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Day two of Covid-19 level four lockdown: playground at Memorial Park Palmerston North.
Photo: Margaret Tennant – while exercising strictly within her locality!

Editorial
This issue of Phanzine is being compiled as extraordinary events overtake
our world. The Covid-19 pandemic is probably the most significant international event since World War II and it’s anybody’s guess as to what kind
of world we will be left after it’s all over.
The pandemic is the dominating element in an unprecedented rush of
events that has overcome us in recent times – earthquakes, mass shootings, fires, floods. It’s positively biblical. Dramatic change on this scale is
disorientating, more so for the speed with which one event follows another. The astonishing changes in the response to the pandemic alone are
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upending our perception of reality, which is as disturbing and stressful as
it sounds.
While our cultural life is in turmoil, there is a role for historians. We
should help others put this event in its historical context and start to collect the information and stories to make sense of what is happening; not
necessarily for the present but to give historians in the future the means
to tell the stories of the pandemic properly. It’s a cliché, but we are truly
living through astonishing times and chronicling this is vital.
As with any segment of New Zealand’s workforce, historians, particularly those not in a secure permanent job, will be facing great uncertainty
over the coming weeks and months. We can only hope that the disruption
will be the minimum necessary and that we can all get back to work and
earn an income as soon as possible. If not, there is government assistance,
which members in need should accept.
The pandemic notwithstanding, your executive are still engaging with
issues of concern to our community. The on-going issues with Archives’
opening hours are not going away, for example. One significant change
was announced in February this year – rejigged opening hours that set
aside whole days rather than half-days in Auckland and Wellington. That
is better, in that it allows historians to use their time more efficiently, especially those travelling from out of town. More digital sources are appearing in searches too, although it’s still pretty minimal in availability
and simply highlights the importance of access to paper records. We are
monitoring the situation and await further developments with interest.
My very best to you all in these difficult times.
— Michael Kelly
President
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News from the North
Taking us back to easier times, Sandra Gorter writes about a
walking Christmas in Auckland

All visitors ashore
Christmas was celebrated in Auckland with a walking tour of the city’s
original shoreline as PHANZA members shared stories and pictures of the
historic sites.
The tour began at what was once an inlet of the harbour, now a major
city intersection leading to the motorway at the bottom of Parnell Rise.
The Swan Hotel on the corner of Beach Road and the Strand/Stanley Street
is now one of the few remnants from the early era. Joanna located where
the Māori hostel had once stood, housing hapū members staying in Auckland on trading expeditions and where canoes had pulled up on the beach
that was once there. The walk proceeded along the old waterfront, through
Shortland Street and the L D Nathan warehouse and trading premises,
then along past Auckland’s oldest public toilets now embedded in the
foundations of Albert Street, and eventually on to the one-time shipping
graveyard then later morgue (during the 1919 influenza pandemic) that is
now Victoria Park.
The sharing of stories ran thick and fast and continued afterwards at the
Birdcage, the historic pub most recently famous for having been relocated
and returned to its original site during construction of the motorway tunnel under Victoria Park.

►► A convivial lunch at the Birdcage pub: left to right are Margaret Kerr Barnaby,
Joanna Boileau, Hazel Petrie, Andre Taber, Sandra Gorter and John Adam.
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Heavy and continuous sacrifice
Peter Cooke reports on the World War II Conference held over
13 – 15 February 2020, fortunately avoiding the restrictions which
followed
The New Zealand Military History Committee’s sixth conference returned to the theme of World War II under a title of ‘Heavy and Continuous Sacrifice’. This quote from Michael Savage in 1939 anticipated what
turned out to be a world-shaping event. To a large and enthusiastic audience (from as far afield as Singapore and Australia), 34 speakers unpacked
how the effect was felt. If held only days later, this event would not have
happened.
