Tawa Historical Project: How | remember Tawa now

This record is a contribution to a THS project for gathering recollections from Tawa
people.

Russell Smith was a resident of Tawa for over 50

years.

Russell 20 November 1938 - 14 September 2025. Substantially written from
documents written by Russell and also from an interview with Steve Avery. Edited
by Steve Avery. 1 6 26. 4629 words.

Most of the writing is in the first person with some paragraphs in the third person so it
is obvious when the writing is essentially Russell’s.

Julie and Russell Oxford Street 2006

Russell was born 20 November 1938. He lived in Tawa from his marriage to Julie
Armstrong, his late wife, until 2024 when the Oxford Street house was sold and he
shifted to live in an apartment until he died in 2025. The house with its character and
lovely garden were destroyed by the developer and nine flats built on the section.
Russell’s wife Julie is the subject of another story in this series. Russell was one of
the businesses that moved into the Tawa Mall when it was first built. He worked in



other businesses, taught primary school for seven years, was active in Rotary and
was the father of three children, Gregory, Melinda, and Rebecca.

A keen sportsman Russell’s sports were tennis and hockey. Growing up in Levin he
did not have a rugby team to join in his third form year and so turned to playing
hockey. He graduated to Manawatu representative teams and later, when having
migrated to Wellington, he played representative hockey for the capital. He ended
his hockey career at the age of thirty three. Tennis was the sport he loved best. He
played tennis for many years and was in teams that had three New Zealand veterans
doubile titles in the twilight end of his sporting career.

| was lucky to have had some sporting ability. | played rugby and tennis at primary
school and athletics at Levin Athletic Club meetings. At Horowhenua College |
started playing hockey through a teacher who coached me. In my second year | was
selected in the College First Eleven which played in the senior men's competition. At
16 years old | was selected to represent Manawatu in Slazenger Shield Tennis, a
junior tennis competition between provinces. This was the start of being billeted by
many families during my sporting career. During the Christmas holidays there were
various tennis circuits. | played in many of them over the years. Most started on
Boxing Day. On my first of these four top Manawatu juniors including me, two boys
and two girls, were selected to play Hawera, Wanganui and Palmerton North. We
started out on Christmas Day and broke-down at Waitotara. John Hurley, a young
resident, rescued us. We contacted a garage owner in Waverley, had our car towed
there and John took us back to a festive dinner with his parents. Then he drove us to
Hawera, a wonderful show of generosity. Later in those holidays | was sponsored
along with the top junior girl by Manawatu Lawn Tennis Association to play in the
National Junior Tennis Championships at Gisborne.

Later that year when the hockey season had started, | was selected in the
Horowhenua Representative Team. My first away game was in Napier and | felt like
a fish out of water with the rest of the team being much older and all working for a
living. They looked after me well and | had nothing to worry about. After leaving
school | attended Wellington Teachers Training College. | specialised in Physical
Education. Many good sporting people were in the section including Mick Williment,
a big kicking and skilful All Black and later a prominent travel agent, who became
one of my close friends. We were instructed in most sports including gymnastics and
even skiing. It was a busy winter playing interclub in hockey, badminton, and indoor
basketball. In my second year | joined Wellington College Old Boys for Hockey with
Bob Morrison, brother of long time Tawa resident John. My first experience in
coaching tennis was when an instructor asked me to take over and coach the other
students. Later, | played in the first televised hockey game in New Zealand,
Wellington College Old Boys, the club | joined, versus University in the final of the
Wellington/Hutt Valley competition when | was lucky enough to score the only goal.



| began teaching at Oxford Crescent School, Upper Hutt. | taught there for four
years. | taught Standard 1, year 3 now, to Form 2, now year 8. One eight year old
scallywag boy wrote "Mr Smith is my best enemy". Kevin Walcott was a student who
became a good tennis player. | took him to the local tennis club for a couple of hits.
Much later he became a New Zealand Davis Cup player. | taught at Brooklyn School
for three years. | was encouraged by the principal to introduce as much sport as
possible. The school had asphalt and no grass. | started boys playing hockey with
old sticks | acquired. | also started coaching gymnastics and entered a team of boys
and girls in the Wellington/Hutt Valley school's competition and they came third. |
managed to get Onny Parun to come with other top Wellington players to play
doubles in front of the whole school. Onny was one of the best tennis players New
Zealand has produced, born in April 1947 of Croatian descent from New Zealand,
who was among the world's top 20 for five years. Parun made the final of the
Australian Open in 1973, losing to John Newcombe in four sets. He was also a
quarterfinalist at Wimblehome in 1971 and 1972, the US Open in 1973, and the
French in 1975. | practiced tennis with Onny once a week.

