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HERE were no artists on my family tree.
Great-grandfather Low was a blacksmith in Fifeshire.
Grandfather Low was a marine engineer. After doing a
stretch of whaling in the Arctic and ranging the South
Seas he found in New Zealand what he thought was a good place
to live. So he uprooted his family of five, including my father-
to-be, from Carnoustie and sailed the lot of them off to the
new settlement at Dunedin in the 1860’s. Grandfather Low,
according to his daguerreotype, had a sad face and dreamy
eyes behind his forest of dark beard. My father had a similar
eye. So have 1.

Great-grandmother Heenan (on my mother’s side) had arrived
in Dunedin some years earlier—in 1850—from a village near
Dublin, with her husband and the twelve survivors of her seven-
teen children. Great-grandfather Heenan died a comparatively
young man (for the Heenans) at 84, leaving Great-grandmother to
grow formidably old, with an endearing peculiarity of interrupting
church services by breaking out into loud extempore prayers on
her own account. By all reports, in her prime she was an indomit-
able woman. She had to be. Life was hard in the new settlement.
The Heenans had to build their own house, boil salt-water to get
salt, make tea from manuka scrub, walk eight miles of track to see
the nearest neighbour. The Heenans, judging from their daguerreo-
types, were an angry-looking lot of people, with their whiskers
and riding-boots and tight little mouths. That is where I get my
mouth from.

Grandmother Flanagan (né¢e Heenan) who survived them all,
was to me as a child the head of the tribe, a matriarch of awe-
inspiring dignity gowned in black silk with lace fichu and bonnet.
Her husband, Grandfather Flanagan, had vanished into the mist
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long before I appeared on the scene, leaving a legend of himself as
a wild colonial boy who used to ride his horse in to public buildings
and in other ways show his contempt for convention. She was a
disciplinarian, as hard as nails, who ruled her children—she had
had ten by the time she was twenty-eight—with a rod of iron.
Like her parents she was fiercely religious in the Presbyterian faith,
with a lively abomination of sin. Her method of fighting sin was
to place almost everything pleasant or amusing out of bounds for
the members of her household—the theatre (a den of iniquity),
card-playing (the devil’s books), dancing, whistling, smoking,
horse-racing, novels, cosmetics, brilliantine, ‘loose’ music, etc.
When Grandmother was asked to contribute an item to a musical
evening she invariably obliged with ‘The Old Hundredth,’
the only tune she could be sure of. She placed great reliance
upon cold baths as a reducer of the appetite for sin and insisted
upon the daily douche for everyone within reach, even in the
dead of winter. Evidently Grandmother’s efforts against sin were
such as to merit special attention at Headquarters, for according
to her own account, sincere and deliberate, Satan in person
actually called on her to tempt her and she saw him fair and
square standing in the doorway. As evidence in proof of this
remarkable occurrence she used to point out two discoloured
patches on the verandah, which she maintained (without fear of
contradiction) were the burns of his hoof-prints.

Grandmother Flanagan had become Grandmother Dallas before
I saw the light. She had got married again to a French university
professor with two daughters to add to the copious family. As she
grew older, so did the town of Dunedin grow around her. The
‘colonial-style’ one-storied wooden house in which she lived had
been built in the early days on the top of a sandhill, eighty steps
and a steep slope up. To accommodate first the street and then
the up-to-date brick residences lining it, sections of the sandhill had
had to be sheared away. This, combined with subsidences caused
by little boys playing mountaineering, gave the old house such a
perilous look that fears were expressed lest the occupants one day
be precipitated suddenly into the street below. Grandmother
relieved the general anxiety by having it propped up with beams
and poles, so that it sat out from all the other houses with a
stupefying effect suggestive of a nesting yellow hen with a broken
leg. But nobody said a word. Grandmother had become an
Identity, a Grand Old Lady, respected, feared and loved, a
woman of property with responsibilities. She interpreted the
latter strictly as involving almost feudal rights over her tenants,
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particularly over certain Chinese whose occupation of one of
her warehouses she could overlook from her lofty verandah.
She appeared to have the idea that the saffron complexion of these
Chinese was caused by constipation. Accordingly she insisted
upon their attendance at her house for a cup of senna tea every
Saturday morning—Saturday morning, so that the consequences
thereof would not interfere with the conduct of their business.
And they came.

