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How do high-octane high-
flyers handle a sudden loss 
of status and professional 
purpose, a public fall from 
grace, or the pressure of 
being under constant public 
scrutiny? Former Telecom 
chief executive Theresa 
Gattung speaks frankly about 
her own crisis and talks 
to three-term Wellington 
mayor Kerry Prendergast, 
controversial novelist Witi 
Ihimaera and ground-breaking 
judge and governor-general 
Dame Silvia Cartwright.

When 
the 
music 
stops

Theresa Gattung
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Kerry prendergast:  
the Bigger Loss

B
etween 2001 and 2010, Kerry was 
the Mayor of Wellington. For 
three terms she had been elected 
with a comfortable margin. Kerry 
was a workaholic. I know this as 

I’m her neighbour. She was completely com-
mitted to the job. 

“The gym at 6am, home, breakfast and 
then start my meetings around 8am. There 
wasn’t a single day when I got up and knew 
the day would be the same as the day before. 
Every day was different and every day was 
exciting. I loved the job, I just loved it: being 
out in the community, the variety of activi-
ties, doing the deals.

“But, I was in my third term. I’d always 
said three terms was enough. I think New 
Zealanders give politicians only about three 
terms and then, for whatever reason, they 
look for a change.

“I wasn’t stale, I still loved it; and, of 
course, phenomenal things were coming 
up: not just the Rugby World Cup, which 
was exciting, but The Hobbit, of course, and 
big issues to do with amalgamation and the 
structure of governance for the Wellington 
region. Also, for 10 years I’d put my heart 
and soul into getting the ASB Centre in 
Kilbirnie built.

“Notwithstanding that, I’d made the deci-
sion I wouldn’t stand again and we spent 
my entire third term trying to talk people 
into considering standing for mayor.”

“From the beginning?” I asked.
“Yes, from the beginning, because I knew 

this would be my last term. We approached 
a large number of people to consider it. 
Mostly they gave me the same response that 
you did, Theresa. Why would you do it: 
work crazy hours, take the flak you get from 
the community, and for not a large 
remuneration? You do it because you love 
it. You love the community, you love the 
variety, you love politics.

“And then a number of things happened. 
Our first choice and our fall-back person 
both let us know they’d made other com-
mitments and weren’t going to be available. 
So I came under enormous pressure. Really, 
would I not reconsider?”

So Kerry decided to stand again and most 
commentators assumed her re-election 
would be a fait accompli. “There was one 
political commentator, David Farrar, who, 
just days out from the election commented, 
‘Of course you can never guarantee the 
outcome with the single transferable vote 

I 
put down the phone. And then I cried 
for two days straight. Great heaving 
sobs. Out of proportion. Wildly out of 
proportion. Hell, I didn’t want to do 
boards full time. I didn’t necessarily 

want to do that board that badly. But it 
brought up every rejection, both personal 
and professional, I had ever experienced. By 
then that amounted to quite a few.

Even a couple of years after parting very 
publicly from Telecom, my difficult transi-
tion clearly wasn’t emotionally complete.

In 2004, I was the chief executive of 
Telecom, happily in a committed relationship 
of more than 20 years with the person I re-
garded as my best friend. In 2005, my partner 
left me. In 2006, amid the biggest political 
leak in modern New Zealand parliamentary 
history, the then-Minister of Communi-
cations, David Cunliffe, announced the plan 
to re-regulate the telecom munications sec-
tor. This became front-page news for weeks, 
trashing Telecom’s share price in the process. 

I was blamed. Of course I blamed myself. 
What should I have done differently? What 
could I have done differently? Why didn’t I 
see it coming?

In 2007, I left Telecom; the events of the 
previous year had made it inevitable. 
Suddenly my face didn’t fit anymore. I was 
grief-stricken and exhausted. I felt very 
alone, bereft of the structure which had sup-
ported my life for more than 20 years.

Unless you have lived through it, you can’t 
imagine the loss of self-esteem that occurs 
in a person who seems so confident from 
the public perspective. But slowly I regained 
my zest for life. Writing my book Bird on a 
Wire was cathartic, leading to speaking op-
portunities here and overseas. I travelled 
for pleasure rather than just for work and 
had more time for family and friends. 

My life gradually became woven with 
many different strands, including commer-
cial endeavours, both big and small, and 
charitable ones. But it was tough for a long 
time. I knew I had the respect of people I 
respected, but I felt so judged and blamed 
– and some of that stuck.

