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FOREWORD

There would be very few New Zealanders today who would not be aware, at 
least at some level of consciousness, that domestic and family violence is at 
endemic levels within our country. During 2015 Women’s Refuge supported 

close to 20,000 women and children experiencing abuse, providing 70,000 nights 
of protection in our safe houses and answering a call on our crisis line every seven 
minutes. In the same year the police were called to more than 100,000 family 
violence ‘incidents’. 

Horrifying as these numbers may be for some, they also serve to disguise the grim 
and harsh reality lying behind the figures. Put plainly, these statistics mean that 
someone, somewhere in New Zealand (generally a woman), is at such risk of harm 
that police or refuge assistance is required almost every six minutes. 

But, for argument’s sake, let’s just look at the police figures. Let’s halve these figures 
and make a generous subtraction for those cases that may not warrant official 
intervention (and also possibly appeasing those who shout loudly that the PC 
brigade has led to gross inflation in the number of official reports). We’re still left 
with some 50,000 victims – approximately 136 victims – each and every day, across 
what is, in reality, rather a small island nation. Such violence is surely unacceptable 
by any stretch of the imagination. 

What should be most unacceptable to us all though are the 30–35 family violence-
related deaths each and every year in this country. This book is written as the 
result of one man’s experience of one of those deaths and his journey since the 
tragic death of his much-loved daughter Helen in 2009. Since that time David has 
devoted himself to working to stop others suffering the pain, anguish and absolute 
helplessness of losing a loved one in such a senseless way. In what follows David 
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outlines a violence prevention strategy, developed throughout his time 
talking with victims and their families and discussions with those of us across 
New Zealand who share in this work. 

As with any serious social issue, it can sometimes be confusing picking 
through potential solutions. What David is suggesting is pragmatic and 
considered, but success will rely on such initiatives being paralleled by 
a broad shift in the ways gender and the roles of men and women are 
understood in this country. 

We would urge everyone who reads this book to think carefully about 
themselves, their families, their friends, and the world around them, and 
ask if what they see, hear or do is contributing to either the problem or the 
solution. Family and sexual violence is an issue that impacts us all, either 
directly as the victims or as their friends and families, or indirectly through 
the immense economic and social costs violence generates. It is a whole-of-
community issue, and one that will require the combined efforts of each and 
every New Zealander to eliminate. 

Ang Jury, CEO Women’s Refuge 
February 2016
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Let us begin by recognising – and debunking – some myths.

Family violence is not just ‘a domestic’. It is the breakdown of the family 
and wh-anau structure.

Family violence is not just a Maori problem or a South Auckland problem. It 
affects us all. 

Family violence is not a low socio-economic problem. It is just as prevalent in 
wealthy families.

Family violence is not just against women. Children and men are victims of 
abuse as well.

Family violence cannot be excused by drunken behaviour or drugs.

Family violence cannot be excused because you think ‘she asked for it’, ‘she 
needed sorting’ or ‘he needs to grow up, to be a man’.

Family violence cannot be excused by race, colour, or a person’s sexual 
orientation.

I have written this book from my personal perspective and have done my 
best to write so that the principles that applied to my family will also apply to 
others.

If you have suffered, or are currently still a victim of family violence, my 
thoughts are with you. I hope you can either find the courage to take the first 
step to move away from the violence, or that very soon someone will ask you 
if you would like help.

PREFACE
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Surely we all want family violence to end.

This book is in three parts. The first deals with what I didn’t know, what I had 
no understanding of and what I had missed. It is about shifting that shadow 
so you all can see.

It is about saving our children.

The second part is what currently is being done wrong out there and how to 
put it right.

It’s about stopping all violence at all ages. From stealing lunches and 
playground bullying to cyberbullying, suicide and depression. It’s about 
helping others and where to get help.

The third part is what I think are the solutions and how we can achieve a safe 
country for all of us.

It is up to us. Each one of us. No more excuses regarding what the 
government does or doesn’t provide or what the police should have done. 
No more blaming that unknown person about whom I hear so often (i.e. 
‘someone should have done something, someone is responsible for it’). 

We are the prime movers for our own lives and how we live. We are all that 
‘someone’. 

Let’s do it. 

Let’s change New Zealand back to being the safest country in the world.
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INTRODUCTION

It’s not just politicians who can make ‘state of the nation’ speeches. We all 
can. Have a look around you and see if everything is as you want it. If not, 
why not? Have your say.

Here is mine.

I begin with the following premise: that if we are not here to protect our 
children and live in a safe society, then what are we here for? 

My own family had it lucky. My wife and I were married in the 1960s and 
brought up our young family in the 70s so that they were teenagers in  
the 80s.

New Zealand was the safest country in the world in the 1970s. Bar none. We 
would leave the house unlocked and the windows open. We would leave the 
keys in the car when we went shopping. Our kids played outside with others 
or just wandered down to the beach and swam without parental supervision. 
They could swim as naturally as they could run or ride a bike. There were 
mass games on our big front lawn, with every kid on the street joining in, 
irrespective of age or size. Games like British Bulldog or a shambolic version 
of rugby, resulting in kids going home with grass-stained clothes, a bruise 
or two, maybe a tear that would be brushed aside, along with words of 
encouragement that they would win next time. Most of all our kids were fit, 
tired, and by the time they came home, hungry. They’d often play tennis on 
the road in the late afternoon, only interrupted by the occasional vehicle at 
which point someone would call out that ‘Mr Rowlands [or someone else] 
is coming home’. The participants would then move aside until the car was 
gone and their tournament could resume.
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And did it matter who won? Of course it did. Most of the debate on the 
subject would be trying to work out who was the winner as the rules changed 
if one side had too much advantage. Goals became wider or narrower 
depending on how good a particular side was that afternoon. 

In the mix was a boy named Geoffrey who had to wear a calliper on one leg 
as a result of polio. This meant he couldn’t run about as easily, so it was the 
duty of one of the bigger kids to push him about in a wheelbarrow in these 
games. Seeing Geoffrey get spilled out of the wheelbarrow or have some 
other kid run over by it was a regular event. It never seemed to matter to 
Geoffrey or any of the kids; it was just good fun.

Eventually they all grew up. They married and had families. Grandchildren 
arrived on the scene, and then, to our delight, great-grandchildren.

‘Retirement is great,’ we said to ourselves.

Yes, we were lucky. 

But then one day a shadow began to slide across our path. 

Silently and imperceptibly the sun shone less brightly at times. Then the next 
day its rays reached out and warmed us again. Refreshing and sweet, letting 
us forget yesterday’s shadow.

But like a bad dream, that shadow turned up again. Enough to make us 
wonder what was different. Enough to make us look about for a reason. What 
had taken the shine away? What was there that we couldn’t see? What was it 
that we didn’t know to look for?

We wondered if all the predicted gloom that accompanied the start of the 
new millennium wasn’t a joke after all.

Your children remain your children, no matter what age they are.

They may leave home, but their access to your fridge and pantry remain an 
inherited right. Nothing beats Mum’s cooking.

But one day, when our grown-up daughter had her head in our fridge and 
her back to us as she reached for the fudge cake, she said something. Her 
comment was muffled, hardly audible. 

But it was enough. When she turned there was no enjoyment of finding the 
fudge cake reflected on her face.
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Just despair.

‘It’s not fair’. she told us, ‘I’ve done nothing wrong but love him, why is it 
always my fault?’

We talked and we learned more about shadows. I began to look around 
me with a growing understanding about how some people lived. It was like 
landing in a foreign country where the language was new and the customs 
bizarre.

But I didn’t think to learn this new language correctly, and I didn’t take 
enough heed of the bizarre customs. I let them go and saw no imminent 
danger. 

And I was totally wrong.

We lost our daughter to this foreign land of shadows.

Acceptance of what happened took some time.

Acceptance that these shadows have crept into every corner of New Zealand 
frightened me.

This is not the same country that our children grew up in in the 1970s, the 
safest country in the world.

Forty short years on and we are the most violent country in the OECD. 

Back then a murder was a shocking event and it would always make front 
page headlines in every paper in the land. A girl went missing and her name 
was instantly recognised by us all. Names that hit the headlines back then 
are still too easily remembered by many of us today: Wendy Mayes, Jennifer 
Beard, Jeannette and Harvey Crewe, and Mona Blades.

Now murder is a weekly event, and the related headlines are soon diminished 
by the next murder a few days later.

The appalling reality is that now half of all murders in this country are the 
result of family violence. Depressingly, too many of the dead are children. 
Helpless babies. 

Why?

It’s my belief that the intolerance of others in this country has skyrocketed. 
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Look at our road toll, which seems to increase no matter how many safety 
measures are promoted. We have some of the worst driver-tolerance levels.

In countries such as England, Australia, Canada or United States you just have 
to indicate to change lanes or enter a motorway and the other drivers will let 
you in. Here in New Zealand you are more likely to be squeezed out to the 
sound of car horns blaring.

Why?

Drunkeness in public places has become the norm and not the exception. 
For many, going out and getting blind drunk is an expectation and boasted 
about; there is no shame attached.

Why?

We have got to the stage where rape is rarely prosecuted so that a conviction 
remains only a remote possibility.

Why?

What’s happened to us when a girl or young woman can no longer walk 
down a street and smile at someone – anyone – without being judged as 
inviting trouble? 

Why is it that the only time there is unanimous joy is when a sporting team 
wins?

Why is it that when a sporting team loses we accept a rise in family violence?

What is the state of the nation?

In short, we are in a mess. We need to change before we lose control 
completely.

It can be done and this has been proven by communities that have already 
made remarkable changes, driven by individuals who want a better standard 
of life around them.

However, the biggest changes need to start at the top.

Our government needs to lead the way with deeds, not words.

For too long it has encouraged an attitude that property and wealth should 
be priorities.
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But it must be about our people and health.

What logic is there in spending millions on a yacht race that serves so few, 
when those tax dollars could help heal so many more if they were given to 
our health service instead?

How is it possible that a law can be changed to allow more gambling 
machines into a casino on the proviso that the casino build a conference 
centre, at no cost to the tax payer, an event much trumpeted by the current 
prime minister? And how can that same prime minister later announce 
that $100 million may be required to be paid by taxpayers so the promised 
conference centre is aesthetically pleasing? Think of the benefit to the nation 
if some of that $100 million were to be spent on education and preventing 
crime? It is time to stop the arrogance of spending millions on things like 
a new flag, which so many people didn’t want. What thought was given to 
those who have served under our flag? What thought was given to those 
service men and women who died while serving this country and whose 
coffins were covered by that same flag?

Those who were keen to spend all that money wanted a new flag that 
screams New Zealand.

I just want New Zealand to stop screaming.

Did you know that every minute of every day there is an incident of family 
violence? That 13,000 more incidents were reported in 2014 than in the 
previous year?

Yet by comparison few dollars are spent by the government to stop it. 
Instead, those in charge decide to sell state houses with no thought as to 
where the present tenants are to go. Actually, there is nowhere for them to go 
as they cannot afford to pay more than they do now.

It is this kind of pressure on families that produces at-risk situations.

It is recognising the kids who are at risk and working towards giving them 
security. This should always be the priority of any government. 

People and health, not property and wealth.

Change for the better will always come if we work for it.
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This is what I am passionate about. I want to raise awareness. I want us to look 
out for each other.

It is about equality and respect.

It is about giving kids the same kind of freedom as our kids had on our front 
lawn 40 years ago.

And we all deserve to have that kind of security back again.

I don’t want any other parent to learn about family violence the way we did.

I don’t want my ignorance of it to allow this kind of shadow to pass over 
another family.

 



PART ONE 

Better to ask a question than  
to remain ignorant.

PROVERB
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CHAPTER ONE
You Never Stop Learning 

During some lessons you gaze out the window with your mind miles 
away, while during others your focus is firmly fixed on the blackboard 
and you take everything in.

This goes for whatever age you are and no matter how much life experience 
you have. You take in what you think you need and ignore what you consider 
to be uninteresting.

 My wife and I did that repeatedly and then we paid the price. When a 
problem arose, we either resolved it quickly or we walked away from it. We 
thought we knew enough to handle life’s hurdles. 

We were wrong.

Most of us are familiar with the saying ‘You don’t know what you don’t know.’

It’s one of those sayings that I hear too often, but it is so tiringly true.

But it describes our situation all too well because that’s how we were, making 
decisions without understanding the situation.

This chapter is about those decisions. Why we made them and what we 
didn’t know was wrong with them.

My wife and I talked over our daughter’s various problems with her and 
decided how best to handle them. We were comfortable doing it that way; 
we had things under control as much as we needed – or so we thought. 
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We were wrong.

We fixed things as we went along, putting individual pieces together like a 
jigsaw. Fitting and matching over time, each piece placed as though it would 
be the last. What we didn’t see was that there was a picture taking shape, we 
just didn’t think to step back and look at it. As a result we had no idea what 
the picture was showing us and in hindsight I can see that had I looked more 
closely, alarm bells would have started ringing loud and clear. Had I bothered 
to look and see, had I lifted the phone and made a call to tell someone what 
the picture was showing me, then life would be very different today.

We were so very wrong.

One morning our lives went to hell in a handcart.

Our daughter Helen was murdered by her husband in a violent family 
incident.

All of this is told in my book Helen: The Helen Meads Tragedy (David Ling 
Publishing, 2012).

Too much has happened since then to let it rest, and in the last few years 
most of what I believed in and thought I knew has taken a shaking. Those 
window-gazing lessons, those quick fixes, have come back to haunt me. 

The mistakes that I made cost my daughter’s life.

I speak out about them now, hoping to awaken others so they do not make 
my mistakes. Hoping to save other daughters from Helen’s path; hoping to 
save other fathers from walking in my shoes.

But I will never be able to do enough. I will never be able to talk to enough 
people. In the end I decided that I needed to take a different approach to 
it all. To go to the top of the mountain and work my way down, instead of 
working up from the bottom.

In November 2014 I began writing to various ministers of parliament asking 
them to take more action to prevent family violence and to stop the bullying. 
In all but one case, the replies were prompt and encouraging. The exception 
was the prime minister’s office, which took over three months to even 
acknowledge receiving my letter. But that’s all it did, no further action was 
offered. 
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The others, however, were much more proactive in their replies. The 
correspondence with them continues. And I needed to write again about the 
issues we faced, the solutions we decided on, the totality of our ignorance, 
the massive mistakes we made, all of which ended with an avoidable death.

I believe something positive will come of it.

Let me set the scene a little. 

Helen loved her husband. They met when she was flatting on her own with 
her two children. She got by on very little income supplemented by us, 
‘the Bank of Mum and Dad’. Nothing was new or flash in her flat, a lot was 
secondhand, and all of it was functional. She had work and she had friends. 
She was happy and comfortable. 

When he moved in things gradually changed. Out went the old furniture, in 
came his new. Her old car went, she could use one of his. He had money and 
he made things possible. He let us know early on that he was a millionaire 
and that we were not in his league.

It was only at the end we found out that he owned very little himself – one of 
his companies owned everything, right down to the furniture. All that Helen 
had were her clothes. 

I never really got to know him as a person; no one did. He kept his life in 
boxes and no two lids were open at the same time. It was all smoke and 
mirrors, with him being in control. Holding a conversation with him was 
always a brief experience. Reasoning was a futile exercise as he would 
shift his opinion to suit his argument. Changing tack mid-discussion was 
quite normal if he found himself losing ground. He seemed to have no 
compunction about changing his story just as long as he won.

In my opinion he became more blatant as time went by, culminating at his 
trial. While he was being questioned on the stand he gave two conflicting 
accounts of his actions. There were such obvious differences that in the 
courtroom heads turned and people whispered to each other.

This was the person that my wife Helen and I thought we could reason with.

We were wrong.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Events, Our Solutions, Our Mistakes

Not only was Helen good with horses, she was very good with 
people. Her outlook on life was always positive and cheerful. If 
there was a difficult, menial, boring or downright rubbishy job to 

be done, then we all wanted to do it with Helen. She would bring fun to it 
so there’d be shared laughter and, always sooner than expected, the job 
would be finished. She could make you smile and people were attracted to 
her because of that. She was always the first to help a friend in need and at 
getting them back on their feet after they’d been knocked back by one of 
life’s setbacks.

Hers was almost the opposite style of personality to his. He had no personal 
friends. Yes, there were business aquaintances who would have a drink with 
him, but he didn’t have a mate to have a beer with. When they were together, 
people would happily talk with her, but merely acknowledge him. That 
caused problems and he began to question why she needed to visit anyone. 
‘Not our problem.’ ‘Nothing to do with us.’ ‘Keep out of their business.’ ‘Their 
problem, they can sort it.’ ‘Don’t go there, I don’t want their flu here.’ ‘She’s 
got a broken arm, so what? She’s not the first or last to have a broken arm. 
She’ll have to get used to it.’ And so on, and so on. Petty reasons for why she 
should stay home.
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As time went on the statements became more pointed. ‘You don’t need 
people like her in your life.’ ‘Their children are a bad influence.’ ‘She drinks 
too much, she’s just a lush.’ ‘I don’t trust him.’

When she told him that she intended to go anyway, it then became personal. 
‘I want you to do this …’ ‘I need this done now, you haven’t time.’ ‘I can see 
no advantage in that.’ ‘I don’t want to be associated with them.’

’When it came to invitations to engagement parties, weddings or anniversary 
celebrations of her friends, then the bargaining arose. ‘If you don’t go to 
xyz, we can do such and such.’ ‘It’s the same day that we can take the girls 
to the zoo.’ ‘We have races, we won’t be back in time. ’When she did go 
he would sulk before she went and sulk for a day or two after. He could be 
argumentative for a week and snap into a temper if anyone she’d visited or 
gone out with should turn up at the house for a chat with Helen and happen 
to mention what a great night out they had had.

These displays of temper slowly put an end to Helen’s friends coming to their 
house.

As a family we talked about his attitude and put it down to his anti-social 
nature. He was never a good mixer in a social setting, however he could be 
the complete opposite – very hospitable when he was going to make a dollar 
out of being sociable. A great host when he had something to gain, but he 
soon cut you out when the advantage to him ended. His pet phrase was 
‘There are no friends in business.’ We accepted that this was who he was and 
we were prepared to work around it. If he was going to act like a rich snob at 
times, so be it. It wasn’t the end of the world.

A solution of sorts arose when their girls developed an interest in horses 
so that Pony Club became a natural avenue of interest for them. As with 
everything else, Helen got stuck into it and was soon on the committee 
where she took on all sorts of responsibilities that took her out of the house. 

These Pony Club and related meetings became her opportunity to socialise 
with many of the people that she wanted to see. 

But he never made it easy. He would demand to have dinner at a time that 
meant it would be impossible for Helen to get to a meeting on time. And of 
course when she got home later than he wanted, because he’d held her up 
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in the first place, it was never his fault. But everyone knew he was like this, and 
just accepted it as part of his anti-social behaviour.

But even though he made it difficult, we felt that we had solved the problem 
of her being able to socialise with friends and we imagined that life could 
carry on as normal.

We were wrong.

We failed to recognise that his actions in isolating her from friends and family, 
his jealousy of her friendships and his pathetic bouts of sulking or arguing 
when she did go out are among the danger signs of a violent relationship.

Instead of working around his behaviour, we should have seen it as a warning 
sign and sought advice on how best to handle it. Our mistake was to go 
around the problem instead of confronting it.

The result was that we left him with the foundation of his abuse intact, 
allowing him to build on it. Unknowingly, we had not achieved a single thing 
in making Helen’s life safer or in directing their relationship more towards 
equality.

We had sidestepped an issue, allowing him to increase his control of her. In 
hindsight I see that we had actually stepped back, but at the time we just 
didn’t see it that way. He took the initiative and held on to his advantage.

