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‘Many times I have sat by a campfire with its coarse smoke etching into my eyes and tears streaming down my face. The tears not caused by the smoke, though, but by laughing so hard at the oddball, strange, hilarious or simply outright bizarre yarns told by my hunting mates. As the evenings pass and the tide-line in the whisky bottle drops, the stories get increasingly more hilarious. This book contains a number of yarns gleaned from these fireside sessions, and a few from other interesting characters I have had the good fortune to encounter.’

Once described as ‘Barry Crump meets Fred Dagg’, ‘Big Al’ Lester is the modern-day master of the hunting genre. His books are for those with a good keen sense of humour and a love for New Zealand’s wild outdoors. Plenty of off-the-wall adventure for the hunting mad and hard case!
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Introduction

Many times I have sat by a campfire with its coarse smoke etching into my eyes and tears streaming down my face. The tears not caused by the smoke, though, but by laughing so hard at the oddball, strange, hilarious or simply outright bizarre yarns told by my hunting mates.

It never ceases to amaze me how readily my hunting colleagues and others dob in their mates to disclose their mishaps, balls-ups, cunning plans and frequent disasters. Each story is told with great relish, and often, I suspect, with liberal helpings of embellishment. For every story recounted, the often embarrassed subject gets a right of reply, and in turn dobs in his cobber with an equally or more embarrassing yarn, and so it goes. As the evenings pass and the tide-line in the whisky bottle drops, the yarns get increasingly more hilarious. This book contains a number of yarns gleaned from these fireside sessions, and a few from other interesting characters I have had the good fortune to encounter.

If you have a sense of humour and don’t take life too seriously, I reckon you’ll enjoy the contents of this book. If you don’t, it’s probably a good idea that you pop it back on the shelf and pick another.

For those who don’t know me, I can tell you that I am an average to poor hunter who has had more hunting stuff-ups than the rest of the country combined. For every deer I’ve shot, dozens have escaped only to hide in the bush peering back at me and laughing at my stupidity. Every time I’ve stuffed up, I’ve managed to see the funny side of the situation and have had a good old laugh at myself. Many of these mishaps have been recorded in my earlier books.

In my younger days, deer and other wild game numbers were extremely low, and it was very common to go for a hunt and see no animals at all. Helicopters had vacuumed up most of the wild deer as seeding stock for the then-fledgling deer-farming industry. Today, there are only a few helicopters hunting deer, and thus animal numbers have grown hugely. It is now rare to go for a day hunt and not see any deer or other wild game. Despite the current high deer population, I only take what I need to keep the freezer full and my wife happy. It’s getting easier to fill the freezer, but …

It is fair to say that I am at best an average shot with a rifle. Many of my missed ‘easy shots’ have been witnessed by unforgiving mates. One of them has often commented, ‘You couldn’t hit your own arse with a handful of toilet paper.’ Personally, I think he may be taking things a bit too far on that score.

Over time I began to wonder whether the stuff-ups of me, my mates and others, with a bit of humour and mayhem thrown in, might make for good reading, and I gave it a go. Nine books later, I am still giving it a go.

The funny thing is, the more I told people of my stuff-ups, the more they told me of theirs. It seems that very few people are great hunters and that I may not be quite as useless at hunting as I’d thought (but then again I may be). Regardless, I seem to have hit a chord with those with a sense of humour and a liking for the bush.

The yarns in this book will give you a pretty good idea of where I come from and what my mates and other bush-dwellers are all about. You’ll see that very few deer, tahr, pigs, chamois, goats or other animals get shot. This is basically due to our being pretty much bloody useless hunters who are simply out there having a great time and enjoying the mountains.

My old man was around in the halcyon days of hunting, when he could drive his old Model T to the pub, shoot six deer on the way there, sell them and have a great night out, before coming home with a profit in his pocket. Wild deer, pigs and goats were everywhere. Additionally, the rivers ran so thick with whitebait and trout that he would often cross the rivers by standing on their backs and without getting his feet wet. It was from listening to his hunting yarns that I first got inspired to head into the outdoors to take a look for myself.

Over the years I have found that the vast majority of people who venture into the outdoors have a grand sense of humour and a real love of life. There, I have chanced upon eccentric, weird, hermit-like or just plain interesting characters. Each had a story to tell, and many were so strange that they had to be true.

While I am in the mountains, things seem to be in balance. I am often overwhelmed by a sense of tranquillity, and merely being there seems to cleanse my soul. There, the only things that matter are food, warmth, shelter and great companions. Life becomes simple, and my mind is free from the frenetic activity that city living forces upon us. To truly understand what I am saying, you will have to venture into the wilds yourself.

For the record, everything in this book is true … that is, except the bits that aren’t. Anyway, I have recorded the stories as best I can recall them, and that’s about as accurate as I can get. The odd name or location has been changed at the request of the person who told me the yarn in the first place — they reckoned that it would be ‘bloody embarrassing’ if they were actually identified.

Finally, if you think you recognise yourself in this book, you are wrong: it’s someone else. I thought I’d better throw that in, just in case someone wants to sue me or something silly like that.

Enjoy!








[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

The Horticulturalist

The following yarn is told by Squatch. His real name is Brian; however, by the time he turned 16 he’d acquired his nickname. Squatch is a shortened version of the word ‘Sasquatch’. For those of you who are not familiar with what a Sasquatch is, I can tell you that it is the name that Native Americans gave to a big, hairy, mythical, man-like beast that they believe roams the wilds and mountains of North America.

Squatch isn’t tall, standing at only 5 foot 7 inches; however, he is solid and muscular. His most dominant feature is that he is covered from head to toe in dense, curly red hair; other than on his face, where his eyes and nose are just visible above his unruly red beard. It was Brian’s hairiness that earned him the nickname Squatch.

Just to set the scene for the following yarn, you need to know that Squatch is an easy-going man who has a grand sense of humour.

Over to Squatch to tell his yarn.

School wasn’t my thing, and I was bloody pleased to escape from it the day I turned fifteen. Apparently, I have a good brain, and my teacher tried to convince me to stay on ‘to have a better chance of making something out of your life’, whatever that was supposed to mean.

I was physically fit, possessed boundless energy, and was keen to start work and to get some money in my pocket.

Living in Kawerau limited my options regarding local employment to working on a logging gang or in a sawmill. I got a job tailing-out timber at a sawmill, and soon came to realise that the work was far too monotonous for me. After six months or so I gave the job away and took a position with a logging gang. I was the youngest by a long shot, with the others all being married, with kids and mortgages. Logging work suited me far better, as we were in the bush every day and the work was more varied.

It was several years after I started that Smithy joined our logging crew. Smithy is a skinny, happy-go-lucky, very dark-skinned Maori from up north, and was then aged eighteen. To this day I have never met anyone who works as hard as Smithy. He simply never seems to run out of energy and can’t sit still for a moment. Smithy likes a beer, and every day after work would head to the local pub with the rest of our crew to wash the dust from their tonsils. It only seemed right that I tag along with them. The publican must have thought that Smithy’s and my money was as good as everyone else’s, as he didn’t seem to notice that we were under the then legal drinking age of twenty.

Smithy and I soon became great mates. We played rugby in the same team on Saturdays, and on Sundays Smithy buggered off into the bush deer hunting with his dog, Scruff. Smithy got a pig or a deer almost every time he went hunting. There weren’t any buyers for wild deer at this time (1985), so he gave a lot of the meat away or traded it for things he needed, such as car repairs at the local garage. Eventually, Smithy found a regular market for his meat when the local publican got into making venison pies and serving venison meals in his restaurant. Smithy and the publican came to an arrangement whereby Smithy was given a bar tab in exchange for supplying venison when required. I was very envious of this arrangement, as a large chunk of my wage was being spent at the bar every week. In keeping with his generous nature, Smithy often supplied me with beers from what was owed to him.

At almost 18 years of age I was still living at home with my parents; however, after I borrowed and crashed their car, I was told that it was time to leave and stand on my own two feet. Things may have turned out differently had I been sober at the time that I, in error, turned into the neighbour’s driveway and took out their letter-box. It was following this incident that Smithy and I went flatting together and rented an old three-bedroom house on the outskirts of town. The property was semi-rural and was surrounded by a dairy farm.

Regularly after our Saturday rugby games, the team would come to our place for after-match drinks. As often as not these parties would rage into the small hours of the morning. We quickly gained a reputation for holding the best parties and, to the delight of us single males, most of the local single girls would turn up to join in.

One night at rugby practice, a team member, Toby, told us that his cousin from up north was coming to live in our area, and asked if we would rent our spare room to him. Smithy and I enquired about the cousin and were told that he was a good bloke who was our age and that he was a horticulturalist. That sounded pretty impressive to us, so, without even meeting the chap, we agreed. The following week Toby arrived with his cousin, Malcolm (Mal), in tow.

He was a skinny, undernourished chap who looked more like a hippie than a horticulturalist. His pale facial features were hawk-like, and his ears were hidden beneath a scraggy clump of long, brown hair that protruded from beneath a denim cap. We were to learn that this cap rarely, if ever, left his head. Perhaps Mal’s most distinguishing feature was his large and very dense handlebar moustache. Brown leather boots, faded denim jeans, a checked flannel shirt and a black leather vest clothed Mal’s skinny frame.


Mal drove an old, beaten-up Ford Cortina. From it he removed most of his worldly possessions, most of which were contained in a large mountain-mule backpack. It was fortunate for him that we had a spare single bed in his room, otherwise he’d have had to sleep on the floor. Next, Mal removed a large stereo from the boot of his vehicle and set it up in the lounge, before returning and retrieving two full crates of Waitemata beer. These he placed on the lounge floor before knocking the tops off of four bottles and handing one to each of us. Before long the stereo was blaring and the beers were being knocked back like oysters on opening day. When Mal’s beer ran out, he produced a bottle of bourbon and we lowered that as well. By night’s end we’d established that Mal was a really laidback, humorous bloke who told jokes all night long and without repeating himself. It was pretty obvious that he would be the ideal flatmate.

The following morning, Smithy and I carted a couple of hangovers to work with us. Given these, our day wasn’t exactly destined to be a bundle of fun. When we got home we found Mal in the lounge drinking beer and playing music. He said that he hadn’t been able to muster enough enthusiasm to get himself off to work that day, so he’d taken it off. We noticed that Mal wasn’t motivated enough to go to work for any of the next three weeks either. This didn’t worry us, though, as he always paid his rent on time and in cash when it fell due. It turned out that Mal also knew a lot of locals, including many of the players from our rugby team, and even better most of the girls from the local netball club. Every day he had visitors, and he seemed to have a never-ending supply of beer and spirits to share with them. I’d be deceiving you if I didn’t acknowledge that on more than one occasion when I got home from work Mal appeared to be absolutely stoned on cannabis.

Mal was a keen bourbon drinker and, after a few beers to get himself started, he would generally move onto drinking his favourite spirit. He had a strong preference for Jack Daniel’s bourbon, but would drink almost any spirit that was put in front of him.

Eventually, Mal started going to work daily. He’d usually leave for work after us, and would often be home before we returned. By the time Mal started working, the rugby season was finished and spring had arrived.

One Monday, Smithy and I knocked off work early due to there being a major equipment breakdown. We couldn’t carry on until the gear was fixed, so the boss sent us home early. Instead of going to the pub, we elected to head home where we had a crate of beers that needed our attention. We were about to turn into our drive when two Harley Davidson motorbikes pulled out of it and headed off in the direction from which we’d just come. The riders both wore steel-capped boots, filthy jeans and weathered, black leather vests that had large gang patches attached to their backs.

‘What the hell are those bastards doing at our place?’ voiced Smithy, as he slewed the car into a sliding U-turn before slamming his foot down on the accelerator to give chase.
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‘Buggered if I know,’ I replied. ‘We don’t own anything worth flogging, do we?’

‘The bastards will be up to no good, that’s for bloody sure,’ continued Smithy. ‘We’ll stop them and see what they’ve got to say for themselves.’

‘Stuff that. What will we do if we catch them?’ I challenged. ‘Politely ask what the hell they were doing at our place and maybe get stabbed or shot for our efforts?’

‘I have my rifle in the boot. That’ll let the bastards know that we won’t be taking any shit from their kind.’

We were travelling at 140 kph and were fast catching up with the Harleys, which we could see some distance ahead of us, before I was finally able to convince Smithy that we should let them go. Clearly confronting them was a bad idea that could well prove to be detrimental to our health. Rather begrudgingly, Smithy turned for home. On our arrival we found that Mal was there and not at work.

‘Are those your bloody mates that just took off from here?’ a still wound-up Smithy challenged Mal.

‘What mates?’ Mal responded indignantly.

‘The two patched gang members who just pulled out of here riding Harley Davidsons,’ I stated.

At this, Mal burst out laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’ Smithy asked.

‘Those two came in and asked for directions, that’s all. I nearly shat myself when they arrived, but they were friendly enough and just wanted to know how to get to Fern Hill Farm. I told them and they left. I was bloody pleased to see them go, I may add.’

It seems that Smithy and I had missed the mark in thinking that gang members were at our place burgling the joint or even visiting Mal. With the matter sorted, we settled in and had a few beers to calm our nerves.

Smithy often talked of his deer hunts, but despite being asked along I had never been motivated enough to go with him. Still, that Smithy supplied a steady stream of venison and wild pork to our household definitely eased the financial pressure from my wallet and allowed me to carry on with the partying lifestyle that we were enjoying.

In late January, I finally took Smithy up on his offer. Well before dawn one Sunday, we set off in Smithy’s Holden. Scruff, Smithy’s Weimaraner dog, came with us, but travelled in the boot due to his pungent odour. It was his habit to roll in cow dung every time he was let off his lead for a run, thus having him inside the ute wasn’t an option. Scruff knew that he was going hunting, and could be heard whimpering with excitement as we travelled. On our arrival Smithy opened the boot. Scruff leapt from the vehicle and ran about wildly, stopping from time to time to sniff a scent that had attracted his interest.

We had driven through a large tract of pine forest and had come to the road’s end where the pine plantation had stopped and native bush commenced. Throughout the pine forest there were fire breaks and many poorly formed side roads. Many of these were edged with grass and regenerating bush and scrub.

‘I always do pretty good around here,’ Smithy stated. ‘The deer commute between the native bush and the pine forests, where they feed on the grass verges. Often I get an easy one and can drive right to it. It saves me a lot of effort when I don’t have to carry the deer.’

Following this, Smithy called Scruff to his side and instructed him firmly to ‘stay close’. As promptly as an army soldier snaps to attention, Scruff shot to Smithy’s side, where he sat down eagerly awaiting his next instruction. He knew that the hunt was about to begin. Smithy had spent many hours training Scruff, and it was now obvious to me that his efforts had paid off.

Smithy was carrying his .303 rifle that had telescopic sights, and our objective for the day was to get a deer. Despite this, Smithy advised, ‘If we run into a pig I’ll shoot it — we haven’t had a good old-fashioned boil-up for ages.’


Knowing that I was a new chum to hunting, as we went Smithy kindly explained what we were doing and why. First, he tested the direction of the wind to ensure that it wasn’t blowing our scent ahead of us and warning the deer or pigs of our presence. Scruff watched his master with anticipation, and as soon as Smithy gave the instruction ‘go’, Scruff set off ahead of us. Scruff’s nose worked hard, sniffing the air and ground often. At regular intervals he stopped to ensure that Smithy and I were only metres away, knowing that he’d be in trouble if he got too far ahead.

Sadly, there wasn’t an easy deer to be had on the road edges that morning, so after an hour of easy walking and with the sun now easing above the horizon we set off into the native bush and followed a narrow creek steadily upward. We had only been following the creek for a few minutes when Scruff stopped abruptly. He lifted his nose high, testing the air that was gently blowing toward him. With a twist of his head to ensure that we were ready for action, he changed direction slightly and headed away from the creek. The native bush was easy to travel through, and was carpeted beneath with damp crown fern. For a while we made our way quietly behind Scruff, watching his every move and being careful not to make any noise. Travel was easy, as there were numerous well-worn deer trails to walk on. Through the bush ahead of us we could see another small creek. It was edged with dank grass, and the sun was shining onto one side of it.

At the same time that I saw the creek, Scruff went rigid, his tail pointed straight behind him, his neck stretched forward as if he was being restrained on a leash, and his eyes and nose locked onto something. Smithy eased himself behind Scruff and lined up his tail with his nose before looking intently into the bush ahead of him.

I couldn’t see what had caught Scruff’s attention, and it appeared that Smithy couldn’t either, as his rifle remained firmly fixed to his shoulder. Scruff refused to budge and stayed fixed, pointing. After several long minutes I saw Smithy ease his rifle from his shoulder and aim it above Scruff’s back. Finally, I saw it. Where moments ago there had been nothing, a spiker stag had stepped from cover and was now quietly grazing on the creek’s grass edge.

BOOM! A shot rang out and the spiker fell to the ground, dead. Scruff started to whimper with enthusiasm, but did not move forward. Instead, he looked longingly at Smithy for approval to do so. Smithy snapped his fingers to get Scruff’s attention and instructed ‘find’. Like an Olympic sprinter, Scruff raced forward to locate the deer. We followed along behind, already knowing that the deer was down and where he was. By the time we reached the animal, Scruff was busy annoying him and intermittently barking at him for good measure.

Scruff had been trained to stay put after Smithy fired shots, as when the dog was young he used to race off to find the deer and, on occasions when Smithy’s shot wasn’t an instantly fatal one, would scare the deer off. When this happened, it would often take a very long time to find the animal, and on rare occasions the deer couldn’t be found at all. By making Scruff stay back, Smithy could establish whether the shot was fatal before allowing him to go forward. If Smithy wasn’t sure of the shot, he would make Scruff stay back for up to 15 minutes. This allowed time for the injured deer to stop and lay down. Scruff’s excellent sense of smell would then quickly take him to it.

Smithy prepared the deer in readiness for the carry back to the vehicle, and suggested that it would be good fitness training for me to do the carrying. I foolishly agreed. An hour later it seemed like we’d been walking forever. I was sure that Smithy had gotten us lost and that we were walking in the wrong direction. He insisted that we were headed the right way, and refused to change direction to where I thought the vehicle was parked. Given that we were travelling through relatively open bush the going wasn’t too difficult, but the deer was a heavy bastard. My shoulders and back were aching and my legs felt like jelly under the strain of having 50-plus kilos on my back. I was determined to get the deer back to the ute unaided, and repeatedly declined Smithy’s offers to take over the carrying. No way was I going to let a skinny first five-eight think that a front-row prop couldn’t do the tough yards when required. Despite the fact that I was sure we were travelling in the wrong direction, we emerged from the bush a mere 150 metres from the vehicle. It seemed that Smithy knew a thing or two about bush navigation as well.

We arrived home just after midday to find three police cars parked up our drive. The moment we pulled to a halt beside Mal’s Cortina, we were pounced upon by some burly cops. Before we could say a thing, we were thrust against the side of the house with our arms splayed and legs apart. Big hands searched my pockets, and everywhere else was frisked.

‘What’s this all about?’ I asked.

‘Drugs, son,’ answered a uniformed cop. ‘We have a warrant to search these premised and anyone found therein.’

‘You won’t find any drugs here,’ I protested.

‘Now that, sonny, isn’t the case, is it? We are already talking to your flatmate Mal about the substantial stash of cannabis found in your house, and we’ll be having a talk with you boys about it as well.’

Three hours later, Smithy and I were released from the police station. Mal wasn’t. He was charged with cultivating and possession of cannabis. Smithy and I sure as hell hadn’t seen that one coming.

Late the following day, Mal arrived home having been granted bail by the court. He didn’t seem fazed by the events of the previous day, and told us that there was nothing for us to worry about.

‘They found a couple of cannabis joints and a small plant I was growing on my windowsill and think they have solved the crime of the decade. My lawyer reckons that I’ll get spanked by a wet bus ticket, fined two hundred bucks and told not to be a naughty boy ever again. It doesn’t seem like anything to get too excited about to me. Hell, everyone smokes dope these days.’

With that, life moved on, and as expected Mal received a fine for his indiscretion. He boasted that things could have been a great deal worse had the cops done their job properly, but wouldn’t expand on this any further, so the matter was dropped and put behind us.

I had really enjoyed my hunt with Smithy, and was lucky enough to be invited to hunt with him most weekends from then onward. Soon enough I purchased my own rifle and was researching what breed of dog I should get to train up like Smithy’s. I’d discovered that there is a huge satisfaction in bringing home your own bacon, figuratively speaking, that is.

After work one Friday, Smithy and I took off and headed south to have a crack at hunting sika deer. Neither of us had hunted them before, but we were both keen to have a go. After driving for almost two hours, the motor of Smithy’s ute began to overheat and the temperature-gauge needle shot off the scale.

Over the following half an hour we managed to nurse the vehicle to the next small township, where we pulled to a halt in the car park of a large, old pub. In fact, it was the only pub in the town. (I have deliberately not stated the name of the town or pub for reasons that will soon become obvious.) To the side of the hotel and near to where we parked was a large beech tree. Under the tree was a mangy-looking young dog that was chained to its kennel. The dog barked furiously at our arrival, but shut up quickly when told off by Smithy.

We were forced to stop at the pub for the night and to wait for the morning, when we hoped that a local mechanic might be able to fix the problem with the ute. As we hadn’t budgeted for the cost of staying in a hotel room, we decided that we’d sleep in the ute outside the pub. Fortunately for us, we had enough cash with us to ensure that we’d have plenty of beers before retiring for the night.

As you’d expect the locals in the pub were very friendly and were sorry to hear of our vehicle dilemma. Before long, one of them had arranged for a mechanic to take a look at Smithy’s ute first thing in the morning and we were engaged in a pool competition.

It was a warm evening and the hotel’s outside windows were open to allow a cooling breeze to flow through the premises. This was all well and good, but for the fact that the bloody mongrel dog chained up outside barked furiously at every person or vehicle that moved near to it. To be honest, the thing was quickly getting on my nerves.

There were about a dozen people in the hotel, including Smithy and me. Behind the bar was a lady who appeared to be in her mid-forties; for the sake of this yarn, we’ll call her Penny. Penny was in great nick for her age, was very friendly and possessed a large pair of well-presented breasts. For reasons unknown she seemed somewhat stressed, and was constantly yelling through the window for the dog to ‘Shut the hell up’.

Penny was a talking point for the locals, who soon told us that her husband had recently left her and had departed for Australia with another woman. Penny had been left to run the pub on her own, and this was taking its toll on her usually bubbly personality. We were told that what annoyed Penny the most was that, when her husband had buggered off, he’d left behind his dog, which she didn’t particularly like.

Three games of pool later the dog started up barking incessantly, and despite being told to shut up numerous times by Penny it didn’t. Smithy stuck his head out the window to see what was up, and saw that there was a possum sitting up the tree above the dog, taunting it. The possum seemed confident that the dog couldn’t get at it, and was happily stirring the dog up as best it could.

Penny sidled up beside Smithy and angrily complained, ‘That bloody possum winds the dog up every night. It barks for hours on end and I’m bloody sick of it. I’m going to get rid of the bloody dog tomorrow. I’ve had enough.’

Clearly this wasn’t good news for the two blokes, Smithy and I, who intended to sleep in the car park beside the offending dog and shit-stirring possum.


‘Reckon that I can take care of the problem right now if you want,’ Smithy offered. ‘I’ve got my rifle in the ute.’

‘Would you?’ Penny responded. ‘That dog’s got to go.’

With a nod of his head, Smithy headed for the door. About a minute later there was a loud roar as a shot was fired from outside of the hotel. Immediately the barking ceased, and several minutes later Smithy returned to the bar.

Penny eyed Smithy approvingly. ‘What have you done with the dog?’

‘It’s in the boot of the ute. I’ll get rid of it tomorrow.’

Penny was overjoyed that her problem had been solved, and shouted Smithy free drinks for the rest of the night. As it turned out, that wasn’t all that was provided that night. He received free accommodation in a warm bed and got his back rubbed as well. Penny was indeed very grateful for his efforts. I was pretty happy myself, as I didn’t have to put up with any barking that night either. My sleep was interrupted a few times during the night, but I put it down to the possum clambering over the ute.

Come morning a very smug and satisfied Smithy returned to the ute, and we drove the short distance to the local garage. On arrival he opened the car’s boot, and inside was a very subdued dog that was very much alive. It was very pleased to see daylight, and licked Smithy’s hand when he patted him.

‘What the—!’ I exclaimed.

‘It wasn’t the dog’s fault that Penny wasn’t exercising and caring for him,’ Smithy stated. ‘I shot the possum, not the dog. Issue solved.’

The problem was a broken water pump. Fortunately for us, the mechanic was able to replace it using a water pump that he obtained from one of the many wrecks at the rear of the garage.

Smithy reckoned that the dog had good breeding and potential. He suggested that I adopt the dog and train it to find deer just like his dog. I did just that, and after a year or so of training it turned out to be a fantastic deer-finder and a loyal dog.


Given all the distractions, we didn’t make it to our intended hunting ground and delayed our sika hunt for another occasion.

Smithy and I got home late one summer’s evening following a hunt. We had a pig and a deer on the back of Smithy’s ute, and were knackered following a very long day on the hill. As we pulled up our drive we couldn’t help but notice that there were about 20 cars parked around the house and yard. Music was blaring and a crowd of semi-drunk men and women were partying on the lawn. Mal came up to our vehicle and advised us of the obvious, which was that he was having a party and that we were invited.

‘The booze is on me,’ Mal declared, as he waved his arm in the general direction of the front porch. Stacked up there were crates of beer and about 10 bottles of spirits, along with some mixers like coke and lemonade.

‘What’s the occasion?’ Smithy asked.

‘It’s been a great year to be a horticulturalist,’ Mal laughed, and made his way back toward the crowd.

Smithy and I exchanged glances that pretty much said ‘Well, if Mal is paying for the grog we are more than willing to drink it for him.’ Following this, a bloody great night was had by all. Nearly everyone got drunk and had a great time at Mal’s expense. As the last vehicle was about to leave, Mal asked the driver to open his boot. He then placed several cartons of empty and near-empty spirit bottles inside and slammed the boot shut above them.

‘Get rid of those for me, will yah?’ he instructed. He then laughed, turned and walked off.

I’m not too sure whether the cows in the paddock next to our house would have milked very well the following morning given the lateness of the party and volume of noise from Mal’s stereo.

Several days later, and as the sun was about to poke its nose over the horizon, two police cars came to a halt in our front yard. Four uniformed constables got out, and were soon banging on our front door. Smithy and I were about to head off to work, but Mal was still in bed. The officers had again arrived with a search warrant. This time they were looking for a vast assortment of spirits that had been taken when the local liquor store had been burgled. Listed on their search warrant were various brands of bourbon, gin, whisky, tequila, rum and more.

Smithy and I exchanged glances that asked the unspoken question: ‘Did the spirits supplied by Mal at the party come from this burglary?’

Our house was thoroughly searched and not a single bottle of spirits or anything else of interest to the police was found. Again, all three of us were taken away for questioning; however, we were released pretty smartly and no charges were laid. Needless to say we questioned Mal about the spirits, and he told us not to worry about it as they were ‘all paid for and were legit’.

Most days for the next week Mal had people over for drinks, and on every occasion he supplied an assortment of spirits for their consumption. This caused Smithy and I to further ponder where they had come from.

Somehow word must have gotten back to the police about Mal’s frequent parties where spirits were supplied by him. A second search warrant was executed on our place, where the police were again looking for the said stolen alcohol. Again, none was found.

More parties were held, and even more spirits were supplied by Mal. He had either become very affluent, or the spirits were indeed stolen as suggested by the police. Despite Smithy and me frequently questioning him, Mal always laughed off our enquiries and continued to insist that he had paid for the alcohol.

Some weeks later another party was held at our place, but on this occasion a few more people turned up than were expected. Given this, and to Mal’s horror, the supply of spirits ran out.

‘We can’t have that,’ Mal declared, as he set off into the darkness behind the house. Unbeknown to him, I followed.

I watched Mal retrieve an extension ladder from the barn at the rear of the house. He carried it back to the house and leaned it against the back gutter before climbing upward. Near the top, Mal stopped, reached above his head and inserted his hand blindly into the metal spouting. Moments later his hand reappeared with a bottle of Coruba rum in it. His second effort retrieved a bottle of Grant’s whisky. Happy with his efforts, Mal climbed down the ladder, returned it to the barn, and then, while whistling a happy tune, walked back to the party.

The next day I climbed the ladder and looked into the spouting. Lying end-to-end along almost the entire length of the rear wall of the house were bottles of spirits. A look around the side of the house revealed even more bottles. There must have been dozens of them stashed there. Bloody hell! It now appeared that Mal was in fact the burglar.

I was now faced with the rather taxing moral dilemma of whether or not to nark on my flatmate. I didn’t tell anyone that I’d seen the alcohol stashed in the guttering as I pondered what to do.

The next day Mal was arrested. Not for the burglary, but for cultivating a massive crop of cannabis. Given the extensive size of the crop, it featured on the television evening news that night. Apparently, the police had been keeping observations on the crop and had filmed Mal tending to it. They had done their job properly on this occasion, and there was no way that he could beat the charge. Mal never returned to the flat as he was remanded in custody. Given the weight of evidence against him, he eventually pleaded guilty to the charges and was sentenced to two years in prison.

At least I now knew why Mal’s cousin Toby called him a horticulturist.

I visited Mal in Rimutaka Prison. He told me that he’d done prison time before and that it wasn’t that hard. To be honest, he didn’t sound very convincing when he said this. For the record, I like Mal. He’s humorous and a lot of fun to be around. Yep, he grows cannabis, and it appears that he may be a burglar as well, but to me he’s still a likeable rogue. As I departed the prison, I commented to Mal, ‘If Smithy and I are still living in the same house when you get out we’ll have a big party to celebrate your release. I reckon the gutters will need to be cleaned out about then anyway.’

Mal’s face broke into a huge grin; he nodded his head and gave me an acknowledging wink to confirm the arrangement.
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Absolutely Knackered

When age catches up and body parts start to ache, break down or require replacement, we often find ourselves reflecting on the past. At age 65, Owen is a good bastard who now lives in Auckland. He has suffered a knee replacement, hernias and other health issues, none of which have stopped him from venturing back into the hills. Like me, Owen is grateful that he has spent a great deal of his life in the bush and mountains, hunting and fishing and accumulating memories to take into his twilight years. Don’t get me wrong here: Owen is still out there chasing deer, pigs, tahr, chamois and ducks. He roared up a big stag this year and carried the bastard back to the hut, so don’t go writing him off just yet.

In amongst Owen’s adventures are many that no doubt will be recounted to his grandkids, and perhaps even a few that can’t be due to some mischief that, for one reason or another, requires that the yarn be censored.

Owen has been hunting for most of his life. Below, he recounts one of his earlier hunts that proved to be somewhat embarrassing.

Over to Owen …


In my early twenties, I reckoned that I was already a seasoned deer hunter, having spent a fair bit of time trotting around the Ureweras. Anyway, as a young hunter I was keen to have a go at pig hunting, and by luck I had two workmates in the Department of Agriculture who had access to a good pig-hunting spot near Coromandel. Geoff and Peter were both keen to take me out, and I was keen to go with them.

Well before dawn one summer’s morning, armed with all the right tools, we picked up Peter’s two pig dogs at Te Kouma and headed for the bush. The dogs seemed happy enough to be locked in the old Vauxhall’s boot, and sensed that they were off for a hunt.

A short drive up a dusty road soon had us parked at the road’s end. The boot was opened and the dogs, riddled with enthusiasm, leapt out. They raced about, stopping here and there to sniff the ground or a tree that signalled to them that another dog had visited in the past.

Both dogs were large-headed, lanky mongrels whose ribs poked through their motley brown coats. One look at either of them was enough to show that they oozed danger. The dogs were covered with old battle scars and still-healing wounds that told of previous encounters with boars. I made a mental note not to turn my back on them.

The day was sunny, warm and humid, having followed several days of rain. All three of us were clad in shorts, light shirts and boots. In the unlikely event that we hadn’t bagged a pig and returned to civilisation by lunchtime, Geoff carried a small day-pack that contained some sandwiches.

We set off into a series of shady, fern-filled guts and gullies with the dogs leading the way. Over the next two hours we hunted solidly and covered a fair bit of country, without the dogs getting onto the scent of a pig. We’d come across a number of spots where pigs had rooted up the ground in the past, but these didn’t stir up any interest for the dogs. This alone was proof that the pigs had been there a long time ago. Eventually our efforts were rewarded and the dogs took off. Ten minutes later they could be heard barking furiously in the damp bush high above us. The barking was to let us know that a pig had been located and bailed by them. I had a fair idea of what to do, or so I thought, so as soon as the dogs started barking we were hoofing it up a wet gully to be there for the action.

When we arrived on the scene, the dogs stopped barking and immediately latched onto a pig’s ear each. It was a small black sow that had lost her bid to escape. Peter took hold of one of the pig’s rear legs, flipped her onto her back and dispatched her quickly with his knife. It wasn’t the big boar that we’d hoped to encounter, but it was wild pork for the freezer so none of us were complaining.

I wanted to appear useful, so I offered to gut the pig and my offer was promptly accepted. (What idiot would volunteer to get covered with blood and guts anyway?) I stepped across the pig like an expert, before slitting its belly and dragging the gut-bag out.

Unbeknown to me, my colleagues always rewarded the dogs with a tasty morsel every time they caught a pig. This usually consisted of a slice or two from the pig’s kidney (if my memory serves me correctly). This particular part of the offal was keenly sought by both dogs, and it was often the quickest dog that got it, while the other had to settle for a less-preferred treat.

With my legs well apart, I straddled the pig as I removed the heart, lung, liver and kidneys. Unnoticed by me, the two dogs were eyeing up the bloody offal that was then directly below my crotch. One dog was behind me and the other in front, with me squarely sandwiched in the middle. The two dogs were eying up the kidney and both were determined that it would be theirs. I hadn’t even contemplated that the mongrels were about to have a scrap beneath my testicles.

The moment I pulled the dogs’ favourite morsel from the pig, they both lunged forward, snapping and snarling as they locked onto each other in a vicious scrap between my legs. Needless to say my knackers were dangling directly above the fracas. Suddenly, I felt the horrible grip of gnashing teeth tearing at my nether regions, and knew that my balls had been ripped out. Instantly I went into panic mode, and punched wildly at the fighting dogs as I tried to fend them off. I couldn’t step away from the dogs for fear of causing more damage to my testicles. My mates quickly realised the gravity of the situation and subdued the dogs as quickly and as sensitively as they could. I was really worried about my manhood, as were my friends. In no time at all my pants were down and the damaged items were being assessed. My two mates were down on their hands and knees looking up to check out the damage, which I felt certain was going to be life-threatening. Very soon it became clear that the family jewels were still intact and had only suffered moderate damage. The dog’s teeth had grasped and left puncture wounds to the area immediately behind my ball sack.

The dogs by this time had consumed most of the edible entrails and were busy licking blood off their faces. Once over the shock of what had just occurred, and to show that I was no sook, I threw the pig on my back and we took off back to the car.

Once there, we headed to Peter’s folks’ place at Te Kouma.
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To keep things simple, and so as to not advertise my condition, I would have been happy to have given the affected area a wash with antiseptic and to have called it quits at that. However, despite my protests, my two clown mates insisted on taking me to Coromandel Hospital to have my injury properly assessed by medical professionals.

When we arrived at the hospital it was early evening and there was no one in the waiting room. Within minutes a very efficient nurse ushered me into a curtained-off examination room and muttered something about a tetanus shot. Good job, I thought, a quick jab and we’re off. Like hell we were! The nurse ordered me to remove my lower clothing so she could have a decent look at the injury. Naturally, being a shy sort of person, this was not to my liking. With my dacks below my knees, she got down on the ground for a look at the epicentre and came up with the same bloody answer as I had, i.e. no real damage.

I heard a snigger from the cubicle’s entrance, and would you believe it — the two evil bastards who’d brought me there were looking through the entrance and getting their entertainment at my expense.

Geoff thought it best to ring my wife to report that there had been a hunting accident and that she had no need to worry as my balls were still intact. However, Geoff advised her, whether they were in full working order or not would have to be assessed sometime in the future.

I have had many hunting trips over the past 47 years, and they have all been good one way or another. This trip was certainly memorable, and with a bit of luck I’ll have plenty more before I meet my maker.
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Two Great Mates

If a man is really lucky, throughout his life he may get to meet a handful of really good bastards. You know the sort of bloke I’m talking about here: he’s the man who is always there to offer a hand when there’s work to be done, a word of encouragement when a deer is missed, or a beer and company when your lady packs her bags and leaves you. Warwick is one of those blokes.

Warwick, who is now in his seventies, is a tall, solid, grey-haired man, his trademark feature being dense ‘mutton-chop’ sideburns that stretch from his ears to link up with a neatly trimmed moustache. The sideburns and moustache frame his clean-shaven, square jaw, giving him the appearance of an English gentleman farmer.

Warwick and I are both big men and, standing at about 6 foot 4, we look each other squarely in the eye whenever we catch up for a yarn. However, I couldn’t help but notice when we first shook hands that mine was all but swallowed by his massive mitt. You can take it from me that his handshake is as firm as his hand is solid.


Warwick is a hunting man with an immense love of the bush and the great outdoors. He has spent most of his life in the mountains, and has many a story to tell. Some of you will have met him in one of my previous books, but, for those of you who haven’t, the following yarns will give you a fair idea of the hard-case, fun-loving character he is.

The yarns below are his, so I’ll leave the telling of them to him.

Over to Warwick.

Some of you will have read parts of the following introduction before, as bits of it featured in one of Al’s earlier books. However, for the benefit of those who haven’t previously met me, I need to recap so you can get a handle on where I come from and what I’m about.

It could be argued that I was lucky in that I was born about the same time as World War II ended. I was raised on a farm near Springfield and under the shadow of the Torlesse Range. Most of the meat we ate was gathered from the land, and our family all but survived on a diet of rabbits, hares, pigs, deer, chamois and trout. My father’s vegetable garden sorted out the greens side of things.

So, as you can imagine, I was introduced to firearms at a very young age, and by the time I turned 10 I was an accomplished shot with a .22 calibre rifle. Once I had proven to my father that I was responsible with a firearm, I was allowed to go hunting bigger game with my brothers. Having said this, initially I was simply a spectator who went along to learn the ropes.

At 11 years of age I graduated to using my dad’s .303 Long Tom rifle, and was invited to go on a deer-hunting day trip with my dad’s friend ‘Bones’. Bones was old in my eyes, although he was probably only 50 or so years old at the time. Bones loved mutton chops, and always took a pile of them with him for his lunch. I don’t know whether he got his nickname from the piles of chop bones he left everywhere, or from him being skeletally thin.

On the given date and well before daylight, Bones called at our farm to pick me up. Before we left he told me to go and get the rifle and ammunition, which I did. We drove a short distance to a nearby farm before setting off on foot up a narrow, stony creek bed that led upward into the mountains. Both sides were lined with matagouri scrub, rock slips and open tussock guts.

As we prepared to leave the vehicle, Bones declared, ‘There’s no point in both of us carrying a rifle, so we might as well use yours.’

I was happy enough with that, so, with the rifle over my shoulder, we set off on the steady climb. As we rounded each bend in the creek, we stopped and glassed the faces above and ahead of us. After walking for a quarter of an hour or so, we rounded a bend and before us stood a large spiker. For some strange reason it didn’t run, but simply stood about 50 metres away from us, watching our progress.

‘Hand me the rifle, lad,’ Bones ordered.

I complied and handed it to him. On taking it, Bones’s eyes flew open in horror. ‘What the hell’s that?’ he asked, while holding my .22 rifle at arm’s length in front of him.

‘My rifle that you told me to bring,’ I answered. It was at this point that I cottoned on to the error that I’d made. Back at home when Bones had said to ‘bring the rifle’ he’d meant Dad’s .303 and not my .22-calibre one.

The deer stood watching our performance and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. Bones handed the rifle back to me and stated simply, ‘You know the rifle better than me, so you’d better shoot that spiker then.’

I took the single-shot, open-sighted rifle, lay down in the prone position, and fired three shots into the spiker’s lung area as quickly as I could. I was loading a fourth round when Bones kicked me in the ribs and stated, ‘Leave it be. The bastard’s had it.’

He was right, as 30 seconds or so later the spiker’s head drooped and it fell to the ground dead.

From then onward I went deer hunting with my father and brothers often. Between them, they taught me the survival skills I needed to stay alive no matter what conditions I struck while in the hills. These lessons proved invaluable, as on more occasions than I care to admit I have been caught out in snow blizzards and other atrocious conditions and have lived to tell the tale. Everyone in our family hunted, it was in our blood.

I soon learned to relish my time in the mountains and hills that surrounded Canterbury, and I spent a great deal of time away from home hunting and camping in them. I wouldn’t describe myself as being a great shot; however, I didn’t seem to have much trouble getting a deer or pig to bring home for the family table.

My father had urged me to get a ‘safe’ government job. Taking his lead I went to university to gain a suitable qualification. In order to pay my way through university, I hunted deer on weekends and during the holiday breaks. The money I earned from doing this was good, and I got to feed my love of hunting at the same time. For a time I was hired as a deer-culler by the then Department of Forestry, and was paid to shoot deer and pig. The only meat we kept was what we needed to feed ourselves; everything else was left to rot on the ground. While that may seem like a waste now, in those days deer and pig numbers were well out of control and they needed to be culled to keep their numbers down.