Jonathan Fennell, of King’s College London, read censorship summaries of 17 million letters from Commonwealth forces to show how morale related to military ups and downs. Dr Peter Lieb of the Bundeswehr’s
Centre for Military History & Social Science added a refreshing German
perspective of the Western Desert campaign, as did Nicole Townsend on
Australia’s. Dr Mark Johnston (Scotch College, Melbourne), Dr Chris Pugsley and Shawn Maudsley analysed New Zealand’s ground war in North
Africa, as did John Crawford 2nd NZEF officer selection.
Bereavement was the topic for Dr John Moremon, and Prof Nick Wilson

◄◄ Rob Engen and
Claire CooksonHills (Canada),
Brian Farrell
(Singapore),
Jonathan Fennell
(UK) and
Damien Fenton
(NZ) cement
international
relations at the
conference.
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Dr Peter Lieb gives a German perspective on the North African campaign at the
conference.

told us that surviving male WWII veterans lived two years longer if shown
to have been buried alongside wives (but died almost five years earlier
than non-veterans).
Dr Robert Engen of the Canadian Defence College correlated how disease affected campaigning, particularly malaria on Crete. Dr Claire Cookson-Hills (Queen’s University, Kingston, Canada) compared New Zealand
and Canadian sexual violence.
Others looked at Irish defaulters, Jewish refugees and the Pacific Vichy
French. Drs Steven Loveridge and Reg Newell explored perceptions and
relationships among New Zealand, the United States and Japan. These
were among four papers on the Pacific war.
Themes included military intelligence, conscription, mobilization, recruiting and cadets. Profiled were Hargest, Freyberg, ‘Gypos’ and Arabs.
A final session looked at how the parents’ war affected boomer children
in David Grant’s, Roger Steele’s and Charlotte Macdonald’s families. No
Māori historian presented.
The New Zealand Military History Committee is preparing the conference proceedings for publication.
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Heritage

Saving heritage – the sustainability
argument
Michael Kelly looks at the nexus between climate change, the
other – and, many would argue, most serious – crisis of our time,
and heritage
Moral and emotional arguments for saving heritage can only go so far;
there are many people who feel no particular attachment to the past and
act accordingly. But what if there was a way to completely rethink how
we manage old buildings that allows us to drastically cut CO2 emissions?
After all, most people acknowledge the massive threat that climate change
poses. The answer is pretty simple really and it could save most of our
built heritage.
To help save the planet, we have to make a fundamental shift in our attitude to the materials already in our building stock. And that shift is to regard buildings and the materials in them as non-expendable – essentially
reusable and recyclable. Construction debris makes up 50 per cent of all
waste in New Zealand. In the United Kingdom it is as much as 63 per cent
annually. Those are finite resources gone forever.
The building industry has a sky-high carbon footprint. The use of concrete is one of the biggest culprits, along with steel, but forming any new
material generally carries a large carbon footprint. We extract finite resources out of the ground, use huge amounts of energy to turn them into
building products and more energy transporting them and putting them
together to form something new. Quite simply, erecting new buildings is
catastrophically bad for the environment. (Building roads produces huge
CO2 emissions, but that’s another story.)
So, the first principle of sustainability should be, do not demolish buildings. Refurbishing should be the default position for any building no
longer needed for its original purpose. Refurbishment is not a carbon-free
►► Erskine College Main Block (1906) under demolition in October 2018.
Photo: Wikipedia
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option of course but it’s many magnitudes better than to demolish and
start again. Not all buildings can be refurbished for the same or similar
use or even a compatible use and the further you get away from that, the
greater the loss of fabric, including, of course, heritage fabric. Building
fabric gets tired or worn out, so some replacement will be necessary.
Saving every heritage building is a laudable goal, but it may not be feasible to save every old building. The next step down is to deconstruct a
building but then reuse most of its material in a new building. The worst
thing that can happen to a building is to be turned into demolition rubble.
In New Zealand, a significant amount of construction material is recycled (and turned into a less valuable
The first principle of
product) but what is being proposed
internationally goes far beyond that.
sustainability should
A movement has begun in Europe
be, do not demolish
to institute ‘materials passports’ for
buildings so that every compobuildings. Refurbishing new
nent of a new building gets a digital
record and can be identified and reshould be the default
used, mostly for the same purpose, at
position for any
a later date in a new building. Think
of it as if the components of a buildbuilding no longer
ing are on-loan for a particular purneeded for its original
pose and then when they have done
their bit, moved on to another buildpurpose.
ing. It’s not quite saving heritage,
but, again, at least it’s better than demolition.
