LEAN’S
TIMES

David Lean on the New Plymouth coastal walkway at Eliot St with grandchildren
Jude (left) and Lucia Veronese.

S

ometimes, Daisy Lean sits at local government meetings and does
the Code Cracker. For those who don’t know, it’s a brain teaser that
looks like a crossword puzzle with numbers; you work out which
number corresponds with which letter of the alphabet.

Sometimes, he does Sudoku, which according to Wikipedia is a logicbased, “combinatorial”, number-placement puzzle.
Contrary to the unofficial opinion of some local body colleagues, our
most experienced local councillor does not do these things merely to
keep his mind sharp during the tedium of endless council meetings.
Lean is sending a wee message to others in local government. Well,
several messages, actually - read your agenda properly, do your
homework, know your council history, don’t ask dumb questions. There
may be others.
He ought to know. He is Taranaki’s most accomplished politician, and he
shows little sign of slowing down.
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I

t’s no surprise David “Daisy” Lean
isn’t thrown by anything much in
local body politics these days.
He’s had nearly 50 years of them.

At age 32 (he’s now 70), he was
elected New Zealand’s youngest
mayor in 1980 after a brutal battle
over how New Plymouth should
dispose of its sewage.

Mayor David Lean holds up a beaker of clear
water from New Plymouth’s new sewage
treatment plant after it opened in 1984.

He wore the chain for 12 years,
moved over to Taranaki Regional
Council in 1995, and these days is
deputy chair of that, as well as a
member of Taranaki District Health
Board.

He’s still so popular among voters he could pretty much stand for anything and
probably get twice as many votes as the next contender. Yet he doesn’t suffer fools,
is abrupt with them, in fact, and can’t be bothered with political tyros pedalling
agendas that are not deeply rooted in the best interests of the community.
Hence the Code Cracker/Sudoku message.
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m not listening. It’s just that sometimes I get
frustrated with some of the (not nice word) sitting around the table. It’s saying I’ve
been around the block a bit and it gets to the point where I’m tired of hearing the
same comments.
“I do my homework before any of those meetings, and I get sick of people who come
along and ask questions they would know the answer to if they had read their agenda,
or took the time to ring senior management or the chair and say: ‘Look, I can’t work
this out – can you give me a hand’…instead of doing it at the meeting.”
If anyone’s earned the right to be a bit impatient, it’s Lean. As New Plymouth
mayor, he accomplished more than any modern-day Taranaki local body politician
before or since.
His achievements included getting New Plymouth the country’s most advanced
sewage treatment plant, fronting the campaign to keep Taranaki Savings Bank’s
independence, rehousing New Plymouth City Council from 20 offices to one modern
building, buying city centre seashore land to begin building the renowned Coastal
Walkway, and getting projects under way to give us the aquatic centre and the
racecourse stadium, those latter by enduring 29 days at sea in tiny rubber boat.
In 1992, Lean and a crew of other hardies raised more than half a million dollars by
doing a round-New Zealand voyage in a couple of surf lifesaving inflatables, a stunt
whose after-effects probably contributed to him losing most of one leg this year.
How’s that going, by the way? He’s getting up on sticks, he says, and his health is
way better than during the long leadup to the amputation decision. Not that it slowed
him down.
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Some will recall he was sending
texts and emails of
encouragement to fellow
campaigners against the sale of
Fitzroy Golf Course - on the very
day he was wheeled into the
operating theatre.
The thought “Daisy’s (de)parting
shots” reverberated in the minds
of recipients who knew how
serious the leg problem had
become.
Now the check-ups show he’s
good to go, by wheelchair at first,
with other possibilities in the near
future.
After that experience, how much
longer will he continue in local
government…or doesn’t he
know?

David Lean recovers in hospital after his leg operation
earlier this year.
PHOTO: Jim Tucker

“I don’t know. Community involvement in that shape or form, particularly on
environmental issues at the TRC, is something that’s not too hard at all. I don’t see it
as work even. It’s not interfering with the other things I want to do.”
Which are?
“A bit of fishing, a bit of reading. I’m not tied up with local body work seven days a
week, 365 days a year. I’ve learned to ask the questions that I wish some of my
colleagues would ask of management, instead of asking them in the public arena.
That doesn’t do much for the way they’re perceived by their colleagues. Hence the
Sudoku and the Code Cracker.”
He agrees that those who have been reading long council reports for decades pretty
much know where to look for the important bits.
“If you read the executive summary and the recommendations, you don’t have to
read each and every page in a 350-page report. Some will probably be covering off
legislative requirements that must be in every report. With experience, you’re
familiar with those.
“If something grates in the recommendations or the summary, that’s a signal there’s
something not quite right and I’m feeling uneasy about it. You go back and re-read
the report because it may be inconsistent.
“Nine times out of 10, having been around the block a few times, you have an
understanding of the matter already. In fact, it’s easier now because it’s all
electronic. Once, everybody had to keep paper reports. If you can’t find it
somewhere now, you ring management and ask them to send you a digital copy.”
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A

