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Chapter 16. Sojourn in New Zealand 

Soon after New Year’s Day 1991, on a bitterly cold morning, Dixie and I left for 
New Zealand, where we planned to spend the next seven months, my six-month 
study leave plus a bit of extra time. We had found tenants for our house for about 
five months, the Ohalas who came to the U of A on leave from California. The days 
before our departure were hectic. Our children wanted to take us out for dinner on 
the night before we were to leave. That was nice, of course, but we had a lot of last-
minute things to do. As a result, we were up doing those things until about 3 am, 
and by 6 we had to be up again to go to the airport for the first leg of our flight. Joan 
was going to take us to the airport so we drove to their house first. Traffic was slow 
and we had to wait at a railway crossing, and by the time we reached the airport it 
was just 25 minutes to flight time. Times were different, though, and we had no 
problem getting on. 
We had purchased round-trip tickets to Melbourne, Australia, with four stopovers. 
Two short stopovers in Los Angeles and the Cook Islands (the latter only on the 
return trip) and two long stopovers in New Zealand. That all worked very well. 
When we arrived in Los Angeles at the end of our first leg, around noon on Friday, 
we picked up our rental car, drove to the hotel we had booked and went to bed to 
get some badly needed sleep. On Sunday we checked out, went to church in Chino, 
and spent the day with Sy and Jan Westra. After dinner we drove to the airport and 
soon we were on our way on the 12-hour overnight flight to Auckland, where we 
arrived in the early morning and were met by Elaine and her friend Doug Westra. 
They had left Edmonton a few weeks earlier and were going to travel with us for the 
next two weeks.  

    
Sims Flats on the Lincoln University campus 

During that time our rental car took us to the north and south corners of the North 
Island and to a number of places in between, staying mostly at motels, all of which 
had cooking facilities. It did not take long to get used to driving on the left and all 
went well. Eventually we dropped Elaine and Doug off in Wellington, drove back to 
Auckland, and flew south to Christchurch where my host professor Roger Field 
from Lincoln University met us. He took us to the university-owned flat we were 
going to occupy—the far left unit of the three on the picture—on the edge of the 
campus. The small town of Lincoln, where the university is located, is about 20 
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kilometers southwest of Christchurch. Along the way to Lincoln, Roger hinted that 
the flat might not be all that nice, and indeed it wasn’t. He had not seen it until the 
day before and was quite embarrassed about what he had found. It was smelly and 
the living room furniture was dirty but there were new pillows and mattress covers. 
We picked up the used car we had purchased from Norm Looney back in Canada, a 
big white Toyota Mark I, and drove it to the Fields’ house in Christchurch for 
dinner the same night. We were mildly shocked when on our way there we 
discovered that the insurance on the car had expired the day before, so we quickly 
took care of that the next day.  
For the next few weeks we contemplated whether we would stay in the not-so-nice 
flat or find accommodation elsewhere. In the end we decided to tough it out because 
it was cheap and close and there was some hope of getting things fixed up. That did 
happen eventually in early April. So we went ahead with getting a phone installed, 
buying a small used TV set, and renting some art pieces from the Christchurch 
Public Library. The Reformed Church in Bishopdale (Christchurch), where we 
decided to worship, was very welcoming and on our first Sunday there their new 
pastor, John Haverland, led his first service. We liked what we saw and heard and 
we got acquainted with many members of the congregation during our stay. 
Elaine and Doug caught up with us again a week after we arrived in Lincoln and we 
then decided to spend the next week visiting a few places on the South Island with 
them before they left to fly to Australia. At one point Elaine tried driving our car but 
she was not enthusiastic about it, on the left side of the road and using her left hand 
on a manual five-speed. Dixie also was nervous about driving initially but after a 
few weeks she took the car into Christchurch by herself.  
Dixie signed up for a 10-week bread-baking class, to be followed by a flower 
arranging class. She also started a 26-week typing class; I signed up for a 26-week 
evening woodworking class in a well-equipped high school shop not far away. For 
the most expensive classes the fee was a very reasonable NZ $45, equivalent then to 
CA $30. At the university I took some classes in Wordperfect. Dixie would come 
home from her bread classes with different kinds of bread, and she would practice 
her typing on the heavy ‘laptop’ computer I had brought from Edmonton.  