The challenge is to convince people that the materials bound up in an
existing building have a value; that keeping them will significantly reduce building costs and will help the environment. A campaign in the UK
called RetroFirst, run by the Architects’ Journal, champions refurbishment
over demolition and rebuild. One of its targets is a peculiar anomaly in
VAT (the equivalent of GST) that taxes refurbishment of a building at 20
per cent but exempts new building.
In a country like New Zealand where the relentless pursuit of the bright,
shiny and new still holds sway, it would take a major cultural shift to
achieve such an approach, but it’s essential if we are to survive on Planet
Earth.
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First Contestable Fund recipient
The Contestable Fund for reimbursement for travel for PHANZA members was passed at the AGM on 6th August 2019, and has made its first
payment to a PHANZA member for reimbursement for travel for research
purposes.
The recipient was Norman Cranshaw of Westport, for travel to Wellington for research at Archives New Zealand. Norman is conducting research
into the McGahey murder at Reefton in 1881. We congratulate Norman
on his successful application and wish him all the best in his research.
The PHANZA committee invites further applications for the Contestable Fund. Applications can be made to treasurer@phanza.org.nz.
Applications should include a short description of 100 words or less of
the nature and purpose of the research, and should be accompanied by a
receipt for the travel. Reimbursements can only be made for travel already
purchased.
In its initial year the committee intends to approve reimbursement for
travel already paid for up to $200
for national travel, and up to $500
for international travel, until the
fund has been expended for that
financial year, on a first come basis. The fund and its application
requirements will be re-examined at the end of its first operational year at the 2020 PHANZA
AGM.

►► Norman Cranshaw, first recipient of
the Contestable Fund
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Compulsory New Zealand history
in schools
A steering group of over 60 members, only a handful of whom are
professional historians, is considering the shape of the new history
curriculum. Jock Phillips shares his hopes for the future direction.
The announcement that New Zealand history will be taught in all New
Zealand schools from 2022 seems like the fulfilment of a wish. For too
long we have been frustrated that so little of the history taught has been
about New Zealand, and that as a result many New Zealanders appear to
have a pitiful understanding or knowledge of the forces that shaped our
society in the past and still shape it. We hope that this new initiative will
lead to a generation of young people who, knowing their nation’s story,
are at ease with the world around them; and understanding the histories
of our diverse people and traditions have a genuine sympathy for, and
understanding of, all New Zealand’s peoples.
If that’s the promise, now the real challenge begins. How do we make
the most of the opportunity? Anything that is compulsory runs the danger that it will be seen as a boring imposition, a piece of state-controlled
propaganda intended to indoctrinate young New Zealanders with a set
of prescribed views. What raises suspicions that this might indeed be the
case was that the announcement about New Zealand history came with
a suggestion of the particular content that needed to be taught. The list
was acceptable in itself, if worthy of debate. That is not my focus here. My
interest is a larger goal: that the young people who are exposed to the compulsory New Zealand history come away from the experience fascinated
by the past, and an interest in learning more about the history of their
own country and indeed all countries. That seems to me a more significant goal than ensuring that all New Zealanders can recite the articles of
the Treaty of Waitangi, important as that is to being a New Zealand citizen.
The challenge is to make something compulsory as exciting and relevant
as possible.
How do we do this? Here I must concede that I am not, and never have
been, a school teacher, and much of what I say may seem obvious to those
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who are. I also recognise that there is obviously no one successful form of
teaching, just as we hope there will not be one very narrow curriculum.
My suggestions come from a particular ‘progressive’ educational philosophy which is that successful learning emerges out of a pupil’s experiences
and the issues in his/her immediate environment. I understand that this
might not work for all – some get excited by escaping the present. But
I suspect that beginning with a child’s situation and building historical
learning around that centre will work for many. What does this imply
about teaching the new history curriculum?
