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Insincerely Yours
Danny Knox
I read an essay a while back in which
the author suggested irony was dead,
replaced by sincerity. Biting sarcasm
and feigned affectations were simply too
much for our bruised, post 9/11
sensibilities. We needed sincere, honest,
and no-nonsense communication.
Apparently there was a huge
groundswell of good feeling and wellmeaning sincerity around the world.
People could now be heard encouraging
one another, building up our collective
confidences, and allowing ourselves to
re-emerge into the scary-but-hopeful
new world we now found ourselves in.
None of this sat right with me.
Sincerity? Sure, I'll admit to owning a
Bon Iver CD, and yeah I get left with a
feeling of deep emptiness after watching
too many episodes of the caustic and
often ironic Curb Your Enthusiasm, but
these two related facts don't mean that I
want to adopt the “all sincerity all the
time” approach. Sometimes sincerity is
actually insultingly cloying. Take for
example the easy target of the Kony
2012 campaign run by Invisible
ChildrenTM. What was more sincere than
the goals of that organisation? Saving
African children through “raised
awareness” or something?
I will concede that it's easy to take
the piss out of Kony 2012: I do have the
benefit of two years hindsight, and I will
agree it takes a special kind of smugness
to criticise someone apparently trying to
make ‘a difference’ like Kony 2012’s
creator was, but the

road to hell is paved with good
intentions and Facebook shares.
At this point perhaps I could admit to
exaggerating (at least in my own mind)
the position of the proponents of ‘new
sincerity’ – they never really suggested
that sincerity be legislated, or that
earnestness should be commemorated as
this generation’s defining quality.
Instead they offer the far more
reasonable approach of: irony and
meanness as usual, only now, tempered
with cushioning moments of reprieve
through things like sincerity,
authenticity, honesty, checkered shirts,
beards, farmers markets, fixed geared
bikes, organic kale, and neo-folk music.
But despite how damn reasonable this
approach may be, I can't shake the
feeling of some undercooked hippie
conspiracy. It's not the end game of a
sincere new world that irks me, it’s more
the over confident zealousness of its
proponents. The self-congratulatory
certainty and surefootedness really
grates me. Why are these people so sure
they are right? Why are they not
crippled with self-doubt and forced into
inaction due to the very real fear of
actually causing harm through poorly
considered advice and actions? And
while I'm at it, how sincere is it to
consciously act sincere? Doesn't
sincerity happen organically? Isn't that
the whole point?
It’s pretty brave of me to throw that
word “point” around, as though I myself
actually have a point, or a clue, or reason
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to wake up before 10am. Maybe the new
sincerity proponents have the right idea,
and if I actually get out there in the
sunshine, roll up my sleeves and force a
big smile, I will actually begin to mean
it. Perhaps acting sincere, doing sincere
things and being a sincere person are
meaningless distinctions, and a good
deed is just as good if it is by accident,
with ulterior motives, or completely
altruistic. I don't have any better
ideology or ethical code to offer people
in place of this new sincerity – being a
dried up cynical husk isn't particularly
profitable, and as the cynic de jour Rust
Cohle from TV’s True Detective
suggests: they aren't very fun at parties.
Anyway, like I said, I don't have a
problem with sincerity itself, just the
way it is attained.
I suppose setting sincerity and irony
up as competing and mutually exclusive
ideals is a false dichotomy, and it is
perfectly possible that some middle
ground exists. Maybe ridicule and
encouragement can live together, if there
are some really clear house rules, like:
ridicule, don't be a smart ass when
encouragement is having a bad day, and,
encouragement, stay away from ridicule
when he is drunk, ok? He will hurt you.
Or maybe the world is a complex
and occasionally shitty place, where
massively insincere compromises and
negotiations are necessary almost every
second of the day, just in order to exist
in the world without harming others, or
at least harming the fewest amount of
people possible. Maybe we all need to
be on our toes as much as possible to
avoid ruining everything? No, that can't
be right; surely there is a simpler
answer. I know, I’ll just “like” a

campaign to clothe the ugly or house the
boring.
More than sincerity, what I'm really
annoyed by is confidence. I typically
hate the confident. I can confidently say
that because for approximately every
seven hundred confident people I meet,
maybe nine are justified in their selfassessment. So much emphasis is put on
self-promotion and marketing that the
actual service or good or philosophical
worldview on offer is often poorly
conceived or under examined or a bit
shit. I don't blame the confident, they
have many things working against them.
Take, for example, the Dunning-Kruger
effect, a psychological description of the
inverse relationship between confidence
in one’s ability and actual performance.
A succinct definition of the effect is that
‘the gap between performance and selfassessment increase as you decrease in
performance’ [1]. Or more plainly, from
Dunning himself: ‘In many cases,
incompetence does not leave people
disoriented, perplexed, or cautious.
Instead, the incompetent are often
blessed with an inappropriate
confidence, buoyed by something that
feels to them like knowledge’ [2].
So as you can see, the annoying
confidence with which the consciously
sincere proselytize may actually be a
function of their idiocy. They lack the
metacognition to realise they lack
metacognition. Perhaps we should be
wary of anyone too certain of anything,
unless they provide some strong
evidence based support for their
confidence. But, what do I know? If I
was a more sincere and confident
person, I would attempt to end this rant
with an empowering and uplifting
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slogan, one that would rally the reader
into some sort of wild and impatient
action, but I'm not, so I will just stop
here.

Notes
[1] Novella, S. (2014). Lessons from
Dunning-Kruger. Retrieved:
http://theness.com/neurologicablog/inde
x.php/lessons-from-dunning-kruger/
[2]Dunning, D. (2014). We Are All
Confident Idiots. Retrieved:
http://www.psmag.com/navigation/healt
h-and-behavior/confident-idiots-92793/
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Ice-Cream and
Passports
Gabriel Adams in
Conversation with Nicholas
Haig
Haig: Gabriel, Swiss Artist Thomas
Hirschhorn once wrote that ‘I am against
particularism, against information,
against communication, against facts,
and against opinions.’ What are you
against?

Gabriel Adams Ice-Cream Mirage 2010

Gabriel Adams, an American-Kiwi
interdisciplinary artist, has spent the last
14 years mobile. From Maine to
Charleston, from Mongolia to Istanbul,
from Portobello to Venice, Adams has
maintained a permanent state of adriftness. Perhaps best known for his social
artwork Ice Cream Mirage – in which he
travelled the Silk Road making artisan
hand-churned ice cream as an act of
international diplomacy – Adams has
exhibited internationally since 2000.
I corresponded with him in early
December while he was in Tbilisi
(Georgia), and shortly after the artist
collective he is a part of (Nine Dragon
Heads) had been accepted to participate
in the official ‘collateral’ events at the
2015 Venice Biennale.

Adams: I'm against passports and
regulated travel. Fuck niceties – I'm tired
of people being perpetually fake,
including myself, and enough social
media and emails already. Hmm...and
art, but as in Art.
Haig: How, then, would you describe
your politics? And how, for that matter,
does your practice function politically?
Is this something that you’re concerned
by? I mean, by the ethics of aesthetics
and aesthetic performance?
Adams: In some ways we could say that
I’m a result of politics, political systems,
how I end up where I am based upon my
limited artistic income, nationality, and
the privileges I’m afforded and attempt
to stretch as result of this. But at heart,
the way that I really function is more in
terms of an ecologist. I see some of the
systems and logic at play around me,
and I act more from this point, which
seems to run against the grain of politics
at large, as well as any normal concept I
had about what my life would be like
when I ‘grew up’.

5

As for ethics I feel that has nothing
to do with politics whatsoever, which is
a problem, but in terms of the ethics of
aesthetics, and that of performance in
relation to foreign communities, well
that concerns my thinking and process
tremendously. At times it buries me, as
there’s always multiple points of view
on seemingly simple actions, like
making ice cream in the desert, and so
generally I hope I just don’t get killed,
murdered, kidnapped, or seriously
offend someone in an unintentional way
(which can happen so easily when
crossing cultures). Then again,
ultimately all of those mistakes can
make one more famous and probably a
better artist too.

nothing about. I suppose I’m moving
closer to some of my roots, to parts of
my family that were uprooted over the
course of history, backtracking after
generations to places like Samarkand
and the Ukraine.
Movement, it’s not an easy process.
At times I feel as if I’m reliving aspects
of exile in search of a meaning that will
likely never reveal itself.