My own painful transition has given me a 
greater degree of empathy for the challenges 
faced by others making their own changes 
and dealing with difficult situations in the 
public eye. I’ve observed that professional 
crisis and personal trauma often go hand in 
hand. And that it’s not uncommon for more 
than one painful event to occur either sim-
 u l   tan eously or in quick succession. That was 
the case with me. It was also the case with 
Kerry Prendergast.

Kerry Prendergast

“Why would you 
do it: work crazy 
hours, take the 
flak you get from 
the community, 
and for not a large 
remuneration? 
You do it because 
you love the 
community, you 
love the variety, 
you love politics.”
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your son.’ When we finally got in about 
11.30am, the young house surgeon told us: 
‘We would like a meeting with you.’

“And I knew. I said, ‘You want to turn off 
life support.’ He said he wasn’t qualified to 
tell us. So we got the family together and 
went back at 2pm. That’s when the head of 
intensive care and the neurosurgeon said 
they’d done all the tests they could do. Our 
son’s Glasgow score was still only three. The 
doctors’ advice was to turn off life support. 
But they said: ‘We’re going to do another 
MRI because we think the damage is worse 
than we initially thought so we’d like to  
regroup tomorrow. But no matter what the 
MRI says, our advice is still going to be to 
turn off the life support.’

“So we had to wait until Friday, when the 
MRI showed Andrew’s brain stem was  
already 25 per cent dead and was getting 
worse. He was shutting down.

“They turned off the ventilator and he 
started breathing on his own. Saturday after-
noon they asked us whether we’d like to take 
him home. They said because Andrew was 
fit and strong it could take 24 to 48 hours, or 
even longer. So we brought him home on 
Sunday morning and he didn’t die until the 
following Thursday, nearly a week later.

“I’d lost my second child not long after 
birth, in 1979, and I thought that was the 
hardest thing ever. And then the mayor-
alty, but that pales into insignificance  
beside losing my beautiful 30-year-old son. 

“My birthday was March 28 and he died 
on the 31st; then my sister-in-law died 
suddenly at 48, on April 25. My brother was 
devastated. He lived in Brisbane. So I went 
over there and spent some time. 

“When I came back I wanted to just die 
here on my own, at home, quietly. Rex was 
motorbiking overseas, a commitment he’d 
made a year before. And I was committed 
to taking 48 people to Crete on the Battle 
of Crete commemoration trip in May.”

Kerry reflects on her life without Andrew. 
“Now nothing is the same. There isn’t a 
minute when I don’t see someone who 
looks like Andrew. I hear about horse rid-
ing, the gay community, the arts… anything 
that has the minutest connection is just 
another reminder… someone else losing 
their child. I see ambulances, helicopters, 
hospitals…”

I ask how she’s dealt with the loss. 
“Not very well,” she says. “I think mostly 

I bury it. It’s not easy to talk about it. People 
are caring and they say wonderful things 
and we have had great support. But I don’t 
think you can truly understand what it’s 

or maybe they knew I was a nurse, they 
thought I knew. 

“We waited, he had his scan, he went up 
to intensive care; they put lines in to measure 
the intracranial pressure. That night the 
anaesthetist and the neurosurgeon took us 
through his cat scan and his MRI. 

“At that stage they were saying: ‘He is 
deeply unconscious and we are sedating him  
because he’s on a ventilator. He has 
significant brain bleeding and it’s diffuse – 
meaning it is everywhere.’ 

“They showed us the x-ray and results from 
the cat scan. The plan for the next 48 hours 
was to give his brain time to rest from the 
severity of the accident and then wean him 
off the ventilator. 

“We understood he had a severe brain 
injury and when we tried to get a handle on  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
that we were assuming the parts of his brain 
that were damaged were those relating to  
memory, deep-seated memory, so we asked: 
‘Does that mean he will forget, you know, 
what he does for a job?’ ‘No,’ they said, ‘it’s 
much more significant… he will forget how 
to walk, how to feed himself.’” 

We were talking about needing not days 
of rehabilitation but months. I guess that was 
as bad as we thought it could be. 

“The next few days were a whirlwind. It 
was about who would be with Andrew, mak-
ing sure someone was with him all the time. 
Rex started an email blog with friends and 
family here and overseas so they knew what 
was happening.

“The next morning he hadn’t woken up as 
we’d hoped and he didn’t wake up the fol-
lowing day, Thursday. That morning, when 
we got there at 10am they wouldn’t let us in. 
They let other families in [to the ICU] but 
kept saying to us, ‘We’re still working with 

must have helped salve the wound of losing 
the election?

