoil was ripped away and left in piles at the foot of each hill. 

			The wool shed was built by the river on the flat where the Arawara joined the Mangawhero. Over the roar of the river in flood, you could hear the boulders colliding as they crashed into each other underwater. Over the years, a vivid colour palette has been added by poplar trees that line the roads like soldiers at their posts as the road winds its way down the valley and up the other side to rejoin the cliff face, following the river to the sea.

			

			The holding paddock was a steep face that loomed above the wool shed, as there was very little flat ground between the shed and the foot of the hill. It served as a test for the shepherd and his dog, because if the dog didn’t bring all the sheep down from the back of the paddock, it meant a long, hard climb to the top for the shepherd. The hill was ideal for drying out the sheep for shearing as the wind came up the valley and around the hillside. In our mischievous youth, we sat on this one rock with the apprehension that it might go at any time, but to this day, it still clings to the side of the hill, eyeing up the wool shed, just waiting for that little bit of ground movement to start it on its way.
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			​CHAPTER 4

			​Young Rangitaiki 
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			This is a story on its own, as it starts back in the 1950s when Dad’s father went to a land sale in Taupo with the forethought of owning land instead of leasing. Taupo was on the northern side of Mount Ruapehu. The home block was on the southern side. According to history, the lake was once a mountain too, and it blew up, leaving the crater now called Lake Taupo. When it blew, all the contents were thrown for kilometres in all directions, thus becoming the volcanic plateau. Very porous rock and no topsoil to speak of, and centuries later …
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			There were two virgin land masses up for sale that the government had surveyed into ideal blocks. One was the Reporoa plains, and the other was the Rangitaiki plains. The Reporoa plains were covered in scrub and was the better land, which was reflected in the price per acre. The Rangitaiki plains had scrub too, but it wasn’t as tall. It also had a lot of coral moss, a telltale sign of low fertility. 

			My grandfather came from a big farm and lived on a big lease farm, so he naturally made his money buying power stretch as much as he could for his family’s future. Since the Reporoa plains were at an altitude of 2000 feet, he jumped into the car with the land agent and climbed another 200 feet inland to the Rangitaiki plains. 

			

			He probably thought it wasn’t much, and came to an area where his mind must have exploded with dreams and dollar signs. It was a land that was flat for as far as the eye could see, not like the hill country that he was farming. 

			If my grandfather was anything like my father, he would have been a hard one to beat at an auction once he had his mind set. Just like the man across the road, WA Stevenson, a big businessman from Auckland who was buying 60,000 acres for himself and his family, calling his farm Lochinvar. Grandad ended up with 12,000 of those acres, double what he had in Raetihi.

			 So, the journey began. 	
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			The farm was 200 kilometres from the homestead farm, but that was a small detail,  so home he went to plan for a new future and to share the joy. 

			My grandfather came home from work one day, saying he was a little tired, and took a nap, only to not wake up, passing away at the age of 52. The world suddenly fell on my father’s shoulders, being the eldest of the five surviving siblings. At the age of 22, just married and with a young baby, he was faced with the decision of selling or breaking the farm in. He and his brothers decided to make a go of it. 

			Then the spanner dropped in the works as the sisters didn’t want to keep the farm but wanted their share of the estate. Dad had it valued and paid all the family members out over an agreed time period, giving Dad a freehold farm for his family in the years to come.

			 Mum and Dad spent many years from then on using all their spare time travelling to Rangitaiki between the farm work on the home block to work the new farm. In between that time, Mum had two more baby boys. She had some hard times ahead as the ‘house’ was an old roadworks hut that was on skids so it could be dragged to each site. It consisted of two small bedrooms (one that housed the workers in bunks), a kitchen, plus the washhouse that had a bath that they all shared one at a time, so the last person had to wash in some very dirty, soapy water. 

			Mum was chief cook and bottle washer in cold and harsh conditions. She brought us up in the back of the station wagon with all the travelling back and forth between the farms. Back then, there were no washing machines, so she had to wash all the clothes and nappies by hand on a washboard in two cement tubs. She had a full-time job there with four men and babies to keep clean. The clothesline was a single strand of wire suspended between two poles with a pole in the middle to lift up the wire and hold the weight of the washing. It worked well until the pig or horse used the pole for a back scratcher, dislodging the pole, and making all the washing plummet to the ground.
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			Hydro Power Station

			The area had no power supply, and it would be eight to ten years before they were supplied in the district, so Dad and Uncle Stuart brainstormed and dammed the Otamatea River at the back of the farm, where they built their own hydro power station. It generated 35 kilowatts, enough to run two new houses and a workshop, which were palaces compared to the old road works hut that Mum and Dad had spent many years in. 