To give you an idea of how big the deer problem was, government figures reveal that over a 30-year period over 2 million deer were shot by government deer-cullers. That’s a staggering 67,000 a year, and even then deer numbers kept growing. Foot-hunters simply could not keep up with the breeding rate of the deer.

With the advent of refrigeration and the establishment of an export market for deer meat, private hunters took over and quickly brought the deer population back under control.

About the time that I finished my science degree, I met my wife and we settled down in Christchurch. Putting a roof over our heads became a high priority, and it struck me that it’d take a bloody long time to pay a house off if I was relying solely on my then pitiful teacher’s salary to do the job. It was at this time that I teamed up with a cobber, Pete Rafferty, and we hatched a plan to speed things along a bit by hunting deer in the weekends.

I think it best that I give Pete an introduction here, as he features a fair bit throughout my yarns. Pete was a mechanic who had incredible engineering skills. If an object was made of metal, he could make it, fix it, alter it or install it. To me he was the ultimate ‘Mr Fix It’ guy, and over the years his diverse skills and improvisation got us out of many difficult situations when our vehicles or machinery broke down in the mountains. Pete was of average height and build, and had a cheerful disposition. Despite his size, he was an incredibly powerful man who easily carried large deer long distances on his back. Pete’s body sat beneath an unruly mop of sandy brown hair and dense eyebrows.

Even in the most horrid weather conditions or when things had simply ‘gone wrong’, a smile and words of encouragement were all that crossed his lips. I’d be lying if I didn’t acknowledge that on occasion a colourful array of swearing may have accompanied his words of encouragement. Sadly, Pete has passed away; however, the following covers some of the mischief that we got up to. Pete had a grand sense of humour and laughed easily. Given this, I am sure he’d be more than happy that I am sharing our experiences with you.
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Around Canterbury there were plenty of places where a man could go to get a deer or two; however, getting access onto those farms, given the then high price being paid for venison, was becoming increasingly difficult. Because of this, we did most of our hunting on public land in the Wilberforce River catchment. I knew the area well, having hunted there previously as a deer-culler.

About now you need to know the lay of the land in and around the Wilberforce River catchment. Everything about the Wilberforce valley and surrounding countryside is absolutely massive in scale. The Wilberforce is a braided river that, at its lower end, flows through a wide, flat, matagouri-, tussock- and rock-strewn valley floor. In many places the valley is more than 2 kilometres wide, and is bordered on either side by vast mountain ranges. The mountains are steep and weathered, and are capped with barren rock along the tops. Their sides are scarred by many huge rock slips that run almost their full height. Where there is no rock or bush, tussock and matagouri scrub fill the gaps. At the foot of the mountains runs a band of native trees and bush that divide the mountains from the valley floor. The valley narrows many miles upriver, and along its length other rivers and tributaries flow into it.

At the time of this yarn (the late 1960s), there was only a poorly formed track that led up the Wilberforce, so getting up the valley required a four-by-four vehicle and hours of slow, bone-breaking boulder-hopping.

River crossings on the Wilberforce were often dangerous and always risky. The braided river changed course often, and after every flood presented us with new difficulties. Often the riverbed was very soft, with quicksand-like fine gravel on its edges. Should a vehicle come to rest in a patch of this soft river sand, it would often sink to its axles or further and become stuck fast. On these occasions the vehicle would need to be towed or winched from the quicksand. Many vehicles have met their demise in the quicksands of the Wilberforce River.

On our early post-marriage hunts in the Wilberforce, we used Pete’s four-by-four Land Rover for transport. On each occasion we had forded the river multiple times without issue, and were quickly becoming complacent. It was on our fourth hunt that we struck problems. We’d stayed overnight at the Moa Hut and had four deer stacked on the back. The river was up a little following light overnight rain; however, we didn’t perceive that to be a problem. On our way out we picked what looked like a good spot to cross the river. It was a wide crossing and, despite the slightly murky water, it looked to be shallow the whole distance. Pete eased the Land Rover into the river and angled it downstream as he quietly made his way across.
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The cloudy river water that hid the river’s bottom was only a few feet deep and was lapping at the door sills, but wasn’t spilling into the vehicle proper. As we neared the far side, the vehicle, without warning, nose-dived into a deep river gut. Water washed over the top of the bonnet and gushed into the cab. For a short time we semi-floated and bounced as we tried to kangaroo-hop to the far side. Eventually the cab filled with water and the Land Rover sunk before becoming stuck fast in the soft, sandy bottom. At the same instant the vehicle’s motor coughed and died. Things went from bad to worse when we realised that we’d left the winch at home in Pete’s garage. Even if we had had the winch with us, the chances of recovering the Land Rover using it were pretty much nil.

Following a very long walk, Pete and I made our way to Glenthorne Station to summon assistance. Cutting the story to the chase, we later salvaged the Land Rover, which Pete was able to restore. What was clear to us was that a better, lighter and more versatile means of transport was required. After a bit of research we came up with the idea of converting a VW Kombi van into a flat-deck ute. The idea soon became a reality. We removed and discarded the body from the van. The motor had to be mounted higher to allow for deep-water river crossings. This was effected by building a motor mount above the rear deck. A duplex chain was used to connect the motor to power the wheels. The only other additions were a home-built safety-cage and a small deck. This modified, light-weight vehicle with independent suspension proved to be incredibly effective over rocky riverbeds and for river crossings. It was also able to carry large loads of deer carcasses and, having no body, it was very easy to hunt from when spotlighting for deer.

One Friday evening in early January, Pete and I had planned to head to Urquhart’s Hut to base ourselves there for a weekend of hunting. It was raining steadily, and I was finding it hard to work up any enthusiasm. Things weren’t helped any by the fact we’d been hunting on the previous four weekends, and thus our wives were getting a bit scratchy. The extra money we brought into the households helped to temper the situation somewhat, but we could only push things so far before getting our wings clipped.

Pete remained keen, telling me that the rain was confined to the coast and that it would be fine inland. I relented; we hooked the VW behind my car and headed to the Wilberforce. Getting there required that we pass the Hororata Pub. By this time we’d left the rain behind us and the sky was laced with broken, red-tinged clouds that glowed as the sun set beneath them. As it was far too early to go spotlighting, we found ourselves lured into the pub to have a pie and a pint. It must have been our lucky day, as we won two raffles while we were there: the prize for both was two dozen fresh oysters. Given our good fortune we may have had more than a pint each, and were feeling quite convivial when we departed.

By the time we reached Glenthorne Station at about 10 p.m., the oysters had been consumed and we’d discussed and resolved most of the world’s problems. The evening was dark and moonless, with a warm, north-west breeze blowing down the valley as we unloaded the VW from the trailer.

The drive up the true left of the Wilberforce (the side of the river Glenthorne Station is on) to Urquhart’s Hut takes about an hour from the road’s end. I drove, and as we ground our way in darkness Pete kept the spotlight working. We were hoping that some deer had ventured onto the river flats to eat the sweet grass that grew there. Progress was slow, so we decided to cross the river to the Moa Hut side where there was a far better road. Crossing the braided river caused us no problems, and we were soon travelling the clearly defined road that led toward Moa Hut.

As we drove, Pete lit up the bush edges and rivers flats with the spotlight. We were still hoping to bag an easy deer or two on our way to the hut. We hadn’t travelled far when Pete slapped the back of my seat — our signal for me to stop. I brought the vehicle to a halt and stood up. Illuminated on the river flat below us were two deer. They simply stood transfixed, looking at the light. I quickly slid a round into my Sako .222 rifle, lined up the first deer and squeezed off a shot. It fell, as did the second deer moments later. With the deer having been shot on the open river flat, we were able to drive the VW buggy right up to them. A short time later, both had been gutted and hoisted onto the deck of the vehicle. This was a great start to our night.

We had travelled less than another kilometre when four sets of eyes were lit up by the spotlight. We followed the same process, with me shooting three of them before the fourth escaped into the cover of the bush.

That night was one out of the bag. We never got to Urquhart’s Hut, as long before getting there we’d shot 13 deer, and there wasn’t any space left to stack another onto the VW. As it was we had deer carcasses stacked high on the deck, across the front and we were sitting on others. We were so crammed with deer that there was barely enough room for Pete and I to fit on the vehicle ourselves. I was driving, and it was a matter of me twisting and contorting myself so that I could reach and work the foot pedals and gear lever.

‘What now?’ I asked Pete.

‘The girls have been getting a bit scratchy lately, so I reckon we may as well just turn around and head for home. These deer are worth a few bob, so let’s sell them in the morning and then take the girls out to a flash restaurant to buy our way back into their good books.’

Pete was right — the deer were worth a few bob. In fact, we had about three weeks’ wages for each of us sitting on the back, so we’d had an extremely good night’s hunting indeed. We did sell the deer and take the girls out as planned: marital relations returned to a sound footing again and everyone was happy — smart move, Pete.

He and I hunted hard and often for the next three years. The price paid for venison at that time was high, and even got to $1 a pound. Often we would get more than a week’s wages for a single deer, so this was a great means of raising our standard of living. With the additional money earned through deer hunting, my wife and I managed to pay off our first house within a few years of purchasing it.

When the price for deer dropped, Pete and I curtailed our hunting and settled into city living. I was teaching, and for the next 30 years dedicated myself to inspiring as many kids to achieve their potential as I could. Most of my students went on to become good citizens and achieve good things. The trouble-making minority who were hell-bent on self-destruction, sadly, managed to achieve their goal and ended up in prison or living a life of drug addiction. I always strived to turn these troublesome kids around, and like to think that I succeeded with many.

Being keen to keep kids on the straight and narrow and introduce them to the magnificence of New Zealand’s mountains and the outdoors, for many years I was heavily involved in teaching Outdoor Education and Mountain Safety training programmes.
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Wilson’s Reward

Although we have already met Warwick and Pete in the previous chapter, given their colourful pasts it seemed a bit miserable limiting their stories to only a few pages. Warwick has a few more yarns worth telling, so I’ll hand the reins back to him.

For a short time during the early 1970s, Pete found himself suffering from a medical condition called piles. Without going into detail, piles affect your bum and can make walking uncomfortable. Our hunting was curtailed while Pete followed medical advice and had the said piles cauterised at the local hospital. An ordinary man would have parked himself up and allowed things to recover over time, but Pete wasn’t one to sit down for long. Within days of the operation, Pete rang to tell me that he’d gained permission for us to venture onto Glen Wye Station for a hunt.

‘Shouldn’t we hold fire for a bit until your operation settles down?’ I suggested.

‘Don’t worry about me, old son. I’m as good as gold,’ he cheerfully responded.


Glen Wye Station is a high-country run in the Lewis Pass area of North Canterbury. It is a massive farm, consisting of 25,600 hectares of land that ranges from river flats and terraces at 440 metres above sea level to stark, rocky mountains at 1900 metres above sea level. Interspersed between are bush-filled valleys, matagouri-covered hill faces and a number of small rivers. Trout abound in the rivers, and there are Canadian geese and ducks in good numbers. More importantly, wild deer, pig and chamois can be found throughout the property.

The then owner, Cliff Cox, had given Pete and me permission to hunt a remote part of the farm called the Summerdale Block. Access to the block was through a neighbouring farm called Island Hills, and there was a reasonably good gravel road that led to the hut there.

After work on a Friday in late October, we set off. While it was spring in the low country, heavy frosts and snow were still frequent occurrences in the high country where we were headed.

As we travelled, Pete stated, ‘Cliff has given us permission to shoot anything we see other than his sheep and deer. He’s live-capturing the deer, so that pretty much restricts us to shooting pigs and chamois.’

‘That’s a bit of a bugger,’ I replied, ‘but I hear there are plenty of pigs on the property, so we could do alright.’

We rolled into camp after dark and quickly set ourselves up. As we were knocking back a cup of tea, Pete suggested that we take the spotlight for a walk to see if there were any animals handy. We unlatched the hut door and headed up the valley, swinging a spotlight beam and searching for animals as we went. I was in control of the spotlight, and Pete was in charge of the rifle. We had only walked about 200 metres from the hut when the light’s beam illuminated three sets of deer eyes. The animals were hinds, and they were lying chewing their cuds at the edge of a patch of bushy scrub. I held the light steady on the animals and was thinking to myself, ‘Bugger. We aren’t allowed to shoot those.’


These thoughts had barely crossed my mind when BANG! BANG! BANG! Three loud shots rang out.

Startled, I remarked, ‘What the hell! We aren’t supposed to shoot the deer.’

I swear that I saw Pete smile as he responded, ‘Oh shit — in the heat of the moment I forgot. Well, they’re dead now, so we may as well take them.’

Sorry about that, Cliff.

The following morning we set off for a hunt. The day soon turned hot, and sweat dripped from us as we made our way up a steep ridge looking for a good spot to glass the surrounding area for animals. It was now about 11 a.m. and we hadn’t seen any animals at all up to this point. Without saying a word, and to get my attention, Pete grabbed my shirt from behind and pointed to a large mob of about 15 pigs that were making their way around the hill face toward us. We lay in ambush, and as soon as they got close enough and crossed an open clay patch, we let rip. Instantly pigs were running frantically in all directions. Between us, we fired enough rounds to defend Vietnam before the last pig bolted from view. Four lay dead and a fifth had been hit and rolled into a small creek below. Pete volunteered to head down into the creek to retrieve that pig, while I attended to gutting the other four.

Time passed and I finished preparing the pigs, but Pete hadn’t yet returned from dealing to his one pig. Thinking that he may need a hand, I set off for the creek, which was out of view from where I’d dealt to my pigs. The creek’s steep sides were choked with tall scrub that I couldn’t see through. I couldn’t find Pete initially, so I yelled out to establish where he was.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ he fervently and repeatedly instructed.

Why the hell not? I wondered. Curiosity got the better of me, so I quietly made my way toward where Pete’s voice had come from. When I got close I peered over the top of a large rock and saw Pete, pants down, squatting over a small pool in the creek, with his arse immersed in the cold water.
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When I spoke he got such a fright that he almost did what he wasn’t intending to do in that pool. In very clear terms I was instructed to ‘bugger off’.

It turned out that all of our walking had aggravated the remnants of his piles, and he was taking the opportunity to cool his suffering parts in the creek. You can take it from me that it wasn’t a sight a man would want to encounter every day.

Not long after this trip took place, Pete and I, along with my brother Royce, set off for a pig hunt up the Poulter River in the Canterbury high country. Well before daybreak we headed off in Pete’s Falcon ute.

On the back behind us was Royce’s pack of about five dogs and Pete’s family pet dog called Tiger. Why Tiger was with us I cannot recall, as he was an absolutely massive, black, dribbling, hairy-chopped mutt of ‘mixed parentage’. The nearest comparable dog to Tiger would be a super-sized bull mastiff, and I have no doubt he had some of that breed in him as well. Tiger, though, was as placid as he was big. Nothing seemed to ruffle his feathers; however, he was very protective of Pete, his family and his possessions. Tiger had come into the hills with us plenty of times before, but he was there for company only, as he had no inclination or idea how to track or find game animals, and because we had Royce’s very experienced and highly trained pig dogs with us, so in effect Tiger was again merely an ornament.

As we drove, Tiger stood on the back of the ute with his head poked around the corner where he could see ahead and peer longingly in through the window to where we were all comfortably seated and warm. It is fair to say that Tiger was literally dribbling at the prospect of getting inside the cab with us. The other dogs were intelligent enough to hunker down on the back in an effort to avoid freezing to death.

The day was freezing cold, and treacherous black ice covered the highway as we made our way to the Poulter Valley. After we’d turned off the tar-seal and onto a gravel road, ice was no longer an issue.

As soon as we arrived at our hunting area, the dogs bounded from the ute, being keen to warm up and get on with the hunt. When Tiger dismounted, a strange tinkling sound could be heard coming from his general direction. Tiger ran up to Pete and gave himself a vigorous shake, which created even more tinkling sounds. When Pete investigated he found that Tiger’s chin hair had a series of long, wind-chime-like icicles hanging from it: his dribble had frozen solid.

Within half an hour of setting off from the ute, the dogs got onto a large mob of pigs. We humans were some distance off when we heard the dogs barking furiously. As quickly as we could, we made our way through the frost-covered tussock to the source of the barking. Tiger, who wasn’t at all interested in the commotion, plodded along behind us.

On arrival we found that the dogs had cornered a mob of pigs in a patch of matagouri scrub that was buried beneath a dense, almost impenetrable vine. While we couldn’t actually see the pigs, we could hear them squealing and could see the scrub tops shaking as the dogs pursued them. We were forced to play a watch-and-wait game, as the scrub was far too thick for us to get through to help the dogs out. Time passed and the squealing continued, however no pig broke from cover. It seemed that a stalemate was being reached.

Royce nodded in Tiger’s general direction and asked, ‘Is that thing just a bloody ornament?’

Rising to the challenge, Pete grabbed Tiger and gave him an almighty heave that propelled him into the matagouri. To my surprise Tiger didn’t make a U-turn and bolt out again, but quickly disappeared from sight. Within moments more pig squealing could be heard and more bushes could be seen trembling as action was occurring from within. In less than a minute, Tiger emerged from the entanglement with a 60-pound pig clamped in his jaws. Almost nonchalantly he approached Pete and dropped the pig at his feet before wandering off and lying down in the morning sun where he resumed his nonchalant ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude.

We had a great day hunting pigs, and from memory managed to bag six or seven. After getting the first one for the day, Tiger didn’t bother getting involved again.

Another incident happened with Tiger some months later. Pete was in Christchurch city on business and had a large array of tools stowed on the back of his ute. Normally he would have taken the tools off and left them at home; however, on this occasion he was running late and didn’t have time to do this. Pete often took Tiger with him to work and on trips into the city. Despite being a massive dog, whenever he could, Tiger would sit on the passenger seat right next to Pete.

Having parked his vehicle, Pete decided to put Tiger on the back of the ute and tied him there. Pete’s tools were spread all over the ute’s deck, but he felt that they would be safe and that no thief would be stupid enough to try to steal them with such a huge guard dog present.

Happy that all was safe and well, Pete set off and completed his business. An hour or so later he returned to find that everything was still in place on the back of the ute; however, the large quantity of blood that lay soaking into its wooden deck caused him some concern. Tiger remained tight-lipped and gave nothing away, even though the blood smears that sat beneath his jowls indicated that something untoward had happened in Pete’s absence.

While Pete was standing by his ute scratching his chin and trying to figure things out, a scruffy old homeless lady, with several grubby and tattered blankets draped across her shoulders, shuffled up to him.

‘He got what he deserved, that bastard. Shouldn’t of tried stealing your stuff,’ she stated as her head rocked slowly from side to side in a jittery, uncontrollable way.

‘Who was he, and what did he get?’ Pete asked.

‘That filthy gang member. He had a patch, you know. Can’t trust the likes of those. Dog just sat there quiet-like, and like it wasn’t gonna do nothing — that is until Mr Filthy tried to steal your stuff. The dog let him get real close, then bit his face real bad. He shouldn’t have been stealing. It’s not right to steal. Almost tore his nose off, the dog did. Mr Filthy ran off clutching his face and squealing like a pig.’ At which point the woman broke into peals of laughter.

‘Good on ya, Tiger. Bloody great effort,’ Pete praised the dog as the image the woman had drawn for him sunk in. Then a thought struck him: Shit! If the cops get wind of this, they might have Tiger put down and I could get fined. I’d better get the hell out of here before they arrive.

Before departing, Pete reached for his wallet, took out a $10 note (worth about $50 today) and handed it to the woman. ‘Appreciate you telling me what happened,’ he stated, before getting into his ute and driving off.


Wilson’s Reward

Pete and I had read that there was gold in the Wilberforce River catchment. Given this, we often took gold pans with us on our hunting trips and would prospect various side creeks and riverbeds, hoping to identify areas where gold was found in sufficient volumes to justify further exploration.

Research into Wilberforce gold revealed that gold was discovered in the Hokitika area of the West Coast of New Zealand in the early 1860s. People flocked there hoping to make their fortunes. These people required food and supplies, and so many supporting businesses sprung up, not the least being huge numbers of hotels to quench the miners’ thirst. The West Coast gold rush attracted so many people that for a time Hokitika had the largest population of any settlement in New Zealand. People either got to the gold fields by boat or by travelling overland from Canterbury. The Southern Alps proved a major obstacle for the latter. Bending to public pressure, the Canterbury Provincial Government unsuccessfully attempted to build a road from the Wilberforce Valley up and over the Browning Pass to the West Coast.

When the easy pickings from the West Coast rush began to subside, prospectors started exploring further afield, hoping to find the next major gold field. It was only logical that they would look at nearby locations. The Wilberforce is a neighbour to the West Coast, being ‘just on the other side of the mountains’.

Gold can be found in a range of places. To this day, fine gold carried out to sea by rivers can be found washed up on the West Coast’s black-sand beaches. Alluvial gold is pure gold that is deposited by rivers or glaciers. All New Zealand gold originates from quartz reefs. Quartz is a rock that often contains fragments or seams of gold. Gold-bearing quartz is crushed to extract the gold from within. It is a commonly held belief that the fabled ‘mother load’ will be found in a quartz reef.

In the upper reaches of the Wilberforce River, several quartz reefs were discovered. One is called the ‘Wilson’s Reward Reef’, and at 1600 metres above sea level it remains clearly visible from the air today. The problem with the Wilson’s Reward Reef was its location. The Z-shaped reef hangs above the upper Wilberforce River on a near-vertical spur, devoid of vegetation, and drops from the treacherous slopes of Mt Harman. The reef is deeply embedded across the width of the spur, and even getting to it requires great effort, ingenuity, some climbing skills and courage. Given the steepness, there is a constant risk of rock falls and snow avalanches.

Two other quartz reefs situated about 5 kilometres from Wilson’s Reward are the Pfahlert and the Fiddes’s Reward reefs. While both were extensively prospected, neither became a paying proposition.

Analysis of a 3-ton sample of quartz taken from the Wilson’s Reward Reef in 1884 by the Christchurch Quartz Mining Company established that it contained almost an ounce of gold per ton of rock. By any standards that is an astonishingly high figure. At that time it was reported that the reef was ‘difficult to access’.

Three serious attempts were made to mine the Wilson’s Reward. The first attempt was in 1886, when a 46-metre tunnel was driven into the mountain just below the reef. As the reef could not be mined from above due to the treacherous terrain, it was hoped that the tunnel would strike the reef and allow the owners to commence reaping the gold. The tunnel never intercepted the reef. The second attempt was in 1887–1889, when a 100-metre tunnel was driven into the hillside from a point even further down the slope. Again the quartz reef was not reached. The third was in 1904–1905, when a 52-metre tunnel was driven into the hillside a mere 30 metres below the reef proper. Although the tunnel reached the quartz reef, very little gold was found there.

Needless to say, as Pete and I had spent huge amounts of time up the Wilberforce River hunting deer, we often stumbled across items of interest, like the stone foundations of long-ago abandoned huts, bits of broken crockery, a large steel belt-drive wheel and more. These items aroused our interest in the valley’s history.


While Pete and I had made a reasonable sum of money from selling the deer we’d shot over the years, all good things eventually come to an end. By the mid-1970s, helicopter hunters had nearly cleansed the New Zealand mountains of all wild deer as they filled the never-ending demand for live-captured animals. We needed another purpose to justify our frequent trips into the Wilberforce. Pete found one.

In 1976, Pete filed and had approved two applications for prospecting licences covering a total area of 435 acres of the upper Wilberforce catchment. One included the area within which lay the Wilson’s Reward quartz reef.

A specific condition to the granting of Pete’s applications was that ‘No explosives shall be used without the prior consent of the Secretary of Transport’, who then administered the consents. Pete felt that this was a bit disadvantageous to him, given that he held a Certificate of Competency as a Construction Blaster (meaning he could legally blow things up) and nothing moved rock better than dynamite.

We made frequent trips up the Wilberforce to Urquhart’s Hut (sometimes known as Miners Hut) in the VW buggy. The buggy was a marvellous rough-country vehicle, and in it we could get from the road end to the hut in an hour. The four-by-four Land Rover we had used before this took about two and a half hours to make the same journey.

Over time we did up Urquhart’s Hut. We lined the inside ceiling and painted it white, cemented in the stone fireplace, built proper beds and added duvets, installed a window, and added a table and four chairs. Outside, we built a wood shed, which we kept full with logs and dry wood that we dragged from the riverbed. We always left a supply of food in the hut in case we got stuck there. Finally, we installed the ultimate of luxuries: two large, extremely comfortable armchairs.

In April 1977, it is also possible, even likely, that we dug a long-drop toilet using a stick of dynamite; however, given the passage of time my memory is not too clear on this. I do recall that the long-drop didn’t have a building over it for some considerable time. This oversight was eventually rectified when some ladies came to stay at the hut and found the current arrangements ‘unsatisfactory’.

Another thing that we did on every trip to Urquhart’s Hut was to stop and remove rocks from the road that we were making and continually improving. Over some years the road we created became pretty good, and this is one of the reasons that we were able to get to the hut from the road so quickly.

After a spell confined to the city, Pete and I decided that it was time to make our first visit to the Wilson’s Reward quartz reef. Some much-needed repairs were made to the buggy’s motor before we set off from Christchurch. As always the buggy was towed behind us using a steel A-frame towing-bar. Pete’s dog Tiger tagged along with us, as he enjoyed the mountains as much as Pete and I did.

We abandoned the towing vehicle just beyond the Glenthorne Station homestead, and took off for Urquhart’s Hut with Tiger happily striding back and forth on the deck behind us. However, when we were almost within sight of the hut, there was a loud yelp from behind. We turned to see what was up, and found that Tiger was missing from the deck. I slewed the buggy to a halt before getting out to see where Tiger was. We found him a few metres behind the buggy, staring at his twitching tail that had just been unceremoniously docked by the buggy motor’s drive chain. We had forgotten to put the motor’s chain cover back on after doing some repairs before our departure. Sadly, Tiger had backed into the motor where his tail got caught in its drive chain and got cut clean off. Tiger was standing beside his twitching tail, staring at it with a hungry look in his eye. Pete quickly removed the tail before we attended to Tiger’s bleeding stump. We both felt terrible for having caused such an injury to Tiger.

That night we went spotlighting upriver from the hut, but saw no deer and returned empty-handed. This was becoming a common occurrence given that deer numbers had become so low.


The following morning we set off to explore Pete’s prospecting areas of the upper Wilberforce and Wilson’s Reward. There had been early snow that year and, although all but gone from the lower river flats, there was still plenty of unmelted snow on the mountain faces.

The day had dawned fine and clear, thus making travel more comfortable. By late morning we were eagerly scampering our way up the scree-covered face that led upward to Wilson’s Reward. The lower slopes were traversed by walking up the snow faces; however, these soon gave way to steep, loose, running scree that made uphill progress difficult. As always we had our rifles with us and Tiger tagging along behind. Under the circumstances, he wasn’t wagging his tail happily as was his usual practice.
 
If we thought we were going to find anything of interest to see at the mine, we were wrong. After the long climb, where on several occasions rocks had hurtled down the mountain face past us, we found exactly nothing. No mineshaft, no tracks, no discarded timber — nothing at all. Years of erosion, snow slips and weather had changed things dramatically from what it would have been 100 years earlier.

To say that we were disappointed is a fair summation of our feelings, but nonetheless we explored the area and found a spot where rusty-coloured water was seeping from a scree slope where the mineshaft was thought to be. We reasoned that this stain would have been caused by some rusting man-made objects and determined that we would return with shovels to see if we could dig our way into the mineshaft.

In the late afternoon, as we made our way back to the hut, we encountered a silly stag meandering along our road, paying no attention to what was happening in the world around him and without a care in the world. He ended up in the game-buyer’s freezer, so he was wrong on that score. My father had always said that if you travel far enough and for long enough you will encounter a dumb animal. On this occasion, he’d been proven right.


On our next trip to try to open the mine, we climbed the snow fields that led to the Wilson’s Reward with shovels, a long pinch bar, gold pans and a sledge hammer strapped to our backs. Tiger’s tail had mended just fine, and he was also with us. Where the snow stopped and the near-vertical rock and scree face started, the snow gave out abruptly. In fact, it had started to melt away from the rock face, leaving a 1.5-metre gap between the icy snow’s top edge and the mountain face. In mountaineering terms, this is known as a ‘bergschrund’. When I looked down into that gap I could see that it had melted away from the face for many metres, and that a small creek had formed and was running beneath it. I determined that I could safely jump across the gap without any great risk of injury, and, leaving my gear behind, gave it a go. Sure enough I landed on the rocky slope on the far side without incident. Pete threw our gear across before making the jump safely himself. It was only when we tried to get Tiger to follow us that we realised that he was too scared to make the leap of faith. No matter how much we tried to entice him to follow us, he steadfastly refused to budge.

‘Righto, Tiger, you stay there and wait for us then,’ instructed Pete. ‘We will be back for you in a few hours.’

With that we turned our backs and set off for the mine. On arrival we located the spot where we believed the 100-metre mineshaft was located, and started digging. What a waste of time that was. As fast as we shovelled rock from the mineshaft’s entrance, scree ran downhill to fill in the newly created space. After a half-hour of shovelling, we had made no progress at all.

‘Looks like more dramatic measures are called for,’ Pete stated.

All I could do was nod in agreement.

We stashed our gear and set off back to camp. On arriving at the snow field, we were surprised to see that Tiger wasn’t there. We called for him, but he was nowhere to be found.

‘He’s probably waiting by the buggy,’ I suggested helpfully, before leaping the gap onto the snow field and again setting off downhill.


Tiger wasn’t at the vehicle either, so we concluded that he must have become bored and made his way back to camp. On our arrival at camp, Tiger wasn’t there either. Bugger!

Yes, we were worried about Tiger, but darkness had set in and there wasn’t a lot that we could do immediately. Fortunately for us, we had some whisky to help ease our concerns as we worried the night away.

Come morning, we set off to retrace our steps of the previous day. As we travelled, we stopped often and whistled and tooted the buggy’s horn, hoping to attract Tiger’s attention should he be sheltering nearby. He wasn’t.

We followed the river ever upward until we had almost reached the spot where we commenced our climb to the Wilson’s Reward mine. In the middle of the river, not far below this point, is a large rock that protrudes from the fast-flowing river. Sitting smack in the middle of that rock was Tiger. Pete and I were both absolutely delighted that we had found him.

The water was murky and fast-flowing, so neither Pete nor I were keen on entering it to retrieve Tiger. Tiger is a big boy and he had crossed many rivers with us over the years. All we had to do was whistle and he’d come swimming. We tried whistling, calling, offering food, but Tiger was stuck fast to that rock and refused to budge. Our hand was forced. One of us was going to have to get wet and go get him. I’m not sure quite how it happened, but I drew the short straw and soon found myself up to my nuts in the freezing-cold water. I slipped and stumbled my way to the middle, and on my arrival thought that Tiger was going to eat me. He lunged at me and licked my face frantically. Being so big, he nearly knocked me over in the river. On regaining my balance, I took hold of Tiger’s collar and dragged him into the river; whereas he was happy to see me, he still wasn’t keen on going for a swim. On reaching the safety of the riverbank, Tiger ran full pelt at Pete and nearly knocked him over with his exuberant greeting.

Pete and I pondered how Tiger had found himself in that situation, as he was a very confident swimmer and usually had little to no fear of rivers or water in general. The best summation we could come up with was that Tiger had become tired of waiting for our return from the mine and that he had tried to jump the bergschrund to the rocky ridge above and failed. He had probably then slid down underneath the snow and gravel avalanche debris and found himself trapped there and unable to climb out. His only way out would have been to crawl and swim his way downhill, following the creek formed by the melting snow and ice to the river below.

Some time later, Pete and I again returned to the Wilson’s Reward mine armed with some earth-moving equipment. On this occasion we had some sticks of dynamite, charge sleeves and a long length of fuse with us. Pete was the expert, and he set about preparing an explosion aimed at clearing the mineshaft. He drove the sleeves into the scree covering the shaft and attached the fuses. These were ignited before we set off on our long journey to the valley floor. Just prior to us arriving, there was an almighty boom as the dynamite went off.

The following day we returned to the mine for a look. Sure enough, the mine entrance was wide open and clear of any dangerous loose scree or rock above it. We eased ourselves into the mine for a look. Soggy wooden tracks could be seen disappearing into the tunnel’s dark depths; however, due to the rotten logs that were supporting the fragile roof, we only ventured a short distance into the mine. From inside I took a photograph looking out of the shaft at the opposite mountain face. I still have this photograph.

On our return journey to Christchurch we stopped in and told Bob Brown and his son Robbie (of the Glenthorne Station) that the mine was open. Bob later told me that he and Robbie had visited the mine for a look, and that they had made their way into the mine wearing their usual hobnailed boots.

By a quirk of fate a Department of Conservation (probably Department of Forestry at that time) staff member flew over the mine shortly after it was blown open. That person reported that the mine was open, and not long after this an item appeared in the Christchurch papers about it. The article stated that a recent slip had reopened the mine and that DOC staff had been to explore it. The article stated that they had found very clear hobnail boot impressions in the mineshaft and that it was amazing how well preserved they were, given that they were over 100 years old. Clearly these were the boot impressions left by Bob and his son. Further, the article stated that they had found several gold pans and a sledge hammer near the mine’s entrance, and that these items were extremely well preserved, too, given they had been exposed to the weather for over 100 years. I believe that Pete and my gold pans and sledge hammer are now on display at the Arthur’s Pass DOC office with an information sheet advising where they were found and that they are over 100 years old. Given that all this happened many years ago, I don’t think that we need to tell them that they’ve got things wrong — what do you think?

For some time, Pete had wanted to shoot himself a chamois trophy. We did most of our hunting on the lower slopes and river flats, and rarely reached the higher slopes where the chamois tend to roam. One weekend Pete declared that he was going to bag a chamois and set off for the tops. We had often sat and glassed the tops, and would regularly see chamois, so Pete had a good idea of where he could find one. I decided to spend the day working on hut repairs. Pete returned to the hut that night empty-handed but having seen a few good chamois, and determined that the next morning he would go and shoot the best one he’d seen. He set off well before dawn and didn’t return until it was almost dark. Despite having climbed to the tops and traversed large tracts of country, he hadn’t seen any chamois of note and had again returned empty-handed.

Sadly, our time was up and we set off for home in the buggy early the next morning. As we drove, I spotted a dark shape in the distance. Was it a person walking our way? It was clearly moving. I stopped, got out my binoculars and focused on the object. Unbelievably, it was a buck chamois that was walking directly toward us, and it was right in the middle of the 2-kilometre-wide Wilberforce River riverbed. Never one to miss an opportunity, I advised Pete of our good luck and he armed himself with a rifle. Slowly, we drove closer to the buck that continued toward us, apparently curious to see what we were. At a distance of about 200 metres, Pete shot the chamois and secured the dream trophy he had wanted for so long.

Note: Between April and early June is the time of year when chamois are in the rut. The chamois bucks often roam huge distances seeking does to mate with, and I believe that this is why we encountered this one in the middle of the day, in the middle of the riverbed; it was on walk-about looking for a doe to mate with.

We hadn’t travelled much farther toward home when we encountered a tractor that was stuck in the middle of a river crossing. Even though its motor was still running, it was embedded in the river’s gravel bed and couldn’t work its way free. Our buggy was designed for such situations, and before the tractor owner knew what we were about, we had the tractor hooked to the buggy, pulled free and up onto the river flat. This was one of many similar rescues we made using the buggy. It was extremely good on broken ground, and with its high-mounted motor was capable of doing work in very deep water without stopping. One farmer we rescued was so impressed with the buggy that he had Pete manufacture one for him to use on his farm.

Years later a book was written about the gold miners who prospected the Wilberforce Valley and who dug the Wilson’s Reward mineshafts. The book credited these miners with having built the road above Urquhart’s Hut, and had a photograph of a stretch of it. I was amused to see that the picture was of a stretch of road that Pete and I had built. Further, the book records that the mine was reopened due to a slip that cleared its entrance. I believe that some dynamite may have had something to do with that. It seems almost inconceivable that the author of such a book could write it without even taking the time to speak to the then holder of the prospecting rights to the area. If he had, he’d have been put right on a few things.

One final thing needs to be stated, and that is that Pete put in a lot of time, effort and money trying to locate payable gold in the Wilberforce area. Sadly, his efforts proved fruitless, as no gold, other than a few tiny specks, was located. Pete has since died. I was lucky to have enjoyed the company and friendship of such an enthusiastic, energetic and cheerful man, who shared my love of hunting and the mountains.









[image: Penguin walking logo]


5

The Bastard

For the sake of decency the names of those involved in this yarn have been changed. It is also fair to say that the location isn’t exactly correct either; however, the story remains the same, so Bill will be telling it himself.

To get things rolling, though, I can tell you that at the time Bill told me this yarn he was aged in his mid-seventies, that he had been born into farming, and that he’d never contemplated doing anything other than being a farmer. Bill is best described as a barrel of a man. Everything about him is solid, strong and reliable; that is, except for the fact that he is short and stands at a meagre 5 foot 6 in height. That he has worn a full beard from the day he was able to grow one only adds to his draught-horse-like presence. Rumour has it that Bill was the toughest, meanest rugby hooker that ever played for Waikato. Anyone silly enough to mess with him in the front row soon learnt to show him some respect, despite his lack of height. Many a player disembarked the field carrying black eyes, having made the mistake of underestimating his abilities while trying to assert their dominance. The fact that Bill never got selected for the All Blacks can be put down to his lack of height; a fault Bill puts the blame for squarely on his parents. Bill was, and still is, liked by everyone — well, almost everyone, and this next yarn will tell you why.

We were sitting at the dining table at his farm when he relayed the following yarn to me. If it wasn’t for the fact that he declares that it’s true, I’d struggle to believe him, but Bill’s not a liar, so I’ll hand the reins to him to tell his story himself …

So that you can get the drift of where this yarn is headed, we need to go back in time to my younger days and before ‘the bastard’ actually became one.

My younger sister Beth and I were adopted by my parents, who, for reasons I don’t know, couldn’t have kids of their own. While we couldn’t have asked for better parents, their ability to pick kids for adoption needs to be examined. Both of my parents were aged in their early thirties when I was picked up from the hospital and taken home by them. My adoptive mother was tall and lean, and I don’t think I’d be out of line in stating that she was very attractive. No doubt such beauty made her very popular with city suitors, and she could have had the pick of the bunch had she wished to — however, she didn’t. Somehow my father, a third-generation farmer, had slipped into town, won her heart and brought her to the country. Keeping such a fine woman must have taken a fair bit of effort, and he cherished and spoilt her as best he could to make sure that she stayed. He needn’t have worried, as my mother was the most loyal person I know, and I doubt that she ever gave a thought to leaving farm life once indoctrinated. My father was also tall and lean. He had boundless energy and thought that everyone was wired the same. He was wrong about that. Beth was fortunate to also be blessed with the tall gene.

My father was a marvellous parent, and he took me everywhere with him on the farm from the time that I could walk and sit on his knee on the tractor. The trouble with both my parents being tall and lean was that they picked me, a short, stocky bugger, to adopt. Given this, it was very apparent to all and sundry that I wasn’t their natural-born son. As a youngster I never gave these things a second thought, as I, like all other kids, was busy growing up and getting into as much mischief as I could.

My folks farmed a rugged hill block in the Waikato. The land was steep, infertile, and much of it was yet to be broken in. Shopping trips into town were made every three or four weeks, and Beth and I considered these trips to be a big occasion. The only time we were ever given lollies was on these shopping trips. The trail of lolly wrappers that we tossed out the car window as we returned home would have made us easier to find than Hansel and Gretel.

We didn’t buy meat. One reason was that we farmed our own sheep and cattle and we even had some chickens. The other reason was that there were plenty of wild deer and pigs on our farm, which backed onto the Tararua Ranges.

Bruce, a kid from the farm two north of ours, often came to stay. He was two years older than me and liked to be the boss. Bruce was an ugly, chubby kid, with dense, bushy red hair, freckles and a chip on his shoulder. He always decided what games we were going to play, whether we would go trout fishing in the nearby river, build a tree house, or whatever. To avoid confrontation I let him be the boss and thought nothing more of it. We were busy having fun, and that was all that mattered to me anyway.

Bruce lived with his dad. He never talked about his mother, and all I ever learned about her I gleaned from my parents. Apparently, she’d had ‘issues’ with Bruce’s dad, and packed her bags and left, taking only a suitcase with her. It seems that Bruce couldn’t fit into the suitcase. My folks wouldn’t expand on what the ‘issues’ were, or even if they knew themselves.

Bruce always arrived looking unkempt. My parents looked after him like he was one of their own, and often sent him home with toys, books, home baking and other things that might make his life easier.


The first spot of trouble Bruce got me into was when I was aged eight. My mother had baked a fresh batch of muffins that were flavoured with wild blackberries harvested from behind the farm. Bruce took a fancy to them and ‘borrowed’ four for his own consumption without asking first. I was busy doing my chores and had no idea what he’d done. When it was discovered that the muffins were missing, Bruce declared that he and I had taken them. My assertions that I hadn’t fell on deaf ears, and as punishment I got three good wallops on my arse, administered by my dad using his razor strop. I was told the first two blows were for my stealing and the third was for lying. Bruce didn’t get his arse kicked at all. My dad simply told him that he’d let his father know what had happened and that he could punish him as he saw fit. It really irked me that I had been unfairly punished and branded a liar while the real culprit got off free.

I wasn’t too keen on Bruce’s company after that, but was forced to endure his regular visits. It seems that he had nowhere else to stay when his father went away to do business. Several more times I got the blame for Bruce’s misbehaviour when I wasn’t involved, and soon my feeling toward him changed from dislike to intense loathing. Don’t get me wrong here, I wasn’t exactly a saint and I received a good few hidings that I’d earned all by myself; nonetheless, I wasn’t very happy about getting punished for things that Bruce had done and I hadn’t.

