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Places change and so do we – but 
still, we come home, looking for  
the familiar.  
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Black lands. Navy-blue. Earth-
brown. Clay-yellow. Ochrous. 
Brackenish. Brackish. Creek-green. 
These are the words he chooses for 
his west. That west out there that 
makes him uneasy because it is 
where he grew up and where a part 
of him still belongs.

Maurice Gee, Going West



5

5

5
Barbeque at 88 Tiroroa Avenue

4

4

4

 I drive along the street where 
I grew up, Tiroroa Avenue in Te 
Atatu South, and I can name the 
families that used to live in the 
houses: Morgan, Smith, Parfoot, 
Kennedy, Vincent, Toledo, Lawson. 
On the other side: a different Smith 
family, Bullock, Peeters, Hodder, 
Magnusson. Mainly I know the 
families – and therefore the houses 
– where there were kids around 
my age. Tiroroa Avenue is a long 
lasso of a street. Our curve faced 
the water, where the Whau Creek 
escaped its mangrove tethers and 
washed into the harbour. Elsewhere 
in the Tiroroa loop lived other kids I 
knew at Freyberg Memorial Primary 
– Wilson, Bartlett, Tusa, Darrah, 
Mihaljevich, Hannah. These were 
the names of my childhood.  
 Our parents grew old and we 
grew up. Most of us moved away. 
I don’t know who lives in those 
houses anymore, apart from Mrs 
Peeters, who is Dutch. She’s in her 
80s now and still spry, though she 
no longer mows her lawn wearing 

a bikini. (My father mowed ours 
wearing an old singlet, paint-
splattered shorts and a straw hat.) 
Mrs Peeters used to make thin 
pancakes served with sugar and 
lemon, served lamb croquettes at 
parties, and let her children sprinkle 
chocolate hail on their toast. When I 
was young I thought all these things, 
especially mowing in a bikini, were 
glamorous and European.
 Maybe Mr Bullock is still there 
as well, because the white iron 
furniture on his upstairs deck hasn’t 
changed in decades. I know that 
Mark Lawson, who was in my year 
at primary school, is still there, 
because he’s a plumber and has a 
sign up, with his name and number, 
on the fence.
 But many of the houses have 
new families now. Some of the 
houses are almost unrecognisable, 
modified by elaborate extensions 
or hidden behind tall gates or walls; 
some have an extra house where 
back gardens used to spread. When 
I was growing up, most houses had 

one car only, parked in a carport or 
garage. Swarms of children could 
play outside on summer evenings, 
chucking a ball or riding bikes, and 
the road was our own. Now, with 
more affluence and ever-growing 
numbers of subdivided sections, 
dozens of parked cars clog both 
sides of the street.
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Creeks are iconic in the literature 
of West Auckland, though I didn’t 
know that when I was growing up. 
This is because of Maurice Gee, 
who created a mythic version of 
Henderson – where he grew up in 
the 30s and 40s – in his novels. In  
his essay ‘Creeks and Kitchens’  
Gee recalled:

a railway station, a boarding 
house, a blacksmith shop. A 
grocer, a butcher, a baker, and 
not much more. Four churches, 
a little brick jam factory, lots 
of orchards, Corbans winery, 
and some smaller Dalmatian 
ones, producing mostly sherry 
and port, which was sold, after 
1941, to US servicemen who 
came out west in jeeps. That was 
Henderson.

Gee and his brothers spent most 
of their boyhoods in and around 
Henderson Creek, swimming, sailing 
tin canoes and fishing for eels. Its 
green waters, mossy rocks and  
fern-dense banks were places of  
adventure and play, and also  
danger: As a boy he witnessed a 
young man die after diving into  
too-shallow water.
 Gee returned to that creek – and 
creeks in general – many times in 
his fiction, Henderson disguised as 
‘Loomis’. Loomis Creek, says the 
narrator of Going West, ‘flowed in a 
shallow gorge beside the town…  
In the shade, under the banks, pools 
lay green and slow and bottomless.’ 
Like his narrator, as a child Gee 
was fearful of the ‘oozy bottom’, of 
what lay deep in the murky depths. 
Rowan, the narrator of Access Road, 
witnesses flirtation and daring 
there at the water’s edge, as well 
as cruelty and sexual transgression. 
Years later, the secret of what lies 
beneath endangers her and kills one 
of her brothers.
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 These days the ‘New Road’ – 
the cul-de-sac of empty sections 
where we used to ride our chunky 
skateboards into the dip and up 
the other side, its tarmac dark and 
unsullied –  is lined with houses. It 
has a name now, Wairata Place, but 
my sister and I still call it the New 
Road. My brother lives in a home unit 
there. Mark Lawson is his plumber.
 The house where we grew up 
isn’t ours anymore. It has new gates 
and window frames, a doorway at 
the bottom of the drive, some sort of 
wooden screen in the front garden 
that obscures the master bedroom. 
But the railing going up the ramp 
to the front door is still the one the 
builders put there in 1966, the year 
my parents had the house built.
 My grandparents were horrified: 
they thought my parents were 
insane to move so far out west from 
the family home, a draughty old villa 
on Ponsonby Road. In 1966, from 
their point of view, Te Atatu South 
was virtually the countryside. The 
motorway only ran from Westgate 