First, I would begin with encouraging each student to explore the story
of their own family. There might be shared questions – what ethnic groups
or iwi were represented in their family? When did members of their family come to New Zealand and how? The students would be encouraged to
bring their findings along to class and share their backgrounds. Hopefully different iwi with their waka traditions and internal migration stories would be represented along with the different old world backgrounds
of Tauiwi – Cornish, Scots, Irish, Germans, Pasifika people, Chinese, Indian and so forth. Then the pupils might be encouraged to find out about
the jobs their family did – perhaps focusing on their grandparents. They
might be able to interview and record (perhaps on cell phones) their
grandparents or other older relations.
They would be encouraged to explore how those jobs differed from
similar occupations today; what they represented in terms of class and
income; and how far the experiences and backgrounds of their grandparents were common or uncommon in New Zealand. Hopefully this would
lead them to do contextual reading in books or on the web.
Second, I would encourage the pupils to start exploring their own
neighbourhood. This might begin with learning about the history of the
tangata whenua: which iwi settled locally and where they originally came
from. Then when, why and under what circumstances did non-Māori settlers begin to arrive? If you lived in Wellington this would lead to learning
about the Wakefields and the New Zealand Company; if you lived in Hamilton it would led to exploration of the invasion of the Waikato and the
arrival of soldier-settlers. Wherever you lived, it would put the Treaty of
Over page: A classroom at West End School, Palmerston North in 1947. History now
offers learning experiences well beyond the classroom context. Photo: Manawatū
Heritage 2010n_a175-67-1_004214
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Waitangi into its historical context. Each of these questions might well be
enriched by visits to local places where significant moments in the story
occurred. If you lived in Invercargill, you might go out to Waitaramea and
see the large stone boulder which marks the site where about 1725 a previously North Island tribe, Ngāi Tahu, defeated the iwi living there at the
time, Ngāti Mamoe; or you might go and look at the site of the encounter
at Tuturau where Ngāi Tahu resisted Te Pūoho of Ngāti Tama, ally of Te
Rauparaha, on his taua to the far south in 1836. If you lived in the Waikato
you would have to pay a visit to Ōrākau and Rangiriri. There is nothing
that brings the past more to life than
There is nothing
standing on the precise spot where
an event happened and allowing the
that brings the past
imagination to evoke the scene.
more to life than
If places make history live, so do
objects. Any New Zealand history
standing on the
programme in schools must build on
a thriving relationship with the local
precise spot where
museums. At the highest level this
an event happened
means learning through interpreted
exhibitions. The amazing popular
and allowing the
success of the Gallipoli exhibition at
imagination to evoke Te Papa reveals the thirst for such experiences. School children who wanthe scene.
der through the He Tohu exhibition
at the National Library, actually seeing the treaty sheets or the huge rolled
coil of the women’s suffrage petition, must obtain a sense of the immediacy of history. Individual objects can also tell powerful stories and bring
the past close to home. At Puke Ariki in Taranaki there is a plough used in
1879 by the Parihaka community to plough land which was claimed, quite
illegally, as confiscated. What a great way to engage local Taranaki pupils
in the shameful story of the invasion of Parihaka.
Third, events in the community must be drawn on to highlight the relevance and worth of knowing about the past. Most obviously there are anniversaries – each year of course Waitangi Day, Labour Day, Anzac Day,
New Zealand Wars Day provide opportunities to reflect and engage students in the past – not in a tired dogmatic way, but around such questions as why should this day be commemorated, or what are the best ways
of commemorating the event. Then there are less regular anniversaries
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– the centenary of the Great War, or forty years since the 1981 Springbok
tour. While the wider community is honouring such events it is clearly
worthwhile extending that conversation into the classroom. In addition
significant items in the news can be used to encourage a creative look
at the past. Covid-19 can lead to a study of the 1918 flu or the impact of
introduced diseases on indigenous peoples; the huge state expenditure
entailed by the Covid-19 crisis could encourage reflection on the spending of the 1935 Labour government and the ideas that fuelled it. The aim
consistently is to make history a central, not peripheral, part of students’
lives, so they find it useful, engaging
and are motivated to find out more.
