Chalk, Chips and Changes
-The Rotorua Builders

IN 7% THE ROYAL NAVY BRIG Faney anchored off
the Coromandel Coast and took delivery of a cargo of kauri
spars, Those spars were bound for the ship-builders of Britain
and would be the first of what would become a major export
industry— one that would eventually create thousands of jobs,
entire. townships, millions of dollars of revenue, and a new
centre of truck-trailer building - Rotorua,

The first large-scale plantings of exotic softwood plantations in
Mew Zealand began - as eardy-as 1897 But it wasn't until muech
later, and well into another century, that forestry, the milling of
leygs and their transportation, matured as major industries,
During  the 19205, govemment agencics planted 150,000
hectares of pine trees. Private interests weighed in with a further
120,000 hectares. Almost all of the planting was in the central
North Island, where the Voleanic Plateau provided large tracts
of cheap and otherwise unproductive land.

Despite the prevalent pine species, radiata, flounshing in New
Zealand’s warm moist climate—Ffar better, in fact, than inits native
California, where it is now virtually non-existent—the planting
of 1920 didn't come into full maturity until the 1950k

Then came the anting and, mone significantly for this history, the
transporting of the logs to Tokoroa and New Zealand Forest Produets,
tothe Kmletth plant to make kraft pulp and papers, and later to Kaweraw
and the Tasman Pulp and Paper plant for making newsprnt.

From 1950 to 1960, production from these companies,
based and dependent as they were on the burgeoning State's
exotic forests, prew rapidly. By the end of the decude, annual
production of pulp was 261000 tons, and the demand for small-
dimmeter top logs, used for pulp processing and milled mainky by
the Kaiangaroa Logging Company, was insatiable.

FFurther impetus for Forestry and associated industries, towns and

pofis came in the early 19605 with the first large-scale export of

logs 1o Japan. Initially, this export was more a convenisnce—an
afterthought: the logs were poor quality and unwanted in New
Zealand. Nevertheless, the Japanese were willing to take them,
but they still needed to be felled, and someone had to transport
them to the rapidly expanding port of Mt Maunganui.

Forestry and logging would make the port of Mt Maunganui;
they would also create towns such as Tokoroa and Kawerau,
But the town that would benefit most was the one in the centre
of this forestry universe-Rotomsa,

Rotomua has always been a lucky town-an opportunist town,
Rich in natural and marketable assets, it has produced a
population adept at exploiting what Nature provided and
augmenting it with what they themselves create, The original
settlers, the mighty Amawa, knew the advantage their nnique
geothermal resource gave them and fought fiercely to protect
it. Later they would work in concert with Europeans 1o exploit
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expand and market those natural resources. Bathhouses would
be built, geothermal areas made more accessible, hotels wouald
sprout like the crystalline silica of the thermal areas (in 1900,
there were more hotels in Rotorua than private residences). Even
dizasters such as the 1986 Tarawera eruphion and its destruction
of the Pink and White Terraces at Rotomahana would be turned
into @ marketing opportunity.

Nevertheless, tourism can only do so much, and whilst Rotorua's
temporary population soared during the tounst season, the
permanent population remained relatively static.,

That would change dramatically with the emergence of the
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“new” industry of forestry. The town, soon to be a city, and the
great forests that surrounded it would attract a new breed of
opportunist—men and women with skills looking for an outlet.
Rotorua's population would double in the 50s and 60s.

Among those artracted by the “green gold”, was a quietly spoken
Chatham Islander, around whom would be created a legend and
a mana that are today still resonant thronghout New Zealand.

His name was Manu Tuanu,

Whether Manu Tuanui set out to become this country’s best
trailer builder, and whether he was, matters little.

What matters, and is not disputed, is that he became universally
and indelibly recognised for the quality of his work and for the
pervading influence on the entire trailer-building industry.

The trailer building and peneral enginssring company, M4, Arc
Welding Works, which he set up in Rotorua with his wife Marornie
in 1954, would, under the brand T Trailers, build aboutr 80
per cent of all trailers used by the logging industry in the 1960s
and become one of New Zealand's biggest manufacturers and
exporters of heavy transport trailers. Manu would perfect and
eventually patent the self-steering axle and become a pioneer in
the technique and technology of manufacturing alloy bodies for
trucks and trailers.

In the process, the company Manu and Manorie built became
one of Rotorua's biggest manufacturing companies and the city’s
largest privately owned enterprise, employing 50 stafl, some of
whom are the leading lights of the industry today.

Manu himself is no less interesting than the company and the
trailers he created. He was borm Manu Konga Whare-Tuanui
(he later changed his name by deed poll to Manu Tuanui when
applying for a New Zealand passport) on Pint Island in 1919,



the eldest of 11 children. He was not, as is still widely assumed T logo would become omnipresent on trailers and mud flaps
in the industry, a Moriori. His Maori tribal affiliations were Te  throughout New Zealand.

Atiawa and Ngati Matanga. Few contemporaries could compete with Manu's diligence and
His father, Konga Toanui, was a farmer and sometime  dedication (or his skill). He secured major contracts, including
commercial hsherman. Manu followed his father into both  the largest single contract ever in the industry up to that time;
professions, though fishing was his first love, He left school at 24 trailers, including dollys; for R.G. Woolston. That contract
the age of 14, and by 16 was fishing fulltime; by the age of 21 he  would eventually lead to the biggest trailer NZ. Arc Welding
was the skipper of his own boat.

But those were the days before the Chatham [slands” crayfish

boom, and there was little proht to be made in harvesting

haupuka at a farthing a pound. Manu decided to try his hand at TR “SP“HT
something else, somewhere elsc. HEATRENNSE WiERS
Manu moved 1o Christchurch and was for a time emploved at

the Addington Railway Workshops as profile cutter. He also tried g P E R AT“ H s

his hand at welding and liked it so much that he retumed to the

Chathams to sell his boat, then went to Canterbury Technical l, I .
college to study welding at night school while working fulltime PLEASE N“TE L e

cach day for an engineering firm. i ey 4
From 1951 to 1954 he honed his welding skills on the hydro

project at Mangakino, In 1954 he and Magorde moved 1o “TUI TRAIERS are Mamufatered md Sobd ONLY by N2 ARC
Rotorua, where the started N2 Are Welding Works in i rented NELING WORRS LTI

206t x 20ft shed in Rotorua’s Pukuamea Street. Manu working

alone m the workshop, Marjone did secretarial and accounting “TUF is o Regtered TradoMark, and this famews name appears
waork in the office. Their firgt job was an A-frame and bolster for saly on Trailen and Bodis munnfsciured by NZ Are Welding
a logging truck fitted out for Sam Andrews of Mok, Works [ad

Loogmng trailers were cleardy going to be Manu's speciality and
Mills (esmcral ]"l.Fl:lrn-i'n: IJrI have na comneclisn  whaleeever widk

—— e e e e R e

destiny, but he also at that time single-handedly constructed a

! 1 e i ——

complete house transporter for 2 house removal pioneer and KL Arc Welding Works [ad and are st — m publihed erves- i.f.ﬁ.r n
local transport identity Dick de Vantier. Aty by ks epeper ity — - weling g, Ml FUFLIR) 57 ROTORUA A FO BCK 409
Simul by, M levelop i1l " Teaibers. o ronen s, PHOME BBO00 (3 LIS}
imultaneously, Manu was developing one of the better-known _ i, DPTON - Wil TR s

and respected trailer brands, Tui Trailers. The brand's distinctive
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Works would make-a giant 24-wheeler, 97 6" off-highway
logzing artic and trailer capable of carrying 80 tons of logs at
one time. It cost Bob Woolston 535,000,

With such contracts under his rapidly expanding belt and
a thriving business “repairing the work of others”, Manu's
company grew rapidly. It moved from the shed (50 small that
Manu had to build his trailers outside and leave the shed for
storage) to Old Taupo Road, and then to Pururu Street and a
new 15,000 square foot workshop, now the site and one of two
workshops owned by Mills-Tui Limited.

