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Start of interview - Derrick 

Int. I wanna emphasise that I really appreciate your time and it’s invaluable 

um, you know, the insight that you’ll be able to provide me with will be, 

um, very significant and very very helpful [interrupted by Derrick] 

Derrick  I emphasise it’s a pleasure to help you 

Int.  [laugh] thank you 

Derrick  So [unclear] doing something very important 

Int. Thank you very much, um, if, as I mentioned, if you have any questions 

during the interview feel free to ask and um, feel free to stop at any 

time. What I thought we’d start with would be, if you could just tell me 

just a little bit about your family and yourself when you were growing up 

Derrick  In the context of my mother, [unclear] interesting to note that I was the 

youngest of four and I was an afterthought, I wasn’t planned. So my 

mother was forty when she had me which is quite a big age difference. 

This might have contributed to me being the favourite. I think my 

siblings will acknowledge that I was a favourite. And there’s nothing 

wrong with it, my mother would never show it, she treated us all 

equally. But I think I did have a particularly close bond with my mother. 

I think at forty you’ve established yourself in life and you have more 

time to devote to your kids, and um, I spent a lot more time alone with 

mum because I was the youngest. So my siblings went to school when 

I had a year or two alone at home with mum. She stopped working for 

fifteen years from the time her first child was born, [participant’s 

brother], until the time I went to school so completely at home the 

2:06  

whole time which is incredible considering she loved her work so much. 

She she was a medical doctor. And I, those those are my earliest 

memories of my mother. Alone, at home with her, going shopping, 

going to auctions. She loved buying antique furniture. And all that time 
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she was always trying to keep me entertained cause I was a young boy 

but it was a very very special time, having lunch with her.  

2:32  

And later that pattern was repeated when I was at high school and my 

other siblings had gone to boarding school. I I stayed at high school 

[name of town] which is a rural town in New Zealand which has a big 

hospital where my parents worked. So I had a number of years alone 

with mum and with dad. And my mother was helping me with my 

studies cause she was a mathematician and a physicist. And again uh 

uh building on that very close bond I had with my mother. So I think this 

sets the scene for what was coming later. I had a very very close bond 

with mother, my mother, and I could do nothing wrong in her eyes. Of 

course I was doing lots wrong but she’s very tolerant of it. So yeah, I 

had a wonderful relationship with her, which I didn’t have with my 

father. He he was very tough, domineering and an alcoholic later in life  

3:25  

yeah so later on um she she was helping me through life and in the 

end I turned it around and helped her out of life. It was almost as if I 

was destined for that role. Of all her children I think I was the one most 

likely to spend the last moths and weeks with my mother  

Int. And what about the relationship with your siblings? Um, with ah, 

[names of siblings]? 

Derrick  and [participant’s sister] yes. We had the normal sibling rivalries. 

[participant’s sister] was a year older than me um and we were very 

very close. I don’t remember any issues at all with [participant’s sister]. 

Most people can’t believe this but we were very very close. Ah, grew 

up together. She was very proud of younger brother which is unusual 

for an older sister. She she took me with her everywhere , even though 

I didn’t understand most of what was going on. And even as we got 

older and went in different directions, completely different directions, 
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she became a hippy in the bush and I became a university academic, 

we still, and to this day, we’re very very close bond. She’s living in 

[name of city] now. And everything I’ve done relating to my book being 

published and the court case and what I did to help mum, she always 

supported me, not for the sake of it but she she agreed with me. She 

always agreed that we thought the same on many things and we still 

do. Um, ah, so that’s [participant’s sister].  

4:58  

My brother [participant’s brother], he was ten years older, we had that 

age difference which made it difficult to be particularly close. He left 

New Zealand when I was twelve, he was twenty two. So after that time 

we’re geographically separated. He went to [name of country] to study. 

But the years before he left we played sport together, cricket and 

tennis. So we had a good relationship no problems at all 

5:25  

And now we’re coming to [participant’s second sister]. Her name has 

actually changed, her real name is [participant’s second sister].  

Int.  Ok 

Derrick  She took court action to stop the book. 

Int.  Ok 

Derrick  And I de-identified her to to allow it to be published. She was about 5 

years older than me. She and I didn’t have any problems ah prior to the 

book being published which is most of our life. I recognise her as a 

difficult personality as do my other siblings. Extremely controlling and 

domineering and some of her decisions are quite irrational. At the 

same time she’s very very intelligent, she’s a medical doctor and 

specialised in about three different fields which is incredible amount of 

discipline, study and ability. 
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6:12  

But the combination of high intellect and controlling personality was 

quite lethal ah my other sister found that problem greater because two 

sisters growing up together there’s going to be more rivalry. A brother 

and a sister with five years age difference, it didn’t really affect me but 

you might hear later in the interview we have had big problems as a 

result of that. I’m not going to keep staring at you while I talk [laughs] 

otherwise it’s intimidating [interrupted by Int.] 

Int. Whatever you’re comfortable with is fine. So in terms of um, would you 

say that you were emotionally closer to your mother than to your 

father? 