sk Lean about his biggest
achievements in public life and
he refers to two – helping keep
the TSB Bank independent in 1986, and
winning the 1980 battle for the best
sewerage scheme we could possibly
have.
The TSB skirmish grew from the
Rogernomics economic reforms of the
Labour government elected in 1984.
Finance minister Roger Douglas said
something had to be done about the
country’s dozen trust banks because they were virtually insolvent.
Eventual success in that bitter fight meant Taranaki is the only New Zealand
province to retain its own bank – and its people have since received dividends
totalling $127 million.
“We had to fight the government head-on,” says Lean. “In some ways, it was
probably factually correct to say the banks were all in trouble, but that was partly
because they were constrained by what the government would allow them to invest
in.”
Lean says when the threat arose, the bank’s board decided to resist, and felt it needed
somebody to front the public appeal. “They asked me, as a director of the bank and
as somebody who, in their view, had the right experience, and – again in their view –
‘if Lean says it, people might believe it’.
“The inherent risk for me and the bank was the community would disregard it or not
believe that it was possible, and there would be a run on the bank and it would be
insolvent overnight. It was a truly big risk.”
There was some resistance among board members. “Some members were enamoured
of what the national trust bank people were saying…and they didn’t want to ruffle
too many feathers because they mightn’t get invited to the next piss-up.
“It never got as far as being a split board, as such, but there were some people
nervous about what we wanted to do. In the end, when we voted on it there were no
dissenting voices, but it wasn’t unanimous. Those opposed didn’t have the guts to
stand up and say so.
“It was our only chance, just one chance to get it right, or lose the whole thing. The
government’s view was we wouldn’t last half a year. There were also people lurking
in Taranaki who thought the bank didn’t have a show. They were sure the depositors
would take fright and take their money out and it would all be over.
“But they under-estimated that the average person in Taranaki doesn’t like having
the crap kicked out of them by somebody who lives over the fence.”
Lean, who has now had more than three decades on the TSB board, says at that time
the decision to hold the line was a simple one: “My feeling was that you don’t sell
the family silver. A bit like selling off reserve land now.”
In the end, the government did nothing to stop the Taranaki move because it thought
the bank would simply fall over. “The others were all sold to Westpac, with
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Auckland Savings Bank going to the Commonwealth Bank of Australia. The irony is
ASB pulled out of that deal for the same reason we decided we wanted to be
independent. Some of their people had been given gongs for their initial co-operation
and when they said they too were pulling out, it was too late to withdraw the goings.”

A

s seems obvious from his “adopted” first name, and because of where part of
his family originated – Pomerania on the Baltic Coast of Germany and
Poland – Lean endured his share of ribbing from schoolmates.