Manu was making his mark. But it was to cost him.

th'r_u.r work and self~challenge were important to Manu - even
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if they came close at one point to killing him. John Eason, who is
today supervisor of Mills-Tui's fabrication workshop, but started
as @ welder at N2, Arc Welding Works, tells the stony: *1 had
done a bit of alloy work in Auckland - alloy welding and that was
something (Manu) knew little about, but he and (MNeil) Peterken
saw the potential of alloy trailer bodies. Manu decided to buy
an alloy welder, but [ said | wasn't very keen on this machine,
the one he'd got. And he said, “Right, give it to me! 5o 1 showed
him how to use it, and he welded up the bottom of a body, He
was out there in his shorts with no overalls. He got burnt so
badly from the ultra vicolet rays he was on a bed for over a week

recovering from the bums. But he did it. He learnt to use it™



Manu Tuanui instilled in his staff a need for perfection that he
demonstrated daily in his own work ethos It was, Neil Wylie
recalls it, "a culture”. Neil, who today runs his own company,
[nnovatve Transport Equipment in Botorua, but started out at
NZ Arc Welding Works sweeping floors after school, deseribes
the atmosphere: "Mano did a full day’s work, and he expected
everybody else to work hard themselves, If he saw somebody
draging the chain on him, it didn’t take Manu long for him to
light up and explode. He had one guy there who used to weld
side-arms and baolsters, and actually had the nickname of Speed.
Well, there was nathing speedy about Speed. Every day he used
to go to the toilet at 2 o'clock and stay in there until almost smoko
time. Manu just couldn't stand it, and one day he ended wp tossing
buckets of water into the toilet with the guy in there, The guy
stands on the toilet, 50 Manu races around the back with a hose
and gets him from the other side. That's the kind of thing Manu
did if he thought someone wasn't pulling his weight, At the same
time, you knew if vou worked hard for him and did a good day's
job, bov he was a pood bloke, a good bloke to work for”

And work they did. At its height, N2 Are Welding Works was
productng about 804 of all logging tratlers built in New Zealand at
that time. Some of those traikers would make ther way to Australia
others to Taiwan, The patented self~steer axle Manu perfected
(see side story page 47) was exported — 200,000 worth i just 12
months — to these countries, and several in South Americe

And the business was not restnicted to logmng trailers. Advertizements
for the company show an eclectic mix of trailers rangmg from stock
trailers to tippers. Mamu also volunteered his welding and steel
fabrication services to local dhurches, and was responsible for most
af the steel fabrication work in Rotonea Girl's High,

| ——

H, Affen Ml (gl devercemg See coverérmcivon of the Tanpe Marma
i) e thewr Prime Mincrier Sir Keith Hofyeakt (T/1).

At the start of the 19705, N2 Arc Welding Works was going
strong: Manu, Magjore, and works foreman Enc Meecham
had ‘assembled a committed and loval team. Through their
efforts, the company had captured Bir and away a lion's share of
burgecning trailer manufacturing business in the Bay of Plenty.

But there was another lion circling. N.Z. Arc Welding Works'
sucoess caught the eve of another legendary character in the
industry, the tormidable H. Allen Mills.

Hugh Allen Mills was by that stage a powerful figure in
Rotorua, and as one of the district’s largest contractors and a
generous benefactor to the community, he gained and deserved
considerable political and media clout.

He was also a selfmade man, with a farming/contracting
engineering trailer building empire built through hard work and
an eye for opportunity.

That empire gave him rights of passage to what in the 1950s and
19605, was close to being a dosed-off echelon of upper socety
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in Rotorua In those days, Rotorua looked
after its own, and tended to put them
above the Sjohnny-come-latelys”, swept
in on the flood of new people attracted by
the burgeoning forestry industry.
However H. Allen Mills was in that, as m
miuch else, an exception,

Mills was born in the South Taranaki
rural community of Rahotu in 1907, He
grew up with a tremendous drive, and
a family that fostered that ambition.
He came from good farming stock and
worked hard on his parents’ farms while
attending New Plymouth High School
and Thames High School, and later
fulltime on his own farm at Netherton,
In 1933 at the little hilltop church in Pokeno, he mamied Mary,
a nurse he met in Waikato Hospital while convalescing after
the first of what was to become a senies of aceidents—aceidents
Mills would make light of, but would be a continuing concern
to his family.?

It was in Netherton, looking up at the then largely untouched
and inaccessible spine of the Coromandel, that he may have
rarnered ideas of what eventually would become his destiny.
But first there was the Second World War. Mills spent it largely
with the RNZAFs ground construction sguadron building
airstrips in the Pacific Theatre. On his return in 1946, he settled
back in the Hauraki Plains,

But no longer as a farmer. This time he capitalised on his wartime
construction experience by taking up general contracting for
local farmers, most of whom he knew from his pre-war days.

dactunng in MNew Zealand

The flihe and erash, that cost H. Allew Mills his leg.

It was the right move, the right place and the right time for a
man with driving ambition.

In the late 405, the Lands and Survey Department decided to
clear the Cormondel’s Whangapoa block in preparation for
tree planting. Mills, whose sole equipment at the ime seems to
have been a crawler tractor and a second-hand Fordson Major
tractor, was awarded the clearance contract.

It was exhausting work, which placed considerable pressure on
Mills, his wife Mary, and their new family {including son Tony,
who was to grow into the family business).

But Whangapoa gave Mills an introduction to major contracts and
the capital he needed to increase his plant and go after still bigger
contracts. One of these took him to Rotona,

The Mills family arrived in Rotorua in 1952, soon after their
company, H.Allen Mills Limited, was awarded the contract



STEER CASE

Cine of the most mportant advances in MNew Zealand treck-trailer building was the
develapment in the 80k of the seff-stesr axle

Linder Mew Zeatand [aw at the Gme, gross ioading was 38 ons, with no:more
than 8 tons wesght permitted on a sngle axe. The lopical step to increase trailler
capacity was o inoreass the number of axdes. However, whist the premice. was
smple enough, adding more ades at the required B-foot spacing made the traders
urmwieldy and tough on tyres. it also produced 4 road-hogging stomach-churning (for
cther mad users) tuming arc.

The solution was the self-steer

Like many good ideas in Mew Zealand truck-trader building the self-stear has
miary parenis There are those who claim that Manu Tuanial bult the first, there are
others who say it was Bill VWaker of WEWalker in Hamifton, Whatever the case,
sorme credit must be reserved for Bussell Law and Meil Peterken of Dometts, who
developed the spaced sell-steer logging trailer and perfecied the technolopy forthe
40 foot flat dedis used for carmying contamers.

The truth s probably that Bill WWalker produced the fiest, but it was Manu, Bussell
and Meil who perfected i, and Manu who learnt and eamed the mest from the
techrolomy: In one vear, 197 1, N A Welding Works esported -S000,000 worth
of seif-steer axles — the largest export of its type.

Though a perfectonist, Manu didn't abeays gt it might much 1o bis chagnn
and embarrassment. One particular seif-steer tradles built in 1968, illustrates the
point, [t was built for Mick Newoombe i Ratorua, but before delivering it Many
decided to show it off at a transport show, That show was ane of the most
impartant industry. esvents of the year and a showcase for all the atest and bast
transport ideas. The venue was a quarry just outside of Huntly and just across
a railway line — a railvay line that broke the sole steening red on Manu’s self-
steering trader while bie was trying to get it-to the show. Manu’s pride and joy
trailer was stranded on the ling, Evewitnesses recall Manu Bterally jumping up

and down on top of his trader Eventually, with Mand's temperature mising and
i fram-coming, a grinmng team from Dometts loaned hm a stagnng resd frem
their showease self-steer trailern Manu was able to take s fralen minus the

pride and without & ot of joy either, off the track and into the show:
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to clear land for the Mumipara-Kaweran railway project, and

just ahead of a road construction contract for the Kaiangaroa

Loggng Company.
Soon there wasn't much that Allen Mills wasn't involved with,
cither as a major employer in Rotorea and his logeing off

Hokianga and in Ohura, or fostening personal interests such as

Cleartrg the land for the Murapare-Katoeray rarfoay project
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tarming (at Reporoa and Kenkeri), fiving (patron of the Rotorua
Aera Club and owner of a plane) and community service
(Chairman of the Rotorua Area Electricity Authority and
member of Waikato Hospital Board, among elected roles). He
also served on the executive of the N2 Contractors’ Federation,
and was prohled frequently in the industry media

From this position of political and financial strength, H.
Allen Mills turned his attention and some of his considerable
resources (o traller-building—at that point largely the domain of
the indefatigable and highly-respected Manu Tuanui.

He set up a specialist engineering company, Mills Engineering
Limited, and then hired Nedl Peterken away from Domett's as
its desigm engineer, and Quinto Allan from Clyde Engineening
as its general manager. Allen Mills' son, Tony, would later be
appointed to handle the contracting side of the operation.

For a time, the two companies, Mills Engineering and N2, Are
Welding Works worked well enough together. There was plenty
of work to be had for both, They even informally segmented
the market between them: Manu and his Tui Trailers got the
bulk of the logring work, Quinto and Neil tended to go after
other trailers, They even appointed one salesman, Laune Wolf,
to represent both companies.

