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To John and Jackie,
my parents.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

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 I have tried to buy them off with my brilliant – but still unpublished – novels.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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hugh Riminton
Sydney, 2017


PROLOGUE

THE CITY OF DEATH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I knocked off a first take.

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

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

‘BOOM!’

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

I was in a minefield.

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

‘Shit, mate, what are you gunna do?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My boss hit the roof.

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

I was too embarrassed to tell him about the minefield.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

—

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

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

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

All things end.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

—

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

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

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

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

They were innocent times. But innocence had its limits.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The following day, the ritual would be repeated.

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

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

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

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

‘You yawned!’

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

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

‘No, sister, please!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

—

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

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

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

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

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

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

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