“The dinner took place in early December. 
I had to be talked into it because I was still 
pretty bruised and it was a big public thing 
but it was cathartic on the night. There were 
so many supporters there. It went to the 
core of reminding me that my time as mayor 
couldn’t have been all bad; obviously the 
council I ran had made a difference.

“And there was such a cross-section of 
people there from council, the community, 
business, politics and my family. They 
weren’t all from the centre-right; it was a 
real slice of community. It was very special.”

But as difficult as that period of her life 
was, much worse was to come.

“If losing the mayoralty was bad, in the 
context of then losing my son, it was incon-
sequential. 

“In March last year, only four months after 
I left the job, I was walking home from a 
meeting with my phone on silent. As I walked 
in the door and got out my cellphone, I saw 
all these missed calls and texts. 

“The phone was ringing. I picked it up 
and it was my daughter saying Andrew had 
been involved in an accident. They didn’t 
know much except he had come off a horse. 
The helicopter had just flown over her 
place; he was on his way to hospital. 

“As I was getting into a cab to go to the 
hospital, my phone rang and it was one of 
the senior paramedics on the helicopter, 
who’s a friend. He rang to say: ‘Look we’ve 
just dropped Andrew off, I thought you 
would like to know.’”

“He told you how bad it was?” I asked. 
“Yes. It didn’t compute. I raced up to  

the hospital in the cab. Ran in to find 
Andrew’s dad and younger sister were there. 
The staff let me straight in. They were 
fantastic actually. At that stage, he was still 
in A&E. I spent a long time as a nurse in 
intensive-care units so I wasn’t surprised 
at how he looked; I expected that. He had 
every imaginable tube and wire and they 
were just rushing him off for a CT scan. 

“The neurologist was there and a number 
of doctors. They were putting in lines and 
catheters as I asked questions: if his pupils 
were still reactive, if he was breathing on 
his own, had he been conscious at all? 

“As the neurosurgeon left, he told me 
Andrew’s Glasgow [coma scale] score was 
three. I had no idea what that meant. I now 
know, and if I had known then what it meant, 
I wouldn’t have had hope. 

“It took some time to find out but I think  
because they heard me ask these questions, 

covered those five key areas – sometimes 
in a number of ways.

“I’m the sort of person… if I receive a knock 
I just get back up and don’t ever let anybody 
know how hurt I am.

“First I got the Festival of the Arts role [an 
executive chair]. I then got phoned to ask if 
I would consider the Environmental 
Protection Authority [EPA], so wow, the en-
vironment! I then got phoned, and asked 
would I like to go on the Kirkcaldie & Stains 
[Wellington department store] board, so I 
got business. 

“I was offered the opportunity to think 
about chairing Tourism NZ. Suddenly things 
started falling into place, but it did take time. 
Six to nine months.”

When I said to Kerry, “I don’t think that’s  
very long,” she replied, “No, I suppose not. 
But I didn’t have time from a personal 
financial point of view and I just can’t do 
nothing. I’m a workaholic. I wasn’t sleeping 
well. I was getting up and pacing the floor, 
going to the gym at 6am, coming home at 
7am, reading the paper, having a shower, 
getting dressed, and sitting down and saying, 
‘What in the hell am I going to do now?’

“I think probably what I’ve done is re-
pressed some of the grieving I still need to do. 
And I know – because I was a grief counsellor 
for 16 years – that it’s not good for me and one 
day it’s going to come out. Because I didn’t 
have the time to do that grieving, and my per-
sonal circumstances meant I couldn’t. It has 
meant I was forced to just get on up and get 
back out there fighting and I know it means 
I will have to face those demons one day.”

I admired the fact Kerry still got up at the 
crack of dawn to exercise. As soon as I didn’t 
have to – after I left Telecom – I didn’t!

“You have to grieve. It’s the same for all 
significant losses,” she says. “Losing your 
job is the same process. For a stillbirth we 
used to say it would take on average a year 
to deal with the loss; a cot death, on average, 
two years. Losing a job that I’d put my heart 
and soul and passion into for more than 20 
years – well, taking a couple of weeks to try 
and deal with it was not enough.

“You drive everyone crazy. And the other 
thing is that I’d been so busy I had a PA that 
did everything – and yet the invitations kept 
coming. So I’d be writing apologies or reply-
ing ‘Yes’ and then I’d hand them to Rex and 
say, ‘Could you deal with these?’ until he 
said, ‘I am not your PA, you’re going to have 
to learn yourself!’” 

The Wellington tribute dinner for Kerry 
was magnificent, with the Prime Minister, 
among others, speaking in praise of her. This 

some notable individuals who never said 
anything at the time and never have since. 
Others who said, ‘Well the Queen is dead, 
long live the Queen.’” 