Haig: You have spent many years
purposefully migratory, and I wonder
what drives this transience?

Adams: Interesting that you use the
word exile here, as I was hesitant but
truthful in using that in the previous
question. What can you do when you
find that you’re not from anywhere, that
you don’t belong in any one place, and
that you’ve become a foreigner in your
own land?
Somehow privilege, at least from the
position of being an artist, which is only
the allusion to privilege, is in fact one of
life's grandest burdens. Nothing
romantic about it at all. A permanent
sentence into exploring the unknown,
questioning, interpreting reality and
culture, while others seemingly live
some sense of a stable life doing things
with family and money.
It’s extremely agitating, but what can
I do? Take it seriously, embrace play
when I can because living and travelling
as an artist is stressful.

Adams: Genuine curiosity I suppose.
Somehow I’ve always wanted to look
over the edge. Also, piece by piece I
found that artistic practice can connect
across boarders and it’s allowed me a
framework to participate in projects
around the world. More and more I want
to taste the essence of humanity, of
culture, and to be with people who think
differently. I’m not talking about
cannibalism. Well, kind of in a gentle
sort of way. I just want to know through
direct unfiltered experience and to find
this knowing through collaboration with
a variety of people.
These days I’m spending more time
attempting to develop new work and
projects in Eastern Europe, and Asia. I
didn’t give up on the USA or NZ, I just
wanted to catapult myself into space and
places I was unfamiliar with and knew

Haig: To take on the role of “exile”
from a position of privilege could be
seen as being an indulgent and even
exploitative ploy. You know, that of the
Baudelairian flâneur, the idle stroller,
except now you’re able to saunter across
borders rather than city-blocks. Is this
something that you’re agitated by?
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Haig: What is your role? What is your
work? Is being able to justify what you
do important?
Adams: Sorry mate, no comment. Let’s
just call this “Untitled”.
Haig: The personal – and the immediate
and ‘unmediated’ – plays a prominent
role in your practice. Could you tell me
what you did today?
Adams: I went to sleep around 5am and
woke up sometime near 1pm. This week
has been crazy so not a day has passed
that I was awake before noon. I’m
making an attempt to get back on
schedule. I spent the first few hours in a
café answering all the mails bombarding
my inbox about the upcoming Venice
Biennale, meanwhile I paused to
eavesdrop on conversations around
Shevardnadze's past activity and
discussions about Putin's in the Crimea,
how shale prices are crushing all kinds
of economies and not only the Russians.
2 or 3pm came around and I went to my
flat with some fresh bread, a mix of
winter greens and homemade cheese,
and some NZ butter from the “Smarti”
supermarket.
Overburdened with keeping up on
communication I walked 8 or 9km
across Tbilisi for ‘fresh air’ which is so
fresh in the winter traffic. I passed
through the local outdoor antiques
market and let my mind drift for a bit in
lots of small things: postcards, maps,
porcelain, Soviet era relics. Then I head
to the Deserters Bazaar, a local produce
and foods market from another
dimension in time, no hipster farmers
here, they’re the real deal. Look it up
and you’ll see what I mean, huge slabs

of meat and organs stacked on tables or
hanging from hooks, more potatoes and
pickled vegetables than you’ve seen in a
lifetime.
I was there in search of comb honey,
but when I came across a dead man, this
added some unexpected weight to the
afternoon. The police were laying a blue
tarp over him and then they yellow taped
the scene including his produce. He had
been selling dried persimmons and
perhaps had a heart attack. I took some
time out of respect and then returned to
my search. It was strange, a sombre
atmosphere, and the honey has an
unusual taste now.
The next few hours were spent
drinking Saperavi, an old variety of red
wine, with my Austrian friend Katharina
who’s an artist and curator living in
Tbilisi. We talk about all kinds of heavy
art issues and the problematics of
culture.
Since then I returned to my flat
which is now without power and I've
been writing this response in complete
darkness. It’s 3am and counting.
Haig: I would like to hear more about
Nine Dragon Heads. How does this
collective work, how did you come to be
involved and what details can you share
about the upcoming Venice project?
Adams: NDH is a phenomenal
organization with unusual artists from
many points of the globe. They’re all
professionals with long histories and we
convene and make something out of the
ordinary happen, like travel across a
continent and investigate an area that’s
in environmental conflict. The
difference I suppose is the manner in
which we engage a project. The
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realization of an exhibition tends to
happen symposium style. Artists step
out of their studios, institutions, their
comfort zones, and get thrown together
to cook art in a museum, gallery, or a
deserted plateau somewhere. There’s a
relationship to Fluxus and Dada, but its
origins are with the director Mr. Park
Byung Uk and his vision about what
artists can make when engaged in
collaboration.
I’d say that without my self-imposed
exile from the United States to New
Zealand, I’d never have come across
NDH. Years ago I participated in a
project called Terminus, a public art
project and symposium that crossed the
Dunedin waterfront and Nelson’s
Haulashore Island as terminal locations
for outdoor exhibition. Ali Bramwell
produced this. She’s a Dunedin based
artist with an international practice who
I have a lot of respect for. I met some
key people at that time.
‘Jump into the Unknown’, that’s
pretty much the philosophy if one
attempted to categorize it. That also
happens to be the title of our project for
the next 56th Venice Biennale.
The exhibition will be held in
Palazzo Loredan dell'Ambasciatore and
also will present material from Nine
Dragon Head’s 20 year history, but the
exhibition primarily takes form out of an
artistic interrogation of the Venetian
Lagoon and the environment of Venice.
Some artists are working directly on the
city itself, and others are developing
works out of site research conducted
from time spent in the outer reaches of
the lagoon.
The work varies greatly as the artists
come from different points of departure,

but the exhibition will have a wild root
of connection, as the artists share some
history of practice together. The focus
on location will also offer perspective
into artistic practice in ways that diverge
from the institutional, national, and big
art works the Biennale tends to generate.
For more details you’ll just have to
come check it out.
Haig: Your ongoing “social action” IceCream Mirage, which first occurred as
you travelled the Silk Road, has been
referred to as an “act of international
diplomacy.” While you have described it
as involving using “my craft of making
fine iced deserts to create community,
dialogue, and cross cultural
understanding. Ice-Cream
Mirage is an environmental diplomatic
performance art project…The work
consists of traveling with a vintage hand
crank ice cream maker from the 1920s
and making delicious iced deserts in the
museum and gallery setting, as well as
in local environments. The practice is
the physical act of travel with the
cumbersome machine, the collection of
fresh ingredients, documentation, and
the process of working with all people to
make ice cream appear.” Could you tell
me a bit more about this work and its
relation to Rirkrit Tiravanija’s social
performance Pad Thai (1990), in which
the artist cooked meals in a New York
Gallery for the audience/participants?
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ramifications of this work?