After seven years of teaching, | reached the Country Service Bar. In those days you
had to teach in a rural area for a specified term to be able to be promoted. | decided
to leave teaching as | was playing representative tennis and hockey and did not want
to go to a small country place. | then entered the business world. My first job was
with WR Grace Elsdon. Their business was printing onto plastic and chemical
manufacturing. A Production Planning position was promised after 6 months in the
factory. This did not happen and after 10 months | left WR Grace. My next job was
with S.B. Young Ltd. in Tawa as Office Manager. | had to rapidly learn engineering
terms and methods. | was responsible for costing all jobs, accounts, invoicing,
purchasing, company records, records, interviewing prospective employees and
apprentices and quoting. | started and completed a three year evening course with
NZIM for a New Zealand Institute Certificate of Management. Youngs had a staff of
about 36 There were four main divisions: Engineering, Fabrication of mixing and
filling machinery for the food and drug industry; Sheet metal work; Painting. A
subsidiary company was De Neefe Signs which made road signs and road safety
equipment and other related products. Frank De Neefe when in Australia- drove a
black LTD vehicle with an insignia on his car flags which translated from Spanish
"Bullshit beats brains"

This was a challenging time because of a transition to the metric system. The New
Zealand metric symbol was introduced in March 1971. To give metrication a human
face, a baby girl named Jeannie Preddey became the mascot, known as Little Miss
Metric. News and pictures of her progress were intermingled with press releases
about the progress of metrication. By the end of 1972 the temperature scale, road
signs, and measures used in the sale of such items as wool and milk had been
metricated. There was little opposition to the changeover. There were much finer
tolerances in engineering than for example building. Metal sizes were different as
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were hole sizes. Threads changed to metric instead of whitworth and aluminium and
steel sheet Zintec 8'x4’ to 2400 x 1200. | was appointed Assistant Manager in 1972
and surprised to be appointed General Manager and Secretary in 1974. Jack
Denton, a Public Accountant, became our company's accountant. | spoke to him
every day and he helped me in many ways to manage the company. He introduced a
staff bonus scheme. Under a government sponsored scheme for skilled immigrants |
brought four families to Tawa including Brian Mann who became President of the
Tawa Football Club. | became very passionate about manufacturing. It was always a
challenge to improve production methods, find new products and improve existing
ones. A couple of examples were a Door Closer which we manufactured, and
polyurethane painting of aluminium sheets for caravans and camper vans. We also
had a short supply contract for Mitsubishi cars. A good example of how people are
different in the workplace was press operators. They worked a metal press which
stamped out metal items. | asked an operator who was working on a 5,000 order if
he found it boring. He said he liked big runs because he didn't have to think!

| didn't see the decline of industrial manufacturing coming. Deregulation and removal
of tariffs post 1984 caused 76,000 jobs to be lost in manufacturing. Between 1987
and 1992 Japanese car imports increased from less than 3,000 in 1985 to over
150,000 in 2004. Between 1984 - 1998 all car assembly plants closed. In 1987 Todd
Motors sold to Mitsubishi who closed the plant in 1998. Youngs closed about 1987
and Wire Productions shortly after. There was no work for many discarded
employees. Manufacturing share of GDP fell from 25% in the early 1980s to 12% in
the 2020s.

Jack Denton died suddenly in 1981. | asked Dick Fernyhough, an accountant friend,
to take over. After a year the sons wanted to change their own factory. They
introduced a friend to make changes. | didn't agree with their ideas. They sacked
Dick and replaced him with an accountant in Christchurch. After 15 years with the
business | left. | was contacted by Wire Productions and Serigraphic Displays, they
offered me a job as Production Manager. They made seats for Mitsubishi cars. A
father and son ran the business. It was a closed shop. | became bored with not
enough to do so | left to open a sports shop

| had for some time wanted to own a sports shop and looked for a vacant shop
available for rent, there was a shop by the Tawa Library but the owner was not
prepared to rent it. At that time the Tawa Mall was under construction, its owners
being the Bank of New Zealand Officers Provident Fund. | talked to suppliers:
Dunlop Slazenger; Ron Sandiland; John Vaughan and Pat Williams. | had to find
premises. Tawa Mall was being built but it was one year away. Tomkies
Manufacturing Petone Director Steve Jackson contacted me. He offered me a short-
term contract as a consultant to find what departments were profitable and what
were not and write a report on each one. Examples of this task were: Isolating
Transformer manufacture; powder coating plant; plating department; light shade