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

First and foremost talk with a friend you can trust, one that you know 
will be there at any time in an emergency. Talk over everything that has 
happened so that the situation is fully understood by the other person. 
Then ask for help from agencies that work in this field (see list on page 
50).  
Contact Women’s Refuge, 0800 733 843; a 24-hour number, so you can 
call at your convenience. The operators are skilled at handling calls and 
judging situations like yours. Take their advice, follow their instructions 
and never assume that nothing more will happen to you. At this point 
your friend needs to be kept in the loop, so make sure you share with 
them – and that they understand – any advice you may receive.
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CHAPTER THREE
Keeping Tabs

It was quite usual for me to be out on the farm with Helen, feeding out and 
checking the horses. We had good times together, with one of us driving 
the quad bike (usually me), and the other on the trailer pulling off handfuls 

of haylage as we rode around the paddock, the horses following to feed on 
the freshest offerings. As our loop around the paddock was completed, the 
horses could be seen in a nicely spaced line along the route we had taken. 
We would usually stop and watch their peaceful munching for a minute 
before going to the next paddock, which gave Helen the chance to look at 
each horse to see if there was anything amiss. If she spotted anything, we 
would then wander over to check the horse out. No lead ropes needed as I 
would rub its ears and talk to it while Helen would lift a foot, rub down a leg 
or inspect what had caught her eye. No rushing about, no hassling the horse, 
no need for speed; just calm and reassuring moves to correct any problem. 
Peace and proficiency in a placid paddock. Job done.

But the peace never lasted. More than once while we were out, Helen’s 
cellphone would belt out Tina Turner, or the latest song she had downloaded 
as her ring tone, and we would both stop and look at each other. She would 
shrug. Not much doubt about who was messaging, nor any doubt about 
what the message said: ‘Where are you?’ ‘What are you doing?’ ‘Have you 
fed Maggie’s paddock yet?’ ‘How long are you going to be?’ ‘Who is with you?’
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He knew we were feeding out. He knew how long it took. He knew we would 
be in contact if something was amiss with a horse. But already knowing was 
not the point. It was about reminding Helen that she had to account for 
her time when he wasn’t with her. The point was not that he knew we were 
feeding out, but for her having to account to him exactly which paddock 
we were feeding out in, and thus how long before we would be back at the 
house. It was about him keeping tabs on where she was and controlling 
her time-keeping for no purpose other than showing he could. His second 
message of the day was often answered less politely, for example, when he 
asked ‘Where are you now?’ Her reply would be along the lines of ‘On the 
fucking moon with Maggie’. 

And to ‘What are you doing now?’ ‘Wondering what race you are watching 
on Trackside’. 

Or ‘What’s keeping you?’ ‘Having a cuppa with Mum’. 

Inevitably he would respond ‘I need you here’. On getting back to the house, 
of course, she would find that the need for her to return no longer mattered, 
and that details of the need would never be revealed.

All that mattered was that she was back in the house and ready to take on the 
next chore for him while Trackside played on … 

It was the same when Helen was at a Pony Club meeting. ‘How long are you 
going to be?’ ‘Where are you?’ etc. Others at the meeting would have to 
confirm that she was indeed at the meeting. He wanted proof of where she 
was. But there was never any thought on her part of turning her phone off; 
for him not to get an answer would anger him and, as a result, his temper 
would flare. He would shout at her when she arrived home that she had been 
irresponsible not to maintain contact when he wanted it. What if something 
had happened to the children?

Those at the meeting knew what he was like and accepted this behaviour as 
part of the price of socialising with Helen.

They also knew about how he would shout at her as soon as she got home 
and a couple of them decided to go home with her on a regular basis after 
a meeting. The plan was to have a drink and talk about the meeting before 
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heading off to their own homes. They never stayed long, often just long 
enough to verify that Helen had been with them that evening.

Everyone played a part in backing up where Helen was at any time of day or 
night. We all knew about the way he kept tabs on where she was and who 
she was with. We thought him to be a lonely figure, unsure of how to take 
care of the kids in the evenings, hence his need to be constantly checking on 
her and how long she would be.

We were wrong.

We failed to recognise that wanting to know where she was, who she 
was with and what she was doing is one of the warning signs of a violent 
relationship.

The mistake we made was that we let his control of her time and her 
whereabouts continue. We should have sought advice on how to eliminate 
the problem, rather than working around it.

It was another string in his bow for him to control her. 

We added to his power over Helen and therefore weakened her position.

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

Tell everything to your friend. Ask an agency for advice (see page 50). 
Make an escape plan. Your continued love for your partner may not be 
enough to keep you safe.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Monitoring Calls Can Be a Sign of Danger

He made a comment once that had Helen puzzled. How did he 
know so quickly that one of her friends had had a fall on her farm 
and broken her arm? It annoyed her that he suddenly had a late 

appointment and wanted dinner when he got back, coincidentally naming 
the time that she had planned to visit her friend. 

Surely, she thought, he wouldn’t have read her text messages? 

She carried on regardless and didn’t change her routine of leaving her mobile 
on the bench while she mixed the horses’ feeds and took them out to the 
paddocks or stables. Nor did she stop leaving it on the window sill while she 
cooked or washed dishes. One day, towards the end, while she was still out of 
the room, she heard her phone beep. When she later checked her messages 
she saw that the message – about a Pony Club meeting – had already been 
read. No one else could have read it other than him as he had been the only 
one in the room. But, being Helen, she asked him if he had answered it as 
well. Bored, as though he had every right to read her texts, he responded by 
asking her what did he know about Pony Club? She left it at that, she didn’t 
need his temper again that night.

But she did develop the habit of deleting her texts after she’d read them and 
not making her mobile so easily accessible.

It came out at his trial that he always read her messages at night once she 
was asleep.
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He was also in the habit of reading every line of every account to see what, 
if any, payment could be avoided, which included every entry on the phone 
account. It was this habit that led to his biggest tantrum after which he hit  
her severely.

I want to look at this more closely in order to explain each step as it arose.

STEP 1 

Helen was the district commisioner for the Pony Club, a position that held 
responsibilities outside the local club. One of the roles she took on was 
helping to organise the very successful Timberlands Two Day Event held 
each year in Tokoroa. This included course setting, jumps and judging for 
dressage, show jumping and cross-country. It also required a number of 
phone calls to be made, including to the person responsible for judging and 
course design, who for the purpose of this exercise, I will call Henry. Henry 
was good at his job and respected for his work and coaching with various 
Pony Clubs. By necessity, there were many phone calls between Henry and 
Helen, along with a few meetings.

STEP 2 

Helen took a couple of her husband’s horses in his truck to a race meeting 
in Taranaki. She went alone as he had business to attend to, but because he 
had arranged with a Hamilton trainer for Helen to transport the trainer’s horse 
in their truck, she had to come back via Hamilton in order to drop that horse 
off. Everything went as planned until part way through her return journey 
when a storm broke while she was still in the hills, miles from anywhere. The 
horses became unsettled but with Te Kuiti only an hour away, she aimed to 
stop there. It was a nightmare drive – branches were strewn across the road 
and the wind was far from finished. There was no other traffic on the road and 
when, after two hours, she eventually came to a police block from the wrong 
side, she realised why. The road had been closed behind her so that the 
police were unaware that she was still coming through. 

The police cleared her through to Te Kuiti, after which the wind abated but 
there was still heavy rain from there on.

Helen was shattered. The ferociousness of the storm while driving alone 
through that deserted hill country had frightened her. Calling us on her 
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mobile when reception allowed kept her going. I knew she was stressed; 
it didn’t help when the hilly landscape blocked reception and I ended up 
talking to a dead phone. She also called home twice, at which point she was 
told to hurry up, she shouldn’t have left so late, she had brought it on herself, 
etc. The other person she called was Henry, to talk about the upcoming 
Timberlands event – to talk about anything other than what she was driving 
through. She had lost all track of time and told me the next day that she had 
no idea that it was 1am when she called to say the weather had eased, the 
driving was good and that she would be home soon.

STEP 3 

A couple of weeks later the phone bill arrived and he inspected it as usual. 
On seeing the charges for the night of Helen’s horrendous drive for two  
calls home to him and several to me and Henry, his logic at that point took  
a nose dive. 

Highlighting the calls to Henry and the time that they were made, he asked 
himself why a woman would ring a man at that time of night. He believed that 
the only reason is because the woman must be having an affair with that man. 
And because that particular man, being Henry, was rumoured to have had an 
affair with a woman in town, therefore he must now be having an affair with 
Helen. Never mind what actually happened that night in terms of the storm 
and the reason for her calls, his opinion was paramount and he was always 
right. Helen was having an affair with Henry. The proof was in the phone 
account. He would not be dissuaded and he created a scene.

Let’s stop the events just here for the time being and look at what has 
happened.

We know that he was checking up on Helen behind her back. We know 
that he checked her mobile and read her messages. And we know that he 
followed who she called by tracking through the phone account. It never 
worried Helen that he checked the phone account. Why would it? She had 
a clear conscience. However, it annoyed her that he had read texts on her 
phone without her knowledge, but she got around that by deleting them 
after she’d read them so there was nothing for him to read.

She even joked with me about how pathetic he was being about what was on 
her phone, and we all carried on regardless.
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We were wrong to do so.

Monitoring calls, texts and emails is one of the signs of control and abuse.

Think about it for a moment. Checking on her whereabouts and reading 
her text messages were spontaneous reactions by him to things that Helen 
had indicated she wanted to do. No prior thought was needed, no prior 
planning by him to do what he did. He simply reacted the way he did. 

But by waiting to gain unnoticed access to Helen’s mobile, that was 
something different. It was only at his trial that he admitted to waiting until 
Helen was asleep and then taking her phone to the bathroom where he 
would read all her messages in secret. This involved having to watch her to 
see where she had left her phone: was it on her bedside table? Left in her 
pocket? On the dressing table? 

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

If it happens to you, do not treat it as ‘pathetic behaviour’. It can 
actually be a sign of impending violence. 

Checking up on you and checking your phone is behaviour that is 
sneaky, premeditated and dangerous. There is no excuse for it and if 
it is happening in your relationship, then you must examine the quality 
of your relationship at this point. Leaving has to be considered as a 
possible next move. You and a trusted friend should have an escape 
plan in place and you must initiate a full and frank conversation with 
your partner. It is unacceptable for any monitoring of any sort – whether 
on texts, phone calls, accounts or kilometres driven – to continue. 

Guidance and advice from Women’s Refuge or any other agency must 
be sought for your own safety (see page 50).

It is much more than bad manners or poor behaviour. It comes with 
loud alarm bells.
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CHAPTER FIVE
An Easy Target

Helen came to me one day and said, ‘He hit me, Dad.’ 

I didn’t hear her next few words as I was trying to comprehend how 
any man could hit any woman. She told me that he had hit her with 

the rake handle as he was walking past the stable while she was mucking it 
out. He had said that she wasn’t doing it well enough, even though he had 
earlier walked past it and had not commented that it needed attention. But 
now, suddenly, Helen wasn’t doing a job to his satisfaction. She and I were 
both confused over this so I went to have a word with him. He was agitated, 
but as I was to discover it was not about hitting Helen and me turning up for 
an explanation. It turned out that a business deal had fallen over at the last 
minute and he was frustrated over the loss of time and related costs. There 
was no way he could take his frustration out on the business partner as there 
were other investments involved, so he vented his anger at a target that 
would, in his opinion, carry no consequences.

He hit Helen because she was an easy target; he could control her and my 
reaction was of no consequence in his world.

‘Why hit her?’ I asked. ‘What right do you think you have to go hitting 
a woman? She is your wife. How can you believe that what you did is 
permissible under any circumstances?’ 
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He was silent. He stood and looked at the wall opposite as though I was 
not there. After a long pause I asked him to answer me and give me an 
explanation. 

He stood there like a petulant child by the lolly stand in the grocery shop, 
not moving until the frustated parent gives in and buys him his lollies. I asked 
again for an explanation. Still silence. I moved to stand in his line of sight and 
looked him in the eye and asked again. Silence from him. 

Then, as though a switch had been turned on, he walked to the door, saying 
he would sort it out with Helen, before disappearing to another room. 

‘You might as well go, Dad,’ Helen said. ‘He is just going to sulk now.’ Then 
with her sudden smile, she added, ‘Hopefully for a couple of days and we can 
have some peace! No worries now.’ 

We spoke for a while about what he might do next. It seemed it would be 
nothing. But he did sulk for a couple of days, then carried on as though 
nothing had happened. Behaving as if the previous few days had not 
happened. Everything appeared to be back to normal, so we just carried on 
as well. Incident gone and forgotten. Move on.

It was weeks later that Helen told me that he had shoved her against the wall 
of the barn as he went past. For no reason so that it was unexpected. He 
didn’t stop to say anything, just sneered and moved on. She was bewildered 
and couldn’t understand how he could treat her that way if he truly loved her. 
She didn’t want me to tackle him again over his behaviour as by the time she 
told me, he was back to behaving rationally. 

I thought about doing it anyway, but in the end I decided that she was 
probably right. She was the one on the spot, and so she was the best judge 
of what to do.

We were wrong.

Physically harming her was an obvious act of violence and should never have 
been taken as a one-off event. If it happens, then it will undoubtedly happen 
again. In Helen’s case, it did happen – and probably more often than she told 
me about.
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We let his denial of intent, his sulking silence and lack of acceptance of 
responsibility cloud our judgement in resolving this issue. He didn’t do it 
again in any obvious way, and so I was lulled into a false sense of security.

We should have sought advice and asked for help at this point, but we let it 
slide by.

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

If you have been hit or pushed around, then the point has come when 
you must seriously doubt the viability of your relationship.

It is no longer safe to say you love him and he will change. It is no 
longer believable to accept him saying to you that he loves you and 
that it will never happen again.

You need a safety plan now. You need to listen to what Women’s 
Refuge or any other agency that you have gone to for help tells you. 
Your trusted friend needs to know how your safety plan works and how 
to act in an emergency. If you and your partner are to have a future 
together, then you need to seek help and guidance together.

 If he tells you that it is you who needs help, that it was your fault, then 
he is very clearly exempting himself from blame, and your future with 
him is likely to be very shaky indeed.



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E

38



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E 

39

CHAPTER SIX
The Fear Grows

Having hit her and pushed her around, he now had the power to 
control what she did without the need for further physical violence.

The fear of it was in her head , he didn’t need to use it again. A 
comment, a certain look, a shout at her were enough to trigger submission, 
for her to back down.

The mental violence was there all the time, while the bruises faded away.

Most of the time a flare of temper from him was enough to quieten the 
household into submission, ensuring that he was in total control again.

He did it to me once at their place. It was mid afternoon on a stinking hot 
Christmas Day.

Every door and window was open in an effort to create a breeze through the 
house and keep it cool. Several families had turned up for Christmas drinks, 
and the kids were playing outside. 

What was obvious to me was that not a single family group had turned up at 
his invitation; they were all there for Helen. 

From somewhere some water pistols appeared and the battle was on. This 
was too much fun for me, so I joined in. There were screams and laughter 
as the kids chased each other and dodged among the adults in an attempt 
not to get squirted, but full of intent to wet someone else. I took a shot at 
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one of them as they raced past, but missed. The water splashed through an 
open door and onto the dining room floor. As I ran off after the escaping 
child he came after me, red in the face and shouting for all the street to hear. 
Apoplectic, he stood inches from my face, screaming at me that I would not 
do that in my house so what fucking right did I have to do it at his?

I was stunned, and so was everyone else. I didn’t give an inch as I told him 
quietly that he was wrong. I would absolutely do it at my house. I told him I 
would not even be bothered if some water landed on my carpet, let alone 
on his polyvarnished floor. I pointed out that just one wipe with a rag would 
dry it, but he would have to be quick because as it was such a hot day it had 
probably already evaporated. Then I asked him why he had a problem with 
children playing noisily and having fun on Christmas Day. 

I spoke quietly and slowly to calm him down and to ease any embarrassment 
that he had caused, but to no avail. He remained puce in the face, then 
turned and stormed off to make a scene about the mess I had made on his 
floor. But someone had already wiped the floor dry before he got there and 
all he could see were some embarrassed people standing about, not sure 
how to treat him.

So he told Helen he was tired of ‘irresponsible people who had no respect for 
his property’ and proceeded to make himself a cup of tea, ignoring everyone. 

‘That’s Christmas over,’ someone commented before they gathered up their 
things and left. Within 15 minutes we had all departed. But the day continued 
for him like any other day: there were horses to feed and dinner still to come, 
after which he sat and watched TV.

We all knew what he was like so we were careful not to make it worse for 
Helen.

He used his temper to quell any argument, to get what he wanted. If Helen 
was home later than expected, he would throw a paddy and as often as not 
tell her to get out. ‘The marriage is over,’ he would shout. ‘Take your clothes 
and go. You came with nothing, you can go with nothing. You brought 
nothing to this marriage, you mean nothing.’

‘Why does he treat me like this?’ she would ask me. I would go over to their 
place to talk with him, by which time his bad mood would be over. 
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‘She can come back. She knows how to behave. She can put those back,’ and 
he would indicate her clothes that he had thrown on the floor.

The whole episode would be over in a couple of hours.

We all moved on. So much hot air. We came to expect nothing else.

We were wrong.

All threats should be taken seriously, even if no physical violence has 
occurred. It can no longer be assumed that physical violence is not just 
seconds away. The mental abuse inflicted in this way can be more damaging 
and permanent than physical abuse.

We should have taken him to task over his use of threats and his horrendous 
temper. A temper that he could turn off as quickly as it began.

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

This sort of treatment holds no love, and you need to recognise that. 
No amount of you saying that you love him will transfer any of that love 
back to you. Hearing him say, ‘Sorry babe, I love you,’ absolutely does 
not mean that he is sorry and he loves you. It means ‘My life is easier 
if you are here to clean, cook, and work for me. But don’t be stupid 
enough to expect anything in return.’

By now you should be actioning your escape plan.

If you can’t get acknowledgement from him that he has behavioural 
problems and needs guidance to change his behaviour, then safely 
walking out the door is your best option.

Don’t stay for the children. Take them with you and leave.

That sort of reasoning helps neither them nor you.





F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E 

43

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Violence Increases

It was very late at night and his shouting woke the children.

Helen kept telling him that he was wrong. That the phone calls to Henry 
had only ever been about the Timberlands event and nothing else.

He totally lost his temper and viciously attacked her, hitting her and strangling 
her. Then he threw her out of the house calling her ‘lying trash’.

She came to our place, bleeding from her nose, ear and cheek. She could 
only talk in a rasping whisper. We tidied her up and I went over to confront 
him.

It was now around midnight. I was not sure what I would be walking into, but I 
was certainly not expecting what I found.

There he was, talking on the phone quite calmly, seemingly in a discussion 
that had no relation to his violent behaviour 15 minutes earlier. His manner 
and expression held no more intensity than when holding a casual 
conversation.

I was dumbfounded. How could anyone change tempers so fast? How could 
you go from the furious frenzy of beating your wife senseless in a mad rage 
one moment to talking calmly so soon afterwards?

It threw me. What was I dealing with here?

I walked into the room and he carried on his conversation as though I wasn’t 
there.
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I listened to what he was saying. How could a midnight phone conversation 
be more important than telling me what had just happened?

It was soon clear that he had phoned someone to account for his actions in 
throwing Helen from his house. That he had proof she was having an affair 
with Henry. That no man would tolerate his wife having an affair, and that 
Helen now understood matters and had faced the consequences. 

He carried on explaining that he did what he had a right to do. It became 
clear that it was a woman he was talking to, and one that he accused of being 
among the many that Henry had bedded. Finally he hung up, annoyed. 
Clearly whoever it was at the other end of the phone had told him he was 
wrong, and he didn’t like hearing it.

He then turned on me before I could open my mouth.

‘What right do you have to walk into my house without knocking and waiting 
to be invited in?’

He told me I was arrogant and stupid. Didn’t I know what the time was? 
Ignorance and stupidity clearly ran in my family.

When he stopped for breath, I asked him why he had hit my daughter, told 
him that no man had any right to hit any woman.

He started with a tirade about the proof of her affair was in the phone 
account and ended much later by telling me that he was the head of his 
house and those in it would obey him without question and with loyalty. 
Helen had crossed him on both counts and was no longer welcome back.