The only hiccup to this informal though formidable
relationship was a disagreement over shareholding Neil
Peterken had with Allan Mills in 1969, which would result
in Peterken leaving Mills Engineering and joining Manu at
M2 Are Welding.

But these were peripheries. Muoch of the interest of this
period lies with H Allen Mills and Manu Tuanui themselves—
(WO SEPOTIE, aoften dogmatic men, who shaped trailer '|'|!||'i||j5|::g

companies in their images.
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Chalk, Chips Clearly there were similarities between Tuanui and Mills—among
and Changes - them the work ethos and their contributions 1o the community.
The Rotorua Builders But the battles they fought in the forests, ports, transport yards
and even the media of the Bay of Plenty, for market share of
the trailer building are today legendary and were then offen
entertaining for people who knew both men.

Neil Peterken recalls their battles for media attention, “One
week, H Allen Mills would do something to warrant an article
in the local paper, The Daily Post. The following week Manu
would announce a new desigm or contract that would result in
him being given equal publication space™

MNevertheless, right through these battles, the two men
maintained considerable respect for each other, They continued
to compete fiercely but never lost the wish to communicate.
However, there were by the early 1970s other factors coming
inte play that would bring an end to the competition and to
Manu's direct involvement in the trailer building industry.

The amount of work and the pressure of running two businesses
(he also had a crane hire company) began 1o get to Manu.
Increasingly he was spending time away from work, Usually he
was visiting Auckland, but often nobody knew for sure when
he would be back. The mantle of production was lefit largely to
his works foreman Eric Meecham and the company’s newly-
appointed workshop sales manager Neil Peterken.

The beginning of the end of Maou Tuanui'’s involvement came
in 1972 when he was hospitalised after a breakdown.

[t was enough for his family. It was time to get cut. Manu's wife
Marjorie, with Manu's agreement, approached their old nemesis
H.Allen Mills with an offer to sell the family’s interests in N.Z.
: % Are Welding Works.

SRR SR The offer was accepted; the deal was done, and in May 1972

pufacturing in New Zealand

NLZ. Arc Welding Works Ltd became Mills-Tui Trailers Limited.
H.Allen Mills appointed lan Kerr general manager of the new
company, and Manu Tuanui was, az he told the Rotoma Daily
Post newspaper doing a full page retrospective on his career,
“locking for a job”

He was 53 years old.

Men such as Mano Tuanui, Allen Mills, and another pioneer of
the industry, Bruce Conway of Conway Engineering, let the
thoroughbreds out of the Rotonea trailer-building stable - men such
as Neil Peterken, Graeme Kelly, lan Patchell, Pat Mear and Lyall
Mclee from the N2 Arc Welding Mills Engineering camp.

Meil Peterken is an interesting character. He worked for Dave
Damett, he worked for Allen Mills, he worked for Manu Tuanu,
and he worked for himself Above all, perhaps, he worked for
the industry, and was hugely influential in its' development,
particularly from the 705 to the carly 90s,

Neil started his working career as a marine engineer. In 1960, he
came ashore, pot married in Feilding, and joined Domett’s as an
engineer and designer working with Russell Law. In 1962, the
company moved him to Auckland to work with Leo Faulkner,
and the two ran Domett's northern operation from what is now
the Fairfax Fibreglass site in Takanini. Their responsibilities
included the selling and servicing of bottom-dumpers used to
build the runway at Mangere Airport. But Neil and Leo both
saw the potential of the burgeoning Bay of Plenty. It was 1o
there that they wanted Dave Domett to direct more of his
intention and investment. Initially, they were successful, and for
a time Domett’s had a thriving business building logging and
other trailers for the Bay.

They had the potential for more. But not, Neil thought, the



MANUTUANUI -THE AFTERMATH

On the mormng of 30th December 1974
P Tuanus woke earty

Eardier that year he had left his job with
Bros

i Auckland and returned

io: Rotorua, where, he was T.‘:|‘.II'_|:'_ e

Mason

opportunity of the Chrstras MNew Yeu

break to paint the house he and Manone

T owhed at |91 Malfroy Road, Rotorua

He first made Manore a cup of tea

and then, for himself, his weual breakdast ol

bacon and egps and “a lmtle bit of bread

on his- butter” It was a fine day and Manu

wis locking forward 10 a days producine

painting. However, he did complain to

Marjone of fesing shphth. urnaell and went

back 10 bed brefly

sometire ‘dunng that mornirg,  Man
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the sun, a cup of coffee and his ever-present CZarettes beade him

Laft 1o paint on the house was the backdoor and one windows

His: funeral, on the 2nd January 19725, was i tnbute 1o Manw, and perhaps to the

nl i-:_c‘:.\_-.:

ndiusiry that he served zo well It rermains one ¢

history: Many key figures in the transport industry — fellow 1 Jers and erstwhile

customers of Mani — worked through the hobiday break fo grve hem d Titbing send off

Manu's casket- was carmed in the funeral cortepe alop a specally ngged ruck proviosd
by one of Manu's favourite customers and good frend Dennis Geany The cartége rsell
included many other trucks and stretched for over a Mlometre, Rotonua traffic officers
stend paint duty: on every mtersection 1o allow the cortépe unvesincted passage
Manu is surwed by his wite Manone who, along with one of s daughters. Marilyr

lives in Havelock Morth. A second daghtern, Lynsey. Ives in Mackay, Austraia
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presence, He felt the company would be better with a Bay
branch, either in Rotorua or Mt Maunganui, When he failed 1o
convinee the company of that after the death of Dave Domett,
he decided to move to Rotorua on his own,

He had seen an advertisement.

The advertisement, placed by Sheffield & Assocates, was for
an engineer to help set up the transpont side of an established
engineering business. The engineering business was Mills
Engineering. The man who placed the advertisement was
H.Allen Mills.

In 1967, Neil Peterken arrived in Rotorua with enthusiasm,
a letter of appointment and promise of a sharcholding from
H.Allen Mills, and a newly purchased L6000 house in Larcey
Road, Lynmore,

What he found was a newly purchased building (ex Maisey
Engineering) in Fairy Springs Road, some machinery, and no
staff. Also, three months later, a new general manager, Quinto
Allan, ex-Clyde Engineering.

Staff’ and clients were the priorty. Neither was a problem.
Peterken hired a couple of ex- Maisey Engineering staff and,
significantly and contentiously, a number of young Ngapuhi who
were down from Whangarei, looking for jobs.*

For clients, he was able to attract many from his Domett Truck &
Trailer days in Auckland -among them George Moore of Fletcher
Transport and Jim Stuart of Winstones. He and Qriinto Allan also
later hired a salesman called Laurie Wolf, who by agreement (and
until eventual disagreement between Quinto and Manu Tuanui)
would sell trailers for Mills Engineering and Tui Trailers.

Within two months, the company was up and running and
building trailers.

Within 18 months, Neil was moving on.

dacturing in New Zealand
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Meil is described as "a bloke with vision™=also “bloody restless”.
And it may be a combination of both these factors thar led to
him leaving Mills Engineering so soon after his arrival. Neil
had a vision of where he wanted to take Mills Engineering; he
also had the promise of a shareholding in the company. When
neither eventuated within the time frame Neil set for himself, he
became restless.

In 1969, that resthesaness, mixed with frustraton, became a volatile
mixture that saw Neil pounding on the door of Allen Mills”
Lynmare home at 1230 in the afternoon demanding an audience.
The story goes that the subsequent doorstep conversation



FLYING HIGH

H.Allen Mills lowved flying. He even had his own corporate arcraft fora tme, though later
he tended to hire planes from the Rotorua Aerp Cluh, of which he was the patron.

Horwever, fiying didn't always love HAllen Mills. He wrote off two planes and had
at least three crashes, in one of which he lost a leg In his last crash, in 1956, he was
flyirg wath his son Tony when the aircraft’s engine faed over the Marnaku ranges, Allen
brought the plane down for an emergency landing in dense bush. Tony remembers
the crash and being badly shaken by it but unhurt. Allen Malis also took it in his stride,
remarking fater to his rescuers that the crash was nothing, He was. he said, more
perturbed at ruining a pood sult while floundening chest-deep through a swamp on the
wiy to get help—and the fact that the crash smashed his best pipe.

Aller's aam on and off-road antcs weren't without incident either Thaugh he had
a clean driving record to the end of his lifie, he was hard on his beloved Mercedes Berz
cars: He often used them as farm utility vehickes, inchuding the cartage of stock

One story. recounted by Meil Peterken, ilustrates that perfectiy.