Collaborative performance, Image courtesy of
Kazunori Kitazawa 2010

Adams: Cooking is more important
than art. I’m not familiar with Pad Thai
perhaps because I was an adolescent
during those years, but cooking, it
connects people through work, flavour,
and even at times the experience of taste
can feel like exposure to forbidden
knowledge. When you put these
elements together new memories take
hold in the psyche – yeah you can make
art there too – and a lot of the places I’ve
travelled to and worked in, if you want
to connect with a variety of the
population, then dessert is more
effective than anything.
Haig: However sincerely meant, your
act of “international diplomacy” is, of
course, an ironic gesture. Is it, then, little
more than a form of pageantry? A
satirical feel-good action? What are the
hoped for and what have been the actual

Adams: This artwork – I’m gonna go out
on a limb and confidently say that
there’s no doubt that over the last few
years I’ve done more to affect the lives
of people than half a billion dollars of
foreign aid alone. I’ve looked into this
for funding, talked with many directors
of NGO’s, and more often than not I
cannot understand where the money
goes or what these organizations
actually do. Ok I’m not talking about all
NGO’s, but many seem to just restack
the deck. It’s certainly ironic because
I’ve been making ice cream – but the
level of connection, participation,
engagement… it all makes sense and
there’s a direct result. It’s a party, but
people work together and make
something. It’s sweet, delicious, and
memorable beyond belief. And please
never underestimate the power,
influence, and impact of memory.
People think ice cream comes from a
freezer or a box, but Ice Cream Mirage –
it comes from the heart. Ramifications:
plenty of criticism and a fan club.
Haig: Do you view your work as having
a transformative dimension? Is
revolution desirable or necessary?
Adams: I’m looking for the act of
making new work as a tool for reflection
upon the environment.
Revolution, it’s completely
necessary. How else can one evolve or
disrupt the patterns that persist in an
immediate and direct way. As an artist I
see the art world wanting artists to
produce the same kind of work ad
nauseam, so it can be understood and
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economically co-opted. But this runs
against the grain of artists being
assimilators, digesters, and regurgitators
of culture, the ones able to reveal
something the rest of the world missed
when they were too busy.

Gabriel Adams Pilgrimage to the Vanishing Sea
2012

Haig: Can you tell me a little about your
piece Pilgrimage to the Vanishing Sea?
It is a work that is profoundly absurd,
and is also one that has many artistic and
literary echoes, and I wonder whether, in
a general sense, you could talk a bit
about your influences?
Adams: This work is a pilgrimage to one
of the largest environmental disasters in
history, the Aral Sea, with an inflatable
shark. And yes there’s much to be
inferred from all directions be it literary,
historically, or religiously. I wanted to
play with this absurdity – because how
else to deal with monumental tragedy
and destruction that is epically beyond
belief?
This was a classically overly
researched work which took its visual
inspiration from some time I spent on
the Black Sea in Georgia (of the South
Caucasus) where beach vendors roam
the seaside carrying massive collections

of inflated sea toys for sale. Against the
backdrop of the glistening sea, among
holiday goers and swimmers, I had a
moment of end-of-the-world surrealism.
I’m talking about enjoying the passing
of time in merriment, while an inherent
and simultaneous act of destruction is
built into the very subject of experience.
If you can follow my line of thought
here, you can see this was quite
provocative! Take a kitsch relic of
aquatic life to a place that no longer has
sea life, or much life at all, somehow
this was necessary – but I wonder if it’s
actually led anyone to think about the
deeper meanings here? The title, that
came much later.
Haig: Arriving in Istanbul earlier this
year you were detained by Turkish
Customs, and ended up spending a night
with other ‘illegals’ in a holding room
(prison), before being sent back to
Venice. You then made a work (Adrift,
2014) which showed for one night only
at The Anteroom Gallery in Dunedin in
June. What did this (fleeting) work
involve? And, to steal a line from
Scottish poet Robin Robertson, does part
of your practice involve ‘riding towards
catastrophe and then writing about it?’

Gabriel Adams Adrift 2014
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Adams: The work was multiple works.
A collection of experiences, documents,
documentation, all presented through
photo, video, sound, and installation. I
wanted to convey different aspects of
experience from that of the bureaucratic
to that of the traveller. For example, one
video work was a montage of footage
filmed before, during, and after my
containment – views of runways,
unfolding landscapes and of men
sleeping in a room under florescent
lighting – it was on repeat, rewind, in a
symbolic déjà vu format. Other elements
included sail cloth, uprooted
blackcurrant bushes, studio spotlights,
rope, and photo transparencies.
Everything was an attempt or reflection
upon interruption, disruption, and the
unplanned experience of arriving to your
departure.
I’d say that experience, stories,
personal content, they’re needed to make
work. At least the work I’m interested in
making or knowing about. Sure, an
inquisitive mind can be enough to shape
something brilliant out of – but all work
originates from somewhere, so that
source might as well come from
moments that gave shape to knowing the
world around you – be it love, border
officials, or getting lost. We’ve all been
rejected at borders before. Maybe for
some they’re not the lines which
demarcate one country from another, but
metaphorical borders. To me it’s these
universal themes that build audience
connection with the work, and also what
made the show interesting.
Haig: What set you off? And what keeps
setting you off? Or is it more now a
matter of Newton’s First Law of Motion

– you’re simply unable to stop? There
has been nothing to stop you?
Adams: Hunger, thirst, desire to know,
habits, rinse and repeat. Definitely an
element of Newton lingers here. I truly
love to travel and cross cultures. But
also in part I’ve settled on the idea that I
have the blood of a wandering itinerant..
These days more studies surface
regarding ancestral histories and their
influence on the trajectory of our lives.
Over the last few centuries my family
has sought exile across continents, fired
cannons for Czar’s, survived famine,
crossed seas under sail, steam,
petroleum, rode horseback to the
‘Unassigned Lands’ of Oklahoma, and
narrowly escaped death aboard a listing
and burning battleship. What I mean to
say is that these stories, they’re not so
different from many held within
collective human experience, and that at
times, well, I find myself incomparably
restless and ready to move.

Gabriel Adams and Qeta Gvinepadze More War,
More Cake 2014

Haig: If what is permissible is simply a
matter of convention, what conventions
(if any) would you like to transgress?
Adams: The need for passports, of being
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connected through technology, and
existing in the cultural sector (a.k.a the
underpaid work zone), perhaps morality
as well – this might open some brilliant
avenues for new work.
Haig: How do you deal with Adorno’s
critique of “free art” and the notion that
‘Absolute freedom in art, always limited
to a particular, comes into contradiction
with the perennial un-freedom of the
whole?’ And how would you respond to
Julian Stallabrass’ proposition that
‘Until that wider un-freedom is effaced,
the particular freedoms of art run
through the fingers like sand?’
Adams: I read Art in Theory 1900-2000
cover to cover nearly a decade ago, but
the waxy pages of this anthology were
rubbish and not even useless to kindle a
fire with. What is the meaning of
freedom anyhow? It’s always bound and
held by language, belief systems, and
environmental constraints. As for
Stallabrass, I think he has a point – we
need more sand.

Adams: A period of creative inquiry,
source and resource building between
contacts in Western Asia and Europe.
But first I’m going to fix the heat. It’s
winter here, inside and outside of my
flat. I thought it might be connected to
the electric outage, but being a Soviet
era building it’s likely to be the pilot
light.

Gabriel Adams Forest Redux 2012

Haig: Why make art? Why now?
Adams: It’s the only thing that can save
us.
Haig: What’s next?
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Hager the Unstoppable
Truth Machine
Why Dirty Politics matters
and John Key eventually
won’t
Mic Dover
As this article is being written, the fallout from Nicky Hager’s recent book
Dirty Politics continues unabated. As
the aftermath unfolds, I have been
editing and amending this essay and no
doubt by the time of publication, much
more will have happened, so apologies
in advance for any obsolete
observations.
Last night, John Key returned to the
Beehive to issue an apology to
Parliament for his claim earlier that day
that he had not spoken to Whale Oil
Blogger Cameron Slater for
“months.” “Oh hang on, it was 2 days
ago!” stuttered Honest John, “I just
misunderstood the question.”
Of course, for many of us, Key’s
slippery quality has been evident since
those long off days when he was just
Leader of the Opposition being
interviewed on Nelson’s community
radio station Fresh FM by Matt Lawrey.
Lawrey asked Key whether he had been
for or against the notorious 1981
Springbok rugby tour of NZ. Key, who
would have been about 20 at the time,
said he “couldn't remember” – a reply
that astonished listeners considering this
was one of the most divisive periods in
the Nation's contemporary history.