to Pt Chev. My grandparents 
couldn’t understand why you’d 
leave a busy, lively road, right across 
from the famous Ivan’s Restaurant, 
a short bus ride from all the shops 
at the Three Lamps, and move 
to a place where you could hear 
moreporks – bad luck! – every night.
 Our third-acre section was a 
steep, perilous thicket of ponga and 
scrub. My sister remembers visiting 
while the house was being built, 
its skeletal wooden frame rising 
high. I was a baby, and my brother 
wasn’t born. My parents tried to win 
her over to this near-rural location 
by showing her the horse-riding 
stables at the top end of the street, 
opposite Strid Road. She remembers 
foraging for wild blackberries in 
the tangled branches of the empty 
section two doors down. Foodtown 
(now Countdown) hadn’t been built, 
or the community centre and library. 
Rangeview Intermediate hadn’t 
opened yet. Our section tumbled 
down to what we called the creek,  
a dead-end of mud and mangroves.

 Everything changes, but not  
the creek.
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peers to abandon training wheels on 
my bike. The excursions along the 
log often ended badly for me, losing 
my balance, one foot squelched 
into the bottomless goo of gravy-
coloured mud.
 I don’t know how my sister got 
away with excursions into the sludge 
of the creek, because that mud 
stuck like concrete and my mother 
was intolerant of dirt tracking into 
the house. Occasionally our golden 
retriever Rusty would succumb 
to the temptation of the creek 
and wade in, probably chasing a 
bird. We’d know about it when he 
clambered back up the hill and 
flopped down on the lawn just 
behind the house. He’d lie there, 
crying and wailing, until one of us 
stomped down the stairs to hose the 
cement-like mud off his paws. He 
knew he wouldn’t be allowed back in 
the house until every trace was gone.
 Maybe some of my dislike of 
the mud has crept into my own 
fiction. In the story ‘Red Christmas’, 
a girl named Ani and her younger 

brothers borrow a van to drive from 
their scruffy house in Henderson 
to the ‘right’ side of Te Atatu Road 
and forage in the inorganic rubbish 
collection. They stop outside a 
house that I described from memory, 
two doors down from the Toledos:

The house itself was small and 
expressionless, the kind of plain-
faced brick house that looked like 
the owners were always away on 
holiday. Flower beds busy with 
marigolds edged a path twisting 
towards the terrace; a bridge 
humped over a tiny pond rosy 
with orange fish. A plaster gnome 
was seated, fishing line dangling, 
at the water’s edge. In their 
street, the gnome wouldn’t have 
lasted a week.

Ani is unhappy. She dreads returning 
that night to Henderson, to ‘the 
scruffy blue house where the cracks 
in the driveway spewed weeds, 
where everything needed picking 
up or putting right, where their 
mother would be waiting’. But what 
makes her linger at this particular 
fence isn’t the house or its garden: 
it’s the world that begins when the 
creek ends.