On one occason, el recalls, Alen Mills brought one into Mills Engmeerng. Sitting
in the back of the near-new Mercedes, then a6 nde one of Mot expensie Cars in New
Zealand, was a donkey. Allen Mills explaned that he was transferming it between farms:

The dankey wasn't the problemn, though The problem, Allen Mills, explaned was the
“emall bit" of panel work requered on the car

The man MNesd assigned the job saw it differenth: VWhat he saw, he told MNeil later;
was “damn near a write off)’

"Here dicd that happen!” the man asked.

‘Wall," said Allen Mills, drawanp himsel up and drawing in on hits ever-present pipe,
*| was chasing a deer on the farm and | ran nto a rock”

"You ran into a rock!™

T

*[Using that car to chase a deerd

g

You didn't see it

““What! The Deer!”

"The ik’

Mo, Mever saw it before, Wasn't there vestenday”

With the contractng business in the hands of son Tony and company secretary Ray
Bathe-Taylon and the trafer bullding side, Mills-Tui Trailers, managed by lan Kerr H.Allen
Mills eventually stepped back from direct adminstration of his hard-won &mpere

However, he would continue contracting almost to the last At the age of 85,and in
a rest home, be and his mate of 46 years. Winky Savage, could still be found behind the
wheels of tractors clearing the Carr block just west of Rotorua

Hugh Allen Mills died in 1993, peacefully, His ashes were scattered alongside thase of b
wile Mary's at the little church in Meremene, where tix decades earfier they had mamed.

In 985 Hugh Allen Mills was apponted Commander of the Most Excellent Order of
thi British Empire for his services to the communsty, But s senaces 1o the traler busidng
industry are forever recognised in the mnds and the memones of those who knew hirm
as ore of the great names and characiers of MNew Zealand truck-trailer buiding,
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was short and anyvthing but sweet. Meil's career with Mills
Engineering was finished within minutes of the conversation
starting, and by its end, Allen Mills was left standing at his
doorstep contemplating a new use for his wooden leg suggested
by his erstwhile design enpineer.®

What followed in Rotorua trailer building was three years of
peaceful co-existence. From 1969 to 1972, the giants of the
industry, Allen Mills and Manu Tuanui, each quietly ran their
respective companies—the latter with the aid of Neil Peterken,
hired within hours of his leaving Mills Enginesring.

But, like the region itself, there was energy convulsing beneath
the surface. New names were starting to appear on the Rotorua
scene, Names such as Pat Mear and Lyvall MeGee, Graeme
(Possum) Kelly and lan Patchell. Names that would come to
dominate the industry, and will feature later in this chapter.
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A corcvay af the “nider” type af trinlers that Nei Fecerten fntroduced to NZ.
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The new names were not yet ready 10 exert their soon to be
substantial influence; but the old names, the pioneers, were on the
wane, ©Manu went, selling his family interest in N7 Arc Welding
Works to Allen Mills in 1972. Mills himself was taking less interest
in trailer building; his new amalgamated company, Mills-Tui
Tratlers, managed astutely in its formative years by lan Kerr and
Ray Bathe-Taylor, would in time get out of the industry entirely 1o
focies on building fire trucks and other emergency tenders.

But MNeil was there and he would successfully straddle bath
camps, helping husband the transition from old to new, and, in
one swift move in 1972, he would become the facilitator and the
instigator for much of the industry as it is today.

He would begin Road Runner.

The reason Neil Peterken started Road Runmer is not hard
e understand. He admits he was in an untenable position

E "I"I-' .
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when his then employer Manu Tuanui sold N2 Arc Welding
Works to a previous employer HoAllen Mills, Nedl and H. Allen
were getting on okay, and Neil was in fact offered a five-year
contract to stay at Mill-Tui Trailers, but he knew it was time
Lo move o,

In April 1973, Neil Peterken, ex-Domett and ex-Mills Enginecring,
handed in his notice to Mills-Tui Tralers and was gone,

For the rest of his time in Rotorua he would be going it alone.
Yet, he wasn't alone entirely. Yes, Road Runner Trailers Limited
started with no money and no building, But it had the promise
of substantial orders from companies such as Direct Transport
and Carter Op Kokasaka (later Carter Panpac). It had owo
partners=Kevin O'Neill and Neil Peterken (known respectively
s MNoddy and Big Ears). a telex registration “Beep” from the
Roadrnumner cartoon character and from which Neil derived one
of his nicknames. And most important, it had nine committed
and key staff-mostly from Tuis.

The money and the building problems were soon solved.
Waiikato-based  house transporter, Warwick Johnson, finaneed
the fledgling company into a new purpose-built building on
land Warwick owned in, of all places, Allen Mills Road out by
Rotonea Arport.

Within three months of its formation, Road Runner was up and

running and producing: By Christmas 1973, it was up 15 staff

and down one director—Kevin O'Neil, who had moved on,

Road Runner would try anything in the way of trailers and was
not adverse to peneral engineering, either. In 1979, Neil, with a
consortium comprising Dave Beckett, Barry Brill, John Franklin,
Graham Manson and Bert Godfrey, would even contemplate
truck assembly and blueprints for a Road Runner-built heavy-

duty truck called the Peterworth.

Dhrve Reckess (lefi) & Barry il

(rrifaim .'InL'.r.'Jr.-.':, Herf 'I'.Fr.-.f."rtj' -'__-—-".l';:-'«':'n'.l f"ii'.h'.'-ff:l:'.'.
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But most of the early work was logging trailers, many of them
off-highway for Forest Products, which would in time put Neil
and Road Runner directly in competition with lan Patchell and
lan's burgeoning new company, Patchell Industries,

Neil remembers long days that would streteh seamlessly into
the next.

Pat Mear, then a fitter-welder and one of the first to join Neil
from Mills-Tui, remembers them. wo. He also remembers
chalk designs on the floor, extant from the Manu days, with the
nstruction from MNeil to *build the bloody thing”, and the hours
Neil would devote to overseas and local transport magazines
trying to get a handle on “the next hig thing”,

Pat remembers, as well, the hsh & chips. The seeminply

miraculous ability Neil Peterken had to treat his exhausted staff
to a pile of fish & chips, regardless of the hour. The mystery of

where Neil pot them was never solved

But the long hours were indicative of Road Runner and its team
ethos, The Road Runner team was, in time, producing as many
as 40 trailers a year, and even more later on when it moved into
curtainsiders and B-trains (Neil caleulates that, by 1987, Road
Runner was doing a trailer a day).

Neal 1s proud of those early dayvs, proud of the production, proud
of the men who produced. He has good reason for that pride,
particularly for the latter. A Road Runner staff list, updated
every year of the company’s 1B-year operation, reads as an early

roll call of future leading lights of the transport industry, Among

them: Neil Wylie, Lyall McGee, Graham Packer, Pat Mear,
Marty Rosenberg, Dave Field, Craig Gordon, Kevin Jackson,
Dhick Parker, Ross Bell and Mike Dawson.

The company expanded rapidly. Patchell Industries and Krafi
Engineerng were providing Road Runner with its only real

pufacturing m Mew Zealand

““q

The Petermoorth roller shutter door

Rotorua-based competition, and that was largely in logping,
By the late 70s, Neil Peterken was keen to move his company
into other areas. He was spending more time building tippers,
transporters, side-lifter container cranes, selfsteering semis,
hoists and bodies. And of course hunting for the next big thing.
In 1981 he found it

The idea came to Neil by way of Dan Lambert, who worked
for Trevor Farmer at Freightways. Dan read about an idea from
England that revalutionised the loading and unloading of dry
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Namer that wouid supact on e trasler-budlding imdustry:
Rog Befl, Lyall MoGee, Ned Peterben, Garry Demston, Pt Mear, Ron Normar, Mureay Lough, Dvick Parker, Dick Broad

goods in Hurope. He believed the idea had an application in
Mew Zealand. It could be g, Very big,

Lam '.'|J'|i'l=|:l:L|"|'|{'\-:‘| Trevor, who i turn '\;|_|1_=i!_|rg':-;l:g'd that el and
l.:':ilt |_;'l'_'1 h::u,-"r_'[h-'.‘l'. ."'LI'l-:‘l L]llii'k]:-.'. '|111' .'1||-il.‘\.[1i’lli:'|!1h LU iI.|Tn.':.3|I.|_'_-'
testing a prototype that was Australian-built from plans sent from
England. There were rumbhngs that the English makers were
about to appoint a New Zealand agency from the South Island.