For reasons that now escape him, he was dubbed “Daisy” at primary school, and
found the more he objected the more it stuck. It became his trademark first name to
this day. When in post-World War II schooldays he carelessly mentioned his German
roots to friends, they said he was “just a Kraut,” he says with a laugh.
His family on his mother’s side are Knofflocks, descended from Pomeranian
migrants August Friedrich Knofflock and his wife Wilhemine Louise Charlotte (nee
Bohl) who came here not long after the 1860s Land Wars and settled around
Inglewood.
They had 14 children, the twelfth being Edie, who married William McSweeney in
1913. Their daughter Elma Edith married Lloyd William Lean, who worked in the
telephone exchange in Otane in Hawkes Bay, and then got transferred here.
They produced David Lloyd Lean in New Plymouth in 1948. His pre-teen years were
challenging: he was confined to a hospital ward for weeks after they thought he had
polio.
“Polio was ruled out, but they didn’t know what it was. There was some suggestion I
was swinging the lead, but I wasn’t - the last thing you want as an eight-year-old is to
be separated from your friends and family in something that looks like a concrete
jungle.
“I was told my arm would probably atrophy – I didn’t know what that meant then –
so it was recommended I learn to swim. At that stage, surprisingly, I still couldn’t,
which was unusual in those days.”
He was taught by Edgar Meuli at the old municipal baths, then called Kawaroa Pool.
“They were where the outdoor pool is now, the same one this council’s long-term
plan wanted to concrete in and use for a carpark, for crissakes.”
As well as being a mailman, his father was head chauffeur for the post office. “He
used to drive the government vehicle when the Prime Minister came to New
Plymouth. For those big occasions, he’d put a tie on, smarten himself up. He’d come
back with some wonderful stories.
“He had a real affinity with Walter Nash. Every time Nash came to New Plymouth
he’d ask for Dad to drive him. I thought my Dad was famous – he knew the Prime
Minister. We never had a family car until later on. I was probably at high school
before we got an old Prefect.
“Talking with my kids, they can’t believe we never had a fridge in those early days
(the 1950s). We had a safe with air blowing through it, and we’d get meat every
second day from the butcher.
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“But we had a roof over our heads. I was fed. I had parents who were interested in
turning out to sports games, getting involved in school committees, things like that.
For me, that was where I wanted to be.”
While living in Dawson St, his parents applied for a State house, and were allotted
one in a new upstairs/downstairs, four-unit block in Banks St in Marfell.
“Subsequently, the department of whatever they call themselves – housing –
demolished them because they were considered unfit conditions for people to live.
But it was the best place we ever had in our life – it was warm, we set out our own
gardens, we did our own things.
“There were lots of interesting people living in the street, including those guys who
pinched the train and drove it from New Plymouth to Waitara. When the cops caught
up with them, they put it in reverse and came all the way back. Same guys set off the
cannon at Kawaroa Park.”
He went to Devon Intermediate School, and from there to the New Plymouth Boys
High School. “It was quite a way to go and we used to bike en masse. We were all
surf club people - Penwarden, Bailey, Hawker.”
Tall and fit by then, Lean made the NPBHS first rugby fifteen as a lock in times
when the team was rarely beaten and the school was rated one of the world’s great
rugby nurseries.
“Still got my Tiger Jacket (blazer) from 1965. Still fits. One of the very few things I
never forgave (his wife) Janet for was after we were married she put my Tiger Jacket
in the Salvation Army second-hand clothes bag. Just didn’t understand the
significance of it.”
When he left school after six form, he had a choice of about six jobs. “It was, well,
which one do I want? I applied for five and got the lot…bit embarrassing. Going to
university never entered the equation for any of us – that was for the rich kids.”
The job he took was with Customs. “Two related options were the Union Steamship
Company and Customs, and Customs sounded more exciting. Get down to the
wharves, and maybe take your fishing line, waiting for the boats to come in. There
was plenty of contraband in those days. The big things were cigarettes and transistor
radios out of Hong Kong.”
Affinity with the sea would become a key part of his life.

T

here’s a chapter in my 2013 book, Clearing The Water: The saving of
Taranaki’s most precious asset, that recounts Lean’s first successful brush
with local body politics.

First mention of him begins: “Perhaps unsurprisingly, David Lean was not among
those particularly concerned about the old Eliot St sewage outfall when he first
contemplated standing for council in 1974.
“Although he did some of his swimming at Fitzroy and Strandon, the surf club to which
he belonged, New Plymouth Old Boys, operated from Oakura, a dozen kilometres to
the south of the city, upstream from the northerly drift of sewage.
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“He says when he first attempted to win a council seat in the 1974 local government
election (he missed) and three years later (when he made it) the sewerage plan and its
implications were not on his, or any public official’s, immediate agenda.
“He began to speak up at meetings. Mayor Sutherland saw a problem, so when
businessman Len Hannan stepped in to fill an unexpected vacancy on the council, he
was seated beside Lean at meetings, with an expectation ‘he would sort me out’, Lean
recalls with a laugh.”
The “sorting out” ended with Denny Sutherland stepping aside after four terms as
mayor and Lean defeating John Armstrong in the 1980 election. To this day, he recalls
a couple of lessons learned at the time – that achieving in local body politics is about
having the numbers, and how important it is to utilise the strengths of those who once
opposed you.
He didn’t have the numbers in the sewerage debate until late in the piece, when he and
councillor Roy Burkitt were on a plane headed for a meeting in Wellington. Burkitt
had been talking to an engineer working in the offshore oil industry who told him the
long outfall being proposed would never survive Taranaki’s rough seas.
“He said to me he’d changed his mind and would vote in favour of the scheme,” Lean
recalls. “I could have jumped out of the plane at 10,000 metres without a parachute –
that one vote meant we would win.” They did.
He says the thing current district councillors who speak against various proposals have
not worked out is that it’s a numbers game. “If there’s 15 councillors, you need at least
eight. It doesn’t matter where they come from – you’re in to win the war. You want to
argue about it…too bad – you lost the vote.”