The precepts and practice of Grandmother Flanagan had a
considerable effect upon the destinies of her posterity, though not
in the way she might have anticipated ; for her children, as and
when they could lead their own lives, proceeded to do so on very
different lines from hers. It was of great importance to me that
her daughter Caroline, my mother-to-be, who inherited Grand-
mother Flanagan’s resolution but revolted from her everlasting
discipline, decided that in all respects save cleanliness and
godliness her methods of raising any children she might have
would be the opposite of her mother’s. She would make a point of
giving individual character a chance and not ‘bring up’ her
children too much.

My father’s people were cast in very different mould from
those of my mother. The Low family were Scottish—very Scottish
indeed. Dunedin was a predominantly Scottish settlement and the
exiled settlers clung with such sentimental devotion to customs
and symbols of their far-off native land that in other parts of New
Zealand Dunedin was jokingly spoken of as the capital of Scotland.
The Lows played their part in keeping alive the ideas of
Hallowe’en, nichts wi’ Burrns, and other rites with haggis, the
pipes, whisky and mournful folk-songs about the auld hoose, the
bonnie glen and Chairlie. Grandmother Low made a gentle kindly
widow when Grandfather died at sea, after she had put up so
patiently with his marine adventurings after fairy gold.

The expedition to the General Grant, for instance. In 1886 the
American full-rigged ship General Grant, with £50,000 worth of
gold and a passenger list of miners bringing home their piles
aboard, set sail from Melbourne to London. For some unexplained
reason she passed away south of her intended course and found
herself before the Auckland Archipelago with a falling wind and
a heavy swell on the sea. In the murky night the doomed vessel
was caught in the currents near the rocky shores of Adam’s Island
and sucked into a cave. The rise and fall of the swell within
caused her tall masts to punch against the roof of the cave and
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finally drove the mainmast clean through the keel. The vessel
sank in five minutes with great loss of life.

As might be expected, the idea of all that treasure lying on
the sea-floor of that cave inflamed the imagination of adventurers
everywhere. Expeditions were fitted out, steamers were chartered
complete with divers. At this point the story, as handed down by
Dad to us children, becomes a little woolly and tinged with
fantasy. Grandfather Low, it seems, went into a huddle with a
syndicate of kindred spirits to hatch mysterious plans for an
attempt of their own. All of the expeditions were said to depend
upon the indispensable help of a certain survivor who alone
could guide the adventurers to the right spot. Grandfather’s
syndicate had made special arrangements with this survivor. But
just as all was ready and steam was practically up, the survivor
was found dead in his hotel bedroom. The question arose : should
this stop the intrepid syndicate? Never. Off they go into the blue,
Grandfather Low’s bushy beard waving in the breeze. . . . After
many months, long overdue, the vessel stcamed back into Dunedin
harbour. But how changed. Except for the shell and essential
portions of her deck, practically everything wooden had dis-
appeared, burned up for fuel to enable the company to stay
away so long and then get home. The great curiosity aroused by
this exploit was not gratified by any sensational revelations from
members of the syndicate, who had evidently agreed among
themselves to keep their mouths closed. Even Grandfather Low
observed the rule of mum’s the word to his family. But it was
darkly hinted by disappointed neighbours that after a few wecks
all those who returned seemed to be lcading suspiciously rich
lives, wearing new clothes, smoking big cigars, drinking expensive
drinks and riding freely in smart carriages. That might have been
sheer imagination. On the other hand it was certainly true that
Grandfather Low had had a great beano. But poor Grand-
mother Low . ..

The Lows and the Hecnans were antipathetic; and the conflict
was amply represented in young David Low and young Caroline
Flanagan. In spite of this—or perhaps because of it—they courted,
wed and settled down in a house in the shadow of Grandmother’s
sandy eminence where she could keep an eye on them. In due
course, in rapid succession, three sons were born to them, of
whom I was the third. If I were asked to stock-take the better
qualities of my inheritance and their sources I should say my
mother is represented in me by such practicality, resource and
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determination as I possess; my father, by the optimism, romance
and curiosity.