I agreed that she would not be back. That I would be taking her to a doctor 
to repair the damage and that I would ensure the doctor wrote a report 
about the incident. I told him that I would be going with Helen in the 
morning to lay a complaint with the police, and that I intended to supply the 
police with a copy of the doctor’s report. I added that I was in no doubt he 
would be getting a visit from the police charging him with serious assault.

I turned and walked out the door, not bothering to listen any more to his 
pathetic threats.
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We did it totally wrong.

• I should have dialled 111 as soon as Helen appeared at our door.

• I should have let the police handle everything from that point on.

• I should have used the emergency services available at that hour to take 
care of Helen.

• I should have followed my instincts that she needed to end the marriage 
there and then.

• I should not have told him that night what I was going to do.

• I should not have given him the time to plan his defence and persuade 
Helen to stop me.

• I should not have listened to her arguments the next day that she wanted 
to give him one more chance.

• I should not have let her be persuaded by him that he was sorry and they 
could sort it out without the police poking their nose into their private 
business.

• I should not have let her leave our home the next morning to go back to 
him.

I figured that at age 40, she knew what was best for her own life. I should 
not have accepted her argument that she could keep the girls safer by living 
under his roof than away from him; that she was safer staying with him and 
knowing what he was doing and the mood he was in, than not knowing; that 
she was more afraid of what he would do to her and the girls if she left, rather 
than what he would do if she stayed.

My pleas for her to leave him fell on deaf ears.
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Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

How many times have those excuses for staying been heard by women’s 
refuges and the police? 

If you have been treated like this, then don’t make our mistakes.

Get out. Stay safe.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Leaving a Violent Family Relationship

Although Helen had gone back to him after that beating, it was never 
going to work.

She lived as though every step she took would be enough to shatter 
the fragile sheet of ice on which she walked. She measured every move she 
made so there was the least likelihood of ruffling his world. Walking on egg 
shells would have been a much easier task to achieve.

It took just a glance from him to control her. Just a stare at her eldest 
daughter for Helen to be reminded that she was not the only one in danger. 
Just a simple movement from him yanked at every nerve end she had – and 
he played on it.

The moment that Helen told him that she had stopped me going to the 
police he knew he had won again. There was nothing left for me to do 
without making Helen’s life worse.

I continued to plead with her to leave him. Her friends told her to leave.

But she kept making those tired and sad excuses over and over.

‘Please don’t say it again, Dad,’ she said to me one day, ‘I can’t handle it.’ 
That stopped me short. She never called me Dad unless things were really 
serious, when she was at the end of her tether. She always called me Fred, 
and had done for so long that people thought it was my name. It is some 
comfort to me that I am still called Fred by many that knew her.
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So I dropped the matter, and we carried on working together with the horses 
whenever she wanted – which was most days.

One afternoon as I got home from work, I stopped at our gate to collect the 
mail from the box. Helen arrived at the same time and came over to me.

There was that old smile on her face, a brightness in her eye that I had missed 
for too long, and a lightness in her step that told me more than the words she 
spoke next.

‘I’m leaving him, Fred. I’m going to tell him tomorrow night. ’I began to 
weep. My daughter was going to be safe at last.

‘I’m moving out next weekend. I’ve got a place and it will give us a week to 
get it all sorted and settled. ’We were overjoyed! Dancing on tabletops was a 
distinct possibility. Our faces ached from smiling.

He came over the next day to tell us of the separation and how he wanted to 
help her by paying the bond on her flat. He told us he thought Helen should 
have counselling to help her sort herself out. He spoke of looking to the 
future when she was herself again and they could live together once more.

The news travelled fast. The town was abuzz with excitement for Helen and a 
new life. Her friends rallied round and supplied everything she might need in 
her new home.

No one was in any doubt that he would not let her have a thing from his 
house. After 13 years of marriage, everything was still his. Nothing was ever 
‘theirs’. Only her clothes belonged to her. But none of that mattered. She was 
getting out and we all celebrated. I can’t think of a time when our adult family 
was so happy.

Four days later Helen was dead.

How very wrong we had got it.

He decided who left the marriage and when.

He spent the three days planning her death, and he carried it out with 
precision timing. 

How had we got it all so terribly wrong?

Because we didn’t know any better.
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Because we were like so many others who have lost their children this way, 
we knew nothing about family violence. We didn’t intervene in our child’s life 
because we did not recognise the warning signs indicating where there was 
control and abuse in a relationship.

We had no idea of what an escape plan is, and what safe interventions are.

It never occurred to us that his behaviour represented a controlling and 
dangerous mind. 

We never saw that by finding ways to step around his behaviour only added 
to his power over Helen. 

We never thought that by moving away from a situation that to us was of little 
importance could be adding to his strength in his sick mind.

We never for one moment thought that we were in a position where we 
needed to be asking for help, where we didn’t know what we were doing.

We never had any understanding that what we did to make Helen’s life more 
bearable was in fact the opposite of what we should have done.

Quite literally, all we did was wrong.

I had feet of clay and a closed mind. 

I did not understand just just how lethal was his hold over Helen’s life, how 
easily the scales would tip the wrong way.

The tragedy is that I am not alone.

The week of separation is the most dangerous time for a woman. She is four 
times more likely to be murdered that week than at any other time during a 
violent relationship.
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Every parent who has lost a child as we have tells a similar story. Each of our 
tales has variations, but the outcome and our ignorance of the danger is all 
the same.

Like many, I now work to raise the awareness of family violence.

Has This Happened to You or Someone You Know?

Have the courage and intelligence to ask for help from one of the  
following agencies.

If you are in danger dial 111. Don’t hesitate! 
The police would much sooner go to a call and help sort out a serious 
dispute than to sort out a murder scene.

Women’s Refuge. 0800 REFUGE (0800 733 843)
Other than the police, this is the only 24-hour year-round crisis line. 
Further information can be found on www.womensrefuge.org.nz

Are you OK? Tel: 0800 456 450
It’s OK to ask for help. Visit their website www.areyouok.org.nz for a 
wealth of information on those who can help.

If children are involved, ring Child, Youth and Family 0508 326 459 
or Shine. (Safer Homes in New Zealand Every Day)  
0508 744 633

Contact the Salvation Army, your doctor, your religious leader, 
anyone that you feel safe with in asking for help.
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Women’s Refuge lists 10 danger signs of a violent relationship. Any one of 
these signs should have you seeking advice. We can tick off seven of them 
(see following list), but in our ignorance we did nothing about asking for 
advice. 

Helen is dead for want of us lifting a phone and asking a question.

 1 He wants to know where she is, what she is doing and who she is with.

 2 He monitors her calls, texts and emails, checks receipts and car mileage.

 3 He controls her life and her choices even if no physical violence has taken  
  place.

 4 He isolates her from her family and friends and/or displays jealous and  
  possessive behaviour.

 5 He forces her to have sex, watch porn, or do things she doesn’t want to do.

 6 He threatens or physically harms her, the children or other family members.

 7 He has harmed animals as part of the abuse in the relationship.

 8 He has used a weapon, such as a knife or firearm, to hurt or threaten her.

 9 He has threatened to kill her, the children or himself if she leaves.

 10 He has tried to strangle her (this includes any kind of hold to the throat).

Don’t forget that the most dangerous time for a woman’s safety is when she 
is thinking about or preparing to leave the relationship or at a time when he 
realises she is not going to return.

If in danger ring 111 for information and assistance 24/7, or ring 0800 
refuge (0800 733 843) for Women’s Refuge.
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PART TWO
Children have never been very good at  
listening to their elders, but they have  

never failed to imitate them.
 

JAMES BALDWIN
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CHAPTER NINE
The Aftermath

Part One was about our family’s experience. But it could have been  
 anyone’s. However, much of the next few chapters is based on the 
experiences of others who have told me what they have lived through. 

It would be naïve not to acknowledge that both men and women can be 
abuse victims, and that children are not exempt. 

So I hope you will have an open mind when you read what follows. Abuse has 
no barriers. 

None at all.

I have written this part of the book based on a series of topics or subject 
categories that I use when I give talks as part of my work as an ambassador 
for the White Ribbon campaign, which is a New Zealand offshoot of the 
global movement of men and boys working to end male violence against 
women and girls (see page 101 for more information). Some of the stories 
also come from the victims themselves who want others to know what 
happened to them. 

It’s important that the reader understands that there is no order of 
importance, no judgement on what matters more than any other in the 
following stories. It is up to each reader to develop their own opinion.

Each of them has been the subject of group discussions many times during 
my travels. I believe they need to be included here because I want them 
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discussed further. Without ongoing discussion, our hopes for a safer country 
are limited.

The violent death of a member of your family is shattering. 

There is no adequate way of describing what it is like to lose one of your 
children as we did.

The best I can do is to ask you to imagine throwing a big rock into the middle 
of a completely calm pond. The surface of the water is so smooth that it 
mirrors the opposite banks.

The rock splashes in and a plume of water bursts up from the impact like a 
fountain. A violent and sudden source of action, yet still surrounded with calm 
water.

The death has occurred.
The plume of water drops back down into the pond and a wave is formed, a 
wave that chases the one that started with the rock hitting the surface. 

Perfectly formed rings of water racing away from the impact as though to 
escape the violence.

The victim’s family become victims themselves.
The disturbance in the centre continues with diminishing force, while more 
circles form and drift out. Not as strong, not as big, but still moving away at 
the same speed.

Less of the pool remains calm.

More people are touched.
Close friends are the nearest to the centre where the waves are bigger and 
have more force. There is no mistaking the impact. 

The waves keep moving at the same speed, searching for the edge of the 
pond where their force will be spent.

The ever-increasing size of each circle gathers in more people. 
Nothing can stop those shock waves. Once started, there can only be one 
result. The entire pool has lost its calmness; all serenity has gone. The mirror 
has been shattered.
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No one is left untouched.
In places, the bank is steep and hard. The wave may be weak but it still 
bounces off the hard bank and a wave begins the reverse journey back to the 
centre and crossing through waves still travelling out. 

Ripples clash. Forces are slowly spent.

It takes a very long time for the pond to reclaim its calm appearance.

It takes even longer for the drama caused to all the people to unfold.

The murderer, like the sinking rock, is quickly lost from sight at the scene 
of that fatal impact. Their role is over. Their objective achieved. They are 
untouched by the surface waves, or by the ones from the bottom of the 
pond. It is of no consequence to them what is happening on the pond’s 
surface.

But so many people are touched by those waves, yet so many of them are 
not members of the victim’s family. Each one must learn to deal with the loss 
in their own way. 

Some not as well as others. 

Here is the story of one of them.

A GIRL JUST NINE YEARS OLD
Like all the others in her class at school, she is innocent of any knowledge 
about violent events such as a woman, a mother, being murdered by her 
husband. Such a thing holds no reality for her. Why should it when it hasn’t 
happened in their world? They know about mums and dads no longer 
living together, that’s already happened to her. She now lives with her 
mum and doesn’t see her dad all that often.

Then she and her classmates learn that a mum in their area is dead. The 
mum of a girl that goes to their school. And that it was the dad that killed 
the mum.

This news disturbs them all much like the ripples near the edge of the 
pond.

But there’s more to come for that nine-year-old girl. To carry on the pond 
analogy, she was near that hard bank and got hit by a wave from behind 
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as it headed back into the centre of the pond. As the ripples splashed 
against each other she was in the middle of it, and lost direction.

You see, she played with the girl whose mum was murdered, and she 
knew the girl’s mum. She wasn’t sure who the girl’s dad was, but he 
couldn’t be a nice man.

Her own dad wasn’t nice to leave her and mum alone. What would 
happen if her dad turned out to be like her friend’s dad and came back 
one night and killed her mum? What would become of her then?

Her mother’s comforting words that night telling her that her dad was not 
that sort of person only helped a little bit.

Like a nasty shadow her fear of losing her mum grew stronger. She 
couldn’t shake it off and the tears fell on a regular basis.

Although she tried to hide her fear from everyone, those sneaky tears 
were sometimes hard to hide. 

Her mum did her best and after a while she felt that her daughter was 
getting better.

Then one night there was a terrible scream from the girl’s bedroom, 
followed by utter silence.

Rushing to her daughter’s bedroom, her mother slammed the light on 
before grabbing her daughter into her arms to calm her.

For a long time after that night she believed that she had lost her child so 
that it appeared that the murderer had claimed another victim.

It took months of a skilled doctor’s help to return that girl to her old self.

Such is the destruction caused by a violent death in a family.
It reaches much further than just the immediate family. It reaches out to the 
innocent, to the very edges of the pond. To those you would never suspect of 
being affected.

We need to be far more aware of the circumstances and emotions of those 
around us, and far less critical of those who suffer.

Yet people still wonder why I campaign to stop family violence in this country.
I use that girl’s story when I talk to men’s groups and in prisons and I follow 
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up by asking this; ‘What right has any man to do so much harm? What right 
has any man to think that by killing someone he has got rid of a problem, and 
to hell with the consequences to anyone else? What right has any man to do 
that much damage to a nine-year-old girl?’ I look at the audience in front of 
me and then ask a young man, ‘What if it was your daughter?’ Then I look 
for an older man and ask, ‘What if it was your granddaughter?’ I see them 
thinking.

‘What if it was happening right now, to your family?’ A pause. ‘What use is 
your violence now? How can anyone believe it is acceptable for our little ones 
to suffer so?’

I don’t leave it there. ‘Is that all you want for your children, your tamariki and 
mokopuna?’ I ask. ‘I truly believe not a single one of you wants that kind 
of violence for your children. I believe that when each of you looks at little 
children at their most innocent, you wish them a successful life, to achieve 
much more than you have.’ 

I go on to suggest that if a two-year-old holding a toy plastic telephone 
tottered into the room at that moment and walked up to one of them and 
handed them the receiver, then he would bend down, take the receiver, and 
answer the phone. 

I tell them that I know they would do it in front of a room full of men, without 
a moment’s hesitation. They would do it quite naturally and without thinking, 
ignoring everyone around them. It would make no difference if that two-year-
old was their own child or a complete stranger’s.

But what if the child was a girl or boy of six or seven? How much chance of 
answering the phone then? Probably none. More likely they would wave the 
child away by saying something to send them away, or they’d tell the child 
that they, the grown-up, was too busy for games. They’d also probably make 
some kind of disparaging comment to those around them in order to make 
them laugh and divert attention from the kid and the phone.

Why the change in attitude? It’s because the innocence is gone; too many 
adults think that the seven-year-old has outgrown such simple play actions 
and so their adult participation is not warranted. They can’t see themselves 
playing with a plastic phone back when they were seven, so they don’t 
participate now; for them the game is over.
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But would an older child even bring any of these men a toy phone?

Have the children already learned that male adults won’t play with them? 
Have those adult males lost the ability to be able to play with them? And 
have those children already learned exactly what the reaction is likely to be? 
Or, worse still, are they no longer listening and are now imitating what they 
perceive to be appropriate adult behaviour?

The choice is theirs to make.

What they do next could easily leave the child caught by those ever-
extending ripples on the pond – or not.

At that point I ask the men to believe that they would answer that child’s 
phone and go on to encourage the child in every way possible. If they believe 
in what each child is capable of achieving, then the next step is to help them 
get there. 

If children are allowed to prosper, then they will prosper with them. 

We need to take violence out of these children’s lives. 

That is the role of these men.

I finish by asking them to become the safe man in their children’s lives.

Once, after speaking along these lines in a prison, one of those present came 
to me to say, ‘I heard your words. I understand now.’ 

As it happens he was a master carver and he gave me a taonga with the 
instruction to wear it always, as it would keep me safe. ‘You are a speaker and 
this represents the tongue,’ he added. ‘People need to hear your words. ’The 
reason why he was in prison no longer matters, what is important is what he 
now wants for his family, his wh-anau and his mokopuna, which is for them to 
become great teachers or doctors, instead of repeating the patterns in his life.
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CHAPTER TEN
Paedophilia

‘This is for the kids who know that the worst kind of fear isn’t 
the thing that makes you scream, but the one that steals 
your voice and keeps you silent.’
ABBY NORMAN

It’s sometimes said by those who have suffered from family violence that 
they don’t know how some of the others in their home situation have 
coped. They sometimes consider that others had a worse experience than 

they did, which isn’t necessarily so. 

Personally, I think it comes down to each individual working their way through 
what has happened to them, and then living within the boundaries that the 
violence they experienced has set around them.

When we look at what has happened to others, it’s not uncommon to see 
something that is particular to their circumstances that we have not had to 
deal with ourselves. And we are glad that we did not have to deal with that as 
well; it would have pushed us too hard and possibly over the edge.

It makes us feel that their case is worse than ours. It even gives a sort of 
understanding that we aren’t as badly off as others. If we see that they are 
coping, then we can, too.
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However, many of us haven’t had to deal with what is in my opinion the worst 
kind of abuse and so none of us can imagine how we might react.

Because surely, the vilest abuse of all is against young children. 

Is there anything more buried in the depths of depravity than the sexual 
violation of young children?

It is beyond my comprehension how any adult with life experiences and 
knowledge can inflict such pain and physical damage on a young, innocent 
child.

What link are they missing that allows them to take pleasure in destroying an 
untouched body and crushing an unknowing mind?

And why does this country give so many convicted paedophiles protection 
through name suppression? This allows them to set themselves up with a 
different name in a new community to strike again.

I think we need to follow England’s procedure, which is to immediately name 
the accused. No one is so important that they can hide over there, as Jimmy 
Savile and Rolf Harris have found out, even if their crimes took place a long 
time ago. 

However, in New Zealand, the victims are protected and never publicly 
named.

Our own legal system needs to catch up quickly, and if I had my way it would 
deny child molestors legal aid as well.

But what of those children, and what becomes of them?

Not long after my first book, My Name is Matilda, was published, I received 
a phone call from a woman I had known for a long time who asked me if I 
would write a book for Jackie (not her real name), as she thought I’d told 
Matilda’s story well. This woman wanted me to write Jackie’s story because 
she felt strongly that people should know what had happened to her and so 
many others like her who had been involved, but had received no help. It was 
impossible to say an outright ‘No’ as the caller was a friend, and I also knew 
who she meant by Jackie. ‘That’s a big ask,’ I said. ‘How about I talk with her 
to see if it’s something I can write about, and go from there?’ ‘That’s not good 
enough,’ she responded. ‘If she talks to you, then you must write about it. 
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Don’t you dare do nothing after she has opened up to you; she will feel abused 
all over again.’ No pressure then, I thought, but I agreed to talk with Jackie.

I met with Jackie with just a vague notion of what she might tell me. However, 
what she told me about her hurt and tortured times meant I cried as much 
as she did during the telling. And afterwards I had no idea how I could even 
begin to write about it.

Nor did I expect to hear a very similar story as a result of a letter – with a return 
name and address not known to me – which I received a few weeks later.

Dear David, 

Jackie has told me that you have spoken with her of our time in 
primary school. Here is my story, please put it in your book …

Over the next couple of months more women contacted me to tell me of the 
abuse they had suffered at that school, and how it had affected them ever 
since.

Then a man rang to tell me that he’d heard that I was planning to write about 
what I’d been told. He told me he was afraid of meeting with me because 
he felt sure he’d break down during the telling of his story. He’d tried writing 
about it himself but couldn’t go through with it. He then asked if I would 
listen to him if he told me his story then and there.

For over two hours he talked, he cried, and there were silences.

After he finished he hung up and then it was my turn to cry.

In total seven women and one man told me what happened to them when 
they were children at this particular primary school and how they suffered 
from the same abuser.

I began writing and while the result is in the main Jackie’s story, it represents 
what happened to the others as all their stories were horrendously similar. 
And even though they are all now in their late fifties, they can still recall the 
smallest details as if what they were remembering happened yesterday: the 
smell in his office, the height of the corridor windows, and even the colour of 
the ceiling.

Here, then, is Jackie’s story as an abridged narrative.
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JACKIE’S STORY
She was seven years old. 

Sweet and innocent in every sense of the word. Her world was a loving 
home with mum, dad and an older sister, she had school friends who 
came around to play until they went home at 5pm. It was a simple and 
safe world with nothing demanded of her. She could do her sums and her 
reading was pretty good. There were always books at home and a shelf of 
them in her bedroom on top of which her cat slept. She was a happy and 
friendly child.

