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UP IN 
THE LIFT

In February 1978 a young woman 
called Deb Tohill from Glenfield 
rocked up to the University of 
Auckland to enrol for a law degree. 
If she stood out in any way, it was 
probably because she was wearing a 
pair of hand-painted, green roman 
sandals with the backs cut off and a 
ripped white blouse bought at Cook 
Street markets, which she thought was 
“very cool”. 

The first in her immediate family 
to go to university, the young 
Deb was only in that enrolment 

line because “sick of the petty rules” at 
Carmel Catholic Girls College on the 
North Shore, she and a friend had wagged 
school for a day and managed, against 
their parents’ wishes, to get themselves 
enrolled at the hip, alternative Auckland 
Metropolitan College.

“It really opened my horizons,” says 
Deb. “It was teachers there who said to 
me: ‘Go to university’”.

Soon the roman sandals were replaced 
with a scooter and a punk haircut and 
the young Deb was immersing herself 
in student politics. She spent a year 
as the Women’s Rights Officer on the 
Student Union executive; was President 
of University Feminists; was on the Law 
School’s Student Committee; and during 
the 1981 SpringBok tour marched up and 
down Queen Street every week, attended 
weekend rallies and lapped up protest 
speeches on campus. 

“And I would do it all again,” she says. 

Alumna Lady Deborah Chambers QC has made a significant 
contribution to the evolution of relationship property and 
trusts law in New Zealand. Tess Redgrave charts her career.

“I hated Muldoon being in power and I 
became much more aware of Māori issues 
during the tour.” 

Zoom forward 35-odd years and that 
committed young hippy protester still 
exists – she is just working, and dressing, 
at another level.

Lady Deborah Chambers QC, as her 
title is now, is one of New Zealand’s 
leading trust litigation and relationship 
property lawyers. 

She has steered some of our most 
contentious divorce cases through the 
courts, putting forward pioneering 
arguments that have changed our legal 
landscape. 

She is also renowned for dealing with 
rich-listers where millions of divorce 
dollars are at stake. For her efforts she is 
sometimes given the moniker “Divorce 
Queen” or the less flattering “Deb Shark,” 
in reference to the fact her clients are said 
to pay $1,000 per hour. 

In online publication Law Fuel, Deb 
is ranked 34 among New Zealand’s 50 
most powerful and influential lawyers 
and is praised for “rising to the top of her 
profession, earning respect and privilege, 
without forgetting her origins or sense of a 
commitment to justice”. 

As well as her court work, she writes 
opinion pieces in the NZ Herald, often 
taking up the cause of women’s equity. 
She is a member and past president of the 
Auckland Women Lawyers Association, is 
a member of the Law School’s Innovation 
and Development Fund Campaign 
Committee and continues to be fiercely 

loyal and supportive to her alma mater. 
“Law School made a huge difference to 

my life,” she says. “It was like I got in a lift 
and up I went. It was social mobility. 

“I’ve had a much more interesting and 
a much more privileged life as a result of 
getting that Law degree so I am very keen 
it remains a top school and that you can 
succeed there whether you are from Otara 
or Takapuna.”

…

I too have come up in the lift to the 22nd 
floor of the Lumley Building rising 
above Auckland’s Shortland Street. 

Here Deb’s magnificent office embraces 
Tāmaki Makaurau’s shimmering harbour.  

Deb sits opposite me at her polished 
oval table. She is dressed in a smart 
grey trouser suit and fawn shirt, a Louis 
Vuitton bracelet shiny on her wrist, her 
long, now-blonde silky hair tamed around 
her shoulders. Soon we are laughing about 
a photo of her dressed as Madonna for 
the 2014 Law School Reunion Dinner 
(she was the reunion’s chairperson). “I 
do admire Madonna in many ways,” she 
laughs. 

Before we can get down to business 
her phone “woofs”.  “Hello gorgeous,” 
she says, speaking briefly to her daughter 
Zelda who is 21. Zelda is in her last year 
of an engineering degree at Auckland and 
is living at home in Remuera. Deb’s other 
daughter Caitlin from her first marriage 
to Charles Hollings is in her second 
year as a judge’s clerk in Auckland High 
Court.  There are also two stepsons from 
Deb’s second marriage to Supreme Court 
Judge Sir Rob Chambers and readers will 
know she has been under the spotlight 
herself in court recently with one 
challenging the terms of his inheritance. 