Within -:1'.1_'.':-. ol their first migeting, Meil and Dhin were in Australia
evaluating the prototype commissioned by Lindsay Fox. Soon
after, Neal was in England secunng the New Zealand agency
from the ongindl English developers, Boalloy Engineering,
Iﬁill\.{'l!\- irl..ril.l_llli:'ll,,'.' d

Soon after this hurmed round of meetings, Trevor Farmer placed

- 99

an order for 50 of the new (o Mew Dealand) o InCEpt in trailers,
The age of the curtainsider in Mew Zealand had begun.

That 1981 order of 50 curtainsiders for Freightways put Road
Hunmer on an entirely new road.

Much of the order was e |_'||I,5|'4:|:.' ||:.' Fogd Bonner, whio baelt
the trailers and imported and fitted the curtaing. However, it
soon became more profitable for the company to manufacture
the curtains locally, and not only for Foad Runner trailers.
They =oon began making them for other trailer builders.

Chne such accommedation with Domett Fruehauf led 1o a strategme
partnership between the two companies. Domett Fruehauf helped
hnanee Boad Bunner into extending the curtamsider business,

and Domett Fruehaot’s managing director Gary Domett was

History of Truck-Trailer Manufacturing in Mew Zealand
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CURTAINS FOR NEW ZEALAND.

Within months of Boad Bunner bulldiog the first New Zealard curtamsider urder
license o Boalloy Engneenng and’ the Teutiner™ branding, farpaulins in: road
transport were [arpely in the past. The Mew Zeslard truchng industry was quickes
o emdrace and adapt 1o curiansioers Than that ol asry otrer o Iy

Cine of the advantages curtainsicers have over tarpaulins is speed. Peterken
ke, it and with willing accomplice: Pat Mear in tow, he set out 1o prove 1t Truck
and transport shovss m the early Bls featured a popular competition, sponsored
by tdrpauilin rranulacturer Structurese, o fird the drmaes whio cowld threee and it
3 tarpaulin over a #0-foot load in the quickest time Whilst far faster fimes were
certainky repistered, the perape was about 45 minutes

Sa Peterksn; to prove 3 point, ran his em competition al the same uce
shonws aften on the same day. a5 the Structurflex-oompetition He was [ookeg for
tha gulckest tirne for one mdan o Bsten and =ecure a 40 oot cortainsider laad
The record was | minute 39 seconds

Predictably the competition: of comipetitions: didn't st lonp: After tarpadilins
were replaced By curtams—zorie rranofactired by Stroctubes, it -became
ACademmic anyway

For Road Bunner-and: Neil Peterken, cortansiders were an outstanding
cycoess, Tautliner and vanous vanitions on the theme—Insuliner; Cooliner
Chiplines; Localiner, and the immensely practcal Muttiliner—-would soon form the

bulk of Boad Bunner's uasmess




appointed to the board of Hoad Bunner, In the late 80s and early
s, the Road Runner/ Domett Fruehauf connection would
become even closer. 'We will comie 1o that laer,

Bt in the eardy 80s, curtansidens were almost solely MNeil Peterken's
business. It was big business, and about to get even bigger.

In 1980, a year before Neil started working on the British idea
of curtainsiders, he had seen on a trip to Toronto a Canadian
conhguration=still expenmental= that he thought would have
an application in New Zealand.

Semitrailers were not new o New Zealand at that time (though

the term was previously they were called “artics™), but the idea of

hooking two of them together was new. Two semis connected by
a fifth wheel-a confipuration soon to be known as the B-train—
viems untred, untested, and ru:ll-.ﬁihk-.' [||.-|:;§_l;.l| in Mew fealand.

But it was produced in Canada. It was working there and, Neil
believed, should work here.

That's what he told John Ramsay, anyway.

John Ramsay would eventually own a couple of freezing works,
and property mterests, including Pakatoa Island. But in the early
Biks, his main businesses interests were a couple of deer farms ancd
a pole and post yard, at Rerewhakaartu just south of Rotorua

It was the pole and post vard and John Ramsey's desire 1o

Dy f senthert aif .'.-':'.-'_ I "\l'i'?'.r e af e il e -:.l_n' "B preriornecrder i NEL
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HANGERS-ON AND WAYWARD TRAILERS -REMEMBERING ROCHE

Inthe:med Bls the Mew Zealand transport industry had mcee than s 15 minutes of farme
throwgh & seres of &0-rinte TV dramas caled Roche Wihilst the programme was much
maigned by the industry at the time for its portrayal of truckses as "ill-discipined cowboys'
o within the industry had fun with i Mone mare 5o than Batorus traler bulders

The B-train curtamsider towed by the eponymous Roche was built and supplied
by Road Funner Boad Bunner alea supphed msch of the technical expertise far the
programme in the form Dick Parker, who was seconded to. the programime: as both
technical adnsor and stunt drver,

Dick, whe is now Roadmaster's Rotorua sales manapern, remembers time on the set
as baing a min of mastly boredom imerspersed with rare moments of high exciterment
and even titifation: The fatter came in the form of some attractive sylvite actresses
whom the programme makers deerned ubiquitows accoutrements of the trucking
industry The high exctement included the stunt work and the chance for Dick to put
Figs ntoe siteatons and contigions hat wollkd not be (legally) posshile in real life.

it was some: of those sifuations. so 'expertly execiited by Dick. which may hawe led
o the “cowbay erticiemn, But-itas-alss true that some of the storylings used.on' the
Programme wene supgested by theindustry. isalf,

For example, there was oo storying based on a legendary tale of a truck driver
calted Colin Holthan, CSolin wasa big man and a hard worker-he had a dayob driving
trucks for im Middleton, and & night job- for Ash iNoms, taking timber frem Rotorua to
Alckiand—ia load that wasn't legal in that e of forty-mile road cartage [mmations
Mgaruawahia where a traffic officer stopped Colin and hés load of timber at 2200 in the
rarming, & somewhat farther than 40 miles from Rotorua That may account for this
terse exchange between officer and driver.

CHficer:\What's your [cad]

Colint Bunna.

CHficer You dunno—don 't knone?

Colin! Mope, I'm just the bloody driver,

Crificers vvell, L-am going 1o have a look,

Zoln: Sort wour Boody self

What happers next i5 knownMhy ot s happened is not

We perhaps should just gve Colin the benefit of the doubt and say that he
genuinely. thought the officer had finkhed his mspection and was not st undar the
tarpaulin when Colin pulled out'of the lay-by and resumed his trip north,

Whatever the case, what restlted was an unanticipated temifing tnp o Auckand
for the officer; hanging on for grim death to the tarpaulin in the back A tnip that ended
onty when Coln—abaviays one for the road rules—stopped for- traffic lizhts at the top
of the Bombay Hills, That story found i=alf onRoche,

Another Roche stordine came directly Fom the programime makers” thiest for ideas.
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result in a chat wiath Meil

TRAILERS umiten

Peterken and a pivotal role for
John Ramsey in the history of

truck-trailer manufacturing in e L e e aat P T 1
New Fealand.

The chat was about B-trains, Ko Rumer Traders Lamsted foge,
Medl had been to Canada and

seen the experimental models

in action. He knew that John was about to travel to Canada,
and he sugrested that he check out the B-train concept while
hie was there

John did, and he liked what he saw,

When John retumed to Rerewhakaaitu, he called Neil at Road
Runner, As Neil noaw recalls it, the conversation went something
like this:

John: Got to have one of those.

Meil: Well, the way the kaw is the moment, it may be okay. I just
doen’t know. But what we could do 1s buld one that complies
with the forward length laws. Then show them it. See how it
goes, Are you prepared to do that?

John: Yeah. Let's give it a go.

5o, the first B-train in Mew Zealand was built inabout 1980 o
carry. posts for John Bamsey. It wasn't a great affair—basically a
chassis with two chassiz rails, on which the poles were winched
off the back and stacked cross-wavs, with two stakes at the back
holding them in place.

But it was the coupling mechanism-the 5th wheel that was the
big advance, and the legality of using it to couple-up a second

The trader came o res

S e
ars] unbebheyabes
tradler was still under question.

History of Truck-Trailer Manufacturing in Mew Zealand 61




Chalk, Chips
and € '|!'|:=|I'lf_'-:1.::'n -

'.l |'h.' J'-'.tltl i E Hll'i||.‘||.'l'.4.

Neil asked the question of the Ministry of Transport in Wellington,
who offered 1o send two representatives to check out the new
double trailer concept. Meamwhile, Neil busied himself learning
to manoeuvre the trallers. He says he got that aspect "sorted”
Just before the MOT representatives arrived at Road Runner,
and he put a good show for them on the company's forecourt.
Affter some discussion about how muech the B-train would track-
in and possible contravention of the then forward length laws,
the representatives pronounced themselves satisfied.