I had to decide what project I would take on in the woodworking class. After 
looking at some books in the library I decided to design and make a jewelry box for 
Dixie. We were expected to start with rough timber and to do most of our work with 
hand tools, except for the initial thickness planing of the different components. In 
fact, we were not allowed to use the power tools in the shop ourselves because of 
safety concerns. The saws and planes we could use were very sharp, though, and it 
was surprising how much we could accomplish with them. My project was about 80 
per cent finished by the time the course ended, so I took it home with me to 
Edmonton with the intent of finishing it there. As it was, I did not get back to it until 
17 years later and then only for a short while. At the time of writing this in 2010, the 
project is still sitting in a cardboard box, waiting for my attention. Somehow other 
priorities invariably got in the way. 
It took quite a while for me to get some research under way, partly because I had 
not done any hands-on lab experiments for a long time but also because I had to get 
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myself in tune with the research Roger Field’s students had been doing and because 
I had to have plants at the right growth stage before I could use them. I did get a 
number of experiments done, however, and I was back in the lab late some 
evenings—it was only a five-minute walk from our flat on the edge of the campus. 
The results of my experiments were quite variable and none of the experiments led 
to any major and publishable discoveries. Overall, it was the contact with the 
faculty members and the graduate students and the contacts made through field trips 
and seminars that made my stay at Lincoln valuable. The five-day field trip to the 
North Island in May with a large group of third-year students and several faculty 
members was a wonderful experience. We visited eight different agricultural 
operations and one tree farm and I learned a great deal at each one of these, 
including something about the farmers involved in each instance. By far the most 
interesting one was Timber Wood—even the name was interesting—an accountant 
by training who had decided to grow kiwifruit and Bosque pears, neither of which 
was commonly grown in his area, and both of which had good marketing channels 
in place. 
On one occasion I was asked to serve as a special outside examiner on a Ph.D. 
thesis. A local examiner from outside the university had approved the thesis but an 
examiner from Canada—whom I knew well and whose judgment I respected—had 
found it inadequate. It was a bit daunting, because Roger Field, my university host, 
was one of the student’s co-supervisors. I spoke with Roger before agreeing to 
undertake the review because I did not want a potentially negative outcome to 
jeopardize our working relationship. I reviewed the thesis carefully and concluded 
that by my standards it did not measure up. The next step I then was asked to take 
was to conduct a one-man oral examination of the candidate, in the presence of his 
two co-supervisors. I was quite nervous about that event but it actually went 
surprisingly well. It helped that the candidate performed better on the oral exam 
than he had in the written thesis. My conclusion, however, was that he needed to do 
additional research to make the thesis acceptable. He chose not to do that because 
he had already accepted a job some time earlier. Instead, he was awarded a second 
master’s degree. I was glad that my assignment was over. 
We had made plans to travel to Adelaide over Easter to visit Peter and Anne. We 
parked our car on the church parking lot in Christchurch, pastor John Haverland 
drove us to the airport in the church van, and we flew to Melbourne where Anne’s 
sister Robyn picked us up. We got the tour of Melbourne from her and two days 
later rode with her to Peter and Anne’s place in Adelaide (730 kilometers) where we 
also met up with Elaine and Doug again. On one of the days we were there I drove 
to the Waite Institute (University of Adelaide) and visited Steve Powles and his 
high-powered research group who were working on herbicide resistance that had 
shown up in some weed populations. At the end of our stay we managed to get both 
Elaine and Doug and our collective stuff into the small car we had rented and drove 
back to Melbourne where we said farewell to Elaine and Doug at the airport a day 
later—their travels were done and they were on their way back to Edmonton. Dixie 
and I flew to Hobart in Tasmania for a week’s travel through that island state, with 
landscapes that look more like New Zealand than like the rest of Australia, at least 
the few parts of that big continent that we had visited. 
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At an art gallery in Hobart we bought a hand-coloured linocut of red gum flowers, 
to be sent to our Edmonton address. The artist, Kit Hiller, lived along the north 
coast of Tasmania, and when we got that far we decided to visit her. She showed us 
a number of other prints she had done and we liked them so much that we bought 
two more, each for one-third the cost of the one we had bought in Hobart. At the 
end of a nice week we flew back to New Zealand—about the only flight I was ever 
on where the pilot announced something like, “Well, it is 15 minutes early, but 
everyone is here, so we are leaving”. When we got back to our car in Christchurch 
after the three-hour flight, we suddenly found that we did not have the two Hiller 
prints with us! We drove back to the airport and asked around, all without success. 
Where were they? Unfortunately, we had carried them in a plastic bag without 
anything that would identify us. For the next several days Dixie thought and fussed 
about it and made more calls to the airport, all to no avail. Then, suddenly, a 
possibility. We had stopped at the bank in the airport to exchange some money and, 
on a hunch, Dixie called the bank. Sure enough, they had our prints. They thought 
they were very nice! Perhaps they had hoped to keep them if no one came to claim 
them. We probably had put the bag on the floor by the bank counter and simply 
forgot to pick it up again. In any case, we made one more trip to the airport to pick 
them up and all three of the prints now adorn the walls in our house.  
