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  REMARKS U3A MEETING 

re 

Writing of book ‘  Fridays With Jim’ 

Rt Hon Jim Bolger ONZ 

10.50am Parkwood Social Centre Monday 12.10.2020 

Good morning all.  

Thanks for inviting me back to chat about and discuss my 

recent book ‘Fridays With Jim’. (launched 11th Aug ) The 

book had an unusual beginning in that Massey University’s 

head of publications,  Nicola Legat having heard me launch a 

book on early days of mountaineering in New Zealand, 

decided to approach me with the idea that journalist and 

writer David Cohen and I should collaborate in the 

production of a new book that would explore in some detail 

my and my family’s background, to ‘fill in’ in their words, 

gaps in the public’s knowledge of who the 35th Prime 

Minister of New Zealand was.  

That was an interesting thought given the years I had been in 

public life but slotted in with my thinking about writing 

something about the history of my family so that future 

generations would have something to draw on if they wanted 

to check up on their ancestors. The book however is about 

much more than my Irish ancestry or my Catholic faith which 

journalists always seem very interested in. 
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I was fortunate that Tuhoe Leader Tamati Kruger and 

cartoonist Tom Scott generously agreed to help launch the 

book ‘Fridays with Jim’. I now work under the leadership of 

Tamati as a member of the Te Urewera Board which I refer to 

in the book and will come back to later. And I recall taking 

Tom Scott and the late Sir Edmund Hillary to the South Pole 

when I was Prime Minister on a visit to Antarctica. I recall 

having to rescue Sir Ed because Tom, who was writing a book 

about Sir Ed’s many daring exploits including driving 

converted small Ferguson farm tractors to the South Pole, 

was having a long interview with him- outside at the South 

Pole- in 20 degrees minus below!!  

In a long career I have had the opportunity to visit many 

places and countries but I haven’t written a travelogue.   

Rather the intent of the book was to have a wide ranging 

conversation on our country from my perspective. That word 

conversation is very important in that it means we have 

produced a very different book in which I chat about and 

discuss many issues at home and abroad and the future.  

Up front I thank David Cohen for putting considerable time, 

effort and thought into what ideas and angles we might 

discuss and for typing and retyping after my input and 

editing. However as you will note when reading the book the 

dominant voice is mine and I take responsibility for the final 

product. 
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And most important of all, I thank Joan for her wonderful 

patience and support over the years and her help in ways too 

numerous to mention.  

But I do mention in the book a small but important back story 

on how when as a 15yr old I was helping a World War One 

veteran milk his cows and caught the Coastal Road Service 

bus opposite the Lower Parihaka road to go to Opunake 

District High School. 

Every morning while we waited for the bus three young 

children- one girl with striking red hair- walked past to the 

nearby Pungarehu school.  

Watching them every morning I had no idea that 13 years 

later that bright red headed little girl and I would marry in 

the Pungarehu Catholic Church- by far the best decision I 

ever made. 

I should add that the Lower Parihaka road is also the home of 

the famous Barrett Brothers. Their grandparents were friends 

of ours and I played in the same rugby team as their 

grandfather Ted Barrett. Unfortunately we were not the top 

rugby team of that era in Taranaki. 

Of historic importance the famous Parihaka village is on 

upper Parihaka road and before the invasion by 1000 plus 

colonial troops in November 1881 was the most advanced 

village in New Zealand. They had street lights before 

Auckland.  
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Much more important was their commitment to non-violent 

resistance, long before the famous Mahatma Gandhi or Dr 

Martin Luther King, to the colonial Government’s 

confiscation of their land.  

The Parihaka leaders said in effect to the invaders- who had 

marched through the night expecting a fierce battle when 

they arrived at Parihaka, but instead were met by children 

playing games and the young wahine brought out freshly 

baked bread for the invading troops.  

‘Why fight, there is enough for all to share’ but such an 

approach was beyond the comprehension of the colonial 

mind set.  

They worked on the belief that what they wanted was theirs, 

so they arrested the leaders of Parihaka and they were 

imprisoned in cold caves on the peninsula in Dunedin and the 

village destroyed.  

I cover the Parihaka story in some detail and note that 

consistent with the belief of that period, that negative stories 

re New Zealand’s colonial history should not be discussed, 

much less taught, so despite growing up very close to 

Parihaka we were taught nothing of this sad but very 

powerful story from New Zealand’s history. 

I regret that when I was Prime Minister that I didn’t push 

harder to have an honest history of New Zealand’s colonial 

period taught in all schools. 
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 I am very pleased that a commitment has been made to 

teach such a history now. I hope it’s carried through. 