Behind the house, the harbour 
glinted beyond the dense mass of 
mangroves. The motorway was a 
string of lights, stretching across 
the water like a washing line 
leading to the city.
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 Creeks in Auckland aren’t like 
rivers: they can seem stagnant and 
opaque, tangled with mangroves 
and sticky with mud, too shallow 
and rocky to traverse. The water 
looks dirty. They’re places to get 
stuck rather than sail. I’m not 
surprised that a creek proved such 
an imaginative draw for one of 
our greatest novelists, central to 
stories that turn on acts of violation, 
revenge, escape and exposure.  
How many people who live in 
Henderson now realise how a 
humble local creek, now the 
backdrop for bike paths and 
playgrounds, has served as a stage 
for such drama and tragedy?
 The creek at the bottom of our 
garden wasn’t really a creek, though 
that’s what we always called it. It’s 
a stunted arm of the Whau, a mass 
of dull-green mangroves forming 
an impassable field between 
Tiroroa and Jaemont Avenues. At 
low tide the grey mud to which the 
mangroves clung prickle with holes 
like a half-cooked pikelet.

 Sometimes in the winter, when 
the rain was heavy and the tide was 
high, water swamped the bottom of 
the garden. Our whole family would 
venture down the slippery bank, 
past our own shady forest of ponga 
and pine tree, to look at the creek-
side trees surrounded by moats 
of creek water. These pool-sized 
puddles would be deep enough for 
eels: we’d watch them thrashing 
and writhing in circles around the 
stranded trunks. The eels terrified 
me. They were so dark and slithery, I 
thought of them as creek mud come 
to life in some magical, evil form.
 Unlike my sister, who alleges 
that she liked to ‘plodge’ in the 
mud as a child, my brother and 
I kept our distance. At Stephen 
Vincent’s place, three doors down, 
a felled tree lay outstretched in 
the mangroves like a knobbly jetty. 
Sometimes I clambered along it, 
feeling daring. I was a timid child, 
with no physical confidence – bad at 
catching a ball or Frisbee, tentative 
on my skateboard, the last of my 
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When I drive back to my street now, 
there are ‘For Sale’ signs outside 
the Morgans’ old house, and the 
Magnussons’ house, and John 
Rowles’ mother’s house. At the 
bottom of the New Road – Wairata 
Place – a public pathway wends 
along the edge of the water, past 
mangroves and stunted jetties, to a 
small reserve at the end of Roberts 
Road. (When we moved here, 
Freyberg was still known as Roberts 
Road Primary School.) Although we 
always walked to school through 
the back gate, on Tiroroa, the main 
entrance to the school is just steps 
away from the reserve. I don’t 
remember ever going to look at or 
learn about the creek.
 Unlike Maurice Gee, none of us 
swam in creeks. We swam in the 
indoor school pool, housed in a 
building that reeked of chlorine and 
damp towels. Either the Lawsons 
or their immediate neighbours got 
a pool when I was about seven or 
eight. News of it electrified the gang 
of Tiroroa children. When I was nine 

we held a family vote about getting 
a pool of our own. It was a three-
two vote: my father, brother and  
I carried the day against my mother 
and sister. My father spent weeks 
after work and at weekends digging 
the vast hole, roping in my teenage 
sister’s boyfriend (now her husband) 
for manual labour. My mother 
always maintained that the hole  
was crooked.
 After the pool was installed, my 
sister swapped sides. All we cared 
about was the pool. We spent less 
and less time at the bottom of the 
garden, where it was wild and hot, 
and you could smell the creek – sour, 
fermenting, a stew of invisible eels – 
over your Coppertone.

12

12

12

Like Ani, I was always drawn to the 
sparkle of the city rather than the 
gloomy stillness of the mangroves. 
Even on the windiest day, they stood 
unruffled. Floods didn’t drown 
them; storms didn’t uproot them.  
No boat could navigate anywhere 
close to the bottom of our garden. 
I’d spot a heron down there 
occasionally, perched on one leg, 
but otherwise nothing about the 
creek and its denizens seemed 
remotely picturesque.
 In the books I read, which were 
English and American, there were 
no mangroves. Instead there were 
sparkling rivers in forest glens, or 
tinkling streams in woods carpeted 
with bluebells and other flowers  
I’d never seen. Sometimes there 
were lakes where people stayed in 
rustic cabins and paddled Indian-
style canoes.
 In the work of Enid Blyton, which 
I devoured the way I devoured 
mushroom-soup dip and Cheezels 
when we visited my Auntie Violet, 
there was the ‘seaside’ with 

donkey rides and something called 
charabancs, leading to caves 
frequented by smugglers. In some 
books, children who lived near the 
water saw exciting creatures like 
seals or otters; in books like  
The Wind in the Willows, the 
characters themselves were exciting 
creatures who frolicked along 
the riverbank and lived in snug 
underground houses.
 Sometimes, in our garden, 
I spotted a rat darting along a 
branch, or a lizard skittering over 
my father’s leg when he sat in 
the grass surveying a bonfire 
– the punishment phase of my 
parents’ war of attrition with the 
bush. The only willow tree in the 
neighbourhood was around the 
corner on Lyndhurst Road, outside 
the house John Rowles had bought 
for his mother. All we had was 
mangroves and bush, both in  
various shades of dull green.