But we don’t talk about that, we talk 
about Rob, an esteemed judge and 
University alumnus who died suddenly 
three years ago, aged 59, of a brain 
aneurism. They “loved each other utterly” 
Chief Justice Dame Sian Elias said in a 
public tribute to Rob.  

 “It’s been two and half years of 
greyness,” Deb tells me. 

She has done many things to ease 
her way through the grief: wore black 
for a year; went to a cognitive therapist 
because she kept replaying over and over 
in her mind that moment she got the 
catastrophic news; redecorated her office. 
Now she is honouring him by funding the 
establishment of a mooting competition at 
the Law School, named in his memory. 

 “A wonderful opportunity for our 
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first-year students to learn more about 
courtroom advocacy in an area in which 
Lady Deborah and Sir Robert both 
excelled,” says Law School Dean Professor 
Andrew Stockley.

Deb Tohill graduated from the 
University with a conjoint degree in 
Arts and Law in 1983. She worked 
as a general civil lawyer and then did 
criminal prosecution work both in New 
Zealand and in Scotland. When she 
married Charles Hollings in 1986 she 
continued to work as she brought up their 
two children, sometimes working from 
home, getting help from her mother and 
employing an au pair.

“Law careers are still based on men 
who physically don’t have babies,” she 
comments. “The dropout rate for women 
five years in from graduation is huge.” 

Sometimes she pops up to the Law 
School and lectures on this topic: “My 
advice to young women lawyers is ‘you 
can do it … you just have to do things 
differently. And you have to plan.’” 

In 1996 Deb began to specialise 
in relationship and property law, her 
background in criminal prosecution 
proving invaluable when she needed to 
be adversarial and cross-examine, and her 
civil background helping her understand 
companies, trusts and evaluation evidence 
– often key components of the complex 
divorce cases she was taking on.

As her work in relationship and 
property law developed, she found 
herself acting for traditional wives who, 
despite supposed equality under the 1976 
Matrimonial Property Act, were being 
plunged into poverty after divorce because 
they were left with a much diminished 
earning capacity.

 “Two of the cases I am proudest 
of are Z v Z and M v B,” she tells me. 
“Both were about traditional wives 
whose husbands were highly successful 
professionals who were keeping their 
earning capacity, which was enormous, 
and if the wives only got half of the 
existing assets, they were being plunged 
off into poverty. You have to have a pretty 
big sum of capital before you can live on 
that. For a long time, for traditional wives 
in marriages that led to divorce, it was 
just a disaster. And to some extent it still 
is because if a husband and wife agree 
that the wife will stay at home, and run 
the domestic side of things, when they 
separate the economic consequences fall 
entirely on the wife’s shoulders.”

In both Z v Z and M v B, Deb 
argued that enhanced earning capacity 

by one partner in the marriage should 
be recognised as property and divided 
equally.  At the time this helped secure 
her funds for her clients. But her 
arguments had a much bigger impact, 
going on to fuel changes to the Property 
Relationships Act in 2001 to include 
earning capacity provisions.

“With Z & Z, Deb ignited the 
conversation around the definition of 
property and whether it should properly 
be extended to include other types of 
property like, enhanced earning capacity,” 
says Barrister Ross Knight, who was 
counsel for the husband in Z v Z.  

“That work has had a profound impact 
over the last 20 years on the development 
of relationship property law.”  

Family Court Judge Tony Lendrum, 
who in the past was counsel opposing 
Deb in Family and High Court cases, 
says that she stands out in her Family Law 
practice for “always pushing for decisions 
based on true gender equality division”. 

In 2007 Deb became a Queen’s 
Counsel. That same year she joined 
Bankside Chambers which was founded 
in 1990 and is today home to 28 
barristers, including 12 Queen’s Counsel.

The biggest case she has run since and 
just won in the Supreme Court is the very 
public eight-year wrangle to divide the 
$28 million estate between Melanie and 
Mark Clayton. In March, the Supreme 
Court ruled in the appellant’s favour 
accepting Deb’s arguments that personal 
powers within a trust can be property and 
should be divided. 