Since the 2014 election, Key’s
shiftiness has entered a new dimension
with his recent proclamation that he has
not had phone calls with Slater in his
capacity as Prime Minister, but as an
ordinary person. So Key can now stop
being the PM when it suits him, even
when talking to people who are heavily
involved in politics – people like Slater,
for instance.
Since the 2014 election, opponents
of Key have had to sit back and wonder
whether the publicity inferno generated
by Hager’s book actually worked against
Labour, the Greens etc. Clearly for a lot
of Kiwis, Hager has a negative history
and baggage. People I know who have
lived here a long while, (some of whom
I would regard as being on the left of the
political spectrum) have had that “oh it’s
just another Nicky Hager book”
reaction, which seems to undermine the
content of the books.
As a relative newcomer, I don’t have
this baggage, so I could read The Hollow
Men and Dirty Politics with (I hope) a
fairly open mind. The facts that The
Hollow Men came out some time after
the 2005 election and Seeds of Distrust
came out as an attack on Labour, seem
to undermine the widely-held view that
Hager is a partisan left wing opportunist.
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In 2002, in the foreword to Seeds of
Distrust, Hager says, “This story is
about the importance of freedom of
information, public accountability and
the great disease of modern politics: the
assumption that it is legitimate for those
with power to manage and manipulate
the news.” Well how topical in
December 2014 does that sound?
As I write, the news is full of the
results of the enquiry into the John Key
– Jason Ede – Cameron Slater Smear
Machine that was up and running as
long ago as 2011 when then Labour
Leader Phil Goff was under attack. The
SIS enquiry findings announcement
included this quote: “The report notes
"Mr Ede [PM Office staffer Jason Ede]
provided the details of the relevant
documents to Mr Slater and was in fact
speaking to Mr Slater by phone at the
exact time (my italics) that Mr Slater
submitted his OIA (Official Information
Act) request.”
John Key’s reaction to this (and calls
for his resignation) was: “The report is
absolutely crystal clear. It says I played
no role, it says insomuch as if my staff
ever had a conversation with Cameron
Slater, it was totally above board and
legitimate. It didn't compromise
anything.”
Yet the report says the “SIS failed to
take adequate steps to maintain political
neutrality. Having released inaccurate
information that was predictably
misinterpreted, the then Director of the
Service (Warren Tucker) had a
responsibility to take positive steps to
correct the interpretation. He failed to do
so.”
This is the same Warren Tucker of
course who jumped up during the

election campaign to assure everyone
that we can all trust Honest John. This is
the same Warren Tucker who
conveniently declassified the Goff
information so that Key can now say
nothing classified was revealed. So
that’s alright then!
Key maintained at the time that he
was not personally informed about the
release of SIS documents to Whale Oil
blogger Cameron Slater, telling media
he was “having a whale (geddit?) of a
time in Hawaii” at the time. However, a
2011 letter from Warren Tucker then
came to light about the Prime Minister
being “notified,” “advised” and
“informed” but this “was a reference to
his office, not him directly,” Key said.
“The Prime Minister means the Prime
Minister's office,” he said. “The
assumption made by the service was if
they inform my office they take it that
I'm informed.”
So John Key’s office is nothing to do
with John Key and John Key PM is
nothing to do with John Key, Ordinary
Person. And when he lies he either
misunderstood the question or he can’t
remember anything anyway. He seems a
bit young to have dementia but this guy
is running the country, so should we
worry?
Critics of Hager like to point out that
manipulating the news is exactly what
Hager tried to do by launching a
controversial book during an election
campaign. Well yes, but who has the
power here? Do we really believe
Hager’s motivation is money or selfaggrandisement? He is apparently a
“trust-fund child” and does not need to
work – does this explain the dislike for
him?
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Throughout the election campaign,
Key’s mantra was a classic attack on the
messenger to deflect attention away
from the message. “All I know is that
Nicky Hager is a left wing conspiracy
theorist and makes stuff up.” But as the
weeks and months go by, you may
disagree with Hager’s conclusions but
there’s no evidence at all he has ever
made anything up. And John Key knows
this as well.
Four months after the book’s
publication, out of the dozens of people
mentioned in that book, Rodney Hide is
the only one who is saying that what is
written is not actually true.
Not even Cameron Slater is saying
the stuff is made up, just that it’s been
stolen from him. As far as I can tell,
apart from Hide’s declaration, nothing
Hager has written has been proven
wrong nor illegally published if you
accept the public interest argument.
For a political animal like me,
brought up in the UK, the 2014 election
campaign was highly enjoyable (apart
from the result of course). The
mainstream press in New Zealand is
unlike Britain’s where all the
newspapers make little secret of where
they stand politically. The NZ media
generally tries to portray itself as
“balanced” and centrist and there is little
debate or interest in who owns the
newspapers and what their political
objectives might be.
But if you actually read most
mainstream media editorials, it seems
obvious to me that NZ has a basically
centre-right media (apart from maybe
RNZ, Campbell Live and to a lesser
extent 3 News.) During the election
campaign, thanks to a clever video

recorder, I was able to easily watch and
compare Channel 1 and 3’s version of
key election events, and I realised for the
first time how different they are – a
difference that is clearly illustrated by
the editorial stances taken by Campbell
Live as opposed to say, Seven Sharp.
When I read The Hollow Men in
2006 (the book came out after the 2005
election, not during it as so many people
have told me recently), I was amazed at
some of the revelations in there and
(being a lifelong Guardian reader)
expected there to be ongoing
investigative journalism over the next
few years into people like Murray
McCully, Judith Collins, Matthew
Hooton etc. But if there was, then I must
have missed it. With hindsight, I now
realise such journalism is almost nonexistent in NZ – hence the need for
people like Hager. You may not like him
and his methods, but if the mainstream
journalists are scared (or not
allowed/funded) to do it, who else is
going to do it?
Having read Dirty Politics, I was
again startled by many of the revelations
in the book, but I can find very few
people who seem to care. The stuff
about Simon Lusk’s (not so) secret
agenda (Search the web for “Simon
Lusk Building a Fiscal Conservative
Majority”) seems dynamite to me. But
when you tell most people about it, the
reaction is indifference, even though the
20-year plan to get young, hard right,
politically-groomed candidates elected
into safe national seats is already being
implemented [1]. This stuff would be on
the front page of UK newspapers and
guys like Lusk taken to account. Here,
nothing. Why is this?
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Hager: “The third experience that
persuaded me to investigate Whale Oil
and the growth of attack politics was an
account I heard of a meeting in a major
news organisation. The point of the
meeting had been to discuss Cameron
Slater and whether news resources
should be allocated to scrutinising his
activities. According to one of the
people present, however, senior staff
began expressing their fears about
attracting attacks from Slater on
themselves and their organisation. By
the end of the meeting they had decided
to do nothing.”
So here are the so called “real”
journalists – cowed by fear of attacks by
a blogger who holds nothing but
contempt for any journalist that refuses
to pick up the line he wants them to pick
up. And as print journalism falls away,
the power of online commentators’
increases. As traditional media staffing
levels continue to fall, and older, more
experienced staff retire (or are hired as
PR flunkies by corporates and
government), it leaves younger,
inexperienced journalists to fill an evergrowing vacuum of institutional and
historic knowledge. What are the
chances of these young journalists,
grateful for any kind of a job, taking on
powerful vested interests in the way that
the Fourth Estate is supposed to?
That’s why we need to support
people like Nicky Hager, and that’s why
I believe whistleblowers within the
National Party sent Hager the raw
material for The Hollow Men and why
Raw Shark sent the contents of Slater’s
server to Hager – the mainstream media
in NZ can’t be trusted to actually publish
or be prevented from publishing – there