Derrick  Oh yes [interrupted by Int.] 

Int.  Growing up? 

Derrick  Yes. Emotionally very close to my mother not at all emotionally close to 

my father, no. He was a big, powerful, controlling person. Didn’t relate 

well to people on a one to one basis. Very good with a group in a 

crowd at entertaining, he was Irish to the core. Loved to drink and 

entertain. But on a one to one level he wasn’t emotionally close at all.  

7:17  

So I was very close to mum and very lucky I had my mother for my own 

sanity. She was a wonderful wonderful mother. She loved her kids in 

fact, she gave up all her crucial years of work to be with her [unclear] 

wished she had more children even at 40, when I was born. But yeah 

dad said no. Her life was more about children than work yeah, even 

though she loved her work. As you might discover one day too children 

are so important, I’ve discovered it quite late in life [unclear]. Really 

makes your life complete but you’ve got a long long time to think about 

it.  

Int.  Don’t wanna leave it for too long [laughs] 
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Derrick [unclear] don’t leave for too long, yeah [both laugh] 

Int. um, what about the relationship between your mother and your father? 

What was that like growing up?  

Derrick  Not a good one. Really they were total opposites, my mother was an 

intellectual ah interested in science, the environment and art and 

culture. 

  

8:22  

My father was more of a philistine so they had very little in common in 

that respect. But their generation they stayed together. Really they 

shouldn’t have and in today’s era such people wouldn’t have stayed 

together I’m sure. But in terms of the children, I think it was a good 

thing they did stay together, to have a stable family. Children don’t 

always know what’s going on and we didn’t know really. And I think for 

our development it was a good thing they stayed together. But no, it 

wasn’t a good relationship. And mum died ah dad died about ten years 

before mum did. 

Int. Ok. How did you um feel, or what emotions did you go through when 

your father passed away?  

Derrick  I was in [name of city] when he died  

Int.  Mmm 

Derrick  And I didn’t come back when he was dying 

Int.  Ok 

Derrick  Whereas my mother I did, and I didn’t come back for the funeral, I 

came back some months later 

Int.  Ok 
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Derrick  So I mean it was sad, he he had a huge impact on my life because 

when you grow up with a very powerful figure, they’re defining your life 

whether you’re close to them or not and when their gone it leaves a 

huge vacuum 

9:29 my mother became very depressed when my father died because he 

was always there defining her existence and suddenly he was gone. 

Even though it was a terrible relationship, she became very depressed. 

And then she came to [name of city] to be with nearer to my sister who 

lived here.  

Int.  Ok. Um, thank you very much for that um 

Derrick It’s the background 

Int. Do you want to talk about anything else in relation to the background or 

your family [interrupted by Derrick] 

Derrick  No that’s [interrupted by Int.] 

Int.  Is there something that you feel is important to mention? 

Derrick  If I think of it I’ll yeah pipe up 

Int.  Yep. Feel free to anytime that’s fine.  

10:10  [interruption – checking recording device] 

10:34 

Int. That’s very important that you gave me that brief however brief 

background because it certainly helps um, fill in some of the blanks and 

paint a bigger picture. 

Um, now in terms of the main objectives of the interview if we moved 

now to something.  
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A point that was significant to you with relation to [participant’s mother] 

illness or or maybe just prior to um, if you could just tell me [Derrick – 

Ok] starting [Derrick interrupts] 

Derrick  Ok. She was in her mid-eighties when she first became ill and that’s a 

good age. So as a devoted son I knew she was going to get sick and 

die one day. So nothing was unexpected and it wasn’t anything sudden  

11:22  

She had a primary cancer probably two years before she got 

secondary cancer, and when she had that primary cancer, I came back 

because it looked very serious. It looked like she might die and she 

didn’t fortunately and she recovered and there was no sign of any uh 

secondary cancer developing. And it was a couple of years later I 

heard about the secondary cancer. When you’ve got secondary cancer 

it is pretty much terminal it’s it’s starting to spread and it was spreading. 

11:56  

So even then there was nothing tragic about it, my mother was then 

eighty four. So ok, sad that she got cancer, sad she didn’t live another 

ten years but was expected, my life was established and you have to 

let go of people as their older than you, one by one. 

12:14  

So when I came back to be at her final months, it wasn’t tragic. It was 

sad but not tragic. Death is tragic when you haven’t lived a full life, my 

mother had lived a very full life and so it wasn’t tragic. Of course I’m 

leading up to what’s going to happen which became quite tragic. 

And so when I came back, this is 19 ah 2006, I was expecting to find 

her very very sick and near the end but prior to my arrival she had 

some radiotherapy for her cancer and this led to a partial recovery and 

her friend said because I was coming back her spirits lifted a lot 

because she knew I was going to stay with her.  
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12:59  

And then I made a plan to be here until her death because yeah I knew 

it was going to be a very special time as her final months and wanted 

to be with her. And and almost like returning what she’d given me. And 

I wanted to make her final months as pleasurable as possible. That 

that’s my focus of each day, make mum have some pleasure each day 

and she was prepared for death so it wasn’t going to be tragic sad 

time, we’re going to make it as fun time as possible.  