“I put my heart and soul into that case,” 
she says. “A lot of property that should’ve 
been relationship property went into 
trusts, which the husband was running. 
This is an area generally that has lead to 
serious unfairness for women.”

It is early days post Clayton v Clayton. 
Ross Knight, who is reporting on the case 
for the Law Society’s LawTalk, predicts 

the result will change the landscape of 
trust law in New Zealand. 

 “Clayton v Clayton offers now a 
methodology for valuing personally held 
powers (of a spouse) in a trust deed,” 
says Ross. “In my view this decision 
further pushes the boundary of what is 
(relationship) property.” 

“Women should be very careful about 
losing their earning capacity,” says Deb. 

“I always say maybe take up to five 
years out to have children but absolutely 
no more … because unless you’re really 
loaded you could just get hammered 
financially when a husband walks out 
or dies. And then you’ve got no security 
whatsoever.” 

But while 60 percent of Deb’s clients 
are women she sees a lot of men in her 
work. “They may want the best deal they 
can get and that’s my job as well. Often 
men are having problems maintaining 
relationships with their children. Wives, 
partners are blocking them. And that’s 
sad and terrible. Often he’s got the cheque 
book and she has the kids.”

So what has all this taught her about 
marriage? 

“I started off by saying to clients ‘look, 
try and make your marriage work’ but as 
life has trotted along I’ve realised this was 
ridiculous. I had all these people coming 
along saying ‘I am so much happier, my 
only regret is I should have left him five 
years earlier’ and that they’d stayed in 
too long and it had got bitter, twisted 
and nasty and horrible. So now I’m much 
more — and I suppose with Robsy dying 
— more likely to say ‘Look if you’re not 
happy life’s too short, get on and get 
divorced. Do it as amicably as possible, 
do it in a way that doesn’t destroy your 
relationships and your children’…”

“People come in here and they reveal 
their life to you. They rapidly give you 
their financial, emotional and sexual 
history.” She laughs heartily as she has 
often throughout our interview. “It’s very 
interesting hearing the way people live 
their lives and how they’ve done it. I enjoy 
that very, very much.”

It’s a bright late summer’s evening as 
Deb and I finish talking. We stand up 
and go to one of her windows. “Look 
there,” she points, “the Wednesday night 
races are getting underway.” 

We watch sails fanning out towards 
the wind on the water below.  And then 
Deborah Chambers QC is accompanying 
me out through her office and reception 
area and down the corridor to where the 
lift is waiting.  

“ WOMEN SHOULD BE 
VERY CAREFUL ABOUT 
LOSING THEIR EARNING 
CAPACITY. ”
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“History is debateable,” says historian Dr Aroha 
Harris. 

“One of the problems with assuming 
something is finished and over is that you’re 
shutting down debate,” she continues.  “Māori 
oratory is often about debate and the debate is 
what keeps the history going so you don’t want 
to shut it down.  

“We often talk about the past as before us 
and of walking into the future mindful of the 
past.”

If anyone is walking into the future mindful 
of the past then it is surely Aroha, the first 
Māori to get a PhD in History at Auckland 

and now a senior lecturer here, teaching papers 
on the Treaty of Waitangi, racial histories and 
twentieth-century Māori. 

Aroha, who belongs to the northern iwi Te 
Rarawa and Ngāpuhi, is a core member of the 
Waitangi Tribunal and is currently the leading 
historian on the Te Rohe Pōtae (King Country) 
claim and hearings. This year her name has 
been prominent in the public arena as one of 
three academics to produce the landmark book 
Tangata Whenua, charting the sweep of Māori 
history from ancient origins to the twenty-first 
century. 

 I first encountered Aroha at the 2015 
Auckland Writers Festival gala opening. She 

was one of eight writers who had been asked to 
tell a true story from their lives on the theme of 
“Straight Talking”. 

When it was her turn, Aroha made her way 
to the front of the stage in a short-sleeved black 
evening dress. “I am going to straight-talk 
about my right arm which you can see has a tā 
moko,” she told the audience. “My apologies 
to the organisers. I know we had a no props 
and no scripts rule but I just couldn’t figure out 
how to leave my arm at home. At least it’s proof 
my story is personal, it’s under my skin and it’s 
true!”