She had no trouble reading aloud during reading time in class and she 
felt she was as good as any of the others. 

But she was feeling a little nervous on this day as the headmaster was 
standing at the back of the room, listening. She hesitated over a couple of 
words that she knew perfectly well and was glad to sit back down and let 
someone else read the next page. 

When the headmaster suggested to her teacher that Jacqueline would 
benefit from extra reading lessons, and that she should report to his office 
fifteen minutes before the end of school, she was surprised that he knew 
her name.

His office was big and it had a very big desk in it that came nearly up to 
her chest when she stood beside it. It was positioned beside the corridor 
wall with its frosted windows so that no one could see in or out. The desk 
was so far away from the door it seemed a long walk to get to it. The door 
was a dirty yellow while the walls around it were a pasty green; she didn’t 
like the combination of those colours.

 From his seat at the desk he could look left and see out into the 
playground, or look right and see the head of any adult who was coming 
along the corridor. The vague shape of their bodies through the frosted 
glass were like ghosts.

But no one ever looked in. Everyone knew that you mustn’t look into the 
headmaster’s office. 

On this first day he handed her a reading book and had her stand beside 
him. The frosted glass window was a long way above her head. He leaned 
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back in his chair and told her to stand closer.

It seemed ‘silly close’ to her. 

Mummy had told her there was close, and then there was silly close. This 
was wrong. She knew that, but he was the headmaster and you had to 
obey the headmaster. 

As she read she stumbled over easy words and was made to go back to 
the beginning. ‘You will get it right,’ he coaxed her, but all she wanted was 
for the bell to go to signal the end of the school day.

Finally it rang and she relaxed. He smiled and told her she’d do better 
next time. 

She left quickly, not looking at those she passed in the corridor and 
keeping her head down. 

She didn’t know what to say about her reading lesson, she didn’t know 
how. Had she learned what ‘silly close’ was? She wasn’t sure so she kept it 
to herself. She wouldn’t tell her friends and definitely not her mother.

She was scared of being called for another reading lesson. Two other girls 
had been called in since she had last been to his office. Neither of them 
had hung around after school, and neither had walked home as usual with 
their friends. 

They stayed apart, not wanting to let him see who their friends were. 
Afraid for them that he would choose them next, unaware that they had 
started to distance themselves from those close to them.

They would glance at each other. 

They didn’t need to talk, the looks they exchanged were enough to share 
their fears. 

Silent children in a noisy playground.

Then it was her turn again for reading practice. She walked into his office 
and stood where she knew he wanted her to stand. 

Ready. Facing him. 

She held the book up to her face so she couldn’t see beyond the pages. 
Reading the words aloud. In another space, another time but waiting with 
growing fear. 
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It came. 

She knew it would. She had already learned this was the reason for her to 
be there. 

It brushed her skirt aside, the old hand moving up her leg, finger 
extended, hooking inside her panties and touching her there.

He told her, excitedly, that she was improving, but he didn’t even pause 
when people went past the windows; they could not see her. And if 
anything his finger became more insistent as the footsteps went by. 

It hurt. 

In her mind she called him ‘Hookey’. In her mind, she was no longer there. 
In her mind she was out in the playground.  
In her mind she was screaming …

A BOY’S STORY
It was a fair sort of a competition. The older boys had a natural advantage, 
in that they were generally taller, but credit was always given for effort 
through the ‘fair go’ handicap system run by the Standard Six boys. This 
gave even the shortest boy a chance of gaining the others’ admiration. 

The competition was all about who could pee the highest up the concrete 
wall around the school’s old outdoor toilet, and it was always accompanied 
by calls of encouragement, laughter, and whistles of admiration.

But nothing stopped the competition faster than when one of the 
lookouts at either end of the toilet block started whistling ‘She’ll Be 
Coming Round the Mountain When She Comes’. It was the signal that he 
was coming, at which point all action ceased and there was a rush to get 
out and back to the playground.

He made his approach look casual; he could have been heading 
anywhere in the playground, but the boys had learned better. They 
weren’t going to hang about.

When the headmaster got to the toilet, only three boys were left, two 
of whom were trying to hurry up the new boy, who, understandably, 
was confused, not comprehending the sudden urgency to leave. He 
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thought he had done well this time, he felt he was in with a chance, but 
that chance had slipped away and the advantage was now with the 
headmaster. The two older boys quickly left because to stay to defend 
the boy would mean getting the strap: always ‘six of the best’. Always 
delivered with vengeance later in the day on some trumped-up charge. 

The headmaster walked up to him, remarking on the fact that the boy 
was new. ‘We are a progressive school and I hold high expectations of 
excellent standards,’ he told the boy. ‘Personal health is among them 
so I will now give you a lesson in hygiene.’ Moving behind the boy, the 
headmaster put his arms around him in a firmish grip that held him still. 
Then those big hands moved across the boy’s front, easing away the boy’s 
own hands so the adult fingers could hold that part of the body which the 
boy thought most private.

The boy’s world froze and at that moment trust ended.

Meanwhile, the headmaster’s eyes closed and the boy felt him becoming 
erect. The headmaster began to sweat in excitement as the boy began to 
sweat in fear.

After that day the boy took safety measures which involved only using the 
toilet when he could shut the door and have privacy. He was there the 
following week when he heard the lookout whistle the warning song, after 
which he heard the sound of all the other boys hurriedly leaving the toilet. 
The boy smiled to himself; he was safe behind the closed door. He waited 
in the lengthening silence. 

The bell for the end of interval would ring soon and the sounds from the 
playground were getting quieter. It was safe to leave so he opened the 
door – and walked straight into the headmaster. 

Nothing was said, other than a sigh of satisfaction from the headmaster as 
he bent down and deftly undid the boy’s fly.

That night the boy wet his bed.

The next morning he was a different boy.

He never used a public toilet again, always holding on until he was home 
from school. He became a private soul, not mixing well, but staying close to 
the older boys at school. They knew the signs and they let him stay close.
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The bad nights during which he wet his bed lasted for three years. The 
dreams of those hands lasted for ten. He became fastidious about 
dressing, subconsciously checking that his fly was always done up. By 
the time he went to college he could not stand to see others bullied in 
any way. And although he hated injustices, he lacked the courage to do 
anything about it. He dreamed of revenge, but suffered in silence.

He thought of himself as damaged goods.

JACKIE’S STORY
Hiding what was happening to her became the most important thing in 
her life. 

Keeping it from her mum and dad took all her concentration at times. She 
knew they would pick up on a lie. 

They thought she was day-dreaming when she didn’t answer straight 
away. They knew the headmaster was giving her reading lessons and were 
rather proud of the fact that he found time to help their daughter. They 
listened to her read at home and wondered why her reading was actually 
worse than it had been the year before. 

She was careful to make deliberate mistakes when she read for them, 
careful to show why she had to go to his office, desperate to hide from 
them what actually did go on in his office. In fact so desperate was she 
that she hid from her mother the underwear she wore on those days 
she was called in to his office. She thought about them as her ‘bad day’ 
panties. She was sure he knew when she wore those panties as it seemed 
she was called to his office only on the days when she wore them. 

Then one day she was called when she wasn’t wearing them. She felt it was 
her fault that she didn’t have them on that day. It was wrong that she should 
have to go to his office when she was wearing her nice ones. To avoid this 
happening again she hid her ‘bad day’ panties in her school bag so that 
she had them handy for the next time she was called to his office. 

She couldn’t risk ever putting them in the wash again. She hoped her 
mother wouldn’t notice.

She began to hate herself as more and more she had to lie to her parents. 
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Were the other girls having to do the same?

She planned an escape that involved talking with the other girls, after 
which they would tell him to leave them alone. She waited by the school 
gate for the others to come by with the intention of calling them to one 
side. They came and looked at each other. She tried to talk but her mouth 
wouldn’t open and so the other girls passed on down the street in silence. 
They were afraid to talk to her.

Little girls that were once friends, now afraid to speak to each other. The 
words would never come.

He had control of their silence, but as the school year came to an end she 
was filled with hope. The long summer holidays would soon be here – no 
more school for two months. No more reading lessons for two months. 
No more headmaster. Next year she would be older; would he still want 
her? No, she would be in another class. Soon she would be able to stop 
lying. Soon it would be over. She began to relax. 

How wrong could she be? 

Suddenly there he was, standing at their front door. Smiling at her mother, 
who smiled back, nodding her head. Pleased and honoured to be able to 
help the headmaster and his wife. 

Yes, of course she would help them learn to drive their new car, which just 
happened to be the same make and model as their own. Yes, they could 
learn one at a time and yes, it would be good if the headmaster or his wife 
could look after the girls while the other one was having driving instructions.

She wished she hadn’t heard them talking at the front door. Her safe 
world of summer holidays collapsed. He had connived and manipulated 
her mother to get access to her over the holidays. 

That very first driving lesson happened too soon for her. She and her sister 
were left in the headmaster’s house with him while her mother took his 
wife out in the car. 

He hardly waited long enough for them to drive away and she soon saw 
that he was more excited than when he was at school. He took her to 
another room. 

‘Don’t look,’ she told her sister as they went through the door. 
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It took longer than when they were at school. 

She had no reading book to hide behind so she couldn’t help but see the 
weird look on his face. He started to grin in a horrible way as he licked his 
lips. She scrunched her eyes shut to close out the whole world. 

It didn’t work. 

She cried when she returned to her sister in the other room.

She was only seven and yet she was used as though she were an adult. 

That night she had nightmares and threw up before she even woke up. 
Then she cried herself back to sleep. 

The smell of sex will haunt her for the rest of her life.

The new school year began but before long she was sore again. 

For some reason he used her more than the other girls. She hoped he 
didn’t do what he did to the other girls; they were nice girls, and she 
knew she wasn’t nice any more. She knew she was bad and needed to be 
punished. Why else was this happening to her? 

She didn’t believe him when he told her that she was getting better at 
reading. But she did believe him when he told her that they must not let 
on to anyone how he was helping her. She knew that to tell would bring 
down a punishment much, much worse than what was happening now. 
But what could be worse? She tried hard not to think about it, because it 
caused terrible dreams that made her wet the bed again. 

How long would her parents believe her bed-wetting was caused by an 
intermittent bladder infection. She wondered if it would ever end.

When he called her to his office he called her his Princess Jacqueline in 
such a sickly way that she began to dislike all princesses, the real ones and 
the Disney pretty-in-pink ones. 

She began to dislike pretty much everything.

Especially herself.
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A DIFFERENT STORY
Another family, this time with three girls. One evening while they are 
quietly having their evening meal the youngest proudly tells the family 
that she has been invited by the headmaster to have extra reading 
lessons. The eldest, now at college, hurriedly gets up from the table and 
goes to the toilet. Her mother follows, concerned, because she can hear 
her daughter vomiting on the other side of the door. When she comes out 
she sees her father watching from the kitchen. ‘Lady problems,’ she says, 
loud enough for her father to hear. ‘Talk later,’ she quietly tells her mother.

And later, behind her firmly shut bedroom door, she tells her mother the 
truth about those reading lessons and her own experience; and how she 
and the other girls call him Hookey Black because he is so quick to hook 
his finger into their panties. She tells her mother the names of the other 
girls from her class who also had reading lessons. 

Her mother weeps for them all and then contacts the other mothers. 
Too many don’t believe her or don’t want to believe her, and as a result 
are not prepared to do anything about it – and that neither should 
she. Undeterred, she goes to the school and tells the headmaster her 
daughter will not be having any more reading lessons and tells him what 
her eldest daughter has said. He denies everything and threatens her 
about making such accusations. Who will believe a girl’s fantasies against 
the word of a respected headmaster?

She leaves feeling uncertain. Her youngest daughter will not be getting 
any more reading lessons from him, but what else can she do? She is 
too afraid of the truth to ask her middle daughter if she has ever had 
any private reading lessons with the headmaster; too afraid of hurting 
other unsuspecting mothers. But surely someone will listen to what her 
daughter has told her. Surely the police will help. Surely his threats are 
only threats … She fears for other young girls, especially those who will 
stay permanently damaged by his abuse.

One whole agonising week later, she tells her eldest daughter that no one 
wants to be a part of going to the police, none of the other mothers want 
anyone else to know what happened to their daughters. The shame of 
it – and fearing what others will think of them for not stopping it sooner. 
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Nevertheless she tells her daughter that the abuse must stop, and asks if 
she will help by making a statement to the police.

Her daughter agrees and together they sit and make a written record of 
what happened. 

For the mother the next stage, telling her husband, is the hardest. 

It is 1.30am before he accepts what his wife sees as the only course of 
action possible. Up until this point he just wants to barge into that house 
and kill him. The next morning he calls in sick so he can drive his wife and 
daughter to the police station. He waits in the car while they are inside 
and eventually a policeman comes out and asks him to join them. 

He sees a policewoman with his wife and daughter; the three of them 
look pale. Then he is told that he must leave matters in police hands, but 
that he can be very proud of his daughter’s courage to speak out. The 
father still just wants to kill the headmaster, an emotion that the policeman 
understands only too well – he would probably feel the same himself. But 
the father is cautioned to stay well away and to avoid telling anyone what 
he’d like to do as it won’t help their cause. The policeman promises to 
keep him informed, tells him that he should try to carry on as normal and 
to leave it to them.

Father, mother and daughter leave the police station feeling shattered.

The girl’s mother hugs her husband and tells him to carry on as normal, 
whatever the hell that is now.

Then the police call on the headmaster to question him.

He is outraged. ‘It’s all filthy lies!’ he protests. ‘There’s not an ounce of 
truth in it. I’ll sue them.’ He talks of his standing in the community, his 
outstanding record of achievements for the school and his role in the 
church. He tells them of vindictive parents who believe their children 
are better than their academic records show. All in all he gives a very 
plausible defence. One of the policemen knows the headmaster; his 
own children have attended that school. They leave, unsure of the truth 
of the complaint. After all, it is 1966 and headmasters, like the police, are 
respected members of the community throughout the country. 

Back in the car the policemen look at each other. There is no need for 
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words. One complaint won’t do it, the defence will crucify the girl and her 
family. They still haven’t spoken when they arrive back at the station, both 
wondering how to make the girl’s case solid. 

The answer is waiting for them. The girl has already told three others who 
she knows have also been to the headmaster’s office that she has laid a 
complaint. 

These three have agreed to do likewise and are now waiting at the 
station. 

It is late evening by the time all their statements have been written up. 
The police agree that it has been a very long and emotional day for 
them all. Everyone needs a break so they decide to hold off calling on 
him again until the morning. That night other students begin to talk 
among themselves and in the morning two more girls and a boy and their 
respective parents are waiting at the station to make a statement. 

It is 2pm before the police are ready to visit the headmaster again. They 
phone to ensure he will be there to answer a couple more questions at 
the end of the school day. 

They find him in his car, shut in the garage with the motor still running. 

Suicide. 

There was to be no arrest. No charges laid.

But nothing was done to help the victims. People whispered to each other 
in this small hushed-up community and the content of those whispers 
continued to hurt some of them. 

For some, it was a hurt that was never to be healed.

They kept it shut away to never be spoken of again, and they went on to live 
what appeared to outsiders to be normal lives. Others struggled for years but 
were able to eventually tell their partners of their lingering nightmare. One 
couldn’t admit to anyone what had happened to her, not even privately to 
the police. She felt utterly excluded, utterly ashamed, utterly alone, unable to 
reach out for help. 

She took her own life within the week. 



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E

74

Yet another closed out her friends and became reclusive, remaining so for the 
rest of her life. 

All felt that they were damaged goods.

JACKIE’S STORY
Jacqueline was now eight; she was alive while he was dead. Why didn’t 
that make her feel better? The thought made her shake so that the glass 
she was holding fell from her hand. Grabbing at the broken pieces, she 
cut her hand – it was a sharp pain that frightened her. She watched as 
her blood dripped onto the floor, doing nothing to stop it, watching 
as though it belonged to someone else. Then her mother came in and 
rushed to help her; the moment was gone.

Weeks later she cut herself on purpose. She figured she deserved to 
bleed, deserved the sharp pain; she felt she wanted to prove to herself 
that she could still feel something. 

It took until she was ten before she worked out that it made no difference 
at all. She needed to find something else to make the pain inside go 
away.

Then came her teenage years, which she hated. Feeling cheap, dirty 
and worthless, she left home as soon as she could and moved to a flat in 
Wellington. But she couldn’t hold a job, despite each one starting so well 
with so many expectations. But then the dreams would return, the dreams 
that built into nightmares. Alcohol and easy sex were ways to deal with 
them: the alcohol to forget the past, to shut out the nightmares, and the 
sex because she was too drunk to care. 

Then she discovered LSD. It was even better at shutting out the pain.

But most of all it was the smell of sex that brought back all the memories. 
Memories that she tried to keep hidden and buried. Buried deep. But 
that smell brought everything crashing back. 

She thought she was past that. 

She first smelled it when she was seven. She didn’t know how many other 
seven-year-old girls had smelled it, but she knew others in her class must 
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have. Now at the age of 24 she wondered if others from her class also still 
threw up when they smelled it. She knew who those other girls were. But 
she knew she would never ask them. 

Couldn’t say anything then, wouldn’t say it now. Keep the secret. 

Who would have believed a seven-year-old then anyway? Who would 
care now? She told herself to get over it. Stop being such a drama queen. 
Get on with life. Get something to make the day happy. She knew where 
to get it. 

She had already been down that road of artificial relief leading to oblivion. 
She knew too well the aching need to block out the real world when it 
appeared out of her drugged fog.

And then she had broken the habit, been shocked out of it when her 
sister turned up at her flat because she hadn’t heard from her for a while. 

Feeling totally shamed when her sister had found her lying on the floor, 
naked, and curled up in the foetal position, not able to recall anything of 
the previous days. But the evidence around her told its own story. 

And although whoever she had been with was well gone, the result of his 
visit was painfully obvious by the new bruises.

Her sister helped to clean her up, crying as she did so, and promised to 
pay for her rehabilitation. 

‘See it through,’ she pleaded to her sister, ‘I can’t handle doing this again.’ 

The rehabilitation was hard, but the people that helped her were kind. 
She stuck it out and was now clean.

Why did she now think that taking drugs again would help? 

Up to this point she had texted her sister every Friday to tell her of her 
progress through rehabilitation. Then later, they began to meet for 
coffee. At least once a month and a routine that was only broken when 
she moved to another city. But every Friday, even when she had nothing 
to say, she would text her sister – and did so for the rest of her life. A life 
returned to her that dreadful day when her sister found her in her flat. It 
was those few parting words which her sister had whispered in her ear 
as she left that day, words she felt she did not deserve, nor in any way 
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expected to hear, that made the difference. Three simple words that she 
held on to and remembered when times got tough. ‘Love you, Jackie.’

What should be abundantly clear is that children who are sexually abused are 
damaged far more deeply than any physical assault can inflict.

Children’s minds can be wounded in such a way that unless professional help 
is available for as long as it takes, a child will remain damaged for the rest of 
their life.

Their worst fear is not necessarily what made them scream, but who or what 
stole their voice and kept them silent. A silence that can last a lifetime.

None of those I spoke with feel they have gained what they wanted from 
life. They all have aspirations, but no confidence to achieve it. They still feel 
ashamed of what happened to them, and too often blame themselves for 
letting it happen.

But they did find a release of sorts in being able to tell me what they had 
been through; a relief to be able to say Hookey Black’s name out loud for the 
first time.

In return I gave them the names of people who could help them rebuild their 
broken lives; it is never too late to begin again.

Common Symptoms 

A significant visible symptom that something is going on for a child can be 
any one or a combination of the following patterns of behaviour:

• Bed-wetting at an age when they are usually well past such a thing. A 
sudden onset of bed-wetting after the age of seven (and up to 12) is not 
always a bladder infection and needs further investigation.

• Avoiding questions and, when they can’t be avoided, making repetitive 
excuses .