manufacture. | had time to advance the proposed Kapiti Mana Lawn Tennis new
headquarters at Taylor Park working in with the Tawa Borough Council and the
Tawa Engineer preparing plans. In 1978 | had a teaching relieving position at Tawa
College for six months. | went to Tauranga for a week where | had a friend with a
sports shop. He gave me a crash course in racquet stringing and repairing balls and
fishing rods and re-gripping golf clubs. I then visited many suppliers and ordered
stock. | had the choice of renting any of nineteen shops with a range of the size of
floor area, | chose one based on it being the right size and had a kitchen built at the
rear of the shop mainly as a place for lunch. | employed a full time assistant and
some part time workers. The lease was for twelve years. | opened my shop in the
new Tawa Mall in February 1985. There were 19 shops. There was plenty to do.
There were many sales reps with samples. Every six months | ordered new season
stock sports goods and clothing mostly imported. The first six years went well.
Woolworths supermarket was an attraction not only for those living in Tawa but also
customers from Porirua.

;

Tawa Mall east entrance 1990

There are some reminiscences that Russell has about shoplifting though they pale
when compared that retailers have in the 2020s. Once a nicely dressed lady acting
suspiciously attracted Russell's attention when he noticed sheets in her bag so he
quickly shut the entrance door and phoned another shopkeeper to ring the police.
The village constable soon arrived but Russell had not taken into account that for
shoplifting to occur the suspect must exit the store. Another time a youth who had
been flogging stock was showing his mates his booty while they congregated on the
footpath. Unfortunately for the thief a traveller who had been showing sports
equipment recognised what was going on and notified Russell who sent his assistant
to bring them back to the scene of his crime. The parents of the lad were phoned
and the police paid them a visit. One morning he arrived at the shop to find it had
been broken into. The robbers had cut a hole in the roof and dropped down into the
8 Russell Smith shop. Stock was all over the floor from one end to the other. He had
to close for the day. It took a week to work out the stock that was stolen. $18,000
worth. A year later an elderly woman arrived in my shop and said she had some of
my stock in her car outside that she had found in her grandson's wardrobe. It wasn't



mine. | sent her to Johnsonville Sports Shop where the goods were from. At one
time Russell's assistant was stealing money from the business, the assistant was
fired.
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Tawa Mall 1990s
Business at the mall was good for the first six years but when North City Plaza and
two new supermarkets opened in Porirua, Tawa suffered. So | opened another
sports shop to make up for the downturn in Tawa. With the owner of the Tawa Mall
toy shop Russell opened a combined sports and toy shop situated on the main road
in the Karori shopping precinct. Given that two distinct shops were in one building
the sports shop was limited in range emphasising children's more than adult sports
equipment. The main sports equipment sold at Karori was children’s cricket gear
equipment at the start of the season.



Tawa Mall 1990

All businesses in the mall paid into a promotional fund. We had a promotional
committee of which | was elected Chairman for a time. Gaylene Lines was on the
committee and we employed Liz Sutton as our Promotional Manager. We met every
week and eventually. With a wider Tawa Committee Rusell tried to persuade shop
owners to make sure shops were open during normal trading hours as some
sometimes closed their business during the day if they did not have staff to cover
their absence and the perception this uncertainty made shoppers put off visiting
Tawa We managed to include the Plaza and the Main Road in some of our
promotions. There was advertising for the venue using the Kapi Mana free local
newspaper. We circulated a paper promoting most businesses using the name Tawa
Shopping Village for the first time, the phrase still exists today. Liz arranged many
promotions, the main one being the Tawa Christmas Parade. She employed a
Father Christmas who was set up in the Mall before Christmas and travelled in the
Christmas parade. One year we had a disaster. We had a complaint that Father
Xmas smelt of alcohol. | told him not to turn up again like that. The next day he sent
his wife dressed up in his costume and we had mother Xmas. That was enough for
me and | terminated his contract. Somehow the Evening Post got hold of the story
and the next day their headline read “Father Christmas Gets His Sack Early."

Although a small business there were many suppliers with salespersons
representing brands such as Slazenger visiting bringing samples of their products at
the commencement of the summer and winter seasons. Many of the products sold



were imported, All the stock was displayed in the shop. Lots of supplies were
procured over phones, long before cell phones and an era when tolls were extracted
by Post and Telegraph Office if a connection was used outside the immediate
geographical area.