Now some months later Aroha and I have 
coffee together in the heart of Pākehā history at 
the University’s Old Government House as she 
happily takes me back through the story of her 
tā moko. Of how in 2004 she sat down with 
artist and carver Gordon Hadfield Toi (one of 
the carvers of Tānenuiarangi, the University’s 
carved house at Waipapa Marae).  She had 
just completed her first book on Māori hikoi, 
and her paternal grandmother Violet Otene 
Harris, a well-known kuia from the Hokianga, 
to whom she was very close, had passed away 
some months earlier.

“I thought I was just going to get a wrist 
band,” Aroha smiles, “but I found myself 
holding out my arm and Gordon, who is 
from the Hokianga, suggested depicting on it 
a female taniwha who inhabits the northern 
side of the harbour where my parents and 

grandparents are from.
 “Taniwha are environmental guardians”, 

she adds as she leans forward and shows me the 
taniwha’s face on her arm. “We’ve got to have 
a few female taniwha so they can have babies,” 
she quips. “This one is Niwa or Niniwa.” 

The shape of the taniwha on Aroha’s arm is 
outlined by recurring birds’ beaks known as 
ngutu manu which represent knowledge and 
teaching. “Birds are often messengers,” she 
explains. “My grandmother used to compose 
waiata and she often had birds in them to carry 
the messages of the waiata. These are a nod to 
her.”

The tā moko extends down onto Aroha’s 
hand, acknowledging her work as a writer. 
More recently Gordon has tattooed a male 
taniwha on her upper left arm. It is called 
Araiteuru and resides on the south side of 
Hokianga. 

“A couple of my aunties didn’t like my tā 
moko,” she tells me. “They didn’t like seeing 
it so visible. But one uncle said ‘I love your 
whakairo’ - a colloquial term for tā moko or 
tattoo.”

L ike the heading, Te Ao Hurihuri, for 
Aroha’s section of Tangata Whenua, 
she grew up in a “changing Māori 

world”. Although both her parents were from 
the Hokianga (her dad Milton Harris from 
Mangamuka and her mother Margaret Leef 

UNDER
MY
SKIN
Dr Aroha Harris (BA 1989, PhD 2007) 
is making a major and distinguished 
contribution to Māori history. 

Story: Tess Redgrave



Spring 2015 |  Ingenio |  13

S T A F F  P R O F I L E

from Mitimiti), they came to the city for work 
and met at a dance at the Auckland Māori 
Community Centre circa 1959. Aroha has put 
both their smiling photos into Tangata Whenua 
and laughs when I query this. “I think with 
Māori history we know we’re biased because 
we belong to a tribal society. So we work with 
that.” 

 Aroha laughs and jokes a lot, which makes 
her easy to be with. I wonder if she learnt the 
value of humour growing up the middle of five 
girls in Te Atatu South. 

“My childhood was ordinary,” she says. 
“State house. Dad was a truck driver.  Mum 
got different kinds of semi-skilled work around 
West Auckland once we were all at school.” 

Aroha was sent to St Joseph’s Māori Girls’ 
School in Napier for her first four years of 
high school and then had her final year at 
Auckland Girls’ Grammar. “I remember my 
history and English teachers saying I would go 
to university and I said: ‘Will I?   What is that? 
What is a degree? Why do you do them? Why 
don’t you just get a job?’ My parents were very 
encouraging but they couldn’t advise me. My 
English teacher helped me apply.” 

As it turned out, Aroha was the first in 
her extended family to go to university. She 
majored in Māori Studies at Auckland because 
of the limited options for New Zealand history 
at the time and had a job cleaning in an office 
block downtown to help pay her way. Older 
Māori students mentored and guided younger 
ones and Aroha felt well looked after on 
campus.  “I joke that I learnt how to drink wine 
at uni – cask wine!” 

Aroha lived up north with her grandmother 
for a couple of years and then moved to 
Whangarei and worked with Māori Affairs. She 
got a job in Wellington as a researcher with the 
Waitangi Tribunal, worked for the Ministry of 
Health and did a MPhil part-time with Massey. 
When she won a fellowship to do a PhD on 
Māori community development and leadership 
in the 1950s and 60s, it brought her back home 
to her alma mater.