The aim consistently
Fourth, I would encourage schools
is to make history
to invite visitors into their classrooms to bring a human face to
a central, not
historical issues. Why not invite a
peripheral, part of
local kuia to talk about how the loss
of land had such an impact on her
students’ lives, so
whānau; or a Hungarian child mithey find it useful,
grant from 1944 to tell his/her story
of moving to a new country; or a
engaging and are
person in their 80s to describe livmotivated to find out
ing through World War II.
Lastly, I would love to see more use
more.
of unusual experiences and dramatic techniques in history classes to get students personally involved. Going back to our Invercargill students, why not have a feed of tītī (mutton
birds) and learn about the history and traditions of mutton birding? And
instead of teaching the Treaty of Waitangi by getting students simply to
learn the principles, why not divide up the class into colonists and tangata whenua? Let each side find out what they might want from a treaty;
then the two groups could sit down and negotiate one; and finally they
could compare the content of their treaty with the historical treaty.
I do not know much about what goes on in school rooms; and it may
well be that many of these techniques are already being used. My worry
is that compulsion may lead to a resentment of New Zealand history. We
must make it engaging and full of relevant stories. The opportunity of the
new curriculum will require creativity and commitment by teachers so
that the promise of the initiative is not lost.
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Conferences
Margaret Tennant comments on the 2019 New Zealand Historical
Association conference

Kanohi-ki-te-kanohi:
Histories for our time
In 2019 it was the turn of Victoria University to host the New Zealand Historical Association between 27 and 30 November. The rotation of venues
for the conference, which follows the executive of the association around
the country, has the advantage of drawing upon a university infrastructure while enabling historians from other contexts to serve upon the organising committee. Our PHANZA members Bronwyn Labrum and David
Green were among those on the 2019 conference committee.
Although PHANZA had its own conference in April 2019, a number of
PHANZA members were among the more than 130 paper presenters and
panellists at the NZHA gathering, with the wider public history community in evidence throughout. The conference was, as always, a rich smorgasbord of offerings, with as many as five streams running at any one time.
With presentations timed to allow movement between sessions many
took advantage of the opportunity to sample from the various streams.
I missed far more than I was able to listen to, but one always hopes that
papers will eventually appear in published form, and that the conference
is an occasion for the testing of ideas and arguments. Many of the presentations directly addressed questions about best practice in history (or
evolving understandings about what is ‘best practice’). For me highlights
included the panel on digital history led by Rebecca Lenihan, but including honours students from the Victoria University History programme.
It was great to see students being trained in using digital methods for research and, even more impressively, presenting their work in digital form.
The ‘programming historian’ is alive and well at VUW, a tribute to all the
staff involved.
The panel involving Te Papa curatorial staff Sean Mallon, Stephanie
Gibson, Grace Cassin and Katie Cooper was also fascinating to me as an
outsider, reminding, if not altogether introducing, the audience to the
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cultural politics around museum acquisitions and their presentation.
These are processes which now involve considerable negotiation and sensitivity – all the presenters spoke in one way or other of ‘co-collecting’,
and of the particular challenges involved for curators within the national
museum.
And also in an area well beyond my usual, those groupings of papers
which explored insights from archaeology were illuminating to an outsider, most especially those which focused on the ‘archaeology of home’,
via the residues which remain – beneath the ground, under later wall coverings, under shops (Jessie Garland’s
paper on ‘The Archaeology of Retail’
Conferences provide
especially intrigued me for what it
for more than the
showed of the relationships between
people and domestic objects beyond
presentation of
the home).
papers: will Covid-19
In the end, conferences are about
far more than the formal presentalead to more ‘online’
tions, whatever their value in disconferences, and at
playing the state of the art across a
knowledge domain. The occasions
what cost to these other
around this event, formal and inforkinds of interaction?
mal, gave plenty of opportunity for
the interactions, conversations, and
(of course) gossip which are part and parcel of such a conference. Meal
breaks were long enough to allow for discussion and catch-ups, and the
organisers made a wise decision about having a social function at the
Wellington Museum – this encouraged movement and mixing, accompanied by the consumption of a delicious range of pass-around food, all in
a context where there was plenty to view in the various displays. I felt this
worked much better than a formal conference dinner, even though some
of us (the more senior ‘us’?) were a bit desperate for somewhere sit by the
time the function ended.
