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Kind Mike deeply missed already

Mike Merrick (centre, standing) with the Stumbling Cabinet at Xmas 2018. Back row from
left: Alan Melody, Mike, Gordon Brown; seated: Richard Handley, Stacey Hitchcock, Jim
Tucker. The occasion was at the Stumbling Inn in Merrilands, New Plymouth.
I want to say something about kindness. I’ve come across a lot of it in the past few
weeks, reminding me yet again Taranaki is a kind place.
For example, a string of kind people came to my rescue after I buggered up one of
our doors. It’s a bit of a saga, but bear with.
When we did up the house, we left the old door handles on the interior ply panel
doors because basically we’d overspent and the handles sort of looked okay. But a
point was reached when door handles that are old and need a bit of strength to be
turned become a problem for arthritic fingers. We needed levers.
It looked easy. But the holes weren’t quite big enough, so I had to deploy one of
those barrel drill bits, which go okay on anything new but are impossible to wield
accurately on existing holes. It jumped and chewed a hole too big to hide with the
new handle.
No problem. All I needed was a plate to hide the mess. Big problem, though –
nobody sells those any more. The first kind person, a woman at Mitre 10, spent a
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long time with me searching the vast emporium at Waiwhakaiho looking for an
alternative. No luck.
The second kind person was at door handle specialists, Sopers. No luck there, either,
but he advised me to go to Sharp Sheetmetal at Fitzroy to see if they’d make
something up. I did, and the third kind person said they could, not pausing for a
second to state the obvious, which was the job was piddling compared to what they
usually do.
The door looks terrific.
Small kindnesses, then, can make your day. Which brings me to the bigger point, the
story of a man who seemed to spend his life being kind to strangers, and doing it
under the radar and without thought of reward.
If there’s a supreme being who rewards such people, he/she ought to be feeling
ashamed right now, because the man to whom I refer, Mike Merrick, was shortchanged.
He died last week at the comparatively young age of 57, suddenly and without
warning, and before a legion of us could say goodbye or thank him for being the
special person he had been to an even bigger legion of people he helped.
My own respect for Mike began 20 years ago when I was teaching journalism at
Witt.
One of the students had just come out of jail, having used his long sentence to begin
a life turnaround. When after the first week I asked how he was going, he told me
there was a problem; every time he drove anywhere in town he was stopped by
police and questioned. He and his family felt harassed.
Mike Merrick was a senior-sergeant at the New Plymouth cop-shop. I rang to ask if
there was anything he could do. There was. The student was never hassled again, got
through the course with flying colours.
I didn’t see Mike again until a couple of years ago, when he joined a group of us for
a quiet beer at the Stumble Inn at Merrilands. I reminded him about that act of
kindness and what it meant to the student, and to me.
We became close friends. He was a thoughtful man with a sense of humour dry as a
sand dune. He liked nothing better than a deep discussion about life, nothing more
than trading banter, taking the piss in expectation it would be taken back.
He never once laid any claim to the hundreds of kind things he’d done for people,
although he did mention once he had been among the extraordinary volunteers who
record and type up the reminiscences of those coming to an end of life at the hospice.
I was keen to do a book about his fascinating experiences as a cop, and his later life
when he took the lessons he’d absorbed and put them to use in a different way
through various socially supportive organisations.
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But he would have none of it. A biography smacked of something he hated – self
aggrandisement.
He wasn’t averse to publicity, never hesitated to go to the newspaper with something
that did good for others. But few of those useful stories - about issues that worried
people but were ignored by authorities - was ever about him.
So, forgive me for this one, Mike. The Stumbling Cabinet salutes you.