Before I was old enough to notice, we had all moved to live
farther north at Christchurch, where I was to grow up.

The dawn of consciousness for me synchronized more or less
with the South African War and the Relief of Mafeking. Flags,
crowds, brass bands, newspapers printed in red, white and blue,
the Absent-minded Beggar—hooray! . . . our gallant troops . . .
hooray! . . . hooray! . . . lemonade, lollies . . . the Dear Old
Queen . . . hooray! the Procession with Our Lads . . . an effigy
of silly old Kruger, whiskered, umbrellaed and top-hatted . . .
Boo! BOOOOO!! . . . a big stove-pipe marked LoNc Tom (an
allusion to a field-gun currently famous for its siege-breaking
effectiveness) set up at a business-like angle belching forth smoke
and loud bangs every few minutes . . . the fairy lamps which Dad
hung all over the front of our house at night . . . A kaleidoscopic
day of excitement and delight. Dad had said at tea-time that
someone called Lloyd George had talked sense about the Boers,
but that was above my head. Someone had told us that a cousin
had been killed and another had died of enteric fever in camp,
but that had no meaning for me.

Dad had an appetite for new experiences and he moved with
the times. His business advantages enabled him to enter with
enthusiasm into the new developments of photography, wet and
dry plate, posed and, later, snapshot, stereoscopic double-view
and lantern-slide making. We were among the first in our town
to possess one of the new marvellous phonographs. When safety
bicycles came in we had five, one for each in different sizes, with
a small one for me, aged seven, to fit my small legs. (I can still
see the amazed neighbours as we whisked by.) We had one of
the new treadle fretsaws and made horrible pipe-racks and book-
ends. We collected stamps, with judgment and profit. Dad’s
only failure as a hobbyist was his attempt to collect half-tone
illustrations from the periodicals. He had worked it out that the
new form of reproduction had no future and examples must
necessarily remain few and would become rare. That was a
miscalculation.

Don’t imagine we never suffered correction, for we did. Lying,
cheating, meanness, gluttony, plain rudeness, sadistic cruelty like
chasing the hens with a stick, or breaches of personal hygiene
like failing to clean one’s teeth, earned shame and tears, even
sometimes a clout on the behind. In those far-off days the new
methods of child-rearing were yet unknown. My parents had
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never heard of ‘repressions’ or ‘complexes.” They just used their
hearts and heads. I do not say their way of raising children was
the best way for others; indeed in the course of my life I have
met disgusting brats brought up on similar lines who misbehaved
recklessly making life a hell generally for everybody including
themselves. But it worked with the Lows—if a natural growth of
trust and affection between child and parent is a test.

My father’s ideas on equipping us for the battle of life were
unconventional. As small boys he took us to the theatre (orchestra
stalls, one for each of us at gs. 6d. apiece) whenever any worthy
company of actors visited our town. I was used to the Drama
before I could understand what was happening . . . He took us
to the races and showed us How to Bet intelligently, with the aid
of Turf Register and Handbook of Form. As we passed to early
youth he bought us pipes and showed us How to Smoke . . . He
showed us How, by a substitution of harmless words, one could
Swear without using foul language. ‘Crrash the dingled blub!
must have sounded peculiar to the ear of a stranger, but it relieved
the feelings wonderfully and usually sublimated anger to laughter.
‘Frost!” cursed my father when he dropped the spade on his
foot . . . He explained the evils of Irregularity in Alcohol and
Sex, and left it at that . . . and he showed us How to Read for
pleasure as well as for profit. Our house was full of books and we
were encouraged to read in bed, at the dinner-table, in the fields
or up a tree . . . He had us always at his table for meals. My
father was a disputatious person about political and social subjects
(on a theological background) and he was prone to talk at us
and to us on the adult level about the State of the Country, the
Destiny of Man and the Nature of the Infinite. I groped for
opinions and began to develop a precocious interest in the world
about me.