Mayor Lean (left) and broadcaster Bill McArthur kick off what would become a regular
programme on Radio Taranaki from 1981, when they would discuss the previous night’s
New Plymouth City Council meeting.
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He likens the 1980 sewerage battle to the
recent victory achieved earlier this year
by those opposed to the sale of reserve
land.
“The council machine ground on and by
default, with nobody prepared to be open
about it (other than Horse McLeod and
later Murray Chong and Shaun Biesiek).
“The councillors were told to ignore all
emails and any public contact, unless it
was in the form of a submission to a plan,
which meant that every message we sent
to anybody was dead-batted.
“But we learned very quickly that any time any of us sent a shaft to the council, it was
quickly copied and hand-delivered to every councillor every day. So their media team
was actually working for us, the opposition, instead of the council.”
Getting those who once opposed you to come on board was something that occurred
to him after the sewerage debate in 1980.
“John Armstrong and I fought a pretty bitter battle for the mayoralty, but the first job
for him was to be put in charge of energy, electricity, water, all of that. That’s what he
was good at. In that situation, people think you’re going to get their arse kicked after
the battle, but in fact you pat them on the back.”
He took that approach with the engineer who built the case for a long sewage outfall
and little treatment. “John Fitzmaurice thought he was going to be sacked, but I said
he’d spent so much time trying to knock over the castle, how about building it?”
He applied that to his council, using each person’s strengths and letting them have the
limelight when projects succeeded. “The temptation is to grab all the high ground in a
public sense, at the expense of the people who are doing the work.”
What ended his mayoralty? Did he get sick of it? “No, I didn’t get sick of it…the
community got sick of me, I think. Twelve years of being in that limelight every day
in a small community means that somewhere along the line, even with your best intent,
people will say they need a change. It wouldn’t matter what you did.
“I didn’t take the battle with Claire Stewart (his successor, 1992-2001) cheaply. I knew
that when we were doing that rubber ducky thing around New Zealand, and I was away
for a month – and all of us gave up our salaries for a month to do that, so we were all
on the same footing – she was out walking the streets and bad-mouthing me and saying
I was doing it at ratepayer expense. I was out there fund-raising.”
So why did he do it? “It was something that needed to be done. The idea of taking a
couple of inflatable surf-lifesaving dinghies right round the whole of New Zealand had
sat there for ages and people had put it in the too-hard basket or didn’t have the guts
to stand up and do it.
“We didn’t want New Plymouth and Taranaki to remain a total backwater. We did it
in 29 days, and raised $545,000 towards the racecourse stadium and the aquatic
centre.”
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He remembers a lot of pain and some scary moments. “Our bodies were knocked
around. Once you get chafing and salt irritation…and unless you went ashore you were
shitting in your wetsuit, and it set off infections like you wouldn’t believe.
“There were occasions, particularly off Castlepoint, when we lost sight of land. It was
the new age of GPS, and I had a brick phone for that. We used to have to wait for four
satellites to come over before we could co-ordinate our position. When we thought we
knew where we were, we are actually heading for South America instead of
Wellington.
“The boats were only 3.8 metres long and less than a metre above water level, so you
don’t have to be very far out to lose sight of the coast. There were times in big seas,
after we’d sent our radios in to be repaired, lost the GPS over the side, pissing down
with rain and blowing like hell, occasions like that when we thought we weren’t
coming back.
“The longest day we did was across the Bay of Plenty from Pauanui (on the east coast
of the Coromandel Peninsular) to Hicks Bay on the tip of East Cape. As we turned the
corner at East Cape, the waves were going faster than the boats could match. Big swells
that went for 80 metres.

The 1992 rubber ducky crew after their epic voyage around New Zealand. Lean is second
from right.