13:29  

And as the time went by, she steadily deteriorated from the cancer and 

slowly she was losing more and more pleasures in life as she 

expected. She initially lost the coordination with her hand, she was 

finding it difficult to paint. Painting was one of her pleasures in life and 

even more tragic for her was losing the ability to read. She found it 

difficult to concentrate on the page ah with the failing eyesight. 

14:09  

Then the taste of food was starting to fade. She found food was all 

tasting the same and it all had a metallic taste, these are all pleasures 

in life which make life so worthwhile. If you can’t eat and you can’t read 

and you can’t paint, pleasures are becoming fewer and fewer. And as a 

doctor, she knew what was coming next. She because she dealt with 

patients all her life as a GP and as a psychiatrist and she knew the 

path what was a rather horrible one to what can be a very ghastly 

death with cancer. 

14:48  

Um, I say this in the context of her being a GP because most people 

are told by their GP’s this is what’s going to happen to you and such 

people don’t have a real feel for it. She knew, she’d seen it over and 
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over again. So she knew this is now going to happen to me and to 

herself. 

15:14  

And she made, what was a very courageous decision, to take some 

control over her death and she did that by going on a hunger strike. 

She thought, ok now is the time, I’m going to stop eating. And there’s 

only one outcome of stopping to eat and that’s to die. You can’t live 

without food. And she thought by doing that she was kind of cheating 

her death by taking  

15:36  

control of it rather than let letting the dying process take control of her 

life and death. And she worked on the assumption that because she 

was so sick with secondary cancers, she was by that stage eighty five 

and very weak, and not eating much anyway, she thought she’d 

probably die within a couple of weeks ah probably ah ah an organ 

packing up, probably a heart attack. 

16:01  

So what I’m emphasising here is that it was her decision, she made the 

choice and to that emphasis, she wrote a living will saying that she did 

not want to be forced to eat and she didn’t want to be given medication 

should it be needed. And she wanted her children, her four children, to 

agree to that. And she showed us the living will and we all did agree to 

that. 

16:31  

Ah, the agreement for me the agreement was based on two reasons, 

one, the fact that she was my mother and she had made decisions, 

courageous decisions, all her life and she made decisions about me, 

the family. And here was another decision and I always respected her 

decisions. And secondly, I knew she was a GP, a doctor, a medical 
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doctor and I kind of assumed she knew what she was doing and I didn’t 

need to question it. Even though I am a scientist, and perhaps I should 

have been thinking about it as well. 

17:03  

So for those two reasons, I didn’t question her decision to go on a 

hunger strike. It was sad but you know it’s like, good on you mum, 

you’re taking control of your own death. Um, so then the hunger strike 

continued. 

17:20  

During the hunger strike, my other siblings came to visit to say 

goodbye. And she enjoyed that. Again, there’s a focus on making life 

as enjoyable as possible. Friends came to visit. The days were ticking 

by ah, [participant’s sister] came first and left. My mother was in good 

form. [participant’s second sister] came and left. Um, and she was a 

doctor so she kind of knew what was going on and agreed with what 

mum was doing.  

17:49  

My brother came, he wasn’t um so supportive of the hunger strike. He 

didn’t well he supported it but he advised mum not to. He said just keep 

living and die a natural death. But that was her decision and he 

respected that. But throughout the process of people coming and 

going, I stayed with my mother and watched the steady decline partly 

from the cancer but probably more from the mal-nutrition. 

18:25  

The rationale for that is if you stop eating well when you’re elderly your 

whole immune system slows down and also with the lack of food, the 

cancer stops growing at the same rate. So there’s probably less 

influence from secondary cancer. And over the next month, she ah lost 

more and more ability. She lost the ability to walk first, she became 
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very unstable on her feet and had to be escorted to the bathroom and 

the toilet. 

19:00  

And eventually she became totally bed-bound and she wasn’t eating, 

she was only drinking water. She chose to drink water for comfort, it 

would have been quite a miserable death to stop eating and to stop 

drinking. It would have been quite ghastly and she knew that. So she 

slowly decreased the amount of water she was drinking. 

19:25  

She kept assuming that she was going to die any day, this went on and 

on. And we used to talk about this every morning, the agony of still 

being alive ah not the agony but yeah it was almost like a torture, why 

am I still alive? She’d say. And she kept saying she was immortal 

because she woke up each morning when she didn’t want to wake up. 

And by the end of the first month, she was becoming so weak, she 

could hardly move any limbs of her body. She hadn’t been able to 

move her legs for at least another week prior to this stage. 

20:03  

And I used to tie strings around her feet so she could actually pull them 

to move them during the night to prevent the bed sores [interruption 

from Derrick’s cell phone] 

21:09   

Should I continue? 

Int.  Yes, of course. 

Derrick  The tape’s on? 

Int.  Yep, I just moved it a little bit. 