			Dad and Uncle Stuart first had to divert the stream by making a cutting through the bank and clearing out enough space for the power station. Then they set about building the sides of the dam wall, which held heavy wood planks that slotted down two channels. This design made sure that water could be released if needed. Then they set about laying the pipes from the station up to the head beside the dam. They used the bulldozer to push them into place once the pipes were lined up.
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			Dad got inside the pipe to watch that the seal didn’t dislodge and roll out to be pinched as they came together, and Uncle Stuart slowly pushed together the pipes. The pipes came together with a horrendous clang, plunging the space into darkness until the dozer backed off to let the light in. Once in place, it was cemented together. They repeated the process to the end, where they made a steel gate that we winched up or down to regulate water flow. 

			Mum’s job was to bring the smoko out each day, babies and boys in tow, over the three kilometres of farm track, where she set up a blanket as a tablecloth and the back of the car as a bassinet while us two boys ran up and down the pumice banks digging holes and running amok. 

			Dad and Uncle Stuart then had to get the power back to the houses. After the poles were put in place, they used number eight fencing wire to carry the power, saving a bit of money. Now they had themselves a power station that had a speed regulator that would supply them with power, even if it was a little unstable in voltage supply at each phase.  

			At each house, there were three gauges above the stove – one for each phase. The cook had to watch them to make sure they didn’t overload the system and blow the fuses or lights from the low voltage. It was a real juggling act when you had someone who didn’t care about those sorts of things in one household and just turned it all on at teatime and let the other household worry about it by turning her dinner off. 

			It would have been 10 years of that until Dad found a company that modernised the system and they put the regulator at the powerhouse, which was a clever version of a toaster. The gate was opened fully, then an electrical winch lock was installed for safety reasons to stop an overspeed when the fuses were tripped by lightning strikes. With the gate open, the turbine was at its maximum, generating 32 kilowatts. To regulate the power flow as usage demand fell and increased, in each phase of the three-phase system, three circuit boards turned hot water elements on or off in a tank of flowing water, thus keeping a constant voltage going down the line while the heaters dealt with the excess voltage. It worked well and looked good too, with all the flashing lights as each heating element was indicated on the panel that it was turned on then off. 

			When the station was tripped, it was a worrying experience. It would take the gate all of a few seconds to drop, but in that time, the turbine raced away into an overspeed and the building would start to shake. All the lights lit up, then there were these loud pop, pop, pop sounds as the lollipops, as they were called, blew, safeguarding the circuit boards from being fried before the turbine slowed down from lack of flow. My job was to replace the lollipops, fix the main pole fuses, household cup pole fuses, and keep the exciters clean, but it was mainly very low maintenance when in operation. 

			Even though we had power in the area before anyone else for the first few years, there was still no telephone, so we had a radio telephone set up in the spare room to talk to the manager on the farm making the room look like a battle field control centre as this was the size of a large wall cabinet that came out of the last war. Luckily, they didn’t have many years to wait before the telephone was installed. 

			Trial and Error 

			My first lot of memories of the farm were when we were primary school age. All three boys got into all sorts of trouble with Dad’s farm manager at Rangitaiki, nosing around the workshop, using his tools and getting chased out of the shed by the farm manger. 

			We grew barley one year for the first time – a first in the area – and had a good crop. As the contractor was harvesting, the army worms were evacuating the crop, probably from the vibration the harvester caused. They were on the march, pouring out onto the road to cross to the next paddock. The road was black with army worm caterpillars. In the heat, the road rippled with this black carpet. We had just learned to ride the farm’s motorbike, so there we were, hooning up and down the road all day, doing our bit to eradicate the pest. 

			I doubt if Dad made anything out of that crop, as, like many other crops, we had to learn from our mistakes. This country was opposite to the Raetihi block on the other side of the mountain. 