“There was lots of fun, but we weren’t in good shape when we got back. We didn’t
realise because we were focused on getting to the end…there were no prizes unless
you got to the finish.
“We were disappointed to hear from the opposition (in the mayoral campaign) that
Lean’s on another junket. Not a bad junket, eh – just hop on a rubber ducky and kiss
your arse goodbye for the day for days on end. The prize was getting back to fight
another election – and losing it.”
Despite all that, Lean has never wavered from a lifetime love affair with the sea. “I
like just watching it…not a bad pastime, actually. People would say it’s not
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particularly exciting, but it really doesn’t matter. It’s like walking on the coastal
walkway now when there’s a howling onshore wind and waves are breaking over the
top, and you take your grandkids with you and they get all excited when the waves
are getting close.”
He thinks back to when the city was separated from the sea. “I worked with Kinsley
Sampson (town clerk, later CE of NPDC) and Ron Barclay (MP and later city
councillor) to effect the purchase of the railway land from Belt Rd through to what is
now the cliff below Bunnings.
“In those days, some of that land was occupied by rat-infested railways goods sheds.
But then the opportunity came, the railways were keen to sell the land there. New
Plymouth MP Tony Friedlander was the Minister of Works at that stage and we
worked closely with him.
“Railways didn’t want to get caught up in a political fight, so we did some
groundwork with them, then let the council officers loose on coming back with a
deal. That 20 hectares were bought for something like $3.6 million. Everything’s
relevant, but now you can’t get an eighth of an acre for less than a million dollars.”
He believes his rapport with Sampson was the key element to his success over his
four terms as mayor. “We’d come from different backgrounds…although I was
pleased to learn from him over a beer once that he was the only one to be thrown out
of Jaycees at Waitara after some after-match function.
“Kinsley has vision and foresight, too. And we had a healthy respect for each other.
When you’re getting positive vibes from someone whose ideas and suggestions are
similar to your own, then you’re both on the same wavelength, and it’s relatively
easy to get things across the line. When senior management at a council want it to
happen, that means it’s got a good chance.
“My view of the current council is that it’s the tail wagging the dog. Most of the
people sitting around the council table have lost the ability – if they ever had it in the
first place – to stand up and say: ‘This is where I sit on that’. They just sit there and
let the mayor get away with whatever he wants to get away with.”

W

hen Lean opened up on the Fitzroy Golf Club controversy early this year,
he was conscious of breaking a self-imposed rule to stay away from
“advising” successors. “When you’re out of public life, the worst thing
you can do is to try to pretend that you’re still there.

“You have your own personal opinions, but I used to just get on with life. People
would say to me: ‘What do you think about this?’ I’d say I didn’t think anything
about it. You don’t want to be seen having a bad loser attitude, because that’s how it
will be perceived.
“After losing the mayoralty, after that three-year spell out of it all, my aim was to get
on to the regional council, which is involved in environmental issues that I’ve always
found are very important to me. It’s much better doing things than worrying about
potholes in the road and all the crap that goes down with territorial local authorities.”
He still recalls what it feels like after winning high office, though. The day after the
1980 election, he (aged 32) and Janet (23) woke up the following morning and
thought: “Shit, what the hell have we done?
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“I was very much the new kid on the block. I went into the council building for the
first time as mayor and they weren’t quite sure what to do with me. They put me in a
room and gave me a whole lot of books to read. They thought, that’ll keep the bugger
quiet for a while.”
One group came to see him with the message that he needed to join the Taranaki
Club. “I asked why, and they told me that was where all the decisions were actually
made about what happens in the city.
“My response was to tell them that if it wasn’t bloody good enough for me to be a
member before I was mayor, it’s not bloody good enough now. From then, every
year they sent me a paid-up membership – and I never activated it.”
So he grew a thick skin? “Some would say it’s been impervious all its
life…(laughs)…like water off a duck’s back. But it’s not really. If you were that
insensitive, you wouldn’t get past the first step into the political arena.”
Losing the mayoralty in 1992 was painful. “You hurt for a while after being kicked
in the slats.” But he also learned “not to be so precious. When you live that public
life, some of it’s good, some of it’s bad, and even if you were the biggest saint in the
world somebody would find something to say about you…that’s public life.”
Asked to sum up those 12 years, he says the council dragged New Plymouth kicking
and screaming out of the 1950s into the 1970s: “But there was still some way to
go…and there is probably still some way to go now.”
One is convincing New Plymouth District Council to consider the potential for turning
green waste into useful compost. He and a group he supports have been to Taiwan to
look at a newly developed system that reduces the process from months to a few days.
“It’s not rocket science to say that if out of 65,000 tonnes of refuse going to Colson
Rd (landfill) 25,000 tonnes are organic matter, that’s an asset. Unfortunately, the
operators see it as a problem, and that it should be disposed of.
“We’re on the verge of having an external investor front up with about $US6 or $US7
million to establish an organic waste processing plant somewhere in New Zealand.
We’d prefer it to be in New Plymouth. But if we can’t get common ground with the
decision-makers it will go somewhere else.
“If we could lease a site – and no other input from the council than allowing us to do
that – I would like New Plymouth and Taranaki local authorities to be pioneers in that
and show the rest of the country how you can handle waste in a sense that you take the
community with you, and everybody will go: ‘How the hell did that happen?’”
Would he consider standing for mayor again? “The gut feeling in me is you never
look back.” But what about the many people who still vote for him? “Probably the
only name they recognise on the ballot paper.”
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