• Any noticeable decline in academic progress, especially to the point 
where previous achievements are compromised or lost, e.g. when spelling, 
reading and/or maths become inexplicably harder for them to master or 
when they make mistakes that they would previously never have made.
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• Telling parents – and maybe other family members – lies to cover up 
what has happened. However, because most children can’t keep track 
of what lies they may have told over a period of time, they can easily trip 
themselves up.

• Hiding dirty laundry, particularly underwear. A variation on this is when they 
wear the same underwear over and over again, putting clean ones in the 
wash to hide the fact that they have hidden the dirty ones.

• When a child no longer has friends come around to play or they actively 
avoid going to a friend’s house. This also applies to a desire to always stay 
home when the child has previously been active and social.

• The habitual checking of their clothing to ensure it is done up to the extent 
that their hands are always – consciously or subconsciously – moving over 
buttons and zips (e.g. boys always checking their fly).

• Daydreaming beyond normal behaviours, which can include the child 
sitting in solitude having paused in what they were doing; a page in a 
book not turned, a doll put down and forgotten, a picture not finished yet, 
the pencil still held.

•  The onset of nightmares and / or sudden crying out while still asleep a 
single word such as ‘Stop!’ ‘Help!’ ‘Don’t!’ ‘No!’

One man told me about a recurring childhood nightmare which went on for 
two years until he was about ten. Fifty years on it was still vivid in his memory, 
right down to the colour of the door.

If a child starts displaying any of these behaviours when they have not done 
so before, then it could be time to start asking questions; not just of the child, 
but of teachers and doctors as well.

In my mind those who molest children are the most devious criminals of all. 
Their ability to plan the execution of their crime – the time spent in observing 
the habits of the child and their parents so they can take advantage and 
abuse a child in a way that makes detection of their crime next to impossible 
– is abhorrent. Manipulative in the extreme, thorough with alibis, they present 
themselves as plausible and safe. But one child is rarely enough for them and 
they always have an eye out for their next victim.
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It is unfathomable to me that such people receive name suppression in this 
country. To hide who and what they are is only setting up the next child to be 
raped.

I believe that giving name suppression to a paedophile on the grounds that 
to name him will identify the child is wrong. Name him in order to let other 
victims know. It could well give them the courage to step forward and add to 
the charges.

Should you have concerns over a child’s safety, then ask the appropriate 
questions. Advice on how to go about this is freely available from the police, 
your doctor, the child’s teachers and CYPS.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Equality

As a nation, we are rather a long way from equality.

It is a subject that quite quickly gets people taking sides in heated debate, 
often ending in frustration and never resolved to everyone’s satisfaction.

When I am invited to speak on the subject of family violence, and depending 
on the nature of group that I am talking to, I often begin by stating that I have 
no time or any patience with women’s rights.

This is usually met with a stony silence, at which point I say, ‘I have no time or 
any patience with men’s rights.’

I then add, ‘However, I will work until I drop for equal rights.’ 

I do not believe that people give enough thought to equal rights. Most 
trundle through life wanting no more than that other people will treat them 
as they treat those around them.

It’s a fair enough philosophy, and fine when it works, but it often results in 
inequalities being ignored or brushed aside.

When I am talking to young people at a senior school I usually ask them if 
they believe they live in an equal society. Then I watch the group’s reaction 
for a short while. Generally the boys will nod or shrug; it’s not that important 
to them unless the All Blacks have just lost because in their opinion the ref 
was useless. That was inequality! Bloody ref was colour-blind with every 
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infringement having a black jersey! Generally the girls will make comments 
between themselves and shake their heads. 

At that point I draw two stick figures – one male and one female – on the 
board at the front of the class and then ask the boys this question: ‘What do 
you consciously do on a daily basis to avoid sexual harassment?’ 

It’s always greeted with great mirth and a few half-whispered comments, such 
as ‘Can I have some?’ or ‘Don’t drop the soap’, but none of them ever offers 
a serious response so there is nothing for me to list under the male stick 
figure.

I then ask the same question of the girls, and they usually respond by 
making quiet comments among themselves before one of them will call 
out something along the lines of ‘I won’t get in a lift if there are three or 
more men already in it.’ This comment is often met by another girl saying 
‘I wouldn’t get in if there was only one man in it.’ Other typical responses 
include ‘I don’t wear red lipstick any more – what is it with men and red 
lipstick?’ ‘I don’t wear high heels and short skirts to the mall any more’ ‘I look 
down when I pass men on my way to school’ and so on.

It doesn’t take long for me to fill the space under the female stick figure with 
their comments.

Then I stand back from the board and ask, ‘Can anyone see equality 
represented here?’

The kids get it pretty quickly.

They look at the board in silence for a bit before the comments begin. Even the 
brashest boy at the beginning will turn to a girl and ask ‘Really? It’s like that?’ 

I try to raise awareness.

The next part of the discussion comes from the question itself because we 
can’t all be equal, can we? We can’t all be dux, we can’t all be top goal scorer, 
we can’t all get the lowest mark in a maths test, so what was the question I 
should have asked of them?

The answer is pretty fast in coming, and is usually said in a variety of ways.

‘It’s about us having equal rights.’

‘We all deserve a fair go, eh Mister.’
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‘Show respect. Dad says don’t say it if I’m not prepared to say it to my Gran.’

The concept of equal rights is easy to understand, and these kids can see it.

‘So why is it so hard to practise it?’ I ask them.

I suggest they think of recent headlines in the TV news and in the papers. 

Conflicts. Radical groups. Racial demonstration. A murder. 

The suggestions come in quickly enough.

‘What do you think caused those situations to arise?’ I ask.

Hatred. Race. Religion. Greed. Jealousy. Money.

Again the suggestions are quick to come.

‘Do you see a common factor in all of those?’ 

It usually takes a bit of discussion before there is consensus, but on one 
occasion I was totally taken aback when from the back of the class came an 
answer before anyone else had a chance to speak. It came from a lad who 
had been slouched down in his chair; the one who at the very beginning 
of my talk had called out ‘Don’t drop the soap!’ Now he was sitting up and 
pointing at the board.

‘Cause there is no equality. One side don’t give a shit for the others. One side 
wants it all.’

There was a giggle or two at his vocabulary, but no one could dispute his 
statement.

‘That pretty much nails it,’ I said, ‘Thank you.’

He grinned.

‘But we all have rights, don’t we?’ I ask. ‘Important for us all is our right to the 
freedom of speech. Do any of you feel that if you have rights, then equally 
you must have responsibilities to care for those rights?’

A general nodding of heads.

‘Would you accept now that equal rights are a lot more important to every 
individual than you previously thought?’

There is murmured agreement.
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‘Which sums up what I campaign for. If equal rights were truly recognised in 
this country, would we have the huge level of family violence that we have? 
Now go back to the board where we started, if we truly had equal rights, 
would the girls have filled their side of the board? If this country held others 
with the respect that equal rights offer, would we still have 25 of all girls in 
New Zealand being abused by the time they are sixteen?”

There is a sombre silence.

‘We can make a difference, we can make it better. I truly believe that if we can 
change the environment where someone is troubled, and give them the tools 
to live with understanding and no predjudice, then that person will become 
a good person. I know it works. Every year I ride with guys who have had very 
dark pasts, but who are now leaders in stopping family violence.’

I finish by telling them that while they may think I have gone on too long 
about equal rights, some extraordinary men have become household names 
because of their dedication in demanding equal rights. I tell them that I 
believe the greatest speech ever made in America was about equal rights. 

‘I will use just four words from that speech and I want a show of hands from 
those of you who recognise them.’

They look at me expectantly, curious.

‘I have a dream!’ I say.

And hands go up.

‘Martin Luther King gave that speech fifty years ago at the Lincoln Memorial. 
There is a plaque on the step where he stood and gave that speech. I once 
stood there with my toes to the plaque and spoke, like so many others who 
have stood there since, “I have a dream”. Now you all know that my dream is 
for New Zealand families to live violence-free. Thank you for listening to me,’ I 
tell them, and then I sit down.

That’s when the questions fly.

A bell goes and is largely ignored.

I have enormous respect for our young adults. If we can give them the right 
environment in which to prosper, New Zealand can once again become the 
safest country in the world.



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E 

83

I recently received an email from a friend in the United States. 

‘Y’all need to read this,’ he wrote. ‘Never gave Carter daylight when he was 
president, just a yappy peanut farmer from Georgia. But he’s done good 
since … pretty nice he got the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002. Can see you two 
talking late over this one.’

He was referring to a piece written by former United States president Jimmy 
Carter, who was a stalwart of his church and lived his life by that church’s 
moral principles for 60 years. He wrote ‘Losing My Religion for Inequality’ 
back in 2015 because his church taught that women were subservient to 
men and Carter strongly disagreed with this belief. Jimmy Carter stood for 
equality above all else and he chose that principle over a life with his church. 
In fact, it was probably easier for him to leave the White House and the 
presidency than it was to leave his church, which is indicative of how strongly 
he felt about the subject. The piece is too long to reproduce in its entirety so 
I’ve taken the liberty of extracting some of its salient points below.    

• Women and girls have been discriminated against for far too long in 
a twisted interpretation of the word of God.                             

• This view that women are somehow inferior to men is not restricted 
to one religion or belief. Women are prevented from playing a full 
and equal role in many faiths. Nor, tragically, does its influence stop 
at the walls of the church, mosque, synagogue, or temple. This 
discrimination, unjustifiably attributed to a Higher Authority, has 
provided a reason or excuse for deprivation of women’s equal rights 
across the world for centuries.

• At its most repugnant, the belief that women must be subjugated 
to the wishes of men excuses slavery, violence, forced prostitution, 
genital mutilation and national laws that omit rape as a crime. But it 
also costs many millions of girls and women control over their bodies 
and lives, and continues to deny them fair access to education, 
health, employment and influence within their own communities.

• The impact of these religious beliefs touches every aspect of our lives. 
They help explain why in countries boys are educated before girls; 
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why girls are told when and whom they must marry; and why many 
face enormous and unacceptable risks in pregnancy and childbirth 
because their basic health needs are not met.

• In some Islamic nations, women are restricted in their movements, 
punished for permitting the exposure of an arm or ankle, deprived of 
education, prohibited from driving a car or competing with men for a 
job. If a women is raped, she is often most severely punished as the 
guilty party in the crime.

• The same discriminatory thinking lies behind the continuing gender 
gap in pay and why there are still so few women in office in the West. 
The root of this prejudice lies deep in our histories, but its impact is 
felt every day. It is not women and girls alone who suffer. It damages 
all of us. The evidence shows that investing in women and girls 
delivers major benefits for society. An educated woman has healthier 
children. She is more likely to send them to school. She earns more 
and invests what she earns in her family.

• It is simply self-defeating for any community to discriminate against 
half its population. We need to challenge these self-serving and 
outdated attitudes and practices – as we are seeing in Iran where 
women are at the forefront of the battle for democracy and freedom.

• The truth is that male religious leaders have had – and still have – an 
option to interpret holy teachings to exalt or subjugate women. 
They have, for their own selfish ends, overwhelmingly chosen the 
latter. Their continuing choice provides the foundation or justification 
for much of the persecution and abuse of women throughout the 
world. This is clear violation not just of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights but also the teachings of Jesus Christ, the Apostle 
Paul, Moses and the prophets, Muhammad, and founders of other 
great religions – all of whom have called for proper and equitable 
treatment of all children of God. It is time we had the courage to 
challenge these views.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
Suicide

Suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem.
PHIL DONOHUE

T he culmination of nothingness. This is the only way I can describe how  
I felt. 

It mattered not a jot that there wasn’t a moment’s peace from the 
continuous calls on my time. You would think that being kept busy would be 
the antidote, that having to answer the next question and think of the best 
reply would be enough to keep my brain going in a positive manner. Having 
to plan ahead, and plan so that it suited everyone else as well, would keep 
me thinking and preparing for the coming days and weeks in a way that 
should tell my brain that there was a future.

But Helen was dead. 

And sorting out the practicalities of dealing with that, along with what 
needed doing for the future, for all our futures, took every waking hour.

And believe me – there were bugger-all sleeping hours.

It began a couple of days after we lost her. A feeling of nothingness 
settled inside me. A growing void that was only filled with the ache of no 
longer having Helen around. Banging around in that nothingness was the 
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undeniable truth that Helen was no longer with us because I had failed to 
keep her safe.

I have already written about what we didn’t do. And now I knew what I should 
have done.

Just one phone call and a life would have been saved. Such a small step to 
change our future, and to this day I can’t think of a greater failure that a father 
could make.

We were using a friend’s home as our base because our own cottage was too 
small for the constant stream of people who came by for us and the girls. The 
noise and activity was always around us so that there was never a moment to 
be by ourselves, never a moment to grieve for the daughter who had been 
taken from us.

It all seemed such a pointless exercise. Putting things in place for the family 
to carry on, and wondering at my own worth in being a part of it.

I was wretched, I felt a total failure and the comments I heard and the looks I was 
given only reinforced this feeling of uselessness. It seemed to me that much of 
what was said to us contained a double meaning. Because people really didn’t 
know what to say to us, they tended to babble, which, in turn, made me think 
they were criticising us. And this of course was not their intention.

It seemed to me that suicide presented benefits; it would certainly take away 
the pain.

So what changed the way I was feeling? The simple truth was that it changed 
because of the way two men spoke with me.

The first was a policeman who had been appointed our liaison officer. He 
was like a rock of calmness in the swirling sea of our turbulent world. A 
man who stood between us and the hell that was going on around us. He 
guided us through the foreign process of a police investigation, told us 
what was coming next, what the police needed to move from a murder 
scene to collecting evidence for a court case. He kept the media away and 
gave us room to breathe. Always there when we needed him, he never 
once dodged giving us a straight answer, even when he knew the answer 
was not what we would want to hear. He was never flustered nor did his 
attention to us ever waver.
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Most importantly he listened to me. No interruptions, no criticism, no 
judgement – only quiet advice delivered in his soft voice.

He was the one that led me away from the edge of ending it all. He deserves 
a medal.

The second was my cousin in England, with whom I get along more as a 
brother than a cousin. We’d met several times during our visits to the UK. 
When he heard what had happened he must have thought about how he 
would feel if his daughter had been murdered and then realised that his 
imagination couldn’t stretch that far; only reality can take you there. What was 
on the other side of that ‘reality’ door was where we were at that time, and he 
knew it would not be a nice place to be. He couldn’t come through that door 
and we couldn’t come out. The facts of the murder prohibited that kind of 
movement. So he rang.

It was a shock to hear his voice, unexpectedly clear from the other side of the 
world, that first time. It was so clear that I actually walked around the house 
to see if he was in another room. Then I sat on the bed and listened to his 
comforting West Country accent.

I have no idea what he made of my contribution to the conversation, which 
wasn’t much. 

Undeterred he rang again a week later, but I have no idea what I said to him.

A week later he rang again and as I spoke with him I was so afraid I would fall 
apart and make a fool of myself that I was exhausted with effort by the time I 
hung up.

Another week went by and he was on the phone again.

His voice was always the same, gently telling me what was going on over there, 
gently asking how we were doing, but most of all being honest with me.

‘Buggered if oi know how you be feeling, buggered if oi need knowing, 
either.’

Week after week for more than a year he kept ringing, and he kept listening. 
When I rambled, he let me ramble. Just like that wonderful policeman – no 
interruptions, no judgement, no criticism.
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He never let up and I’m pleased to say I still get calls from him. A lot less 
frequently now, and that’s fine.

I don’t now need them every week, but I didn’t know that I needed them 
every week back then.

One day, should we ever get back to England, we will sit in his local and over 
an ale or two I will tell him how important his phone calls were to me. 

It’s not something we have spoken of as yet; I’m not even sure that I need to. I 
believe he already knows.

There is no doubt in my mind that one of the most important factors in saving 
someone from suicide is making the time to listen to them.

Equally, I have no doubt that the single biggest factor in a suicide is that no 
one saw the need for that person to be able to talk; no one saw anything 
different in that person’s behaviour that suggested inviting them to talk might 
be what was required.

Most of us are superbly good at turning a blind eye from what we don’t want 
to see. Our family violence rate is at such a high level because it is tolerated. 
And when the issue becomes public there are plenty who are quick to say, 
‘Someone should have done something. Why didn’t someone step in?’

Well, maybe it was you that should have stepped in. And until we are 
prepared to have the courage to step up for our family and friends, then 
nothing will change.

I cannot count the number of times I have heard victims of violence say that 
they had lost the ability to use their voice and were afraid to ask for help.

All they yearned for was for someone to approach them and ask them if they 
were OK.

Statistics show New Zealand has the highest teenage suicide rate in the 
world. Why?

Have we become a country so full of bravado and bullshit that those on the 
brink of suicide have become so mentally beaten that they see themselves 
as weak and useless and unable to ask for help? Might this be because their 
friends are so full of themselves that the one suffering can’t stand another 
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retort to ‘be a man’ or to ‘pull yourself together’ or even imply that the 
person suffering has no friends.

Has this bravado become so entrenched that many of us have lost the ability 
to recognise when one of our friends is drifting to the fringe? Or worse, not 
care?

Have we become a society that if you can’t have what you want, and have it 
now, then life is not worth living?

Have today’s possessions become more important than tomorrow’s future?

Teenage Suicides Over a Recent Five-year Period*

The age group is 15–24, and the rate is per 100,000 of population.

Male

New Zealand 27.6

Australia 17.4

USA 16.5

United Kingdom 8.0

Female

New Zealand 8.2

Australia 3.6

USA 2.9

United Kingdom 2.3

There were some 27 countries listed in the original chart – and New Zealand 
topped the list. The report in which these figures appeared described New 
Zealand as ‘complacent’ [about the problem]; a situation which has not 
improved. The following statistics from 2012 present data for ages 15–24 per 
100,000, in New Zealand.

Male 32.3 (107 deaths)

Female 13.8 (43 deaths)

* These statistics have been taken from www.nzhs.org.nz

Many readers may be surprised that there are in excess of 100 more male 
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suicides than female. Personally, I can understand why this is the case. When 
I was battling with the possibility myself, I said nothing to anyone as I didn’t 
consider it to be anyone else’s business. What I was thinking and feeling was 
entirely my concern.Those around me needed to be cared for during the 
aftermath of Helen’s death; that was the priority. The thought that I needed 
care, too, never came into it for me. My role was to care for the family, to see 
them safely through each day. Nothing else mattered.

‘I am fine,’ I’d say. ‘Let’s sort out what needs doing next.’ There was no way 
I was going to say anything about how I felt to anyone. And as far as I was 
concerned, it didn’t matter anyway.

The feeling of nothingness was growing inside me, allowing plenty of room 
for the pain to fill. I knew I could end it.

Then the words of that rather remarkable policeman began to sink in. A few 
days later my cousin was on the phone to me.

I turned a corner. Thank you.

There are many agencies available to help those who are walking alone down 
that path where they think ending their lives is the only solution.

Those lost souls need to make a connection with people who can help – and 
that is where our complacency must end, so that each one of us becomes 
more aware of friends and family around us.

I refuse to believe that we as individuals lack the courage and compassion to 
ask a friend if they are OK.

I refuse to accept that these horrific statistics for youth suicide cannot be 
turned around.

I refuse to accept that New Zealand might continue to have the highest 
teenage suicide rate in the world.

All we have to do is think about how we talk to our friends, family and others 
around us.

Are any of them at risk of suicide?

Here are some scenarios that can lead to a person contemplating suicide: If a 
person has:
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• been a victim of violence, bullying or sexual abuse

• been judged or shamed

• been through a major life change

• attempted suicide before

• lost a friend or relative to suicide

• no connection with family, wh-anau, friends or community

• no sense of identity

• recently broken up with their partner or lost custody of their children

• difficulties with friends, family or wh-anau members who do not support 
their sexuality or identity

• been diagnosed with depression, bipolar disorder or other mental illness.

