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Driving down from Auckland, on our way to Whanganui, we stopped at the small town of Raetihi and I 

photographed this rock. Raetihi once had over 150 sawmills to process the cutting down of native forests. 

But those days have long gone (as have the forests). 

 

In April Gabriel White and I went on a brief tour of the North Island with our Postcard Stories show, a 

mix of poetry, stories, music and songs that celebrated the humble postcard. It was also an opportunity to 

promote my new book of the same name. 
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We arrived in Whanganui in the late afternoon with the dark hills rising above the river. Whanganui is a 

city with character and a contentious history. An old friend, Adrian Hart, had recently relocated from 

Auckland and we stayed with him in a small apartment that had formerly been a hotel room. At sunset, 

with a light rain falling, Gabriel walked to the nearby Moutua Gardens. While he contemplated the 

sombreness of his surroundings, a Cook Island man came over and proceeded to give him a detailed 

account of the conflicts around the land acquisition in Whanganui since colonial times, conflicts which 

would lead to the gardens being occupied by local iwi for seventy-nine days in 1995. The beheaded statue 

of John Ballance, a former Whanganui MP and the 14th Premier of New Zealand, stood on its stone plinth 

in the background. The following day, before our performance at the Sarjeant Art Gallery, we revisited 

the gardens and gazed down at another of its scars – a shallow trench with a rusted piece of metal running 

through its middle. 
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This piece of metal, now lacking a sign and easy to overlook, represented the Queen’s Chain, a 

measurement used by the Pākehā settlers to survey and then carve up the land. 

 

Our next stop was Palmerston North, and we arrived in torrential rain. As we were setting up for our 

performance, the assistant at the Te Manawa Museum of Art, Science and History said, ominously, that 

people in Palmerston North don't turn out for events in heavy rain. In fact, the Art Gallery was deserted. 

Perhaps the adjacent New Zealand Rugby Museum was drawing in the crowds. We eventually performed 

to five people and a dog. The dog, a fluffy terrier, was very attentive. Afterwards her master, still 

wrapped in his raincoat, told us that he had suffered a severe head injury, and that he had learned to speak 

again and relate to people through having the dog as a companion. He enjoyed the show and the dog 

rolled over to have her stomach patted. 

 

On to Wellington where we spent three days with Gregory O’Brien and Jenny Bornholdt. Greg is a 

polymath, a “universal person” – poet, novelist, curator, art writer and visual artist. He published my first 

book, We Xerox Your Zebras, back in 1986, and during our stay launched Postcard Stories at Vic Books 

on Lambton Quay. While relaxing in Greg and Jen’s living room, I wrote in my notebook: “The sofa I’m 

sitting on has turned into an island. Cliffs of books rise up around me, the strata of their spines glowing in 

the late afternoon light. The crumpled paper bag on the worktable makes a perfect companion for the 

passing clouds. Outside the window, houses are arrayed like pigeons on the swelling slopes of Hataitai.”  

 

 
 

The Cook Island man who Gabriel met at Moutua Gardens came to our performance in Whanganui. He 

turned out to be a font of knowledge on numerous subjects. When he learnt that Gabriel and I called 

ourselves The Floral Clocks, and that we would be visiting Napier, he informed us that the city’s floral 

clock on the marine parade would soon be erased to make way for a new war memorial. In 2017 the city 
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council had extinguished the Eternal Flame in the old war memorial when the Conference Centre, of 

which it was a part, underwent a multi-million dollar redevelopment. 

 

 
 

So, the first thing we did in Napier was to pay homage to the endangered floral clock. Its big hand 

appeared to have already scythed away most of the flowers. That night we performed in a vacated AMP 

building to a relaxed audience reclining in armchairs and on sofas. A reviewer, Michael Hawksworth, 

later wrote that Gabriel’s harmonium playing “creates a dreamy disquiet”. Before the show, standing on 

the pebbled beach at sunset, I felt drawn into a dream-like elsewhere as we gazed at the vast ocean. 

 

 
 

The last time I had been on tour was with Amala Wrightson in the mid 1980s when we performed as The 

Humanimals in gallery spaces and theatres. It felt good to be presenting original material again to a live 
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audience. For the Postcard Stories tour, our last show was at Hamilton’s Meteor Theatre. In the afternoon 

the theatre had been hired for an advertising photo shoot and we made use of a cluster of hanging 

lampshades that were left behind when we set up on stage. The lamps complimented the show’s intimate 

nature. In his review, Michael Hawksworth noted that “Richard raises his arms and his eyebrows like a 

melodramatic Victorian conjurer.” No doubt that’s true. Gabriel and I conjure up images and stories with 

our words and music. Postcards appear briefly on the screen – a series of dream windows into other 

worlds. 
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