The farm that sat between Bruce’s and ours was a rundown, dilapidated outfit that was owned by an elderly hermit who rarely left the property. His name was Mr Ferguson, and his property was almost overrun by wild blackberry, manuka, pig fern and regenerating scrub. The whole farm was surrounded by sagging number-8 wire that was nailed to rotting fenceposts. Mr Ferguson was old, and almost as derelict as his farm. Whether it was winter or summer he always wore the same clothing — a blue checked flannel shirt, heavy woollen trousers that were held up by tattered and faded braces, and weathered work boots. Mr Ferguson appeared to have little to no interest in farming the property or clearing the land to make it more useful and profitable. He ran a few chickens, some poorly kept sheep and a milking cow. Mr Ferguson also had a peacock that pranced around like it owned the place. My dad told me that Mr Ferguson had saved the peacock from being slaughtered by another farmer who was sick of the racket that it continually made. Dad said that Mr Ferguson reckoned the peacock could tend for itself and die of natural causes when it was good and ready.

The only other animal Mr Ferguson had was his best mate, Scratch, a slow-moving, old Border Collie who had acquired his name for obvious reasons. Mr Ferguson and Scratch retired together, and spent most of their days sitting on their sunny deck.

Mr Ferguson’s farm was also a haven for wild deer, pigs and goats. He liked it that way, and occasionally worked up enough energy to shoot one for the pot. One thing that really annoyed Mr Ferguson was that his neighbour on the other side (Bruce’s dad, Sam) was continually poaching on his property. The price being paid for wild venison was high, and Sam seemed to think that he had some automatic right to hunt uninvited on Mr Ferguson’s farm.

‘The bastard’s got no respect. He thinks that I don’t know what he’s up to, but I do,’ I once heard Mr Ferguson complain to my father.

Whenever my father went to town, he’d call in to see if Mr Ferguson needed any errands done while he was there. Mr Ferguson had a fondness for whisky and, other than a few groceries, this was about all he ever asked for.

From age six or seven, my father often took me hunting deer and pigs with him. I would tag along behind him, and he taught me the basics of keeping the wind in my face and the noise down, and to move slowly. ‘If the animals can’t see, hear or smell you, then you’ll have the upper hand,’ he instructed.


From a very young age I was skinning my own possums and banking the money I made from selling the skins. My dad helped me to flesh, stretch and dry the skins in readiness for sale.

I was 10 when Bruce stayed with us one weekend when my dad was away at a stock sale. One morning I made the mistake of showing Bruce where the key to Dad’s gun cabinet was. Seconds later, Bruce had the door open and Dad’s old fully-wooded .303 rifle in his hands. Before I had the courage to tell him to put the bloody thing back, he’d flogged a handful of bullets from the large tin that held them, and was off out the door with me trailing behind and pleading that he return it.

‘We’re off to shoot a pig or a deer,’ Bruce declared. ‘No one will know.’

I did, and I was scared shitless. Not of shooting a deer or a pig, but of my parents finding out. I had been told in no uncertain terms that I was not to go anywhere near the gun cabinet, and my folks didn’t even know that I knew where the key was hidden. I could see that we were headed for trouble.

After sneaking from the house, ensuring that my mother didn’t see us, we made our way up a narrow creek that ran nearby. Once well clear of the house, we climbed steadily up the hill until we reached the bush at our boundary above.

Bruce sat down and started trying to put bullets into the rifle’s magazine. It was clear that he had no idea of how to operate the rifle. Having lost some of my initial fear of getting caught I assisted, and in quick time I had the rifle loaded and ready to go. Once loaded I refused to return the rifle to Bruce, given that he didn’t know what he was doing. We had a bit of a standoff over this, but in the end Bruce shrugged his shoulders and set off heading away from Mr Ferguson’s farm.

‘Follow me,’ Bruce instructed.

I grabbed his shirt-tail and brought him to a halt. ‘Wind’s up our arse,’ I stated. ‘We gotta hunt into the wind, otherwise we’re wasting our time.’


Bruce shrugged his shoulders, turned around and headed slowly into the open bush with the wind in his face. I had the rifle and should have taken the lead, but I wasn’t brave enough to have another faceoff with him.

After half an hour of stalking, we reached a deep creek that was edged with narrow, grassy banks. As we approached, I saw a hind feeding quietly on its edges. Bruce hadn’t seen it and was walking steadily forward. Once again I grabbed his shirt and brought him to a halt. He gave me an angry glare, but settled down when I pointed out the hind ahead of us. Bruce’s eyes became as large as saucers and kind of glazed over. I eased a bullet into the breech and was creeping past Bruce when he suddenly made a grab for the rifle and jerked the barrel towards himself. With a terrifying BOOM! it went off.

Bruce spun around and fell howling to the ground. The hind’s head shot up and she bolted away into the cover of the bush.

As Bruce writhed on the ground with his hand clasped against his head, my heart was racing and the terror of having shot Bruce racked my mind. I knew I was in really, really deep shit.

Dropping the rifle, I grabbed Bruce and tried to pin him down so I could see how badly he had been shot. At 10 years of age I knew nothing about first aid, and had no idea what to do when I found out the damage. Bruce continued to writhe in agony, but I couldn’t see any blood. When he finally started to regain his composure, Bruce yelled at me over and over that he’d been shot. He hadn’t. The rifle had fired beside his ear and had deafened him. (We later found out that this had burst his eardrum.) Bruce was yelling because he couldn’t hear and so had no idea that he was shouting. By this time both Bruce and I were both crying.

Without warning a bony hand took hold of my shoulder and pulled me away from Bruce. Unseen by us, Mr Ferguson had been nearby and had now come to our aid. Beside him was his gangly mutt, Scratch. I had never before been so happy to see an adult despite the huge pile of shit that I was now in.


Soon enough Mr Ferguson managed to convince Bruce that he hadn’t been shot and that he wasn’t dying. Immediately following that, he confiscated the rifle and steered us back down the hill to his place. My dad was away with the car, so a phone call to Mum asking her to come and get us wouldn’t solve anything. In the end Mr Ferguson delivered me home before taking Bruce to the nearest doctor to have his ear checked out. The rifle remained at Mr Ferguson’s house.

Under intense questioning by my mother, I told her everything. She was so worried about Bruce that she forgot to punish me, but I knew that punishment was inevitable and justified.

By the time my father arrived home the jungle drums had been beating, and our respective parents had consulted. My father lined me up and told me that he already knew what had happened as Bruce had told his father ‘the true and full story’. My dad told me that he already knew that it had been me who had taken his rifle, despite Bruce’s urgings that I didn’t. He knew this to be true, as only I could have known where the gun-cabinet key was kept. Further, Bruce had only come with me for fear that I may harm myself, and he’d hoped to convince me to give up my silly idea and to return the rifle to its cabinet.

What made things a hundred-fold worse was that Bruce had stated that I had been careless and unsafe in the way I was using the rifle. He’d stated that it was only by good luck that he wasn’t killed when I swung the rifle in his direction and fired at the hind. No mention was made of him having grabbed the barrel and trying to wrestle it from me.

At that time I decided that I loathed Bruce even more than I had beforehand. He really was nothing more than a self-serving, lying bastard.

Yep, I got my arse kicked really hard for this indiscretion. My punishment was four good wallops on my arse with the razor strop. While not being as guilty as my parents believed, I couldn’t argue that I didn’t deserve to be punished, because I did. To round things off I was made to walk to Mr Ferguson’s to apologise in person for the trouble I had caused him.

‘I saw what happened, lad,’ Mr Ferguson stated. ‘Had Bruce not grabbed for the rifle it would never have gone off. You shouldn’t have taken it; however, things were not as your parents believe. I will put them right when I see them next.’

That was the first time I saw Mr Ferguson without my father being present. On all other occasions I had kept in the background. I saw another side to Mr Ferguson, and he invited me to visit him for a yarn and some company whenever I wanted to. From then onward I saw a lot more of Mr Ferguson and bugger-all of Bruce.

The next time I saw Bruce was at school the week after the shooting incident. He had a bit of a reputation there as a bully and wasn’t liked by many. Given that he was a bit bigger than most kids, he got away with pushing his weight about and calling the shots in the schoolyard. I’d had enough of Bruce, and happened to mention to him, in front of a large group of onlookers, that I thought he was nothing short of being a weak-kneed, cowardly, lying bastard. For some reason he took offence to the truth and took a step toward me, thinking that I’d back off. The punch I delivered square to his nose proved him wrong. Not only did the blow sit him on his arse, it also broke his nose. I was pretty happy with that. It would be the perfect partner for his burst eardrum.

I turned to the onlookers and stated, ‘If anyone asks, he attacked me and I was defending myself.’ Unsurprisingly, everyone nodded in agreement.

Perhaps understandably, Bruce didn’t stay at my home again after that.

I had one other run-in with Bruce while at school. My sister had mentioned a couple of times that she didn’t like Bruce and that she wished he’d leave her alone. This didn’t surprise me as I didn’t like him either, and I thought nothing more of it. One Friday afternoon the school bus was about to leave and my sister wasn’t on it as she should have been. I went looking for her, and found that Bruce had her cornered in a classroom, with one hand covering her mouth and the other touching her in places he shouldn’t. I realigned Bruce’s nose for a second time, and made him promise to show my sister more respect in the future. Somehow my dad got wind of what had happened and came and shook my hand. He told me that he was proud of the way I’d stood up for my sister. Our father–son relationship reached another level after that.

Our school wasn’t big enough to field a rugby team of its own, so we merged with a nearby school in order to make up a team. Being short and squat, I was promptly appointed the position of hooker. Bruce didn’t play rugby while at school, so I didn’t have to associate with him too often. Whenever we met in hallways and classrooms we kept a respectful distance away from each other.

My father took me hunting pretty often, and by age 14 I was allowed to hunt on my own. Before being granted this privilege I’d had to prove that I could be trusted with a firearm. I loved hunting and managed to bag deer and pig on a regular basis. Given this, it soon became my responsibility to provide meat for the family table.

I spent a lot of time at Mr Ferguson’s and enjoyed his companionship greatly. He’d lived alone since his brother had died many years ago, and I sensed that he missed company. Mr Ferguson taught me a different way to prepare possum skins. It was quicker and finished the skins to a higher standard. He even gave me his old possum boards, as he reckoned that he’d never use them again. Perhaps even more fortunately he allowed me hunting rights to his rather large farm.

‘There’s always someone trying to poach wild game on my farm. It wouldn’t be so bad if they bothered to ask for permission, but most don’t. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve rung Sam next door and told him to stay off my property. He seems to think that he’s got some special right to come and go whenever he pleases. Quite frankly, he pisses me off. Anyway, if you see anyone on the property while you are hunting, tell them to bugger off and let me know who it is so I can have them trespassed,’ Mr Ferguson instructed.

Not long after my sixteenth birthday I realised that I’d had enough of school and decided to leave. I was in my last term when one night my parents took me aside for a talk. My father told me that Mr Ferguson had been approached by Sam, who wanted to purchase his farm and had made him an offer. Sam planned to give the farm to Bruce, who had also recently dropped out of school. By all accounts Sam was offering to pay a good sum for the property.

‘I don’t fancy being Bruce’s neighbour,’ I blurted out without thinking.

‘Trevor — Mr Ferguson — is nearly 80 and his health is failing. He’s decided to sell and move into town.’

You can take it from me that I was less than happy to hear this. I enjoyed Mr Ferguson’s company immensely, and we had become good friends. My disappointment must have been obvious.

‘You’re leaving school in a month’s time. Have you decided what you will be doing?’ That was a fair question, as I had been tossing up between enlisting with the army or seeking farm work.

‘I think I’ll find a job on a farm. I like the lifestyle and working with stock.’

Dad went quiet and nodded his head understandingly. He thought for a while, then spoke, ‘Mr Ferguson has decided that he won’t sell his farm to Sam. He said that he’d “rather give it to the Salvation Army than sell it to”, and I quote, “that bastard”. I don’t know why he dislikes Sam so much, but that’s the way it is.’

‘What’s he going to do, then?’ I asked.

Dad looked me in the eye and answered, ‘He wants to sell it to you.’

To say I was gobsmacked at the suggestion understates things. It was a big farm and it needed a lot of work put into it to get it up and running properly. More importantly, I had almost no money.

A stream of words, questions and protestations spilled from me in rapid succession. My father took hold of my shoulders and said, ‘Let’s see if we can work out a way to do this — together.’

An agreement was reached that allowed me, with my parents’ assistance, to take on the farm at age 16. Mr Ferguson left a lot of money in the farm, and my parents went guarantor for a loan on the balance. Both farms were put up as security against the loan.

I was to take possession of the property as soon as the legal and financial arrangements were finalised. This would take about a month.

‘I’ll be wanting a share of the profits, so I expect you to work bloody hard to sort this place out,’ Mr Ferguson stated as we shook hands to seal the deal. He also gave me a knowing wink that told me he knew there would be no profits for many years to come. Effectively, he had given me an interest-free loan. ‘I can’t see any point in me selling up and taking the money into town with me. I don’t need it, so it’s better off working for us here. There is one non-negotiable condition that goes with this arrangement, though, and that is that I expect you to visit me regularly to give me updates on how you are getting on.’

One evening several days after the deal was struck and word had got out about it, a pickup truck came flying up our gravel driveway. My father and I went outside to see who had arrived in such a hurry. The truck slewed to a halt in front of the house and two very irate men climbed out. One was Bruce and the other, Sam.

‘Who the bloody hell do you think you are? That farm is Bruce’s — it’s his future,’ roared Sam, who was slurring his words and had clearly been drinking. ‘I put in a bloody good offer and told Ferguson that I’d better any others he got. What sort of lying, scheming, underhand bastards would jump a man’s claim like that?’

As he spoke, Sam stood in front of my father with his fists clenched menacingly at his side. He was clearly worked up and raring for a fight.


Before my father could respond, Bruce came flying at him with his fists swinging and swearing abuse as he did. His movements were sluggish and unsteady, as he, too, had clearly been drinking excessively. Without conscious thought, I stepped forward and planted Bruce as hard as I could to the side of his face. He reeled and fell to the ground. At the same time Sam stepped forward and took a poke at my father, who ducked the blow but couldn’t stop Sam from crashing into him. Moments later they were wrestling on the ground, with Sam trying his best to land punches and gain the upper hand.

Bruce regained his feet and made a lurching, uncoordinated effort to punch me. I managed to avoid his attack and landed a punch to his stomach, followed by another to his jaw, before he again fell wailing to the ground. This time, though, Bruce didn’t get up, but lay there howling like a child while clutching his newly broken jaw.

I turned to assist my father and took hold of Sam’s arm, intending to pull him off of him, when a loud and close rifle shot boomed out. This seemed to bring everyone to their senses.
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Standing above everyone was my mother, who was armed with the old .303 rifle. She had a look in her eye that told everyone that she shouldn’t be messed with, and she was waving the rifle alternately between Sam and Bruce.

‘Lay another hand on my family and I will shoot you both,’ she forcefully stated. Having everyone’s full attention, and as Dad and I regained our feet and retreated, she continued. ‘You do not come to my home and behave like animals, nor should grown men behave like that. Now get off our property before the police arrive.’

Sam uttered a series of expletives before gathering his whimpering son and driving off. As they left, Sam yelled through his vehicle window that we hadn’t heard the last of the matter. Clearly they were not happy to have me as their new neighbour.

My mother insisted on reporting the matter to the police. She told them that she didn’t want Sam or Bruce charged, but did want them spoken to as a deterrent to them coming back and doing something equally silly in the future.

My purchase of Mr Ferguson’s farm included all of his farm machinery, such as it was. There was a jeep, a flat-deck Bedford truck, a rattly old Massey Ferguson tractor, a rusty bulldozer, a Suzuki motorbike, a diesel tank, harrows and other sundry items. This equipment, coupled with me being allowed to use my parents’ implements, meant that I had everything I needed to get the farm up and running. However, it was going to take a long time to build stock numbers up to a profitable level.

Before the farm officially became mine and Mr Ferguson departed for town, he gave me the rundown on the property. He had been a very good farmer in his day, but through age and gradually failing health he hadn’t been able to keep the farm up to standard. Mr Ferguson knew exactly what needed doing, in what order it needed doing, and how to go about it. The list of things that required attention was long, and would be very expensive and time-consuming. I didn’t bother finishing the last term of school and went to work immediately.


The property consisted of just shy of 1800 acres of land. This was made up of low, undulating terraces at the front that led to steep, scar-torn and broken hill faces at the rear. Much of the property was covered with pig fern, blackberry and scrub. The rear of the property disappeared into native bush that covered the higher faces.

Mr Ferguson had run mainly sheep, but there were very few left, and many of those weren’t in great shape. After discussion with my father, we decided to convert the farm into a mixed sheep and cattle operation. The first thing that needed doing was repairing the boundary fences to contain the stock better. On my first reconnaissance trip into the hill country of the farm, I discovered that large portions of the fence between Sam’s property and mine were down. I found 32 of Sam’s beef cattle were on my property, happily grazing the gullies and grass that were out of view of Mr Ferguson’s (now my) homestead. Judging from the many hoof prints in the damp soil, it was clear that they had been grazing there for a considerable period of time. As I rounded up the cattle and herded them off the property I saw three hinds quietly grazing nearby. I fixed the fence that day, and as I nailed up the last strands of wire, in the distance I saw Bruce watching me.

The following day I was up at that same fenceline and was pissed-off to find that Sam’s cattle were back on my property. I wondered how they could possibly have got in and went to find out. About 100 metres above the fence I had repaired the day before was an old wooden gate. This gate joined Sam’s farm to ours. I’d seen it before and thought it strange that there was a gate between the two properties at all.

‘Perhaps,’ I reasoned, ‘the properties had been one farm years ago and the gate simply hadn’t been removed.’

On inspecting the gate I found that it was half-open. Clearly that was how the cattle had got back onto my property. That the gate was ajar was strange. The circle of chain that held it shut had been lifted and long grass on either side of the bottom rail that normally held it securely shut had been pulled away. Cattle are known to do strange things at times, so, despite a nagging doubt, I dismissed the incident as simply being ‘one of those things’. I rounded the cattle up and again returned them to Sam’s property. To prevent this from happening again I secured the gate with a chain and padlock.

Early on I set about clearing and breaking in all of the front terraces. They had once been clear paddocks, but had been let go and needed to be reworked. Using the old Massey Ferguson tractor and a bulldozer, I got on with the job. The Massey Ferguson was a magnificent machine. It started first time, every time, and chugged on all day without missing a beat. It didn’t seem to matter that the tractor was old and looked like it was in its death throes. One morning I fuelled the tractor up with petrol and set off for the paddock I was working on. Before I got there, the tractor gave a series of uninterested splutters and stopped. I couldn’t establish what the problem was and was forced to call in a mechanic. He soon discovered that there was water in the fuel system. How the hell that could have happened given that it hadn’t rained in weeks and the machine had been running well prior to that day was a mystery. The news regarding the state of the tractor motor wasn’t too bad. I was lucky in this instance that no major damage had occurred and that the problem was easily fixed. But the repair still cost me money that was in very short supply.

Turning my mind to how water could have gotten into the fuel, I went and checked the farm’s main petrol storage tank. Sure enough, there was a large quantity of water in it. Clearly the water didn’t get in there all by itself, which led to the logical conclusion that someone had deliberately put it there. Needless to say I had my suspicions as to who that somebody was, but would never be able to prove it. Again, and at some cost, I had to replace the ruined petrol. I installed a lockable lid to the tank after that.

Over time, and using the tractor and bulldozer when necessary, I cleared a great deal of scrub and bracken in readiness for turning the land back into pasture. I was really pleased that I had sufficient machines to do the job, as the cost of hiring a contractor to do the land-clearing would have been too prohibitive. Things had gone really well, and in a relatively short time I had all but cleared many acres of the front paddocks. One morning I started the bulldozer and set to work clearing the final area of scrub. After 10 minutes the machine made some horrid noises and the temperature rose rapidly. I turned her off before something major happened. On inspecting the motor, I found that the oil drainage bung was missing and the machine was totally devoid of oil. Had I not seen the temperature gauge rise so quickly and stopped the machine, I would have been facing a tremendous repair bill. I was left wondering how on earth the bung could have worked its way loose. Given that the bung had been tightened shut using a crescent spanner, the likelihood of it coming out by accident was remote. The idea that someone may have deliberately removed the bung was rolling around in my head, and it wasn’t a great sensation.

On numerous occasions when I was driving the gravel road that leads past Sam’s farm, I encountered Bruce or Sam on it. On each occasion they pretended that I wasn’t there and drove their vehicle straight at me, forcing me to pull to one side to avoid a collision. I spoke with my father about this, and he told me to be a bigger person than them and to give things time.

‘They’ll grow up eventually and see sense again,’ he counselled.

I’d been on the farm for just shy of a year when tragedy struck. Sam was killed in a motor accident. Given our differences, none of our family attended the funeral. My folks and I debated long and hard about going, however decided that our presence may have caused Bruce anguish, and under the circumstances thought better of it. A sympathy card was sent offering our condolences.

Bruce inherited his father’s farm. Although I suspected that Bruce or Sam, or both, had been responsible for the series of incidents that had occurred on my farm throughout the year, I couldn’t prove it and could even be wrong. If I was right, I hoped that with Bruce having inherited the farm he would get over the past and get on with farming.

Prior to Sam’s death, Sam and Bruce had built a large hobby shed at the base of the hill at the rear of their house. It was more of a barn than a shed, and was used by them to house the vintage tractors that Sam collected and restored. Rumour had it that they hadn’t bothered to obtain a building permit for the structure. Regardless, that was their business and not mine. A big party was held when the shed was finished, and all of the locals were invited — that is, except me and my parents. Tom, who lived down the road from us, went, and later told us that the shed was a massive building and that Sam had fitted a proper bar and small kitchen in it.

Money was always short, so when some bright spark came up with the idea of farming deer I immediately saw it as another way to earn extra income. High prices were being paid for live-captured animals, and especially high prices were paid for breeding hinds.

My father and I worked in partnership. First, we located well-worn deer trails that led through the bush above our farms and onto our grass paddocks. We then erected deer traps on those trails. The traps consisted of deer-netting that was nailed to poles or trees, and which formed large enclosures of various shapes and sizes as directed by the terrain they were on. The deer were guided toward the entrances of the enclosures by strands of number-8 wire that we strung at hip height for 50 metres or so to the sides of the traps. The entrances consisted of two deer posts embedded in the ground with large deer gates suspended upwards between them. The gates were hinged to fall shut when a deer entered the enclosure and set off trip wires, thus trapping them inside.

Within days of setting up our first trap, we caught two hinds. Getting them into the traps was the easy part. After that we had to run them down on foot, hog-tie them and get them off the hill, none of which were easy tasks, but we quickly developed systems that worked well for us.


In total we had five traps. Initially, I visited the traps every second day to see if there were any deer in them. Clearly this wasn’t ideal, as each visit left my human scent in the area, which was potentially a deterrent to the deer. Over time we rigged up a warning system that activated a signal at my house whenever the gate swung shut.

Bruce also had a deer trap on his property, and I would occasionally see him driving his motorbike and trailer down the hill with a deer hog-tied on the back. He never waved to me and I never acknowledged him either. I think it would be fair to say that we had reached an understanding that we simply didn’t like each other and got on with life.

One evening I caught a large hind and delivered her to a local buyer who happened to mention that Bruce had also sold him a hind earlier that day.

‘What the hell have you done to upset Bruce?’ he asked. ‘He hasn’t got a good word to say about you.’

Thinking that discretion was better than valour, I shrugged and said nothing.

‘I mentioned to him how many deer I’d bought from you and for some reason he seemed really pissed-off. You’re certainly doing a lot better at live-capture than he is.’

Later the same week I was at home and had just finished having a mid-morning cuppa when the deer alarm activated. Within seconds I was out the door, on my motorbike and heading up the hill to check the trap. The alarm had activated on the trap nearest to Bruce’s farm. As I climbed the hill I saw Bruce riding his motorbike down the hill on his property having come from the direction of our boundary. On arrival at the trap I found that the deer pen gate was shut but there was no deer in it. This happens from time to time, so I reset the trap and left.

Over the next weeks my traps were set off every other day. On most occasions there would be no deer in them when I checked. On one occasion the gate had been lifted up and a tree branch wedged under it to hold it open. It was clear then that it hadn’t happened by accident and that foul play was involved. I suspected (knew) that Bruce had left the door wedged open to allow any deer that we’d caught to escape before I got to them.

I paid Bruce a visit that day, and was ushered from his property under a torrent of abuse. A trespass notice was served on me by the local constable a few days after our altercation.

A week or so later, I needed to move a mob of ewes into another paddock where there was better grazing. I would be putting the ram out in a few months’ time, and I wanted to ensure that the girls were all in top condition before that happened. My dogs and I arrived at the hill paddock and I set them off to round up the mob and flush others from the bush gullies. When this was done, I had the dogs push the mob through a gate into the paddock below. I stood by the gate as my girls went through, and couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw a motley old ram in amongst them. The ram was stunted, in very poor condition, looked like it had an eye infection and had masses of dags stuck to its rear. Worse, the bloody thing would have been shagging my girls, thus buggering up my breeding programme and planned lambing times. Anger flooded through me. I was furious. I quickly captured the bloody thing and cut its throat before throwing the carcass over the fence onto Bruce’s property. From there I dragged it 100 metres or so and dumped it into a creek. I knew that when rainwater ran low Bruce sometimes drew his house water from that creek. It felt damn good to have left the carcass there. Whereas I couldn’t be certain that Bruce had put that miserable excuse for a ram in with my flock, it seemed highly bloody likely that he had, as no fences were down or broken.

I am not usually a vindictive person, but I’d had enough of Bruce’s behaviour and decided to seek retribution. That night I snuck onto his property and opened a few of his gates. I also went to his deer trap and sabotaged its trip wire in a way that Bruce wouldn’t see unless he made a close inspection of it. Now deer could come and go from the trap and not be caught. I know this was ridiculously unacceptable behaviour, but unsurprisingly I felt a lot better after I’d done these things.

From then on, Bruce’s and my war continued unabated. We never spoke to each other, but did silly, childish things to piss each other off. A year or so after my first act of revenge, this behaviour was still going on. It’s even possible that his prize ram went missing just before it was due to do the business. Strangely, it reappeared in its paddock a month later looking like it had never been away.

Then things between Bruce and I settled down for a while as we got on with developing our farms, and settled into our work routines without the bothersome interruptions.

While the price for live-captured hinds remained high, stags were of very little value, so I took to hunting them again for sport.

For three straight evenings, just before dark and while sitting at my dining table, I had watched a large-bodied stag nervously edge his way from cover to graze the upper edges of my top paddock. He had clearly found a route there that avoided being caught in my nearby trap. Despite the stag being a little over a kilometre away, through my spotting scope I had assessed his antlers, and by local standards he carried a very good head. In regions like Canterbury the head wouldn’t even get a mention, but here in the Waikato the soil lacked nutrients and stag antlers were always shorter and lacking girth. Regardless, the stag at the top of my paddock was a trophy by local standards, and I was determined to shoot him before ‘that bastard next door’ beat me to it. The following day, and all going well, I intended to have a crack at hunting the stag.

The next evening I stopped work early, came home and gathered my rifle in readiness for the hunt. I planned to watch and see where the stag emerged from the bush before deciding from which direction I would stalk him. The wind that day had been fickle, and I wanted to be sure that my approach would be under cover and into the wind.


I sat at my dining table with my spotting scope focused on the finger of bush from which the stag usually stepped. His routine had been to stop with only his head poking from the bush as he spent 10 minutes or so assessing whether it was safe to proceed. When satisfied, he’d step from cover, jump the fence and commence feeding on my grass. Finally, I saw him. He’d arrived earlier than usual and a bit further up the finger of bush, but I spied him as soon as he poked his head into view. Today he seemed to be in a hurry, as he only stopped for moments before jumping the fence into my paddock and grazing.

‘Time to go,’ I told myself. I was about to move when the stag suddenly straightened and went very tense. He then took several unsteady steps forward and fell over dead. I’d heard the sharp report of a rifle before he fell. I couldn’t believe what I’d just witnessed. Some bastard had just shot my stag, on my property and from right under my nose. I grabbed my rifle and raced out the door at full speed. Before starting my motorbike I raised my binoculars and saw Bruce jump the fence and approach the stag. I was now even more pissed-off and wanted that bastard off my land right there and then. Without conscious thought, I chambered a round and let off a shot in his general direction. I followed this up with two more and a lot of hand-waving and gesturing. It may have been my imagination as I didn’t have the binoculars to my eyes, but I am pretty sure that Bruce stood and gave me the one-fingered salute. He then scuttled from my property to disappear into the finger of bush the deer had emerged from. He knew that it would take me some time to get to the stag, and that he had plenty of time to make a clean getaway.

For the record, my shots were aimed and placed into the hillside 100 or so metres wide of Bruce; however, he wouldn’t have known this.

I may not have got to shoot the stag, but I was able to sell it to the local buyer. That was small compensation for not having been able to stalk and shoot it myself. I decided that the time had come to really ‘deal one’ to Bruce. An idea had been rolling around in my head for some time, and the time to put it into action was now.

I had a friend who worked for the local council. A word in her ear was all that was required to arrange for her to deliver to me an official council envelope and several sheets of blank paper with the council letterhead. I knew that Bruce had been having ongoing issues with the council, and that he simply had no time for ‘those bureaucratic bastards’. Word in our community was that he’d had several applications to clear bush from his property declined, and he was blaming the council for ‘not allowing him to farm his own land’. Apparently, he had confronted council staff in a threatening way and was now immensely unpopular with them.

I’d recently commissioned a series of aerial photographs of my property with the intention of using them to assist me with farm management and development planning. The aerial company had supplied a series of photographs which included one that was almost entirely of Bruce’s farm. From this photograph a plan was hatched.

I spent a considerable amount of time typing a letter. There were no computers back then, so I had to type it slowly and using only two fingers due to my non-existent typing skills.

The letter on official council letterhead paper read:


Dear Sir

Removal of Non Consented Building from Your Property Situated at ——

The —— Council has recently conducted an aerial survey of our district. The purpose of this survey was to ensure that all dwellings, buildings, erections, and structures are correctly permitted and in compliance with the Building Act 1961 and local council bylaws.

A comparison has been made between the aerial photograph (copy enclosed) of your property and our official records relating to permitted buildings on the property. Our analysis has revealed that there is a substantial building / structure approximately 150 metres to the north-east of your dwelling house. This building / structure is not permitted and does not have Resource Consent.

You are hereby directed to remove this building / structure by 20.08.73. Failure to do so will render you liable for fine of up to $50,000.00 with an additional $1,000.00 penalty for each additional day of non-compliance.

A council inspector will call at your property on 25.08.73 to ensure that you have complied with this direction.

Yours faithfully

——



When I had finished, I folded the letter together with the aerial photograph and placed them inside the envelope that I’d typed and addressed to Bruce’s PO Box. I sealed the envelope before licking a stamp and sticking it on the top right-hand corner. That same day, a Tuesday, I drove into town and dropped the letter into the Post Office mail box.

I felt very smug with myself, and thought that the wind-up would give Bruce a thing or two to think about. I knew that he went into town and picked up his mail every Friday before heading to the local pub for a beer. The letter would give him something to think about over the weekend before he could call the council on Monday and establish that the letter was a hoax and that it hadn’t come from them.

As I went about my business over the weekend, I couldn’t hold back the occasional self-satisfied smile at the thought of Bruce squirming with anguish.

Several weeks later I was none the wiser as to what, if any, action Bruce had taken. Regardless, I felt that I had gotten one up on him. Then one evening my telephone rang. It was a farming associate, Guppy, from further along the valley.

‘I had a call from Bruce a few minutes back,’ Guppy started. ‘It seems that he needs to borrow a bulldozer to push over some building that the council is on his back about removing. He tells me it’s not permitted or something like that. Bruce asked to borrow my dozer, but I can’t get the bloody thing going. Given this, I was wondering if he could borrow yours?’

Hells bells! I hadn’t expected that. I politely turned down the request by lying and telling Guppy that my bulldozer was also on the blink and that Bruce would have to borrow one from someone else.

‘What the hell do I do now?’ I asked myself. ‘Surely Bruce has rung the council and established that the letter is a hoax?’ But I already knew the answer to that — he hadn’t. I decided that I’d better visit Bruce in the morning and put an end to his folly.

The following morning, just as daylight was breaking, I was seated at my dining table having breakfast. Looking up, I saw a trail of dust rising from the gravel road below as a large vehicle made its way along it. When the vehicle drove past I could see that it was a large digger on an equally large truck. It carried on down the road before turning into Bruce’s farm.

‘Bloody hell!’ I thought. ‘He’s going to use a digger to pull the bloody building down.’

If I didn’t take immediate action, Bruce may well pull his shed down unnecessarily, and all because of me. What had started out as a practical joke now wasn’t. I knew that it would take some time to get the digger off the truck, so I didn’t need to rush straight out the door. Instead, I ambled to my bedroom wardrobe and retrieved an unopened bottle of Glenfiddich whisky. Maybe it was time to call a truce with Bruce once and for all.

I sauntered to my motorbike and kicked it into life. As always it started first time. With the whisky safely tucked inside my jacket I headed down the road to Bruce’s. Given our previous dealings, I could be certain that I wouldn’t be welcomed with open arms and hugs.

I was perhaps 10 minutes behind the digger, so was happy that I still had plenty of time to stop the demolition. Turning into Bruce’s driveway, I followed the road past his house and headed toward the condemned building. To my horror the digger was not only off the truck, it was fast approaching the building with its huge bucket raised in readiness to take the first demolishing swipes. I gunned the motorbike forward and nearly knocked over the unknown male who was standing in my way. The digger was being driven by Bruce, who was wasting no time in getting on with the job. Given the din the digger was making, yelling would have been a waste of time. As I dropped the moving motorbike on its side, I catapulted myself forward at a full run. Somehow my feet tangled with each other and I fell, causing the whisky bottle to fall from my jacket to the ground.
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After regaining my feet, I launched myself up onto the digger. As I took hold of the door handle, I bashed hard on the glass to get Bruce’s attention. He looked at me in a puzzled ‘can’t understand, what the f—k are you doing here?’ kind of way. All the time the digger was getting closer to the building. With the digger only metres short of the building, I wrenched the door open and yelled, ‘Stop the machine! Stop the bloody machine!’

Bruce’s reactions were too slow. The digger carried on forward, and, just as its outstretched bucket was about to crunch into the building’s roof, I managed to hit the emergency stop button.

Bruce’s head was rapidly swivelling from looking at the building to me and back again repeatedly, while not immediately comprehending what was going on. He finally gathered his wits enough to realise that I was on his property and that he didn’t want me there. He clenched his immense fist and punched me right between the eyes. Before we knew it, we were both rolling on the ground raining punches at each as we unloaded our pent-up frustrations. Both of us managed to get in a few good blows, but overall neither of us was getting the upper hand.

Suddenly and without warning, we were drenched by a large bucket of water, which was being emptied over us by the man I’d ridden past on my arrival.

‘That’ll be enough of that,’ he stated, after emptying the bucket’s contents over us.

I stopped fighting straight away, and while my guard was down Bruce had the good sense to take the opportunity to hook me with a near rib-breaking blow to my chest. I was severely winded and rolled around on the ground trying to regain my breath, while Bruce stood over me with his fists clenched and still spoiling for a fight.

‘And what the hell was all that about?’ the other man asked.

When I finally got my breath back, the man had managed to calm Bruce down. I was then able to speak and tell them why I was there. Needless to say I apologised profusely for my conduct and finished by stating: ‘It’s about time we put things behind us, Bruce. We’re neighbours, and neither of us should be carrying on the way we have been.’ With that, I bent down, picked up the bottle of whisky from the ground and dusted it off, before putting my hand out to shake his as an offering of peace.

Bruce stood there for a few long seconds before taking my hand in a strong grip and saying, ‘I might not have been so inclined if that building had come down.’ He nodded in the direction of his came-close-to-being-demolished shed. ‘However, given what’s gone on here today I’m for letting bygones be bygones. That whisky had better be pretty good, given the history we have to put behind us.’

By mid-morning three new friends were pretty much two-sheets-to-the-wind drunk, and Bruce had found a bottle of rum to add to the mix.

Sometimes even bastards can be reformed, but I’m not holding my breath on that one yet.
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6

Absolutely Quackers

Crummy is a good bastard. He’s now in his early fifties, is a fraction shorter than average, and carries an oversize beer gut, it’s true, but he’s a good bastard nonetheless. Some of you will have met Crummy in my previous books and will have a fair idea of the hard-case character that he is. For those of you who haven’t met him, you’ll just have to take my word for it. One thing that comes to mind that you need to know before you read on is that Crummy is irrepressible and nothing ever gets him down for long.

Crummy has tried his hand at all sorts of things throughout his life, but he reckons that the most exciting job he ever had was shooting deer from a helicopter. ‘It’s the most fun that you can have with your clothes on,’ he reckoned.

Needless to say, a man becomes pretty handy with a rifle when he’s shooting at running deer from a fast-moving helicopter day after day, and Crummy was no exception. I don’t go hunting with him much these days, because every time we see a deer Crummy’s shot the bloody thing before I can even get my rifle up. He’s told me that I’m the best damn packhorse he’s ever had. He even went so far as to state that it would be a bit more practical if I was to leave my rifle at home to save me carrying the extra weight. I reckon that he may be onto something there.

Crummy lives in the central North Island of New Zealand and, while he’s not hunting from helicopters these days, he gets out for a hunt as often as time allows.

Now that I’ve given you the general low-down on Crummy, I’ll let him tell his story.

I ask that you bear with me as I head toward the guts of this yarn, which is about duck shooting and how I got into the game. Things need a bit of an introduction, so that you can get the flavour of what happens later on in this yarn.

I first met Grim in the very early 1990s when I went to my local gun club. Grim is a tall, wiry bugger with a medium-length grey beard. He almost always had a rollie cigarette in his hand and cigarette smoke in his eyes.

The reason I’d gone to the gun club on that occasion was that I’d just been duck shooting the previous weekend, having not done so for many years. Ducks were everywhere that weekend, and I managed to have a crack at plenty of them. The trouble was that I had fired 97 shots and only managed to bag 3 ducks. Even I was prepared to acknowledge that my efforts wouldn’t rate as one of the greatest shooting feats known to mankind. Anyway, I met Grim at the gun club when I went there to sharpen up on my glaringly obvious shooting deficiencies.

On my arrival I observed Grim firing round after round at the targets that were launched in front of him. While I watched he never missed, which gave me a clue that he was pretty good at this game. Grim was shooting skeet using ‘old rattle-trap’ which was the name he’d given to his semi-auto Remington 1100 shotgun. I observed that everyone else shot by starting with their shotguns held to their shoulders in readiness to take the shots. Grim didn’t. As he waited for his targets to be thrown he held his shotgun down by his waist. By this I mean that when he called for the target to be launched, the butt of his gun was touching his hip. When he saw the target he’d almost casually swing onto it, and in the same movement he’d bring the gun to his shoulder and fire. Typically, Grim shot 98 or 99 out of every 100 targets, which in anyone’s book is pretty impressive shooting.

I was introduced to Grim and he turned out to be a really friendly bloke. Only seconds after I told him of my shooting troubles, he grabbed my shotgun and ran his eye over it. After a one-second examination he handed it back and stated: ‘That under-and-over is no bloody good for this caper. It’s only any good for bench-rest shooting [more correctly known as trap shooting].’ Grim went on to explain that my shotgun was choked tighter than a snapper’s arse at 40 fathoms. For those unfamiliar with shotguns, this means that the spread of the shot (the pattern) when fired is very narrow. This is great for targets starting 15 metres in front of you, but absolutely crap for shooting ducks some distance away.

That day Grim let me shoot a round of skeet (25 targets) using his ‘rattle-trap’ shotgun. Unlike mine, his shotgun had a skeet choke, which had a pattern that was about as wide as a politician’s gob during an election campaign. I managed to hit 15 or 16 out of the 25 targets. I was bloody delighted with my efforts, and instantly decided to buy a similar weapon for myself.

About a month later at a local gun shop I found a second-hand Remington that was almost identical to Grim’s. The weapon was almost new, having only had a couple of packets of ammo through it before the previous owner had kicked the bucket. I traded my trap gun plus a few dollars to seal the deal, and walked out of the store confident in the fact the ducks wouldn’t stand a chance when I next launched myself at them.

Grim was easily one of the best shots I have ever seen. Over the years I have fired thousands of rounds through my own ‘rattle-trap’. I got pretty good with the shotgun, and on one occasion I even bettered Grim in a shoot-off. I have to be honest here, though, and admit that I only achieved this once. Through competition shooting we became great mates.

Now Grim has a mate Hamish, and they were best mates. I first met Hamish at a party at Grim’s place. Hamish is muscular and solid which is probably how he got his nickname, Ham. Ham is about 5 feet 9 inches, has short-cut, sandy hair, and a mischievous twinkle in his baby-blue eyes. To say that he is as mad as a cut snake would, at times, be an understatement. Ham was born to be a pyromaniac: he was catapulted into the world on 5 November (Guy Fawkes Day) and his middle name is Guy. Ask yourself.