is no Guardian newspaper nor a Private
Eye satirical magazine here.
And the Police can’t be trusted to
look after our democracy either –
turning up at Hager’s house (at the
behest of who exactly?) when he is out
of town and going through his
belongings for TEN hours? Is this the
behaviour of a state at ease with itself?
Interestingly, The Guardian has opened
an Oz office and there are rumours of a
New Zealand outpost in the pipeline –
this would be great news for the health
and survival of New Zealand’s
democracy.
Before Dirty Politics, ordinary New
Zealanders were not reading about
people like Jason Ede, Simon Lusk,
Jordan Williams, Carrick Graham or
even Cameron Slater. Hager wrote in the
preface to The Hollow Men:
The underlying theme of the book is
the conduct of politicians and others
in politics – how their strategies,
expediencies and the games they
play to advance themselves can harm
the whole political system. Shortterm political necessities get in the
way of the long-term good of the
country. The [book] shows how easy
it is to spin and manipulate and how
our defenses as a society (news
media, electoral laws and so on) are
inadequate to protect the public. This
in turn creates the situation where
many people ‘don’t like politics’ and
leave it to the politicians – and if
anything is clear from this story it is
that politics should not be left to the
politicians. The story is, in essence,
about democracy – that ideal
everyone in politics applauds and
few respect.
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When people say to me, “so what, if
National uses right wing attack
bloggers? All the parties do it! That’s
the way politics is…” I beg to differ. I
don’t actually think that Andrew Little
or Russell Norman would think the two
track approach to politics (Puppet
Leader masking Invisible Smear
Machine) is an acceptable way to run a
party or a country. Similarly, those who
choose not to vote at all (as
recommended by faux philosopher
Russell Brand) because the “system is
broke, and the only way we can get rid
of it is by everyone ignoring it” are not
only victims of a fallacious argument
but also helping the hard Right stay in
power even longer, since all the research
shows that low turnouts always favour
the Right.
When Crosby-Textor (Australian
black arts political strategists and
pollsters) who advise UK Prime
Minister David Cameron, London
Mayor Boris Johnson, Oz PM Tony
Abbott and of course Don Brash and
John Key carried out an 11 month
defamation case against Hager in 2009
[2], Hager had no newspaper legal
department to support him, no editor to
shield him and very limited financial
resources to fight the case compared
with a massively rich and powerful
company like Crosby-Textor. If you read
accounts of this case, I can’t see any
other way of interpreting these events,
other than that Hager deserves every last
shred of support from anyone who
supports democratic accountability and
the rights of individuals against rich and
powerful organisations who want to
flatten anyone or anything that gets in
the way of their agenda.

For the reasons above, I implore you
to talk to as many people as you can
about these issues – it’s your country’s
future at stake – and I urge you to try
and donate to Hager’s legal fighting
fund – people like him need the support
of all thinking people [3].
As I write, National is attempting to
rush anti-terrorism measures through
Parliament that will grant the SIS the
power to carry out 48 hour bouts of total
surveillance on anyone without a
warrant. We, the citizens, have been
given one day to make submissions on
these major infringements of our civil
liberties. On being questioned on this
point, Attorney General Chris
Finlayson’s response was “the
government didn’t need six months of
chit-chat”. This is a jaw-dropping
statement for any Attorney General
anywhere to make, regardless of his
somewhat less than heartfelt apology
afterwards.
If passed, it will be 2018 (beyond the
next election) before we get a chance to
review this legislation. Given the
evidence of the politicisation of SIS that
has come to light since the release of
Dirty Politics, this is scary stuff. John
Key isn’t Tony Abbott or Vladimir
Putin, but who will his successor be?
Judith Collins? Paula Bennett? Some
young sleeper apparatchik groomed by
Lusk and Slater?
Hager’s latest book matters because
despite many people in New Zealand
being very alarmed by the health of our
democracy, Hager is virtually alone in
getting any media traction in
investigating them. For John Key, our
most popular post-war Prime Minister,
it’s still only a matter of time before
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people realise they have been duped by a
smiley mask. But Key isn’t really the
issue anymore, it’s what follows him
that counts. We need to be vigilant as
well as patient. I urge you to take note of
the names in Hager’s book and try and
stay abreast of their activities. If we
value freedom, justice and
accountability, we ignore them at our
peril.

Notes
[1] This RNZ interview transcript is
amazing: http://tinyurl.com/ne7momm.
[2] See http://tinyurl.com/27ywy2e
[3] You can donate at
http://tinyurl.com/ods65o2
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Rumex Obtusifolius
Fiona Johnstone
These three images reference the
botanical exploits of William Colenso:
botanist, missionary, politician,
coloniser of New Zealand. As described
by Peter Wells in his 2011 book ‘The
Hungry Heart’ an irreconcilable
difference existed between the selfcultivated image of William Colenso as
a lone romantic Byronic hero (albeit
hardworking) and the assistance he
actually received – initially primarily
from Māori – when collecting flora in
the North Island from the 1830’s
onwards.
Of one of his most extraordinary
expeditions (accompanied, guided and
assisted by up to three or four un-named
Māori) Colenso recorded in a letter to
Sir William Hooker of Kew Gardens:
…I observed that pest to
agriculture, the large-leaved
Rumex, very plentiful here. The
natives say that the Ngapuhi
tribes...introduced it in order to
spoil their (the Maungatautari
district) lands. I doubt, however,
the cause assigned for its
introduction here in the very centre
of the island, but not the fact. At
Poverty Bay and parts adjacent, the
natives assert that the seed of this
plant was originally sold them by
whites for tobacco seed! It is now
to be met with in several districts,
in common with many other
noxious European weeds. I have
often noticed in travelling, certain

spots abounding with the rankest
vegetation, but without a single
indigenous plant. The newcomers
appear to vegetate so fast as quite
to exterminate and supersede the
original possessors of the soil [1].
In these images, Colenso is likened to
Rumex obtusifolius, the species of dock
he saw in Maungatautari in 1841. This is
not a statement that Colenso was as a
weed, but a recognition that communal
irreversible actions are embedded in our
history. They may be catastrophic or
comedic, and these moments are worth
consideration and inclusion in our
cultural and political memory.
Notes
[1] Colenso, William. Journal of a
Naturalist in some little known parts of
New Zealand, 1842 (quoted by St
George, Ian. Colenso's Collections, The
New Zealand Native Orchid Group Inc,
2009, p 167)
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rumex (i) W.C. said …ascending the precipitous hill near the bottom of which last night
we bivouacked….
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rumex (ii) W.C. said …I much wished to spend an hour at this place, but Rangitukia, the
village where we intended halting for the night, and where we were to obtain a supply of
food, was yet at a distance; the day, too, was rapidly passing away; so, with a sigh, which
only Botanists know…
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rumex (iii) W.C. said…striking inland, I found, on a sandy
little plain, a…
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Spectacular Situational
Self-Help: A Ten Step
Programme
John Roughan
Preamble – A Matter of Tautology
It’s heavy out there, so why do I feel so
light?
We all agreed to it, yet none of us
acknowledge it. We all acknowledge it,
yet none of us agreed to it. We are in the
spectacle. We are the spectacle. What is
the spectacle?
For Guy Debord, ‘The spectacle in
general, as the concrete inversion of life,
is the autonomous movement of the nonliving.’ That is to say, life lived through
images, and as Larry Law explains:
We live in a spectacular society, that
is, our whole life is surrounded by an
immense accumulation of spectacles.
Things that were once directly lived
are now lived by proxy. Once an
experience is taken out of the real
world it becomes a commodity. As a
commodity the spectacular is
developed to the detriment of the
real. It becomes a substitute for
experience.
“Official culture” is a rigged game. One
where conservative powers forbid
subversive ideas to have direct access to
the public discourse, and where such
ideas are integrated only after being
trivialized and sterilized.
We have been sold a lie. It looked
great, it was all shiny and new and full
of promise. An industrial utopia! Jobs