During the time we were gone to Australia, our flat at Lincoln got a surprisingly 
good makeover, including new paint, new carpet, new drapes, new lounge furniture, 
and a better stove. And the bad smell was gone! But the sort-of promised double 
bed never appeared, so we continued to make do with pushed-together single beds. 
We got acquainted with a number of members of the Bishopdale church during our 
stay, especially with Paul and Nancy Recker and Wim and Trudy Bouman. The 
Boumans were local, and the Reckers were Americans. Paul was with the US Navy 
and was involved in the administration of Operation Deepfreeze, an Antarctica 
project, for a stint of a couple of years. In later years we visited them once during a 
trip to Grand Rapids. 
We made a weekend trip together with the Reckers to Queenstown and Milford 
Sound, the big fjord on the west coast of the South Island, and afterward we 
continued on our own around the southern tip of the South Island, via Invercargill—
where it was windy and quite cool— and Dunedin and back to Lincoln. In total a 
very nice and enjoyable trip, even with the incident at Milford Sound when the 
Recker van had two flat tires after we came back from our boat trip on the Sound, 
while they had only one spare tire and no jack. Fortunately there were enough 
helpful New Zealanders to solve all those problems. One of them even followed us 
part of the way out, on a gravel road, to make sure we would make it.  
In late April, Dixie and I flew to Hamilton on the North Island for a work and 
pleasure visit with Anis Rahman and his family. Anis had worked as a master’s 
student with Bill Corns during the sixties when I was first on the faculty at the U of 
A and he had become a well-know research scientist at the Ruakura Research 
Station in New Zealand, not far from the famous tourist attractions in the Rotorua 
geyser area. We stayed at their house several nights and gained first-hand 
experience with a seemingly orthodox Muslim family, including the curry smell that 
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pervaded our clothes and luggage for some time afterwards. They were very 
hospitable and treated us generously. 
Simon and Julie Hedley were young and friendly next-door neighbours who in July 
invited me to go skiing with them for a day. I accepted the invitation, of course, 
even though I had no winter gear of any sort. Simon loaned me a toque and some 
gloves and we headed for the slopes about an hour and a half away. The road to the 
ski hill was very muddy in places and sometimes would require tire chains, but we 
managed without them. Simon and Julie were much more accomplished skiers than 
I was but my skiing went well also and I found it a unique experience to be able to 
ski in mid-July in a place where you could overlook the Canterbury Plains, the 
largest flat area on the South Island, and at the same time see the ocean beyond. 
Communication with family back in Canada was by letter and telephone because e-
mail had been invented only recently and was still largely restricted to university 
and government. I could, therefore, communicate via e-mail with my students in 
Edmonton and also with Hank Bestman who was on the faculty at King’s. 
Only too soon, our time in New Zealand came to an end. We managed to sell our 
car to another Canadian sabbatical itinerant, someone from the University of 
Guelph, even if it was for less money than we had, perhaps naively, expected. The 
fellow at the place where we had bought our used TV bought it back from us, albeit 
reluctantly—he had promised to do that if we could not sell it elsewhere. We 
shipped several boxes of stuff home at an exorbitant cost, packed up everything 
else, and soon we were on our way home. We had swapped our initially planned 
Cook Islands stopover for a Hawaii stopover, including a visit with a fellow weed 
scientist at the University of Hawaii. Also, before leaving New Zealand, I attended a 
meeting of the national Pest Control Society in Tauranga, a couple of hours’ drive 
from Auckland, where I presented a talk on Canadian weed control problems. On 
Sunday 25 August we landed in Edmonton, and we were glad to be home again 
after a time that had been full of a wide variety of new experiences. 
In the meantime, Peter and Anne and their young children Todd and Lauren had 
decided to spend a six-month long-term leave—for Peter—in Edmonton, possibly to 
experiment with the idea of emigrating to that faraway place. At the beginning of 
their trip they travelled through parts of the US and spent time visiting with relatives 
in Wisconsin, so they had opportunity to become reacquainted with many family 
members. They arrived in Edmonton about a month after we came home from New 
Zealand so that brought with it an extra bit of family busy-ness for us. Anne had 
arranged exchange employment as a medical lab technician for herself, and Peter 
enrolled in a real estate course during their stay. Real estate business in Edmonton 
was slow, however, and when their leave period was up they returned to Australia, 
where Peter went back to his teaching position and Anne changed vocation to 
become a very successful real estate agent.  

__________ 