At the same time she had been commissioned 
by Huia publishers to write a book on 
contemporary Māori hikoi (Hikoi: Forty Years 
of Māori Protest) ending with the Foreshore and 
Seabed hikoi to Parliament in 2004. 

“Māori activism is often portrayed as isolated 
flash points and not connected,” she says. 

But her research for Hikoi showed that the 
themes are pretty constant over time, with 
some key points Māori activists keep coming 
back to: “The idea that the Government 
shouldn’t be allowed to deal with Māori land 
compulsorily is an old idea that goes back to 
the 1860s; it’s picked up again in the 1900s 
and 1960s. It’s a compromise for Māori to 
say it’s okay to regulate our land and so forth 
but why make it compulsory? At what other 
times does the Government deal with people’s 
private property in a compulsory way?  There 
are times like with public works but with public 

works there’s usually been negotiation and then 
compensation.”

Protest, the Waitangi Tribunal’s 
development, sport, arts and literature, Māori 
diversity, identity, and growth are all covered 
in Aroha’s section of Tangata Whenua. Of 
the seven-year book project, she says she 
found it very challenging “because I didn’t 
have the body of work behind me to write a 
general history.  But of course I had to say 
yes to working with senior academics Atholl 
Anderson and Judith Binney. I was a little 
bit frightened but it was a very collaborative 
process.”

The book has done well, winning the Royal 
Society’s 2015 Science book prize and earning 
accolades from reviewers, one calling it “a 
taonga for all New Zealanders”. 

Meanwhile Aroha is back at the forefront 

of Māori history working for the Waitangi 
Tribunal and in particular as the historian on 
the Te Rohe Pōtae Claim. This encompasses 
over 250 claims, making it one of the tribunal’s 
largest district inquiries, aiming to address 
major issues such as the Crown’s relationship 
with the Kingitanga movement and the 
construction of the main trunk railway. There 
is also a lot of rich history. Local Māori kept 
the Crown out of the King Country until the 
late 1880s so it became a refuge for people who 
had had land confiscated in the Waikato and 
for notorious Ringatu leader, Te Kooti, who 
escaped from Te Urewera in 1884. 

“I have learnt an enormous amount about 
the Te Rohe Pōtae,” says Aroha, “and I 
absolutely love that part of the job. People turn 
up to hearings with letters and journals and 
manuscripts – family research and kōrero.  I 
don’t know how else you would get that sort of 
historical detail.

“The work I do for the Tribunal is hugely 
important to me,” she adds. “I really do see it 
as service, and it is the greatest responsibility 
I have ever had in my life. But it is service 
and responsibility that probably wouldn’t be 
possible without my skills as an historian.” 

“We often talk about 
the past as before us and 

of walking into the future 
mindful of the past.”

Above top: Aroha’s dad Milton Harris pictured right,
Above: Aroha’s mother Margaret Leef pictured third from left.

A short video focusing on 
Aroha’s tā moko and featuring 
Aroha in conversation with 
Gordon Hadfield Toi can be 
seen on the Ingenio website 
www.auckland.ac.nz/ingenio



L E T T E R S

Ingenio / Autumn 2014 / 9

OUR MAN 
OF LETTERS

Vincent O’Sullivan, Poet Laureate for 2014, (BA 
1959; MA 1960; DLitt 2008).

 “…nothing is as it appears to be”.
Vincent O’Sullivan’s alert, brown eyes gleam 

at me across the top of his flat white as we 
sit at a small table in the busy Astoria Cafe in 
Wellington.  

Hmmm …. If that is true and “personality is 
elusive” as he goes on to assert, then the task 
ahead of me is Herculean. How do I begin to 
capture this “number one literary all-rounder” of 
New Zealand letters and literature?  

A highly accomplished and prolific poet, short 
story writer, novelist, playwright, biographer, 
essayist, critic, editor and Professor of English, 
Vincent has published close to 40 books and 
contributed to many more. He has had an 
academic Festschrift compiled in his honour and 
at 75 has just been inaugurated as the fourth 
New Zealand Poet Laureate. What’s more, 
we are meeting the morning after the world 
premiere of his latest project: Requiem for the 
Fallen –— the New Zealand Festival’s major 
commission marking the centenary of World War 

One for which Vincent has written the words to 
go with the Latin Mass and music by composer 
Ross Harris. 