21:17 
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Derrick  So she lost the ability to move her limbs and she then realised that she 

was decomposing. Her her flesh was feeding her organs basically. I 

think this is a survival mechanism of the body when you’re basically 

dying and or and you start rotting first because the least essential part 

of your body is used up to keep the essential part going. So the muscle 

and the tissue was feeding the brain and the heart and the lungs and 

the liver. 

21:52  

Her brain was functioning perfectly normally which is surprising after so 

little food. And she then realised that she was going to have the ghastly 

death that she went on a hunger strike to avoid. She went on a hunger 

strike to to die quickly to avoid the horrible ghastly death from cancer. 

She was now going to have that ghastly death from mal-nutrition by 

rotting in her own bed and she realised then that something even more 

radical and extreme had to be done 

22:24  

to stop that. Again, taking control of her circumstances and making 

another very bold decision and brave decision to end her life suddenly 

with an overdose. And it had got to the point where she couldn’t do this 

herself because she lost virtually lost the movement in her arms. She 

she could barely hold her glass of water when I took it to her lips and 

this is where the point came where she had to seek assistance 

22:57  

and this is the point that she never wanted to come to. She didn’t want 

to ever ask anyone to help her to die. And the reason she hadn’t done 

taken an overdose earlier, was she never thought she’d come to this 

point otherwise she would have ended her life earlier. You might ask 

questions about that later. 

23:18  
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But she got to this point by slow process not realising the bigger picture 

that she’s going to need help to die. And this is where the point came 

where she had to ask me to help her. And I remember at that time she 

asked me to give her the overdose of morphine that she’s been 

hoarding. Her own doctor had been prescribing morphine a weekly 

dose of tablets which she had been saving because she wasn’t in pain 

really. She didn’t think she needed them at all and also she wanted to 

hoard them just in case. 

23:52  

Just in case a circumstance came where she wanted to take the whole 

lot assuming it wouldn’t happen but as it turned out she did did need 

them. And I told her when she asked me for help first of all, I said, look 

it’s too late mum, you can’t take all these tablets now because it’s a 

slow process for you to swallow and to swallow the amount you 

needed, you wouldn’t be able to do it without falling asleep from the 

morphine or even perhaps vomiting. Something would happen, you 

wouldn’t get the whole lot and you’d end up maybe worse, you could 

be paralysed, all kinds of consequences that we don’t know about. 

24:33  

And then she said to me, crush them into a powder, put them into liquid 

and I will drink it. So her brain was very alert and aware of these 

possibilities which hadn’t crossed my mind at all. And then I was left 

with this uh dilemma of whether to help her or not. Initially, I didn’t want 

to at all because my whole focus for it’s about three months or so was 

keeping my mother alive and giving her pleasure. 

25:04  

There’s a total different mind-set to end a life ah and it caused me a lot 

of agony not not just because of the change of mind set but because 

she’s my mother and to to end the life of your mother is much much 
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harder than you could possibly imagine. Even when you’re doing it out 

of humanity for compassion to help her, ease her suffering. 

25:29  

But eventually I rationalised it and realised that there was no decision 

to make. Was what mum wanted you know. She wanted to die and if 

that’s what my mother wanted, I shouldn’t have had to think about it at 

all. And also because it was an act of compassion, she was suffering 

terribly, her her body was decomposing in her own bed and really I felt 

at that point, I wasn’t ending a life because what she was living wasn’t 

life 

26:04  

and it was really an act of mercy to to ease her suffering. So I made 

that decision and she was initially very surprised, she found it hard to 

believe when I told her I had made that decision to help her and then 

very very pleased that I’d done it.  

26:28  

And then and then came the act of giving her the overdose. And by the 

time I came to give her the overdose, I was so mentally prepared for 

what I was going to do and how it was the right thing to do. It wasn’t 

difficult and we made it something of a celebration, not just of her life 

but of having beaten the system to keep her alive, so much of what had 

been going on previously was to keep her alive. Doctors keeping her 

alive, oncologists keeping her alive, people around her wanting her to 

eat or to go to a hospice, all these people trying to keep her alive. Here 

she was, yes it’s like a victory, and I’m getting the death I want 

27:08  

and avoiding the ghastly death that was she had avoided what could 

have been many several weeks of a ghastly death and that was a little 

victory too. So we had like a victory party that night. She took the 
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overdose and died some hours later and it was very positive for both of 

us really really was. 

27:31  

Once I got over that mental hurdle of what I was going to do, it was a 

very positive thing to do. Yeah, that’s the end of that stage. [unclear] to 

the death. 

27:46  

Int. Could you just elaborate a little bit on the thought processes that you 

had after your mother indicated to you that she was ready to die and 

she wanted your help. 

28:03 

Derrick  Well it was a whole combination of factors. One, as I said, ending the 

life of the mother I loved very much. There were, I’m not a Christian but 

there were moral feelings that um it was the wrong thing to do to end a 

life. It’s so counter-instinctive for me to end a life even if it’s an ant 

crossing my path. I don’t kill anything, I find it’s just my nature.  