for everyone! Stuff for everyone! White
teeth, happy families! Unified,
homogenized and commodified. Society
swallowed it and we didn’t even need a
spoonful of sugar.
Debord announced the birth of the
spectacle around 1920, though I would
say it was much earlier. It means little
now. The spectacle is so insidious that it
is our life today. So much so that
imagining an “outside of it” is incredibly
difficult. Everything is shaped by it.
When I first started making art, I
made art because I loved to make it.
When I chose to make a living out of art,
the main question I got asked was “how
do you make a living?” Let’s pause and
look at that question. It makes very little
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sense without making certain
assumptions and redefining the word
“living”. I wouldn’t ask someone “how
they make a dying”. The power of the
spectacle can be defined by that word
“living”: a living. When that word
changed from meaning a breathing
member of the human race to being an
object of production and exchange
would be about the time when the
Spectacle was birthed.
Hope is lost. Hope is not lost.
New passions are still out there to be
discovered. Fragments and undiscovered
perspectives still exist, we are only
limited by our imaginations and what we
feed our imaginations.
A group of theorists and artists
(creative terrorists if you will) lead by
Guy Debord and others was established
in 1957: The Situationists. A rag tag
group of creative dreamers, pranksters
and political theorists.
Deriving much of the group's
direction from Jean Paul Sartre's belief
in freedom of choice and responsibility,
Debord named SI after the philosopher's
definition of situation: that is, the
existential framework in which
individuals, rather than being passive
tolerators of the world, have an active
role to play in their understanding and
shaping of it.
Their critique of advanced capitalism
focused on the growing social
phenomena of relating to each other
through images. That is, that the first
hand lived experience of individuals was
secondary to individual expression
through objects, commodities and
exchange. Everyday life was now a
distant memory replaced by unrealistic
ideals and commodity fetishism. Or

something along those lines.
And, of course, we can say this isn’t
news: “Yeah yeah I know this, down
with the 1%, occupy things and then
make them green and stuff” as we post
this thought to Facebook from our
MacBook Air. It isn’t all bad, it simply
means that our values have been
redefined in term of (im)material
exchange. Further, what were once signs
of authentic exchange – love, play,
spontaneity, expression and creative
thought – have become marketable
qualities; they’re sold back to us. But
you know that already anyway. But
maybe that’s part of it – this ‘knowing
already anyway but carrying on
nonetheless.’ We’re stuck knowingly
self-gazumping. As it were.
Honestly. It gets very messy.
The Situationists aimed to disrupt
and hijack this culture of selfgazumping, to produce “deliberately
anticultural productions” and to reduce
social alienation through creation of
situations. They did pretty well, even
supposedly starting a riot in May 1968.
A big one.
The Situationists “disbanded” in
1972. But there never really was
anything as concrete as a discernible
“Situationism.” “Isms” were a no-no.
Instead, Debord suggested we should
pursue formulations based on ever
adapting practice; when we become
dogmatic in our theories we fail to adapt
to prevailing conditions. In that way The
Situationists never existed in one
particular time or space: they were and
are like an organism, a virus to the
spectacle, adapting and changing to
better serve its purpose; not the
spectacle’s purpose of course, but that
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other thing, that thing which cannot be
named.
So, it’s a good kind of virus. Like a
cold which makes you contemplative,
maybe? Or perhaps a stomach-bug
which leaves you hollowed out and yet
somehow hopeful.
So how does the Situationist spirit
live on and what did they introduce that
may be of use?

dérive one or more persons during a
certain period drop their relations,
their work and leisure activities, and
all their other usual motives for
movement and action, and let
themselves be drawn by the
attractions of the terrain and the
encounters they find there. Chance is
a less important factor in this activity
than one might think: from a dérive
point of view cities have
psychogeographical contours, with
constant currents, fixed points and
vortexes that strongly discourage
entry into or exit from certain zones.
Bridge Street at 2am on a Sunday
morning may be a good place to start.
Really. A city disgorged is a city ungazumped.

Step Two
Create something every day.
Just do it. As it were. And don’t. Don’t
you dare. Think of all the shit out there
already. Do you really want to add to
that? Just do it very carefully. That’s it.

Step Three
Step One
Rediscover your city. Throw away your
maps, turn off your GPS. Get lost. Go
off-piste. Think dérive, think
psychogeography.
According to Debord:
Dérive involves playful-constructive
behaviour and awareness of
psychogeographical effects, and are
thus quite different from the classic
notions of journey or stroll. In a

Embrace your imagination. Or, better
still, make up an imagination. Or, even
better still, make out that you have made
up an imagination while knowing full
well that you haven’t. Ok?
99.9% of everything is conceptual. All
art is conceptual, society, politics,
religion: all are abstracts with which we
conform to give form to support the
spectacle. Why? Change is scary,
familiar is comforting, authentic
connection can be unnerving.
Imagination is important, we must not
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reject bizarre – or bad – thoughts and
conjurations; these are the seeds of new
ways of seeing the world. Unfortunately
the spectacle is clever in manipulating
our desires and overtaking our
imaginations. To get beyond it we have
to be on guard.
The spectacle is images, images that
separate us from real life, images that
present false needs and desires.
Impossible ideals. All it takes is a small
shift in perspective to see how ridiculous
this is. The Situationists did this through
hijacking popular culture and subverting
the common narrative.
What would you do if you knew you
could do anything you wanted?
Everything is up for grabs yet your
actions are your only true possessions.
Happiness or Keeping up With the
Kardashians? Armed with the
knowledge that almost every sacred cow
is built on sand we can begin to play,
and we must play with great seriousness.

acceptance or rejection, one may well
burst out in laughter.

Step Four

Nihilism is a subjective reality to be
met, acknowledged and then passed by.
A pit stop on the way to freedom and not
the end of the road.
The path from ideology (selfnegation) to radical subjectivity (selfaffirmation) passes through Point Zero,
the capital city of nihilism.
Create new meaning, invest yourself.
Fall in love with life again. Or some
other sort of platitudinous exhortation.

Invest yourself: play games with great
seriousness (again).
Situationists loved games, postulating –
however problematically – that it’s all a
game. The best jokes are told with a
straight face and with devastating punch
lines that can shake the foundations of
core beliefs. I don’t mean to set the bar
too high; simply that not taking one’s
self too seriously is a very serious game.
Create situations: the situation must
unify falsely separated categories (love,
play, expression, creative thought).
Since everything is but an apparition,
perfect in being what it is, having
nothing to do with good or bad,

Step Five
Hold fast to the spirit of revolution.
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must be done. That is, make up hope.

Step Eight
Don’t try to save the world. Remember
the futility of hope and causes. On the
other hand, do try to save the world, but
know it will be futile. Raise the (red) flag
in defense of lost causes.

Step Six
Hijack culture: think détournement.
Time to get practical. Everything is at
your disposal, nothing is sacred.
Everything is up for grabs; in a world
filled with advertising projecting false
needs, we can use marketing tactics
against it. You know, gazump the
gazumpers! Steal, appropriate, satirize
and parody, bring new ideas to old
forms, create a pastiche of old ideas to
make new ones. Ctrl C, Ctrl V and on ad
infinitum. Divert the stream of the
commercial. And try not to get sucked in
as you do.

The construction of self-theory is based
on thinking for yourself, being fully
conscious of desires and their validity. It
is the construction of radical
subjectivity. It is also impossible.
Nevertheless, authentic ‘consciousness
raising’ can only be the ‘raising’ of
people’s thinking to the level’ of
positive (non-guilty) self-consciousness:
developing their basic subjectivity. That
is, free of ideology and imposed
morality in all its forms.

Step Seven
Stay awake! Keep breathing! Stay aware
of the spectacle. But if there is no
escape, enjoy yourself like hell. Enjoy
yourself, like hell.
Awareness and a sense of humour are
essential; it can be hard to find your own
way. There are so many voices of
“authority” and signs barking on about
what we should be doing.
We have to negotiate with the
myriad false needs and beliefs that have
accumulated through this life, and then
deal with the fall out. Hope is not lost. It
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The essence of what many leftists,
therapy-mongers, racism awareness
trainers and sisterisers term
‘consciousness raising’ is their practice
of beating people into unconsciousness
with their ideological billy-clubs.

Step Nine
Everyone is an artist. But what do you
mean, artist?
Art relegated to institutions is like
bottling tap water. No, make that like
bottling spring water. Be like a spring.
Spill out unexpectedly. Cease suddenly.