At one of these parties, we were sitting around yarning when there was a god-almighty explosion in one of my gumboots. Ham had snuck up behind me and dropped two lit double-happy firecrackers into them. When they exploded, I nearly shat myself. Fortunately there was absolutely no physical damage done to my body, although my manhood suffered considerably when I screamed like a girl. Everyone else, including my wife, was rolling around laughing. This was the first of many practical jokes that he caught me with, and was typical Ham behaviour.

Like Grim, Ham was no slug when it came to using a scattergun. I recall that he bagged around 500 quail one shooting season, which is phenomenally good given how fast quail move when flushed from hiding. Ham even won a few titles in skeet shooting.

At some point Grim, Ham and I decided that we’d shoot together over a duck-shooting opening weekend. Grim owned a farm that had several dams on it, one of which had an island in the middle of it. This dam was a long, narrow triangular shape, with the island almost centred in the middle. The island was covered in low scrub and bushes. Grim and I built an elevated mai-mai on poles on the island. The elevation enabled us to look over the top of the trees and down the length of the dam. The mai-mai consisted of an open platform to shoot from, and a covered portion at one end where we could shelter from the weather if necessary.


In the lead-up to opening day, we made plans to ensure that we would have the best chance of bagging as many ducks as was possible. To this end I managed to find a supply of peas which we started scattering around the edges of the dam for five or six weeks before opening day. The idea was to entice ducks to regularly visit the pond to eat the readily available and marvellous tucker that we put there for them every four or five days. The Thursday before opening day, Grim fed out about 100 kilograms of peas, all of which were eaten by the following afternoon. Grim reported that he’d regularly seen large numbers of ducks on the dam. This certainly boded well for the weekend.

Grim, Ham and I met at Grim’s place on the Friday before opening morning; Grim had a small hut near to his dam that we stopped the night in. The hut was comfortable and old. It was made of slowly rusting corrugated iron, with a single window at the front beside its wooden entrance door. Inside was an open fireplace in which we soon had a roaring fire going. Although there was an old coal-range for cooking on, we found it simpler to prepare food using our gas stove, which we sat on top of the range. The furniture consisted of a table, three rickety wooden chairs, a set of bunks and a single bed.

Our plan was to be right beside the pond at first light, so we could get straight into the ducks. It is true that we had a few beers, some rum and some bourbon with us — for purely medicinal purposes. It is also fortunate that Grim’s family are sheep and beef farmers. ‘Why?’ you ask. The answer is because they were used to walking through paddocks filled with generous amounts of bullshit. After the three of us had sat around the small hut table yarning for the evening, the floor was knee-deep in bullshit and empty bottles.

We staggered off to bed at about 2 a.m. and, from the lies told and confidence exuded, the limit bags of ducks were as good as already shot.

Ham is a man who doesn’t seem to feel the cold no matter what the temperature is. That night it was bloody cold, and when we stepped out of the hut to attend to the call of Nature our breath formed into clouds in front of us. There was going to be a very heavy frost in the morning. Despite this, Ham was as happy as a lark wearing only a cotton singlet, some baggy shorts and his jandals. This was fine in the comfortably warm hut where the fire was raging; however, I noticed that his toilet visits were attended to pretty quickly.

Grim was to sleep on the single bed, me on the bottom bunk and Ham — who had drawn the short straw — was to sleep on the top bunk. One small issue regarding the top bunk is that the gap between it and the tin roof is tight and narrow. Ham, being a solid chap, would barely fit into the gap, and getting into the bed was proving to be a difficult undertaking for him, given his state of intoxication. As I lay in my sleeping bag waiting to blow the candle out, I watched Ham try repeatedly to climb up to his bunk. Despite his best efforts he just couldn’t power himself over the top edge and onto the bed. He’d pull himself up and then try to lift a leg onto the bed to help lever himself upward. He repeatedly failed to get the leg up and over the top edge, and kept slipping back down onto the floor below. On about his fifth attempt, when Ham tried to lift his leg onto the bed I noticed that one of his haggets was hanging out of his shorts. Quick as a flash I reached out and gave it a flick with my forefinger. Bloody hell — I have never before seen a man become so agile so quickly. Like a cat shot in the arse, Ham rocketed onto that bed like there was no effort at all required to do so. In a voice that was several octaves higher than normal, he gave a rendition of his feelings toward me at that moment, then promptly fell to sleep. I suspect that when he fell asleep he was holding his hagget in a protective and comforting fashion.

The season officially begins at 6.30 a.m. You can take it from me that that is a bloody ridiculous time to kick off, especially when every time my heart beat the inside of my head felt like someone was emptying the magazine of a 5-shot 12-gauge shotgun into it. A kick in the arse from Grim woke me early, and the aforementioned shotgun was blasting away inside my head. Must’ve been something wrong with the beer I’d drunk the night before.

After a brew and a feed, in darkness we wandered up to the mai-mai. We could hear a few ducks quacking, and our excitement levels were starting to rise.

I had a new inertia-operated shotgun that I was keen to use for the first time on ducks. I’d done plenty of practice with it, and was confident that it would perform well. The shotgun was a semi-auto five-shot that cycled by using the inertia of the cartridge going off as opposed to using some of the gas generated by the burning gunpowder. This meant that there were fewer working parts to clean, and less that could go wrong with it.

After settling into the mai-mai, we waited for daybreak. It arrived at the same time as three ducks flew overhead. The ducks dropped their wings and circled down toward the dam. I was to take the duck on the right, Ham the one in the centre, and Grim the one on the left. Simultaneously, three guns fired. Two ducks tumbled to the water below. The duck I’d shot at flew off into the distance chased by another shot I fired, which also missed. This pattern was to be repeated a few times that morning. The morning shoot turned out to be fairly quiet. Grim and Ham shot a half dozen or so each but I only managed to get one.

About lunchtime we wandered back to the hut for lunch and a nap. About 2.15 p.m. we were back in the mai-mai getting ready for the afternoon shoot. We hoped that we’d have an action-packed afternoon due to the amount of duck shit we’d seen around the dam and the volume of peas that the ducks had previously eaten.

By three o’clock the ducks were starting to arrive, and were literally queuing to get down and onto the dam. I could see three or four circling, and above them another group of four, and there was another group above them. As each group descended we shot them as they came into range. My shooting was much improved from my morning’s dismal effort. The gunfire didn’t seem to put the ducks off from coming in either. They just kept coming.

At one point a group of 12 or so ducks came in together. They all had their landing gear down and were set for touchdown when all three of us opened up at the same time. Talk about rolling thunder. It must have sounded like World War III had commenced. Having 12 ducks come in at once should have been the highlight of our opening weekend except for one small glitch. Between us we fired 17 or 18 shots and not a single duck fell from the sky. In fact I doubt that a single feather got ruffled on any of them. All 12 ducks flared, turned and flew off safely out of range. What a bloody stuff-up. Not a word was said, and things in the mai-mai went so quiet that you could have heard a pin drop — that is, but for the fact that our ears were ringing from all the firing. After a time all that could be heard was the chonk, chonk, chonk as fresh rounds were fed into our guns.

‘That was bloody hopeless,’ Ham eventually said.

After muttering feeble excuses for our poor efforts and espousing that our wives and mothers would have done better, we agreed that when the next mob of ducks came in to land we would say ‘Now!’ as the signal for us to commence firing. Further, at that time, whoever was on the left would shoot the duck or ducks on the left, whoever was on the right would shoot the duck or ducks on the right and the person in the middle would shoot those in the middle. For the rest of the afternoon and evening this system worked perfectly, and few ducks were to get away from us.

During the afternoon I explained the differences of my inertia-operated gun when compared to the gas-operated Remington that Grim and Ham were using. I explained how, with fewer working parts, it was less likely that anything could go wrong.

In the late afternoon a mob of five ducks came in, and, as I raised my shotgun to my shoulder, the stock fell off.

Arrrrrggggggghhhhhh — NOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!!!! my mind screamed. This was closely followed by me yelling out loud ‘duck, duck, duck’ (but spelt with a different letter at the start).


Grim and Ham had witnessed the demise of my shotgun, and were all but wetting themselves with laughter.

‘It’s got one fewer working parts now. That means there’s less that can go wrong,’ jibed Grim, which set them off laughing again.

The stock was broken and couldn’t be repaired there. Fortunately for me, Grim had a spare shotgun in his truck that I was able to use for the rest of the weekend.

Soon thereafter, ducks were everywhere. The evening shoot was pretty spectacular, and we all got our limit for the day.

The following morning we got up fairly late, and wandered back to the dam where we looked around to make sure we had recovered all of the birds we’d shot the previous day. By three o’clock we were all back in the mai-mai. As expected, the shooting was nowhere near as good as the day before. As any duck-shooter will tell you, the ducks don’t take long to become very wary.

We managed to bag a few ducks throughout the afternoon, though.

That evening was clear and crisp, without a cloud in the sky. We were reluctant to call it quits for the weekend, and stayed on at the mai-mai yarning. As darkness took over, my (until then) secret skill came into its own. In the fading light I heard a distant quack, and focused on the direction from where the sound had come. Sure enough I saw a duck circling. I didn’t point it out to my mates, whose night vision wasn’t as good as mine. I watched the duck glide, then bank its wings as it turned into the wind and approached the dam. As soon as it got within range, I raised my rifle. Grim and Ham were looking away from me as I did this. I fired. When the shot went off, my mates all but shat themselves.

‘What the hell are you shooting at?’ demanded Ham.

I raised a finger in a threatening way and said, ‘Shut up.’

Splash — the duck I had just shot hit the water.

‘I was shooting at that duck. Didn’t you guys see it?’ I asked innocently.
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‘You bastard. You’re supposed to let us know,’ entered Grim.

‘Not my fault if you two couldn’t find your own arse in the dark with either hand,’ I countered.

A few minutes later, a pair of ducks began circling the dam. I watched them intently for a minute or so before they felt safe enough to land. As they were coming in, I started to raise my gun. As soon as I did this, Grim and Ham started shooting into the darkness in the direction that I was pointing my gun. I hadn’t been expecting this, and for at least the third time that opening weekend I needed fresh undies, the bastards.

They had no idea where the ducks were but had decided that if they couldn’t see the ducks when I could, that I wasn’t going to get the chance to shoot without them being involved.

From then onward I reluctantly agreed to tell them where the ducks were until they spotted them, and we could all shoot together.


The next pair came in and started circling. It was dark, and I was giving directions to my cobbers for what seemed an absolute age. The ducks looked like they had made their minds to come in, and were close to 100 metres away and coming straight at us.

‘Can you see them yet?’ I asked.

‘Nah,’ both responded.

‘They’re above the pump shed, coming straight at us,’ I informed them.

‘Nah, can’t see bugger-all.’

‘Hell’s teeth, they’re right there!’ I was pointing at them.

Finally, my mates could both see the ducks and we all shot simultaneously. Both tumbled from the sky and into the water below. I’d spotted the ducks in what seemed like an age before my mates did. In reality it was only a matter of 10 seconds or so from when I saw them to when they did.

Grim, Ham and I have now hunted the duck-season opening day together many times. Every one is memorable for one event or another, and regardless of whether we get a limit bag of ducks or not we always have a great deal of fun and many laughs.
 
To me, duck and deer hunting give me the same pleasure. It’s not the gaining of meat for the freezer or the thrill of the hunt that takes me away from the city and into the wild. To me, what makes hunting the great sport that it is, is simply being in the outdoors while buzzing with anticipation and being accompanied by humorous, like-minded mates.
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Sea Legs

I had the good fortune to meet Jed and his wife, Tina, and visited their Blenheim farm on a number of occasions. Jed was then aged in his late sixties and had a thick crop of grey hair. He was tall, strong and deeply tanned. His voice was raspy, perhaps due to the roll-your-own Pocket Edition tobacco that he smoked. Jed’s disposition, and also his wife’s, was friendly and welcoming.

Sadly, Jed died a number of years ago. It was at his funeral that I was to hear how adventuresome his life had been. I learned that Jed had been raised on a farm, and had worked on, and eventually owned, farms all of his life. As a youngster he had lived in the Rai Valley and had ploughed the fields using draught-horses to pull the single-disc plough. There were no tractors in his early days. Further, when the cattle and sheep were due to be slaughtered, they had to be herded by stockmen to the freezing works at Nelson. These stock drives took three days. Back then there were no stock trucks to cart the animals. Jed’s life was lived over a period in history during which he witnessed advances in farm technology that took farmers from draught-horses to tractors and automated hay-bailers. He witnessed the invention of television, space rockets, automatic cars, computers, cell phones and the internet. To think how many things that were deemed science fiction when he was a kid had, in his lifetime, become reality is mind-boggling.

Donna is one of Jed and Tina’s daughters, and was raised on their mixed sheep, cattle and deer farm in the hills not too far from Blenheim. She always has a twinkle in her eye when she recounts stories of the adventures that she, her parents and her siblings had. Donna loved the farm life and cherished her father. She spent a great deal of time in his company, and loved sitting beside him on the tractor and keeping him company as he repaired fences or moved stock.

The following yarn is Donna’s, so I’ll hand the reins over to her.

Being raised on a farm meant that we, as kids, always had chores to do. Me, my two older brothers and younger sister made short work of these so that we could get on with being kids and having fun. Of course, our playground was the farm. There were creeks and hay barns to play in, horses to ride, hills to climb, and plenty of other things we could do to keep ourselves entertained.

As kids, we were often taken on holidays to Squally Cove in the Marlborough Sounds. My parents would load up a flat-deck farm truck with hay bales and camping gear, and we would set off for the Sounds with us kids riding on the back. In the late 1950s and early 1960s it was common practice for farm kids to travel on the back of trucks, tractors and motorcycles. Back then there were no traffic cops or Occupational Health and Safety issues to worry about, and seat-belts were a nuisance to be used only when pressed to do so.

At Squally Cove, there was an old, dilapidated house that had long ago been the farm homestead. It was a bit rough, but it kept out the rain and had an open fire that always gave it a homely feel. My folks would set up house in the homestead, and us kids would sleep on the back of the truck amongst the hay bales.


Squally Cove is a bay that now houses numerous large mussel farms, but back in the 1960s the concept of mussel farming hadn’t even been conceived. While staying in the bay, we had the use of an old, wooden clinker-dinghy. It was big, heavy and hard to row, but could easily carry seven or more people on board.

Despite being a keen fisherman, Jed suffered terribly from sea sickness. Given this, he would limit his fishing expeditions to fine, calm days when the sea was flat. On such days Jed would load us kids into the boat and head to sea in the hope of catching blue cod for our tea. Blue cod were plentiful, so getting a feed of them was almost a certainty.

On one particularly calm day at low tide, we set off in the dinghy and headed out of the bay and into the open sea. There was a very good fishing spot not far from the bay’s mouth, where catching cod was all but guaranteed. On board were me, my three siblings, several of my cousins and Jed. Other than Jed, we were all in our teens, with ages ranging from 13 to 19. Jed did the hard work and rowed us to our fishing ‘hot spot’. As soon as we arrived, we all dropped the baited hooks of our hand-held fishing-lines into the sea. Moments later we were hauling in large cod, one after the other. Jed caught the first one and proudly displayed it for everyone to see and admire, and to show off his great fishing prowess.

‘It takes an old hand to show you youngsters how it’s done,’ he cheerfully boasted.

We had been at sea for less than an hour when Jed declared that he wasn’t feeling the greatest and asked that he be dropped off at the shore for a spell in order for him to regain his sea legs. My oldest brother, Gus, took over rowing duties, and we set off for the nearby shore. By this time the tide was in the process of coming in; however, it still had a long way to go and there were a number of large, exposed rocks protruding from the sea about 40 metres from the shore.

‘Drop me off on one of those,’ Jed instructed. ‘I’ll be right in a quarter-hour’s time, so come back and pick me up then.’


As directed, Jed was deposited on the largest rock and we set off back out to sea. At last glance I saw that he was as happy as a sandboy and was busy rolling himself a cigarette.

The cod fishing that day was fantastic; the sea was calm and the sun hot. Given this, we decided to have a swim and took it in turns at leaping overboard into the sea. Getting back into the dinghy involved having to be assisted up over the high-sided edge by those still in the boat. We were all having a great time swimming and fishing when a very large, dark object suddenly appeared beside the boat.

‘Shark! Shark!’ my brother Steve shouted frantically, while pointing to the large object. ‘Donna, get out of the water — now!!’

I was in the sea on the far side of the boat at the time, and hadn’t seen the shark. Filled with fear and arms flailing frantically, I swam to the boat and was greatly relieved when my brothers took hold of my arms and hauled me back onboard. Within a very short time I was safely in the boat peering back over the side at the massive bulk of the shark.

‘That’s not a shark, it’s a humpback whale,’ my sister, Mandy, declared.

As soon as these words crossed her lips, a baby humpback whale immerged from the depths and came to rest beside what we assumed was its mother. We were all awestruck by the arrival of these absolutely massive creatures, and our fears quickly faded as curiosity took over. Although our dinghy was almost 3 metres long, it was dwarfed by the mother whale. By chance, the whales had stopped beside the dinghy to rest, and they lay basking beside it in the midday sun. We were all fascinated by the whales, and Gus rowed us around them a few times as we marvelled at their colossal size.

Time passed quickly and without us consciously taking note of how long we’d spent swimming and whale-watching.

‘Oh, shit!’ one of my cousins suddenly exclaimed. ‘We’ve forgotten about Uncle Jed.’


Instantly our eyes swung toward the distant rock onto which Jed had been deposited earlier. By then almost an hour had passed, the tide had come in considerably, and there were no rocks visible at all. All that could be seen in the distance was the lone figure of Jed standing tall and immersed waist-deep in seawater due to the incoming tide.

Gus heaved frantically on the oars as we set off to rescue Jed. As we rowed closer, we could see that seawater was almost up to his navel, and that he was swaying unsteadily from side to side as the waves of the incoming tide ebbed and flowed around him. I also couldn’t help but notice that Jed was holding his hands at chin height in front of him, as he calmly rolled a cigarette in one hand while holding his matches high and dry out of the water in the other. He was totally unfazed by the situation, and on our arrival casually remarked, ‘It’s a bloody good thing that you decided to come back. For a moment there I thought that my cigarette papers were going to get wet.’

Jed was a strong swimmer, and if necessary he could have easily swum to the nearby shore. Instead he had decided to await our return in order to keep his tobacco and cigarette papers dry—

I’ll just interrupt Donna for a moment, if I may, to share with you a few interesting facts. From research I can tell you that the usually black-and-white-coloured humpback whales spend their summers in the waters of Antarctica, where they feed on krill and small fish. An adult ranges in length from 11.5 to 15 metres, and a newborn from 4 to 5 metres. Between June and July each year they migrate northward to the warmer waters of the South Pacific, where they give birth to their calves. This migration often takes them along the coasts of New Zealand, with many passing through the Cook Strait as they journey northward. A centuary of commercial whaling had reduced the humpback whale population to near extinction. Whaling stopped in New Zealand in 1964, as it was no longer economically viable to hunt them. The last whaling station to close was Perano Whaling Station, which was located in the Tory Channel at the head of the Marlborough Sounds. Perano Whaling Station caught 4200 whales (mainly humpbacks) between 1911 and 1964. In the first half of the nineteenth century there were almost 100 land-based whaling stations in New Zealand. This figure alone gives an indication of how hard these whales were hunted and why they later came so close to extinction.
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By 1964, humpback whale numbers had become so low that none were seen travelling through Cook Strait. Humpback whales were officially listed as endangered in 2008. Surveys have recorded a gradual increase in their population, and in 2015 a record 137 humpback whales were observed to pass through the Cook Strait passage. The future survival of this species now seems assured.

Now, back to Donna to continue with her yarn—

Jed hated possums, and would often take us kids spotlighting for them on the farm, and from the roadside when we were holidaying in the Marlborough Sounds. Often when a possum was shot, he’d say, ‘The world’s a better place now that that bastard’s dead.’

Despite having no love for possums, Jed had a soft heart and made it a rule that we would not shoot mother possums that had their young with them. It was quite common for us to see a mother possum with a baby or babies clinging to her as she climbed a tree or grazed on paddock grass.

One night Jed, me and my brothers were spotlighting for possums. It was an unusually warm spring night and there were a lot of possums out and about. By 10 p.m. we had already shot more than 20 of the pests, and Jed was absolutely delighted with our efforts.

I swung the beam of the spotlight along a paddock’s edge and lit up a large possum sitting on top of a fencepost. As quick as a flash, Jed up and shot it. When we reached the animal, we found that it was a mother possum and that it had a live joey in its pouch. The joey was very small, being not much bigger than my thumb, and it was pink and hairless. Jed wasn’t very pleased with himself at having shot the mother, and decreed that he’d now have to dispose of the baby. I begged Jed to allow me to keep the baby possum, and I swore that I’d look after it properly. Jed was adamant that the joey was too young to survive without its mother; however, after a great deal of pleading by me, he relented and let me take it home.

I fed the joey with an eye-dropper and kept it warm. I even slept with it on my stomach to ensure that it didn’t get cold. To everyone’s surprise the possum, whom I’d named George, thrived. He grew fur, and soon began to look like a possum as I was used to seeing them, just much smaller. Initially I took George everywhere with me in my jacket pocket, but as he grew bigger he didn’t fit in there anymore, so I carried him in my shoulder bag. Once a week George was given a bath, after which I blow-dried his fur. George loved people and, from my perspective, was very cute and friendly. He particularly loved visitors, and many would be greeted by him bounding across the lounge or kitchen, before climbing up their leg and seeking a pat and a back-rub. Most visitors knew to wear long trousers when they called, otherwise George’s sharp claws would dig into their flesh if he caught them unawares and climbed their bare legs. Administering first aid to the bleeding legs of unsuspecting visitors occurred on more than a few occasions.

George took a fancy to Jed, and most nights could be found sitting on his shoulder watching television with him. They were both particularly fond of the programme Country Calendar.


One weekend my parents held an afternoon gathering at their farm. About 20 guests were expected, and I had been given express instructions to keep George locked away in my bedroom. The event was a formal occasion and everyone was dressed in their finest attire, so we didn’t want George causing any distress or damaging anyone’s clothing.

All of the guests were friends of my parents or friends of friends. The wife of one guest was known to be a little bit prim and proper, and always dressed in expensive, immaculate clothing. For the sake of this story, I’ll call her Joy. On this occasion, Joy arrived in a beautiful floral dress that came to midway between her knees and the ground. I admired her clothing and full figure, and hoped that one day I, too, would own clothing like hers.

The afternoon passed and the adults drank and socialised. My brothers and sister and I were told to be on our best behaviour and to keep out of the way as much as possible. This was easily achieved, as other teenagers came along and we socialised with them. Most of the teenagers were intrigued by George, and we spent a lot of time in my room with him entertaining us with his playful antics.

After the evening meal had been consumed, my sister and I were tasked with doing the dishes. Begrudgingly we went to the kitchen and commenced this chore while the adults partook of after-dinner drinks. The other children had been left to entertain themselves while we completed this task. Our work was almost finished when I glanced down the hallway and saw George bounding along it. Someone had failed to shut the door to my room and he had escaped. I ran to intercept George, but failed to capture him before he raced into the lounge where all of the adults were. Moments after George disappeared out of my view, there was a loud scream. I raced into the room to find George perched on top of Joy’s head.

Joy was frantically trying to dislodge him, and he was resisting with all his might. George had his claws dug in deeply, and he was hanging on for all he was worth. A clearly angry Jed ran to Joy’s rescue and quickly removed George from his very distraught and heavily bleeding victim. Joy’s forehead, an ear and her scalp were a bleeding mess, and her clothing was covered in blood. George had run past 11 other adult males and females to pick on the one person best not picked on. That Joy’s dignity had been erased, her clothing ruined and pride badly savaged led to the immediate conclusion that ‘I was in big trouble’.
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In very quick succession Joy’s injuries were attended to, and George was locked in an outside shed to keep him out of harm’s way until our guests departed. Later that evening, when everyone had gone, Jed gave me a harsh telling-off; however, before dispensing punishment he asked for an explanation. When told that it had been someone else who had allowed George to escape from my bedroom, as I was doing the dishes with my sister at the time, he calmed down somewhat before chuckling and declaring: ‘Trust George to pick on the one person he shouldn’t have. Given your explanation I can’t hold you responsible for what happened, so we’ll just have to chalk this one up to experience and make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

Nothing more was said, but after that George was locked in the shed every time we had visitors.

Jed really enjoyed mixing with other farmers to share experiences. He particularly loved going to the annual A&P Show. This event was where farmers exhibited their best ram, bull, llama, pigs, chooks or other animal, in the hope of winning the Best in Show award in their category. The show was also a great opportunity for farmers to see the latest in farming equipment, like tractors, crop harvesters, fencing equipment, etc., which were on display there.

A neighbour’s farm was run pretty much along the same lines as was my parents’ farm; that is, other than that they ran Angus rather than Hereford bulls. Jed was particularly proud of his Hereford bulls. Having won the Best in Show award several times, he was intent on winning again. For this reason Jed ran a stringent breeding programme, and kept a herd of Hereford cows for this purpose. He was very astute at picking the best cows that he’d put his prize bulls over.

On one occasion we were returning to the farm after a shopping trip to Blenheim. I was in the car with my parents, and as we approached our front paddocks I saw our neighbour, Dave, running across his paddock waving his arms frantically as he tried to get our attention. Jed braked heavily and brought the car to a sliding halt on the dusty gravel road. Dave was still running toward our car, and I could hear him stammering words erratically and shouting almost nonsensical apologies as he came. When he reached the fence that separated the road from his paddock, and against which we were parked, Dave heaved: ‘Your bull’s in with my girls, and I couldn’t get the bastard out.’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ Jed offered.

‘Ah well, yes thanks, but … ah, no. There’s a problem we … ah … we need to discuss. I never meant it to happen. It … ah … just did.’

Dave continues the story in his own words:

I was doing some fence repairs in the back paddock, and when I was heading home for lunch I discovered Jed’s Hereford bull in my paddock. I don’t know how he got in there, but he was trying to have sexual relations with my girls. I didn’t want my breeding programme buggered up, so I had to get the bastard out pretty bloody smartly. I shot home and picked up my two best dogs before returning to the paddock. As soon as I arrived, I hurdled the fence and ran across the paddock to open a gate through which I intended to muster the offending bull out and off my property. As I ran, I was busy issuing instructions to the dogs.

Using the dogs, I tried to separate the bull from the cows in order to remove him from the paddock. Our repeated efforts failed, as the bloody bull wouldn’t allow himself to be separated from the girls. I then tried to herd the cows into the next paddock, with the intention of leaving the bull where he was. This also failed, as the bull kept making amorous charges at the cows as the dogs tried to herd them toward the gate. For the next 20 minutes the dogs and I unsuccessfully tried to separate the bull from the cows. He simply refused to be parted from his new-found girlfriends and, to my angst, followed them around constantly trying to initiate sexual liaisons with them.

I was getting pretty pissed-off by this time, so I marched across the paddock and, on reaching the unsettled herd, bent down and picked up a fist-sized rock. The amorous bull stood his ground and eyeballed me defiantly. I’d had a gutful of the bastard by this time, so I drew back my arm and hurled the rock as hard as I could at the bull. If I couldn’t get the bugger out of my paddock, I would at least show the bastard that I meant business. The rock flew straight and true, and with a bone-crunching thwack smacked the bull fair between his eyes. Following impact, the rock dropped to the ground with a thud. For a long moment the bull stood motionless, eyeballing me. I was sure that he was assessing how he would retaliate. The bull finally made his move. He gave several angry snorts before doing a series of massive, involuntary shudders. He then fell to the ground as dead as a dodo. I was absolutely gobsmacked that a rock could drop a bloody big bull, but it had.

When the gravity of what had occurred sunk in, I just stood for a time, rooted to the spot. I was very proud of my Angus cows, but I knew that Jed was equally proud of his, now dead, Hereford bull.

It was about then that Jed arrived in his car. I had no bloody idea how to break the news to him, and was a rambling idiot for a time, until I was able to get my act back together. I finally blurted out that I’d just killed his prize bull, not knowing what reaction I’d get.

Obviously, Jed was clearly pissed-off that I’d killed his bull, but he took it well and was very forgiving. We both knew that the bull shouldn’t have been in my paddock, but that didn’t give me the right to kill him. Worst of all, Jed had just lost his most valuable bull. By the end of the day an ancillary butcher had called to take the carcass away for processing into meat. Further, Jed and I had come to an arrangement whereby I would supply him with hay for a few years to compensate him for his loss. Jed and his family are tremendous people, and I am pleased to say that we remained good friends following the unfortunate ‘stoning incident’.

Donna continues:

Jed loved to go hunting with his friend Ken. They would regularly go hunting together in the Marlborough Sounds or out the back of our Blenheim farm. There were wild pigs on the home farm, and both deer and pigs in the Marlborough Sounds. Often the animals they shot were brought back to one of our farm sheds to be butchered, and I would watch them as they carried out this task. If I pleaded enough, I was sometimes allowed to go along on these hunts with them.

I recall one particular morning, at about 4.00 a.m. and while in the Marlborough Sounds, having been dragged from my bed well before daylight to go hunting with Jed and Ken. The previous night I had all but begged them to take me with them, and in the end they had relented. However, I wasn’t so keen when woken at that ungodly hour, but Jed managed to cajole me from my bed and force some breakfast into me before we set off in Ken’s old open-top Land Rover.

The Marlborough Sounds consists of a series of steep-sided fiords, covered in native forest, bush and fern. Interspersed amongst these, and where the steep terrain allows, were a number of farms that had been cleared and grassed for grazing sheep. It was on these slopes that Jed and Ken hoped to find a deer or pig feeding out in the open.

Having driven from Squally Cove up to the D’Urville Island Road, Ken turned north toward French Pass. As we drove, Jed shone the spotlight about, hoping to see an easy deer or pig from the road. Unfortunately, none were seen. Just as daylight was breaking we turned off the gravel road, opened an old wooden gate, and headed up a rough farm track toward some native bush. Soon enough Ken stopped the vehicle and declared that we had arrived and that the walking was about to begin. We were parked at the bottom of a V in the fenceline at the top of a rough, grass paddock, and well above the main French Pass Road. Over the fence was native bush and manuka scrub. To the north the fenceline climbed almost vertically upward, and to the south it headed upward but at a gentle angle. All around us there was fresh pig rooting where pigs had torn up the turf. Despite this, no pigs could be seen from our elevated vantage point.

We set off on foot, and headed along the gently sloping north fenceline. After 40 minutes of slow walking and glassing, we had traversed several gullies, climbed a considerable height and hadn’t sighted any deer or pigs. At one point we climbed from a deep creek to a vantage point where we were able to see our vehicle below us in the distance.

‘For God’s sake, will you take a look at that,’ Ken remarked.

‘Look at what?’ Jed asked.

‘Those four pigs rooting up the ground right next to my bloody Land Rover, that’s what,’ Ken responded, as he pointed an accusing finger in their general direction.

Sure enough, he was right. Four pigs were happily rooting up the ground no more than 100 metres from his vehicle.

‘I doubt that the bastards will be there by the time we get close enough to take a crack at them,’ Ken muttered, more to himself than to Jed or me.


After a short discussion, the men decided that we would head back, having agreed that they had a better chance at getting the pigs we’d just seen, than carrying on in the same direction with our fingers crossed, and hoping to find another animal.

After a fast downhill walk, we emerged at a point above where the pigs had been and from where an easy shot could be taken if they were still there. It seemed that this wasn’t to be our day, though, as there were no pigs to be seen anywhere. After waiting and watching for another quarter of an hour, we despondently returned to the vehicle. The men unloaded their rifles and secured them in readiness for departure. As they were doing this, I happened to glance up the northern fenceline, and, silhouetted on the skyline, on the outside of the fence about 150 or so metres above us, was a large, antlered stag. The moment I pointed it out to Jed, he grabbed and reloaded his rifle. He then leaned across the Land Rover’s bonnet and, after taking careful aim, fired a shot. I thought that I saw the stag shudder, but I must have been mistaken, as it simply stood there for about five seconds before turning and disappearing from sight over the brow of the hill.

‘Looks like you got it,’ Ken remarked.

‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Jed responded.

‘I think you hit it, Jed’ I added.

‘Well, that’s two against one, so I’d better head up the hill and take a look,’ Jed stated.

Jed headed up the hill while Ken and I waited at the vehicle. A short time later, Jed disappeared from view over the horizon.

About a minute later, Jed reappeared and gave us the thumbs-up signal to indicate that he had found the stag.

‘Bloody marvellous,’ Ken said. ‘I’ve all but run out of venison in my freezer, so this’ll solve that problem.’

The instant these words crossed Ken’s lips, a large stag come trotting over the brow of the hill at the exact location where Jed had recently disappeared from our sight. The stag was quickly making its way down the fenceline toward us, but was struggling under the weight of something that was attached to it. To my horror that something dangling from its neck was Jed. His arms encircled the stag’s antlers, and in one hand he was holding his hunting knife. He was being dragged along by the stag, and I was horrified at what I was witnessing.

I heard a confused Ken utter, ‘What the hell!’

From up the hill, I then heard Jed yelling over and over: ‘Shoot the bastard! Shoot the bastard!’

When he finally grasped what was happening, Ken burst out laughing. There was my dad, draped around a ferocious, wild stag’s neck and being dragged mercilessly down the hill, and for some reason he found this humorous. I feared that Jed was going to be mauled to death and, being horrified at this prospect, I also started shouting ‘Shoot the bastard!’ over and over again.

Just before the stag reached the vehicle, it saw us and made a sudden veer to its left. At this point Jed let go and, after a few out-of-control tumbles, he came to halt against the fence. Moments later a shot rang out. Ken had successfully taken care of his meat situation.
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I ran to Jed, and was delighted when, by the time I reached him, he was standing and concentrating on rolling himself a cigarette. Other than injured pride and a few grazes that were oozing blood, he was fine.

Later on, Jed explained what had occurred:

The moment I got to the brow of the hill I found the stag. It was lying beside the fence only metres from where it had stood when I shot it. To let Donna and Ken know that I’d successfully shot and found the stag, I returned to the top and gave them the thumbs-up signal, before putting my rifle down and taking out my knife. I stepped over the stag, took hold of one of its antlers and lifted its head, intending to cut its throat. As I lifted the head the stag gave a series of shudders, started thrashing its legs about, and tried to stand up. With my rifle being well out of my reach, I instinctively held onto its antlers and carried on trying to cut its throat with my knife. Try as I did, I couldn’t get the knife anywhere near to its throat, and was forced to hold onto its antlers for grim death. The stag managed to get upright and dragged me over the brow of the hill before running down the fenceline with me hanging on for all I was worth. I don’t even know why I was hanging onto it or how I was going to stop it, but hang on I did. I found myself yelling out to Ken and telling him to shoot the bloody thing, but in hindsight, with me attached to it, that wasn’t a smart idea. When the stag made an unexpected turn, I couldn’t hold onto the bastard any longer and fell off. I was pretty happy that Ken shot the bugger when he did. I’d tried riding the stag to the car to save me having to carry it there. When it escaped, Ken brought it down a mere 40 metres from the vehicle. I’d call that a great result, wouldn’t you?
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The String Thing

Bart is one of those blokes who everyone likes — and it’s not because of his infectious smile nor his youthful looks and long locks, despite his near 40 years of age at the time I first met him. Nope, people like Bart because he’s a very kind and generous man. It only takes a quick glance to come to the realisation that he’s also a mischievous bugger, as the glint in his eye and quick smile give that away instantly. I was soon to learn that these traits were particularly sought-after by the ladies.

Bart’s a keen hunter, and generously gives a fair amount of meat from the deer and pigs he gets to a group of retired people in Te Anau. This is typical of Bart’s nature, as he’d happily offer to help anyone who needed a hand without asking for anything in return.

I first collided with Bart in the Moose Bar in Te Anau when I was about to head into Fiordland for a roar hunt. Naturally, I was loading up with amber liquid, fearing that we may not have packed enough of it to take with us on our two-week excursion. It wasn’t far short of closing time when Bart walked into the bar. He was dressed so smoothly that the two youngish ladies hanging onto an arm each were having trouble staying attached to him. No sooner had he approached the bar and ordered a round of drinks when another attractive woman detached herself from another group and approached him. Without a word being said, she latched onto Bart and gave him a big ‘howdy-do’ peck fair on his kisser. The other two girls seemed to latch on tighter for fear of losing him. Within 15 minutes, things were getting out of hand as another two girls also merged into his quickly expanding entourage.

I’m pretty sure that Bart was thinking that he couldn’t handle such a large mob of the fairer sex in one sitting, so he sidled up to the group I was with and introduced himself. To our delight the girls came with him. I was there with three Christchurch chaps who were all aged in their thirties, and Bart had ideas of offloading one or two of his followers onto them. I was single at the time, but, being a bit older and having consumed one or two more than necessary, I wasn’t likely to be of any assistance in this regard.

It didn’t take long for Bart and me to find common ground, in that we both loved hunting. I soon found out that he had been a shooter from a helicopter in the torrid days of the venison wars in the 1980s. In fact it was deer hunting that had enticed Bart to move from his home territory in the North Island to Fiordland.

By the time we’d swapped a few hunting yarns, told a joke or two and maybe even the occasional lie, we’d formed a friendship that’ll last until we kick the bucket. Not surprisingly, the girls soon tired of hunting talk, and one by one they wandered off. This didn’t seem to bother Bart any. As the last female detached herself from our group, I said to Bart that he’d better take off after her or he may miss out on an ‘opportunity that might not present itself again’.

‘Bugger that,’ was Bart’s reply. ‘We’re talking hunting here.’

I think that is a pretty fair introduction for Bart. The story that follows is his, so it’s over to him to tell it from here.

I was raised in Opotiki in the Bay of Plenty. It’s fair to say that life was quiet there and that my childhood was pretty ordinary — that is, except for the fact that gangs were prevalent in the area and were always trying to recruit me into joining them. I had absolutely no interest in that sort of lark and gave the gangs a wide berth.

When I was a teenager, my dad and mum often took me and my two brothers possum shooting. Dad would shoot the possums, and my brothers and I would flesh them and stretch the pelts, before selling them to a local buyer. We got between $5 and $8 per skin, depending on the quality of them. This was great pocket money for us. Given the cash benefits, we were always keen to go spotlighting for possums with Dad.

I can’t recall whether I was thrown out of school or left of my own accord. Regardless, I left as soon as I could, as schooling held little interest for me.

Perhaps fortunately, I was offered a mechanic’s apprenticeship at Wakelin Motors, Opotiki. It was there that I met Gordon Bull, who was a keen deer hunter. Gordon invited me to go on a hunt with him to the Waioeka Gorge, which is between Opotiki and Gisborne. I was bloody keen to give this deer hunting caper a crack, so accepted his invitation.

One midweek evening, Gordon picked me up after dark. We intended to hunt his favourite hunting spot, which was a creek that he referred to as ‘his meat safe’. Gordon assured me that we wouldn’t have to walk far to get a deer or two. The night was calm and moonless. A few clouds dotted the sky, but otherwise it was a perfect evening. At that time the road was a gravel one, and we crunched along it noisily as Gordon shone the spotlight into the roadside scrub and clearings as he searched for deer. At about 9.30 p.m. Gordon pulled the vehicle to a halt by a one-lane bridge. To my disappointment up until that point we hadn’t seen any deer. Before long we were on Shanks’s pony and making our way up the creek.

‘There’ll be a deer pretty close by, don’t you worry,’ Gordon promised.

After slogging our way up the wide creek bed for about 40 minutes, Gordon swung the spotlight up a slip on the true left of the creek. Illuminated in the light’s beam about halfway up the long, narrow slip were two large-bodied stags. Each was carrying a heavy set of velvet antlers. I took over control of the spotlight while Gordon did the rifle-pointing side of things. In quick succession two shots boomed and both stags fell to the ground. It was then that I learned that Gordon was a fantastic shot. To me the shots were so close together that it seemed that Gordon couldn’t have taken the time to aim the rifle, when clearly he had.

It took us nearly an hour to climb the slip and gut both stags. When we had prepared them for carrying, Gordon swung the light up the slip one last time before setting off back to the vehicle. To our amazement, a hind was standing at the very top of the slip watching us. Within moments Gordon had shot her as well.

I quickly found out that the hunting side of things was far more fun than the gutting and carrying of carcasses back to civilisation. Gordon and I struggled under the weight of a stag each as we made our way back to the car. The blood that trickled from the carcass down my back and into my bum-crack didn’t make the trip any more pleasant either. By the time we got to the car we were both absolutely knackered. We had left the hind and velvet antlers behind with the intention of picking them up on our second trip.

‘I don’t know about you,’ Gordon puffed after he discarded his stag onto the back of the vehicle, ‘but I’m just about buggered.’

I couldn’t disagree with him, as it was about two in the morning and we still had a two-hour return walk to retrieve the hind and uplift the velvet.

‘I reckon that we’ll nip back home and get my horse George. That’ll make getting the other hind a bit less of an effort,’ Gordon declared.

Less than an hour later we’d picked up George and returned. Gordon had made a pack saddle for George that made carrying deer easier.

Soon enough we set off up the creek again. To my delight this time we were seated, albeit rather uncomfortably, on George’s back. I was about to find out that he should have been called ‘Bolt’.

About 15 minutes up the creek there was a tangle of logs that required a bit of careful navigation to get past. Gordon and I dismounted George in order to safely work our way past it. I was leading George by a rope, and as I made my way around a smooth log I slipped and fell. I landed with an almighty thump on my back, and in the process let go of George’s lead rope. Seizing the opportunity, George turned around and made a hasty departure, heading back toward the vehicle. A few curse words from Gordon creased my ears as he gave instructions for me to give chase and ‘catch the bastard’.