It was a time of working out who were 
genuine friends and supporters and who 
were supporters because she was the mayor.

“Initially of course, you’re in shock, you 
can’t believe it, and then you have some 
downtime and you go through the question-
ing. ‘Why? What if I had done this, if I had 
done that?’... through to finally accepting 
you need to move on. That period took a 
long time. I was down, I was sad. What did 
I do wrong? What could I have done better? 

“Publicly, I tried to maintain a very positive 
face, but privately it was hell. It was only 
with the support of family and close friends 
that I got through the following few months.

“My team, who had worked closely on 
each of my mayoral campaigns, were dev-
astated. They had probably taken the cam-
paign too lightly and concentrated on as-
sociating my work with Wellington’s 
success rather than still featuring my name 
and face on billboards and brochures.”

I saw Kerry the morning after the final 
result was decided and I’d have described 
her as shattered. Actually, I would have de-
scribed her as shattered but disciplined… 
at the gym early as always. The first thing 
she said to me was, “My income stopped 
yesterday. I have to find another job.”

Kerry decided against looking for a full-
time management role and instead sought 
board roles. “I decided I wanted something 
in the arts area, something in the environ-
ment area, something in the youth or social 
area, something in the business area. I also 
wanted to give back to the community – 
and I’ve stuck to that. I’ve turned boards 
down; quite a few in fact. On the other 
hand, I’ve said yes to quite a lot and I’ve 

system [STV].’ And he articulated what the 
little voice in my head said – that polling 
only tells you what people’s first choice is. 
It doesn’t tell you if they are actually going 
to vote and it doesn’t tell you where they’re 
going to put their second preference…”

As Kerry describes it, election day was a 
very long one. “The longer it went on, the 
more nervous I got. I was beside myself; I 
was pacing the floor. We had agreed to meet 
in my office with my family and supporters 
and then I got the call from the chief 
executive to say I needed to come across to 
the council foyer to hear the result.

“I went across and the result was read out 
– I’d won by a small number of votes but with 
a huge number of special votes still to count. 
I didn’t sleep at all that night and we had to 
wait another 10 days for the final results.”

Kerry lost by 176 votes. A tiny margin.
“I made a decision that I would never 

knock the winning candidate [Celia Wade-
Brown]. I don’t comment on issues now to 
do with the city; I think it’s fair that the 
mayor and the council get on with their new 
vision and their direction. 

“I did go to the handing over of the chains 
and I put them around Celia’s neck. I made 
a speech and wished her all the best in pub-
lic. I left her a gift in the office and wished 
her all the best in private with a nice hand-
written card. But it was tough.

“I believed that everybody had voted 
against me. And so for the next few weeks 
– months actually – it was really tough to 
even go to the supermarket and Rex [Kerry’s 
husband] had to constantly remind me that 
more people had wanted me to be the mayor 
on the first preference vote and I still had 
enormous support and respect. Of course 
that was true. Also, that I had to remember 
the previous nine years. [Wellington had 
just been awarded the title ‘Coolest Little 
Capital in the World’.] But it is not easy 
losing. It was a very public loss and because 
I had such a high public profile everybody 
knew and I could see people talking about 
me on the street. 

“I forced myself to go to arts events and 
I’d see people commenting to each other, 
not in a negative way, I think more out of 
respect that I had the courage to go to these 
things. I figured if I stopped going, it would 
make it harder to start again, so I tried to 
continue to support the organisations that 
I’d supported and loved while I was mayor.

“The vast majority of organisations I went 
to, like the arts bodies, had always been 
really supportive. They remained incredibly 
supportive; they continue to be. There were 

“I believed that 
everybody had 
voted against me. 
And so for the 
next few weeks – 
months actually – 
it was really tough 
to even go to the 
supermarkets.”

“The phone was 
ringing. I picked it 
up and it was my 
daughter saying 
Andrew had been 
involved in an 
accident. They 
didn’t know much 
except he had 
come off a horse.”
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like to lose a child unless you’ve experi-
enced it yourself. 

“There are similarities, in losing a job, or 
an older family member; you grieve. But as 
a mother, to raise someone, get them to an 
age where they are independent, you look 
forward to a future with them. You’re not 
meant to bury your children, you’re just 
not meant to.”

Kerry acknowledges, having worked as a 
grief counsellor, that she probably hasn’t 
handled her own grief in the way she 
advised other people.