"If life is not performance then what is it?” says 
one of the characters in Vincent’s short story 
“Dandy Edison for lunch”.

“That is pure O’Sullivan,” observes Otago 
poet Brian Turner. “With his dislike of cant, and 
mealy-mouthing, and his accurate and often sly 
use of the vernacular, his work classes him as one 
of our leading iconoclasts.”   Andrew Johnston in 
Landfall (197, Autumn 1999) goes further, calling 
Vincent “the defrocked priest of New Zealand 
literature” while University Emeritus Professor 
of English, and one of the world’s foremost 
Shakespearean scholars, Mac Jackson, suggests 
his only rival as our leading man of letters would 
be C.K. Stead. “But Vincent has the extra claim of 
having written several splendid plays.”

Witty and irreverent and sometimes sharp 
tongued, Vincent proves to be elusive as he 
suggests we all are. When I ask if we could 

conduct our interview via skype he is quick to 
decline: “No, it makes everyone look like syphilitic 
beans.”

Later he tells me, straight-faced, that he left his 
long-time Wellington home to live on Dunedin’s 
Otago Peninsula  “because I didn’t want to 

keep walking through Kelburn until I fell off my 
zimmerframe!” 

Vincent O’Sullivan charmed me long ago 
when I read Let The River Stand (his second novel, 
winner of the 1994 Montana Book Award for 
fiction).  As I followed the main character into the 
world of boxing in 30s Ponsonby, then rural New 
Zealand during the Depression, and finally the 
Spanish Civil War, I was spellbound by the novel’s 
elusive, even mystical quality. Scenes from it 
remain as vivid as anything I have ever read. 

“Everybody, on some occasion or other, 
has had the desire to make time stop, or has 
imagined certain experiences of great intensity 
that seemed to take place in a different 
dimension; and they would like to freeze those 
experiences in time,” Vincent told Antonella Sarti 
when she talked to him about the meaning of 
“Let the River Stand" in Spiritcarvers: Interviews 
with Eighteen Writers from New Zealand. 

 “It was really to suggest that idea: if only we 

could make the river stand, if we could make it 
stop.”

So if I could make the river that is Vincent 
O’Sullivan stop what would I see?  

There he is a boy born in Ponsonby in 1937, 
growing up one of five in a lively Catholic family 

STORY TESS REDGRAVE

At  Matahiwi Marae with the tokotoko that marks his investiture as Poet Laureate

“Witty and irreverent and sometimes sharp tongued 
Vincent proves to be as elusive as he suggests we all are.”
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living at the end of the tram line in Westmere.
“I had the misfortune to have a happy 

childhood,” he quips. “From the outside, it might 
be seen as insistently working class as well, but 
from within it was entertaining, confident in itself, 
conventionally Labour in its politics, with that 
bit more than was local with its extended Irish 
interests. I know it’s been said that writers have 
a lot to gain from an unhappy childhood, so I 
clearly missed out on that early advantage. I may 
have been — in fact was — something of a loner, 
but certainly not an unhappy one.”  

In his essay on “Longing” for Four Winds Press, 
Vincent describes, as a five or six-year-old, riding 
on the back of his father’s truck that delivered 
iron hospital beds and different kinds of furniture 
all over Auckland city. “To stand on the back of 
that truck, high above the heads of mere people 
on the street, level with the roofs of cars and 
windows of trams, was what privilege was all 
about.

 “When I was a child the civilisation of the 
West began at a very precise point: the glittering 
silver-painted dome of the post office at the top 
of College Hill.  And the Three Lamps.  How that 
phrase ‘the lamps’ carried a ring to it, just looking 
at those iron lanterns with their panes of bright 
glass threw me into a world whose shapes were 
both shadows and truly solid ….” 

Vincent went to primary school at St Joseph’s 
Convent in Surrey Crescent where it was the 
Dallies who interested him most “with Tito on 
their [living room walls] instead of Michael 
Savage”.  