Step Ten
There is no 10, I just like even numbers.
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Southerly
Elli Yates
Imogen was walking to work, her boots
clapping slow applause on the pavement.
Last night’s Southerly died down
slowly, plaintively, like it had more to
say. She battled it like any well-trained
Wellingtonian: head down, shoulders
hunched but sure of step. She walked
past the video store and the Four-Square,
nervously checking her reflection in the
hairdresser’s window, as she
remembered an Aro Valley that once
held her body loosely, long before she
started working nine til five. She had
lived here as a student, and now she was
back, working in an office and up at
seven like she never thought she would
be. Remembering late mornings and
cold floors, she conjured a picture of the
draughty Devon Street bedroom where
she had sex for the first time, and
blushed red in the wind. Smoking Port
Royal and letting my socks go mouldy in
a dusty chest of drawers. As she entered
Aro Park, a man crossing the road
attempted to catch her eye, but she
hardly noticed.
While Imogen walked ahead
reviewing this smudge of memories,
Callum did his best to keep pace behind
her. His suit was fresh that day; it smelt
of Cold Power and tightened
uncomfortably at his elbows. He
rummaged in his pockets for nothing at
all, fighting an urge to run up behind
Imogen, spin her around and kiss her
full on the mouth. He longed to put his
hands on her waist and breathe in that
soft piece of flesh between scarf and

shoulder. Wonder how her skin feels,
wonder how she’d move under me?
They crossed beneath bunting strung
between sycamores, and cut up the path
behind the community centre onto upper
Abel Smith Street. Walking behind her,
Callum noticed how Imogen’s hips
moved; admired her legs; listened to the
clapping of her boots on the asphalt.
Then quite unexpectedly, Imogen
stopped on the path to answer her phone.
Callum had no choice but to keep
walking past her, head bowed, towards
the traffic lights at the intersection
below.
Hemi was walking from the opposite
direction up Abel Smith Street towards
the intersection, moving carefully past
cafes and yoga studios and a vacuum
cleaning company, footsteps following
his white cane over the damp pavement.
It must be ten past eight, smells more
like seven though. Frost and woodsmoke. Korimako and tui. He was in
good time for class, and looking forward
to a cup of coffee in the University
bookshop. The scent of other people’s
mornings drifted down Aro Valley
towards him, and he tried picking apart
its strands: coffee smelt like blackened
caramel, and earthy like marijuana too,
and then there was the oat-y, buttery
smell from Le Moulin bakery on Willis
Street, and piss from the gutters,
together with the cosmetic tang of
shampoo, burning toast, cigarette smoke
– so sweet and strong – and above all of
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it, exhaust, that acrid mixture – the city’s
essential pungency.
Ahead of Hemi, a man in his fifties
allowed the Southerly to propel him
towards the intersection. Abe was
walking to see an old friend in
Highbury. He was half an hour late and
hurting from another night spent on his
cousin’s couch in a flat on Rolleston
Street. Imagining the feeling of wet
grass between his toes, Abe longed to
walk barefoot over earth, not asphalt.
The city has infected me. Breathing in,
Abe thought of fresh kai, familiar people
and the quiet of winter low season in a
coastal town down South. Too many
people in one place turns everyone
greedy. He thought about one day eight
years ago, when they had protested
against the construction of the bypass
ahead. Remembering placards and grey
skies and a bubbling anger, he allowed
runaway tears to fall, spill across his
face, dribble down his neck and dry in
the cleft of his chest.
From across the motorway, Imogen
remembered the same day, as the
morning traffic droned ahead. Picking
up speed, she imagined fishmongers and
butchers and dressmakers and grocers;
histories and impressions of life now
concreted over; drowned out by running
engines. She pictured houses torn apart
by the demolition gangs; houses
whispering forgotten stories from
beneath their floorboards. She
remembered standing amongst the
crowds of protestors during her first year
at University, wondering about social
movements and what her parents
thought about the new bypass? Even
then, she had understood that the
motorway would be built, regardless of

her placard waving. She knew that this
city, like all cities, was built on the
buried bones of those who had lived and
were largely forgotten.
Imogen slowed as she walked
downhill towards the lights. She felt an
unfamiliar dis-ease prickle in the curve
of her spine, as if it was settling in.
Nostalgia painted the city before her in
shades of bruised purple. The shadows
of eaves and balconies and bay windows
on Abel Smith Street became
mysterious, and the hilltops only distant
shapes thrusting into an unstable sky.
The contours of mount Victoria had not
changed since 2005, only now they felt
darker, and foreboding. She remembered
mashing a banana together with a dollop
of crunchy peanut butter and an egg in a
cup, microwaving it to cakey
consistency and eating it quickly
between mouthfuls of black coffee. Dark
evenings and slippery moss on the back
porch. Nostalgia was shaping itself
around her body, expanses of memory
opening wide, making room around her.
At the intersection below, Abe
searched the faces of passers-by, wiping
his face with his sleeve, as Callum
arrived at the lights opposite. Callum
reached the lights and stared blankly
across the moving traffic, imagining
Imogen’s hips as she walked. He
checked behind him. She was still
walking, picking up speed as she battled
the Southerly. Callum watched her
furtively, mesmerised by legs and hips
and the poise of someone who has
always been given room to breathe.
Callum turned his attention back to the
figures opposite, and blinked twice. Oh
shit, is that Hemi? Hemi had arrived at
the intersection opposite, standing
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beside Abe as he waited for the lights to
change. Hemi and Callum had gone to
High School together, but had not seen
each other for years; long enough that
perhaps Hemi would not recognise him,
thought Callum.
Standing beside Hemi, Abe was sure
these young people had not noticed the
fine grey-mauve cloud sweeping over
the hills, or the patch of blue behind the
Brooklyn windmill. It will pass in a
moment. He stared hard at Callum,
willing him to look. Forget-me-not blue!
But Callum was focussed on Hemi and
Hemi was focussed on the prospect of
hot coffee. Abe did not resist the
weariness that washed through him in
that moment, aching in his body as it
moved. He looked at Callum. They’re
plugged in, wired up, downcast,
elsewhere, screen-glued, fragmented
and unflinching. Hemi shifted his
balance slightly, and Abe moved beside
him, noticing Hemi’s presence for the
first time. Maybe he is also repelled by
these men and women driving to work,
changing lanes, listening to MoreFM,
throwing back lattes, turning up the
heating, signalling right, gripping
steering wheels, breaking sharply,
changing up to hit the speed limit,
overtaking and merging like a zip
because it’s Wednesday and nearly
halfway to the weekend, right?
Opposite, Callum shifted his weight
as he leant on the buzzer, waiting for
Imogen to arrive beside him. He looked
across the motorway again, trying to
remember the name of Hemi’s sister
who he’d once had a crush on. Haven’t
been to Hawera for ages. What’s that
stick thing he’s carrying? Wish my
phone was charged so I wouldn’t have