“I used to tell people to talk about it a 
million times – if you talk about it inces-
santly in the first three weeks you will work 
it through a lot quicker than if you take 10 
years to talk about it. But I’ve found it hard 
to take my own advice.”

Witi ihimaera: the pain and 
thrill of Falling

W
iti Ihimaera, retired 
Auckland University 
professor and much-
published author, is  
another who has expe-

rienced the grief and shock of a sudden  
reversal and the journey of reclaiming one’s  
personal self-esteem.

“In 2005, I went to Tasmania and discov-
ered this story about Hohepa Te Umuroa and 
four other Maori who had been transported 
there in 1846, during the time of Governor 
Grey, for fighting against the colonial govern-
ment. I thought this was something quite 
amazing and wanted to tell the story. 

“I called the book The Trowenna Sea, 
wrote it, and it turned out to be over 525 
pages long. But it wasn’t now just the story 
of Hohepa Te Umuroa and the Maori-settler 
government relationship. It was also a book 
about Great Britain and the settlers who 
migrated; about Scotland and the earlier 
Highland Clearances of Scots off their land; 
about Australia and the displacement of 
Aborigines in Tasmania; it even reflected 
on the Rhodesia of the 1980s when white 
Rhodesians were being kicked out. 

“I wrote it on an epic scale that not only 
looked at events in the 19th century but also 
at their impacts in the 20th century. So that 
meant a lot of research. But I embraced it; 
I loved the whole experience of immersing 
myself.” 

Published in October 2009, the book went 
for review and the New Zealand Listener 
discovered some sentences and paragraphs 

that had not been credited; also unattrib-
uted borrowings from other books, which 
the magazine highlighted in its review. 

“They put the story on the front cover. 
And then in several consecutive issues there 
was always, ‘Oh, here’s some more mate-
rial we have found that is unattributed in 
The Trowenna Sea.’ 

“Sure, I deserved to be censured for what 
polite people call ‘copyright infringement’. 
I was sick to my stomach about the errors 
and I apologised publicly. I had just been 
given a Maori arts award and, shortly after 
publication of The Trowenna Sea, I won an 
Arts Laureate Award. The timing of that 
only inflamed the situation. It was like I’d 
been flying high in the sky and within min-
utes I was falling into the sea.

“The allegations of plagiarism came up 
almost immediately, within a week, and 
while the body of all of the articles would 
read, ‘Professor Ihimaera is accused of  
alleged plagiarism,’ the word ‘alleged’ 
dropped off in the media headlines! 

“I was able to cope with it by acknowledg-
ing to myself, ‘Yes, I did make mistakes.’ I 
advised the University of Auckland and they 
did their own audit and found the unattrib-
uted material amounted to 0.35 per cent of 
the total number of lines in the book. 

“The continuing Listener disclosures clearly 
added to that, but some were admissible and 
others were not, and my own personal audit, 
when I was finally able to do it, took the level 
up to around one per cent. So I could forgive 
myself for making inadvertent errors of that 
magnitude but, by that time, it was too late. 
People assumed that the whole book was 
riddled with unattributed borrowing.

“And I think the fact that the university 
went so quickly onto the front foot was like 
waving a red flag at a bull because then the 
media suspicion was, ‘Well, what are they 
hiding? Why are they doing this so fast? How 

Witi Ihimaera

“It was like I’d 
been flying high 
in the sky and 
within minutes 
I was falling into 
the sea.”
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one reviewer said, it’s something I’m not un-
acquainted with! I think it has come to rep-
resent, for me, risk. I embrace it more fully 
now and I credit The Trowenna Sea with giv-
ing me that extra determination to maintain 
an element of risk in all my writing.

“Then the whole Trowenna Sea episode 
was put into perspective at the end of 2010 
when my mother, Julia, died. Although the 
controversy was still around me, I just eye-
balled it and said, ‘Sorry, we’re done.’ I got on 
with the business of mourning my mother 
and burying her and returning to life.” 

Dame silvia cartwright: the price 
of professional progress 

F
or public figures, transitions are 
always tough, even if they are 
not tragic. According to Dame 
Silvia Cartwright, every time she 
changed judicial jobs it created 

enormous professional and personal chal-
lenges as it nearly always involved shifting 
physical location which meant her husband, 
Peter, saw his career disrupted. 

Since 1981, she has had more than four 
major changes: in 1989 she became the first 
female Chief District Court judge and, in 
1993, the first female High Court judge; she 
was Governor-General from 2001 to 2006; 
and is now an international judge, current-
ly based in Cambodia where she is sitting 
on the Khmer Rouge Tribunal.