28:33   

Um, it was very counter-instinctive to end my mother’s life and yeah I 

did feel at the time some kind of judgement in making taking that kind 

of action to end a life even though I say I emphasise I’m not Christian 

and I don’t believe in God. 

28:56  

But I do bizarrely believe in some kind of judgment of of the soul. Um, 

there were, I did momentarily consider the legal consequences. I knew 

it was breaking the law and I did think about it more than momentarily, 

enough to try to cover my tracks at the time. 

29:21  



16 
 

Um, there was a morphine in fact, yes it was in the original manuscript, 

a morphine drip was set up and as was outlined in the manuscript 

which was released at the trial that was used as a cover for the 

overdose which was in her system. I don’t think it’s in the book, can’t 

remember. 

29:47  

And um, so I was aware as as the court was told that I deliberately tried 

to cover the tracks of what I was doing. So, even though I don’t recall 

at the time the great fear of legal consequences, I I clearly was aware 

of them and didn’t want it to be found out. But that to me was a minor 

consideration. To me, my main consideration was my mother’s peace 

and uh uh what would have been a peaceful death, what became a 

peaceful death. 

30:21  

My mother’s well-being was my really only my only concern. Um yeah. 

And all these other issues became totally secondary including the fear 

of possible judgement. Um, it was just the right thing to do yeah. 

30:40  

And when you know you’re doing the right thing there’s nothing else to 

think about. 

Int.  Did you have a sense of duty to your mother? 

30:51 

Derrick  No it wasn’t duty 

Int.  What would you describe it as? 

Derrick To me compassion summarises it in one word. My mother was 

suffering, my mother didn’t want to suffer, I didn’t want to see her suffer 

and this was the way to end the suffering. 
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31:13  

Yeah. And she was terminally ill her her death was near anyway. It 

wasn’t going to her life wasn’t going to be prolonged by much by not 

ending it and she knew that. And her reason for delaying it is ah ah on 

reflection I could see, she knew that I wasn’t prepared to let her go and 

um, she was really staying alive almost for my sake.  

31:48  

And uh I think it’s in the book the the nurses told me that I had to let her 

go and mum was waiting for me to let her go and these hospice nurses 

had seen this many times in other families. It was after that I realised 

yes, it’s actually me being selfish trying to keep mum alive and keeping 

her holding on when her life is miserable and she’s suffering and she 

wants to go. 

32:07  

So eventually I came to the point where I told her that you know the 

time is ok for you to die, I can deal with it. And she I ah ah I’m sure she 

really appreciated hearing that cause that’s something you always want 

to tell someone who’s dying, how much you love them and how much 

your sad for them to go but you’re prepared to let them go. 

32:24  

I’m so glad I did that for me and for her, we both really felt it. Felt the 

joy of that occasion  

Int.  Were you prepared for the possibility of your mother requesting help? 

32:44  

Derrick  She had mentioned it several times and I didn’t think the request would 

ever come to me. Um, and like my mother I kept assuming that she 

was going to die [outside interruption] And yeah it just seemed so 

illogical that she’d keep living when she was eighty five with cancer and 
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hadn’t eaten for a month. Plus, the month before she’d hardly eaten 

anything anyway. It was just a natural assumption that she was going 

to die. 

33:15  

As sad as it was and you know I was ready for that she was going to 

die. She had talked about help, getting help and she did ask other 

people before she asked me. She didn’t want to ask me, I was her 

baby son. I still had blond eyed ah blue blond haired blue eyed boy all 

the way through. I was still her baby, I was always seen in that light no 

matter what age I was I was. 

33:43  

And but I was the one with her all the time. And in a way our lives did 

become one life, initially, very orderly at the start of the hunger strike 

but she became very dependent on me for everything, from giving her 

the water to taking her to the commode or toilet, turning her every few 

hours, adjusting her pillows, bringing the TV [outside interruption] TV in 

to watch TV 

34:12  

um, reading to her, reading something or changing music on the cd. 

Everything she was doing, everything she was living was dependent on 

me. But at the same time [outside interruption]. At the same time, I was 

becoming very dependent on her, her whole life was my life. Because 

every moment of her life was me and our lives became entwined. 

Initially, in an orderly way but as it unravelled, we unravelled together, 

the two lives unravelling together 

34:47  

And everyone else was kind of outside of that sphere of our lives 

unravelling. So it became logical, it had to be me who was going to be 

the one to help her to die especially when she asked people outside 



19 
 

our sphere and they had said no. And uh it’s all becoming a bit of a blur 

as we lived through these days and it seemed quite natural that I was 

the one to do it. And it was almost like the completion of the journey 

answering her call. 

35:26  

I was extremely tired um I was up throughout the night turning her um 

always on high alert in case she needed help. So our lives were 

unravelling together and at the same time decisions were probably not 

made clearly. My mother made mistakes, I made mistakes um but in 

the end what happened was the right thing to do, definitely. 