 In my first novel, Queen of 
Beauty, one of my characters sees 
more greens in the bush than I 
ever managed as a child, with my 
colonised imagination:

He and [his daughter] Alice had 
a game … competing for new 
ways to describe the green of 
the bush. None of it was sea- or 
even pea green, they’d decided; 
nothing emerald or Kelly about it, 
either. He could see donkey green 
(Alice couldn’t) and verandah-
paint green; she once came up 
with plankton green, which he 
thought rather audacious. In 
the driest days of summer, when 
dust blew down from the ditches 
of the West Coast Road, the 
bush looked groundsheet green, 
almost ugly … He preferred it 
on days like today, when the 
colours were rich and, at the 
same time, sullen and murky … 
Green like spinach and shutters 
and stagnant ponds; green like 
mould; green like mussel shells.



15

15

15
Stephen and Paula Morris (and Annemarie the doll) in the front garden, 1971A view of the extension and the closed-in patio
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Deirdre Intveld, Annette Peeters, Paula Morris, Nicole Peeters: volleyball in the pool, 1978 A view of the extension and the closed-in patio



17

17

17

16

16

16
The ‘eel’ tree at the bottom of the garden; the bush Paula’s parents tried – and failed – to tame
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Gee’s ‘small country town’ 
Henderson of the Depression and 
war years was gone long before my 
childhood. The narrator of Going 
West returns in the early 90s and 
sees glass and tile, ‘traffic lights and 
carparks and people’ and longs for 
‘the town of empty dusty streets 
and broken hedges.’ When I look at 
old photographs of the Henderson 
where Gee grew up, much of the 
place is unrecognisable.
 The Henderson I knew growing 
up in the 70s and 80s was resolutely 
suburban. The horse-riding on Te 
Atatu Road never materialised for 
my sister: as soon as we moved in, 
the stables were gone and houses 
were built in their place.
 In Henderson the shopping area 
was small and tidy, and civilisation 
ended, pretty much, at Lincoln 
Road. All there was along that dull 
stretch was the campus of the Bible 
College and swathes of vineyards 
and market gardens. Anything 
beyond Henderson – Swanson, 
Ranui, Oratia – was utterly rural, 

somewhere my parents might 
venture to buy fruit and vegetables, 
or where my sister and I were sent 
away to Guide camp – my sister to 
have a good time, and me to get 
hayfever or some other malaise, 
and to long for a return to the bright 
lights of Te Atatu South.
 Henderson felt like a small, plain-
faced town of banks, chemists, 
milk bars. My father joined the 
local Lions’ club, with its base in 
Tui Glen, and because of this Lions 
connection, one year I rode on a 
float in the small local Santa parade. 
My mother bought our school 
uniforms at the shop on the corner 
of Railside Avenue, and sometimes 
we visited the bakery in the 
pedestrian-only street leading into 
the new Henderson Square.
 Maybe we shopped sometimes at 
Hannahs or Farmers inside the mall, 
but my parents were still townies 
at heart. We still visited the big, old 
Farmers building on Hobson Street, 
with its walkway to free parking, 
and the free bus up to Beresford 
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Farmers Henderson Square
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Square. We drove into town for 
Thursday late-night shopping on  
K Road and Friday late-night 
shopping on Queen Street. We  
drove into the city every November 
for the big Farmers’ parade, sitting 
on newspaper spread along the 
curb, waving paper flags – red 
and green – and hoping to catch 
some Minties thrown by Santa. My 
grandfather worked as a storeman 
at the Herald, and (illegally) blocked 
off a parking space for us on 
Wyndham Street so we didn’t have 
too far to walk.
 My parents’ first choice of local 
shopping remained LynnMall, 
New Zealand’s first-ever shopping 
centre and already open when we 
moved out west. I preferred the 
new Henderson Square, a giant 
H perched on its roof. LynnMall’s 
shops opened to the rain: in 
Henderson, the shops were inside, 
and it looked like the American 
malls I saw on TV. When my brother 
was a teenager, he worked at 
McDonalds there. At the end of 