Warning signs can include the following behaviour or attitude. If they:

• appear isolated or withdrawn from family, wh-anau and friends

• feel worthless, guilty or ashamed

• have no hope for the future

• don’t seem to be coping with any problems they may have

• have changes in mood, e.g. become depressed, angry or enraged

• tell you (or others) they want to die or kill themselves

• start to hurt themselves, e.g. cut skin or threaten to take an overdose

• write about suicide online or post photos or videos about suicide

• begin talking about death

• use alcohol or drugs to cope with difficult feelings or thoughts

• give away possessions and stop taking any relevant medication

• suddenly seem calm and happy after clearly being unhappy for a while.

Not all warning signs are obvious, though. If you think that someone may be 
at risk, pay attention to any changes in their behaviour. Trust your instincts 
and ask them if they’d like to talk about what’s bothering them.
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It can be difficult to know what to say in these circumstances. But be aware 
that just because they have not asked for your help, it doesn’t mean they are 
coping. They may be afraid of asking and could even be waiting for you to 
raise the matter.

Some conversation openers could go like this:
‘I get the feeling something is on your mind. Are you OK?’
‘You don’t seem your usual self. What’s going on?’
‘I’m concerned about you. Can you tell me what’s going on for you?’

When talking to them be sure to:

• show care and encouragement

• believe them and respect them

• let them know you realise this is hard for them

• let them talk honestly about how they think and feel

• tell them you know what they say is real

• help them to get the help they need

• keep calm.

Here’s what you don’t do:

• judge them or make them feel guilty

• laugh or shame them 

• ignore them

• get angry with them

• dare them to do it (i.e. commit suicide)

• tell them to snap out of it

• minimise the problem

• leave them alone without support.

Help and support is available through:

Lifeline 0800 543 354 (a 24-hour service)  
www.lifeline.org.nz 

Youthline 0800 376 633  
www.youthline.co.nz
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Kidsline 0800 543 754  
www.kidsline.org.nz

Healthline 0800 611 116  
www.health.govt.nz

Depression Helpline: 0800 111 757  
www.depression.org.nz

Skylight: 0800 299 100  
www.skylight.org.nz

Age Concern: 0800 801 9338  
www.ageconcern.org.nz

Mental Health Foundation: 0800 543 354  
www.mentalhealth.org.nz

The subject of suicide cannot be adequately covered in a few pages. Any  
of the above websites will help readers understand more about how they  
can help.

There are other groups who are keen to help, too. One of them comprises a 
group of motorcyclists who work to raise awareness about teenage suicide. 
Known as RATS (Riders Against Teenage Suicide), they are a diverse bunch 
but they all have one thing in common: they want to put an end to teenage 
suicides. When they get together they speak from the heart, giving a clear 
message and leaving the communities they visit with a practical and useful 
programme to put in place. With their mission statement of ‘It’s not OK to 
go this way’, RATS is making a visible stand as they spread the message that 
suicide is not the way to go. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Safe Relationships and Consent

Consent is not the absence of ‘No’, but the presence  
of ‘Yes’.

It always surprises me how animated a discussion can become when I talk 
about safe relationships and what people accept as a safe and healthy 
relationship.

This is never more true than when I am talking with Year 12 and 13 college 
students. I am often left wondering exactly what parents are saying to their 
teenage children when they start dating. Does it go any further than dire 
warnings about unsafe sex?

Is there some leap in the minds of today’s parents that takes them from 
accepting their child going out on a date to the assumption that sex is now 
part of the deal?

Is there no longer a process in which young people actually get to know 
each other, learn about compatibility, and then go on to understand and 
appreciate what the other thinks and believes?

It has become clear to me that most teenagers, especially girls, are inundated 
with information on sexual matters. But who tells them how to act on a date? 
How do they know what to expect in terms of standards of behaviour? Why 
do young people think it’s OK to drink so much that they throw up or pass 
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out? What’s with the pressure for sex? Where does the assumption come 
from that because one girl has done it, then her friends are ready for it as 
well? And who said she did it anyway? 

Please note these aren’t my questions – they have come from Year 12 and 13 
students. Clearly inequality is still alive and well for many kids.

What I hear all too often is that the girls want a fun night out together, while 
the guys want fun with the girls. Guys think it is part of their right in growing 
up, while girls will say that the guys need to earn that right.

I use a questionnaire (see pages 99–100) to bring a focus to these discussions.
Called the Positive Relationship Quiz, it is produced by the ‘It’s not OK’ 
organisation and copies can be found on their website:  
www.areyouok.org.nz.

Most kids are the same when it comes to a quiz with yes/no answers. All they 
have to do is put a tick in the box of their choice so they zip through it, often 
reading aloud to themselves the 15 questions on each side of the paper.

But rarely do any of them read the scoring instructions and I usually have to 
ask them to score themselves (a simple matter of adding up the small printed 
value beside each box).

They love seeing how they scored and, interestingly, they all automatically 
assume that the best score is the highest score. But in this test, zero is the 
best score.

When I point out that the paper also includes an explanation of what each 
score means, this is when I see the real reaction. Those girls with high 
scores immediately put their heads together to compare how they did, 
and don’t believe that their score gives very clear warning signs about their 
relationships.

The boys that score high usually fold the paper up and put it in their pocket 
without saying anything, but more interesting are the boys that redo the test 
– this time answering how they think their girlfriend would answer, knowing 
full well how badly they treat their girlfriends. That’s when I get some dirty 
looks, and on one occasion, a boy went so far as to screw up the paper and 
throw it on the floor before marching from the room. As he passed me he 
muttered, ‘Fuck you, too,’ and slammed the door. The school counsellor was 
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watching all this intently and quietly said to me, ‘No surprise there, but it’s the 
breakthrough we needed.’

It is, of course, not all bad news and there are usually plenty of happy 
students smiling across the room at each other.

But what this questionnaire does is to reinforce the point that whether you 
are in a long-term or casual relationship, each of us deserves to be treated 
well. It also reinforces the importance that each of us must treat our partner 
with respect.

After the scoring is finished, discussion inevitably follows about some of 
the questions asked and whether there is anything wrong with the kind of 
behaviour that results in a high score. I rarely need to answer as the students 
themselves are pretty forthright in offering their opinions on what is right and 
what is wrong.

As a matter of interest, there is no age limit for this quiz; it is just as relevant 
to a 17-year-old as a 70-year old. Why not challenge yourself and do the test? 
Just go to www.areyouok.org.nz.

Question 13, which deals with pressure to have sex or do things the subject 
doesn’t want to, always attracts questions on consent from young people.

At this point I usually expand on the quote at the start of this chapter 
(Consent is not the absence of ‘No’, but the presence of ‘Yes’) by adding 
that both parties need to willingly say yes, whether it is to sex or anything 
else. And if there is the slightest hesitation from either of them, then consent 
cannot be assumed.

For girls, giving consent should be part of every decision they make, whether 
it’s about going to the movies, watching a sports game, going to a party or 
who drives. It is not just about sex; in fact quite often sex is well down the list 
for them and sometimes not there at all.

When they say things like ‘It’s not consent if I am too afraid to say no’, 
then I know they have understood the value of the Positive Relationship 
Quiz. By reading and answering the questions these girls have consciously 
analysed their relationships, often for the first time. And taking the quiz in an 
environment where there are other girls doing the same thing creates the 
right setting for them to discuss how good or bad their relationships are. 
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Their peers will be upfront and honest with them, possibly for the first time.

I thoroughly encourage everyone to try the quiz for themselves, and, if you 
have teenagers, to encourage them to also do it.

Had Helen had the chance to take the quiz, I believe her score would have 
been 38.
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POSITIVE 
  RELATIONSHIP
    QUIZ

WHETHER YOU ARE 
IN A LONG-TERM OR 
CASUAL RELATIONSHIP, 
YOU DESERVE TO 
BE TREATED WELL 
AND ENSURE THAT 
YOU ARE TREATING 
YOUR PARTNER 
RESPECTFULLY.

ABUSE AND CONTROLLING 
BEHAVIOURS ARE NEVER OK.
HELP IS AVAILABLE WHETHER YOU ARE 
BEING ABUSED OR BEING ABUSIVE. 
EVERYONE DESERVES TO BE TREATED 
WITH RESPECT.

TAKE THE QUIZ TO SEE 
HOW HEALTHY YOUR 
RELATIONSHIP IS.
TICK YES OR NO.

   THE PERSON I AM WITH… YES NO 1 Supports my choices
 2 Listens to my opinions
 3 Is positive and encourages me 4 Accepts when I dont want to have sex 5 Accepts what I wear and how I look 6 Is not liked by my friends and family 7 Makes me feel like I can’t do    anything right

 8 Makes fun of me or calls me names 9 Sulks or gets angry when she/he    doesn’t get what they want
 10 Blames me for his/her problems 11 Texts or calls me all the time to   check up on me

 12 Makes it hard to see my friends or    family and gets jealous when I do 13 Pressures me to have sex or do    things I dont want to do
 14 Threatens to hurt himself/herself,    me or others
 15 Does things that scare me   (breaking things, yelling, driving fast)

    
TOTAL

0 1

0 1

0 1

0 1

0 1

1 0

1 0

1 0

1 0

1 0

5 0

5 0

5 0

5 0

5 0
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   IN A RELATIONSHIP, I… YES NO

 1 Support my partner’s decisions

 2 Get on OK with her/his friends  

  and family

 3 Listen to her/his opinion

 4 Spend time by myself

 5 Trust my partner

 6 Criticise or make fun of her/him  

  in front of others

 7 Get annoyed if I want sex and  

  she/he doesn’t

 8 Get jealous when she/he talks  

  to others

 9 Constantly worry she/he is cheating  

  on me

 10 Text or call all the time to check up  

  on them

 11 Follow or check up on them 

  (read their texts or emails)

 12 Often get upset about what  

  she/he does

 13 Expect her/him to tell me where  

  they are all the time

 14 Think it’s okay to be rough  

  sometimes

 15 Take out my frustrations on her/him

    
TOTAL

0 1

0 1

0 1

0 1

0 1

1 0

1 0

1 0

1 0

1 0

5 0

5 0

5 0

5 0

5 0

SCORING
For questions 1-5 
score one point for every NO

For questions 6-10 
score one point for every YES

For questions 11-15 
score five point for every YES

 SCORE: ZERO POINTS
Your relationship seems to be 
healthy and respectful

 SCORE: 1-2 POINTS 
There may be a few unhealthy 
aspects to your relationship. This 
can be a warning sign that it will 
become more abusive. It’s a good 
idea to address these early.

 SCORE: 3-4 POINTS 
There may be some warning signs 
that your relationship is abusive. 
It’s important to take warning signs 
seriously as abuse can get worse 
over time.

 SCORE: 5 POINTS OR MORE 
There are definitely warning  
signs in your relationship. Abuse 
and controlling behaviours can  
get worse over time and it’s  
sometimes hard to see how bad 
things have become.

IT IS OKAY TO ASK FOR HELP
If you are in danger call 111 and ask for Police. There are organisations 
in every community who can help. Find out what’s available by phoning 
0800 456 450 orvisit www.areyouok.org.nz
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The White Ribbon Campaign

It is by standing up for the rights of girls and women that 
we truly measure up as men.
DESMOND TUTU

In 1991, a handful of men in Ontario and Quebec decided to make a stand 
by speaking out against violence towards women.

It was coming up to the second anniversary of the massacre of 14 women 
by a lone gunman at the University of Montreal’s Engineering School, so the 
men decided to promote the wearing of a white ribbon during the week 
leading up to 6 December, the day of the shootings. They saw a simple white 
ribbon as a symbol of men’s opposition to men’s violence against women.

They had only six weeks to prepare for it, but the reponse was massive. It 
became a feature on TV news throughout the country and an estimated 
100,000 men across Canada were seen wearing the white ribbon.

Each man acknowledged that by wearing a white ribbon he was making a 
personal pledge never to commit, condone or remain silent about violence 
against women.

Since then the campaign has spread to over 60 countries and the United 
Nations has recognised 25 November as the Day for Elimination of Violence 
against Women.
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In New Zealand, we focus our campaign on this date, too, with various events 
organised in many towns and cities. Each event is about the community and 
its agencies getting together to state that they want their town to be free of 
violence towards girls and women.

In 2010 I became involved in this campaign in my town of Matamata. 

Although the day of our event dawned cold and wet and became 
progressively more miserable, it did not deter the squadron of motorbikes 
and their remarkable riders that came squelching into view. I use the word 
‘remarkable’ advisedly because of their dedication to reinforcing the 
message that violence against women is not OK. 

Several of them spoke to our gathering, each telling their own story, making 
the point that they were far more comfortable – even with many miles yet to 
ride over the week – than any abused woman is ever likely to be.

My wife Pam and I were still not in great shape after losing Helen the previous 
year, but the way in which some of these riders spoke with us after the event 
gave us strength. They spoke with an understanding that made us aware they 
had also been through experiences that most people could not begin to 
comprehend. 

They were hardly a handsome bunch, these men and a few women. Some 
of the men were a bit overwhelming to us with their long hair, beards and, 
in several cases, untidy tats and dreadlocks. One of them, who initially 
appeared to be a bit shy, walked up to me and hugged me, saying, ‘With 
you, brother’, before stepping quietly away.

This group made a deep impression on us and ever since we have had a 
photo of them prominently placed on our kitchen table.

The following year I joined them – and have been on the White Ribbon ride 
every year since.

When I stand to speak, I never stand alone. Some of these guys will always 
stand beside me, which is why it works. They are a team. Not everyone 
speaks, but every one of them contributes in their own way to make the event 
successful. 

Interestingly, the quiet one who hugged me, back in 2010, is always one of 
the first to mix with the crowd; he’s got the knack of finding those who want 
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help but are too afraid to ask for it. He and his mates hand out contact cards 
for helplines and make introductions to local agencies. His brother is never 
far behind him.

Each of the riders has their own way of making contact with the locals at 
these events; it’s clear that some of them can touch some very cold hearts.

So how did it start for that first group of riders? Apparently it all began with 
a couple of locals up Whangarei way who were chatting over a cup of tea 
and wondering how they could attract men to their White Ribbon event. 
Several cups of tea later the White Ribbon Motorcycle and Classic Car Event 
was born and featured over 350 registered riders in Ruakaka, Northland, on 
that first ride. Now, of course, the riders come from all over New Zealand 
and include members of the armed forces, who ride as part of the Patriots 
(Patriots Defence Force Motorcycle Club Inc). Then there are those from The 
Redeemed, E Tu Wh-anau, Te Ahi Kikoha and many individual riders.

As we move around the country we talk at public meetings, in schools 
(primary, intermediate and secondary), with agencies, in prisons, in sports 
teams (sometimes in changing sheds). And then some of us dress up to be 
the after-dinner speaker at a local event. 

Whatever and wherever the event, we can guarantee to have someone from 
our group who has the experience to talk with authority. So many of us have 
become spokesmen for stopping the violence based on our own experience. 
Whether ex-servicemen who have been overseas and seen the horror and 
violence of war, or ex-gang members who were once used to dealing out 
violence without a second thought, these men now know a better way of life 
and have become committed to helping others make the change. 

In the case of the ex-gang members, gone are the days of booze, drugs, 
violence and murder. Gone are the dealers and pushers. In their place stand 
these men, some of whom have gone from illiteracy to university studies, 
which has equipped them to run rehab courses and help others stop their 
violent behaviour. Others have become active in the church. They all have 
one thing in common – they spend much of their daily lives helping others 
away from violence. 
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We can change violent behaviour, we can break the cycle of violence. White 
Ribbon and other organisations are turning what were once dangerous men 
into safe husbands and fathers. These wonderful people that I ride with every 
year have proven this time and again. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Grandparents Raising Grandchildren

The greatest reward for grandparents is to hear their 
grandchild’s laughter.

In one way I would have preferred to start this chapter with the following 
quote from Ogden Nash: ‘When grandparents enter the door, discipline 
flies out the window.’ Because as grandparents that’s exactly how we 

like to play it. Many of us tend to turn up at our children’s homes, play 
noisy games with their children, spoil them rotten, let them off eating their 
vegetables, leave toys scattered on the floor, turn the TV on too early, slip 
them lollies and then go home leaving their parents to sort out the chaos.

But when it comes to raising those same grandchildren in our own homes, 
that behaviour is no longer acceptable. Chances are that those grandchildren 
are now under your care because of a traumatic situation in their own home. 
There are many reasons for the breakdown of parents’ ability to safely 
raise their own children. Too often, the parents can’t admit to their failings, 
especially when drug and alcohol abuse is involved. Other reasons for 
grandparents taking on the kids include family violence, both physical and 
mental. Then there are gambling addiction problems, which are as much of a 
disease as dependence on drugs and alcohol.
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When the ‘blame game’ sets in, it is always someone else’s fault, but the first 
casualties are the children, whether this is intentional or otherwise. 

It is for these at-risk children that grandparents need to step up. 

Sometimes they see it coming and are prepared, while at other times it starts 
with a knock on the door resulting in the children being dumped on them. Or it 
could be totally unforeseen, as it was in our case, when a policeman arrived to 
tell us that our daughter was dead and her husband in custody for her murder.

However it happens, the shock is soon compounded by the realisation 
that a role switch is necessary. From being the funny old grandparents that 
spoil them and break the rules, they are now the ones that must provide a 
structure for their grandchildren’s lives, showing guidelines in behaviour and 
making them feel safe and wanted.

Suddenly it’s not possible to go back to their own routines. Suddenly there 
are beds to be made up for that night – and every night after that. There’s 
shopping to be done and often the the grocery bill will go through the roof. 
There’s a scramble to collect their school clothes and important possessions 
from their parents’ house, which all too often is now a hostile environment.

All the while it’s hard not to be breaking up inside because of the trauma and 
mess of the situation, but at times like this, most grandparents try to show 
composure and strength to calm their grandchildren. This is, comparatively, 
the easy part. The hard part is getting those children back on their feet and 
letting them be children again.

Sometimes, thoughtless people will say something along the lines of ‘You are 
lucky because children bounce back, they get over things so much quicker 
than adults do.’

Some children will never get over what has happened, especially those 
who have witnessed appalling scenes of abuse inflicted by one parent on 
the other. Woken at night by the screams from a parent, they can only curl 
themselves up in a ball under their blanket and hope that they will not be in 
for it next. Too often they are.

Then there are those who are disadvantaged from the start, born as they are with 
disabilities caused by their mother’s drug and alcohol abuse during pregnancy. 

Very few grandparents would hesitate to take them in. They are their 
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grandchildren after all and no other option even occurs to them. Surely being 
in their grandparents’ home in a safe and familiar environment is the best 
thing for them. Healing for these children starts on the first day and never 
ends. And while a grandparent’s role may change as the children get older, 
responsibility should never waver. 

It is indeed a heavy responsibility as grandparents rarely have the fortitude 
they had when bringing up their own children. 

Back when the police were still so much a presence in our lives due to the 
ongoing investigation into Helen’s death, they told us that they needed to 
talk with the children, to which I objected. I felt they had suffered enough and 
didn’t need reminding of what had happened. 

However, it wasn’t the police that would undertake the questioning, I was 
told. It would be done by a well-regarded child psychologist in a safe and 
neutral environment. Most importantly, it would be brief. I relented but sat 
outside, waiting. They were true to their word; it was a brief session, and the 
children appeared untroubled by it. Before she left I asked the psychologist 
for a quiet word as I was worried about the future.

‘The day will come when the full reality of what happened to their mother 
is going to hit home,’ I said to her. ‘And when that happens we are going 
to need a child psychologist to help sort out the mess in their heads, as the 
mess in ours is going to be no help at all.’

She sat quietly for a moment, then replied in a totally unexpected way. 

‘David,’ she said, ‘the best child psychologist in the world for your 
grandchildren are the ones they already have. It is how you two – as caring 
and loving grandparents – raise them that will allow them to grow into 
responsible adults. Don’t doubt your own capabilities, don’t evade what’s 
happened, guide them as you did your own children.’

I have called on her words many times over the years since. And I think they 
are true for all the other grandparents out there in a similar situation.