After high school at Sacred Heart in Richmond 
Road then Glenn Innes, he enrolled at the 
then-called Auckland University College in 
1956 where he was “enormously lucky” to have 
teachers in the English Department such as 
Sydney Musgrove, JC Reid, MK Joseph, Alan 
Curnow and Bill Pearson. 

“At first I intended to do a Law degree, but 
arts subjects were too satisfying to give up, so 
I kept on with those [English and Greek] out of 
indecision as much as anything else.”

“It was obvious to me Vince was always going 
to be a writer,” says Mac Jackson, who was in the 
same English masters class and has remained 
a lifelong friend.  “I remember Vincent wrote a 
brilliant Capping Revue Zanyopolis directed by 
Borrie Prendergast.  It was very, very amusing. 
Part of it was a skit based on cigarette brand 
names: Capstan, Players, Navy Cut … it was 
a string of clever puns and it was very, very 
inventive. 

“Vincent was always sparkling company, with 
an ear for scandalous anecdote and smart one-
liners and in no apparent hurry to return to the 
library,” recalls another former university mate 
Richard Mulgan, a Classics and Political Studies 
Professor whose  essay in Still shines when you 
think of it: A Festschrift for Vincent O’Sullivan 
VUP 2007, is titled  “On the Importance of Not 
Being Earnest”.  

In 1960, with his masters in hand, Vincent 

headed off to Oxford on a Commonwealth 
Scholarship to study the work of Oscar Wilde and 
Ernest Dowson. 

Although one teacher suggested Wilde wasn’t 
a healthy topic for a young man, Richard Mulgan 
thought Wilde’s “combination of witty conviviality 
and inner seriousness struck an obvious chord”. 

The Professor of Poetry at Oxford was Robert 
Graves and Mac Jackson, also there, remembers 
Vincent telling him how Graves had knocked on 
the door of some eminent professor announcing: 
“'It is the poet Graves here!’ and Vincent had 
said: if only I could announce myself as: ‘it is the 
poet O’Sullivan here’.  Well now he can!”

In 1965 Vincent published his first book of 
poetry. Since then there have been 12 collections 
(with his Selected Poems to be published by 
Victoria University Press later this year), three 
novels, two plays, five short-story collections and 
the sixth, Families, published as Ingenio goes to 
press. Vincent has had long stints as professors of 
English at both Waikato and Victoria universities, 
won numerous writers fellowships local and 
overseas, been awarded a DCNZM and in 2008 
was given an Honorary Doctorate of Literature 
from his alma mater.  One of his crowning 

achievements has been editing, with Margaret 
Scott, five volumes of The Collected Letters of 
Katherine Mansfield, and last year, with Gerri 
Kimber, the two-volume The Collected Fiction of 
Katherine Mansfield.

“Vince is the world’s foremost Mansfield 
scholar,” claims Mac Jackson. “Even though there 
are plenty of contenders, Vince is really it.  You 
can’t edit all those volumes of letters without 
getting an intimate knowledge of Mansfield.” 

And undoubtedly the two writers share things 
in common.

In 1988 Vincent wrote a play, performed at 
Downstage, about Mansfield’s world in Europe.  
Called Jones & Jones after her nickname for 
herself and her closest friend Ida Baker, the 
play gives voice to one of Vincent’s enduring 
philosophies. Responding to a question from DH 
Lawrence about whether she knows when she is 
telling the truth, Mansfield replies: “But I am an 
artist Lawrence like yourself. Our vocation is to 
tell the truth as only the born liar can.”

Says Mac Jackson: “There is a tremendous lot 
in Vince’s work about lying. That is what fiction 
is.  When he tells you an anecdote you think: 
‘has he made this up?’ There is always a fiction 
to the fashioning of it. To the performance of it. 
Whatever the grain of truth, it is how it comes 
across that matters.” 

Of all the volumes of poetry Vincent has 
produced, the one that may endure as an 
especially unique contribution to the New 
Zealand canon is The Butcher Papers which 
features Butcher:  a real live dealer in flesh and 
blood and guts.

“… You shall never know
he tells Butcher
What true art means
 Ho-hum B. thinks
Grizzles a mean knife along the stone
Switches fat from liver
 Hears blood tick like a watch
On his marvelllous shoes.
The Butcher Papers, page 21, 1982
“Vince has always had an affection for, and 

understanding of, the ordinary New Zealand 
bloke,” says Mac.  