The presentation of prizes and awards was a key part of the Friday night
function with Jane McCabe (University of Otago) winning the prize for
the best first book, for Race, Tea and Colonial Resettlement. The W H Oliver
Prize for the best book on a topic in New Zealand history was awarded
to Jonathan West (Stout Research Centre) for The Face of Nature: An Environmental History of the Otago Peninsula. The Mary Boyd Prize for the best
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Keynote speaker Kate Hill, from the University of Lincoln with Bronwyn Labrum.

historical article went to Charlotte Macdonald (VUW History) for ‘Woolwich to Wellington: From Settler Colony to Garrisoned Sovereignty’. The
Award for the best postgraduate paper was given to Philippa Wyatt (Massey) for ‘Keith Sinclair and the History of Humanitarianism’. And the
function gave an opportunity for the Fédération des Alliances Françaises
de Nouvelle-Zélande to award its John Dunmore Medal for excellence in
scholarship relating to France. This went to Victoria University’s Adrian
Muckle.
The organisation of the conference was superb (thanks especially to the
ever-pleasant, prompt and accessible Hayden Thorne) and postgraduates
were well in evidence as warm and welcoming conference assistants and
as paper presenters. Careful attention had obviously been paid to the conference cuisine and the need to meet a range of dietary requirements. As
someone who ticked the ‘vegetarian’ box on the conference registration
form, I did feel a bit guilty about whether I had contributed to a certain
food wastage: with separate meals for vegetarian, vegan, gluten free, no onion, no tomato, etc., and even ‘pregnant’ (presumably to avoid foods which
might transmit listeria), I wasn’t always sure which I was allowed to help
myself to, and there seemed to be many untouched meals as a result. In
other ways, however, the conference organisers paid heed to sustainability,
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PHANZA members Lynette Townshend and Fiona McKergow at the NZHA conference

avoiding plastics and some of the other conference paraphernalia, and allowing attendees to decide what to take from the registration tables. This
was also a trend at our own PHANZA conference, and it’s a development to
be applauded.
Two issues simmering away at the conference were the restriction of
hours at Archives New Zealand reading rooms, and compulsory history
in schools, both of which are alluded to elsewhere in this newsletter.
I came away from the gathering with a renewed sense of being part of
a lively and energetic historical community functioning on many fronts.
It was a delight to see postgraduates from previous conferences now in
academic and public history positions – confidently and impressively so.
Postscript
My report mentions the importance of the face-to-face exchanges, and
of conferences providing for more than the presentation of papers: will
Covid-19 lead to more ‘online’ conferences, and at what cost to these other kinds of interaction? Jamie Jacobs has promised a report for our next
Phanzine about his online ‘attendance’ at an international conference on
architectural history. If anyone else has experiences to report, please do
feel free to share via Phanzine.
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Monica Webb and Charlotte Macdonald at the Women’s Caucus breakfast

Monica Webb reports on the 2019 Women’s Caucus Breakfast

Women in caucus
The now traditional women’s caucus breakfast was well attended at the
recent NZHA conference and once again proved to be a good opportunity
to hear about the work of women historians. Reports were shared from
the public history sector, academia and PHANZA. Charlotte Greenhalgh
gave us a quick summary of the new history programme coming together
at Waikato University. There is a strong focus on social and cultural history in their new programme. Charlotte Macdonald reminded us of our
connection to the International Federation of Research in Women’s History and Bronwyn Labrum updated us on news from Te Papa. PHANZA is
considering a mentor programme in the future and the caucus was a good
opportunity to get feedback on the idea.