There are, of course, other problems that we have to work with, not least of 
which are custody issues. Then there are likely to be dealings with the Family 
and/or Criminal Court, WINZ, ACC, CYPS and the IRD. Multiple agencies to 
be contacted and no rule book to follow.
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Fortunately, one grandmother who looked for help and found none had the 
vision to set about founding a centre on which all grandparents can call to 
receive guidance regarding the various services that are available. Her name 
is Diane Vivian, and in 1999 she established the organisation Grandparents 
Raising Grandchildren Trust NZ. It now has around 6000 members. Visit  
www.grg.org.nz to see the full range of services and support groups available.

One of the most important campaigns she has begun is to ensure that any 
grandparents who are the carers of their grandchildren receive the same 
benefits as foster parents. 

As most grandparents who find themselves in this situation are retired, the 
cost of caring for their grandchildren can hit them hard financially as they 
are likely to be living off superannuation and any savings they may have. 
Too often their savings are quickly swallowed by legal costs caused by unco-
operative parents who are incapable of looking after their children, yet don’t 
want to lose any financial benefits.

Families are the cornerstone and strength of any community and, in my 
opinion, the government should be working with families first and foremost 
before placing children in foster care.

In some cases there is no option other than foster care, but generally 
speaking, have we become such a disassociated society that we look to 
break up families and not build them? If the law requires our social welfare 
agencies to maintain and preserve the child’s relationship within the family/
wh-anau, shouldn’t government policy reflect family/wh-anau unity first? And 
shouldn’t it also look to the resources available from grandparents and 
support them in their role as caregivers before looking for foster parents? 

That grandparents are not supported financially to the same extent as foster 
parents nor provided with access to the relevant services when taking on the 
same full-time role of raising these vulnerable children is, to me, inexplicable.

But enough for now about the trials and tribulations of caring full time for 
grandchildren and let me discuss the rewards, which are great.

In our family, without doubt, the day that has brought us the greatest relief 
– along with a tear of joy – was the day we heard our youngest grandchild 
laugh for the first time since it all began. It happened when we were all 
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outside, just playing together. Months had already rolled by, without 
distinction into summer, with the clouds of winter still inside each of us. 

Then a butterfly landed on the child’s nose and tickled her. Her chuckle 
quickly burst into happy laughter as the large orange butterfly flew ahead, 
dancing in the air. Of course she chased it and before long her sleeping cat 
stirred at the noise and joined in the pursuit. Inevitably they tripped over each 
other and the little girl ended up sprawling on the lawn. After picking herself 
up, she came running over, her black cat draped over her arms and eyes 
sparkling for the first time in months. 

‘It kissed me, Granddad! The butterfly kissed me!’

It is a day easily recalled and enjoyed again and again.





PART THREE 

You’re either part of the solution  
or part of the problem.

ELDRIDGE CLEAVER
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
My Solution

My thinking was somewhat sharpened during 2014. I would probably 
have continued talking and giving interviews about family violence 
– and been satisfied with the results I was getting – had not two 

things happened. 

In June 2014 the fourth annual report from the Family Violence Death Review 
Committee was released. Being independent, this committee reviews and 
advises the Health Quality and Safety Commission on how to reduce the 
number of family violence deaths. This report is the result of collecting all 
data relating to family violent deaths from 2009 to 2012. Reading it was in 
many ways a revelation to me and its recommendations represent my wish 
list of what I believe is needed to turn the tide on family violence.

Then, in December of that same year, I was asked to put in a submission to 
the New Zealand Treasury on ‘at-risk kids’. It was unlike any submission that I 
had previously presented to any parliamentary select committees. This one 
came in the form of a template containing four questions relating to our 
family’s experiences, and my answers were not to exceed five pages. Further, 
it was only my opinion that was sought: no quotes or references to other 
works, and could they have it in three days? No pressure then.

Although I could have filled many more pages, the request for brevity made 
me think about what I wanted to say in a context that I had not previously 
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experienced. This in turn made me think about how I was delivering my 
message in other arenas.

How could I do better? How could I reach more people? The answer to these 
two questions was a short exercise in logistics as all the work I do on family 
violence is done off my own bat with no extra financial backing. Basically I do 
as much I can afford to do. So I then asked myself what do I want to achieve? 
And how can it be achieved?

That answer was easy:

• I want to see an end to the horrendously high rate of family violence in  
this country.

• I want to see an end to the horrendously high rate of child abuse in this 
country.

• I want to see an end to the horrendously high rate of teenage suicides in 
this country.

New Zealand holds the record for being the most violent country in the 
OECD. For me it beggars belief that we have got to the point where our 
teenage suicide rate is four times that of the United Kingdom. And nearly 
three times that of the United States. 

What has gone so wrong in our country that the abuse of women has 
become so commonplace many people take no notice and pass it off as ‘just 
a domestic’? What has happened that the levels of child abuse have become 
so high that a United Nations report has found it necessary to ask questions 
of our government?

How can we, as a society, have allowed things to get to the stage where 
security guards are required at the doors of WINZ offices? These guards are 
there to protect staff from the very people that they are there to help.

Clearly we’ve dropped the ball regarding maintaining standards. Our once 
national mantra of ‘She’ll be right, mate’ has stopped being funny and has 
now become an excuse.

Various government agencies have cut costs and corners to such an extent 
that services have unrealistic budget restraints and they are now unable to 
provide for those in need.
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Around the country certain individuals recognised the problems and have 
stepped in to help.

The result is a number of volunteer support groups that are now filling the 
gaps that government departments once covered.

I have two questions:

1 What is our expectation for what the government needs to do?

2 What is our expectation for what we as individuals need to do?

A dramatic rethink has to happen. In my opinion it has to be led by a 
government with the vision to use all its resources, in unison. A government 
that will have all its ministries working in open partnership to make New 
Zealand once more the safest country in the world. A government that will 
stand tall for all those that voted them into Parliament, and not mince about 
creating yet more committees producing yet more reports.

So I approached the ministers of our government. I began with a letter to 
the prime minister, because I believe that you can’t write to the staff if you 
don’t also write to the boss. Then I wrote to Dr Jonathan Coleman, currently 
Minister of Health (the department responsible for much of the work being 
done with family violence and child abuse, along with the medical costs 
in healing the victims); Michael Woodhouse, currently Minister of Police 
(the department that responds to tens of thousands of calls every year 
from abused victims pleading for help, covers the costs involved in any 
investigations, prosecutions and their consequences, as well as the support 
programmes for safer communities in schools and other agencies); Hekia 
Parata, currently Minister of Education (the department that reaches every 
child in this country and can potentially educate young New Zealanders 
to lead a safe and non-aggressive lifestyle); Anne Tolley, currently Minister 
of Social Development (the department responsible for the ‘It’s not OK’ 
campaign and which is strategically positioned to educate all of us about 
family violence and how to help those involved); Louise Upston, currently 
Minister for Women (the department that focuses on preventing violence 
and sexual revictimisation); Amy Adams, currently Minister of Justice (the 
department responsible for the legal ramifications following an incident 
of family violence, including costs incurred from trials, and the cost of the 
sentences imposed on the accused).
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Of each of them I asked for actions specific to their department that I 
think would greatly reduce the current level of family violence and, as a 
consequence, would greatly reduce the costs to their respective department, 
and cumulatively to the country.

To date the responses have been both progressive and enlightening. 

Core to my belief that we can make our country once again the safest in the 
world is the need to educate everyone – and I mean everyone, including 
young children – on what family violence is, what it looks like, how to 
recognise its victims, how to make safe interventions, and how to maintain 
respectful relationships. Children can and should be taught correct and safe 
behaviour by their parents from an early age.

A Valuable Resource
In my letter to Hekia Parata, I wrote of my visits to schools around the North 
Island and how some already run anti-bullying programmes that have not 
only dramatically changed the environment within the school, but they have 
spread the message to include the wider community. I gave her an example 
of a school that has progressed from having dangerous bullying problems 
to a programme of school-wide involvement. This has subsequently been 
taken on by the town, and, six years down the track, the town has reduced its 
family violence by two-thirds. I suggested that she send her staff to visit this 
and other schools, so they could build an anti-violence template that could 
be introduced into all schools. Think of the results that could be achieved if all 
schools ran such programmes, not just for the school, but for its supporting 
community as well.

When the response came, it was certainly not some kind of formal 
acknowledgement, which I was expecting. No indeed – instead it was a 
phone call from one of her regional managers asking if they could call on me. 
And when they did, I was handed a book, Bullying Prevention and Response: 
A guide for schools. 

My cup of tea went cold as I trawled through its 80 pages. It covered 
everything I could have asked for, and so much more, and I was interested 
to learn that it had come about as the result of the subject of bullying being 
highlighted at the symposium for the Secondary Principals’ Association of 
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New Zealand, in March 2013. From this, the Secretary for Education, Peter 
Hughes, convened an advisory group to begin collaborative, cross sector 
and multi-agency work to address bullying in our schools, made up of 
representatives working in areas of child welfare. 

The individuals concerned came from the Ministry of Education, the 
Secondary Principals’ Association of New Zealand, the New Zealand 
Council for Educational Research, Netsafe, the New Zealand Educational 
Institute Te Riu Roa, the Education Review Office, the New Zealand School 
Trustees Association, the Ministry of Social Development, the New Zealand 
Post Primary Teachers’ Association, the Human Rights Commission, the 
New Zealand Police, the New Zealand Association of Intermediate and 
Middle Schools, and the Office of Children’s Commissioner. There were 
also significant contributions made by the Mental Health Foundation, the 
Pink Shirt steering committee, Youthline, InsideOUT, the Peace Foundation 
and many more. All New Zealand-based organisations and although not all 
have been listed, I believe the list shows the breadth of knowledge that was 
pooled to produce the book. 

Aimed at teachers and all who are involved within a school environment, as 
well as parents, its content covers all aspects of bullying, including cyber-
bullying, racism, gender and sexual orientation.

It should be noted that an individual is 15 times more likely to be cyber-
bullied (i.e. online) than offline, which makes the point that while mobile 
phones have become essential in our lives, they can become a dangerous 
weapon when used negatively.

While this guide has now been sent to every school and college in 
the country, in my opinion it should also be compulsory reading for all 
communities, including individual members of every board of trustees. 

Some schools and students have supplied quotes on their approach, and 
some say it all in just a few words: 

You would be naive to think that there is no bullying in your school. 
(Christchurch Boys High School.) 

We need to be always asking, ‘How do we know that our children are feeling 
safe?’ (Hampton Hill School) 
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Prioritise the safety of potential trans students. Assume you have some, 
because you do. (Queer and trans young person, Auckland.) 

One thing that is hard to accept is that punishing those who bully rarely 
makes things better. The hardest thing for you may be to listen. 
(Edgewater College)

There’s probably at least one *LGBTIQ kid in your class and that shouldn’t be 
an issue for anyone. (‘Not straight’ young person. Otago)

*(Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and questioning)

There is a Bullying Assessment Matrix and a Quick Reference Guide. 

One issue to note is about the bystanders to bullying and the powerful effect 
they have on either encouraging or inhibiting bullying behaviour. Bystanders 
fall into three main categories: followers (assistants to the bully), supporters 
(reinforcers for the bully), and defenders (objectors to the bully).

Sadly, when the numbers are added up, the defenders are the minority, when 
measured against the bully and his/her assistants and reinforcers. This leaves 
the victim in a very lonely place. However, bystanders can be very effective in 
limiting the impact, and even preventing bullying from happening.

All students potentially have a role to play in a bullying incident at some 
point in their school life, and this is why it is important to involve all students 
in bullying prevention strategies and to ensure they are aware of their rights 
and responsibilities. Whole-school approaches such as Positive Behaviour 
for Learning School-wide (PB4L school-wide), Kia Kaha and others take this 
approach and involve all staff and students.

Under National Administration Guideline 5 (commonly called NAG 5), 
each board of trustees is required to provide a safe physical and emotional 
environment for students.

In one school I visited I wanted to show the staff the difference between what 
they thought was happening and what actually was happening. I did this by 
handing out to the students a plan of the school and asking them to shade 
the areas where they felt unsafe or had witnessed bullying. 

The senior management team was shocked at the result – not just the 
commonality of the shaded zones, but that so many of the students had felt 
the need to shade an area. 
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And this was in a school which the senior teachers thought of as being bully 
free. To me it makes the point that one should never assume. Rather, ask and 
take action. 

The work that has been done since those principals met in 2013 has 
established a major first step in reducing family violence in this country. It 
also highlights one critical step in particular, which has been the inclusion of 
parents and family. The importance of parenting is often overlooked when 
assessing the unacceptable behaviour of individuals. 

It’s not OK
In writing to Anne Tolley, Minister of Social Development, I asked for a new 
and more dramatic approach to the It’s not OK campaign (which educates 
the New Zealand public on ending family violence). I believe this particular 
campaign is too soft and does not reflect the damage and fear that family 
violence inflicts. I pointed out that the TV campaigns against drunk driving 
(‘ghost chips’ became part of our vocabulary), against speeding (‘it’s my boy 
in the back’; ‘I made a mistake, I was going too fast’), against smoking (‘Mum 
doesn’t know it killed her sister’) are all hard-hitting, and so it follows that the 
campaign against family violence should be equally graphic.

We need to move away from the concept that family violence is normal 
and that incidents in our own neighbourhoods are ‘just a domestic’. I wasn’t 
being facetious when I suggested to Anne Tolley that she should be putting 
at least one million dollars into stopping family violence; an amount that 
would be quickly recovered if it stopped just one of the more than 30 annual 
murders, each with its associated costs including police resources, medical 
involvement and court costs.

The minister’s response came in the form of an invitation to talk with the It’s 
not OK team and make my recommendations to them, which in due course 
I did, and we now continue to explore avenues to raise awareness around 
family violence. They are a very enthusiastic team which, with a realistic 
budget, could achieve a great deal.

I also learnt that Anne Tolley and the Minister of Justice, Amy Adams, have 
been appointed co-chairs of the ministerial group on Family and Sexual 
Violence, a whole-of-government approach to investigate where investment 
might best be directed in order to establish a long-term strategy.
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This group should gain excellent direction from the recommendations of the 
Fourth Annual Report from the Family Violence Death Review Committee. 
I believe every recommendation in this report needs actioning and I would 
like to see all of them showing progress and perhaps completed for the 2016 
report:

Recommendation 1
The Campaign for Action on Family Violence deepens and extends its focus 
to encourage safe and effective interventions by friends, family, wh-anau, 
neighbours, and workmates by:

• addressing the normalising and minimising of family violence and the use 
of the phrase, ‘it’s just a domestic’.

• educating the public about coercive control and jealous surveillance as key 
forms of abuse within intimate partner violence.

• defining the behaviours that can be considered coercive control and 
jealous surveillance.

• educating friends and wh-anau about the potential for danger when 
women are separating from extremely controlling and possessive men, 
especially when threats to kill have been made.

• emphasising the importance of taking action and contacting the police 
and family violence services for help.

On 2 July 2014, after stating which law changes were being investigated 
pertaining to family violence, the prime minister added: ‘However, it is 
important to remember that while government can makes laws, it is up to us 
as individual New Zealanders to change our attitudes to family violence. It is 
time we learnt we must not ignore it, nor should we accept it.’

Why can’t the same approach be used to educate New Zealanders on the 
recommendations made in the Family and Sexual Violence report? I believe 
that a harsh but progressive campaign showing the damage we do to our 
children through abuse and neglect would go straight to the core of the 
problem. As to where that one million dollars might come from, I suggest 
that the government simply takes it from the budgeted expenses set aside 
for the ex-MPs travel fund.
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Wouldn’t you want to put an end to 20 of New Zealand girls being abused 
before the age of 12 (which increases to 25 by the time they turn 16)?

Wouldn’t you want to put an end to one in three women being abused by 
their partner?

Wouldn’t you want to save one of the many murder victims whose death was 
caused by family violence?

Wouldn’t you want to save a defenceless child from an unwarranted beating 
that may well cause permanent physical and mental damage?

At the time of writing I am still wondering what will come of the ministerial 
group on Family and Sexual Violence under ministers Tolley and Adams. 
Surely not another report. Enough of these have been presented over recent 
years to prove it is past time for action. But for me, worse still would be a few 
token gestures leading to a comprehensive programme announced as an 
election promise.

Recommendation 2
New Zealand Police further strengthens its family violence situational reponse 
and harm prevention by:

• identifying and proactively managing family violence offenders who are 
recorded as having abused multiple partners and/or step-/children

• identifying and proactively supporting repeat victims who have been 
abused by one or more partners

• supplementing the current suite of police risk assessment tools with an 
Inter partner Violence lethality assessment

• integrating the concepts of the primary victim and the predominant 
aggressor into police practice

• ensuring that where a child is named on or covered by a protection order, 
a copy of this order is attached to the child’s record.

New systems are already in place to flag repeat offenders and, just as 
importantly, repeat victims. The police are better able to help victims this way 
and it is part of their wider focus on all aspects of family violence. 

As I move around the North Island giving talks to schools and communities 
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on the subject of family violence, my involvement with the police has 
increased markedly. They are now much more open in their approach to 
working with me in raising all the issues related to family violence in their 
community. 

I’m now able to talk with the front line contingent who deal with family 
violence. I talk about what happened in our case, what local police did that 
worked well from our point of view, the unexpected things they did for which 
I was grateful, and the things they did that didn’t help at all.

All these discussions are very open and honest – to the point that some of 
their comments and questions are, at times, desperately difficult for me to 
answer. But out of them has come a very clear commitment that the police 
want to understand family violence from a victim’s experience and viewpoint 
and what they could do better.

Theirs is a huge and difficult job, particularly when they have to unravel 
each individual case of family violence, and I have been impressed with the 
dedication they put into it.

I believe the police budget should be increased so that more staff can be 
trained to work in the family violence arena, training that will aid them to work 
through the traumatic scenes they will be faced with. Often these scenes will 
be highly confused and false allegations will be made. Initially the victim may 
be portrayed as the problem. Lies will be told and children will end up being 
the biggest long-term losers.

As public awareness of family violence grows, there will be an ever-increasing 
call on police resources, and thus a growing urgency for the recommendations 
from the report on Family and Sexual Violence to be in place.

Recommendation 3
All child survivors of a fatal family violence homicide should be considered to 
be vulnerable children and therefore should have access to assessment and 
support services.

• These children should have a comprehensive assessment of their needs 
(health, safety, well-being and educational) and appropriate follow-up. 
This will be facilitated by Child Youth and Family or the newly emerging 
Children’s Teams.
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• All of these vulnerable children and their family/wh-anau should continue 
to receive support from the appropriate service until a clear pathway for 
their ongoing care is established and the children have been shown to 
be making good progress in their physical and mental health and in their 
educational progress in their new care situation.

• ACC proactively advises what the surviving children’s entitlements are and 
assist them and/or their caregivers to access these.

• Vulnerable adults have a named lead navigator/agency for their aftercare 
plan.

It seems to me that all this is blindingly obvious but the lack of it in 
our case left me grasping for guidance. Instead we were visited by an 
untrained volunteer who actually did more damage. Surely only properly 
qualified professional people should be permitted near children who have 
experienced or possibly even witnessed a traumatic event such as the murder 
of a parent.

In these situations such children are at the limit of their ability to cope, even 
with everyday routines, and they need expert care and guidance. And any 
adults left with the day-to-day responsibility of caring for these children also 
need guidance.

Recommendation 4 
The establishment of a working group to develop a national Family Violence 
Death Aftercare protocol. The protocol will focus on clarifying the roles and 
responsibilities of each organisation – and the process to be followed – to 
ensure safe and holistic care pathways are developed for both child and adult 
survivors of fatal family violence.

In my opinion each grieving family should have a guide appointed to help 
them with everything that is still to come.

In our case the police helped as much as they could, but in the end there 
were still various agencies – with no connection to the police – that had to 
be contacted. Altogether there were 13 of them, seven of which I did not 
even know existed. And of the ones I did know about, it hadn’t occurred to 
me that there would be any need for them to get involved. For example, I 
couldn’t see any role for ACC – there was nothing ‘accidental’ about Helen’s 
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death, and there was no work-related issue involved, so why on earth would 
I need to contact them? My state of mind after our daughter’s murder and 
the trauma that we were all going through made sure I was in no condition to 
think anything through, anyway.