In the book there are many references to key events in my 

life, but I was also interested to feed in thoughts on how I see 

the future and how we must change the status quo if we are 

to have a better tomorrow.  

I start the conversations in the book from when my parents 

arrived in New Zealand from County Wexford Ireland in 1930 

in the middle of the great depression caused by the Wall 

Street crash in 1929. Today instead of markets crashing they 

go up on bad economic news!!  

 Back to 1930, which was only 8 years on from when to gain 

its Independence, the leaders of Ireland were forced to agree 

to the partition of Ireland, with England retaining Northern 

Ireland as part of Britain.  

 Such events must have weighed heavily on my parents 

minds when they made the decision to sail across the known 

world to a country they knew nothing of and where they 

knew no one.  

Certainly a brave decision, but through hard work and 

commitment they succeeded and in due course their second 

son, despite that very modest beginning, went on to become 

Prime Minister of their new country. My mother lived to see 

that. 
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 We all know of the troubles and bloodshed the division of 

Ireland has caused down the years. 

 I make the point that in my view, the Brexit vote which was 

driven through by English voters, whereas voters in Scotland 

and Northern Ireland voted to remain in the European Union 

This division in outlook and approach will lead before long to 

Scotland reclaiming its independence, which they ceded by 

the Act of Union in 1707, and to the reunification of Ireland 

which was divided in 1922. 

I have included in the book four speeches I had delivered at 

key events including the speech I gave at Wexford Castle in 

1998 when we were en route to the United States to become 

NZ’s Ambassador in Washington.  

I had earlier been invited to speak at the bi-centenary of the 

uprising in 1798 as County Wexford sought to lead a 

movement towards a free an independent Ireland. In that 

speech at the recreated Senate, I spoke of the challenge of 

responding to “the call of the downtrodden, how to respond 

to an unsatisfied yearning for a better social structure where 

a person was not judged by their religion or their status.” I 

continued;  

“That magical call for liberty had echoed through the 

generations, it appealed to a mystique inaccessible to reason, 

it encouraged men and women to rise up against impossible 

odds.” 
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That was the challenge Ireland faced in 1798. 

The Irish were not the only society that faced such impossible 

odds and as the news tells us on a regular basis there are 

many societies still in that position today. 

As a matter of interest I have also noted historically 

important links between Ireland and New Zealand. For 

example at the time of the uprising in 1798, the then six year 

old son of a barrister in County Waterford would have paid 

no attention to the unfolding tragedy in Wexford and yet that 

young lad, William Hobson, would, after service in the British 

navy, arrive in Waitangi as the first Lieutenant Governor of 

the new colony and on the 6th of February 1840, sign on 

behalf of the British Crown The Treaty of Waitangi, now 

acknowledged as the founding document of New Zealand. 

Another historic link is that Edward William Stafford, an 

Anglo Irishman and in effect New Zealand’s first Premier was 

born in Edinburgh, but grew up in Ireland. He arrived in New 

Zealand 1843 and 13 years later, aged but 37yrs old he began 

the first of his three terms as Premier. 

Irish born John Balance (1839-1893) led the fight for women 

to get the vote but unfortunately died before the law was 

passed. 

The anthem we sing “God Defend New Zealand” was penned 

by one Thomas Bracken born in 1843 in County Meath 
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Ireland. It was first published in 1876 but wasn’t adopted as 

our official anthem for another 101years in 1977. 

 I well recall the discussion in the Muldoon led National Party 

caucus where we made that decision and I still believe it was 

the right decision. 

In my chats on my time as Prime Minister I of course put 

some focus on the Treaty Settlement process which was 

introduced in my term as Prime Minister. That work was very 

demanding but rewarding as we worked to resolve historic 

wrongs. 

The pan Iwi settlement on ocean fisheries was the first big 

settlement and that was followed by the Tainui Settlement 

which addressed the issue of the vast fertile lands of the 

Waikato that had been confiscated.  

When we drafted the law to put in legal form the settlement 

we reached with Tainui, we also included at the very firm 

insistence of Tainui, a full apology from the Crown to Tainui. 

It is not the habit of the Queen or her immediate forebears 

to apologise for the wrongdoings of their forebears. 

Related to that I have a photo on the wall which captures 

perfectly New Zealand’s relationship with the Crown. I am 

there as Prime Minister indicating to Her Majesty that she 

sign into law the act of settlement and most importantly the 

apology.  
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Her Majesty is constitutionally required to accept the advice 

of Her Prime Minister and so the Tainui Settlement and the 

full apology, signed by the Queen, was enshrined in law. 

I have always thanked Tainui for having the courage to go 

first.   