It was interesting to hear about efforts by post-grad groups in both Otago and Wellington to raise awareness of New Zealand history among the
public. The post-grad students in Wellington, for example, have co-opted
the Zines low-cost publication style to create their own Pocket Histories of
Aotearoa New Zealand. Zines (pronounced ‘zeens’, as in magazines) have a
strong history in grassroots protest movements and collective organising.
The women’s caucus breakfast is open to all women working in the history field, regardless of speciality.
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Recent member publications
Jared Davidson
The History of a Riot: Class, Popular Protest
and Violence in Early Colonial Nelson
This work was published in January 2020
as a special online feature by the Labour
History Project. It is available under a Creative Commons Licence at: http://www.
lhp.org.nz/index.php/the-history-of-a-riot-class-popular-protest-and-violence-inearly-colonial-nelson.
Joanna Boileau
Starch Work by Experts: Chinese laundries in
Aotearoa New Zealand
Starch Work by Experts was commissioned
and published by the Chinese Poll Tax
Heritage Trust. It retails for $49.95, and is
available by mail order from Connie Kum
09 625 8611 and email cojay@xtra.co.nz,
or from the Arcadia Bookshop 26 Osborne
Street Auckland, www.arcadiabookshop.
co.nz.
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Not such a good joke
While many PHANZA members will have had positive publishing
experiences, Ian Dougherty provides a more cautionary tale about
the trials and tribulations of writing his most recent book, on New
Zealand’s only convicted art forger, Karl Sim.
I have been interested in Karl Sim since his 1986 forgery trial. I was not
just fascinated by Sim and his associates, but also by the incompetent side
of art dealing and the inexpert side of art expertise in New Zealand his
case exposed. I wrote to him in 1993, sounding him out about my writing a
book on his exploits, for which I would need his co-operation. He replied
that he and a friend were working on an autobiography. Sim was recording
his story onto cassette tapes and his friend was transcribing them as part
of his prison computer skills course. The friend turned out to be one of
Sim’s later partners in crime. The manuscript was never published. Subsequent book proposals from three other people also came to naught.
Sim and I kept in touch while I got on with writing other books until
2001, when I had a few months to spare and a few dollars to tide me over,
and he now agreed to co-operate in my researching of the book. I recorded extensive interviews with him in his caravan hideaway near Hatfields
Beach north of Auckland in December 2001 and January 2002, and had
many other informal chats with him. I also gained unrestricted access to
his vast collection of written and illustrative material: diaries, cabinets
chock full of alphabetically listed files, boxes and hidden caches of potentially incriminating evidence, art books and art auction catalogues, and
photographs and photocopies of hundreds of his forgeries.
I additionally interviewed two of Sim’s sisters, art experts, art dealers,
police officers intimately involved in his case, his lawyer, and a court reporter who covered his trial. I also obtained from the Wellington District
Court a copy of the extensive files related to the court case – including
hundreds of pages of notes of evidence from his trial – and examined police files on him in the New Zealand Police Museum at the Royal New
Zealand Police College in Porirua.
►► The artist as an old man: Karl Sim in his studio in 2002. Photo: Ian Dougherty
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While I was working on the book, the publishing firm, Hodder Moa
Beckett, coincidentally approached Sim about the firm publishing a book
on him. Sim told the firm that I was already writing a book. At that stage, I
did not have a publisher and foolishly accepted an offer from the firm to
pay me an upfront fee for granting the firm the copyright in my manuscript. Presumably because it specialised in publishing books written by
sports people with co-writers or ghost-writers, the firm unnecessarily
agreed to also pay Sim a small fee, and piddling royalties on unlikely sales
over 5500 copies, for a licence to publish the manuscript, even though he
had no proprietorial interest in it. Fortunately, as it turned out, the firm
acknowledged Sim as the owner of the copyright in my manuscript.