35:58  

And I respect anybody in a similar situation taking control of their own 

death when death is inevitable choosing their moment of death. To 

allow any person in that situation to keep on going beyond the time 

they want to be there is really it’s cruel, cruelty. And uh yeah since then 

I I’ve made my stand, taken the stand, and I’ve stood my ground and I 

do not believe it is a crime to help someone to die who has made that 

decision for themselves already, it’s not a crime, no. 

36:39  

And that’s why I’m trying to seek a law change to allow anyone to make 

that decision. To me now I’ve moved beyond, I don’t know if you want 

me to keep on going beyond [unclear] we can go back to that moment 

if you want to. 

Int.  Yep 

36:55  

Derrick  To me this is now very much not about me, the book or my mother. It’s 

about the fact that many people will find themselves in the same 

position that my mother was in and many people will find themselves in 
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the same position I was in. And surely a civilised society that we live in, 

the person that is terminally ill should be able to say, no thank you, I’ve 

had enough and their decision should be respected. 

37:31  

And it’s not about the children taking the decision for their parents, it’s 

not about doctors or lawyers or counsellors taking away taking the 

decision, it’s about individuals saying for themselves, I’ve had enough I 

would like to go with dignity and their decision being respected. 

37:50  

This happens everywhere, it’s not about me anymore. 

Int.  I hope you don’t mind me jumping back 

Derrick  No no you can go backwards and forwards. 

Int. Just in terms of um dependency, the increasing dependency of your 

mother on you – um what emotions did you experience as that 

progressed, as the dependency increased, what sort of feelings did you 

have throughout it? 

38:18 

Derrick  Well, it was a pleasure to help my mother that that’s why I was there. 

Initially, it was entertainment and providing, making visitors comfortable 

and encouraging visitors to come and arranging little outings. In the 

beginning we went for drives. But that providing changed from 

entertainment to survival, basic needs. It was all a pleasure, I wanted 

to help my mother. I guess it’s a human instinct as well. 

38:46  

And certainly no resentment. People say do you resent being stuck 

there for so many months? Not at all it was an absolute pleasure. 

Probably the most privileged time in my life, it is no probably about it, 
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the most privileged time of my life. I love my mother, I loved to hear her 

speak um, I loved her company it was an absolute privilege to be there 

to help her at the end. She’d helped me all my life even beyond the 

stage where I was dependent on her.  

39:14  

[unclear] was a small payback and you don’t really realise how much 

your parents have given you until much later in life and maybe when 

you have your own children I’m only discovering it now long time after 

she died. Um, [unclear] absolute pleasure to be helping her any way I 

could even doing things which are very personal. I detached myself 

from the humiliation and embarrassment to my mother as she did 

herself. I mean she’s a human body as I am and the fact that I had to 

help her with intimate tasks just didn’t become an issue at all for either 

of us 

39:53  

and that was so could you know that we could that was something 

survival thing and nothing to do with with our relationship. It was 

extremely embarrassing for her in terms of embarrassing what was it? 

Yeah, it was incredible loss of dignity there’s no question about that um 

but we we moved beyond that very quickly but still for me it was very 

very painful to see my once sophisticated dignified mother at this level. 

40:32  

You know she lived a wonderful colourful life, born in [name of country], 

educated in [name of country], graduating in [name of country], 

travelling the world, an artist, a scholar, um and here she was, and you 

know wonderful collection of artefacts all around her representing her 

whole life and suddenly she was a skin and bone rotting in her bed. 

That was such a incredible shock for me just I found it very very difficult 

to deal with but I had to deal with it and 
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41:03  

of course I could see the bigger picture what she really was like but I 

found it so sad that we could end up like that and we’re all going to end 

up like that if we live long into old age. Each one of us is going to age 

steadily so it’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We’re all going to 

need help in old age one by one. 

41:30 

Int. Do you feel that um perhaps as you mentioned earlier it was like your 

mother she chose you, you were the right person to be there with her 

and be so close to her through this time and she would have been 

more comfortable with you than anyone else and these dependency 

issues and the more intimate things that you had to help her with, she 

was most comfortable with you helping her? 

42:05 

Derrick  Mmm, yep. I I definitely had the closest bond with my mother even 

though instinct might say this is a daughter’s role to be helping a 

mother or another woman with these personal things and certainly my 

sisters would’ve done it but more out of duty and I think my mother 

knew I was doing it out of love and compassion. Um, also she did say 

to me throughout my life and other people have pointed out that she 

said it to them 

42:36  

how similar I was to her father and I now wonder whether in this final 

stage of her life she’s kind of seeing her father in me. Her father doted 

on her as I doted on her and maybe this is some kind of bizarre ending 

that is like being with her father at the end. Ah, someone who loved her 

and had a very loving close bond yeah um 

43:07  
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what was the question, sorry? 