Another very important settlement agreement was when 

Hon Chris Finlayson was Minister and here I refer to the  

Settlement with Tuhoe in the Bay of Plenty, where Tuhoe and 

the Crown agreed to the bold new, visionary concept ‘that 

the land owns itself’. 

 I discuss how that approach is a challenge to how we in the 

West have traditionally viewed the ownership of land so I 

include the observation of the Inuit people that “you don’t 

inherit the land from your forbears- you borrow it from your 

successors”.  

That is a powerful shift in emphasis and plays into the 

narrative that it is somewhat foolish to say land, which lasts 

forever, can be owned by us humans who are here for but a 

short time. This shift in emphasis also fits comfortably into 

the environmental movement’s arguments on how we 

should respect Mother Nature.  

To go back to the beginning I discuss how I ended up in 

Parliament and in that space I talk about my active role in 

farming organisations  culminating in being a member of a 
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self-appointed ‘Farmers Action Committee’ based in Te Kuiti, 

of which I was the spokesman. 

 We were determined to change the approach to industrial 

relations with the goal of stopping the endless strikes in the 

meat industry and elsewhere. 

To that end we invited various leading figures from the 

industry, unions and politics to come to the King Country and 

meet and speak to all involved, be they farmers, truck drivers 

or leaders from the small towns that provided services to 

affected community.  

For example we invited then Labour leader Norman Kirk, who 

was a powerful and persuasive speaker in front of a large and 

potentially hostile audience in Taumarunui. 

The then Minister of Finance Rob Muldoon was his normal 

combative self when I picked him up in Te Kuiti and we had a 

robust discussion for much of our journey across the King 

Country. When the shouting ended a delegation from the 

local National Party approached me to see whether I would 

consider seeking the National Party nomination for the new 

King Country electorate. 

The record shows that happened - I had not been active in 

Party Politics before that. National lost the 1972 election but 

after we won the 1975 election I became Under Secretary to 

the Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries and Maori Affairs, 

the Hon Duncan McIntyre. I learnt much from him. 
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As Undersecretary I became chair of the Maori Affairs select 

committee and its first order of business was to hear the 

petition that Dame Whina Cooper had brought to Parliament 

from the far north asking Parliament to address a number of 

issues, many from the past, which affected Maori. I found 

Dame Whina Cooper a remarkable leader.  

Years later when I reshuffled cabinet and left Winston Peters 

out, two days later Dame Whina arrived in her wheelchair at 

the door of my office on the ninth floor of the Beehive to 

remonstrate with me re Winston being left out. We agreed to 

disagree for a while. 

I discuss the various ministerial portfolios I held and note that 

the biggest protests I faced was not when we increased the 

age when people qualify for superannuation from 60 to 

65yrs, but years earlier when as Minister of Labour I passed a 

law to allow- not require- all  shops to open on Saturday. A 

different world. 

On the issue of superannuation, the number of citizens over 

the age of 65yrs will double over the next 20years and before 

then economics will require that we either reduce the level 

of payments or means test for eligibility, or increase the age 

at which people qualify for super.  

Current leaders have been ducking this issue but with an 

ageing society it won’t go away.   
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I discuss the 1984 snap election and events surrounding that 

decision – don’t blame me, I was in Hong Kong- is my 

common refrain as I was coming back from a conference in 

Geneva.  

But there is a connection to today’s world when many people 

ask me why more Republicans don’t stand up against some of 

the nonsense that President Trump continues to utter, and  

the endless lies he tells. I have wondered since 1984 why 

some/more in the National Party caucus, knowing that the 

polls that they had seen the day before were disastrous 

didn’t say NO to an early election-but they didn’t. 

The 1984 election loss lead to a change in leader and I 

became Deputy Leader for a while and then in 1986, Leader. I  

discuss the 1987 election and while National didn’t gain 

much in the way of new seats we did increase our vote by 

nearly 10%.  

But again a similarity with today’s election. In 1987 few 

wanted to listen to the National Party - the whole focus was 

on Finance Minister Roger Douglas and his economic policies 

which many in the National Party supported. That all ended 

when the economy crashed about a month after the 1987 

election. That was the end of Rogernomics and effectively 

the then Labour Government. 

For me the 1990 election is remembered not for our huge 

win, yes it was great, but for the morning after when 
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desperately worried officials rang my Chief of Staff Rob 

Eaddy to say they needed to meet me that day- Sunday.  

After some back and forth I agreed to meet them in my office 

and they advised me of the parlous state of the Bank of New 

Zealand which they said needed to be rescued by Friday. 