Scared of being sued for defamation, even though much of the contentious material was based on evidence given at Sim’s trial and covered by
qualified privilege, Hodder Moa Beckett belatedly decided it wanted the
book ‘rewritten less as an historical document, and more as a rollicking
yarn, names and details alluded to rather than laid out’ to ‘reduce the
commercial risks of publication.’ It became so ridiculous that the firm
expressed its concern someone might not be happy with their portrayal
in the book, which is a peculiar criterion for a publisher to consider in
deciding whether to publish something; it even demanded ‘evidence of
death’ if any reference was made to illegal activities by someone who had
since died.
I refused to be a party to what I regarded as a suppressive and lily-livered exercise; the firm objected to my seeking to debate the issue.
Hodder Moa Beckett did not reject my manuscript in the month provided for in our agreement, and I kept the fee. Sim had only received half
of his fee: the firm was to pay him the other half on publication of the
book. To get the rest of the fee and any future royalties – and any sort of
book published after what were now five dashed hopes – he agreed to cooperate with a hack writer in creating the ‘rollicking yarn’. The resulting
book was a sham.
Although the firm disingenuously claimed it was not using my manuscript, and the hack was writing ‘an alternative manuscript’, he incorporated parts of my manuscript about Sim into an emasculated, rambling,
‘loveable rogue’ autobiography by Sim. This included the writer taking
extended passages of my words and those of people I had interviewed
and putting them into Sim’s mouth. It resulted in farcical passages, such
as Sim knowledgeably discussing the legal niceties of voir dire, which he
26  PHANZINE May 2020

would not have known from a bar of Rinso. I only found all this out by
buying a copy of the critically berated book.
Sim basked in the publicity surrounding the book but was as incensed
as I was at the firm removing the most telling parts of the story. He later
described the book as ‘a brief history of some of my art works’. Sim and I
did a deal. He sold to me for a token dollar exclusive permission to reproduce following his death all illustrative and written material related to
his life over which he owned the copyright, including my original manuscript and the published book, copies of which he was having printed
in Auckland and selling after the
termination of the licensing agreeHodder Moa Beckett
ment. Sim also agreed to continue to
wanted the book
co-operate with me in additionally
telling the full story of his clandes‘rewritten less as an
tine post-conviction forgery activihistorical document,
ties, on the condition nothing was
published until after his death and
and more as a
his removal from any civil or further
rollicking yarn’.
criminal proceedings.
Sim and I exchanged many letters
and telephone conversations, and he continued to post me regular packages of material to keep me nearly up to date with his latest deeds until
shortly before his death in 2013. I also exchanged letters and telephone
conversations with one of his sisters and she lent me a large amount of
additional material following her brother’s death. I additionally carried
out extensive research through various other sources, including auction
houses and public and private art collections.
In light of my previous experience with Hodder Moa Beckett, and a
lack of enthusiasm from several publishers I approached with the new
manuscript, I decided to publish the book myself. (A Good Joke: The Life
and Crimes of Notorious New Zealand Art Forger Karl Sim, Saddle Hill Press,
Dunedin, 2019). I had done the same with five of my previous 26 nonfiction books.
Lessons learned? Don’t assume that all publishers are interested in
something other than making money by selling a commodity that just
happens to be books and not baked beans. Don’t assume that all publishers respect you or your moral rights. Don’t give up and don’t let the bastards get you down.
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Editor’s note
This edition of Phanzine was compiled before and during the level four
lockdown in response to Covid-19, and has been preceded by an email
notice to members about the crisis. For a future edition we would like to
include members’ reflections on how Covid-19 has affected their work as
professional historians. These may be as short as one paragraph, or longer
reflective contributions. Please send to editor@phanzine.org.nz, or direct
to me at matennant@xtra.co.nz.

The 1918 pandemic: Robert Raeburn’s remarkable grave at the Terrace End cemetery,
Palmerston North, shaped like a bunker with sandbags. After surviving five major battles
on the Western Front, Robert died of the ‘Spanish influenza’ in Palmerston North. The
gravesite features in one of the Manawatū Heritage Tours apps. Material for teachers
taking up Jock Phillips’ ideas on the new history curriculum? Photo: Leanne Hickman