The concept had MOT approval, and John Ramsey had his B-
train=the first in New Zealand and one of the first in the world.
Within a year, Neil Peterken set about maryving the two
innowvative concepls-B-trains and curtaimsiders.

The face of trailer building was to change vet again,

lan Patchell, by rights, should have been relieved to see Road Runner
get out of bogmng trailers: Except that Ian didn't much care then, or
care too much now, about what happens cutside his company.
Graeme Kelly is used to change. He has been pretty instrumental
in initiating a few himself, particularly in the design of mult-
purpose trailers. In that respect, he is widely acknowledged
among his peers as one of the industry's troe innovators.
Today, Ian Patchell of lan Patchell Industries, and Graeme Kelly
of Kraft Engineening, dominate the building of logging trailers
in Mew Zealand, Whilst both acknowledped during interviews
for this book that there is plenty of work to go around and they
have respect for each other, they compete fiercely—not only for
building contracts, but also to outdo each other in innovations
and manufacturing quality.

As trailer builders, particularly builders of logging trailers, they
inherited the mantles vacated by Manu Toanui {(for whom both

Facturing in Mew Zealand

Graeme and lan worked for a time) and H. Allen Mills.

Fan Patchell, Graeme Kelly, and Neil Peterken briefly, were the
second generation of Rotorua logeing trailer builders.

fan and Graeme are of an age-and not only in years. Both
entered the industry about the same time and through much
the same process. Both worked at Kinleith, where both bucked
the entrenched union-dominated systems in place at the time.
Both worked for Quinto Allan at Mills Engineering, though at
different times, and both had a hunger to outdo the competition
and do his own thing.

For Graeme Kelly, doing his own thing often meant taking
off and going hunting. That's where he earmed one of two
nicknames, Possum. (The other iz "Kraftie”, though the spelling
of that is often dependent on the user’s experience of dealing
with Giraeme.)

For lan Patchell, his own thing was then, and is still today,
his company.

For him, the business of trailer building started in 1972, when
he rented the View Road property he now owns off local wool
buyer Harvey J. Homblow. Homblow, whom Ian had known
atnoe childhood, gave the buadding engineer three months grace
on the rent, and Firth Industries, specifically its Rotorua director
at the time Peter Humphreys, weighed in with the loan of
Hiab lifting equipment. Humphries also supplied the fedgling
company with one of its first contracts—building a machine 1o
automate the manufacture of concrete building piles.”

One of lan's earliest trailer building contracts—and historically still
one of his most challenging—was the building of 100-tonne off-
highway logging trailers for G.A. Perfect Transport of Kawera
The late Geoff Perfect, who passed away in 2004, took a hand's



The ferst "B Tratn i NZburlt for Joln Runrey.
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on approach and personal interest in the design and building
of his trailers, He remembered lan Patchell as one of the most
receptive of the trailer builders he worked with, Right up to
Geoff's death the two men came across each other often. In
fact, Geoff was not adverse to wandering down 1o Patchell's
View Road plant and sharing a few thoughts with lan.

That long-time client/builder relationship and the respect the
two had for each was strong. The difference in later years,
recalled Geoff, was that lan never gave him the “hurry up” he
once did. “He (Tan) waz a tough man, a hard man in the old
days. Maybe he's getting soft-or I'm getting old”

Mevertheless, the work Geolf Peddect and lan Parchell did to “perfect”
the design of logging trailers—particulardy weight and stress issues—
advanced both the industry and Patchell’s reputation for quality.
Despite that, trailer building remained very much a secondary
ling during the 70s and 80s. The emphasis was on general
forestry and earth moving equipment. Despite doing good work
for lopzing contractors and good mates such as Geofl Perfect,
lan Patchell struggled to get into the major contracts.

Contracts were s matter of contacts—and few trailer builders at that
time had more contacts than Neil Peterken, Tt was Nel's contact
with the Carter family that led to Mills-Tui securing one of the
karger trailer building contracts of 1972/73-18 dollies for Carter
Pan-Pac, and in 1974, a Carter Pan-Pac contract for 47 two - and
three-axle tratlers to be built by his own company, Road Bunner,
In 1979, a third Carter Pan-Pac contract was on offer. By this
time, MNeil Peterken’s Road Runner had well and truly diversihed,
and Tan Patchell was ready 1o step in-almost. He lacked the
manpower to handle a major trailer building contract, but
what he had was mates from his days at Kinleith-mates still at
Kinleith, but not adverse to doing a bit of moonlighting for lan,

With their offer of help, he went after the third Carter Pan-Pac
contract and got it. He was now into trailer building big time.
And at that time, the company also acquired a new name
befitting its new size and status. Ian explains the reasoning: “Tan
Patchell Lid had to go. | believed that professional companies
didn't call themselves limited liability companies, so [ just called
us Patchell Industries. It sounded more professional and was
more in line with the larger companies we were dealing with-
the likes of Caterpiltar”

Through the 80s, a sizeable proportion of the newly-named
company’s business was with Caterpillar, designing and building
attachments to convert Caterpillar 25-tonne excavators into 30-
tonne log loaders, That served companies well until the end
of the 80s, when Caterpillar bought Mitsubishi, and with it
company access 1o Mitsubishi' 30-tonne excavators.
Undaunted, Tan Patchell simply upscaled his production of
loggring trailers and truck equipment. By the end of the 90s,
trailer manufacturing accounted for over half of the company’s
business. It's now around T0%.

In keeping with many trailer builders from the 705 and earlier,
lan Patchell’s beginnings as a trailer builder were manspicions
and hardly sophisticated, Like Manu Tuanui and others betore
him, he was a “chalk merchant” —outlining his desitn on' the
workshop flloor and then “building the bugger” on top.

It seems hardly relevant, and even something of a paradox, that
despite his staunch journeyman reputation, lan and his company
should have one of the largest and best equipped design teams
in the business—seven designers with cutting-edge 1ools such as
SolidWorks and Nastran software, and that Patchell Industries
should be one of the few manufacturers to be granted a Deed of
Appointment as a self-certifying engineer/ manufacturer,
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Yet it is not irrelevant. It is symptomatic-symptomatic of one man's
on-going quest, shared by the transport industry, for better tralers.
lan Patchell has no compunction about embracing new technology if
it results in a better trailer. That is, after all, the business he is in.

The other man who inherited much of the Tuanui-Mills mantle
15 Graeme “Possum™ Kelly. Graeme started off in the business as
a goffer for Neil Peterken and Quinto Allan at Mills Engineering
following a stint as a welder at Kinleith and a driver for various
contractors around the Bay of Plenty.

Those early jobs testify to a work ethos that drives him to this day.
Impatient to start, a grossly underage Graeme Kelly lied about his
agre 1o get his job at Kinleith. And he was still barely of legal driving
age when racking up experience driving trucks and spreaders for
the likes of Noel Kelly and [im Middleton. It was while working for
Noel that Graeme learnt o weld, modifying 2-axle and 4-wheelers
to 4-wheel drives.

But it was his time with Neil Peterken, Quinto Allan, and Bill Vercoe
at Mills Engineering in 1968 that would introduce him to trailer
building-something he would carry on when he shifted to Australia
later that year to build trailers for Freighter Industres.

At the turn of the decade, Graeme Kelly was back in Rotorua,
where he joined Manu Tuanui's N.Z. Arc Welding (Tui Trailers).
He was still there in 1972, when the company was sold to Allen
Mills and it became Mills-Tui Trailers, but he didn’t stay for long
after that.

The next five or six vears for Graeme Kelly were spent langely in
the wildernessliterallv and hguratively. He returned to Kinleith for
a stint, worked for a time for Tan Patchell, and then for Graeme
Manson. But a fair amount of his time—most winters—was spent

hunting.



And that's where he acquired his nickname—Possam.,

By 1978, he had enough of his itmerant lifestvle and working
for others. He decided to ply his skill as a welder and engrineer
and go it alone

He started small, as Graeme Kelly Engineenng, doing general
jobbing work. But he also managed a couple of pood commissions
setting up trucks for Robin Moore and Brian Stanaway, and his
business and his reputation for quality work grew.

When the councl condemned the shed he was '.'n'l:_l:L'iI:i'_: oLl
of, Gracme shifted his business to Rotomea Brake Services, a
company owned by Mick Kellv, Mick was not a relative, and
to avoid any confusion and a possible conflict of enmneering
work, Graeme decided to change the name of his company. The
name he chose was from his days ar Kinleith and his liking for
a Swedish word used in the manufacture of paper and meaning
“strong” in Englsh. Gracme Kelly Engineenng became Kraft
]‘:11gi1'll;':,'lil'lq. and Larpeme H,J."”:. hecame Kraftie.