I couldn’t allow that to happen. So I immediately called 

senior colleagues, Don McKinnon, Bill Birch and Ruth 

Richardson to Wellington and began the work to rescue the 

BNZ .  A few days later officials advised us on the parlous 

state of the whole of the economy. Instead of the books 

being in balance as claimed there was a massive deficit and 

without change unemployment could rise to 15-17%. Think 

of that! 

We rebuilt the economy which led on to the first Budget 

surplus in the 1994 budget, Bill Birch’s first budget, and we 

have been in surplus until now. 

We seem to have forgotten that financial disaster and as the 

Dom Post noted (21.9.20) that ‘since late March tens of 

thousands of businesses have claimed $14Bilion worth of 

wage subsidies - a relatively small amount has been paid 

back. Some  have done well out of the virus. 

I touch on the MMP referendum and the challenge of 

forming a Government after the first MMP election. 

I upset many when, in my first substantive speech in 

Parliament after the MMP referendum was passed, by noting 
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that having made one major constitutional change, that we 

should move to other constitutional issues like bringing our 

final court of appeal back to New Zealand instead of the 

House of Lords in London. 

Helen Clark finally achieved that move. We also created a 

new New Zealand Honors system. I could see no merit in 

awarding some person who had done great work in their 

community, a MBE. ‘Member of the British Empire’, when 

the empire was effectively over when India declared 

independence in 1947. I also advanced the idea of abolishing 

Knight and Dame Hood’s- they went, and then returned, and 

will go again. We in NZ like to think we lead, but Canada and 

Australia replaced those years back. 

What created most excitement was my suggestion that we 

should in due course elect our own Head of State. I discussed 

that with our Queen. 

Then it was on to being Ambassador in Washington and 

rebuilding relations with the then US leadership. I was 

dealing with Presidents Bill Clinton and George W Bush and 

as set out in the book we made much progress. I don’t know 

how you would deal with such an irrational leader as Donald 

Trump. 

Both the US and UK are now led by insecure personalities 

who reflect that by withdrawing from the world and shouting 

nonsense, a very worrying situation.   
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Looking forward the book ends with a speech I gave to zone 4 

of Local Government on 28th February 2020 in which I discuss 

the enormous cost it would take to control the corona virus 

but observed that we would be very reluctant to spend 

similar amounts to moderate the much bigger issue of 

climate change and rising sea levels.  

The Guardian newspaper (4.8.20) covers a report that states   

‘rising temperatures will cause more deaths than all 

infectious diseases’. 

I make the observation that the world will hopefully soon 

have a vaccine to prevent Covid 19 but there will never be a 

vaccine to manage climate change.  

That will require big difficult policy decisions, but despite 

having the Green Party in the coalition Government very little 

has happened. I suggested in the Zone Four speech that we 

should move now to the position that all Government 

vehicles -national and local - should be either, electric, hybrid 

or hydrogen. Start a smooth transition now. 

Sadly I also don’t see any signs of the new economic thinking 

that is necessary going forward if we are to address the 

growing wealth gap in society. You will have noted media 

reports of the huge wealth gains the super-rich have made 

during the lockdown. 

 I remind all of Aristotle’s warning in 300 BC that ‘poverty is 

the parent of revolution’.  
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Reflecting on that warning an article in the ODT (4.5.20) 

reported that currently the richest 1% own 22%, the next 9% 

own 37%, next 40% own 39% and the bottom 50% own just 

2%.  

Either Aristotle, and many others, are terribly wrong, or we 

should either change the policy mix or plan for a revolution. 

We have all read something of the remarkable work that 

machines driven by AI (artificial intelligence) can do and how 

many millions of jobs world wide will vanish, but New 

Zealand’s political leadership refuse to talk about it.  

They seem fearful to start the discussion, when we should be 

discussing how and under what circumstances we would 

introduce a four day week. 

Many draw comparisons between today’s economic 

challenges and the crisis in the 1930’s depression. 

There is a huge difference in that the goal in the 30’s was to 

balance the Governments books which caused huge distress 

and hardship whereas today virtually all Governments have 

turned to their central banks and allowed them to create 

billions of dollars to avoid a 30’s style depression. 

I mention in the book that as this created money is owed to 

no one we should explore the option of just writing much of 

it off. That always starts a good discussion,   but not an 

answer. 
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The new concept of ‘Modern Monetary Theory’ should be 

explored. 

With the continued rise of China we are going into a new 

world where the West is no longer the sole dominant voice 

on all issues. It is clear that many will find that adjustment 

very hard. 

On that note I will end, thank you for your attention. 

 I am happy to accept questions.                Words 3643 

 

 

   

  