By the time I caught up with George, he was almost back at the vehicle. I think he may have heard me puffing behind him, as for some unknown reason he stopped and allowed me to catch up with him. We had a serious discussion before I got onto his back and we rode back up the creek. By the time we caught up to Gordon, the hind and velvet had been dragged down the slip to the creek bed. By this time Gordon’s torch was running out of battery-life and only emitted a very faint beam.

I swear that I heard George utter a few expletives when he saw the load he was expected to carry back down the hill.

Gordon and I got back to Opotiki just before 6 a.m. We were both absolutely shagged and were due to start work at eight that morning. Destined to get less than two hours’ sleep, we both made it to work and a very long, tiring day followed. At the end of the day, Gordon took the deer and velvet to a buyer and then drove to my place. You can take it from me that I was bloody pleased when he handed me a half-share of the proceeds after the cost of petrol had been deducted. I received the equivalent of four weeks’ pay which I thought was bloody good for a few hours’ effort. Clearly deer hunting was not only fun, it was a profitable enterprise as well.


It seemed that hunting was in my blood, and I quickly came to realise that I really loved the outdoors and all that it had to offer. Gordon and I went hunting as often as we could. I soon learned the basics required to shoot a deer on a regular basis. By a quirk of nature, I am blessed with excellent vision and seem to have an uncanny knack of seeing deer in the bush when others can’t. For this reason alone I managed to get more deer than most of my hunting mates. Gordon and I sold most of the deer that we shot, and were making good money as a sideline to our day jobs as mechanics.

Not long after my introduction to deer hunting, my friend Steve Pojursky decided that he wanted to get his commercial helicopter pilot’s licence. Reg Ellwood, who from memory was an ex-Vietnam helicopter pilot, trained him. At this time I was still working as a mechanic in Opotiki, and I serviced the vehicles of a number of helicopter pilots. Given our common interest in deer, we had plenty to talk about and I got on well with them all.

A few years later, in 1981, I got a phone call from Steve. He had obtained his commercial helicopter pilot’s licence and was working fulltime as a helicopter pilot hunting deer. Steve was based in Taupo, and he needed someone to help out on the helicopter for a couple of weeks. At the time, Steve was employed by Steve Evans, whose nickname was Womble. I agreed to give a hand, and after a full day’s work drove to Taupo, arriving just after 9 p.m. I had been given instructions on how to find the heli-pad and the small hut that was the operations base and my accommodation during my stay. I drove up a remote bush track as instructed, but, try as I might, I couldn’t find the bloody outfit anywhere. At about 10.30 p.m. I gave up looking, drove back to Taupo and called in at a motel. The large woman who greeted me at the counter wasn’t too pleased at being woken at that time of night. She wanted $75 for the night’s accommodation. In those days that was the equivalent of a week and a half wages, and I wasn’t about to pay that just to put my head on a pillow. The woman begrudgingly allowed me to make a phone call from her office. As punishment for disturbing her at that time of night she charged me $5 for the privilege, making it the most expensive phone call (proportionate to income) that I have ever made.

I rang Womble, who gave me directions to his house. He was more than happy to put me up for the night at no cost whatsoever.

Womble was a big, cheerful, pipe-smoking man, then aged in his early forties. His most distinguishing feature was that his face was buried beneath a large, thick, fiery-red beard.

Well before daylight the following morning, I followed Womble to the operations headquarters, which was situated deep in the Iwitahi Forest. On arrival there wasn’t a great deal to see. In a clearing that was surrounded by bush, there was a small hut, some drums of aviation fuel and a makeshift helicopter landing pad. While the whole set-up could well be described as ‘pretty rough’, it was functional and did the job.

Just as the night was turning to day, I was crammed into the rear of a Hughes 500C helicopter and we were off hunting for deer. You can take it from me that I was pretty excited as we took off on my new adventure. Who would have thought that a long-haired, skinny, blue-eyed mechanic from Opotiki would ever have had the opportunity to do something like this?

Womble stated to me before we started: ‘By the end of the day you’ll have a sharp knife and dull bones.’ He was dead right about that.

The pilot was Steve, and the shooter was Womble. This was my first ever flight in a helicopter, and it was exhilarating. We buzzed along the tree tops and among the surrounding hills, where we hunted mainly slips and riverbeds. Often the slips were steep and narrow. The helicopter would swing around a bend in a river and surprise an animal feeding. Womble and Steve had to react quickly in order to get a shot at the deer before it realised the danger it was in and made off into the nearby bush. Womble proved to be a fantastic shot, and managed to head-shoot most of the deer we saw.


Sika deer were everywhere that morning, and within an hour Womble had shot 27 of them. My job was to gut and gather the deer, in readiness for slinging — attaching them beneath the helicopter and carrying them out to the buyers. At regular intervals I climbed or leapt from the helicopter to attend to the animals while the others flew off to shoot more. Soon enough they’d return to pick me up and carry me off to the next waiting animals. Getting in and out of the helicopter as it hovered above steep and awkward ground required a fair amount of agility, and at times strength. Often Steve would back the helicopter away from the hillside as soon as he felt my weight on the skid. On occasions I found myself dangling from the skid and hanging on for grim death. The operation didn’t stop just because I was dangling beneath the helicopter. Time was money, and every minute spent flying was expensive. Given this, it was common for Steve to fly off to the next pile of deer while it was my job to find enough strength to hang on and climb back into the machine.

On one particularly steep slip, Womble shot a stag and it dropped to the ground. The helicopter couldn’t get in close to drop me off, so I was told to jump. We were well above the stag, which lay on the ground below with its legs twitching and kicking. To me it seemed that we were far too high for me to safely take the leap of faith, but the others seemed to think that the fall wouldn’t kill me and told me to hurry up and jump. I did, and landed with a ground-shaking thud before rolling some distance down the slope and coming to a stop right beside the stag. I gave the boys above the thumbs-up signal to let them know that I had survived, and as they backed away from the slope I stepped over the stag to cut its throat. As I did this, the stag lashed out with one of its rear legs and I copped a severe blow to my testicles. Forgetting the stag and with tears welling in my eyes, I covered my testicles to protect them from a further blow, and fell to the ground where I writhed in absolute agony.

The boys in the helicopter above witnessed the whole incident as they backed away from the slip. I caught a glimpse of them as I rolled on the ground, and wasn’t very impressed when I saw that they were laughing so hard that the helicopter was waving about, barely under control. I learned then that sympathy wasn’t going to be a feature in the deer-recovery game. Moments later the helicopter was off looking for more deer. As I said, time was money, and neither of my hunting companions showed any interest in giving my nuts a soothing ‘things will get better soon’ rub on my behalf.

At day’s end, Womble took a look at the deer we had recovered and didn’t look too happy.

‘Hey, Bart, I thought you said you knew how to prepare deer?’ he queried.

Well, I certainly knew how to tear the guts and entrails out of deer, but unfortunately to sell them required that certain parts like the heart, lungs and liver be left inside for examination by a meat inspector. Oops — I’d removed the lot.

Despite his potential loss, Womble was really good about my stuff-up and praised me for giving it my best shot. He gave me a lesson on the correct way to prepare the deer in the future, and nothing more was said. Fortunately, Womble was able to sell the meat despite the missing parts.

When the population of wild deer dropped dramatically and filling export orders became difficult and unprofitable, the concept of deer farming came into being. The industry needed large numbers of live animals to get the fledgling farms up and running. Given that the demand for live-captured deer exceeded supply, ridiculous prices were being paid for every breeding hind that was captured. Stags were worth little more than meat value. For this reason we had the policy of shooting stags and trying to capture hinds alive. Naturally, Womble’s operation now focused on the live-capture of hinds due to the far greater returns.

From my late teens I had taken up smoking roll-your-own cigarettes. When I teamed up with Womble I was really impressed by the fact that he smoked a pipe. The smell of his pipe tobacco was marvellous, and he always struck me as being regal when he was smoking his pipe. For this reason I decided to give pipe smoking a go, and purchased a pipe for myself.

It was Womble’s practice to smoke his pipe while we were in the chopper. He’d quietly puff away while we were searching for deer, and whenever one was located he’d calmly clip his pipe into a holder that he’d installed on the instrument panel. We’d deal to the deer, after which Womble would casually take his pipe from its holder and carry on puffing.

It soon became my practice to also puff on my pipe as we hunted. This was all well and good, until on one occasion when I’d been happily puffing away in the rear of the chopper we came upon a hind feeding on a steep slip. Steve swung the chopper sharply onto the deer, as Womble calmly stashed his pipe into its clip, gathered up his net gun and fired at the hind. As always he netted the animal, and it soon became entangled in the nearby vegetation. Steve eased the chopper alongside the hill, allowing Womble and me to jump out to retrieve the deer. Unlike Womble, I didn’t have a clip into which I could secure my still-burning pipe, so I slipped the pipe into my brand-new flying suit’s breast pocket before following Womble out the chopper’s door. Together we wrestled the hind to the ground and bound her legs in preparation for carrying out. As we were about to hang the hind under the chopper, we could see Steve pointing vigorously in my direction. Womble soon caught on that Steve was pointing at me, and turned to see what all the excitement was about. It was at about this moment that I came to realise that my suit was on fire. The burning tobacco from my pipe had ignited the material from my flying suit and was smouldering away, causing plumes of smoke to billow upward. Instantly I started belting my chest pocket as I tried to extinguish the fire. My panicked glances at Womble and Steve were met with peals of laughter. They found my predicament to be extremely hilarious, and no sympathy was offered. Other than a charred nipple and dented pride, I came to no further harm. Immediately following this incident, I gave up the pipe.

On another occasion I was again working with Steve and Womble. This time my primary roles were to drive the freezer truck and to refuel the helicopter. One morning I arrived at the base camp early, as I was delivering a new freezer there. That morning Womble was away sick, but Steve was keen to go hunting anyway, and, knowing that I could operate a rifle, he offered me the job of shooter. Not being one to turn down a challenge, I accepted the offer. I’d witnessed the operation many times and knew the routine, so thought I’d do alright. Beside me I had my bolt-action BSA .222 rifle and a custom-made, 4-barrel .308 calibre net gun. The rifle was for shooting stags, and the net gun for launching a weighted net to capture hinds alive.

The four-barrelled net gun was designed to fire four weights. Each weight was attached to a corner of the net, which was dragged behind the weights when they were fired from the net gun. The spreading net engulfs the fleeing deer and captures it.

On my first day as a shooter I managed to head-shoot two stags and live-capture a hind. Hinds were worth over $2000 each at that time. Later, at the peak, hinds sold for up to $3500 each.

From then onward, I got to shoot from helicopters on a regular basis. Before long I had purchased my own four-barrelled net gun, and made myself available to work for any helicopter operations that needed a hand. I had my kit bag packed, and was always ready to go at a moment’s notice. Despite being keen to be the shooter, my primary roles within the industry while in the North Island were relief shooter, deer-gutter and live-captured hind-bagger and-retriever.

While working with Steve Pojursky, I was paid $200 for every live hind we caught, plus a share of the meat proceeds for any stag that was shot. On the best day I had with Steve, we live-captured 7 hinds and shot 15 stags. Every hind caught was earning me the equivalent of almost two weeks’ mechanics’ wages. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to be getting paid such huge sums for doing something that was so exhilarating and which I loved doing.

Over the next two years I worked for various helicopter crews and hunted the Urewera, Kaimanawa, Kaweka, Motu country, East Cape, Whanganui and Taupo regions. Most of the hunting was on steep bush-blocks where we hunted slips, clearings and creek beds. The pilots had to be very good to operate in these confined areas. Given that the slips were often small and the deer didn’t have far to run to reach cover, the pilot had to manoeuvre quickly for the shooter to have any chance of getting them before they disappeared into the nearby bush. This vigorous manoeuvring of the helicopter often required all on board to ‘hang on for all you’re worth’ or risk being thrown from the machine.

Once the hind was snagged in the net, it was my role, as the gutter and retriever, to secure the animal for carrying back to base. This was always easier said than done. More often than not, the helicopter couldn’t land or get close enough to the deer to drop me off beside it. Commonly I would have to climb out of the helicopter and shimmy down a strop or chain through tree branches to the hillside. Once there, I’d make my way to the hind, which was desperate to escape the net and get away. On difficult terrain I’d fight off the hind’s flailing hooves and wrestle her to the ground. While struggling to stay attached to the steep hillside, I’d regularly have to lie on top of the struggling deer in order to strap her legs together and to prevent her from injuring me. Once the hind’s legs were bound, I’d place a blindfold over her eyes. As soon as deer can’t see, they tend to stop struggling and become calmer. Next I’d fit a canvas bag to the deer in readiness for it to be attached to a nylon-rope or chain strop that was attached beneath the helicopter. As regular as not, the deer would be carried off to a waiting truck or holding pen and the pilot would return for me later. As you can well imagine, getting back into the helicopter in these situations was always difficult. Often the only way I could get back into the machine was by climbing the strop or by hanging onto it and being lifted away to an area where the helicopter could land to allow me to climb back inside. This was hard, physical, and often dangerous, work, but I loved every minute of it.

One time I was shooting for a pilot, Dennis Mullooly. We were flying in a Hughes 500C and were hunting the Motu area. This location was littered with small clearings and slips. Given this, we had to react really quickly if we wanted to get any of the animals located there. I was the shooter for the day, and as we travelled I was leaning out the door looking for deer. Dennis spotted a hind on his side of the machine. He reacted instinctively and swung the machine vigorously to line me up with the deer. As the turn was made I hung on for grim death, and on seeing the hind instinctively aimed the net gun at her and fired. At the same instant that I pulled the trigger, Dennis, in order to avoid striking a protruding tree branch, jerked the machine upward. The net-gun weights shot from the barrels, and to my horror struck the helicopter’s skid, which an instant beforehand hadn’t been there. The weights blew the end of the skid clean off. By sheer luck the weights and the net that was being dragged behind it didn’t become entangled with any other helicopter parts, nor get blown up into the rotor blades, which could well have proved fatal to our ability to fly.

I wasn’t too popular with the pilot or the helicopter’s owner at that moment in time. We were forced to return to base to repair the skid. You can take it from me that landing a helicopter with only one skid is like trying to land a plane with only one wheel. On arriving back at base, the pilot handled the situation by hovering over an empty fuel drum. I then jumped out and arranged the drum beneath the machine in such a way that the machine could be safely lowered onto it and be supported on one side by the drum and the other by the remaining skid.


In 1983, I got a phone call from Roger Unsworth, a helicopter shooter I’d worked with at various times. Roger had moved south and was doing live-deer capture in and around the Fiordland area. He told me that they needed a fulltime truck driver to assist with their operation, and offered me the job. Not being one to shy away from a new adventure, I packed up my things and headed south.

What struck me the most about the South Island was its sheer vastness. Everywhere there are open spaces, wide open valleys, and massive tussock-covered tops where the deer roamed. This was in complete contrast to the tight, bush-covered slip-hunting I had cut my teeth on in the North Island.

The mountains, valleys and fiords of Fiordland are truly magnificent. Their grandeur is hard to put into words, and the region’s status as a World Heritage Park is well justified. What deserves a mention are the extremes in the weather that occur throughout the area. On the west side of the main divide, the average rainfall is close to 8000 millimetres per annum, and it can rain for as many as 200 days a year. On the east side of the mountain divide, around the Te Anau area, rainfall averages 1200 millimetres a year.

Running helicopters is a very, very expensive business, with every minute of flying time eating into the profit margins. The best way to keep flying costs down is to have a fuel supply and truck for carting the recovered deer as close as possible to the area being hunted. With this achieved, the helicopter can deliver any deer caught to the waiting truck, refuel and be back hunting in the quickest possible time.

My responsibilities as chiller-truck driver and general dogsbody were many, and included getting the fuel onsite, refuelling the helicopter, taking care of the hinds that were captured alive, delivering them to the holding pens to await their being sold, and cleaning the helicopter at the end of the day. Often I would be taken by helicopter to a mob of stags that had been shot, to gut them in preparation for their being carried to the waiting truck.


The operation ran smoothly, but the competition for the wild deer was strong, as there were many helicopter teams chasing them. Every minute of fine weather was hunted, and the only time we ever got a rest was when the weather was atrocious and the helicopter couldn’t safely fly. Work days would start well before dawn and finish after dark. In the summer months this could mean working from 4.30 a.m. until 11 p.m. This was followed by having a few nerve-steadying beers, a few hours’ sleep, and then back onto the job to do it all over again.

In spells of good weather we could work for weeks on end without a break. By the time bad weather halted operations, we were often absolutely knackered, grumpy and sleep-deprived. Despite these hardships, few operators grizzled about the long hours, as the money that was being made was incredible.

Several months after I arrived in Te Anau, Roger decided to return to the North Island. I made the decision to stay, and am still living there today.

While working in deer recovery from Te Anau, I worked for four different operators. Crew 1 was Derek Cook (pilot) and Roger Unsworth (shooter), crew 2 was Ray Nicholson (main pilot) and Nelson Thomson (pilot and shooter), crew 3 was Dick Deaker (pilot) and Jeff Carter (shooter), and crew 4 was Snow Mullally (pilot) and Graeme ‘Noddy’ Deaker (shooter and helicopter owner). In total, there would have been about 10 helicopter crews chasing the deer at that time, so competition was very fierce.

During my time in the North Island, the helicopter hunters worked collaboratively and had a strong culture of assisting and being helpful to each other. The culture down south was vastly different. There, the competition was so intense that on arrival I soon reached the conclusion that all many of them wanted to do was fight each other. Further, the pace that the operators worked at in the south was frantic and relentless when compared to their North Island counterparts.


Many of you will have heard of the so called ‘Deer Wars’ that occurred in the late 1970s and continued into the early 1980s. I was there, and witnessed some of the behaviour that occurred during that period. While I don’t intend to cover this in any detail, as it has been well documented in other books, I can say that I was aware of some very poor behaviour by some individuals, and that it was fortunate that no one got killed because of it. Enough said.

All too soon the bulk of the deer population had been hoovered up, and those that remained had become more cunning and harder to capture. The deer learnt that the sound of an approaching helicopter meant danger, and, whereas previously they had tried to out-run the helicopter, they had learnt to simply lie down and not move. It was generally moving deer that caught the hunter’s eye and led to the animal being captured. By simply lying down in the tussock, scrub or rock, the deer became all but invisible from above. The colour of the deer’s coat allowed them to blend into their surroundings and not be seen, provided they did not move. Often, as soon as the helicopter had flown past, the deer would stand up and continue grazing as if nothing had happened. I have witnessed deer doing this myself, as have many others I have spoken to. The helicopter hunters cottoned onto this tactic and developed counter-measures to catch the deer. This entailed making it the job of the gutter/bagger to look behind the helicopter as they hunted. Often the deer would be seen by the gutter as they got to their feet after the machine had flown past.

On one occasion in mid-winter I was working out of Te Anau with Dick Deaker and Jeff Carter. We had been grounded for a few days due to heavy snow and atrocious winds, and were keen to get back into the swing of hunting again. Snow lay thick on the ground, and we feared that the deer may be confined to cover, which would make finding them difficult. After donning a few extra layers of clothing, given that we operated with the helicopter’s doors off, we set off from our hangar and flew up the Upukerora (Upuk) River. It was just breaking daylight as we headed toward the Mavora Lakes Conservation area to a location where we’d had a bit of success previously. I was seated in the back and was assigned the task of looking behind us as we travelled. Everything was blurry given the bright, fresh snow, and very little could be seen that wasn’t white.

No deer were sighted as we flew up the Upuk and along the lower foothills as we made our way to the ‘Angle’s Rest’ area (our codename for the location). The only certainty was that it was so cold that my eyes were watering, and constant blinking was the only way that I could keep them from freezing solid. Dick flew along the top of the bushline as we continued to search for deer, but none were seen. There was talk of returning to base, but Dick decided to venture through a saddle and into another catchment. We had gone through the saddle, which was a total whiteout of snow with no vegetation showing, when I saw a small movement well behind us.

‘Deer!’ I yelled against the howl of wind and the whine of the turbine engine. At the same time I was pointing behind us into the whiteout saddle.

The ‘you are an idiot’ looks that Dick and Jeff gave me caused me to have doubts. My eyes were watering almost uncontrollably, and commonsense told me that there should be no deer in the horribly exposed saddle that we had just travelled through.

My instruction to ‘Turn the bloody machine around’ prompted Dick to make a tight turn and head us back into the saddle to where I was pointing. Moments later we were hovering over two hinds. All that was exposed above the snow were their heads. Both of the hinds were effectively buried beneath snow and couldn’t struggle free of it to try to escape. Jeff promptly head-shot them both.

‘How in the hell did you see those deer?’ Dick asked as he shook his head in disbelief.

‘How many times do I have to tell you? I’ve got bloody good eyes,’ I joked. ‘Truth is, I saw a head move after we flew by.’

I was quickly despatched from the helicopter to gut and strop the animals. Given the depth of snow, I all but had to dig them out and it was bloody hard work.

Having been divorced for some time, it was my dream to meet the perfect woman. Preferably semi-clad and waiting for me with a hot meal and a cold beer when I returned to the hut following a long day’s hunting. Although this particular arrangement never occurred, something along those lines did when I was single and aged in my late forties.

While in Te Anau I happened to meet a Scottish lady whose name is Lyn. I like all things Scottish, especially the bagpipes, and I was certain that I’d like Lyn as well. Then I got wind of the fact that she was keen on the idea of shooting a deer. Apparently, commoners (the likes of you and me) don’t get these opportunities in Scotland, as hunting is pretty much the realm of the landed gentry and the wealthy. If Lyn was to shoot a deer, she would gain some pretty impressive bragging rights back home — and, with a bit of luck, this might even influence her view of me.

When Lyn brought her car into the garage where I was working, I seized the opportunity and offered my services as a hunting guide. In her strong Scottish lilt, she accepted my offer. Lyn explained that she had her New Zealand firearms licence and that she had been out twice looking for a deer. Neither trip had been successful.

The following weekend I took Lyn to the rifle range to see if she was any good with a rifle. I needn’t have worried, as she could all but knock the dot off the letter ‘i’ at 100 metres. The following morning before daybreak, Lyn and I set off for a hunt. However, although I took her to one of my ‘hot spots’, after a four-hour walk we hadn’t even seen a deer and gave up. Despite it being wet and miserable, the following weekend I again took Lyn out for a hunt, and again we saw no deer. I could tell that by about this time she was thinking that I couldn’t find my own arse while armed with a handful of dunny paper, let alone find her a deer to shoot.

In desperation I sought the help of my mate Kit. At that time Kit was managing a farm and had access to some good hunting spots around the Whitestone River area. Kit is a friendly and very humorous man of average height, and who was then aged in his late fifties. His mischievous grin and jovial personality are his trademark features. Hunting is Kit’s hobby, and he is bloody good at it.

It was spring and the deer had made their way to the bush edges, from where they could launch night-time attacks on farmers’ new grass and freshly sprouting crops. Kit thought that the time was right, and that getting Lyn a deer shouldn’t be a problem.

On a Sunday afternoon we set off for a hunt in the Snowden Forest Park area. It was one of those typical Fiordland days where it was sunny one minute, then raining the next. The day couldn’t make up its mind what the weather was to be, so we were getting a bit of everything. With Kit and Lyn both carrying rifles, and me some food and safety items, we left the vehicle and entered the open bush. Kit pushed Lyn to the front and steered her one way or the other as we stalked.

‘Be ready to react at any time,’ Kit warned. ‘There are plenty of deer about, even this close to the road.’

We weren’t more than 300 metres into the forest when two spikers burst from a denser patch of bush to our left and ran off. Lyn got such a fright that she never even raised her rifle. After another half an hour of slow stalking, we spooked three hinds at close range. By the time we saw them, they were trotting off nervously. Lyn took a snap shot at one, but missed. Take it from me, she was very disappointed.

We were showered by heavy rain periodically, and the wind kept shifting direction, forcing us to make regular changes to the direction we were hunting. Despite the discomfort of the rain, we were all keen to carry on. From time to time we caught glimpses of the river through the open, twig-strewn bush. Suddenly Lyn stopped and pointed to a hind that was quietly feeding near the river’s edge. The hind hadn’t seen us and the wind was in our favour. Taking her time, Lyn settled herself for a rested shot. After what seemed an eternity, a shot rang out and instantly the hind fell. Kit and I ran to where the hind had disappeared from sight. She had tumbled, and we found her kicking frantically while wedged against a log in the creek bed where she had fallen.

‘You’d better get up here quick and finish the animal off,’ I yelled to Lyn, who hadn’t yet arrived. ‘It looks like she’s has still got plenty of life left in her.’

As soon as these words escaped my mouth, the hind sprang to her feet and in the same motion took off up the far side of the creek before bolting off down the gently sloping ridge that ran parallel to the creek. Lyn arrived just in time to see the hind’s timely departure.

It was clear that Lyn was upset at herself for not getting to the hind more quickly, and she apologised profusely. It turned out that she had attempted a neck-shot, and it had merely grazed and stunned the animal. Kit and I tried to console Lyn by telling her ‘That’s hunting for ya’, but this didn’t cheer her up any. We searched down the ridge that the hind had run off along, but found no blood nor further sign of her.

By this time it was raining cats and dogs again, and the day was quickly drawing toward darkness. Talk of heading for home was dismissed, as there was still some daylight remaining.

That day I was wearing some newly purchased hunting trousers that Lyn picked up for me from Invercargill. She was wearing a pair of the same trousers. As Lyn’s fine figure was leading us up a gently sloping ridge I commented to her that the trousers were ‘bloody comfortable’.

She replied, ‘Aye, they are good pants, but they are a bit tough on my bum.’

Not understanding where she was coming from in this regard, I responded with a questioning frown and asked, ‘Ya what?’

‘I take it,’ Lyn responded, ‘that you are not wearing a G-string like I am?’


Kit and I exchanged glances as we contemplated this piece of unsolicited information.

We hunted a flat bush terrace before turning and heading back toward the river. As darkness was almost upon us, I spied a hind feeding about 200 metres away in a small bush clearing. To get Lyn’s attention I took hold of her arm and pointed to the hind. After a quick discussion we decided to sneak in a bit closer to make the shot easier. This proved to be a big mistake. As we concentrated on sneaking up on the hind, we ignored the territory around us and managed to spook an unseen spiker. The hind let out a loud warning woof and both she and the spiker bolted. Lyn never had a chance to take a shot at either.

Well, that’s it, I thought. We had seen a lot of deer and had some good chances to bag one, but it seemed this wasn’t to be our day. With darkness all but on us we headed for home. We had only walked 100 metres downriver when incredibly I spotted two deer standing at the bush edge some 300 metres away. I tried to point the deer out to Lyn and Kit, but neither could see them in the near darkness.

I eased us back into the cover of the bush edge, and we moved hastily forward to close the gap between us and the deer before it got too dark. At a distance of about 120 metres, Lyn eased herself from cover and lay down at the bush edge with the intention of taking a steady, prone shot. I instructed her to aim for the deer’s mid-chest, which would give her the largest target area. By this stage both deer were staring directly at us, were on full alert, and appeared on the verge of making a hasty departure. Again, after what seemed an age, Lyn’s shot rang out. The largest hind took two unsteady steps forward, paused and then fell down dead. Lyn had her first deer.

Considering that I’m only a dumb-arse mechanic, I reckon that I’ve been pretty lucky to have had so many adventures, to have met so many marvellous people, and to have experienced the wonders that the New Zealand mountains and bush have to offer. I’ve had a tally-up, and I have flown with 26 different helicopter pilots throughout my venison-recovery years. All of them were highly skilled and wonderful people. The truly amazing thing about my time doing venison recovery is that I was paid to do it. Would I do it all again? Hell, yes!

It gives me a great deal of pleasure today to introduce youngsters, both male and female, to the pleasure of hunting. New Zealand is possibly the only country in the whole world where we can hunt deer and other wild game on public land and for free.

Author’s note: I take umbrage at Bart referring to himself as a ‘dumb-arse mechanic’. He is an extremely talented and conscientious mechanic who also possesses a vast array of engineering skills. I wish I had even a fraction of his talents.
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Three Guided Missiles

As stated in a previous chapter, Warwick has spent a great deal of his life in the mountains. There he encountered all sorts of interesting characters and it would be tragedy if he wasn’t given the chance to share a few more yarns with us. So it’s back to Warwick.

As the years passed, I managed to get into the hills as often as I could, but never as often as I’d have liked to. By the time I reached my late fifties I’d had enough of teaching and resigned. I had no idea what I’d do to earn a dollar, but I knew I’d had enough of successive governments changing the teaching rules every other year for no good reason. Recently, I heard a politician state that we were going to get back to teaching the basics — reading, writing and arithmetic. For crying out loud, why in the world would we ever have gone away from them? Enough of that — back to my hunting yarns.

About a week after quitting teaching I bumped into an old mate who suggested that, as I was still fit and keen on hunting, I should become a hunting guide.


‘There’s not a lot of money in it, but at least you’ll get to spend your time in the hills hunting,’ he offered.

Before I knew it, I was gainfully employed by a company that organised free-range hunts for red, fallow and white-tail deer, tahr, chamois, pigs, goats, wallabies and even hares, rabbits and possums. I was a keen trout fisherman, so often took clients river- and lake-fishing as well. The hunting company had access to a range of properties for their clients to hunt on. It was my job to transport them there, cook, wash, entertain and guide them to an animal. Given that the client was paying and was often hunting on a short timeframe, it wasn’t uncommon to get into an area by helicopter or jetboat.

While I was lucky enough as a guide to meet many interesting clients from all over the world, a few incidents occurred that made the job memorable — and not always in a good way.

One wealthy American client, Chad, arrived in New Zealand with his 14-year-old son. Chad had a real love of hunting, and had travelled the world in pursuit of all types of trophies. He was a very friendly and interesting man, who talked freely and enjoyed a whisky, as do I. Chad had a problem, though, in that his son wanted little to do with him and wouldn’t communicate in any worthwhile way. Further, the lad spent every waking moment of his life with his head buried in a hand-held computer game, and communication appeared to be limited to grunts and the occasional head nod. Chad hoped that a ‘dad-and-son’ trip to New Zealand might awaken the lad, and give him an interest in the outdoors and hunting as well.

After meeting and greeting Chad and his son at the Christchurch Airport, I took them to a rifle range to ensure that their rifles were sighted in correctly. Both were very good shots, but the lad didn’t show much interest and appeared to only be going through the motions.

This particular guided hunt also encompassed a road trip around a big chunk of the South Island. We travelled to the Blue Mountains in Otago where we hunted fallow deer. Chad shot a good representative stag there, and was delighted. His son had begrudgingly come along, but made it obvious that he didn’t want to be there.

At the head of Lake Wakatipu on the Dart River we hunted white-tail deer. Despite seeing many, we never found a trophy animal and none were shot. After that we drove to Fox Glacier on the West Coast. From there we were delivered by helicopter onto a mountain top where we hunted for chamois. The day was perfect, clear and warm, and the views were stunning.

Throughout the day we sighted many chamois; however, most were nannies or young bucks that weren’t trophy value. In keeping with his principles of only taking suitable trophies, Chad took many photographs but elected not to shoot any. The lad didn’t appear to have been impressed by the helicopter flight or interested in being on the mountain tops at all. Our pilot was due to pick us up at day’s end, and we had a radio to call him if an early pick-up was required. By late afternoon my clients were exhausted. We were glassing the slopes below from the edge of a tussock shelf. The shelf was big enough for the helicopter to land there without difficulty. Having sighted no more chamois I made the call requesting that we be picked up. I’d just finished making the request when Chad exclaimed, ‘Will you take a look at that!’, as he nodded to a rocky outcrop not more than 60 metres away. A large buck chamois had heard my voice and, being curious, had leapt onto a rock to see what had made the noise.

I didn’t need my binoculars to see that this was a good trophy, and I told Chad to take the shot. He offered it to his son, who dismissed the suggestion with a shake of his head. By then the chamois had decided that it didn’t like what it was seeing and was shuffling its feet in an ‘I’m about to go’ way. Chad wasted no time, and within moments he fired and the chamois fell. To his delight the horns measured 9¾ inches in length.

The next day we were flown into a remote hut where we stayed for two days doing a free-range hunt for red stags. Again we saw inferior animals, but nothing that came close to being of trophy class. We spied a large-bodied 10-point stag feeding on a slip which we could easily stalk. Chad had asked that the lad be given a shot at a stag in the wild if one of note was found. When it was offered to him he wasn’t enthusiastic and said he’d wait for a better one. I wasn’t sure whether he was too lazy to stalk the stag or simply didn’t want to shoot an animal at all.
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The final leg of our journey was to travel to Mesopotamia Station at the head of the Rangitata Valley. Chad wanted to take a bull tahr home with him.

We were flown by helicopter to the top of a distant mountain where we were dropped off. Once again I had a radio with me and could call for a pick-up at any time. Given that I had been in the area many times previously and knew it well, I was confident that we would see a good bull tahr, and with luck be able to shoot him. The lad was with us, but as always showed little interest in being there. It was rutting season, and because of this the bulls were roaming, constantly looking for nannies on heat. My strategy was to sit above a well-travelled saddle and wait in ambush. As we sat, we all glassed the surrounding areas and across the valleys to the next mountain ranges. It was a magnificent, clear, cloudless day, with that intense blue sky that such days start with. Other than the gentle whisper of the wind and distant cry of a kea, nothing but silence could be heard.

After half an hour of glassing, Chad gave me a nudge and pointed toward the far side of the saddle. My eyes quickly settled on a large-bodied bull that was ambling along the rocky ridge-top toward us. I raised my glasses and studied the tahr. By a stroke of good fortune he was a very good one, with horns of trophy standard.

‘It’s a good one, Chad. Well worth taking. It may even go 14 inches if you’re lucky’.

Chad leaned toward his son and whispered, ‘This could be the chance of a lifetime, lad. Do you want to take the shot?’

The boy gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, dismissing the idea. I was certain the lad would have been far happier playing his computer game rather than looking for tahr.

Chad looked at me and I him. Nothing needed to be said. The boy was starting to piss us both off.

The bull dropped from the rocky ridge-top and sidled through waist-high tussock as he made his way into the stony saddle. According to my rangefinder he was 244 metres away when he came to a halt right in the centre of the saddle. Seemingly the bull couldn’t decide whether to head through the saddle or continue on the path he was already travelling. The choice was taken from him. A loud boom erupted from Chad’s rifle and the bull crumpled instantly to the ground before us.

Chad was very excited and the ritual hand-shaking, back-patting and photographs followed. This was Chad’s first tahr, and his horns measured 13.6 inches.

The lad wasn’t interested in staying to look for a tahr for himself, so I radioed for the helicopter to come and get us. We were back at the game park by 11 a.m.

When Chad had arrived, we had discussed his schedule and had agreed that if he hadn’t secured a good red stag in the wild that he’d pay to hunt one on the game park.

Some people have the misconception that in a game park you simply walk up to a fenced-in animal and shoot it. It’s not like that at all. While the animals are contained by fences, the paddock where Chad and his lad were to hunt was thousands of acres in size, was on a hillside and had lots of trees, gullies and scrub. That’s a lot of land and many places where a stag can hide.


Safari park stags come at a price. Usually the trophy is charged out at around $1000 per point, making a 14-point stag worth $14,000, and so on. A lot of tourist money comes into New Zealand via this system and, while untenable to many New Zealanders, it is the norm for Americans and others who are time-challenged. Chad hoped to bag an even 12- or 14-point stag that he reckoned ‘would look just dandy above my fireplace’.

About mid-afternoon we drove to the padlocked hunting block and let ourselves in through the gate. I drove a rough track to a high point, where we stopped and glassed the surrounds, but saw no animals. After half an hour we moved off to a new area and repeated the process. Again we saw no stags. We then departed the vehicle, and for an hour climbed higher to see if we could locate a stag. After another half an hour of glassing, the lad found a lone stag lying on a tussock shelf below and to the left of our position. An inspection with my spotting scope revealed him to be a 15-pointer.

‘It’s not the 12 you are looking for,’ I stated. ‘Shall we take a look around the next ridge?’

‘Fifteen points sounds fine to me, and it looks like a good head. I’ll have a crack it,’ he responded.

‘It’s a $15,000 animal. Are you happy with that?’

He was. A stalk was planned and Chad set off. The lad and I remained and watched from above. Chad had several steep guts to drop into and climb from to reach a position where he would be close enough to take a shot. His plan was to drop down the second gut a hundred or so metres, then to pop up, leaving him a shot of about 260 metres provided the stag remained at his current location.

As Chad disappeared from view and made his way down the second gut, the stag got up and started quietly grazing upward. When Chad emerged from the gut he was below the stag and commenced looking for him in the wrong direction. He seemed to gaze everywhere but up. Finally, Chad turned to face me while holding his binoculars to his face. Using hand signals I indicated that he had to look up and to his right. At about the same time as Chad cottoned on to what I was trying to tell him, the stag noticed him below and stood staring, with his nostrils flared as he tested the air for danger. Chad turned in time to see the stag gallop off across the face away from him. I watched as Chad raised the rifle and took a hurried shot. It missed, however the bullet kicked up dirt in front of the stag which caused him to slow and hesitate. Chad then dropped to his knee and took a well-aimed shot. The shot was good, and after what seemed like an eternity where the stag simply stood motionless, it fell over dead.

We all raced to the stag. It was a tremendous animal and Chad was thrilled with it. As I butchered the stag, Chad was busy describing the hunt excitedly to his son, who was again busy showing no interest at all. With the head across my shoulders and my pack stuffed with back steaks, we started down the hill. I’d be returning later that evening to retrieve the rest of the meat. We hadn’t gone far when Chad spotted another stag lying in some matagouri. A look at it through my binoculars revealed that it was a big, heavy-timbered 12-pointer.

‘I haven’t brought you all the way to New Zealand to go home and say you shot nothing, son. That animal is yours, and I want you to take it,’ Chad instructed.

The lad gave his father an exasperated ‘whatever’ look, sighed, and took the rifle from him. No special planning was required for the stalk. All we had to do was sidle across the face toward the animal, and when close enough take a shot at him. We were above the stag, so it was very unlikely that he would look up and see our approach.

At 180 metres the lad lay down and steadied himself for a rested shot. The stag was lying in the open and his full body was in view. Chad gave his son instructions on controlling his breathing, and to gently squeeze the trigger. Before he had finished speaking, the rifle fired. The stag never moved.


Chad was very excited that his son had secured a trophy stag that he could boast about in America; however, the lad showed no emotion at all, and really couldn’t have cared less. Given that Chad would have to fork out $12,000 for the privilege, I thought the ungrateful boy could have at least pretended that he gave a shit.

That night was our last, as the following afternoon the pair were flying out of the country. Part of my job was to arrange for the trophies to be taken to the taxidermist and then freighted to their home in America.

After our evening meal I suggested that we go out and spotlight for some hares. As usual Chad was keen, but as always the lad showed no interest. An hour after dark, we set off in my four-by-four. It was a clear, starlit night with good visibility. The hares must have liked it as much as I did, as they were everywhere. I aimed the spotlight, and for the first two or three hares Chad took the shots. Something must have succeeded in finally getting into the lad’s head, as all of a sudden he took an unprecedented interest in proceedings. The lad took over control of the spotlight and revelled in finding hares and holding the light on them for his father to shoot. I can even say that the lad appeared enthusiastic. After Chad had shot 10 hares he gave the rifle to the lad and they changed roles.

There is no doubt that the lad was a good shot with a rifle, as he hit every single hare he fired at. This was even more remarkable due to him shooting another 35, three of them on the run, before I suggested that we return home. At this suggestion the lad almost turned nasty.

‘We’re not going home until we’ve shot 50,’ he declared. A nod of the head by Chad confirmed that he supported this view, and as he was paying the bill we continued. I pulled the plug after they’d shot the tally they’d set their hearts on.

What I found strange about the whole trip was the lad’s total lack of enthusiasm for deer, chamois and tahr, which are some of the world’s most challenging trophies. That shooting hares, a common pest, was what set his world on fire beggars belief, but that’s exactly what happened. I later found out that in America it is illegal to hunt using a spotlight, which might offer an explanation for the lad’s enthusiasm for shooting hares.

Sir Ed

I’d recently turned 64 when I picked up another American, Bob Sebastian Rawley the Second (not his real name, but close enough), from the airport. The man had booked a free-range hunt with the aim of securing a tahr. I had more respect for this type of hunter, as he was prepared to carry his own pack into our hunting area and live in a small tent in his effort to secure a trophy. After the traditional hand-shake the man stated, ‘Thanks for coming to get me, Warwick, but where’s my hunting guide?’

‘You’re looking at him,’ I replied.

‘You must be kidding me,’ he sneered. ‘I booked a hunting guide not a geriatric.’

It is fair to say Bob wasn’t a subtle man and that things didn’t get off to a good start. I was paid to keep the customer happy and to have them believe that they were always right, so I kept my trap shut and cajoled Bob into my vehicle. Again we were headed to Mesopotamia. As we travelled, he complained constantly that I wasn’t up to the job and that he’d be having words with my employer. I resolved to myself that, one way or another, I’d have the last word on this trip.

When we arrived at Mesopotamia I introduced Bob to Laurie Prouting the station owner, whereupon Bob moaned to him that I wasn’t up to the job of guiding him. Laurie gave me a knowing wink, and said to Bob that he’d be best to wait and see how things went.

That evening we drove into the foothills and glassed for tahr near the valley floor. It didn’t take us long to find three large mobs on the surrounding mountain faces. Amongst them we saw two or three good-size bulls curling their lips and sniffing the air, hoping to find a receptive nanny on heat. Bob was keen to take off after the bulls right there and then, but I was able to persuade him that, in the clear mountain air, things appear much closer than they actually are. It would take a good two hours of climbing to get within range of any of those tahr.