And in fact much of Vincent’s recent work 
is a poignant homage to ordinary men.  In the 
Requiem for the Fallen, his words interweave with 
and comment on the Latin Mass, extending the 
traditional context to reflect the horror and futility 
of war. “A spacious work of shattering power,” 
trumpeted the NZ Listener review.

“Ross and I tried to engage with what people 
do, and give up, in order to preserve a sense of 
home,” Vincent says, “of what an individual man 
going to war loses and what those staying behind 
experience. The Requiem is a homage to ordinary 

“Vincent was always 
sparkling company with an 
ear for scandalous anecdote 
and smart one-liners and 
in no apparent hurry to 
return to the library.”
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soldiers. It is the story of one soldier told 8,000 
times over.” 

In May Wellington’s Orpheus Choir will 
perform another work  with composer Ross 
Harris about the 1912 Waihi Miners’ Strike, 
and Vincent recently completed another set of 
songs. “When I moved to live at Tainui on the 
edge of the Otago Peninsula, I became aware 
of former local Alexander Aitken, a brilliant 
mathematician,” he explains. “Aitken smuggled 
a violin into Somme and Gallipoli during World 
War One and played to his fellow soldiers.  He 
kept diaries, which I’ve seen, as I have his violin, 
which is in a glass case at Otago Boys High 
school.”

As a result Vincent has written a tribute to 
Alexander Aitken called Notes from the Front: 
Song Cycle which will be performed at Old St 
Paul’s in Wellington. Again he sees the work as a 
homage to ordinariness — “to the experiences of 
an ordinary if also remarkable man”.

Maui at Matahiwi;
                  for Vincent

When you think of it
poets play shape-shifting games
you know what they’re saying
next thing, you don’t, they plant
a line into your mind like – 
fires of no return 
making the far land glow
when evening comes, something
elemental in a timeless land

an old friend likes to say, throw a word
into the air, another word will
fly to it – a poem of this place is born
out of moments like that, where land
people and language join together
whenua, nga tangata, te reo

and kahu the hawk soaring toward the sun 
mocks the ambition of Icarus, daring
us to look into our own nature, like Maui
out there fishing up who knows what 
and dream that we might just once, write 
something that 
                  still shines, when you think of it

Read by author Pat White at Matahiwi Marae 
in Hawke’s Bay where Vincent was presented 
with the tokotoko – a ceremonial walking 
stick carved by Jacob Scott – which each Poet 
Laureate receives upon appointment. See  
nzpoetlaureate.natlib.govt.nz
   

For more information visit
www.gsm.auckland.ac.nz
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“I like the idea of doing this word stuff without 
any flag waving,” he tells me.

Does he consider himself an ordinary man 
then? 

“Any writer or academic who doesn’t is riding 
for a fall, in my experience,” he replies. “‘Poncy’ 
and ‘twerp’ are two words that don’t lose their 
savour as one thinks of those who confuse some 
gift or other with obligatory self-elevation. 

“I think you should be good at what you do,” 
he adds. “And try and do it decently.” 

One of the Poet Laureate’s obligations is to 
keep a blog. Vincent is using this to highlight the 
plight of poets imprisoned overseas. 

“Poetry has become so polite we are even a 
touch wary of being reminded that words are 
so easily there for the taking,” he says.  “… But 
there are dozens of countries where poets pay 
a price for not accepting that the word-hoard of 
language belongs only to a few.”

As he stands up at Astoria café explaining 
he is due to go on an outing to Seatoun with his 
grandchildren, I am left wondering, again, how I 
will pay homage to the breadth and range of this 
man’s life.  

“No matter how much you go into another 
personality, the core remains elusive,” he had 
said during our discussion. “It’s like an aerial 
map: you can look in but you can’t see the 
details.” 

Yet his word-hoard of language provides a clue.
“a river shining like wire ten miles off
The sky clean as a dentist’s mouth…

“It still shines when you think of it,
Like that river.”

Vincent O’Sullivan appears on a panel titled 
Ties that Bind ,16 May, 1pm at Auckland  
Writers Festival.
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