That was in 1984, a vearin which there would be another significant
development=Kraft Engineering’s fir tradler. built for Warwick
Wikhier. To that point, much of Graeme's work was manufacturing
and senvicing gendral logeing gear. Fle had not tned his hand at
a full trailer-not on his own account. When Warwick Wilshier
approached him with an order for a trailer, Graeme's response was
tvpically laconie: "I vou're that brave, Tl give it g go”

And he did,

That first tratler was stock standard. Good quality, good enough
to bead to further contracts and the attention of Paciic Haulage
and a man called Mike Lambert, but nothing special.

*Special” would come later. And Mike Lambert would have a
lot to do with that,

The history of treck-tratler manufacturing in New Zealand is of one

of partnerships. Many transport operators had-and  continue to
have-their tavourite trailer builders, and they tend to- stick by them.
One of the most resilient and productive of those partnerships
15 between Mike Lambent of the Lambert Group and Graeme
Eelly, It has worked for both men, for their respective companies,
and it has worked for the trailer building industry.

In Graeme Relly, Mike Lambert found a trailer builder who had

Ceremme “Prsrum ™ Kelly (riphs) soonking hard ot @ focal ek shee supported by Jogeing entity Calt Sargegon.
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the time, the plant, the capacity and, above all, the inclination to
join Lambert n his search for “the different and the better” There
were other, more established, builders back in the early 80s, such as
lan Parchell, Evans Tradlers, and of course, Nedl Peterken at Road
Runner, but all wers by that time focusing on basic production with
the odd customisation thrown in. None had the inclination or the
need for experimentation. Grseme Relly did, and in Mike Lamben
he haed a customer who would actively and financially foster it.

We'll come to the ideas they two of them came up with later,
and they are interesting in themselves, but the way in which
they came up with the ideas is significant. It says something
ghout the men, their relationship, and they way the industry
worked until very recently. Most of the innovations the Kelly/

Lambert partnership produced were the result of "a couple of

blokes™ having a beer at the end of the day (Graeme Kelly still
reckons his chief designer is a bloke called "Mae Gold'), or the
two returning from a forestry visit in a car or one of Lambert’s
trucks. Something they had just seen would elicit the comment:
“There must be a better way of doing that” A mutual nodding
of heads would suggest agreement and it was over to Graeme
Kelly to find it.

Usnially he could. Usually the same night,

Mike's view, which gave Graeme his impetus, was that if

something Graeme came up with didn't work, they could always
turn it into something else—something that did work.

That latitude and that faith would produoce such ground-
breaking innovittions a8 the Kraftie Loader— the first folding
trailer in Mew Zealand - and a whole swag of versatile back-
load configurations, including units that would carry no fewer
than three different types of loads on a round trip.

They made him quite a few friends and admirers among

transport operators.

Graeme Kelly iz proud of what he has produced for the industry-
-a lot prouder than he lets on. There s no doubt he broke
sigmificant ground, but he remains largely self-deprecating,
“Desigming these things wasn't hard.” he says. "Yeah, it was a
bloody big leaming curve—still is, but you get a guy like Mike
Lambert fire the bullets and tells us there has to be a better way
to do something, and even if there isn't. we can always turn it
into something else—and vou have a good partnership between
an operator and his builder. No doubt about that™

Meanwhile, in 1987, back over at HAllen Mills Road, Neil
Peterken and Road Bunner were on the move (o Vaughans Boad.
There were other changres, a8 well. Neil and his partner Gary
Domett were fiddling with the idea of a mega-merger—Road
Runner Botorna and Bulls, with Domett Fruehauf in Feilding and
the Mount. The idea was to provide greater utilisation of plant
and reduce costs. At the back of that thought, though, was that
the combined company would become indisputably the biggest
trailer builder in New Zealand. They even came up with an all
embracing title for the company—Roadeorp.

The idea came to fruition, and for the first year of the operations,
the combined company, still trading under separate brands, was
on-line to fulfil the success predictions of its partners.,

However, one of the companies in the Roadeorp merger, Domett
Fruehaul, had another interested party, one with a significant
financial interest: Bryan was less enamoured in the merper than
his partner Gary Damett. Roadeorp would last less than a year.
The companies then returmmed to their competitive states.
However, Gary Domett remained a partner in both Domett
Fruehauf and Road Runner.

That wasn't sitting well with Brian Landsay, either.
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Chalk, Chips
and Changes

e Botoroa Builders

Netl Petertern, Gury Domett and Bryan Lindsay, Co-drrectors of Roadoont,

Memories of bitter battles die hard. Bryan Lindsays Domett
Fruchaut and Neil Peterken's Road Runner had fought some in the
past, and they were now being fought agmin, It was now, to say the
least, an uneasy alliance. The ultimatum went out from Felding:
“Get Peterken to buy us out of our shares in Road Runner”

Neil was invited o make an offer. He did. An offer that he,
who started the company, still says was a fair, one based on
consultants’ advice. Fair or not, it certainly wasn't accepted.
Gary Domett was of the view that the Domett slice of the Road
Runner business was worth much more than Neil was offering,
There may be justification for both views, but Peterken at Jeast had
on his side that this was 1991 and not a great vear for the trader
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building business. Orders were down, and the immediate prospects
didn't look good. Neil decided that he didn't have the will, the
mens, or the forecasts he needed to justify an increased offer.
Then, in a classic case of reverse psychology, he suppested that if
Crary thought that was the price Road Runner was worth, then that
wiis the price he, Neil Peterken, would accept to be bought out.
The deal was done. And in March 1991, Neil Peterken and the
company he started 18 years earlier parted company. Neil was
ot on his own. So was Road Runner.

What Boad Bunner did retan, at beast for a while, was a core unit of
top staff including Lyall McGee, Pat Mear and Bill Lacey, Richard
Lee and Mike Dawson. What they now got was a new managing
director—Bryan Lindsay, Within four weeks, Mike Dawson lefi,
and the exodus began. Within months of the change of ownership,
there came a groundswell shift alkin, in the trailer building mdustry,
to the rolling thermal underbelly of Rotorua—Lyall McGee, Pat
Mear and Bill Lacey handed in their resignations.

Much of the heart was ripped out of Road Runner. Roadmaster
was bom.

Road Runner did continue. The much-respected Dave Metcalfe
wias brought in to manage the Rotoma operation, but events in
Feilding were again dictating the future of the Rotorea company.
Cary Domett was pone, bought out by Bryan Lindsay. Soon
the Feilding company started by Gary's father, Dave Domett,
almost half a century before and built through those nights
at the Denbigh and the Empire; the company that gave us
industry legends such as Russell Law, Dave Snell, Leo Faulkner,
Dave Cillies, Brian MceDonald, Meil Peterken, BEobbie Hill (and
brother Roger) and Peter Mathers, was pone too.

Dometts in Feilding was sold o Milloy, Reid and Wong, an

Auckland-based merchant banker. Within a year of that, the



Botorua operation, the erstwhile Boad Bunner, now called
Fruehauf Pacific Limited, was closed as well.

As for Nedl Peterken. . he continued to rmun Boad Bunner in Bulls
with Don Ward, Bur his heart was no longer in it. He had had
enough of trailer building, and in 1994, he moved to Avckland
to retire. However, under pressure from his old Australinn mute
Martin Hammel, he was persuaded to come back into the business
and start Harmelex-in New Zeakand, with Barmry Brll as a partoer.
It would be Neil Peterken's tratler swan song.

Neil and Barry ran the company out of its Albany base until 1998,
when Hamelex Holdings bought out Barry Brill's shareholding.
Neil continued with his new group of shareholders and directors,
but financial pressures built wp for the company, and by mid-
2000 it weas in liquidation.

Neil Peterken was out of the trailer building business.

Today, Neil Peterken looks back at his time in the industry with

regret, particularly at how his association with it ended. But of

the earlier times, he has no regrets. What he has is a great deal
of appreciation of, and for, those he worked with: men of Road
Runner and Roadmaster still in the business today, and those
from even earlier—those of the Domett days.

Legends of the mdustry.

And the name of Neil Peterken, nghtly for his contribution and
innovation, deservis to be counted among theme

You have to respect them. Perhaps even like them. Most people
in the industry—particularly - suppliers—obvionsly  did  back

in 1991. And stili do. The founders and current directors of

Roadmaster Trailers Limited have abwavs shown a lot of guts,
and despite {or perhaps because of ) lor the most part quiethy
poing about their business, they have won and kept a good-few

friends. They certainly needed fnends back in December 1991

The fate Don Wand, Maager Bood Ruwnmer Budls

when they started Roadmaster. This is why. ..