‘We haven’t brought torches or proper clothing for the intense cold that comes after sunset, so they will have to wait until tomorrow,’ I advised him.

I heard him mumble, ‘Just as I thought — too old and unfit. I’d expect nothing less from a geriatric.’

With that he stormed off back to the truck.

Come morning, we set off well before daylight. We knew where the tahr were, and I wanted to climb to their area before they surfaced and spotted us coming.

I drove as far as I could before parking and setting off up the hill. I carried the day-pack, spotting scope and food. All Bob had to carry for the day was his rifle. Given the crap I’d put up with from him the previous day, I had a point to prove. I set off at a cracking pace and never let up, nor did I stop for any rests. If he was so fit, keeping up wouldn’t pose a problem, would it? After all — wasn’t it me who was supposed to be old and unfit?

Twenty minutes later I was a long way above Bob, who had fallen well behind. I stopped and waited for him to catch up. As soon as he did I stated that we didn’t have time to stop for him to catch his breath, and asked that he ‘please keep up with me’ as we needed to be at our intended location before the tahr started moving for the day. I again set off at a fast pace, making sure that Bob didn’t get a break. This process was repeated three times before he finally called out as I departed ahead of him: ‘Hey, Hillary, would you mind slowing down a bit?’

Nonchalantly I turned and said, ‘They told me you’d be fit enough for this hunt when I took the job. It seems they were wrong.’


The amused smirk that creased his face conveyed that he knew he’d been bettered, and from then onward I received no further ridiculing from him.

We continued to climb through the slippery tussock and patches of snow until we reached a sharp rocky ridge that separated us from where we had seen the tahr the previous evening. On we went, before easing ourselves to the top and looking into the vast tussock basin beyond. Dawn had creased the sky 10 or so minutes before our arrival, and visibility was getting better by the minute. To our surprise there were no tahr there at all.

‘What now?’ Bob asked.

‘We wait. They’ll move as soon as the sun hits the face,’ I told him.

Sure enough, the moment the sun hit the face tahr started to materialise magically from within the tussock where they had been bedded down. Even I was surprised when more than 30 surfaced and started to graze.

Using our binoculars, Bob and I scanned the herd to see if there were any bulls worthy of shooting amongst them. There wasn’t. One or two were pretty good, but Bob whispered that he hadn’t travelled half way around the world to bag a less than trophy-class animal.

Looks like I’ll have to work a bit harder to satisfy Bob, I thought.

A half-hour later we backed away from the ridge and set off in the opposite direction to where we’d seen another mob of tahr the evening before. Twenty minutes later we were glassing some tussock ridges that were below a series of almost sheer rock cliff faces. Grazing there were 20 more tahr, all blissfully unaware of our presence. Once again, there were no trophy bulls amongst them.

We sidled the mountain face and repeated this process throughout the day as we searched unsuccessfully for a bull. By late afternoon we had not found the animal we wanted and it was time to head for the truck. Thick, dark clouds were rolling down the valley, and the temperature had dropped to near freezing. Bob was looking a bit fatigued by this time, having spent a full day on the mountain.

‘Don’t worry, Bob,’ I encouraged him. ‘We can try further up the valley tomorrow.’

We were about halfway down the face when I spied a movement on a rocky slip well below us and near to the valley floor. I put the glasses to my eyes and observed a big-bodied bull casually ambling his way across a rocky slip. A closer look through my spotting scope revealed that it was a trophy-class bull that was carrying a good set of horns.

‘This might just be your lucky day, Bob,’ I declared.

We were well above the bull and, as we watched, he turned and started to climb steadily up toward us. Bob and I shuffled across the steep face we were on and took up a shooting position on top of a large protruding rock. As we did so, two kea circled above and started their raucous call. They were unwelcome guests at that time; however, the bull paid little to no attention to them and continued to climb.

Bob settled himself into a comfortable position and worked out where he believed the tahr would present himself as the easiest target. Some 15 minutes later his rifle roared and the job was done.

The horns measured 14? inches in length, making it a world-class trophy. Bob was a very happy man indeed.

Later that night I found out that Bob wasn’t any better at holding his whisky than he was at racing me up a mountain. We both drank far too much and yarned well into the night. It turned out that Bob had hunted all over the world and was a longstanding member of the Safari Club International. I was able to tell him many stories about hunting in New Zealand, and he recounted stories of his many hunts and expeditions around the world in return. Despite our rough start, I found him to be a very interesting man and remain in contact with him even now, many years after these events.


A Very Big Challenge

One evening I received a phone call from my employer. ‘Are you available for the week starting 22 April?’ he asked. I told him that I was.

‘Good. I’ve got an interesting one for you, and I think that you’re just the guide to handle the situation. The man’s name is Terry and he is happy to hunt a safari park so long as he gets his trophy,’ the boss continued. ‘There’s a thing or two that you’ll need to get sorted before he arrives, though, as the client has some issues that you’ll have to address if you are to keep him happy.’

‘Issues?’ I enquired. ‘What issues?’

‘It seems that Terry isn’t very mobile. He weighs 37 stone (234 kilograms) and is only capable of walking a few hundred metres at the most. Needless to say, getting him around the hills will pose a few problems. He’s arriving in his own private jet on Sunday week, and you will have to meet him at the airport with a vehicle big enough to take his bulk.’

Bloody hell, I thought, talk about mission impossible. How in the world can I get a trophy stag for a man that huge without tying it to a tree and driving the man directly to it?

‘And what’s the other issue?’ I asked.

‘He only has two days in New Zealand before he has to depart the country on important business. Are you up to it?’ the boss asked.

Talk about putting a man in a tricky situation.

‘Have I ever let you down?’ I responded.
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Two weeks later, I was at the airport to greet our client, Terry. He arrived in a custom-made jet that was fitted with a special hoist to get him in and out of the aircraft. I had no idea of just how big 234 kilograms of flesh really was until I approached Terry.

Everything from his stomach to his huge fingers and dangling jowls was puffy and round. Even his lips were large, and when he spoke even his words seemed to come out round. As his hand engulfed mine in a greeting handshake, it was obvious that the man, despite being very friendly and convivial, was more than a little embarrassed by his mass.

Terry was the paying client, and it was my job to get him a trophy stag come hell or high water.

Using a crowbar and a series of tyre levers (just joking), I managed to cram Terry into the largest four-by-four truck that I was able to hire. Mine simply wouldn’t have been big enough to fit his bulk inside. The effort of getting into the four-by-four left Terry puffing and short of breath.

We made our way to a safari park situated near Hanmer. As we travelled, Terry told me his story, which for commercial reasons I am bound to keep to myself. What I can tell you is that Terry was very friendly, had a sharp sense of humour and laughed easily. But for his impressive bulk he was no different to anyone else. Having said this, getting Terry a trophy stag wasn’t going to be easy, despite me having had two weeks to prepare for the hunt.

‘The property we are going to hunt has many trophy stags on it. However, they are all running wild on a massive 11,000-acre block. Getting a trophy isn’t as easy as driving through the gate and shooting one. The fact is that we are going to have to work hard to get you a trophy, but I am confident that we will succeed. The property is bordered by a river at its lower end and rises to the top of a mountain range at the other. In between there is scrub, creeks, bush, matagouri and tussock. Fortunately for us, there are a number of rugged farm tracks that we can use. If we get lucky, you may even get to shoot an animal from the truck. I can’t promise you a stag, as the animals are all free-range on the property, but I can promise you that we’ll give it a bloody good try.’


Terry seemed happy enough with this.

‘My secretary laughed when I told her I was going for a hunt in New Zealand. It’d be nice to get a stag to take home and tell her I told you so.’

Even more pressure. How lucky could I get?

At the safari park homestead we had an early lunch before heading to the farm’s range to let Terry have some shots with the rifle he was to use. There is no point in finding a trophy stag only to have him miss the animal altogether. As is a common trait with most American clients, Terry was a marvellous shot. He hit the target within a few millimetres of the bull’s-eye every time, even when taking shots from a distance of 200 metres.

After sighting the rifle in, we returned to the homestead and uplifted another guide called Sid. We squeezed Sid into the back of the four-by-four behind me, as there was no room behind Terry, given that his seat had been pulled fully back in order to fit him in. We then drove to the implement shed near the stock yards to change vehicles.

Our problem was that we couldn’t use the four-by-four for the hunt, as Terry wouldn’t be able to get out of it quickly enough should we surprise an animal. From the back of an open-deck truck he stood a far better chance of getting a shot should we locate a stag.

We helped Terry onto the back of a farm truck that was usually used for feeding out hay on the farm. We achieved this by backing the truck up to the cattle stock-ramp and having Terry walk up it. This required far more effort by Terry than you’d ever imagine, and left him sweating and exhausted. He was very grateful for the high-backed seat that we’d thoughtfully secured to the deck for him. Sid drove while I stayed on the back of the truck with Terry.

‘Here we go, Terry. We’re into it,’ I said. ‘You’d better be ready to shoot at any time. If we see one, we’ll bang on the truck roof and Sid will stop for you to take the shot.’

Sid drove along the track that ran above the river before turning onto a narrow, rock-strewn farm track that led upward. All the time I was encouraging Terry to keep his eyes peeled, looking for a stag, as ‘they roam wild everywhere on the farm’.

We stopped and opened a number of gates as we progressed. As we travelled, we saw numerous paddocks full of breeding hinds and stags. Seeing the deer only served to heighten Terry’s excitement.

On reaching the top paddock that was enclosed by high-wire deer-fencing, I told Terry to be ready as this was an area where a stag had been sighted on several occasions lately. While still seated in his elevated chair, Terry leaned across the shooting bar that was mounted above the truck’s cab. Sid got out of the cab and opened the gate. After unlocking the padlock and noisily pulling the chain from the gate, Sid climbed back into the truck’s cab and drove into the hunting arena. As he pulled to a halt on the inside in order to secure the gate, a massive stag emerged from a patch of bush approximately 200 metres above us.

‘Bloody hell, Terry — there’s one!’ I exclaimed, as I pointed out the stag that was emerging from the trees. ‘It’s a bloody beauty, too. Can you see it?’

Without saying a word, Terry nodded his head to indicate that he had, and swung his rifle toward the animal. I saw that his hands were trembling a little as he lined up the stag, which had clearly seen us and was now trotting along the bush edge.

‘I hope that he doesn’t bloody miss,’ I thought to myself. ‘He may not get another chance.’

A shot rang out and the stag fell. The yell of delight that came from Terry indicated to me that he was very pleased with himself and the way that events had unfolded thus far.

Sid drove the truck right up to the stag. It was massive and carried 18 points (not uncommon in safari parks). As best he could, Terry was doing a little jig on the back of the truck. Before I could stop him, he slid himself off the truck’s deck and landed with a ground-shaking thud beside the stag.


With lungs heaving, Terry wheezed that we’d better take a photograph or two for the benefit of his secretary. I was happy to operate the camera, but was worried about how we were going to get Terry back onto the truck when we were finished.

A vast number of photographs were taken, with Terry posing triumphantly in all of them. He even insisted that Sid and I pose with him in others. When all of the back-patting, hand-shaking and photographing was done, Sid and I had to assist Terry back onto his feet. His girth was such that he couldn’t manage the task unaided.

After butchering the stag and removing the head, we addressed the issue of getting Terry back onto the truck. It was obvious that he couldn’t climb back onto the deck unassisted. Initially we thought that we might be able to lever him up and into the truck’s cab, but that proved too difficult, as it was high off the ground and Terry wasn’t able to lift himself, even with our assistance. The problem was solved when we found a low embankment that we were able to back the truck up to. We then removed the truck’s tailgate and used it as a walkway from the bank onto the truck deck. It took a monumental effort by Terry to get back on board, but he made it and was thoroughly delighted with himself for doing so.

The following day I returned Terry to his private jet. There he introduced me to his pilot. Terry couldn’t have spoken more highly of me, and told him that I was the most marvellous hunting guide in the whole world. Before being hoisted onboard, Terry shook my hand one final time. He told me that if I was ever in Houston, I was to be his guest, and that I needn’t take any money with me as everything would be taken care of. He reached out and slipped an envelope into my top pocket.

‘That’s a little something from me to say thanks. I really enjoyed your company.’

The envelope contained a wad of new US$100 notes, the sum of which well exceeded my pay for the guided hunt.

Later that evening I rang Sid at the homestead.


‘Just calling to say thanks, cobber. You really did a great job and I appreciate it. I’ve got an envelope here that Terry left for you. The envelope he gave me had cash in it, so I expect that yours will, too. Terry and I both really appreciated your efforts.’

‘You didn’t tell him, did you?’ asked Sid.

‘No, mate — that’s our secret,’ I answered.

Over the years I have often thought about Terry and his Hanmer hunt. I still think that it was a great idea of Sid’s to hand-feed Terry’s stag with deer nuts for the two weeks prior to him arriving. Sid had built a temporary enclosure pen inside the entrance gate, and had gone to it twice a day to hand-feed the deer nuts to the stag. On arrival, Sid would rattle the gate’s chain to signal that he’d arrived with the nuts. The stag soon came to associate the sound of the rattling chain with getting fed, and would come running to the gate whenever he heard the sound.

We believe it’s best that Terry doesn’t learn of this little deception, but under the circumstances we think that it was justified. Terry was a very good man who was cursed with an unfortunate body. We enjoyed his company, and he was very intelligent, generous and interesting. A year later Terry called me. To his great credit he had shed 40 kilograms and was determined to lose even more. I believe that his New Zealand hunting experience helped to motivate his desire to change.

I’ve run out of space, so will wind things up here. I have recounted a small sample of the type of people I have met and experiences I have had through being a hunting guide. As you have read, the clients are a diverse and interesting lot. Some wanted to be spoon-fed and others didn’t. Being a guide isn’t always as fun-filled as it sounds, as some paying clients are extremely demanding. Others are as laidback as the average New Zealander and take to the New Zealand outdoors like a duck to water.

Guiding hunters was a very enjoyable period of my life. Unfortunately, age has caught up with me and I can’t get around the mountains like I used to.


Should we meet again, I might even tell you a yarn or two about my days as a guide hunting caribou in Québec …
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Chewing the Sock

Bruiser’s reputation was earned. He’d been to battle many times, and is best described as a tough, war-torn, savagely scarred mongrel. While details of Bruiser’s start to life remain unknown, one look at him tells us that he was conceived by a couple of ugly individuals of questionable origins. The secrets of his background will remain a mystery forever, but one thing that is unquestionable is the day that Garth met him and adopted him into his family.

Garth, now aged in his sixties, lives in North Canterbury. He was raised on a farm that backed onto the Kaikoura Ranges, where deer and pigs roam.

This is Garth’s yarn, so I’ll hand things over to him to tell it.

As a kid I was often taken deer hunting by my father. The hills were steep, and deer numbers high. For unknown reasons my father had little interest in pig hunting, despite there being plenty of them on his farm. Don’t get me wrong here, should a pig wander past it would get a bullet and the pork would end up in our freezer, but Dad’s primary interest was deer stalking.


By the time I turned 11, I was a fairly good shot with a rifle and had no trouble downing a deer whenever given the opportunity. This was usually when we’d found one grazing in a deep gully, where we had been able to stalk in close to it without being seen or heard, and I’d have a shot at very close range.

Rifle safety was drummed into me. On several occasions when I got a bit careless and allowed the unloaded rifle barrel to wander in Dad’s general direction, he gave me a solid clip around my ear to refocus me.

‘Loaded or not, never point a rifle at anyone,’ he’d sternly warn me.

By age 14, I was allowed to take my father’s rifle and go hunting on my own. Often I’d team up with my younger brother, Trevor. Even though he had little interest in hunting, he would tag along for the sole reason of getting away from Mum and Dad, who would always find jobs for him to do on the farm if he stayed behind. By age 15, I was also allowed the use of a farm jeep to get me to and from hunting areas on the farm.

One of our neighbours, Hamish, was a keen pig hunter who kept a lively pack of dogs to help him find and catch them. Given that pigs can cause a lot of damage to paddocks and even kill newborn sheep, Hamish and his dogs were welcomed onto farms throughout the district to help sort out the menace.

Hamish died years ago, but at the time of this yarn was aged in his early sixties, was a stocky build, with a mass of unruly greying hair and whiskers that refused to be tamed. A roll-your-own cigarette was a permanent fixture between his lips, but despite this he was as fit as a fiddle.
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On one occasion when he hunted on my parents’ farm, Hamish invited me to go with him. Even though he was a bit of a loner we got on well, as I was keen to learn about pig hunting and how his dogs worked them. Despite our age difference, over time Hamish and I became friends, and I was regularly invited on hunts with him. One thing that stood out was that all his dogs were rugged and scrawny mongrels. It soon became clear that they were very loyal to Hamish, as hard as nails and loved hunting pigs. While still enjoying deer hunting, I quickly realised that the thrill of hunting pigs with dogs was more appealing to me and yielded more animals.

It was 1962 and I was aged 17 when the following events happened.

Well before dawn one freezing winter morning, Trevor and I drove from the homestead. Let’s not get into the issue of me not having a driver’s licence here, as we were on our farm and not a public road. We were off for a deer hunt, and our destination was a steep scrub-covered hill face that was only a few kilometres away. The creeks and puddles were frozen solid and crunched loudly as we drove over them. A heavy white frost cloaked the valley floor and reflected light from the half-moon above us. I was grateful that Trevor was with me, as there were half a dozen farm gates that required opening and closing before we reached our destination, and that job fell upon him.

After parking the jeep we set off up the steep hill face, our destination being a series of narrow guts that we knew often held deer. Why deer liked the area remains a mystery. The guts were on the cold side of the valley that saw very little sun, and there didn’t appear to be a great deal of vegetation in them for the deer to eat. The worst part about hunting these guts was the steep half-hour climb we needed to make to get there. Icy stones and slippery grass didn’t make the walk any easier either.

Luck was with us that morning. We had only been climbing for 10 minutes and, as daylight was appearing on the horizon, Trevor spied a hind sidling across the matagouri- and tussock-face above us. She was oblivious to our presence and fell to my first shot. Less than an hour later we were heading for home with the hind on the jeep’s deck.

I stopped the jeep in front of the second-to-last gate and waited for Trevor to open it. The gate was an awkward one to get through, as there was a sharp left-hand bend immediately on the other side. Given this, I parked at an obtuse angle to the gate to line the jeep up better for the required turn.

As Trevor walked toward the gate I remembered that I had stashed some sandwiches in the vehicle’s glove-box and, feeling peckish, leaned across to retrieve them. As I did this, I had one hand on the steering wheel. When at full stretch one foot slipped off the clutch and the other hit the accelerator, causing the jeep to lurch forward uncontrolled. To my immense horror the vehicle veered to one side, and with a bone-breaking crunch slammed Trevor into the gate’s strainer post and wedged him there. The blood-curdling wail that Trevor let out still echoes in my mind. On regaining control, I backed away, releasing him. Trevor slumped to the ground, grasping his lower leg and writhing in agony. I ran to his side and quickly came to the conclusion that his leg was broken. Worse still, blood was seeping through the material of his trouser leg.

It took a supreme effort to rein in my panic attack and take action to assist Trevor. Running for help wasn’t going to speed things up, so I was forced to make some decisions while knowing that I was in deep trouble and trying desperately not to panic.

While mumbling numerous apologies, I established that the bleeding was from grazing rather than a ruptured artery, and that in all likelihood his injuries were not life-threatening.

Clearly I couldn’t get Trevor and his broken leg back into the jeep due to its tight confines. Following a gutsy effort on his part, and with my assistance, he managed to climb onto the jeep’s deck alongside the deer. I couldn’t help but notice that Trevor had become quiet and turned a greyish shade of pale.

As carefully as I could I drove to the homestead, fearing how my father would react while at the same time wanting his guidance. On arrival our parents weren’t there. A note on the table advised that they had decided to go to Blenheim for the day.

‘Bugger!’

I picked up the telephone to make an emergency call, and in keeping with events thus far that day — the line was dead. At that time telephones weren’t very reliable, but you can take it from me: I was really pissed-off that it had broken down at this critical time.

‘For Ch—st’s sake, can anything else go wrong?’ I asked myself.

The bad news wasn’t too well received by Trevor. Our only option was to drive to Kaikoura to seek help from the doctor there. Given the intense cold, the trip on the deck of the jeep wasn’t a pleasant one for Trevor. I had thoughtfully covered him with some blankets and a tarpaulin to help fend off the cold, but in reality they were of little use.

By mid-afternoon Trevor had been treated. His leg was fractured but not broken as I’d believed. Given the extensive loss of skin from his leg, it was placed in a splint rather that in plaster. This allowed for the bandages to be changed while the skin healed.

As we travelled homeward and before our turnoff from the main road, I pulled into a siding by a bridge in order to take a leak. I was on the downriver side of the bridge, and as I was doing the business I noticed a sack that was laying half in and half out of the water at the river’s edge. What was most noticeable was that there was something wriggling inside the sack.

I hurried to the sack and pulled it from the water. As I did this I heard a whimper come from within. The sack was tied loosely shut with a length of barbed-wire that was twisted around its top. Dangling from one end of the barbed wire was a short torn strip of red-and-blue checked material. On removing the wire, out tumbled a very ugly, half-starved, motley, tan-and-black puppy of unknown breeding. It was so thin that its ribs poked through its skin, and its clearly infected eyes were all but glued shut with the gunk that was weeping from them. The poor little bugger was trembling with fear or cold, or both. It appeared that some evil bastard had thrown the pup from the bridge intending for it to land in the water and drown.

Despite being so cruelly treated, the puppy responded to being picked up and patted. When it tried to lick my face I took pity on it and decided that it was coming home with me. I knew that I was already in enough trouble with my parents for crashing the jeep into my brother. Bringing home an unwanted puppy wasn’t exactly going to fill them with enthusiasm either.

At least the distraction stopped Trevor’s complaining, as he tended to the dog for the rest of the trip home.

To my surprise my parents didn’t give me the bollocking I’d expected. I think the fact that Trevor was alive softened the blow; however, our saving the puppy was the clincher. When I suggested that it would make a good pig dog, my parents eyeballed each other in a manner that clearly conveyed their disagreement. They were certain that the skinny little pup wouldn’t grow into anything tough enough to handle that type of activity, and I knew that it was only a matter of time before they’d tell me to find it another home.

Later that night my dad took me aside and gave me a stern talking to in relation to my driving skills, or lack thereof. I was informed that I would be doing all of Trevor’s chores until he was again capable of doing them himself. To my surprise the discussion ended with him stating: ‘You can keep Bruiser’.

‘Bruiser?’ I queried.

‘Seems to me that a dog needs a name,’ Dad said, before turning and walking off.

Given that he’d been thrown from a bridge and survived, the name ‘Bruiser’ sounded fair enough to me.

Bruiser settled into farm life pretty quickly. He wasn’t given any privileges over and above the other dogs, and, after an initial period inside the house in a basket, was kennelled outside with the other farm dogs.


Several weeks later, I took Bruiser to Hamish’s. Our arrival was announced by the raucous barking of his many dogs, which were all housed in wire cages with wooden kennels at one end. On seeing Bruiser tumble from the truck, the dogs doubled their chorus of barking as if to celebrate the arrival of their next meal.

Hamish shut one eye and looked Bruiser up and down before stating, ‘Too young, too skinny and not likely to grow into anything much by the look of him.’

Undaunted, I argued that Bruiser had a hidden ‘ferocious streak’ that would more than compensate for his lack of size.

Most Saturdays were taken up with me playing rugby for our local team. As I am a biggish bloke I filled the role of lock. While I wouldn’t claim to have been a brilliant rugby player, I always held my own, and wouldn’t tolerate any shit from the opposition. Several weeks after rescuing Bruiser, we were to play Seddon at their home ground. As I was making my way to the changing rooms I walked past the rear of a dusty red ute that had just pulled into the car park. A solidly built male with ginger hair climbed out of it and made his way toward the changing rooms. Tied on the back of the ute was a vicious-looking mongrel dog that bore an uncanny resemblance to Bruiser. The bastard bared its teeth and growled at me as I ambled past. Lying on the ute’s deck beside the mongrel dog were several lengths of rusty barbed-wire and a sack.

As I walked toward the changing rooms my mind was mulling over the dog on the ute. Just ahead of me were two males from the opposition team, one being the ginger-headed male. The other was lagging a bit behind and called out to the ginger-haired ute driver: ‘Hey, Ginge. You got any of those puppies left? Reckon I know a bloke who wants one.’

Ginge turned his head in the direction of the other male and replied, ‘Nah, mate — all gone. Gave four away and had to drown the other.’

‘Drown it in your bath while washing those big balls of yours, did ya?’ the bloke asked before erupting into laughter at his own wit.

Ginge answered, ‘Nope, it jumped in a sack and threw itself off a bridge.’

At this, both broke into peals of laughter as they entered the changing rooms. I couldn’t help but notice that Ginge was also wearing a red-and-blue checked shirt with a patch missing from its tail. I’m no Einstein, but I managed to put one and one together to reach the conclusion that I was looking at the bastard who’d thrown Bruiser from the bridge.
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I played particularly hard that game of rugby. It would be fair to say that Ginge received a bit of personal attention from the studs of my boots every time the opportunity arose. On one occasion when the referee was out of sight, I managed to give Ginge a full-on smack in his nose, and sadly I broke it. That punch didn’t go unnoticed by the opposition and caused all hell to break loose. A full-on brawl erupted between our teams. When the dust settled, others from my team were busy patting me on the back and telling me that the ‘ginger-haired bastard had been playing dirty all day and had been all but begging to have his nose flattened’. I nodded in agreement; however, my motivation was personal. Even though we lost the game, I came off the paddock feeling that, through me, Bruiser had managed to even the score.

Over the next six months Bruiser’s ribs disappeared and his legs grew long. His breeding would forever remain a mystery, but from his appearance I guessed that he may have had a bit of Rhodesian ridge-back, some Staffordshire terrier, other unknown mongrels, and even a hint of Border Collie. The stand-out feature was Bruiser’s ears. One black ear stood upright permanently, constantly swivelling to listen to everything that went on around him, while the other tan-coloured ear flopped lifelessly.

As soon as Bruiser was big enough, he came hunting with Hamish and me. When first introduced to the dog pack he was sized up by the others and, after a few scraps, found himself at the bottom of the pecking order. He came to sort this out over the following years.

Hamish told me that the best way for a dog to learn pig hunting was to run them with an already trained pack and to wait and see how they performed. It soon became evident that Bruiser had a nasty streak in him when it came to pigs. I’ll get to that later.

Some dogs are finders, and perform the task of covering large areas of land using their sharp sense of smell to locate the pigs. They will often then bail a pig up against a tree, log or creek bank, then bark to signal to the other dogs that they had better hurry on over if they want a slice of the action. Other dogs are better holders, and will grab a pig by its nose, ear or tail to hold it until the boss (that’s Hamish or me) arrives to dispatch it.

Bruiser initially thought he’d be the bee’s knees as a holder, but quickly found out that being on the receiving end of a grumpy old boar’s wrath wasn’t all that he’d thought it would be. He regularly got himself ‘tickled up’ by pigs, and was gored on a few occasions when big boars turned on him. Despite being injured often, Bruiser wasn’t a quitter, and it took numerous trips to the vet to have him stitched up before he came to the realisation that he was better off to wait until the others had latched onto the pig and were winning the battle before entering the fray himself.

It didn’t take long for Hamish and me to realise that Bruiser had excessive quantities of energy, along with a bloody good nose and real enthusiasm for finding pigs. Over a couple of years these traits advanced him from being an apprentice to being our best pig finder and bailer.

It’s about here that I need to disclose that Bruiser had one nasty trick in his arsenal. When the holders had a hold of a pig by its ears, tail and legs, there wasn’t much room left for Bruiser to get into the action as well. Not wanting to be left out at the fun end of the hunt, Bruiser regularly took the only opportunity left open to him and that was to latch onto the pig’s balls with his sharp teeth and powerful jaws. You can take it from me that the boars didn’t enjoy this any more than you or I would. (Ladies, you will have to accept my word on this one.) Once the pig had been dispatched, Bruiser would finally let go. I swear to God he always had a sly, half-smile on his face whenever he performed this nasty little trick.

Another skill that Bruiser had was the ability, using his nose, to track me down in the bush or open country whenever we lost track of each other’s whereabouts. Often Bruiser would travel huge distances on his own while searching for pigs. It wasn’t uncommon for him to disappear for an hour or more before returning to find me. When I got bored with waiting for him to return or give out a howl to tell me and the other dogs that he’d bailed a pig, I’d move off to take a look at some new ground myself. No matter how far I travelled, Bruiser would almost always track me down to wherever I had moved to.

On a few occasions at day’s end we wouldn’t be able to find Bruiser, nor he us. On those occasions and well after dark, we’d leave for home without him. It was my practice to leave my jacket beside a log near where our vehicle was parked in the hope that Bruiser would find it and stay there awaiting my return. Sure enough, the next day I’d return and Bruiser would be there sitting on my jacket patiently waiting for me.

Much as I loved living on my parents’ farm, I decided that farming wasn’t the career I really wanted to pursue, so at age 19 I joined the police and went to the Trentham Police College to undergo my training. Obviously, Bruiser couldn’t come with me, and I was to be gone for a year. By the time I departed, Bruiser had become Hamish’s and my best pig finder and, following a series of hearty scraps with the other dogs in our pack, had elevated himself to the rank of ‘top dog’. So I left Bruiser with Hamish while I was gone, and it was an arrangement that suited us both.

One factor about joining the police worried me immensely. It had nothing to do with dealing with criminals, deaths, drug addicts or other undesirables; my concern was far more simple than that. My issue was that they wouldn’t tell me where I was going to be stationed when my training was finished. It was more likely that I’d be posted to Auckland than anywhere else. That thought was bloody terrifying as, to my knowledge, there wasn’t any pig hunting in or near there.

About halfway through my training, everyone on the course was handed an envelope. Enclosed were letters advising us of where we had been posted. Heart pounding, I had torn open the envelope and read the contents — I had been posted to Wellington Central. To my way of thinking that was almost as bad as being posted to Auckland. By a stroke of good luck, another recruit who wanted to work in Wellington had been posted to Christchurch. We put our case to upper management seeking a swap of positions, and were told that our chances of having our applications approved were next to none.

For months we heard nothing, but just weeks before qualifying we were summoned into a boss’s office. The man had a reputation among the recruits as being a grumpy, insensitive man who would not tolerate his authority being questioned or challenged in any way.

My colleague and I stood rigidly at attention in front of the boss’s desk as he gave us a lecture about discipline and the need to accept authority unquestionably. It seemed that we were heading toward his grand finale where he’d tell us that our postings remained unchanged.

The stern senior sergeant finally delivered our fate: ‘In this instance a swap has been approved. Given that in this organisation we do as we are told, you are very fortunate indeed to have this approved.’

We were dismissed, with a nod of his head indicating where the door was and that we should use it.

After graduating I caught the ferry from Wellington to Christchurch, where I quickly settled into city life. While I could venture off into telling you funny, bizarre and intriguing yarns about things I witnessed as a policeman, I won’t. This is a yarn about Bruiser, so I’ll get back to him.

Whenever I could, I travelled home and went for pig hunts with Hamish, Bruiser and Hamish’s dogs. On my first trip back, we loaded the dogs into boxes on the back of Hamish’s vehicle and headed for a hunt on a farm situated beside the Clarence River. The country is relatively open with lots of tussock-, matagouri- and scrub-choked gullies nestled between long, open ridges.

After checking in with the farm’s owner, we made our way through a series of gates to his ‘middle paddock’.

‘I was up there yesterday,’ he said. ‘The bloody pigs have gone ballistic and have torn the hell out of the paddocks.’ Those words were like music to our ears.


Before the truck came to a halt, the dogs were pacing relentlessly in their cages and were barking noisily.

‘That’ll be why,’ said Hamish, as he pointed a bulky finger toward the far end of the paddock. Walking in single file up a low spur were seven pigs of varying sizes. ‘There’re a few good eaters in that lot, I reckon.’

Given that the pigs were fast spilling out of sight over the top of the ridge, we raced across the paddock to narrow the distance before releasing the dogs. As soon as the cage doors were opened the dogs took off, with Bruiser leading the charge.

In order to conserve our energy I opened the gate and Hamish gave chase in our vehicle. Sticking to the rough farm road, we slowly made our way across the hill face, stopping regularly to listen for dogs barking that would indicate that they had a pig bailed up.

As we crested a small ridge, a good-sized boar ran downhill across the road, within yards of the front of our truck. Only metres behind him were Hamish’s three dogs, closely followed by Bruiser. We stopped the truck and watched proceedings from above. About 200 metres below was a tightly wired fence into which the boar ran at full speed. He must have misjudged the gap as when he hit the fence I heard the twanging of wire and saw the boar twist and momentarily become entangled in it. The pig worked his way free and through to the far side in seconds; however, the delay had allowed the dogs to catch up with him. Fin — Hamish’s biggest and most powerful dog — leapt the fence and in full flight landed on the boar as he was regaining speed on the other side. The boar tumbled and rolled a few times, allowing the other dogs to catch up and enter the attack. The dogs snarled and snapped at the boar as he constantly twisted and turned to face each dog in turn as they tried to grab hold of him. The dogs were relentless, and the boar circled around and around trying to protect himself. Several times a dog took hold of an ear only to be shaken off by the boar. After managing to break free several times, only to be stopped by the pursuing dogs, the boar was finally grabbed by all three of Hamish’s dogs, one on each ear and the other on its tail. All the while Bruiser was circling and barking enthusiastically. By this time I was well down the hill as I made my way toward the foray. Hamish was staying with the vehicle in the hope that he’d be able to drive it right up to the boar should the dogs manage to get him.

I climbed over the fence and was within 50 metres of the dogs when I saw Bruiser make a full-on lunge for the boar. He hit the boar’s underbelly before twisting his head and latching onto the boar’s testicles. The change in octave of the pig’s squealing indicated that Bruiser had a very good hold of the said items. Despite his twisting and turning, the boar wasn’t able to break free of the dogs, and I worked my way into the boar and quickly dispatched him with my knife.

I have recounted this hunt not because it was spectacular or even much different from any other, but because it did reinforce to me that Bruiser still had a bit of a nasty streak in his nature.

I spent a lot of time training Bruiser, and he was very loyal and protective of me. When not pig hunting, he would obey my voice commands instantly. Bruiser didn’t take too kindly to other dogs seeking a pat or attention from me, and soon saw them off.

In Christchurch I met other pig hunters, and in time moved Bruiser to Canterbury with me so I could pursue my hunting there. Fortunately, Hamish had anticipated Bruiser’s departure and had been training another finder to replace him.

Working for the police was great fun, but working shift work wasn’t. Night shifts (11 p.m. to 7 a.m.) and swing shifts (7 p.m. to 3 a.m) seemed to crop up far too often, and regularly left me feeling knackered. It was even worse when I chose not to have a decent sleep in order to go for an early morning hunt instead.

The following happened after I’d been in the police for about five years. By this time I’d come to the realisation that I really loved catching burglars. Back in those days there was no EFTPOS or credit cards, and so businesses like pubs and shops often had a lot of cash on their premises. As banks were shut on weekends, there were often large amounts of cash on those premises come Sunday night. Burglars knew this, and often broke into these businesses at night to target their cash.

One winter Sunday I was rostered to work a late shift that was to commence at 3 p.m. I’d had a few beers the night before and had stayed out far later than I intended. Because of this I was late getting into bed, and only managed to squeeze in a few hours’ sleep before heading to the Lees Valley at 5 a.m. for a hunt. I was to hunt with several mates, and I picked them and their dogs up from Kaiapoi as I travelled to our destination. My plan was to squeeze in a quick hunt, race home for a shower, and make it to work by 3 p.m.

The day was gloriously fine, with a severe frost covering the ground. This didn’t seem to bother the dogs unduly. We had permission to hunt a property that had many well-formed roads, which allowed us to hunt from the comfort of the vehicle’s heated cab. Unfortunately, the dogs didn’t have this same level of comfort, as they travelled on the open deck behind us. We were hopeful that the dogs would get the scent of pigs while on the back of the truck, then race off and catch them. If things went to plan, we would be back in Christchurch with pork onboard before lunch. This would give me ample time to get cleaned up and to work on time.

For once, things went to plan. The sun hadn’t even poked its nose out when the dogs all leapt from the truck and disappeared into a matagouri gut. Soon enough we heard Bruiser bailing, and before long we had a pig on the back of the truck. As soon as we had dispatched that pig, Bruiser had taken off on the trail of another pig. He soon caught up with that one as well. With two pigs on the back of the truck we decided to head for home. My friends put their dogs into cages, but I left Bruiser standing on the deck just in case we came across another easy pig on our way out.

As luck had it that day we did, and with a loud woof Bruiser leapt off the truck and bolted into a nearby scrubby gully. Fifteen minutes later he had another pig bailed some distance off. The other dogs were released, and we were off on another hunt. We got that pig, too, and then another, before we got wise enough to put all of the dogs in their cages so they couldn’t go again. By this time it was well after lunch, and getting to work on time was going to be all but impossible. I drove at full throttle all the way back to Christchurch, stopping only to push my mates out at Kaiapoi. I was clearly going to be late for work, and my sergeant, an uncompromising man, wasn’t going to be happy.

It had been my intention to call home to get dressed into my uniform before heading to work. As I drove toward Christchurch it occurred to me that I had a shirt, trousers and boots in my locker at work. It’s true that the clothes were not ironed and maybe not even clean; however, by using these I could get to work on time and avoid getting a bollocking from my boss for being late.

I didn’t have time to drop Bruiser off at home either, but I knew that he’d be comfortable enough guarding the pigs until I finished work, as it was my job to deliver them to a butcher for processing the following morning.

Parking my truck around the corner from work, I sprinted into the building, got dressed, and made it to line-up with seconds to spare. My sergeant noticed my wrinkly shirt and that I hadn’t shaved. He commented that I’d better turn up groomed to a higher standard the next day or I would find myself in deep trouble. After line-up he shoved a razor into my hand and told me I wasn’t to leave the building until I’d ‘dusted my chin’.

I was grateful that he hadn’t noticed that I had no socks on and that I had painted my ankles black with shoe polish to cover this up.

Sundays were normally pretty quiet, and in those days hotels weren’t allowed to trade on Sundays. Given this, the usual drunkenness that police deal with didn’t occur to the same extent.

As punishment for turning up to work in an unkempt state, I was tasked to walk the beat for the shift. This is a job usually given to junior staff; however, the boss was sending me and other staff a message about punctuality and the standard of personal presentation that he expected. I thought that this was a small price to pay for the four pigs that were sitting on the back of my truck.

Dressed in my heavy greatcoat, I hit the pavement. It was very quiet, with very few people on the streets.

About halfway through the shift the boss pulled up beside me and instructed me to get in. In a conciliatory tone he said, ‘It’s too bloody cold to be wandering the streets with nothing happening.’

Ten minutes later there was a call on the radio advising that a burglar was believed to be inside a hotel premises on Fitzgerald Avenue, whereupon every police unit in Christchurch raced toward the scene hoping to catch the burglar in the act. The boss and I were nearby and also raced toward town. We travelled along Cashel Street, that being our quickest route to the hotel.

The sergeant deemed it prudent not to turn on the vehicle’s siren, stating, ‘We don’t want the bastard to know that we are coming, do we?’

As we drove I noticed a male running toward us along the footpath on the opposite side of the road. The man wore a small backpack and, even though it was cold, was wearing dark, loose-fitting shorts. As we passed the male he realised that we were police and quickly turned and ran down a gravel drive toward the house. I thought he discarded something as he disappeared into the darkness, but couldn’t be certain of this. For all we knew the bloke lived there, so we kept heading toward the hotel, hoping to apprehend the burglar.

Moments after we’d driven past the male, it was announced on the police radio that the burglar had left the hotel and had been seen running along Cashel Street wearing shorts. The boss braked hard and made a smart U-turn. As we raced back, he spoke to other police staff and directed them to cordon the block to prevent the burglar from escaping the area. By a fortunate coincidence, another police car was on the street that ran parallel and was able to state that no one had come through onto that street. Given this, it could be safely assumed that the burglar was now trapped within the block of houses.

My boss dropped me off at the intersection of Cashel Street and Fitzgerald Avenue and instructed, ‘Keep an eye out and make sure that the bastard doesn’t attempt to head back into town.’

Before he departed I heard the boss request that a police dog be sent to track the burglar. There was a long pause at the other end of the radio.

‘Sorry, but there are no dogs working tonight,’ came the response.

‘Then get on the telephone and call one out,’ he directed. Again there was a long pause at the other end.

‘Sorry, but there are no dogs available in Christchurch this weekend.’

‘Are you telling me,’ he spoke into the radio hand-piece, ‘that it is your contention that we simply give up and let this burglar escape?’

‘You’ll have to deal with it using the resources you have. Sorry,’ came the apologetic reply.

A few minutes later the boss called at my cordon point and expressed in very descriptive and unprintable terms that he wasn’t happy.

‘Stay out of sight and stick around for a while,’ he directed. ‘The bastard may come out of hiding after the marked cars leave. It really pisses me off that this burglar will probable get away with it because there is no police dog available.’ He then drove off.

Those final words ‘because there is no police dog available’ rattled in my head until a light came on within. There was no lack of a dog: on the back of my truck only blocks away sat Bruiser, all rested up and no doubt raring to go. I wasn’t too sure that the boss would approve of me using Bruiser as a tracking dog, though, so I decided it might be best not to mention my idea to him.

