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by MATHILDE DOESBURG

When Harry Turbott, the 
man proclaimed in the 
title of a new biography 
to be New Zealand’s 

fi rst landscape architect, sought entry to 
Harvard’s Graduate School of Design in 
the 1950s, he invoked what he saw as the 
sorry state of this country’s landscape. In 
his letter of application, he wrote: “New 
Zealand’s natural wholesomeness is being 
submerged by undisciplined or mis-
directed expansion …”

In 2015, Auckland-based landscape 
architect Garth Falconer reconnected with 

Turbott near the end of his life to piece 
together the older practitioner’s 50-year 
career in both architecture and landscape 
architecture in a bid to fi nally give him 
the recognition he is due. Falconer says 
meeting Turbott while he was a student 
at Lincoln solidifi ed his own decision to 
work in the fi eld.

Turbott, the son of radio doctor Dr 
HB Turbott, whose weekly broadcasts 
on the National Programme imparted 
family health advice for decades, became 
estranged from his father when his par-
ents divorced.

The younger Turbott travelled the 
world extensively aft er fi nishing his study 
at Harvard, forming friendships with 
some of the most prominent practitioners 
of the craft  in their day. The book includes 
an excerpt of a letter Turbott sent to 
Ian McHarg, a Scottish-born landscape 
architect and author of Design with Nature, 
which advanced the idea of ecological 
systems being the basis for maps that 
demarcate areas of land suitable for devel-
opment. This was unorthodox at the time 
but is now best practice.

Landscape architecture was an 
unknown profession in New Zealand 
in the 1960s and Turbott had to accept 

work under the title of consultant. While 
employed at the Ministry of Works, he 
was responsible for the design of planted 
screenings fringing the motorways 
through the Graft on and Newton gullies. 
He made the unusual suggestion of spray-
ing seedlings encased in paper and glue 
onto the motorway’s embankments.

Turbott also excelled in the world of 
architecture. Falconer writes of his being 
frustrated at not being able to off er his 
services in the two disciplines as a pack-
age. But oft en he would design buildings 
in remote areas where he ensured they 
complemented the landscape; Arataki 
Visitor Centre in the Waitākeres is per-
haps his best-known.

The new government’s plan to replace 
the Resource Management Act would 
probably have found favour with Turbott. 
He called the RMA 
“a good piece of 
law-making that 
has failed at ground 
level”. l

HARRY TURBOTT, 
by Garth Falconer 
(Blue Acres 
Publishing, $70)

Zirk van den Berg: less hard-edged.

BOOKS 

by MICHELE HEWITSON

Seb makes his living from the 
dead. He’s an embalmer at 
White Lily Funerals, wedged 
between Supercheap Auto and 
Discount Wheels. He’s good at 

his job. He oft en makes the dead look more 
alive than they did when they were living.

He wears a black suit every day, but his 
soul – if there are such things as souls; he 
has never seen any evidence; a body is just 
meat, destined to decay – is grey.

His wife seems to despise him. His 
teenage children barely acknowledge his 

existence. He has no friends. He barely has 
a life. He deals in death every day and, in 
turn, dies a little every day.

He is disengaged from what passes for 
his life. There is barely anything to engage 
with, except his cadavers. Nothing much 
happens to him. He goes to work and goes 
home. Nobody wants to hear how his day 
was. Dealing with the dead is not work 
people want to hear about. It is gruesome 
and reminds people of what they do not 

want to be reminded of: their mortality.
Then one day a woman, Annie, and her 

10-year-old son, Gabe, turn up at White 
Lily and ask to see him. Annie explains 
that Gabe has an incurable disease and 
will soon die. He wants to know, from an 
expert, what will happen to his body aft er 
his death. He also wants to try out a coffi  n.

Gabe tells Seb a folk tale about a stupid 
man and his wife who are gift ed three 
wishes. The stupid man wishes for a plate 
of sausages. The man’s wife is so furious 
that she wishes the sausages would stick 
to his nose and so they have only one wish 
left . “You see how that could be a prob-
lem?” Gabe says. What, he says, would Seb 
wish for if he was given the three wishes?

Zirk van den Berg more usually writes 
hard-edged, fi nely controlled thrillers. 
Here, in I Wish, I Wish, 
he has written a sort 
of fairy tale that is 
fey and charming, 
a truly lovely little 
story. l

I WISH, I WISH, by 
Zirk van den Berg (The 
Cuba Press, $25)

Ecological 
designer
A pioneer of landscape 
architecture gets the 
recognition he’s due.

Mortality 
tale
This charming 
little story deals 
well with death.
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