He is a big bloke and he doesn't—as they say—suffer fools gladly.
He won't be mucked around. Pat Mear, erstwhile accounts clerk,
head salesman, peneral manager, more fatterly plant manager
and poodness knows what else tor Road Bunner, was being
mucked around at Fruehaul Pacific. He had, as he colourfully
recalls it "a gutstul” He wasn’t alone. Two other long-term
Road Bunner emplovees, Lyall MoGee and Bill Lacey; were also
feeling the strain, and another, Ross Bell, had already left the
campany 10 pursue interests outside trailer building,

But it was particularly Pat who was becoming frustrared. He

History of Truck-Trailer Manufacturing in Mew Zealand
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THE DAY THE EARTH MOVED FOR PAT MEAR

To be fai he wasnt so much &n acadent waiting to happen, It was more a case of
accidents waiting for Pal Mear 1o happen.

Pat had more than his fair share of them n vanious workshops: in his early
days. One of the most serous occurred at Mills-Tul, This 15 bow Pat reluctantly
remembers it

Wi were working o a soowheeles with a pok undermeath the contre jacking it
up, All the wheels except one were off, and | was kneeling undermeath with my legs
just uncer one of the beams when a4 guy took the last wheel off Of course, it wes
a self=centenng jack and the tenson was oo ruche There 'was a it of a crack and
2’k undermeath the wheel dnd that was enough 1o have the whole three 1ons
eome dowon top of me They shoved the jack under to pet i off me again, but in
escactly the same place, and it fell off agam - hit me twice. Everything was a bet of a
blur afier that [hey got it off and carted re off to 2 hospital.”

Maybe because of that incident (and otbers); Pat is particularky safety consciads
when it comes to-other peopte. He recalls an mcident whin:he and his fellow
Roadmaster directors deaded tor invest in a repair bay '"We were doing repair
work, but the conditions weren't the-best.WWe wersn't really ready for it We were
warrINg Lnder tarpaulns Aomeway; F'm walking past this repair aces and s hosing
down with rain, and | see the earth start 1o shde-and move baneath thess blokes
and the trailer they're working on. That was it. | sad ‘bugper-this’, 5o we went and
imvested in-a concrete floor, and a proper ool

Pl Mear [Roadmaster Thaders) and Brian
Melwwaled (Farefax Inafustrzr)




remembers a day when he, as plant manager, was haoled over
the coals for going out and buying a 33000 drill. Pat doesn't take
kindly to public humiliation. That night, he went home to his
wile and saud: *I'm stulfed with it. | think we should think about
STArting Wp On our owrn.

Not entirely on their own. Next day, Pat Mear put his go-it-alone
idea to Lyall, whom Pat thought could hll the role as design
engineer. Lyall agreed but suggested they would also need a
workshop forman-that brought in Bill. As for the fnancial side?
Ross Bell , an old mate and qualified accountant, could do thar.
The four talked, made plans and came up with ideas, which
included re-mortgaging homes and taking a 25% stake each.
But what about customers? They would talk to three of four
truckies. Just get an idea, of the interest in the thought of a new
trailer builder. Just an sdew. Just a thought. Nothing firm. Nothing
to spread about. Just something to talk abour.

Linforanately for the frustrated four, one of the truckies did talk. ..
to the management of Fruehauf Pacific. That day, all hell broke
loose, as Pat Mear puts it. "My feet didn’t touch the ground”

Pat was out. Out of Fruehauf Pacific. Out of a job.

But he wasn't out of friends. Same day as he was fired, Pat Mear
went to Lvall MoGee, Bill Lacey and Ross Bell: "Listen, 1 am out
of a job-let’s do it”

They did.

On December 1, they found a building in Geddes Road and
“ripped into it”

And that's where friends come in. It pays to have them in the
trailer business.

First, Ross Bell and their old boss Neil Peterken bought the
Creddes Road building and leased it back to Roadmaster. Next
came the staff. Almost immediately, twelve emplovees from

Road Runner made the journey across town to join Roadmaster,
bringing their tools with them."

Orders were not a problem either. Roadmaster already had some
of those. But parts to complete those contracts were. Roadmaster
simply didn't have them, or the money to pay for them.

All Pat Mear had was a good suit and a few contacts in Auckland.
He donned the first and went off to see the second,

“The first two people | saw,” Pat recalls, "were Ken Mahafhe
and Fred Radford of Transport Specialties. Ken was one of
the true gentlemen of the business. First thing he did when
I arrived was sit me down and ask me what he could do for
me. Nothing else—just that: ‘what can [ do for you? What do
you nesd™

“1looked him in the eye and 1 said, "What [ need is 60 days credic”

Pat Mear and Roadmaster got it. Same day service from Ken
Mahaffie, Fred Radford and Transport Specialties. The next day,
Pat was off to see lan Parterson at Bridgestone. After all, the
new trailers needed to be shod. Same request, same response,
And the same result at Pat Mear’s third and final "blind trust™
Auckland visit, to Steel and Tube, and later at BOC Ciases.

The major suppliers were coming to the party. Roadmaster was
up and rnning.

Their first job at Roadmaster was lengthening a wheelbase for
Fairfax Fibreglass, Their first trailers were two tipping trailers
for Freight and Bulk Limited in Taranaki. Those trailers were
completed and delivered inside of four weeks.

But it was another trailer-a five-axle B-Train for Reliable
Haulage in Bombay-that showed, to an unusual degree, the
support the new company amd particularly its partners were
capable of generating. Pat Mear: “A bloke called lan Hobbs at
Reliable Haulage came in and said ‘T want this trailer, and you
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Chalk, Chips
and Changes
The Rotorua Builders
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obviously need some money’, so he gave us 310,000 upfront
and saird go and build me this trailer. 50 we did. It was people
like that who helped get us going”

And they were going. In its first vear, Roadmaster built 28
trailers, In their second year, they built more than 50-the
directors are these days a bit hazy on exact numbers. A vear
after, they were into the 70s. Currently, the company builds
around 130 trailers a year.

In terms of innovation, Roadmaster has perhaps not been as
spectacular as some other companies and individuals. They
have not set out to be, What they have offered the transport
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industry is something else-"a bloody pood product”, as one
transport operator described Roadmaster’s strength tor this
book.

And they have built their trailers well, right from the start. The
twelve original staff that took the risk of poing from Fruehauf
Pacthe to Roadmaster were probably among Fruehaut™s best.
Perhaps among the best in New Zealand. They weren't Hashy-
nor, admittedly, was Roadmaster then or now but they know
how to build trailers, and in the early days they were so good at
it that they didn't even need a drawing.

They have had hard times-Lyall reckons the years 1996 to 1997
were among the worst. They have made strategic decisions that
didn’t pan out. A fabrication and assembly plant in Palmerston
Morth, which was supposed to give better access for a major
customer, Trailer Rentals, was hit by a declining economy.
Demand dropped, and the plant was closed after less than two
vears, Similarly a repair plant in Hastings.

The present partners of Roadmaster—Pat Mear, Lyall McGee,
and Ross Bell (Hill Lacey, no longer a director, still pute in the
hours working in the company’s repair bay) will admirt to having
“done some dumb things”, but they have no regrets. “The first
eight years were hard graft.,” says Pat, “but we're doing okay
now. We're bulding trailers. Doing what we do best”
Roadmaster is into its second decade of operation,

It began as one of the most competitive trailer building arenas
in New Zealand. Also one of the most incestuous. That's
probably why Rotorua has produced some of the most colourful
characters and yarns in the industry.

Rotorua traller building has also contributed more than its fair
share of industry successes, And victims, Certainly it is not an
easy termitory in which to compete.



Not insignificant, perhaps, is the fact that the companies that
are succeeding down there today are all home grown. It just
never seemed to work out for "outsiders” such as Domett and
Fruehauf. Even an outsider such as Neil Peterken, who did
make a suceess in his Rotorua, will say today that the burn-out
factor of Rotorua is considerable.

These days, there is a new breed emerging. There are no more
Tuanuis or Mills to come, But there are new Patchells, Kellys and
Mears in the business, Maybe they have different philosophies
and different ways of doing things than their fathers. However,
the trailers builders of Rotorea have given us some interesting
timies as well as interesting trailers in the past. And one pets the
fecling that there are still more to come.

A LOGO BULL.

The raging bull o master is one of the most resilient and recoprisabls

of all trailer builders” hopos. It is also-one of the most common on mudilaps

all ever the country
But what moet af Us don 't krae s thal b wink once green and belonped
to ancther company—an agnoulivral machinery. company called Peeriess

Apricutiural Eguipment Limited, join Samied by Fal and e