noticed him. Could be checking my texts
or something. Wearing sunnies this
early is a bit ridiculous, buddy. Callum
felt anxious and cold, holding himself
upright but slouching inside.
Different levels of exhaust crank and
build up as everyone changes from 50 to
70. I can smell the man beside me, his
scent mixing with the car fumes. Citrus
and stale clothes. He has stopped, so I
stop too. There’s a flashing red-mandeath-wish, but it’s immediately
dispelled. I can hear radios in cars and
people talking and engines revving.
Little specks of rain from last night flick
up from the tarmac onto my jeans. I can
feel them very gently. Hemi stood very
still and very straight, watched closely
by Callum from behind a steady stream
of cars. I can sense a woman faintly; she
smells like vanilla and almonds and
she’s getting closer and the lights must
have changed by now, surely, and he’s
moving beside me and my feet are cold,
so we’re finally stepping off the curb.
Callum wanted to yell out, but
couldn’t. Why is he stepping out like
that, the man’s not green yet. That old
guy isn’t doing anything. That
Mitsubishi doesn’t have time to slow.
What the fuck are you doing, Hemi?
Callum watched Hemi step slowly out
into the line of speeding traffic.
I can hear a woman scream. I can
hear an engine very close and smell the
tarmac with my whole body. There’s a
siren in the distance too, and I realise
the citrus man is not walking beside me
and there is no shrill noise signalling
pedestrian right of way.
“Stop!” Imogen screamed.
Breaks slammed, there was a thud,
then a ringing silence, then the man in
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the Mitsubishi got out of his car with his
hands in his hair.
“You idiot, you fucking idiot, why
didn’t you stop him!?” Callum found his
voice, yelling across the stationary
Mitsubishi at Abe, who was staring
blankly into the road where Hemi’s
body lay, crushed between car and
asphalt. There was blood seeping onto
the white lines in the middle of the road.
Imogen came running down Abel
Smith Street, wide eyes bewildered. She
reached Callum, who was standing half
on the curb, half on the motorway itself,
shaking. She stopped beside him as she
stared at Hemi’s body, her cheeks
flushed in the wind.
“Was he crossing in this direction? I
totally missed that, what just happened?
I saw him from up there” she motioned
up the hill. She was speaking very fast.
“He just – he just – he was my friend
at High School. That dickhead just stood
there while he –”
Imogen put her hand on Callum’s
shoulder and pulled on her scarf like it
was suffocating her. “Wait, so you know
him?” she asked.
Callum stood paralysed, unable to
swallow. He licked his lips, and looked
directly at Imogen. “Not really” he
mumbled “…well yeah, but not really.”
Her hand was hot on his shoulder.
“Were you meeting each other? Did
you already call 111?” She looked into
his face for a moment, before her eyes
darted back to Hemi’s body on the road.
“Sorry, I’m sorry” she said, flustered
as she surveyed the road. People were
exiting their cars – slamming doors and
craning necks – emerging into the
morning in various states of disbelief. A
small group surrounded Hemi’s body.

Callum looked like he might puke.
“He was crossing from that direction,”
he said, gesturing, looking anywhere but
at the road. When he turned to face
Imogen he motioned to where Abe was
slumped, only just standing, on the
pavement opposite.
“That guy was just standing beside
him, like, just then – but I actually knew
Hemi…Um…” He trailed off as white
crept across his face.
“Well, have you? I mean, this is a –
okay that guy in the Sedan is calling.
Wait, what?”
“We went to Hawera High together.
We –” Callum trailed off again.
“My parents are both from
Taranaki,” Imogen said, lamely.
“Okay. Like, close to…? Or –” He
could not finish. A little flush battled the
white on his face.
“Sorry I mean, it’s really not a good
time to –” She looked down at the
asphalt, pulling her scarf tight again.
There was silence for a moment that
seemed to stretch, although it can’t have
been longer than a few seconds. The
ambulance had arrived, and paramedics
were surrounding Hemi’s body. The
police arrived next, and stood around
asking questions in steady, deep voices.
Shouts were raised all around. More
people crowded out onto the motorway,
emerging from houses, spilling onto the
scene. For that stretched moment
though, Imogen and Callum heard
distinctly the ambivalent cries of
korimako in the eucalypt above.
Callum regathered himself, looking
back at the crowd on the road. “Fuck,
fuck I just watched that happen. Like, I
saw him stepping out and I –”
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“Why did he do that, oh my god do
you think it was suicide? Did he seem
like a troubled guy to you?” Imogen was
babbling now “I mean, was he like
depressed or – sorry I don’t know what
to say. Oh my god I’m so sorry. I was
not even focussing at all and now I – I’m
so sorry for your friend. I think…you
should sit down. Let’s – let’s go sit
there” she motioned to a bench on a
wide stretch of pavement nearby,
guiding Callum away from the crowd.
“I probably need to talk to the cops
or something,” he said.
“Yeah but come on, sit. I’m sure I
have some rescue remedy in my bag…”
As Imogen and Callum sat hunched
on the bench beside the motorway like
children with a secret, Abe let tears flow
openly down his face. He stood,
motionless on the pavement. His body
felt heavy, too heavy to stand. He
lowered himself to crouch on the
pavement, closing in on his chest, his
body sinking into itself. He became
aware of a policeman’s voice nearby,
asking if he’d seen the accident happen.
Abe closed his eyes and willed the voice
away, disappearing inside the blackness
granted by lowered lids. I didn’t know
he was blind, I didn’t know he couldn’t
see. Abe could feel Hemi’s presence
hanging in the atmosphere around him,
breathless and green, young but steady.
No way could he find words to explain
this to the cops; they were only
interested in concrete facts. An
ambulance arriving nearby – its siren
wailing an unholy lament – but Abe
knew somewhere deep in his body, that
Hemi had died on impact.
After a few minutes, Abe felt a hand
soft on his shoulder. It was Callum, who

at Imogen’s urging had crossed the road
to where he crouched. Callum wanted
nothing more than to turn and run back
to his house, his room, his safe, warm
bed. But Imogen stood watching behind
him, and he felt cornered. Her voice
doesn’t sound like I imagined it would.
He looked down at Abe, croaking
awkwardly:
“Uhhm, do you want to get a cup of
coffee or something, man?”
Abe opened his eyes, still crouching
but suddenly aware of his feet – cold and
rooted to the pavement. Slowly,
painfully, he raised his head and
untangled himself, rising from the
ground like a creature from the deep,
like an old memory. He urged his chin
high. Callum’s hand dropped from his
shoulder, and Abe felt quietly grateful
for the gesture. Standing squarely in
front of Callum, Abe opened his eyes
fully, taking in the pale face before him.
Gratitude was replaced by pity, as he
stared for a moment into blue eyes and
saw a frightened world in there.
“Thanks,” Abe said, feeling his
mouth dry.
Imogen stood unsteadily behind
Callum. She ventured a step towards
Abe, looking at her boots. She raised her
head and looked directly at him,
wondering where he came from?
“We just saw a man get run over,”
she pointed out in a voice that sounded
more powerful than she felt. “His name
was Hemi.” This statement hung in the
air around their heads, unperturbed by
the Southerly.
“I think we should sit down
somewhere warm. We’ve already
spoken with the cops. They’ve taken our
numbers. They said we should, you
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know, go and –” She trailed off,
uncertain. Her knees had begun to shake
uncontrollably. She felt sick in her
stomach. She imagined Hemi’s cold
body being lifted onto an ambulance
stretcher as she spoke.
Abe looked from man to woman, and
back to the man again. He saw fear and
other wide feelings, and fought an
inexplicable desire to laugh. Maybe
they’re not so empty. He felt his own
strength surge in his belly, and nodded
in agreement. He could still feel the echo
of Callum’s hand on his shoulder.
Callum’s face was pale, and his mind
was in Hawera – in the field at school by
the back fence on Friday afternoon,
laughing as Hemi tried to light a joint
with matches behind an exercise book.
Hemi was cracking up, as he inexpertly
lit match after match, watching them
flicker and die in the bright sunshine.
Hemi hadn’t always been blind.
Callum turned his back to the wind,
and glanced at Abe. This man he’d
yelled at ten minutes ago now stood
calmly beside him, blinking and nodding
some kind of agreement. Callum could
sense the ambulance behind them, but
didn’t turn to look. Strangely, his desire
to run away was replaced by a heavy,
rooted feeling that seemed to stretch
deep down into the earth. He felt
Imogen’s hand gently on his arm, and
saw her head cocked to one side as she
searched his face. Her hand shook a
little, but her eyes were clear blue-grey,
and they looked right into his.
The three figures turned to face the
city, and began walking with careful
steps down Willis Street. They walked
slowly together past design studios and
office buildings, their footsteps

syncopated in time with sirens and car
horns and the bleating of traffic lights.
Behind them, policemen cordoned off
the intersection where Hemi had died;
redirected traffic and took statements
from the drivers who had witnessed the
Mitsubishi knock him down. The
Southerly subsided, and above the
Brooklyn hill a patch of blue sky grew
and grew, until the sun appeared through
it. Above, korimako took flight, in
search of food for the day.
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