“I started out in Hamilton as a lawyer and 
then went to Auckland as a Family Court 
judge. After sitting there for a period, I 
went back to Hamilton and then returned 
to Auckland. Each time it impacted on 
Peter’s career. If he wasn’t such a remark-
able person, I don’t think our marriage 
would have survived.”

“In 1987, during the cervical cancer inquiry, 
I became a public figure. I had no idea 
initially of the enormity of the inquiry [into 
cervical cancer treatment at National 
Women’s Hospital], or what would happen. 

“Because I had a Family Court background 
and was a feminist, I conducted that inquiry 
as a feminist and a lawyer. Someone who was 
a ‘black letter’ type of lawyer might have  
approached it differently. I could see it wasn’t 
just about the disease, it was about these 
women’s whole lives and their families.”

It soon became known as the Cartwright 
Inquiry. “People started recognising me in 
the street so I kept my eyes on the footpath. 
It was the most life-changing experience 
for me. I understood from that time on I 

me onto it. She said, ‘Dad, don’t answer the 
phone, don’t talk to the press.’ 

“I felt really sad about that because I’d 
always felt talking to the media was my way 
of getting my story across, but the story 
they were wanting to publish was not the 
story that I was telling.”

Being in the immediate glare of the media 
spotlight is traumatising but what comes 
next after the public gaze has moved on can 
be very challenging too. Bridging the void 
without falling into it is very difficult as you 
are struggling to redefine yourself both pri-
vately and publicly.

“All my life I’ve known that while you 
might be forced to step sideways, you don’t 
step back, you just keep on going forward. 
And going forward has been my way of ne-
gotiating myself through all of this. There’s 
a piece of wisdom I have framed in my study, 
some lines from Albert Camus: ‘In the midst 
of winter I found within myself an indomi-
table summer.’ 

“I think anybody who’s been in my kind of 
situation has to reach down and find within 
themselves the indomitable summer that 
keeps them going. I found it in writing. I 
needed to continue writing; it was my way 
of trading myself out of this. 

“It wasn’t easy, because once you have 
something like this happen, you begin to lose 
all judgment about your own work. You lose 
your own sense of what your ‘DNA’ is, and 
it really takes a long time before you can find 
it again.”

“How long for you?” I ask.
“Because I was working at it every day and 

I didn’t want to lose it, I was writing again 
within nine months. I started to write The 
Parihaka Woman around August of 2010 and 
it was published in 2011. It’s that whole busi-
ness of finding out what you are made of, the 
sense of who you are that will get you to put 
on those wings without the wax and fly again 
into the sun. 

“It was also about knowing I have always 
been surrounded by aroha, and believing in 
the following saying, ‘E paru i te tinana, e ma 
i te wai. E paru i te aroha, ka mau tonu e.’  
‘If you are touched with mud it can be 
washed off. But if you are touched with love 
it will last forever.’

“I don’t want to duck what happened with 
The Trowenna Sea. It’s always going to be 
there and I am more than happy for it to sit 
next to me, and to own it. It was sitting next 
to me when I wrote The Parihaka Woman, 
and that’s why the novel has footnotes. And 
it was there again when I decided to call my 
latest book The Thrill of Falling because, as 

I should be able to survive on my own. And 
I was too busy anyway trying to be Mr Fix-
It-Yourself. For instance, I bought back all 
the remaining stock in the warehouse.

“You get these fleeting moments when you 
feel really defeated and the guilt trip some 
people try to hang on you, well it gets to you. 
At one point I actually thought of going to 
Australia and hiding out in Queensland, but 
I’d have to come back some day and, anyway, 
I don’t do that. At moments like this you use 
your own culture to give you courage. In my 
tribe, for instance, we say, ‘Te Whanau A Kai 
hei panapana maro’ – ‘Te Whanau A Kai are 
a tribe who never retreat.’ I also took courage 
from the story of Hohepa Te Umuroa himself, 
the main character of The Trowenna Sea.

“When you get into the public eye, then 
you’re on a highwire. Your whole life be-
comes a highwire act and when you fall, as 
I did, there is no safety net, so the way I 
sometimes deal with that is I call myself in 
my public work Witi Ihimaera, but my real 
name is Witi Smiler. So, throughout my life 
I look at myself and say, ‘Oh, look at you, 
you bugger, what are you doing?!’ And I give 
my Ihimaera self a good telling-off. And 
then I ask him, ‘So what are you going to do 
now, Mr Ihimaera?’ 