What I desperately needed was someone (an angel of sorts) to quietly sit with 
me and take me through all the steps that were required of me. This angel 
would know how all the agencies worked and what each one’s role would 
be in our new lives. They would show us how to access what we needed and 
be aware of what kind of information would be required from us in dealing 
with each agency. Best of all would be for that angel to work with someone in 
each agency so that the whole process could be not just smooth, but quickly 
handled.

Also on my wishlist would be a letter of authorisation so that the appointed 
angel could remove the hurdles that the Privacy Act puts in the road of 
agencies talking with each other and achieving what’s obviously necessary 
for the survivors in the shortest possible time. The duplication involved in 
supplying the same information for two arms of the same agency borders on 
lunacy. I had the experience of not only being told that I had not provided 
sufficient proof that I was the children’s grandfather, but that same agency 
was unable to tell me what constituted sufficient proof. Needless to say, I was 
left speechless. 

Recommendation 5
The government considers an amendment of the Crimes Act to include non-
fatal strangulation as a separate crime under part 8 of the Crimes Act 1961.

On one occasion my daughter Helen was severely assaulted by her husband 
to the extent that in trying to strangle her, he crushed her larynx. However, 
the only symptom she displayed the next day was not being able to talk 
clearly; there was no visible sign on her throat of what had happened. She 
actually told her friends what had happened as she thought it was extreme 
behaviour, and we were subsequently shocked to discover how commonly 
this form of physical assault is used by abusive partners.

Strangulation in this context is about the abuser asserting control over 
the victim by both securing her immediate physical compliance and 
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communicating his potential to do even worse. Then there’s her extreme 
vulnerability for the purpose of future interaction.

It is a powerful weapon for the abuser as not only does it usually take place 
in private with no witnesses to come to the aid of the victim, but it rarely 
produces an obvious physical injury.

Furthermore, it is arguably more motivated not by the desire to hurt the 
victim, but rather the need to assert dominance over her as it tends to have a 
profound psychological impact as outlined above.

If there were a specific offence covering non-fatal strangulation, then it would:

• flag non-fatal strangulation in a way that can’t be missed. This form of 
abuse is often minimised by victims and practitioners and thus frequently 
represents a lost opportunity for intervention before death (as happened 
in our case). Naming and highlighting it would encourage community 
agencies, police and health professionals to identify and respond 
appropriately.

• remove the need to prove physical injury to the victim, or intent to injure 
or kill on the part of the offender before prosecution for a serious family 
violence criminal offence can take place. This would facilitate a more 
effective criminal justice reponse.

• highlight incidents of non-fatal strangulation on an offender’s criminal 
record. Currently a non-fatal strangulation, if successfully prosecuted, 
is likely to be recorded as an assault (in other words, a non-consensual 
touching that did not cause harm to the victim).

Recommendation 6
The government:

• considers modifying the test for self-defence set out in section 48 of 
the Crimes Act 1961 so that it is more readily accessible to homicide 
defendants who are primary victims of family violence

• considers the introduction of a partial defence that can be utilised by 
primary victims of family violence who are not acting in self-defence at the 
time they retaliate in response to the abuse they have experienced
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• convene an advisory group of experts (on the defence of primary victims 
who kill the predominant aggressor) to inform its deliberations.

By abolishing provocation in 2009, New Zealand now has no partial defence 
for murder for those primary victims whose circumstances do not fit within 
the full defence of self defence. So at present we have a situation where an 
abused victim finally retaliates against the aggressor in a physical manner that 
causes the death of the aggressor, then that homicide defendant who has 
been the primary victim of family violence:

• will not have improved access to self-defence

• is no longer able to raise a partial defence and therefore will be convicted 
of murder if they are unsuccessful in raising self-defence in cases where 
they were reacting to the abuse history and the killing was not accidental

• is likely to be sentenced to a substantial period of imprisonment, even 
if they are successful in getting the presumption of life imprisonment 
overturned on a murder conviction.

All that happens at present is that the abused victim moves from one life 
of imprisonment to another, without receiving any recognition of what they 
have already suffered, nor any real help to deal with the trauma. If there are 
children involved, then clearly the problem is exacerbated.

Recommendation 7

The judiciary, with the approval and strong recommendation of the Heads of 
Bench, in association with the Institute of Judicial Studies, implement family 
violence education and training, as well as establishing a mechanism for 
refresher training.

As I have already stated numerous times, education on family violence for all 
New Zealanders must take a step up, especially through schools and through 
the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign, and all the way to the judiciary.
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Recommendation 8

The Ministry of Justice, in partnership with New Zealand Police, strengthen 
the criminal and appellate courts’ ability to respond effectively to family 
violence charges by facilitating the provision of comprehensive information to 
judges to aid safe and robust decision-making.

This is where the buck stops. Court is where family violence abusers 
come face to face with what they have done and must then accept the 
consequences of their actions. The court’s decision must make clear that the 
event was not ‘just a domestic’. 

To comprehend the enormity of the impact that an incident of family violence 
can have, the cumulative and compounding harmful effects on the whole 
family should be taken into account, not just on the immediate victim.

The trauma of continual abuse is often carried from one generation to 
another and, when not addressed, can perpetuate inter-generational 
patterns. Family violence is a disruption to the fabric of family and wh-anau 
structures and has a negative impact on many long-term health and social 
issues.

It should be remembered that even after an abuser has left the family/ 
wh-anau environment for whatever reason, in the absence of any assistance, 
the negative impact can remain.

Practitioners in the field need to focus their thinking on how to prevent abuse 
from continuing.

Note: As it is not possible to include everything in the report here, I highly 
recommend reading it as a follow-up.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Our Future

We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we 
used to create them.
ALBERT EINSTEIN

How seriously do you rate family violence as a problem? Let me put 
it this way: just for a minute, set aside the concept of measuring our 
wealth in terms of dollars and instead measure it in terms of family 

violence.

We can do this by comparing New Zealand with other members of the 
OECD in the context of family violence as follows:

• New Zealand women suffer the highest rate of violence, and specifically 
sexual violence, from their partners

• New Zealand children suffer the highest rate of abuse and neglect

• New Zealand teenagers have the highest suicide rate.

In this context, New Zealand is clearly bankrupt. Nothing has been done to 
change matters; in fact certain recent government decisions are only going to 
make things worse.
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Consider the opening quote to this chapter. When are we going to realise 
that we have a big problem in this country? And without a change in our 
thinking, it’s not going to improve.

We didn’t just suddenly arrive at this point; we have been heading this way 
for the last 40 years. As I stated in my introduction, we were once the safest 
country in the world. Now we are at the bottom of the heap.

Clearly the huge social changes and technological developments of recent 
years have influenced how we live. But the whole world has gone through 
these changes, so why have we not adapted? 

At what point did New Zealand throw the baby out with the bathwater? 

When did we decide to no longer bother maintaining our old standards and 
instead take the easy road – the easy road that means it is someone else’s 
responsibility? 

What caused such a strain on our families that violence has become a part of 
so many lives?

Various factors have changed how we fulfil our parenting roles these days, 
and many of them have not made it necessarily easier. Mate Frankovitch, who 
was an Auckland coroner until he retired in 2000, knew this better than most. 
Having lived through so many societal changes and witnessed the results in 
his professional life, Frankovitch was well known for speaking his mind on the 
factors he saw as contributing to suicide. He was appalled at the ‘aimless, 
purposeless’ lives many youngsters led, saying that a leading cause of youth 
suicides was a breakdown of family values. He also blamed some parents for 
the high number of youth suicides because they had failed to instil a sense of 
self-esteem or confidence in their children. ‘That religious belief has largely 
gone, to be replaced in a secular society with an attitude that there is nothing 
out there and nothing matters … This loss of a sense of personal worth and 
a meaning to life is a critical factor. Kids need to be given a sense of purpose 
and meaning.’

To illustrate his point he cited the example of three young men, all from 
wealthy families, who had each committed suicide for what appeared to be 
trivial reasons. The last to die ended his life because his new girlfriend had 
turned down his sexual advances. His father told Frankovitch that all three 
had been drinking before taking their own lives, and all three shared the 
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attitude that if you can’t get what you want, then life is not worth living.

Mate Frankovitch went on to say that ‘the root source of their distress comes 
back to parenting, parenting and parenting. Parents should get down with 
their kids and make the effort to relate with them.’

I agree with this statement and believe that the skill of successful parenting is 
being lost, through too much interference from outside sources as well as too 
little dialogue between outside agencies/individuals and parents.

Here are two examples that illustrate the point that while the legalities were 
seen to have been observed in both cases, the consequences have had 
serious implications for the parents.

The first concerns a teenage boy who committed suicide. He had attended 
several sessions with a school counsellor to discuss his problem. After the 
boy’s funeral the counsellor told his parents she had done all she could and 
that it was a tragic ending. The boy’s parents were furious to hear that there 
had been no effort made by the counsellor or the school to contact them 
regarding their son’s need for counselling. Further, they were told that the 
counselling was between the boy and the counsellor and was thus private 
and confidential.

The boy’s suicide was unfortunate, they said, but they had done all they could.

How can this be so? At what point can the counsellor consider he/she has 
more authority over the well-being of a youth than his parents?

The second is the case of a 15-year-old girl who was taken by the school 
nurse to have an abortion without the parents being notified. The fact that 
the mother was lied to by the nurse because the latter wanted to maintain 
confidentiality with the minor further muddied the water. But worse still was 
that the girl became suicidal after the abortion, which was botched, leaving 
the girl unable to have children. At what point can the nurse consider she has 
more authority over the well-being of that girl than her parents?

Recent government policies have not done much for parenting either.

The 2015 budget included a $25 per week extra allowance for low-income 
families. It also lifted the subsidy to $5 per hour (up to 50 hours) for childcare per 
child to reduce the barriers for those parents moving off welfare and into work. 



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E

132

Then came the crunch:

Most sole parents, and partners of beneficaries, will have to be available for 
part-time work once the youngest child turns three.

Just how is working part-time going to help parenting? Particularly during 
those crucial learning years before the child starts school? I was then 
flabbergasted to hear a prominent doctor say that childcare may be in the 
best interest of the child after it has turned three as its home life may be 
unsuitable with parents who drink or take drugs. 

Surely this is treating the symptom and not the cause. And if the good doctor 
can identify such a home, then shouldn’t he be getting social services, CYFS 
and himself involved with those parents to change that situation? 

Shouldn’t parenting be encouraged, not disassembled?

We are the victims of our own mismanagement; our family violence statistics 
prove it.

What we need is a government with the courage to take dramatic action to 
change things for the better. But so far we have only had lip service paid to 
the possibility along with cut grants.

It’s going to take every one of us to stand up and help those who are in need, 
to stop turning a blind eye to family violence, to listen to those who are 
desperate for help, and to let all our children know we care. 

But once again I have to make the point that it is the government that 
controls the funds and the services we need to help those people. I believe 
the government needs to take back the responsibility for helping these 
individuals and families, rather than avoiding direct responsibility by giving 
grants to any representative body that says they can do the job. 

It is time the government and judicary removed all the abuse, rape and family 
violence cases away from the criminal court where an adversarial system 
prevails. We should be working within an inquisitorial system that recognises 
all relevant evidence. A system where there is no suppression of the accused’s 
history, where there is no public pretrial persecution of the victim by the 
accused and his defence lawyer, where name suppression should only apply 
to the victim if they choose it and where any possible identification of children 
is witheld. 
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I want to see a system where the accused is publicly named, irrespective of 
their wealth or position in society.

I know the inquisitorial system works because I’ve seen it in action elsewhere 
in the world. In the particular case I was involved in, all the work was done 
prior to the affected parties presenting themselves at the courtroom; i.e., 
both parties had communicated with their respective legal representatives 
so that their arguments were prepared and had already been presented 
to the judge who would make the appropriate ruling on the case. On the 
day itself, as we gathered before the court, there were no speeches from 
either the defence or the prosecution lawyers. This was because everything 
they had to say was already in writing before the judge who opened the 
proceedings by asking some relevant questions to clarify the content in the 
written documentation. He then asked questions of each party to clarify their 
respective positions. At no time did the victim have to take the stand and be 
cross examined by the defence, which can effectively victimise them all over 
again. The process was controlled, measured and precise and in this case 
lasting just half a day before the judge retired to deliberate on his verdict, 
which he did the following afternoon.

How much better this process would work for those who have been raped or 
abused in some other way. No grandstanding, no ridiculing of the victim, no 
‘he said, she said’. 

Our acceptance of equality is becoming more polarised and subsequently 
distancing the ‘haves’ from the ‘have nots’. However, some individuals 
are doing incredible work towards changing perceptions. One of these 
is Lesley Elliott, who set up the Sophie Elliott Foundation to help raise 
awareness of family violence in a very specific way. Her ‘Loves-Me-Not’ 
programme, designed to be used with Year 12 students, fosters safe and 
healthy relationships. Lesley Elliott realised that although teenagers today are 
swamped by sex education, they lack the knowledge of how to conduct a 
safe relationship and what each should expect from the other in a respectful 
manner.

Thanks in part to the co-operation from New Zealand Police in promoting 
and helping present the programme in colleges, it is working well to help 
build positive attitudes. I would like to see it run as part of the curriculum for 
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every Year 12 student throughout the country. For more information, visit 
www.sophieelliottfoundation.co.nz

Another individual is Tim Marshall, who co-ordinates the Tauawhi Men’s 
Centre in Gisborne in response to family violence in his community. It soon 
became clear to Tim that there were probably similar groups doing the 
same thing in towns all around New Zealand. ‘How much better could it 
be done if we men all networked, pooled our ideas and took from it what 
would work in our own towns,’ he thought. As a result of the work done by 
Tim and a small group of social and community workers, a series of meetings 
around the country, supported by the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign, has developed. 
These meetings have allowed men to connect and share their individual 
journeys towards change – all in a bid to help stop family violence. For more 
information, visit www.tauawhi.org.nz

It’s also worth taking a take a look at the results gained in Raetihi where since 
2010 family violence has decreased by two-thirds. It began when a couple 
of men got together to talk about what needed to change. From their base 
in Ohakune, Peter Porter and his team then set about creating a public 
programme to change local attitudes and instil pride in their community. 
With a plan for the future established they approached the ‘It’s not OK’ 
organisation for funding and before long they were on their way.

Each year they built on the success of the previous year, changing those 
aspects of the plan that didn’t work so well. They now have youth clubs 
offering sport and social interaction, Dads and Lads events and street get-
togethers where local businesses set up stalls along the main street to 
promote associated employment opportunities.

The turn-around in these towns has been remarkable. Everything associated 
with the promotion of these events is locally sourced and it’s the local citizens 
who have produced all the data to record their achievements so far. 

Watch out for the huge billboard on the drive into Ohakune that features 
the majestic Mount Ruapehu covered in snow along with these words: ‘In 
Ohakune we hit the slopes, not each other.’ One of the initiatives Peter Porter 
helped create for Ruapehu Whanau Transformation can be seen on YouTube 
NZ, Ruapehu Top Town 2015. 

A similar programme was launched in Huntly in late 2014 when Destry 



F A M I LY  V I O L E N C E 

135

Murphy, the local police iwi liaison officer, looked at his Huntly community 
and, alongside five locals, decided to make a difference. He project-led 
the Huntly campaign, involving the whole town to reduce the rate of family 
violence in their community. They looked at what had been done elsewhere, 
and then made it their own, unique to Huntly. The idea was to use local 
champions to portray the message, individuals that were unlikely to be 
unknown outside Huntly, but well recognised on a local basis. And not just 
a handful of champions; they were clear that there was going to be nothing 
hit or miss about their plan, so they selected 26 champions from a base 
population of about 7000.

Their champions did not need an unblemished record, nor did they need 
to hold a position of public responsibility. In fact a number of them have 
pasts best forgotten. But who they are now and how they contribute to 
their community is what matters; it is by their example that they convey the 
strongest messages. They are all proud of the changes that they have made 
in their own lives and are willing to share them to help make their community 
safer. Little wonder that the town soon adopted their ‘Huntly Proud’ slogan. 

Once identified, the next step was to train the champions so that they were 
made aware of the forms of family violence, how and where to go for help, 
and how best to work with anyone who might approach them for help. This 
necessitated bringing on board the relevant agencies. 

Promoting the campaign came next and soon a number of local professionals 
and non-professionals were stepping up and offering their services.

Two billboards were erected on the outskirts of Huntly. Posters of the 26 
champions were printed, each with a personalised one-sentence message, 
and displayed around the town. A mini-booklet was adapted from the ‘It’s not 
OK’ campaign, personalised to Huntly, with two of the champions featured, 
and local references for where to go for help. 

The media came on board with coverage of the campaign, especially the 
launch, a family fun day in a part of town with a reputation for family violence. 
The event was well publicised, a free sausage sizzle, bouncy castle and many 
family games, all presided over by one of the champions who acted as MC 
for the day. Local businesses contributed prizes, and the champions were 
present wearing their distinctive ‘It’s not OK’ T-shirts. 
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So what is there to show for all this effort? To begin with, following the 
November 2014 launch there has been a 36 drop in call-outs to family 
violence incidents in the period covering December and New Year, 
traditionally one of the high incident periods for reports of family violence. 
But even better, these figures stayed down and in the six-month period from 
the launch of the campaign to May 2015, there has been an approximately  
30 reduction in family violence in Huntly. 

So yes, the results have been stunning – and ongoing. As for being cost 
effective, the cost of the campaign came in at a little under $1.30 per citizen.

Destry Murphy and his team see it as a great beginning and are committed 
to achieving even more. They recently conducted a survey to gauge how the 
people of Huntly saw the campaign and also to have a factual record on what 
had been achieved. Now they are planning the next stage of the campaign, 
which will involve, among other things, increasing the number of champions 
to 50, with the intention of having a champion living on every street in the 
town. As one official champion was heard to say, ‘In Huntly we can all be 
champions!’

Every community holds the solution within itself. Every community already 
has the resources to reduce its rate of family violence; it only needs to be 
tapped into. And it only needs one person to start that process by standing 
up and saying that enough is enough, let’s stop the violence. It is very 
important to be aware that it’s not a financial barrier that stops change, it is 
about utilising the spirit and energy of those citizens wanting to make their 
town safer.

Imagine what New Zealand would be like if every community followed the 
examples of Huntly and Raetihi. 

Prevention and education will carry the brunt of the new thinking, but they 
will never be fully successful if the present cycle of abuse is not broken. Those 
who are victims now and are receiving help from counselling, protection or 
staying in a refuge safe house must continue to receive care and guidance. 
Help lines and their associated services are key to ending the cycle of abuse.
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Without doubt, the more successful we are at preventing family violence and 
raising awareness of it, the more those who have until now suffered in silence 
will begin to come forward. 

Extra funding will need to be made available to cater for the higher demand 
on all service providers, including the police, refuges and community groups.

To not recognise this and fund appropriately will only make those responsible 
for these descisions part of the problem, not part of the solution.
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Summary for Change

1 Bullying Prevention and Response: A guide for schools should be adopted 
to become a living document in every school and college in the country, 
alongside PB4L.

2 Loves-Me-Not, the Sophie Elliott Foundation safe relationship 
programme, should be adopted into every Year 12 curriculum.

3 More funding should be made available for the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign to 
better raise awareness and safe interventions in the media, particularly on 
television. 

4 New Zealand Police needs to further strengthen its situational response 
and harm prevention programmes and establish them in rural areas.

5 All child survivors of a family violence homicide should be considered as 
‘at risk and vulnerable’ and be given access to assessment and support.

6 More funding is required in the area of mental health to support public 
awareness of what is needed to prevent teenage suicides.

7 Non-fatal strangulation should become a separate crime. Dangerously 
commonplace, this act of specific violence must be recognised and dealt 
with for its long-lasting mental effect on the victim.

8 Name suppression for those accused of any act of family violence 
including paedophilia should not be allowed.

9 Parenting programmes and counselling should be better funded by 
government, particularly where there are ‘at risk’ children.
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