Int.   [unclear] it wasn’t so much a question 

Derrick  Oh was I supposed to destined [unclear] 

Int.  yeah 

43:17 

Derrick  Yes and she also said several times that she envisaged spending her 

final days or final years with me and she’d been to [name of city] to visit 

me twice but she ruled out that option because it was so hot she didn’t 

like hot climates. This is why she ended up in [name of city] um and 

she grew up and spent most of her life in [name of country]. She said 

no she just couldn’t tolerate living in such a hot climate and eventually 

she came to [name of city] for her final ten years. But it was always on 

open for discussions spending her final years with me and I would’ve 

loved it 

43:51  

but it just didn’t work out so spending her final months with me was the 

compromise I guess yeah. I was quite pleased I was alone that my 

other siblings didn’t stay [unclear] a very special time and maybe I was 

becoming selfish and not wanting to share it oh but I did, I encouraged 

my siblings to come but I really enjoyed being the one to be there till 

the end. Not expecting this ghastly unravelling at the end when she’s 

rotting in her bed but I thought as we all thought she would die 

peacefully in her sleep and I was intending to be there for that 

44:25  

but ended being there for something quite different 

Int. ah, you mentioned in the book that when you helped your mother with 

just daily tasks like helping her go to the bathroom you did like a tango 

or a waltz 
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Derrick mmm, yeah 

Int.  with her. What were your motivations for that or how did you feel? 

44:52  

Derrick  Well again it was trying to bring pleasure out of very unfortunate 

circumstances where she’s dying, it’s unfortunate, and she had a 

quirky sense of humour and um, she knew I enjoyed dancing and she 

had taught me the basic steps when I was a child. Initially, I was very 

very tentative when I first took her ah supported her going to the 

bathroom and said, ok, we’re now doing a foxtrot because I didn’t want 

to make fun of it but the fact that she responded so positively 

45:24  

I knew ok we can keep doing this and then she was making jokes, ok 

now we’ll do a tango and so it made a fun situation out of you know an 

embarrassing situation. But I ah ah definitely made sure that she was 

not thinking that she was being made fun of cause it could be 

perceived like that. And yeah, we made pleasure out of many 

circumstances like that. 

45:44  

Um, you would have seen reference to the [clinical name] sleeping pill. 

Whenever I came travelling from overseas we’d cut up little [clinical 

name] pills and take a piece each and cause she she was taking them 

regularly, I took them occasionally, but um that type of sleeping pill has 

different effects on different people but for me it has the same effect as 

mum, it made us sleep beautifully and have wonderful dreams 

46:08  

some people it keeps them awake and they have nightmares. So we 

used to talk about the dreams we had the next morning which was 

quite quite pleasant yeah. But we had lots of little occasions we shared 
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like coffee every morning. Everything we did together we kind of made 

a pleasurable ritual. We’d go for a drive each week and different things 

yeah throughout the day. The idea is to make life pleasurable which 

she did until the end. 

46:36  

Also was in the back of my mind that she was holding on and holding 

on and so she should if she was getting pleasure out of life. I was 

never quite sure even when she was talking about ending her life and 

wanting to die, I was never completely convinced um she kept holding 

on for another visit and she heard [participant’s brother] was coming 

from the [name of country] and she should hold on for [participant’s 

brother]. And I thought well ok this can keep on going and going going 

til she dies which is absolutely fine, it shows some kind of desire to live. 

So it’s very um counter-instinctive to end your life so if she wanted to 

live good on her, I’d encourage that 

47:15  

as long as possible until it became absolutely emphatic she wanted to 

die [interruption]. Excuse me. 

Int.  Um, do you feel comfortable moving on? 

Derrick  Mmm 

Int. If you can just tell me a little bit about the context before your mother’s 

passing, whatever point you’d like to start on on that day when she 

asked for your help and we’ll go from there 

47:55 

Derrick  On that day ah my brother had just left about two days earlier and we 

had agreed ah she probably could live for [unclear] a couple more 

weeks or more so I always knew her death wasn’t imminent which is 
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what she wanted, she wanted to go quickly. So I realised she was 

really in a ghastly state which was just going to continue continue 

48:23  

and she knew that, she didn’t feel like she was near death at all and it 

was after my brother left that I decided I would help her after after 

much agonising about it. Um, I’m trying to remember when I told her, 

when I did tell her she was far from convinced that I was going to do it 

because I’d been resisting for so long and ah ok 

48:59  

yes I now remember, um [laughs] I told her we were going to set up a 

morphine drip which only administers a minimal amount of morphine 

and that I was going to give her an overdose that night, that day, and 

um she wanted to play along with the idea of using morphine drip as as 

like a camouflage and I remember that conversation on the phone 

cause this all came up in court [laughs] that’s why I think it’s so funny 

cause the nurse who gave evidence didn’t know what was in the 

manuscript oh you don’t know either but the court did know 

49:48  

so the nurse is giving evidence feeding the story within the manuscript 

without knowing that my mom was making these noises of great pain 

when I was on the phone to the nurse saying she wanted more 

morphine [laughs] playing along with the role which is it’s funny now 

because my mother’s good sense of humour and her resourcefulness 

to meet the situation to get more morphine cause the nurse is saying 

on the phone, no no I’m not allowed to I’m not allowed to unless she’s 

in pain 

50:17  

I said she is in pain and then mum would go, yeah, oooo terrible! 