14



Reflections on a tricycle in 1898

14A






2

F at the beginning of the present century Dunedin were

Scottish, Christchurch was definitely English. It was as

though the god-fearing settlers, struck on their arrival fifty

years before by the charm of the green plains laced with a
gently-flowing river and edged with comfortable hills, had said
‘Lovely! So different! The very place for an English cathedral
town!” The motion was evidently carried unanimously, so they
went to work. They built a massive Gothic cathedral, laid down
a sensible street system naming all the streets after English
cathedrals and, just so that there should not be any mistake, they
called it Christchurch.

Fifty years later, in 1900, when I was nine and able to take
notice, the succeeding generation had played up to the original
conception and had established a clean open pleasant town in
which any exile from England could have settled down without
feeling too painfully far from home. The climate, except for the
inversion of the seasons, was like enough to that which he had
left behind. The food was much the same. English flowers, shrubs
and trees had been transplanted liberally and flourished every-
where. The river Avon, winding softly around the town, lined
with picturesque weeping willows (and full of trout), bore a
family likeness to its sister at Stratford. The cathedral now lay
to the east of a large open square lined with buildings in the
pure English tradition of assorted architecture and containing a
central grass plot with statue of The Founder, looking out at his
work from a circle of waiting carriers’ vans, and London hansom-
cabs, a steam-tram terminus, a horse-bus stop and a multitude
of cyclists; leaving plenty of room still for the local big-wigs to
parade, meet and transact their business in the fresh air.

Doubtless there are, or have been, many such squares in

15



England. But the number of cyclists was unusual. Christchurch
citizens had found this means of travel particularly suitable to
their flat terrain and even by 19oo had adopted it so completely
that local humorists proudly boasted that all Christchurch babies
were born on bicycles. And the houses, of course, were different.
Except for main public offices and business premises they were
built of wood, not stone, and were single-storied, iron-roofed,
with verandahs. No antiquity, no ancient monuments, no manor-
house. The people were the familiar sound middle-class stock,
healthy and pink-cheeked, though with a new inflection in their
speech, slower, harder and with sharper corners than any English
accent.

By 1900 New Zealand had got over some of its growing pains
and the frozen meat industry had brought prosperity to Christ-
church. In a thriving community where there was plenty of work
for everybody, tempers were mellow and there were no poor. The
social atmosphere was fairly equalitarian and individuals were
robustly independent, although there were, of course, snobs to
encourage social distinctions on the model of the Old World, as
between old families (nobility) and new, land proprietors (landed
gentry) and tradesmen, big importing business men (barons of
industry) and workmen. At least two silk top-hats were in daily
use and on town occasions we could muster about twenty. If our
visitor from England happened to have a handle to his name he
could reckon on suffering a red carpet reception from our ‘best
people,” however much he might have thought that the tendency
to imitate some manners and customs of the Old World seemed
a little incongruous in these surroundings.

But if he wished to sail his model yacht he could do so on the
lake in Hagley Park, just as on the Serpentine. He could watch
good cricket at Lancaster Park just as at The Oval or Lord’s, and
good racing at Riccarton in the best Aintree~Epsom tradition. He
could have an English day at the seaside, complete with donkeys
and Punch and Judy, at New Brighton or Sumner; or an English
political argument at the open-air meetings on the Hyde Park
model in Cathedral Square. For entertainment, he could go to
the Theatre Royal to see stock companies from Australia (and
occasionally momentous visiting stars from the Old Country like,
say, Mrs. Brown Potter, Mrs, Patrick Campbell, or Wilson
Barrett) play London successes; or there was always the local
branch of a regular vaudeville circuit, run on lines half Christy-
Minstrels, half London music-hall.