Instead, I ran as fast as I could to where my truck was parked and received an enthusiastic reception from Bruiser. ‘Do you want to go for a hunt?’ I asked him.
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The furious wagging of his tail confirmed that he did. By all accounts he wasn’t finding sleeping on the back of the truck in the cold very enjoyable. I quickly tied a length of rope to his collar before running back to the property that the burglar had disappeared into.

At the spot I thought I’d seen the male drop something, I made a search by torchlight. To the side of the drive in some low shrubs I located the backpack I’d seen the male wearing. A quick look inside revealed a canvas bank bag that contained numerous bags of notes and coins. There was also a cheque book with the hotel’s name printed on it. It was clear that the burglar had passed this way.

I gave Bruiser a sniff of the bag and told him to ‘go find’. ‘Go find’ is the order I gave when I wanted him to go find a pig. At first Bruiser didn’t seem to understand and tried to chew the bag that I’d put in front of his nose to sniff. After a bit of cajoling and after me pushing him in the direction the burglar had disappeared, Bruiser got the idea, lowered his nose to the ground and set off. Bruiser led me through several backyards and over a number of fences before turning back toward town and going over even more fences. All the while Bruiser was straining against the rope in his enthusiasm to locate the burglar. At one particularly high corrugated-iron fence I had to lift Bruiser up and throw him over the top, as it was too high for him to climb unaided. As I topped the fence I slipped and fell crashing through a shrub on the far side, landing with a bone-chilling thump that knocked the wind out of me. It took me a moment or two to recover my senses, only to realise that I’d let go of Bruiser’s rope and that he’d gone. At that precise moment it struck me that using Bruiser to hunt a human might not have been such a great idea after all. He was on a hunt and had a deeply engrained habit of biting his prey in the testicles when he found them.

I had no idea where Bruiser was at this point, so set off in the same direction we were headed when we jumped the fence. I’d only travelled through one more property when I heard Bruiser bailing. It wasn’t his usual barking bail, where he’d simply be making as much noise as possible to attract the other dogs. This barking was broken intermittently by a series of snarling grows. I got there as fast as I could, and arrived just in time to flash my torch on Bruiser as he made a lunge for the man’s crotch.

‘NOOoooo!’ I yelled, but to no avail, as Bruiser had already latched on.

I quickly took hold of Bruiser’s collar and tried to drag him from the cowering burglar. He wasn’t keen on letting go, but finally did as commanded after several more chomps at the burglar’s groin.

You can take it from me that the burglar was very pleased to see me, and that he was very compliant as I handcuffed him under the direct supervision of Bruiser.

Fortunately for the burglar, Bruiser had only managed to sink his teeth into the leg of his shorts and hadn’t latched onto his nether regions. I think Bruiser may have to work on his technique in this regard.

The burglar’s pleas that he had done nothing wrong were dismissed when a search of his pockets found some personal cheques that had been made out to the burgled hotel and a large wad of cash. He also had two diamond rings in his pocket that were later found to have been left in the hotel’s safe by the publican’s wife.

The owner of the house came out to see what all the fuss was about, and was delighted when told that I had just captured a burglar. He even agreed to look after Bruiser until I finished work and could return to pick him up.

After marching the criminal from the property, I radioed for assistance to transport him back to the cells. My request was answered by my very delighted boss.

‘Well done, lad,’ he stated. ‘How did you get him?’

‘I just used a bit of patience and waited for him to show himself,’ I answered.

The burglar piped up and claimed that he been tracked by a police dog and that it had bitten his testicles.

‘Don’t talk rubbish to me, boy,’ the sergeant chastised the burglar. ‘There are no police dogs working tonight, which makes you a liar as well as a bloody burglar.’

The crook went to court and plead guilty to a charge of burglary. He was sentenced to two years in prison for his trouble.

I was very pleased with Bruiser’s efforts that night, and the burglar was very pleased that his efforts hadn’t been even more successful. Bruiser didn’t get any recognition from the police for his services, and didn’t really expect any either. I gave him a few extra dog biscuits that night to let him know that I appreciated his efforts.

What happened that night is Bruiser’s and my secret, and under the circumstances will have to stay that way. So, not a word …
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A One-all Draw

Martins Bay sits at the mouth of the Hollyford River which originates some 50 kilometres inland and high in the Southern Alps mountain range that divides the West Coast from the East. It is an area of incredible beauty, and is part of the Fiordland World Heritage Park.

What is truly unique about Martins Bay is that there are a number of freehold properties that are all contained within this World Heritage Park. Needless to say such properties are very rare, and when they come onto the market for sale are eagerly sought-after. These unique and isolated spots offer incredible deer hunting and sea and freshwater fishing. Of recent times, a few chamois have even ventured into the area and, for those brave enough to venture offshore, catching blue cod, grouper (also known as hapuku) and a tuna or two isn’t out of the question either.

Today, the only permanent residents in the bay are a few staff employed by a tour company that pampers trampers who walk the Hollyford Track and require some home comforts at the end of the day.


Between 1 September and 14 November each year, the bay’s population explodes to around 15 to 25 people. This period is commonly referred to as the ‘silly season’, and is when these extra people come into the bay to catch the elusive fish, whitebait.

For those of you who do not know about whitebait, I’ll fill in the gaps. Whitebait are a tiny, almost transparent fry — or immature fish — that are about the size of two matches. They may only be caught during the short designated fishing season. There are also strict rules on how and when these fish may be taken. Strangely, whitebait is considered to be a delicacy and city folk pay high prices for them.

Martins Bay is a long way from civilisation and has no roads or power. To get in or out, you have to fly or make a lengthy sea voyage from Milford Sound. These obstacles make getting to and from the bay expensive. Further, to preserve any whitebait that gets caught requires a diesel- or petrol-driven generator to run a freezer. Given that whitebait, like all fish, goes off pretty quickly, there is no point in catching it if you can’t freeze it or fly it out fresh the same day as it is caught. For these reasons, most of those who came to Martins Bay to catch whitebait were doing so for commercial gain or at the very least to recover their costs.

Russell Baker is a recently retired pilot who flew whitebaiters, hunters, possum-trappers, trampers and others into and out of Martins Bay for many years. No one has a better knowledge of the characters that frequented there than him. Given this, I’ll leave the telling of the following yarn to him.

In 1969 I obtained my private pilot’s licence, and soon found myself under the tutelage of Bill Black, a then very experienced and respected fixed-wing aircraft pilot. Bill taught me the ins and outs of ‘bush flying’, which basically entailed surviving takeoffs and landings from rough bush, beach and riverbed airstrips that were often far too short and very rough, but did the job anyway. At that time Bill made his living flying hunters into remote campsites and flying their meat (deer carcasses) out to civilisation for the man with the cheque book. In 1966, Bill progressed to flying helicopters, and over time became a legend for his search-and-rescue missions, which were often carried out in atrocious conditions. Bill has flown over a thousand search-and-rescue missions, and was recently given the Jean Batten Memorial Award for services to aviation in New Zealand. His former boss, Ian Ritchie, also received this award. Additionally, Bill was made a Member of the British Empire.

When Bill progressed to helicopter flying, I basically took over his fixed-wing flying business. Most of my work entailed the recovery of deer carcasses and supplying hunters with food and transport to and from their hunting areas. A few hardy trampers and trout fishermen regularly got a lift as well. Come the whitebait season, I was also gainfully employed transporting whitebaiters into various locations, including Martins Bay and Big Bay.

There are two airstrips in Martins Bay. One at Tapper’s Clearing on the northern side of the Hollyford River and about 2 kilometres upriver from its mouth, and the other was on the same side of the river but about a kilometre further downriver. Over the years the lower airstrip has been owned by a number of people, including the Mitchell and Brunton families and Neil Drysdale. Depending on the wind direction, landing on either could be, at times, a bit taxing for pilots, although I never came to grief while landing or taking off from either of them. In 1978, Neil was living almost fulltime in Martins Bay, and had a small but very comfortable hut situated beside his airstrip. For ease of telling this yarn I will refer to this hut and airstrip as being Neil’s, even though some of the events occurred before Neil lived in the bay.

My yarn relates to Percy and Enna, who ventured into Martins Bay each year and stayed there for the entire whitebait season. They occupied a bach that was perched beside the river about a hundred metres from Neil’s hut, and which served as their whitebaiting base.

Percy and Enna were real characters. Percy was a friend of my father, and I had known him since I was a youngster. Enna was his second wife. I liked their company immensely, as each had a sharp wit, a grand sense of humour and a liking for giving each other a stir-up at every opportunity.

Percy was short, pencil-thin, and in his later years had an unruly mop of grey hair on top of his narrow, clean-shaven face. He was a hard, uncompromising union man, with firm opinions on things and a liking for a debate. In the 1960s the Southland Meat Workers Union was very strong and was ably led by Percy. On one occasion around 1968, freezing workers were threatening a prolonged strike that would hold the country to ransom. Percy, always a canny negotiator, could see that a long strike might not only break the country financially but also his members. He addressed a heated crowd and stated that he personally couldn’t afford to strike for three months and receive no pay, and asked ‘Can you?’ On that occasion commonsense prevailed and the strike was averted.

Enna was the perfect partner for Percy, and had the measure of him when it came to debating. She was a well-educated, likeable, short and wafer-thin woman. Best of all, she had a motherly nature and made anyone feel at home and welcome the moment they met her. Percy always referred to Enna as ‘Mummy’ when talking about her.

Both Enna and Percy were dedicated smokers. They smoked about 60 cigarettes each per day, and it was a rare occasion when either of them didn’t have a cigarette in their hands. Both worked as hard as they smoked, and no task was too difficult or complex for them to tackle.

Two weeks before the opening of the whitebait season, I would fly Percy, Enna and their gear into Martins Bay. It generally took me three flights to get them and all their stuff in.

When Percy and Enna arrived in the bay, they were always perfectly dressed and impeccably groomed. However, although Percy would be clean-shaven on arrival, it was his policy to never shave throughout the whitebait season. Perhaps this was to help fend off the voracious, biting sandflies. When it came time to leave at the end of the season the beard would be gone, and both would again be perfectly groomed for their departure back to civilisation.

I should mention here that both Percy and Enna were dedicated whisky-drinkers, too. Every year I would fly them from the Hollyford Valley airstrip into the bay, and well before I arrived Percy would have their gear lined up in military style ready to be loaded on board. Without fail on my arrival I’d find 18 glass flagons (about 2.4 litres each) of Crawford’s whisky neatly stacked beside their other equipment. If you think 18 flagons of whisky is a lot, you are right; however, halfway through each season Percy had a standing order for a further 18 flagons to be picked up and brought into the bay as well.

When the whitebaiting and work stopped, the whisky drinking started, and Percy and Enna took to that with the same enthusiasm as they did everything else. It wasn’t too uncommon for the drinking to start before they commenced whitebaiting either. In fact, I doubt that there was another couple alive that drank as much whisky as Percy and Enna.

Often after flying people into the bay I would stay the night with my friend Neil at his hut. For those of you who have not met Neil, I can tell you that he was a short, solid man with a barrel chest. Neil had a lively and friendly disposition that endeared him to anyone lucky enough to meet him. At the time of this yarn Neil lived permanently in the bay, so it was fortunate for him that he was almost immune to that pesky, biting insect the sandfly. Whereas most people would be festooned with these hungry black insects and spend most of their time trying to fend the bloodsuckers off, Neil could stand outside in his shorts, singlet and jandals with barely a sandfly making the effort to bother him.

Often Percy and Enna would come to visit Neil in the evening, and would stay for a drink and a yarn. It wasn’t unusual for us to have a dram or two more than was necessary before our friends would stagger the short distance back to their home in the dark. Between their hut and Neil’s runs a deep tidal creek that had a narrow foot-bridge across it. Over time, Neil and I took to calling the crossing ‘Arse-up Creek Bridge’. This was due to the fact that Percy or Enna, or both, constantly fell off it as they tried to navigate their way across. We would regularly find items of Percy’s or Enna’s clothing or a whisky bottle or some other possession lying in the creek the morning after they had visited Neil.

On one occasion after a session on the whisky, Percy and Enna left Neil’s hut together. It was dark and they only had one torch between them. Sometime after they’d departed I went outside to answer the call of Nature. It was raining a steady, wetting drizzle, so I was trying to be as quick about things as I could be. While doing the business I heard a faint female voice that sounded a bit distressed. The voice was coming from the direction of Percy and Enna’s hut, so Neil and I went to investigate. On getting to Arse-up Creek Bridge, we found Enna floundering on her hands and knees in the shallow creek below. Each time she tried to climb up the slippery bank of the waterway, she would lose her balance and slide back into the muddy creek. With a great deal of effort we managed to lever Enna out and back onto the track. Enna was a bit worse for wear having consumed a little too much whisky, and kept calling me Percy. Clearly her perception had been impaired by the consumption of whisky. We steered the thoroughly drenched and very unsteady Enna into her hut, where we found Percy sound asleep and snoring in his bed. Enna, thinking that I was Percy, started taking her clothes off with reckless abandon. At this point, Neil and I were inside and she was between us and the exit.

Bloody hell, I thought. If Percy wakes up he might just get the wrong impression as to what’s going on here.

Quick as a flash, we squeezed past Enna and made our way outside, swinging the squeaking door shut behind us. As Neil and I headed off down the track we heard the crashing of furniture as Enna floundered her way in darkness to her bed. Not wanting Percy to get the wrong idea, we decided that it was best to cross our fingers and hope that she made it there safely.

Percy and Enna had registered whitebait stands. These fixed stands belonged to them, and they had the sole rights to fish from them.

To help those of you who are unfamiliar with whitebait rules and regulations, I’ll explain how things work. Anyone is allowed to fish for whitebait provided they do so as allowed by the rules. Most people front up at a river, find a spot that is not occupied by someone else, and fish that spot for the day. The system is basically a first-there-gets-the-spot policy. However, some rivers have a limited number of registered stands. These stands are purchased and give the owners exclusive fishing rights to a specific location on the river.

The Hollyford River near its mouth is very wide. It is about 8 kilometres from the river mouth to Lake McKerrow and averages about a 100 metres in width for most of that distance. Despite being a very large river, there are only five registered stands on it; Percy and Enna had a stand each.

Owning a registered stand gives the owner the right to build a structure from which they can fish throughout the whitebait season, along with sole fishing rights to that spot. At the end of the season the structure has to be removed. Rest assured that the registered stands are erected in the best spots for catching whitebait, and they are keenly sought whenever one comes up for sale. In effect the stands are the legal property of the owners, and they have the right to sell or trade them as they see fit.

If people were selling their whitebait for profit, the Tax Man wanted his share. As no one likes to pay tax, most whitebait fishermen had arrangements to sell their bait to purchasers who were prepared to pay with that most tax-invisible substance, cash. While the bigger commercial fishermen ran things properly and the Tax Man got his share, the smaller players often treated it as a big game and continually found ways of avoiding the Tax Man.


I have no idea what Percy or Enna did with their bait, and frankly it’s none of my business anyway. What I do know is that we had many enjoyable nights together having a whisky or two, yarning and laughing a lot.

On occasions when in the bay I have visited Percy and Enna for breakfast. Percy drank his beloved whisky from a 5-ounce glass. Every time I stopped for breakfast, Percy would fill his glass with straight whisky and drink it as he prepared the meal. After his first (‘heart-starter’) whisky of the day, he’d pour a double nip of whisky into his glass and top it up with water. He’d drink that one with his breakfast, and often kept on consuming whiskies in that manner throughout the rest of the day. On days when Enna didn’t fish, due to torrential rain or simply wanting a day off, she’d stay at the hut and dedicate herself to consuming whisky.

Because of the love of whisky they both had, it was Percy’s practice, in the interests of making supplies last, to hide the odd flagon for his later consumption. This practice became particularly necessary if supplies were getting low and the re-supply flight wasn’t due for some time or, worse still, wasn’t due back before the season ended.
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Their toilet arrangements consisted of a long-drop — basically a hole dug into the ground that had a small shed-like structure over it. There was a wide ledge above the long-drop door on which Percy often stored the empty flagons. Percy soon came to realise that he could hide a few full flagons there, too, handily tucked away out of sight. As it was Enna’s belief that Percy only stored empty flagons on the shelf, he felt that ‘they’d be pretty safe until needed’.

One year they ran out of whisky and the re-supply flight wasn’t due for a few more days. So when Percy returned from a very long visit to the long-drop in a wobbly state and smelling of whisky, Enna cottoned onto his scheme and other flagon-hiding spots had to be established. Percy may have even received a clip around his ear for holding out on Enna.

One day the weather had been too inclement for fishing, and so Enna and Percy had remained at their hut contemplating their misfortune by consuming a few morning whiskies. By lunchtime the weather had all but cleared. I had to make a short flight to Big Bay (the next bay north of Martins Bay) to deliver some supplies to the whitebaiters there.

To celebrate the ever-improving weather, Percy and Enna consumed a few more whiskies and found that the day was trending along nicely. When told of my pending flight to Big Bay, both of them, who were by then two sheets to the wind, were keen to come along for the ride. They also wanted to catch up with the Big Bay whitebaiters and, needless to say, have a few drinks with them.

With Percy and Enna onboard, I took off and flew the short distance to Big Bay. As there is no airstrip there, landings and takeoffs had to be done on the beach at low tide. Only then could I safely land on the hard-packed wet sand. For this reason, should I have to stay in Big Bay for any length of time, I would taxi my plane above the high-water mark and wait until low tide before I could take off again.

We landed well after the tide had turned. Had I left our arrival any later we wouldn’t have been able to land there at all. After landing, and having carefully managed to avoid any soft spots in the sand, I taxied the plane up the beach and parked it well above the high-tide mark. The effects of the whisky had taken their toll on Enna, who was very unsteady as she exited the plan. Percy wasn’t much better, but he remained stable enough to be put in charge of carrying the flagon of whisky he had with him. I wandered off to the homestead carrying some parcels, and leaving Percy and Enna to follow. It would be at least another five hours before we could depart.

There were 10 or so people at Big Bay, and all were keen for a yarn and a catch-up. When Percy arrived with the whisky flagon, he suddenly found himself to be a very popular man indeed. Time passed quickly as everyone there, except me as I was flying, drank whisky and swapped yarns.

Many hours later it was nearing time for us to depart. It was only then that it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Enna since we arrived. In answer to my query, Percy stated, ‘Last I saw of Mummy she’d stopped by the plane to do up a shoe lace.’

Feeling very guilty indeed, we all took off to look for Enna. As I neared the plane, to one side and about 15 paces from its door, I saw some legs protruding from a nearby toetoe bush. A closer inspection revealed a sound-asleep and quietly snoring Enna. Unfortunately for her, she was wearing tights and a short-sleeved top. Every millimetre of exposed skin, including her ankles, arms, neck and face, was festooned with vicious, bloodsucking sandflies. We quickly roused Enna and brushed off the sandflies; however, our efforts were far too late. She was covered in blotchy red welts where she had been savagely bitten by the swarms of grateful sandflies. Enna was in a terrible state, and it took a long time for the welts to disappear.

As I’ve said, there are rules that must be obeyed by all whitebait fishermen. In 1981, these rules were administered by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAF). One man who worked for MAF and who was a rules-enforcer was Marshall Freer. Marshall was a top man whom everyone liked — that is, except when they were bending the whitebaiting rules and didn’t want to get caught.

Marshall would often fly into Martins Bay with me to visit the whitebaiters and ensure that they were complying with the said rules. Of course, his pending visits were not public knowledge, as the element of surprise would be to his advantage. However, in order to save Marshall from being placed in the embarrassing situation where he would actually catch whitebaiters doing things they shouldn’t be, it was my practice before landing to do a flight along the river past all the fishermen with my front landing light on. This was intended solely to remind the whitebaiters that they should be obeying the rules and to continue to do so.

On one occasion when I arrived with Marshall, neither Enna nor Percy was fishing. Marshall approached Percy and asked if he could charter his orange Star Craft dinghy and outboard motor for the day.

‘I will pay you of course,’ Marshall offered.

‘Not a problem,’ Percy replied. ‘I know the river better than you, so I’ll take you. Let’s go.’

With that they made their way to the river, launched Percy’s boat and motored off to inspect every registered whitebait stand on the river.

One by one each stand was visited and, unsurprisingly, everyone was abiding by the rules. Feeling very content that the warning system was still working perfectly, Percy turned his dinghy toward home. He was well along the homeward track when Marshall pulled him up and said, ‘Best we take a look at your stand, too, Percy. It wouldn’t be right if the others thought I was showing favour toward you for renting me your boat.’

As Percy gunned the motor and headed across the river toward his stand it suddenly dawned on him that he had a wee problem. The rules of whitebaiting clearly state that whitebait can only be caught with a net that faces downriver, the idea being that should the whitebait get past your net they are free to carry on and breed. The problem with this was that in some spots, and when the tide turns, the whitebait get a bit lost and forget which way is upriver. This happens particularly when the tide is rushing in from the sea and pushing up the river. The whitebait instinctively swim into the current, thus at these times they can swim the wrong way and head back downriver. Percy, a keen observer of Nature, had figured this out long ago, and at the appropriate times would set his net facing upriver (known as ‘south about’) to catch those bait silly enough to be travelling in the wrong direction.

‘If the bloody bait don’t know which way is upriver, how the hell could I?’ he reasoned.

Trouble was, Percy and Marshall were fast approaching his ‘south about’ set-net, and it was too late to turn back.

Not wanting to make a scene of any kind, given that it would be a long swim back across the river, Marshall raised an eyebrow and swung glances from the offending net to Percy and back again. Poor Marshall found himself in a predicament, and was forced to administer that law and advise Percy that he would be fined for his indiscretion and that he shouldn’t do it again.

Sometime later an envelope arrived addressed to Percy. Enclosed was a document advising him that he had to pay a fine of $700 for breaching the whitebait regulations, and a letter reminding him that the rules were to be obeyed by everyone. Percy was none too happy about being fined and made mention of it to just about anyone who was prepared to listen.

The next time I bumped into Percy he cheerfully told me that he’d sorted out the wee fine matter ‘to the satisfaction of everyone concerned’ and that I shouldn’t go worrying myself anymore about it. Truth is I hadn’t given it another thought, however I was prompted to ask: ‘And tell me, Percy, how did you manage to sort it out — to everyone’s satisfaction?’

Percy’s eyes glowed mischievously and his face broke into a huge smile. ‘I sent the bill back with one of my own. They wanted $700 from me to pay their fine, so I sent them a bill for $700 for the hire of my boat. There ya go. Everyone’s happy and no money needed to change hands.’

I had to give Percy his dues — that was creative thinking.

Percy’s whitebait stand was almost directly across the river from his hut. Every day he’d push his dinghy into the river, start the outboard motor and make his way across. On arrival, Percy would secure the boat upriver from his stand and walk the few metres downriver to it. On most occasions when I visited Percy at his stand, he would offer me a whisky ‘to help pass the time’ as we waited for the whitebait.

The mouth of the Hollyford River is flanked on the seaward, southern side by a large sandbar and on the other by tree covered foothills. Some distance upriver these foothills give way to large flats, most of which are covered in trees and bush.

Percy’s registered stand was attached to the banks of the sandbar. Each year he drove a series of fenceposts into the sandy riverbed that led at right angles from the sandbar out into the river. Along the top of them he sat a narrow plank walkway (think miniature jetty with no hand rails). The riverbank was steep by Percy’s stand, so when the tide rose and fell Percy simply had to raise or lower his net, or move it closer or away from the bank accordingly. To further enhance his chances of catching whitebait, Percy also had mesh screens attached to his jetty beside his set-net. These screens sat flat on the river’s floor and were arranged to guide the whitebait toward the set-net.


Percy’s net was a large, steel-framed, cube-shaped box-net. The whole structure was covered with a fine wire mesh. The net’s mouth was large and square, to allow the whitebait free passage inside. Contained within the net and toward its rear was a second enclosure referred to as ‘the trap’, which keeps the whitebait from swimming out once inside.

As whitebait instinctively swim into the oncoming current, they almost always face upriver. Only rarely will they turn around and swim back downstream. For this reason the set-nets can be left for considerable lengths of time without needing to empty the whitebait from them.

Percy would keep a watchful eye on his set-net, and whenever a reasonable quantity of whitebait was caught in the trap he would manually lift the net from the river and empty the whitebait into his buckets. Given that the net consisted of steel framing and steel mesh and held, on occasions, up to 40 kilograms of whitebait, it was reasonably heavy. Despite this, Percy had the ability to lift his net while making it look as light as a feather and while balancing on his narrow jetty plank.

For a touch of home comfort, Percy erected a small, toilet-sized, corrugated-iron hut beside his stand. This afforded him some comfort when the gods of Fiordland threw all sorts of unpleasant weather conditions at him.

Once the set-net was in place, there wasn’t a lot to be done. Given this, Percy, often ably assisted by a flagon of whisky, would settle down in his hut to relax.

Percy and Enna knew their stuff when it came to whitebaiting. While it wouldn’t be proper for me to tell stories about their annual catches, I can say that Percy often stated: ‘The bait covers our expenses, Russell, which in effect gives us a three-month paid holiday each year.’

I recall one season carting out 850 kilograms of whitebait for Percy and Enna.

One season, 1972 or 1973, there was a huge run of whitebait in both Martins Bay and Big Bay. The quantities were such that the bait couldn’t be frozen quick enough, and it had to be flown out fresh. It was following this run that I flew out 5 ton of whitebait in a single day. On each flight I carried out about 400 kilograms of whitebait, and returned empty for another load. That day I flew for about 12 hours, and landed at Invercargill with the final consignment just before dark. I don’t think the aviation authorities would be very happy if anyone tried that these days.

Despite big runs of whitebait being legendary on the West Coast and in Fiordland, they don’t happen very often. Usually, there is a steady stream of whitebait throughout the season, with some days better than others. Strangely, most whitebaiters have long memories when it comes to the good days and short memories in relation to the terrible ones.

One October night I stayed at Neil’s hut as I had a booking to take some trampers out the following afternoon. Having flown into the bay late the previous evening, it seemed pointless returning to Te Anau without a load of paying passengers onboard. I had the following morning to fill in, so decided to row across the river to visit Neil and Percy, who were at their respective stands. Overnight there had been steady rain and the river was a bit swollen, making rowing across the 100 or so metres hard work. I tied the dinghy up beside Neil’s stand, which was 200 metres downstream from Percy’s. We yarned for some time before I set off on foot to visit Percy.

On my arrival I found him comfortably seated inside his hut. It was immediately apparent that Percy had been test-driving his favourite tipple, and the half-empty flagon bore testament to that. Although Percy had a great tolerance for whisky, it was clear from his slightly slurred speech that on this occasion he’d consumed a little bit more than usual. Being the fine host that he always was, Percy offered me a dram, but as I was due to fly soon thereafter I was forced to decline his kind offer.


We yarned and Percy drank. After a half-hour or so I wandered from his shelter and looked toward his set-net. As soon as my eyes focused on its mouth, I saw a massive shoal of whitebait streaming into it. The net’s trap was already a writhing mass and was absolutely chocker, but still more whitebait kept coming.

‘Percy,’ I yelled out, ‘you’d better take a gander at your net.’

‘Not more bloody eels,’ Percy complained as he struggled to his feet and made his unsteady way to the river’s edge.

On seeing the bulging mass of whitebait that was stretching his net, he exclaimed, ‘For Christ’s sake, Baker, don’t just stand there — get some bloody buckets.’

I turned to follow his instruction, and from the corner of my eye saw Percy making his way out along the narrow jetty toward his net. As I retrieved two large buckets from the shelter and returned with them, I heard Percy exclaim: ‘All my bloody Christmases have come at once, Russell. We’ll be having a celebration whisky or two tonight, you mark my word we will.’

As I stood at the river’s edge, the soft sand kept falling away from beneath my feet, making standing on the steep slope awkward. The set-net was absolutely choker-full of whitebait, and Percy was struggling to contain his enthusiasm for extracting them from the river.

Standing unsteadily above his net, Percy bent over and took hold of it. With a mighty effort he heaved the net upward while at the same time trying to tilt its mouth skyward in an effort to keep as much of the whitebait within it as he could.
 
With a massive grin covering his face, Percy turned toward me and made to take a shuffled step toward the shore. At that moment he miscalculated his step and his foot slipped on the edge of the jetty. As if in slow motion, I watched as Percy teetered on the edge of falling, while struggling frantically to stay upright and in control of his valuable catch. His efforts proved useless and his foot slipped off the jetty, causing him to fall arse over kite before disappearing head-first into the water below.


[image: image]

At about the same time as he went under for the first time, Percy let go of the net in order to save himself. His arms started flailing about like an out-of-control helicopter as he floundered about trying to save himself from drowning. All thoughts of the whitebait disappeared as Percy fought frantically to extract himself from the freezing water. I saw his head break the surface, before he again disappeared beneath as he struggled against the current.

I was on the verge of diving in to help him, and had he gone under for a third time I would have. Fortunately, Percy managed to regain his footing and take hold of the jetty. His forgotten net was slowly tumbling downriver.

My offer of assistance was bluntly rejected as Percy gave me explicit instructions to recover his net ‘before the bloody thing ends up in India’.

Following a quick sortie downriver with a rope and long pole, I managed to retrieve the net. However by the time I edged it to the shore, it was all but devoid of whitebait.

A thoroughly soaked Percy struggled to where I was, and on seeing that the 30 or more pound of whitebait had escaped simply stated, ‘We’d better not tell Mummy about this one, Russell.’

Needless to say, Percy’s dunking in the cold river had a sobering effect on him. The cold and the misery at losing so much whitebait could only be erased by the consumption of a few drams of whisky — and that’s exactly how Percy dealt with the troublesome situation.

Toward the end of one whitebait season I was staying with Neil when a clearly distraught Percy entered the hut.


‘You don’t happen to have any whisky that I can purchase, do you?’ he asked. ‘I’ve run out.’

‘Can’t help you there,’ Neil replied. ‘You’re lucky that the season’s all but over. You will just have to go dry for the next couple of days.’

‘It’s not that I’ve run out,’ Percy complained, ‘it’s that I can’t remember where I’ve hidden the backup flagons.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘I used to stash a few flagons above the long-drop door, but Enna sprung me, so I had to find a new hiding place. Just for the backup supply, you understand, to make sure we had enough to last the season. Anyway, I’ve looked and bloody looked, but can’t find where I hid them.’

Neil and I interrogated Percy and suggested all sorts of hiding places, hoping to prompt him to recall where he’d hidden the said liquor. Sadly, none achieved this goal. Given that it would not be appropriate to leave a man and his wife in distress, we made our way to Percy and Enna’s hut and commenced a search.

After a thorough search of their hut, we then increased our search area by walking ever-increasing circles away from the hut. About 50 metres distance, in some scrub, we found several rusty sheets of corrugated iron. They were in very poor condition and had clearly been discarded there. The long grass that surrounded the iron had one end that was suspiciously clear of vegetation. On lifting the iron we located the two missing flagons semi-buried beneath. Percy was delighted with the find and invited us to join him and Enna for a celebratory drink. It would have been rude not to accept such a fine offer, so we retired to his hut to partake.

Enna was as delighted at the whisky being found as Percy. The honour of pouring the first round of drinks fell upon me. I took hold of the flagon and gave the rusty lid a twist. It didn’t budge. Despite my best efforts the lid would not move. Being made of tin it had simply rusted and semi-melded into the glass.

Percy gave it his best shot, as did Neil, but the bloody lid would not move. We tried removing it by hand and by using a wet tea towel twisted tightly around the top. Consideration was even given to breaking the flagon over a large bucket and filtering the whisky to ensure that we didn’t end up drinking splinters of glass. This was discounted as foolish, so thought was given to puncturing a hole through the lid. The problem was solved when Neil located a can of CRC Engine Start and gave the lid a good old soaking in it. Within moments the top twisted off as if there had never been a problem in the first place. A good wipe-down to remove the excess CRC was promptly followed by the pouring of the first round of drinks.

At the end of the season Percy and Enna would pack up their gear and stack it neatly beside the airstrip awaiting my arrival. Both would be impeccably dressed, and Percy clean-shaven.

Enna and Percy were real characters. Sadly, both have now passed away. For the record, I have nothing but respect and admiration for both. They were friends and truly wonderful people. I have recounted a small selection of humorous incidents and events so that you can get an insight into their world and see what terrific people they were. Further, I know that they could laugh at themselves and would love the fact that some of their stories have been shared with you.
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She’s Not All Beer and Skittles, Mate

As soon as the Hughes 500 helicopter disappeared from view around a corner of the Whataroa River valley far below, total silence reached out and engulfed David and Max. Neither spoke as they sat and marvelled at the sheer grandeur of the stark and jagged mountain ranges, whose peaks cut into the blue sky and the occasional wispy cloud that highlighted them. Their five-day hunting trip in the mountains had commenced.

The silence was broken by the loud caw of a kea that was circling above, having witnessed the arrival of these strangers into its domain. The kea’s wings were spread wide, and it glided effortlessly on unseen updrafts and wind currents. Ever-curious, the kea soon made its way toward the intruders. As it flared its wings to land on a rock that was only metres away, the brilliant orange and red feathers on the underside of its wings highlighted the splendour of this magnificent native parrot.

At the time the following events happened, David was aged 52 and was so fit that he’d have easily qualified for the Olympic speed-walking team, and in all likelihood would have won the event if he had. David has a narrow, tanned face that is topped with short dark hair. He is lean and strong, and all but lives for his hunting.

Max is built pretty much along the same lines as David, and they headed for the mountains at every available opportunity. Both are very experienced and comfortable roaming the often dangerous mountain tops as they seek out trophy stags, tahr and chamois.

I’ll hand the reins over to David to tell his yarn from here.

Max and I are avid hunters, and this was far from our first trip into this area to hunt tahr and chamois. Stirred into action by the arrival of our new friend, the kea, we quickly pitched our tents and set up camp. Kea are notorious thieves and pranksters, so we wanted everything safe and sound, and out of its way. As soon as this job was completed, we grabbed our rifles and headed off for an afternoon hunt and to explore our surroundings. We had previously hunted parts of this mountain range; however, on this occasion we had travelled a bit further in order to explore new country.

Despite being near the top of the mountains, many of the faces that we traversed were covered in tussock, and the crests of most ridges had game trails on them, allowing easy travel. We didn’t need to climb the higher peaks, as our binoculars did that for us.

Max and I stopped often to glass the surrounding areas with our binoculars. Our efforts were rewarded aplenty, as by the day’s end we had sighted two bull tahr and around 20 chamois. We were looking for trophy animals, and had determined that we wouldn’t shoot anything less than that. Having said that, we intended to shoot an animal for meat to take home, but only after we’d secured a trophy each.

Toward late afternoon, through my binoculars I located what looked like a good chamois buck. I set up my spotting scope for a better look at the animal, and found that he carried what appeared to be a very good set of horns. The animal was a long way off, and was feeding on a very steep face below what appeared to be an eroding, rocky, razor-back ridge. I calculated that I couldn’t get to the chamois and get back to camp before dark. Given this, I decided that I’d have a crack at it the following morning.

Well before daybreak, Max and I set off to stalk the chamois I’d discovered the day before. We made steady progress, only stopping occasionally to glass some likely mountain faces, basins and ridges, hoping to find a better trophy closer to camp. We saw more animals as we travelled, bringing the total number we had seen to 30 chamois and three bull tahr.

After just shy of two hours’ traversing, climbing and descending, Max and I reached the area where we’d seen the trophy chamois the previous evening. We sat and, using our binoculars, searched the area for the buck. Twenty minutes later we hadn’t located him, and feared that he may have moved on to new territory. We needn’t have worried, though, as the buck suddenly materialised from nowhere and was seen feeding where moments earlier he hadn’t been. Where the animal had been hiding up until that moment was a mystery. Regardless, he was back and feeding happily out in the open.

In keeping with our rule that whoever finds the animal stalks it, this hunt was to be mine. With my small day-pack firmly attached to my back and Max following, I set off to get within shooting distance of the chamois. This involved a small climb over an overhanging wall of rock that blocked my passage, followed by a sidle across a tussock face and several scree slips. At that point I’d arrive at a razor-back ridge that I hoped would be suitable for me to make my way along in order to reach an ideal location to take a shot at the animal — assuming he would still be there on my arrival.

Getting to the razor-back took us almost half an hour. On arrival, I discovered that the razor-back ridge was very steep on either side and consisted of brittle, dark rock. I considered whether it was safe to sidle along the ridge or whether I should seek out another approach to the chamois. Having hunted for many years and traversed many similar razor-back ridges previously, I assessed that the ridge could be traversed safely. Cautiously, I set off along it, ensuring that I made as little noise as possibly. As I went, loose rock occasionally gave way beneath my feet, although I never felt at any time that I was in danger. Fifteen minutes of cautious, nerve-racking stalking later, I was nearing a point where I would be able to take a shot at the chamois, which was now less than 200 metres away and blissfully unaware of my presence.

As I carefully eased my way over the last few metres to my intended shooting spot, the rock beneath my feet gave way. Instantly, I found myself hurtling uncontrollably down the mountain face. I was smashed against rocks and thrown about mercilessly as I plummeted furiously downward. At times I was airborne, then everything went blank.

I’m not totally sure what happened, but when I came to I was at the base of the razor-back ridge with a massive head wound and blood everywhere. I was confused and totally unable to move.

Max managed to climb down to me. I do not know how long this took, as I was very concussed and seemed to be slipping in and out of consciousness. Max was able to give words of comfort and slow the bleeding from my head wound.

As I’d fallen, my backpack had been ripped from my back. In it was our GPS safety beacon. Max went looking for the pack, but found that it had been destroyed in my fall and the contents scattered everywhere along the slope.

After a frantic search, Max found the locator beacon and activated the emergency button. I was very lucky that Max was able to do it, otherwise I would have been destined for many days of pain while waiting for assistance, and that’s a situation that doesn’t bear thinking about.

What followed was a very long three-hour wait for the Mt Cook Alpine Rescue helicopter to arrive. By this time it had clouded over, creating a dense, foggy mist. This meant that the helicopter couldn’t see to get safely to me for almost another hour as I lay in the gut in absolute agony. When the cloud finally cleared enough for the helicopter to get reasonably close, a paramedic was lowered by winch onto a nearby ridge and quickly made his way down to me. On arrival he made an assessment of my injuries, which were many. There was a hell of a lot wrong, but unfortunately at that stage he couldn’t administer any painkillers. It took almost another hour to get me semi-sorted, strapped into a stretcher, and attached to a strop that hung from the helicopter above. Fortunately, by this time the cloud had cleared altogether, making the extraction less difficult.

Dangling below the helicopter, the paramedic and I were lifted from the deep gut I was in, and hoisted to a nearby ridge. I was then transferred into the helicopter itself, before being flown from the mountain tops to Franz Josef township. There, I was triaged by medical staff, before being flown by a Westpac Rescue helicopter to Greymouth Hospital.

I suffered multiple significant injuries and underwent minor surgery to address some of them. Having dislocated both of my shoulders and broken a few bones meant that my recovery was going to be a long and slow process. It was only after seven months of physiotherapy and rehabilitation that I was finally able to return to work on a limited basis. That my job involves physical work and heavy lifting didn’t help in that regard.

I reckon that hunters, trampers and other outdoor enthusiasts can learn a few lessons from what happened to me.

The lessons are:


	Always carry your emergency beacon on your body and not in your pack, as you may become separated from it.

	Every member of the party should have their own emergency locator beacon.

	Wherever possible, take a mountain radio as a backup.



Following my accident, getting back to work was my highest priority, but getting back into the hills for another hunt came a bloody close second.
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Phil’s Mishap

The following is Phil’s yarn. He’s been knocking around the mountains since he was a kid and, despite only being in his mid-twenties, is very experienced in high country and mountain hunting. Phil has suffered more than his fair share of gale-force winds, rain, ice, snow blizzards, storms and intense cold, none of which have dented his enthusiasm for hunting and being in the outdoors.

Over to Phil.

My three hunting mates and I sat around the campfire watching the warm flames leap and dance and the embers glow. Despite it being early spring, the evening was cold and it was a certainty that there’d be a hard frost the following day. It was our intention to sleep in our vehicles and, come morning, to make our way to the tussock tops above in the hope of scoring a deer.

After several beers and some sandwiches, we settled in for the night. I was pleased that I had invested in a quality sleeping bag, as the night was very cold.


I had been looking forward to the trip to the Arthur’s Pass area of the Southern Alps for some weeks. It was to be my last hunt before having to study fulltime in preparation for some upcoming exams.

On a Friday after work we all met at my place before heading inland to our camping spot, from where we would launch our hunts. Our camp was set up against the bush edge at the side of a valley and not far from the main highway. The terrain was typical Canterbury high county, and consisted of a wide valley floor through which a braided river ran, with steep mountain ranges on either side. A band of dense bush separated the valley floor from the tussock and rock tops above.

As always morning came too soon, and dragging myself from the comfort of my sleeping bag wasn’t easy. We split into two hunting parties: Rob and Hannah headed off upriver, while Matt and I set off to a nearby creek that we hoped would allow us easy access to the tops. We were very fit, and knew that it would take us an hour or more of steady climbing to reach the open tussock tops. Most of the travel would be done in darkness with the aid of headlamps.

The creek was easy-going in its lower reaches, but became steeper and more confined as we gained height. At times we encountered small, near-vertical, waterfalls and had to detour into the bush in order to climb around and above them. Despite the ever-increasing steepness of the creek, I was confident of reaching the tops that were now only a short distance above.