“In other words, one of the ways I managed 
to get through this was to say that it was 
happening to somebody else, my public 
persona. And I think for a lot of us who are 
public people, we have a persona, people see 
that and if we fly too high then of course 
we’re thrown down. And if we do fall then 
we fall even further than Icarus. Much, much 
further than Icarus – the wax melts from our 
wings and, especially in New Zealand, there 
are a particular group of people who delight 
in the fact this happens.

“But the majority of New Zealanders are 
fair and decent people. They can tell when 
it’s not a fair fight. I got one phone call from 
a guy who was fishing off the coast of 
Taranaki. I didn’t know him at all; I picked 
up the phone and he said, ‘Well, Witi, mate, 
if I was you I’d do what all fisher men do if 
we can’t make harbour – turn the boat to 
face the storm and ride it out. There’s noth-
ing you can do, absolutely nothing. You have 
to wait until it’s over.’

“I tried my hardest by accepting inter-
views on radio, on television, in print. But 
instead of helping it only made it worse. So 
I quickly came to the understanding that 
what was being presented was what the 
media wanted to present and had nothing 
to do with the truth. 

“One of my daughters, Jessica, she put 

turned out to be good friends and who kept 
their distance. “The ones who kept their dis-
tance were the ones who had things to lose 
by association.

“There were times when I was really low; 
I understand how pressure can make people 
think of committing suicide. I wouldn’t have 
done that, of course, but I understood why 
people would because there were times 
when it got so bad... it just affects you so 
deeply. 

“It’s like a tsunami, all the attention from 
television, radio and the print media – it 
would be so easy to not fight it and let 
yourself drown. You feel no matter how 
much you try to fix things, nothing is good 
enough. Or you feel deeply ashamed, in 
despair that there is nothing you can do. I 
kept thinking, ‘I can’t turn this around 
without being trampled.’”

“What did you do for support?” I ask.
“Well, you know that’s very interesting 

because Geoff Walker at Penguin said to me 
after the third week, ‘So who are you asking 
for support?’ and I said, ‘I don’t need any-
body to support me,’ because I honestly 
didn’t think that I did. I’m a farm boy; I’ve 
grown up making my own decisions and 
doing things by myself. My mother always 
used to say that if you can’t do it yourself 
then don’t ask anybody else to do it for you. 

“And it’s the same in my relationships; I 
always take the view that I am the strong 
one. In the family, I’m the eldest son. I have 
never ever asked anybody else for any help; 
I’m the one they ask for help. For me to ask 
somebody else, you know, seems to be less 
than what I do. 

“So, yeah, I thought I can handle this my-
self. I didn’t realise there would be people 
like those I’ve already mentioned who 
would want to help me. You know, I thought 

could they possibly have audited this book 
so quickly? They are looking after their own.’

“Basically, it was that staggering exposure 
in the very, very beginning that was so puni-
tive. It seemed to come out of nowhere. What 
saddened me particularly was it diverted 
critical attention from the book itself onto 
the errors. And the storm escalated expo-
nentially. Although I was the main target, 
my publisher was called to withdraw the 
book from circulation, the university was 
criticised for keeping me on staff, the Arts 
Foundation was asked why they hadn’t re-
quested the return of my award, and the Arts 
Council and others were also in the line of 
fire. The bloggers weighed in too and the 
whole issue went viral.

“I can remember having a conversation with 
a journalist and saying, ‘Normally the situation 
is you tell the author and publishers what 
errors you find, and in the back of the book 
there’s a paragraph along the lines of, ‘The 
publisher and the author will be very pleased 
to take any errors or omissions into account 
and address them in the second draft’. But it 
was just too big a story.”

“You are too big a story,” I tell Witi. “It was 
only a big story because it was you.” 

This period of time became excruciatingly 
difficult for him.

“I was working every day as a professor 
at the university and the furore began hap-
pening around October-November, when 
there are examinations, so it was a most 
difficult time because I was marking exams, 
I was convening exams. Most important of 
all, I had obligations to my family, espe-
cially my daughters. And I was going to 
Gisborne once every fortnight because I 
had elderly parents to look after. 

“This just took over. I had a dear friend, Tia 
Barrett, from the Waikato, who died at the 
same time and I couldn’t go to his tangi be-
cause of the strain of trying to fight all this, 
keeping myself together and putting myself 
out there in public, because that’s what I chose 
to do, not bury myself in a hole until it was 
over. I would go out, go to dinner… and one 
of the things is other people don’t know what 
to say to you. They don’t know how to handle 
it. You find yourself being surrounded by a 
wall of silence. Fortunately, I have good 
friends like Jenny Gibbs, and university mates, 
and Geoff Ricketts gave me the best advice 
ever, ‘Whatever you do, make sure you can 
look yourself in the eye when it’s over.’ 