The New Zealand Post Office was a government department until 1987 when the
Labour Government as part of wider Rogernomics reforms separated postal, banking
and telecommunication into standalone entities and given corporate structures. The
world wide web and mobile phones were non-existent until years later. Landlines and
dial up phones were the dominant form of communication. Soon fax machines,
transmitting documents, became a valuable tool for business and the use of credit
cards was booming in the mid 1980s with Visa cards first being issued by the BNZ in
October 1978. During this time the Lange Labour Government brought in GST but
this did not cause any ripples for the business. The Goods and Services Tax was
intrinsic to the Labour Government reforms of the 1980s as Roger Douglas, Minister
of Finance, and other key Government Ministers pushed New Zealand into a largely
free-market economy. GST was originally set at 10% October 1 1986. It was broad
based with few exceptions and was fundamentally regressive, it hit lower incomes
more than higher incomes. GST was raised to 12.5 % in 1989 by the Labour
Government led by Geoffrey Palmer and 15% in 2010 by John Key’s Government.

NZ Post Office dial up phone 1960s - 1980s

Fax, copy machine 1980s



At the start of one winter season Murray Mexted began selling rugby boots at the
Mexted Motors site and at the Tawa Rugby Club pre-season. This took trade away
from Russell who protested not surprisingly to no avail Murray Mexted when the two
met at Russell’s request. Retailing sports in a community shopping centre was
becoming more difficult. He had a sale for the Tawa shop that fell through in 1997. At
the time the twelve year lease ran out and he decided not to continue the business in
Tawa and sold his share in the Karori enterprise after his original partner. The Tawa
shop was always more profitable than the Karori sports sales. Russell went on to
manage two practice golf ranges at different times between these two jobs he ran a
golf office and shop at Judgeford.

| was offered an interview for a job at Silverstream Golf Driving Range, owned by
Premier Golf Driving Ranges After two weeks the Manager left. A week later another
employee left. | was on my own from 8am until 10pm every day for two weeks until |
managed to get some more staff. There were two break-ins. There was a
surveillance camera but the lights were off the first time, useless. The second time
with lights on there were great pictures of the burglar stealing the safe. One day an
assistant saw balls being pinched. | went to investigate over 100 metres away. |
stopped elderly gentleman after he climbed over a fence and asked to look in his
bag. Much to my embarrassment it was full of mushrooms. Premier Golf purchased
the Pro Shop at Judgeford Golf Club which | managed for six months. | was offered
the shop but declined then went back to Silverstream. Peter Wilkinson rang me. His
brother who was an owner of Building Solutions which had bought the Tawa Golf
Driving Range at Grenada for the purpose of later redevelopment. Peter was told
that | could manage the range and start a golf shop on the site. He made me an offer
| couldn't refuse. Three years later we tried to relocate but couldn't find suitable land
so | retired. Peter became one of my close friends.

Recollecting on his life Russell included sports administration which has played a
large part over the years. He wrote about it in some detail. Russell retained strong
links with tennis over many years. He had been one of the founders of the Kapi
Mana Tennis Association. One of Russell’s achievements was in 1978 when the
Kapi Mana Lawn Tennis Association, K.M.T.A., was formed. For the previous 25
years it was known as North Wellington Sub-Association of Wellington Lawn Tennis
Association. Kapi Mana used the Mungavin courts at the entrance to Porirua East.
For fifteen years Russell managed representative teams. Kapi Mana Tennis decided
they wanted to develop their own headquarters Russell being charged with finding
an appropriate site. The new K.M.T.A. was composed of 15 tennis clubs from
Johnsonville to Otaki with over 2300 members.

In his own words he told the story of his part in the K.M.T.A. | was elected on to the
first Management Committee. Our headquarters were at the tennis and netball courts
in Mungavin Ave, Porirua. The courts and facilities were shared with the netball
association. This was totally unsatisfactory as the facilities were inadequate and we
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had to vacate them during the netball season. It was decided that we needed our
own tennis complex. | took on the task of investigating possible locations for a new
complex. With the help of the Tawa Borough Council | was put in touch with the
Wellington Regional Planning Authority. In 1980 they found and reported on six
possible sites in the region that were suitable for a complex. Taylor Park was the
most favoured as it had all services connected, was next to a railway station, and did
not require any excavation work. Taylor Park was named after my great-great
grandfather, James Taylor, who came to Tawa in 1840 as one of the early settlers.