every shift, his hair and clothes were 
rank with grease.
 My mother and I attended St 
Michael and All Angels Church on 
Great North Road. Maurice Gee 
would have known the old wooden 
church, built in 1914, but that 
was moved out of the way in the 
60s for something larger in dark 
brick. Corbans across the road 
was an active vineyard, and we 
celebrated Harvest Festival there, 
on long picnic tables arranged 
under dangling bunches of small, 
sweet grapes. On Thursday 
afternoons, I cycled from Rangeview 
Intermediate down the long hill of 
Edmonton Road, through Henderson 
and up Corban’s Hill to attend choir 
practice. Christine, our guitar-
playing conductor, called it ‘chorale’, 
maybe because we weren’t a formal 
choir wearing white smocks. We 
were a gaggle of adolescent girls 
standing up every Sunday in front of 
the altar to sing songs like ‘There Is 
a Green Hill Far Away’. After chorale 
on Thursdays, my father picked me 

up in his work van and threw the 
bike in the back. I was an inept and 
lazy cyclist, and no one trusted me 
to make the return trip all the way 
up Edmonton Road.
 When I was 15 I stopped going to 
church. Now I came to Henderson to 
learn how to drive. My father pulled 
the van into one of the empty new 
roads built to the east of Lincoln 
Road – just tarmac and footpaths 
and empty commercial sections – so 
I could practice three-point turns, 
hill starts and reversing around 
a corner. A year later my driving 
instructor helped me navigate 
the Glendene roundabout and 
the railroad tracks. I set off for 
my driving test from the office on 
Railside Avenue.



23

23

23
Christmas Parade Marching GirlsHenderson Square opening
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Henderson Square exterior Henderson Square opening
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 Over the years my parents 
extended the house on Tiroroa 
Avenue – an extension over the 
downstairs patio to expand our 
living space upstairs, then the patio 
itself encased in glass and floored 
with slate. The rumpus room was 
subdivided into another bedroom 
and bathroom. The steep garden 
was terraced but never really tamed. 
The new people next- door lent  
my parents their goat to keep the 
grass down near the creek, but my 
parents were growing old and it was 
all too much. Vines knitted their way 
across the bottom of the garden, 
strangling the bottlebrushes and the 
grapefruit tree.
 In the autumn of 2002, my 
husband and I spent every afternoon 
for a month out there hacking it 
back into shape, uprooting the 
invading vines and clipping back 
trees. Fantails danced on low 
branches; one alit on our tree 
pruner, nosy and delighted. We split 
oranges and left the juicy halves 
in the crook of a tree to attract 

silvereyes. One evening, when we’d 
stayed out working through the 
dusk, I sat on a bench under the 
mouldy pergola, quiet and tired out. 
The mangrove-spiked creek was a 
negative space at the garden’s end. 
Above my head, the dark shape of a 
morepork, more shadow than bird, 
lifted into the sky with a whoosh of 
heavy wings and disappeared into 
the night.
 Later that year my parents 
sold the house and moved to 
Waitakere Gardens, the retirement 
village known to taxi drivers as 
the ‘Henderson Hilton’. Henderson 
Square changed its name to West 
this-and-that: my mother and I went 
there to get our nails done. The 
whole family went to the movies 
there. When I came in on the train 
from my sister’s place in Mt Albert, 
my father was waiting to collect me 
on Railside Avenue.
 Their second-floor apartment 
overlooked Opanuku Stream 
and its replica mill, with a view 
of Henderson Creek beyond the 

big indoor public pool. They liked 
watching the ducks, geese and 
pukeko, the fantails that swirled 
from the bush along the banks; 
they liked the water gushing 
and bubbling over during heavy 
rains. Not long before he died, 
my father told me you could walk 
along Henderson Creek, on a new 
pathway, to Tui Glen. He and my 
mother never did that. As a family 
we liked to look at creeks, I guess. 
We liked to know they were there, 
a reminder of the landscape there 
before any houses, any farms, 
and any vineyards, muddy fingers 
of water and weeds, stretching 
towards the sea.
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North-Western Motorway, North bound towards Te Atatu, 1965
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