“There were a few other people who were 
brave enough to come up to me and say, ‘I’m 
really sorry to see what is happening to you.’” 

Witi didn’t have any real surprises in who 

“Because I had 
a Family Court 
background and 
was a feminist, 
I conducted the 
cervical cancer 
inquiry as a 
feminist and a 
lawyer. Someone 
who was a ‘black 
letter’ type of 
lawyer might 
have approached 
it differently.”

“At one point  
I actually thought 
of going to 
Australia and 
hiding out in 
Queensland, but 
I’d have to come 
back some day 
and, anyway,  
I don’t do that.” 
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Silvia Cartwright

would have to always maintain a proper 
approach in public – for instance, never 
being impatient in a shop. 

“Because of being in the public eye, I have 
been very aware of looking to the outer shell 
and being well turned out. People are always 
looking at you and can be quite critical given 
the image that’s expected, for example, of a 
Governor-General.”

That public scrutiny became particularly 
intense when her impartiality was called into 
question after she attended an event marking 
the anniversary of the release of her report 
into the cervical cancer inquiry. A newspaper 
article published a photograph of her with 
three key figures involved in the hearings – 
women’s health activists Sandra Coney and 
Phillida Bunkle and former patient Clare 
Matheson. However, the storm blew over and 
in 1993, she was appointed to the High Court. 

“I didn’t want to go. Attorney-General Paul 
East persisted and it took me 18 months to 
accept. There was a bit of antagonism from 
the existing judges on the High Court 
because of my title. By then I was already a 
Dame. I wouldn’t say that was my most 
enjoyable period. Gradually, however, my 
colleagues and I developed respect and 
friendship for each other. 

“After a few years other proposals for my 
judicial career, none of which I liked, began 
to mount. When I was asked to be Governor-
General by Helen Clark, who I’d only met 
once or twice prior to this, I saw that as the 
way out. 

“My professional life has been hard work 
but I have always done it my way. Each time 
I’ve been asked to change roles I have put 
myself through the wringer but in the end 
I’ve always said yes. I believe people see things 
in you that you don’t see in yourself.”

Dame Silvia believes it is important to have 
a group of people, close friends and family 
who know you well and don’t care about 
what you have done or not done, whether 
you have succeeded or failed. “I’ve always 
had people in my life who have put them-
selves out for me and Peter.”

Her advice for people in the public eye 
dealing with a difficult transition is to “give 
yourself some time to look back through the 
tunnel and see where you have come from. 
Surround yourself with people who have 
affection for you.” 

She believes it’s important to take time 
for yourself before you plunge on to the 
next stage.

“You come out of these positions really 
stressed and don’t always realise it. Take 
time to recover from tiredness and have a 

change of scenery if you can manage it  
financially. Really nurture your relation-
ships. If you suffer a professional blow give 
yourself time to deal with it.”

I 
find it interesting that Kerry Prendergast 
and I are both in some ways quite 
similar: neither of us shows vulnerability 
in a public way at all, in fact quite the 
opposite. We both have a “take no 

prisoners” reputation. Those close to us know 
that whatever we do, we do from the heart 
and we create long-term relationships with 
people who enjoy working with us. But we 
have paced our transitions differently. 

I took more time out and longer to  
reflect, and in my case write a book about my 
experiences. I love the cheekiness of Witi’s 
approach – almost challenging reviewers to 
continue to refer to the controversy but in 
the context of his latest work.

I make no judgment in difficult transi-
tions about the balance of reflection, sitting 
with it versus action, getting on and creat-
ing a new life, but I do believe the steps are 
as follows: 

First… feel it. Allow yourself to feel it. 
Process it, write about it, scream about it, 
but feel it. 

Don’t try and fix it straight away, which is 
very hard for Type A personalities. 

Then accept it. It happened, you can’t 
change it, but you can certainly control how 
you wrap it around the rest of your life. 

Then let it go. Reconstruct your life.  
Restitch your life together. 

Feel it, accept it, let it go. Reconstruct 
your life.

The last word goes to Kerry Prendergast 
who, in the midst of a difficult transition, 
faced one of the hardest challenges life can 
bring. “I don’t think there is anything up 
there, but I’m climbing Mt Kilimanjaro be-
cause if I’m wrong I will be closer to my 
beautiful son.”          +

“There was a bit  
of antagonism 
from the existing 
judges on the  
High Court 
because of my 
title. By then I was 
already a Dame.”