			Another time, Mum had just arrived from Raetihi with all of us for the school holidays, so she got busy cleaning up the house while we boys headed for the workshop, looking for adventure. Finding that the shed was stacked with wool bales, we climbed up and down. Bob found a hemp rope that we used to tie the bales down on the trucks. He threw it over the crossbar, and we made a Tarzan swing with different levels to swing from. It was great fun, being brave and testing each other as we worked our way up the levels, only the rope broke on me as I was swinging toward the earth, and I ended up in a pile with an unbearable pain in my leg. 

			Bob and Chris stood there laughing until they worked out that something was wrong, then they shot off to get Mum. I ended up in Rotorua Hospital with a broken leg, so I spent the rest of the holidays lying on the couch. Even though it was only a straight break, where nothing moved out of place, it was six weeks before the plaster was removed. I was told to strengthen my leg by hopping and skipping. The feeling that something should be simple but was in fact difficult to do was the weirdest feeling when trying the skipping and hopping. I still skip to this day just to keep some sort of flexibility and fitness. 

		




			​CHAPTER 5

			​Family Farm Life
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			Mum came from a family of seven, and was the eldest. Her mother was Scottish-born and had been raised in an orphanage that emphasised discipline in those times. 

			This discipline helped them become the best highland dancers in the district. When it came to practice, her mother lined the girls up each day with a stick in hand to coax lazy feet with the tap of the stick if they got out of time. Then it was onto the chores, which included scrubbing the front and back steps of each doorway every day, regardless of whether they had peacock poo on or not. I remember helping Mum with our doorsteps with hot water and Ajax, and a stiff scrubbing brush for many years while growing up. That was something Mum did diligently long after her mother died at the age of 56. 

			After school, the bus dropped Mum, her three sisters and three brothers at the turn-off to their road. They walked the three kilometres home through rain, hail or snow, standing in cow pads to warm their toes on cold days and taking turns carrying the youngest when she got tired. 

			If there were any fights between the siblings, their mother made them stand outside the back door until Grandad came home. Without a word, he gave them all, boys or girls, six whacks each with his shaving strop (the leather strap men use to sharpen their razors). It was something he didn’t like doing, as he was a quiet, gentle man, but he did his wife’s bidding without question. They counted each red wilt to see who had the most marks on their rears and legs after it was all over. 

			Dad met Mum at a local dance. After a few months of courting, he drove to Wellington, where Mum was training to be a dental nurse and said to her, ‘Do you want to make a life together or do you just want to be a dental nurse?’ Right then and there, Mum decided to leave dental school, against everyone’s advice. 

			Mum always had animals around her, so I have many fond memories of the large chook house, the peacocks, her beloved pigeons and doves. We rode the family pigs or scratched their bellies, seeing them fall to the ground and wriggle in ecstasy. We fired up the copper each day and boiled potatoes and veggies for the pigs until it was their turn to become the meal. 

			We reared bull calves each year and had a lot of fun with them as they grew. Once they were weaned, we ear-marked and docked them, which meant putting a rubber ring around their boy parts and turning them into steers, an animal that has no thoughts about girls, just what’s for dinner. 

			One year, we accidentally got a heifer that couldn’t go out into the mob of steers once weaned. She stayed around the house paddock. We rode her as she followed Mum around doing her chores. Mum wasn’t happy the day Dad sent her to the works because there was no room for a cow on a farm of steers, but that’s the reality of farming. 

			Bo Peep was Mum’s pride and joy – an orphaned lamb that I brought home in the ’80s. It started out as just another lamb to feed, but Bo Peep turned out to be special. She always stood by Mum when she was outside, or she sneaked inside and jumped on Mum’s bed for a sleep, not wanting to get off when discovered. She ran out of the house to stand at the back door, waiting for the next opportunity to sneak back in.
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			Mum was heartbroken when Bo Peep died trying to have a lamb of her own. She died from blood poisoning because we hadn’t vaccinated her, as she wasn’t part of the flock and had been forgotten. 

			We always had a big vegetable garden that grew in size as we did. Dad bought a Kubota rotary hoe that, once it was cultivating the ground, you had to hang onto for dear life. If you were too slow taking it out of gear, it took off, dragging you behind it. It was our job to be with Mum in the garden, planting, weeding and sampling the peas before harvesting and bottling. 

			Then Dad discovered tomatoes, which meant more garden work after school, spraying, pruning and tying up the runners. However, we enjoyed the rewards: tomato soup, relish
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