As the night edged toward day and the horizon took on the deep blue hue of morning, Matt, who was leading, climbed up the side of a small 4-metre or so high waterfall. At the top he stopped to wait for me to catch up with him. I set off, following the same route as Matt had. It was easy-going, with plenty of tussock and bushes to hold onto to assist me upward. Within a few steps of reaching the top, a branch that I was pulling myself up with broke, and in the same instant the ground beneath my feet gave way. I lost my balance and found myself freefalling head over heels backward, with my hands flailing to grab hold of anything that would slow my fall. There was nothing.

With skull-shattering ferocity my head smashed into a large rock, and the wind was knocked clean out of me as my body came to a bone-breaking halt on the rocks at the bottom of the waterfall.

With my head swimming from pain and while fighting to remain conscious, I made a quick assessment of my injuries. I cautiously moved each of my limbs and, despite the fact that they all hurt, they responded as directed.

Shit, I’m lucky to be alive. She’s all good. I’m okay, I thought, followed by my promptly slipping into unconsciousness.

When I came to, Matt was standing over me and going on about me not moving and how much blood there was. What was he on about? I wondered. When I tried to move my head I soon found out. It hurt like hell and throbbed violently as I again fought to remain conscious.

Matt tended to me as best he could, as I slowly regained my senses and got over the shock of my fall. I had a large gash on my head that ran from the top centre to just above one of my eyebrows.

We had a first aid kit with us alright — unfortunately, we had left it behind in the car. Matt kindly sacrificed his top, and tore it into strips to bandage my head with. It hurt a bloody lot as he did the bandage up.

After a rest I suggested that we carry on to the tops as we were so close. Matt told me not to be such an idiot, and insisted that we head back down. Commonsense won out and we set off for the car, with Matt carrying both our packs. The going was slow, as I found I was in far worse condition than I’d thought. Everything hurt, but on top of that I kept wanting to rest and felt incredibly tired. We stopped often, but over the next hour we had almost reached the bottom. As we came out of a narrow gorge-like spot in the creek I ran out of puff and had to sit down. My head was thumping, my brain ached, and staying conscious was becoming more difficult. We rested for a short time, but when it came time to move again I couldn’t get up. Everything hurt too much.

Matt decided that he had to leave me and go to get help. After making me as comfortable as possible he took off. He later told me that he ran the whole way to the car and then drove to the Bealey Hotel to call for medical assistance. It only took a helicopter containing paramedics 20 minutes to fly from Christchurch to the hunting area. By the time they got near to me, it had clouded in and the helicopter couldn’t land. To my elation, the cloud lifted only minutes later. I was attended to by the paramedics before being flown to Christchurch for treatment.

After being x-rayed, it turned out that I had broken my neck in three places and my back in two. I was told that I was very lucky that I wasn’t paralysed, given the seriousness of my injuries. My head was fitted with a steel brace to ensure that no further damage was caused, and I was kept in hospital for the next four weeks. My recovery was a long, slow process; however, I am now fully fit and back in the mountains hunting again, and loving it.

I have climbed and hunted creeks that were far steeper and more treacherous than the one I had my accident in, and always felt that I was never in danger in any of them. I am not a risk-taker, and have always taken ‘the safe option’ whenever I encountered tricky situations in the mountains. Despite this, as you have read, accidents can and do happen.

I have told my story without embellishment, as it is important for people to be aware that, no matter how experienced or well-equipped you are, things can go wrong when you venture into mountains. I strongly suggest that the minimum safety equipment that anyone should have with them is a locator beacon and a basic first aid kit. I hope that by reading of my situation you will realise how important these potentially lifesaving items are.
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Chooks ‘n’ Boat

Bull and Tuck have been great mates all their lives. They were born two days apart in the Westport Hospital, and lived in the same street. Neither has ever had any inclination to leave Westport, although both have been known to wander various townships along the West Coast, doing logging work, possum hunting, fencing, and even prospecting for gold when other work couldn’t be found. Both are now aged in their late fifties and have squeezed a fair bit of living under their belts.

I first met Bull and Tuck in a Westport pub while I was testing some beer. They were the only other patrons in the bar, and were as keen as I was to see that the beer wasn’t off. I’ve run into both of them in the same pub just about every time I have called there since, and you can take it from me that that’s been plenty of times. Both men are marvellous company, and take great pleasure in telling yarns about the mischief the other has been up to. Naturally, the storyteller always minimises their own involvement, because they ‘wouldn’t be that stupid’ themselves.

I can’t recall a single occasion when my portly mates haven’t sported scruffy beards and been dressed in tattered Swanndri shirts, jeans and gumboots. Most people mistake them for being brothers. Every time this gets raised, Bull responds with ‘We’ve often thought about getting DNA tests done, as my father was a randy bastard and lived all but next-door to Tuck’s mum.’

The day I first met Bull and Tuck was a typically sunny West Coast day. It was about 11 a.m., and I’d just returned from a morning deer hunting. I had a deer on the back of my truck, and had pulled into a pub for a quick beer before heading back to my mate’s place where I was staying. As I approached the door, my two soon-to-be-cobbers walked in ahead of me. They’d been waiting outside the pub for the publican to open the premises, and I was only a few steps behind them.

I heard the publican say, ‘You two are here early today. Have you run out of work?’

Tuck replied, ‘Hell no, Jim. Me and Bull have put in a good eight hours on the job already. I did five and Bull’s done three.’

All three burst into laughter as the publican sat two 7-ounce glasses of beer on the bar in front of them. Within minutes I was invited to join Bull and Tuck for a beer, which quickly became a hell of a lot more than that. After several hours my new mates had run out of cash, but were happy to stay on so long as I had enough money to cover the cost of their beers.

‘It’d be rude of us to depart and leave you to drink on your own,’ Bull stated.

I was more than happy to pay for the beers, as the men were hilarious and told stories one after the other.

Both have yarns to tell, so I’ll let them have a say.

Here’s Bull.

I have to blame my granddad for giving me the nickname ‘Bull’. Most people think I got it due to me being a big bugger like a bull, but they’re wrong. It’s true that I was a chubby kid, can’t argue about that. As I’ve aged I’ve discovered that I like beer, and due to that may have grown a bit bigger again. I reckon that the beer gut suits me, so I’ll be hanging onto it for a while yet.

Granddad lived with us in a shed at the back of the house. He always said that I was a storyteller and ‘bullshit artist’, and over time abbreviated my title to ‘Bull’, and it stuck. I reckon that bullshitting must be a hereditary trait, as Granddad was prone to a bit of exaggeration himself.

He and I were great mates. For most of his life he worked on fishing boats and was away at sea the entire tuna season each year. When he was home we’d do stuff together. He was pretty good at chess and taught me how to play. I cottoned onto the game quickly enough, but it wasn’t until many years later that I finally managed to beat him.

Granddad had a disability, in that he suffered horribly from irritable bowel syndrome. In essence, when the urge came upon him to take a dump he had to go almost right there and then. If he couldn’t find a toilet within a minute or so, it was ‘look out, undies’. Given this, he never ventured far from a toilet. Wherever we went together, Granddad would always find out where the closest toilet was before we got on with whatever it was that we were up to at that time. It was common for Granddad to suddenly disappear at a trot and without saying a word, only to reappear minutes later looking far more comfortable.

One day Granddad took me fishing. We drove to the wharf and parked ourselves at one end.

‘This fishing spot will do us fine,’ he stated, comfortable in the knowledge that there was a public toilet attached to a small shed that sat on the wharf not too far away.

The fishing that day was poor, but Granddad and I were happy sitting in the sun, yarning. I had the urge to take a leak, but at age seven was a bit too shy to pee over the side of the wharf as suggested by Granddad.

‘Heck, Granddad, a girl might be watching,’ I argued.

I wandered to the nearby toilet, only to discover that the door was closed and the building wrapped in wide, white plastic strips that had the words ‘Keep Out’ written on them in large red letters. Two workmen wearing white overalls were standing nearby, talking.

After shuffling from one foot to the other a few times, I came to realise that what had to be had to be, and was forced to run from the wharf to some nearby bushes to complete the job.

In my absence, Granddad had landed a fish, and on my return he started to boast about his great fishing skills while waving the fish in front of me. Mid-boast, granddad’s eyes suddenly darted from side to side, he dropped the fish and grabbed hold of his stomach as if he was clutching a baby.

‘Oh, God,’ he said, as he tore off along the wharf toward the toilet that I had neglected to tell him was out of order.

I pursued Granddad along the wharf, trying to warn him that the toilet was out of order, but in his haste he wasn’t listening. On arrival he saw that the door was wrapped in white plastic and prevented his entry. The horrified look on his face gave way to one of desperation. I watched as he frantically tore at the plastic and barged his way into the toilet, before slamming the wooden door shut behind him.

Seconds after he had broken into the toilet, and as I stood outside, I heard a voice shout ‘Let her go!’ With that, the hum of a previously quiet motor revved up to full throttle. About 20 seconds later there was a clearly audible wumph, similar to a stick of dynamite going off under a tree stump, and the wharf beneath my feet shuddered briefly. Almost instantaneously, Granddad bolted from the toilet. He was drenched from head to toe, was covered in shit, and had soggy toilet paper splattered across his bum, back and legs. Without hesitating, and to my horror, the old boy bolted across the wharf and threw himself over the side, where he plummeted into the sea some 3 metres below.

About the same time as Granddad leapt from the wharf, the head of one of the men I’d seen earlier popped up through a manhole in the wharf. I heard him yell to his colleague below. ‘Job done, Glen. The blockage has definitely cleared, but there’s one hell of a mess up here.’

Now, even though Granddad was a fisherman and had spent most of his life at sea, he was a very poor swimmer. As I looked over the side of the wharf I could see his arms thrashing wildly as he tried desperately to stay afloat and at the same time cleanse himself of the horrible muck that was attached to his body. My desperate plea to the man whose head was still poking up through the wharf’s manhole, that he save Granddad, was met by prompt action. The man quickly located and threw a lifesaving ring into the water beside Granddad. Attached to it was a rope that he used to pull Granddad back to the shore.

To say that the old fellow was acutely embarrassed as he pulled himself from the water with his trousers and undies hanging from one leg understates the situation.

It turned out that the toilet Granddad had broken into had been severely blocked, and the men below it had used compressed air to blow the obstruction free. To his detriment, the old boy had been sitting on the toilet at the time.

The following yarn is told by Tuck:

My long-suffering wife, Trish, is pretty tolerant of me constantly disappearing to go hunting or fishing. She loves pork, venison and all types of fish, and happily turns any game I bring home into gourmet meals.

On the flip side of the above is that Trish isn’t so tolerant of me buying ‘stuff’. Much of what I find and bring home is useful stuff that sometime in the future will be used for something, but Trish doesn’t see it that way. It’s true that I have accumulated a lot of stuff, and also that our neighbours refer to my section as ‘the scrap yard’; however, unlike me, they wouldn’t recognise a bargain even if it hit them fair between their eyeballs.


A while back I purchased some old, round cray-fishing drop-pots. They were in need of a bit of repair, but were a bargain at $50 for the three of them. Trish argued that we didn’t have a boat, and so the cray pots were of no use to us at all. I replied that one day we’d purchase a boat and then we’d be able to go fishing and catch crayfish with the drop-pots. Further, I told her that we could launch the boat with the vintage tractor that was already rusting at the rear of our yard, but which I intended to fix in the near future.

Trish had the final word when she rolled her eyes, sighed and stated, ‘Just another one of your crazy ideas.’

She reckons that I am an impulse-buyer, and that I should never go anywhere with more than $40 in my wallet. She also steadfastly clings to the concept that our cheque book should never be in my possession. Her reason for trying to limit my access to the household funds is that in my travels I tend to find bargains that I simply have to purchase. It is also fair to say that on occasion I have overcommitted us financially, and the bank manager has had cause to ring and ask what the hell I was up to. To date none of my cheques have bounced, but the bank manager has warned that we have sailed a bit close to the wind a few times.

One day, a year or so after I’d purchased the cray pots, I saw a boat advertised for sale in The Westport News. The advertisement stated ‘1960 Starcraft Jupiter 16 in seaworthy condition but in need of minor restoration work; trailer and Mercury outboard motor included’. The whole package was for sale for a mere $1690. That seemed like a bargain to me, and I was really keen to take a look at it. Strangely, when I mentioned the boat to Trish she wasn’t very enthusiastic at all.
 
‘We can’t afford it right now,’ she protested. ‘You are not having that boat unless you sell something else to pay for it.’

In order to deflect Trish from the topic, I carried on with, ‘There’s another ad in the paper where someone in Ngakawau is giving away laying chooks. The ad says that we can have as many as we want “for free”.’


The ad gave a Ngakawau address, but no telephone number. Trish thought that having chickens to supply us with fresh eggs would be a great idea. She even suggested that we could convert the unused Railways siding shed I’d purchased some years back into a chook-house for them.

It was a Sunday and, undeterred by Trish’s lack of interest in buying a boat, I rang Bull and asked if he was interested in coming to Little Wanganui with me to take a look at it.

‘We can take the bugger out for a test run and get some crays from the Little Wanganui reef before we come home,’ I suggested. ‘I’m heading that way to pick up some chickens anyway.’

‘Sounds bloody good to me,’ Bull replied.

By the time I had loaded the cray drop-pots onto the back of my ute, the rain had stopped and the sun was shining. Further, I’d made a phone call to the boat owner and arranged to be at his address before lunch. Fortunately, Trish hadn’t seen me sneak the cheque book into my back pocket before I set off to pick up Bull.

Bull, ever a thoughtful man, climbed into my vehicle’s cab carrying a dozen large cans of ice-cold Double Brown beer. Just over an hour and three beers each later, we pulled up beside a farm house not far from the Little Wanganui Hotel. I was expecting to see a seaworthy but tatty old boat in need of a great deal of restoration. I was wrong. The boat was parked in front of the house and it was in pretty good condition. In fact, I couldn’t see why the newspaper ad had stated that it was in need of some restoration.

‘Geez, Bull, will yah take a look at that? The boat’s in good nick and the motor appears to be reasonably new.’

‘Beats me why the owner wants to sell that for under two grand,’ Bull responded, as he nodded in the general direction of the boat. ‘The trailer alone must be worth at least four or five hundred. You’d be a fool if you didn’t grab the bastard before the bloke realises that he’s stuffed up on the price.’

As we exited the ute, a skinny man walked out the front door of the white-painted weatherboard house and approached us.


‘Let me handle this,’ I told Bull. ‘I don’t want to appear too keen on buying the boat in case he cottons on that we are onto a good thing.’

After exchanging greetings, we got down to business. The bloke invited us to examine the boat and motor, but I politely declined by telling him that I knew what I was purchasing, and that all we needed to do was settle on a fair price. He wasn’t in the mood to negotiate and I wasn’t about to upset him, so within minutes I had produced my cheque book and purchased the boat at the advertised price. The bloke had even agreed to throw in two old life-jackets and top up the fuel tank from his farm supply so that we could go cray fishing straight away. All that remained to be done was for us to hook the boat and trailer onto my tow-bar and drive off.

While feeling pretty smug and knowing that Trish was going to be pleased with my bargain, I got into the ute and backed it up to the boat. The seller had disappeared to get a container of petrol to put in the boat’s tank. When he returned, he all but ran up to me and demanded: ‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’

‘Hooking up my boat. What does it look like I’m doing?’ I responded.

‘That’s not your boat,’ the man stated bluntly. ‘That’s my boat. Yours is parked around the back of the house.’

I was absolutely gobsmacked at hearing this, and meekly followed him to the rear of the house where he pointed to my purchase. Parked there on a rusty trailer was a rickety old boat just as it had been described in the newspaper ad. Paint was falling off it, and the motor looked like it had just fallen off Noah’s ark. One of the two glass windshield panels fitted to the front of the boat was broken, and it looked like there was a bit of dry rot in the boat’s timber. In a few short moments my elation at having made the purchase of the century turned to despair. My argument that I had been duped was ignored, as the man folded my cheque and put it firmly into his back pocket.


‘You said that you didn’t want to look at the boat when I offered you the opportunity, so there’s no backing out now. A deal is a deal. She’s all yours, mate.’ With that, the man walked inside his house and shut the door behind him.

Bull burst out laughing.

‘What’s so bloody funny?’ I asked.

‘I was imagining Trish’s face when you try to explain this one away,’ he answered. ‘She’ll have your balls for fish bait, cobber. She doesn’t even know that you took the cheque book.’

I wasn’t very happy with myself at the way things had turned out, but decided that what was done was done, and hooked the boat on behind the ute.

‘Might as well go get some crays to take home to pacify Trish,’ I suggested as we drove toward the Little Wanganui subdivision boat ramp. As we made our way, I knocked back another couple of beers to stabilise my emotions.

After pulling up beside the boat ramp we made a proper inspection of the boat. To be fair, it wasn’t as bad as it had initially looked. The timber was mostly sound, but the paint was flaking badly. There was a set of oars onboard but no rowlocks, and we found a plastic box stashed in the forward compartment that contained dozens of new hooks, sinkers, swivels and a filleting knife. Best of all we found a hand-held GPS unit that looked reasonably new. When Bull turned the device on, it lit up like a Christmas tree and logged itself onto a handful of satellites that were passing overhead. I knew bugger-all about the device, but Bull seemed to have a good handle on how to work it and was busy pressing buttons and glaring at the screen.

‘You’re not going to believe this,’ he finally stated.

‘Believe what?’ I asked.

‘This device contains the locations of all that bloke’s best fishing spots. He’s even labelled them with what he caught there.’ Bull pushed the device’s screen toward my face. Illuminated on it was a coastal map that was marked with little fish icons that had notes beside them. Some read ‘snapper’, and others ‘crayfish’ and ‘paua’.

‘I don’t think that was supposed to be left in the boat, do you?’ I asked.

‘It doesn’t matter, does it? The bloke told you that she’s all yours. The key word here is “all”. The bloke was clearly referring to the trailer, the boat and everything in it. It seems to me that the fellow’s just suffered a bit of bad luck. That GPS is worth about $700 new.’

Well, that shed a new light on my recent purchase, and might even be enough good news to placate Trish when she found out that I’d purchased a rickety old boat using our cheque book, which I wasn’t supposed to have.

Another good thing was that the boat’s motor started second pull of the starter-cord. After a burst of smoke and a few bouts of surging revs, the motor settled into a steady rhythm and hummed smoothly.

The boat-launching ramp at the Little Wanganui settlement leads to a tidal estuary through which the Little Wanganui River flows. At low tide the sandy estuary lays bare, but as the tide comes in it becomes a large, lake-like lagoon. The river is shallow, so there is no point in launching a boat at low tide as there simply isn’t sufficient water to float a boat to the river’s mouth a kilometre away. To leave the river and enter the sea requires boat users to traverse through a series of rolling waves before they reach the open sea. On calm days this never constitutes a problem, but on stormy days it can be a dangerous venture where boaters risk being tipped over and dumped into the sea.

Fortunately, the day was fine and calm and the tide was halfway in. Bull backed the trailer into the river, and I pushed the boat free of it. There was a man fishing for whitebait above the boat ramp, and a woman doing the same below it. They appeared a bit pissed-off by the mud that we stirred up as we launched the boat, but there was nothing that we could have done to prevent that. With our crayfish drop-pots safely stashed aboard and our few remaining beers sitting within handy reach, we motored down the river. Dotted here and there on the estuary’s edge were more whitebaiters, most of whom gave friendly waves as we went past.

Bull had been mucking about in boats for most of his life and reckoned that he knew a fair bit about how to make things work. My boating experience was limited to a couple of short trips on Lake Brunner when we went trolling for trout. On each of those occasions the lake was dead-flat calm with no wind. Given this, I turned the controls over to Bull and made him the skipper for the day while I served my apprenticeship. When we reached the neck where the river meets the sea, Bull slowed the boat while he studied the continuous bank of rolling waves that were coming in through it. He muttered something about waves coming in in strings of seven or eight before there is gap.

‘That’s when we gun the motor and get the boat out to sea as quick as we can,’ he stated.

Moments later the motor was howling as we shot forward and crashed our way through a series of metre-high waves. A string of whitebaiters who were busy dragging the river mouth watched as we went. Minutes later we were past the waves and in the open, gently rolling sea.

As we made our way to the end of the reef that sits to the immediate south of the river mouth, Bull commented, ‘The boat felt a bit sluggish coming out of the river mouth.’

‘We’re out, aren’t we?’ I responded. ‘Let’s get on with the cray fishing.’

As we made our way to the reef’s seaward end to start fishing, the boat slowed considerably. Clearly something was up, but what?’

‘Shit!’ Bull exclaimed when he turned to view the motor, which was humming along perfectly. In front of it the fuel drum was floating, and the rear end of the boat was about a quarter full of water. It was obvious that we were slowly sinking. Bull abandoned the wheel and clambered to the rear. I got busy planning my departure and making mental calculations as to how far away the shore was. I reckoned that I’d be able to swim the 150 or so metres, provided I wasn’t dumped by waves onto the rocky reef. In the end I decided to stay onboard and await Bull’s instruction.

For several minutes Bull poked and prodded the murky seawater inside the boat, hoping to feel where the water was coming in from. Finally he announced, ‘The bloody drainage bung’s missing.’

The truth is that at that time I didn’t even know that boats had drainage bungs.

‘What now?’ I asked.

After scratching his head for a while, Bull foraged around and found a small, rusty screwdriver. Its handle was round and all but filled the hole. He thought for a moment before demanding that I give him my T-shirt. He didn’t appear to be in the mood for arguing, so I complied with his direction. Moments later he got busy tearing my T-shirt to shreds.

That I might have to swim to the shore to save my life was one thing, but having to go naked on arrival was another altogether.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ I demanded.

I got no answer, as Bull was busy wrapping the cotton strips around the handle of the screwdriver. He then levered it into the offending hole. Bull’s first effort failed, and he was forced to wrap even more layers of material strips around the handle. His second effort seemed to stem the inflow of water and satisfied him that the job was done.

‘You’d better find something to bail that water out with,’ Bull instructed ‘Otherwise old Davey Jones might still come looking for us.’

As there was a noticeable shortage of bailers in the boat, I was forced to improvise and, using my pocket knife, cut the tops off several beer cans and used them for the task. It was a laborious process, but, as very little water was coming in, I was able to gradually tip the water back into the ocean where it belonged and regain some buoyancy for the boat.


Bull wouldn’t hear any talk of heading home just because we had nearly sunk the boat, and insisted that we carry on and catch some crays. For the next hour and a half we threw the baited drop-pots over the side and hauled them back up shortly thereafter, but caught nothing.

For those of you who are not familiar with how a cray drop-pot works, I had better explain. A drop-pot consists of a solid metal ring with a diameter of about a metre. Tied around the circumference of the ring is a soft, nylon, fishing-net bag. Fish heads are tied to the centre-bottom of the net bag as bait to attract crayfish. In this instance we were using herring heads. The whole ensemble is attached by four short lengths of rope that are tied above the steel ring. These four ropes are then tied to the main hauling rope that is used to raise and lower the drop-pot to the sea floor. When everything goes to plan, crayfish walk over the ring and approach the fish heads, seeking an easy feed. When the main rope is frantically pulled up, with luck, one or more crayfish get trapped in the bag below the ring. If the ring isn’t pulled up fast enough, the crayfish can climb out and get away.

‘We’d better bugger off home before anything else turns to shit,’ I suggested. My idea of placating Trish with a couple of fresh crayfish when she found out that I’d purchased a dud boat was turning to dust.

‘I have a better idea,’ Bull advised as he turned on the GPS device and started to interrogate its contents. Moments later, he gave a pull on the motor, which burst into life instantly before he turned the boat and headed south. Ten minutes later we came to a halt just south of Falls Creek. Bull jinked and jibed the boat about until he was satisfied that it was parked on a ‘cray hot spot’ as marked by a way-point on the device.

‘According to this, we are right over the best damn cray spot on the West Coast,’ he announced as he poked the device in my general direction.

We tied some bait to the floor of a drop pot, lowered it over the side and waited. Ten minutes later, I heaved frantically on the rope and pulled the pot back to the boat. To our great pleasure, there were two large crayfish nestled in the bottom of the bag. We followed this same process five or so times, and got one or more crayfish on each occasion. Clearly the GPS co-ordinates had turned up gold. With eight crayfish onboard, we headed for home feeling very pleased with ourselves.

On reaching the Little Wanganui river bar, we paused to observe the wave sets of the now outgoing tide. The waves were a little higher than when we had departed, but caused us no fear. Bull gunned the motor and we headed across the river’s sandbar, into the neck of the river’s mouth and past the whitebaiters fishing there. All went well until we had almost reached the sanctuary of the estuary itself, at which point the boat’s motor spluttered a few times and stopped. Before we knew it, we were being swept back downriver into the river’s neck and toward the rolling waves that threatened to tip us over. Bull heaved on the motor’s starter-rope a few times, but it showed no interest at all in starting again.

‘Grab a bloody oar and start rowing,’ Bull instructed as he took hold of one himself and dipped it into the sea.

I didn’t have to be told twice, as the waves were looming. Together we rowed frantically as we fought to manoeuvre the boat toward the shore. That the boat had no rowlocks made things worse, but we made steady progress and were soon within 20 metres or so of the northern shore.

Several whitebaiters had been monitoring our progress and could see that we were not going to make it to shore without abandoning the boat and swimming in. The river is shallow at this point with a sandy bottom. Two of the whitebaiters saw our plight and tried to effect a rescue. One tall bloke who was wearing chest-waders took hold of a whitebait net handle and edged his way into the river toward us. To ensure that this bloke wasn’t washed out to sea, another man held onto the other end. As we floated past I heaved the rope from the cray drop-pots toward the bloke nearest us. Fortunately, he was able to take hold of the rope and drag us over to the shore.

After expressing our eternal gratitude and giving the men a crayfish each for their act of kindness, we set about solving our next dilemma, which was: ‘How do we get the boat out of the river and onto the trailer that just happens to be on the other side of the river and further up the estuary?’ One of our rescuers came to our aid again, and offered to drive me to my vehicle in his four-wheel-drive twin-cab.

‘There’s no point in me staying here whitebaiting, as there’s no bloody bait about today anyway,’ he stated.

Bull takes over telling the yarn from here:

As Tuck disappeared from sight, our other rescuer, Sam, thrust his cobber’s whitebait net into my hands and stated that we may as well keep fishing while the others were away. By this time there were only five people fishing the river’s mouth, and that figure included the two of us. The whitebaiters were taking it in turns to drag their nets along a stretch of river that led to the open sea. At the end of the beat they would return to the start and repeat the process over again. I had been a whitebaiter since I was a kid, so knew what to do and took my place in the line. There is some debate as to how far into the river the nets should be placed when dragging for bait. Some fishermen like to get their nets as far from the shore and as deep as they can, while others simply drag them through the shallows right at the river’s edge. One thing is for certain, and that is that while dragging the net it must be bouncing on the sandy bottom. Failure to do this can mean that whitebait escape beneath the net.

My turn came, and I dragged my net the full length of the beat without getting a single whitebait. My second and third drags produced the same result, which led me to agree with our other rescuer’s earlier comment that ‘there’s no bloody bait about today anyway’. This belief must have been supported by the others, as they all packed up and left, leaving only me and my rescuer fishing.

The river water was a little murky due to the sand being worked up by the waves and river flow. My new cobber, Sam, had disappeared from the river to attend to the call of Nature as I commenced another drag. I had trawled about 10 metres down the river when I saw a dark mass ahead of me in the river. At first I didn’t register what it was, but as I got closer realised that it was an absolutely massive shoal of whitebait that was heading up the river toward me. The front of the shoal was about 3 metres wide, and it was so long that I couldn’t see the end of it. Sam was casually sauntering back to the riverbank when I saw the shoal.

‘Get your arse down here fast, Sam! There’s a f—king massive shoal coming!’

As Sam came running, I lined my net up with the front of the shoal and moved forward. My heart was pounding with excitement, and I feared that I would spook the shoal and that it would go wide of me or disperse. Without hesitation the bait kept coming. They were determined to go upriver, and never slowed even when my net appeared in front of them. I was ecstatic when I saw my net engulf a portion of the front of the shoal and fought to remain in control of my emotions as I kept moving forward. Whitebait streamed into my net, with there being no end of the shoal in sight. Very quickly my net became heavy and hard to drag. I had a huge quantity of whitebait in it and yet still more whitebait came.

It was then that Tuck arrived in his ute, closely followed by our other rescuer. Both drove onto the sandy beach and pulled up near us. A hastily yelled exchange of words was all it took to catapult them into action. Moments later, buckets were delivered and heavy nets emptied to allow the process to start over again. For the next 20 minutes we worked furiously, catching whitebait and filling every container we could find, yet still the whitebait kept coming. When all our containers were full, Sam produced a roll of muslin cloth, cut it into 1-metre lengths, and tied one end of each piece. We then started pouring our catches into these newly created muslin bags. As suddenly as the whitebait run started, it stopped.

The euphoria of having experienced such an event cannot be captured in words. We were all absolutely overjoyed by our success. The total weight of our catch for that frantic 20 minutes of activity was 219 pounds — nearly 100 kilos! The spoils were divided equally between us, and, as a mark of appreciation for this, we gave our new-found mates an additional crayfish each.

On our way home we dropped in at the Unknown Hotel for a few ‘elation-settling’ beers. On hearing of our success, the publican offered to purchase 100 pounds of whitebait from us and a deal was struck. Soon enough we were headed home with our pockets full of cash and some goodies for our wives.

Tuck carries on the yarn from here:

As we drove through Ngakawau I remembered that I’d promised Trish that I’d pick up some laying chooks for her. I retrieved the address from my pocket and found that we had to make a U-turn and get back to where the chickens were.

We soon found the address, which was just off the main road. The number was scratched into the front of a shabby, rotten, wooden letter-box that was all but hidden behind a wall of gorse and scrub. The driveway beside the letter-box wasn’t in much better condition than the letter-box. It was muddy and overgrown, and long grass and weeds grew in the middle of the deep water-filled puddles that lined each side. What struck me more than the unkempt road frontage was that there were chooks running wild everywhere. They were on the letter-box, up trees, on the road and scratching everywhere in the surrounding scrub.

As I drove into the tight tunnel of foliage that framed the drive, branches from the overhanging trees and scrub scratched the roof and sides of my vehicle. Ahead of me dozens of chooks fled from the road in order to avoid being run over. After travelling about 200 metres down the drive, we came to a dilapidated old weatherboard house that was surrounded by long, unkempt grass and many car wrecks. The house’s exterior was devoid of paint, and the weatherboards were a dull grey from long exposure to the weather. I couldn’t help but notice that several of the dirty front windows were cracked and that one had half its glass missing. The front porch had about a dozen chooks on it, which were sitting on a filthy couch and a broken seat.

No one came outside to great us, so I went to the front door and knocked. No one answered. I looked through a window and couldn’t see anyone; however, there was a chicken standing on the kitchen table. Clearly there wasn’t anyone at home.

‘Let’s just grab some chickens and bugger off,’ Bull suggested. ‘The newspaper ad said take as many as you like.’

‘We can’t do that, mate. They might have some favourites, and I wouldn’t want to upset anyone by taking them. I’ll come back another time and get some then.’

These words had barely crossed my lips when I heard a vehicle scratching its way down the driveway toward the house. Moments later an old, faded-red Austin Devon rattled into view. Inside were a scruffy adult male and an equally unkempt boy who was about six years old. I approached the vehicle as it rolled to a halt. The boy got out immediately, and made his way around the vehicle as I spoke to the driver through the window.

‘We’re here about the chickens you advertised,’ I stated. ‘Reckon that I could do with a few.’

Before the man could say anything, the scruffy young boy, now standing beside me, opened up: ‘Chooks? You want chooks? Help yourself to the bloody lot — I hate the bastards. There are bloody chooks every-bloody-where. We can’t move for f—king chooks. They are every-f—king-where. I really hate the bastards. My mother had a gutful of the bastards, too. She packed her bags and f—ked off because of the bloody chooks. We’re overrun by the f—king things, so do us a favour and take the bloody lot, will ya?’


With that off his chest, the youngster turned and, with chooks scattering as he walked, disappeared inside the house. It was pretty impressive that at such a young age the young fellow was so well-versed and fluent in the use of swear words.

Throughout the entire tirade, the skinny, wispy-bearded man in the vehicle had merely nodded his head in agreement with everything that the lad had said.

I wasn’t sure how we were going to catch the chooks, which all seemed to have the knack of getting out of harm’s way whenever anyone or anything approached them. The man took us to a rough-as-guts and falling-down chicken-wire enclosure that, before its hinged door had fallen off, had served to house the chickens. Inside was a large 44-gallon drum. As we approached the enclosure, chooks followed us and gathered in ever-increasing numbers. The man lifted the lid of the drum which was half-full of wheat. On top of the wheat was a tin can that the man banged on the side of the drum. This served as a dinner bell for the chooks. Instantly, hundreds if not thousands of chooks stormed the enclosure. Many flew in, while others ran at full pelt to ensure that they got a feed. We were literally mobbed by chooks, as they fought and squabbled with each other while at the same time making one hell of a din.

‘Help yourself,’ the man said. ‘They ain’t going nowhere so long as they think they’ll be getting a feed.’

Half a dozen rugby-type tackles later, we had captured and secured more than enough chooks to meet our needs.

As we headed for home with six laying chooks safely stashed on the back and our pockets stuffed full of cash, I commented to Bull, ‘Given that we have crayfish, some whitebait, and my share of the cash almost covers the boat’s purchase, I reckon my missus will almost forgive me for my wee indiscretion with the cheque book.’

‘Reckon she just might do that,’ he agreed.








Epilogue

I was pulled up by the publisher here, as he reckoned that enough was enough. My argument that there were more yarns to come was knocked on the head pretty quickly. These are best saved for the next book, I was told.
 
In this book I’ve tried to capture the character of many hard-case hunters and fishermen who have ventured into the wilds, rivers and seas of our country. I set out to record adventures and yarns that were a bit different from the norm, and I hope that I’ve achieved that goal. Anyway, I’ll let you be the judge of whether I’ve nailed it or not.

As you have read, the hills are full of hard-case characters who are out there simply being themselves. The mountains have a habit of bringing out the best in people, despite the hardships of rain, hail and snow that are often thrown in. In fact, it’s only after a bit of adversity comes your way that a person’s true character comes to the fore. Those with a love of the hills take these things on the chin and just get on with enjoying it.

I’ve been fortunate over the years to have met a bunch of really ‘good bastards’, all with a sense of humour, a liking for a beer, and a willingness to lend a hand whenever one’s needed. This book’s been about their adventures, and I’d like to offer them my special thanks for their friendship and humour, and their permission to print their yarns.

As I’ve said, I’ve still got a yarn or two left in me, so if you’ve enjoyed this book, and I can convince the publisher that another’s worth printing, then there’s a good chance that we’ll meet again.

In the meantime, it would be a good idea for you to pull your boots on and go venture into the mountains yourself. Who knows — you may even meet one or two of the characters mentioned in this book.

Happy hunting!

Big Al
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A load of deer in the helicopter days
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All set, Arthur’s Pass
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Bart beneath with Dick piloting
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Fang Hill Hut and the Wilberforce River
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Can’t tell you where I found this one
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Glassing for tahr
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Greg with one that didn’t get away
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Hunters climb high
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Hunters climb higher
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Kaipo Hut, Fiordland
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Kea
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Lyn with her first stag



[image: image]
Pete and tractor stuck in the Wilberforce River
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Phil on the tops before his accident
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Road to Wilson’s Reward
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Tim with an Arthur’s Pass stag
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Warwick and the ‘buggy’ about to tow Pete and tractor from the river
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Warwick driving the ‘buggy’
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South Island robin








Glossary

bailed when hunting dogs have a wild pig stopped, trapped and held

billy an empty tin can with a wire handle, in which you can boil water, etc. over a fire

boil-up a term often used to describe a feast of wild pork and watercress, boiled in a single pot

braided river a river that has many, interweaving channels

buck a male chamois

chamois a goat-antelope genus, native to mountains in Europe

choke a device fitted to the front of a shotgun barrel to limit the spread of the shot

cobber a term used to refer to a friend, a mate or a person whose name is not known to the speaker

dacks underwear

dags shit that sticks to a sheep’s bottom

DOC Department of Conservation

doe female of several deer species

dope cannabis


fallow deer a small deer that ranges in colour from white to black and every combination in between

flat-deck the deck of a small truck or ute

glassed using binoculars to look for wild game

GPS global positioning system

gut 1. removing the stomach, heart, liver, etc. from a shot animal; 2. a human’s stomach area; 3. a steep-sided slip or depression in a hillside or landmass

haggets testicles

knackers testicles

mai-mai a small camouflaged, scrubby hide from which the ducks are shot

matagouri a hardwood shrub that has innumerable wooden thorns

open-sighted a rifle or pistol that has no magnification scope or device

points the sum of all the branches (or tines) on a deer’s antlers; the more points, the more prestige

possum boards rectangular boards used to stretch possum skins while they dry; usually wooden

raupo bulrush

ripple or sluice box a device designed to remove gold from gravel more quickly than by panning

roar, the a stags call; also refers to the time of year when red deer stags are vocal — in New Zealand, usually April to early May

roared up enticing a stag closer by imitating its roar

rutting season same as the roar, but often refers to other animals; i.e. chamois and tahr

scree large areas of loose, often brittle, rock found on mountain sides

sighting in firing multiple shots at a target to ensure that a rifle is shooting accurately

sika deer a forest-dwelling deer with a greyish winter coat that turns yellowish brown with white spots in summer


skeet a shooting sport in which a clay target is thrown from a trap to simulate the flight of a bird

skid the feet attached to a helicopter on which it sits

spiker a young male deer

spotlighting using a bright light to illuminate wild game when hunting at night

spotting scope a telescope used for locating animals at a distance

Swanndri outdoors woollen shirts and jackets, many distinctively chequered

tahr the Himalayan tahr (Hemitragus jemlahicus), a member of the goat family and native to the Himalayas — southern Tibet, northern India and Nepal; released in New Zealand and hunted in predominantly high rocky mountain areas of the South Island

tailing-out stacking lengths of timber when they are freshly cut from the log

tailings the gravel left behind after gold has been removed

toetoe a large flax-like bush with very sharp-edged leaves and feathery, creamy plumes

way-point a location logged within a GPS that the GPS can direct you to with the assistance of satellites from above
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‘Big Al’ Lester was born in Nelson, the second youngest of four children. As a young man, he played rugby, golf, softball and basketball, all at representative level. Despite these achievements, Al got most pleasure from time spent in the mountains and valleys hunting deer and other wild game. Starting out in the banking industry, Al later joined the New Zealand Police. Being a solid 6 foot 4 tall, perhaps he was better suited to the latter role. After doing the hard yards, Al was promoted to the rank of Detective Sergeant. At 56, Al retired from the police force. He is still an avid hunter with a love of the mountains and a liking for beer. He lives in Christchurch.







OTHER YARNS BY ‘BIG AL’ LESTER

A Bum in the Bush (2004)

A Hard Shot in the Hills (2006)

Off the Track: More Tales from the New Zealand Bush (2008)

Arse-up Creek (2010)

A Sting in the Tale: The Best of the Bush from ‘Big Al’ Lester (2011)

Mad Men of the Mountains (2013)

It’s a Bit Rugged, Mate (2014)
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Another rollicking ride through New Zealand’s wild outdoors, a countryside ‘Big Al’ so obviously loves. Armed with his rucksack, a rifle and a keen sense of humour, Al and his mates encounter all manner of beasts and many a curly situation to test their mettle. Plenty of off-the-wall adventure for the hunting mad and hard case!
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It’s a Bit Rugged, Mate compiles the biggest and best yarns from ‘Big Al’s’ first three books — plenty of fun for those with a good keen sense of humour and a love for New Zealand’s wild outdoors.
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‘You’d think having spent a good few years roaming the hills that a man might have learnt a thing or two and so suffer a few less stuff-ups. As you’ll read, I’m a bit of a slow learner and I’ve got a fair way to go yet!’ A Bum in the Bush introduces us to some of ‘Big Al’s’ mates, mishaps and misadventures as he tries to bag elusive animals, insects, fish and other strange entities, such as the Stag Bogeyman!
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‘Big Al’ once again takes us on a tour of the rugged New Zealand outback in search of all manner of unsuspecting game — with varying degrees of success! In A Hard Shot in the Hills, Al and his mates share these hunting tales and many a good yarn, all told with great humour and an endless sense of adventure.
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In Off the Track, ‘Big Al’ once again revisits his beloved terrain: yarns of off-road New Zealand. With his characteristic humour and love for the land — and larrikin mates firmly by his side — Al recounts numerous trials and tribulations from recent hunting expeditions, including such things as cooking dinner with a flame thrower, knocking off plenty of pig and deer (and plenty more making a lucky escape), rats in lunchboxes, accidentally blowing up bridges, snow avalanches, a suicidal Canadian goose and a burial at sea!
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Kamikaze deer, Marvin the nosey morepork, a mystery woman from the Waitaki River (creator of the world’s most successful salmon lure), blood-thirsty crocs, city slickers gone bush, a Maori named Arab — these are just a few of the madcap characters encountered by ‘Big Al’ and his mates as they once again fumble and scheme their way through the great outdoors.
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A winning collection of much-loved yarns from ‘Big Al’, with a few new ones thrown in for good measure, all showcasing his classic sense of humour. Traversing the length and breadth of New Zealand, and illustrated with photographs and cartoons, ‘Big Al’ and his trusty companions entertain us with stories of beasts that got in the way, off-track adventures and, ultimately, good times enjoyed with great mates.
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