There was a roller-skating rink, several well-lit hotels with
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friendly barmaids and two or three cheerful billiards saloons for
young men-about-town. But no cinemas yet. No taxis, no restaur-
ants, no night-clubs, no dance halls, no electric signs, The gay
life closed down at about nine o’clock p.m. excepting on Saturday
night. That was the big night when the shops kept open until
after eleven and the town let itself go. Then one could have a
royal time for a couple of shillings: half a dozen oysters at Mr.
Fail’s the fishmonger, sixpence; or two large beef saveloys piping
hot at Mr. Steele’s the butcher, twopence; a cup of coffee, a
penny; a first-class American cigar, sixpence; a look at the
strolling juggler, nothing—or perhaps a penny; and a listen to
the political wrangles in the square, nothing; a game of billiards
(which one hoped to win), nothing; beer for defeated partner
and one’s self, sixpence; a copy of the late edition of the Star, a
sizeable wad of reading, a penny. Then the long walk home,
singing. A full life.

Life was not all butter, cheese and Canterbury lamb. Christ-
church had a window on the world. We had two morning news-
papers, two evenings, all built on the lines of the London Times,
well served with foreign cables and local reports; two heavy-
weight weeklies for the farmers, with half-tone picture supple-
ments; and a social-political-gossip weekly that printed cartoons.
For a population of one hundred thousand that was not so bad.
We had a respectable seat of learning in Canterbury College, an
adequate public library and a conservative but well-attended
school of art.

New Zealand then had not advanced far enough from pioneer-
ing difficulties for people to be as concerned with the encourage-
ment of the graces as with making a living. Still, there were
poets, actors, musicians, half a dozen professional painters and
two black-and-white artists in Christchurch. But the life artistic
offered no glittering prizes, and talent was usually accompanied
by ambition to save up and go to seek laurels elsewhere.

It was not until I grew older that I began to see my father in
better perspective. As a man of business working at the direction
of others he was a square peg in a round hole, a man of ideas
chafing at routine, dreaming expansive dreams of bringing off
some master-stroke which would put us all on velvet, when he
should have been counting pennies. Such men—and their families
—are fated to Ups and Downs. His abilities had taken him from
junior clerk to a sound and dignified job as Christchurch manager
of a big drug importing business, and caught in this trap he
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should have settled down to respectable frustration like a re-
sponsible citizen, and given up trying to spread wings. But he
did not—with far-reaching results.

This was the era of patent medicines and my father was in the
drug business. The chemists’ shops were full of cough cures. My
father knew that practically all of these ‘cures’ were based upon
the appropriate standard recipe in the Pharmacopceia, to be
found by anybody who liked to look it up, and that they differed
only according to a pinch of flavouring, a catchy name and smart
advertising. In my father’s view, the advertising was the thing.
In imagination he conceived of an organization of chemists to
produce new and better-flavoured cough cures, with absolutely
irresistible names and unprecedentedly stupendous advertising.
From imagination to realization proved a short step. Discreetly
—obscurely, almost—he became a moving spirit in a small group
of retail chemists to make and push a cough cure named ‘Ben-
jamin Gum.’

The effect was startling. ‘Benjamin Gum’ stickers appeared on
lamp-posts; householders found visiting-cards with ‘Benjamin
Gum’ beautifully engraved pushed under their doors; cheap
little toys imported from Japan by the bale found their way into
the hands of little children with the compliments of ‘Benjamin
Gum’; ‘Benjamin Gum’ decorated posters and handbills; there
were ‘Benjamin Gum’ competitions, songs, jokes and puzzles. I
was deeply impressed. If Mary Tudor had Calais written on her
heart, Benjamin Gum was written on mine.

For a time ‘Benjamin Gum’ did well and no doubt cured many
coughs. But its success encouraged expansion, and my father
endeavoured to expand. Another patent medicine was born in
which he also had a hand. Things became involved and my father
found himself caught in a chain of complexities which included,
among other surprises, his becoming part-owner of a bioscope,
the first to reach New. Zealand. I well remember the excitement
with which the Low family sat—myself spellbound—in the dress
circle of the Christchurch Opera House to see this marvellous
new magic lantern which showed pictures that moved; and the
privileged visit we made behind the screen to peep, from a fair
distance, at Cousin Alick engaged in the dangerous function of
guarding the acetylene gas illumination. That was a red letter day.
That was one of the Ups.

The end was inevitable. The board of directors of the big
drug business of which my father was local manager, learning
of his independent activitics, took exception and he and they
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