The Wellington North Badminton Association expressed interest in joining us in a
joint venture on the Taylor Park site. We had a number of meetings with their sub-
committee and were to receive a Communities Facility Grant of $50,000 towards the
project. Unfortunately when the badminton members voted on the proposal it was
lost by one vote! We were then left to go on our own and the grant was reduced to
$35,000. | was then appointed convener of the project. | had a number of meetings
with the Tawa Town Clerk, Noel Tock, who was very helpful and keen to see us
succeed. | came to an agreement with Noel on behalf of the Council that we would
make 3 courts available to the public at no charge and that our Association would be
responsible for all maintenance of the land and buildings. In return the Council would
not charge us any rates. He put me in touch with lvan Levy from the firm Callender
Beech who the council used for much of their surveying work. lvan Levy drew up the
layout for eleven courts and got quotes for the surfacing and fencing. Meanwhile |
contacted architect Bill Harris who was a friend of mine and who had helped with the
design of our home at 1 St Benet's Place. Bill drew up the plans as | specified for a
two storey clubhouse at the northern end of the site. The plans included changing
rooms, showers, toilets, an office, a kitchen and a lounge area. Tenders were called
and then contracts were let for court construction and surfacing, fencing and the
building of the pavilion. The Taylor Park complex was opened in 1984. During the
opening ceremony | was thanked for my contribution and presented with a pair of
binoculars.
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Russell, Julie, Gregory, Tennis 1971

In 1975, | was elected Chairman of the Association and awarded Life Membership. |
remained Chairman for 5 years and when | left the Association it was working well
and was in a sound financial position. By 2002 there had been a large reduction of
membership and Kapi Mana tennis was absorbed into the Wellington Lawn Tennis
Association. The Taylor Park Complex was then taken over by the Tawa / Lyndhurst
Tennis Club. Later the club was renamed Tawa Tennis Club as it is today. | am a
Life Member of the Club. Russell was proud of the "thank you®“ from the
Management Committee K. M. L. T.A. “for all your loyalty to and hard work for the
Kapi Mana Lawn Tennis Association over the years, and in particular for the
tremendous amount you have done towards making our own headquarters become
a reality.”

Russell's dedicated service to the Tawa Rotary club culminated in Russell being
awarded the Paul Harris Fellow Award, of which he was immensely proud, as was
his family. There is a separate story on the Tawa Historical Society site about four
Tawa Rotary members going to Tonga in 1976. The Rotary Club of Levin organised
a project in Tonga and invited clubs within the district to provide the labour. This
was to build a large dining and assembly hall at Tupou Methodist College, the
biggest boys' secondary school in Tonga. In later years, as time allowed, Russell
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was able to indulge in more hobbies and interests. My other interests in retirement
are classical music, carpentry and cabinet making and gardening. With his son
Greg, they had season tickets to the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, enjoying
many performances together.

Russell could be relied upon to fix and mend anything, as cabinetry and carpentry
were also hobbies. He built the floating shelves at Oxford Street, very important for
the television and watching all those rugby and tennis games; he constructed and
painted the black and white rocking horse beloved of all his children and
grandchildren. There were projects with grandchildren, the boat with Hunter and
Max, remembers the bird house they built together. He put much time and effort
into the design and creation of the garden at Oxford Street, with fantastic results.
His grandchildren were particularly fond of his strawberry-growing efforts.

After Julie passed, Russell moved to his Villa in Kenepuru. Their children, Gregory,
Melinda and Rebecca, reflected it was a little intimidating for him to break into a
new social circle. Thankfully, Mindy, on one of her visits, took care of that, stepping
in and making introductions for him. His new social circle was a key factor in
enjoying life at the villa. He loved happy hour with his new friends on a Wednesday
evening and socialising in the cafe. Whenever family came to visit, he was excited
to show them around his new home and inevitably invite them to the cafe for coffee
and a bite to eat. On Saturday’s he loved his excursions with Greg up the coast
visiting some of his old favourites, Cobb and Co and Fisherman's Table, but also
discovering new cafes and was particularly fond of those with views of the Ocean.

Greg met many of the staff, doctors, nurses and carers who looked after Russell in
the last few years. They always referred to Russell as a lovely man and commented
on his charm and what a gentleman he was. Kind, calm and considerate to the end.

His “Dad” jokes and chuckling at his own jokes were appreciated by his family, as
was the quiet strength, stability and dependability he brought to our lives. On the 14
of September 2025 for Russell it was Game, Set and Match.



