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Tantalising tales of rare finds fuel the minds of auctioneers, estate
agents and researchers. Long-lost works by old masters found in
dusty attics, or the forgotten scores of composers discovered in music
libraries, make headlines. Such remarkable revelations seldom occur, if
at all, in a writer’s lifetime.

When I first saw Stag Spooner’s remarkable visual diary Those
Wild Men from the Bush, its significance was immediately apparent
to me. This echoed the response of many others who have champi-
oned Stag’s work, especially his family who have long recognised the
uniqueness of his art and wanted to do something to preserve and
publicise it.

In 2006, Stag’s niece, Gayle Douglas, was working at Fox Glacier
on the West Coast of the South Island and showed Stag’s visual diary
to Mike and Carrol Browne. They, in turn, showed it to the Hokitika
bookseller and hunter Bruce Watson, who also recognised its value.
He suggested publishing Those Wild Men from the Bush, perhaps
another book to showcase the Spooner brothers’ wartime envelopes,
and even a childrens’ book of Stag’s drawings of their early hunting
escapades.To those ends, he arranged for a friend, Bruce White, to
scan Stag’s artwork and his hunting diaries.

In 2010, Bruce Watson showed Stag’s diaries and Those Wild
Men from the Bush to Chris and Margaret Cochran, as well as Geoff
Norman, which is how I came to see them. Had it not been for their
generosity in sharing Stag’s work with me, I would never have come
to write his story.

Bruce Watson then arranged for me to visit Gayle to discuss
the book. At the same time, he also showed Those Wild Men from
the Bush to Craig Potton and Robbie Burton from Craig Potton
Publishing. They both immediately understood its importance and
agreed to run with Stag.

During the severe winter of 2011, with its snowy similarity to the
same season in 1939 which Stag alludes to in the opening caption of



Those Wild Men from the Bush, I regularly drove over the Rimutaka
Range to consult the extended Spooner family. These trips had to be
during the week because, as Rick Spooner explained, at the weekend
he was usually away hunting, shooting or fishing. He and his sister,
Christine Cunningham, provided new archival material during each
visit. As my understanding of Stag’s creative output increased, so did
the scope and size of this book. What began as an explanatory essay
to accompany the publication of Those Wild Men from the Bush grew
to become a biography of Stag himself. His original art in a variety of
media demanded nothing less.

My increasing knowledge of Stag’s diverse creativity mirrored his
evolution as an artist. His early work is limited in its awareness of a
wider world but, by the time he produced Those Wild Men from the
Bush, Stag had broadened his horizons.

Active service overseas during the Second World War transformed
Stag from a raw country lad to an educated man of the world, whose
grasp of global events enabled him to depict the entire history of the
war in a single dense drawing, Remember All These.

In his final wartime letters, Stag makes it clear that he intended to
devote his life to art. Yet less than a year after the end of the war he
died at the age of 28. What more might he have created had he lived a
full life?

It is our hope that this book will bring Stag Spooner well-deserved
recognition for his unique contribution to New Zealand culture.

Chris Maclean, 2012
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The following 81 pages are a facsimile of Stag Spooner’s
visual diary, Those Wild Men from the Bush.
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