[laughs] She was acting and ah yeah it was sort of a funny moment in 
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court during the trial. Um, yeah but as I say once I made that decision I 

knew it was such a right thing to do and didn’t need to revisit it. I just 

had to to go through the actions yeah. 

50:51 

Int. You mentioned earlier that it was like a victory party almost between 

you and your mother can you elaborate on that? What were the 

feelings of victory about and what was that whole situation both of you 

were in at that point? 

51:21 

Derrick  well when she drank the morphine I I didn’t know how long it would 

take to work. Somehow in my head I was expecting it to work 

immediately which of course it doesn’t, it has to be quickly metabolised 

but she didn’t have much food in her stomach. But once she drunk the 

morphine and her death was inevitable that was really really beautiful 

time and we talked very closely and nothing um too profound just 

feeling like it was a victory that had she managed to cheat death or this 

ghastly death more ghastly death that was awaiting her 

51:59  

and it was a very very peaceful time even before the morphine had 

kicked in. Wasn’t like she was suddenly high off morphine. Immediately 

we we talked mum was just so relieved just so happy. She had a 

beautiful little smile even before the morphine she knew this is the 

moment had come 

52:28  

um, the issue in the court case is which is true that she didn’t actually 

say, do it now, but she had repeatedly asked me. But on that night 

when I said that this is the glass, this is the drink that will end your life, 

she said, you are a wonderful son. Um, and I was giving her the choice 

not to take it I still wanted her not to take the overdose 
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52:56  

I was still happy for her to live for as long as possible that was my 

instinct as well, keep her alive. But I wasn’t going to deny her the right 

to die, to die with some dignity. But so really did leave it to her and um, 

when she knew the glass was in front of her, I made it clear to her what 

it was, she said, you are a wonderful son, which was music to my ears. 

I loved hearing those lines. 

53:24  

 

And she drank that drink and that moment her death was imminent and 

inevitable and was a matter of waiting. And yeah that was a happy time 

it wasn’t an unhappy time. And when she died again it was great relief. 

It was only the next day there was a natural grieving which would have 

happened whether she died of a natural death or not. That’s normal. I 

think when you lose somebody very very close you never find closure. 

You get on with life but closure, no I don’t believe in it. 

54:08  

You have acceptance and resignation but not closure and it doesn’t 

matter this is part of life, someone close to you will be with you forever. 

And yeah so I think about my mother every day but it doesn’t affect the 

way I live my life, I’ve got a partner and children and I’m looking 

forward moving forward but my mother will be with me for the rest of 

my life in some way yeah. And that’s actually a good thing. She shaped 

my whole life so why can’t she continue to shape it. 

54:40  

Int. Did you experience any grief before you realised your mother had 

passed? Was there any emotions of grief before? 

54:53 
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Derrick  I think the greatest grief was before um letting go of her, knowing she 

was going to die soon. That was probably the greatest grief of all yeah. 

Int.  When did that occur? 

55:08  

Derrick  I think it was during the hunger strike. Hunger strike’s not a very good 

word. It was just hard knowing my mother was going to die and it was 

also the combination of the way she was dying as well made it even 

more painful. If I’d been told while I was in [name of city] one morning 

that my mother had died it wouldn’t have been so painful probably. It’s 

probably how we most often hear that our parents have died [unclear] 

most people. 

55:38  

But at the same time I would never have given up that time of being 

with her for anything. So important to be able to say goodbye and I did 

say goodbye. But yeah the grieving was before she died. Afterwards, 

less so yeah. I think I did suffer a little bit afterwards about having been 

the one to end her life for some time but once I accepted that I didn’t 

doubt it ever again 

56:04  

Int. What emotions were involved there when you were suffering from the 

fact that you helped her? 

56:13 

Derrick  The emotions then were governed by my exhaustion more than 

anything. I was really exhausted I I was so involved in this whole 

process of of living life with mum and we were in this sphere this 

bubble moving towards her direct death and suddenly she was gone 

and I was still dealing with these issues of life and death and overdose 

and judgement. Suddenly I was dealing with it on my own and that 
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made it very very difficult. Until I kind of found my feet, got grounded 

again. Cause we’d always been there to compare notes. We were 

doing this together, mum and me. Suddenly it’s just Derrick doing it on 

his own and that was quite a shock yeah, which I hadn’t prepared 

myself for. 

57:00 

Int. Did you experience feelings of loneliness or how did you feel when 

you’re no longer if I can say dancing together? 

57:12 

Derrick  Mmm, it was loneliness I guess yeah. Someone so close for so long 

wasn’t there and the person I’ve been able to always discuss these 

things with and find resolution on problems was not there especially 

when the problem involved her and me the most important problem we 

could ever face together, she wasn’t there. It was very very difficult. 

57:40 

Int.  What about the interaction between you and your siblings during this 

time? 

57:42 

Derrick  The problem was they weren’t there. Ah unless the person was there 

they wouldn’t fully understand the circumstances. And a lot of people 

have judged me for what I did and judged me harshly but if they’re not 

there you can’t judge it really. The only way to judge is to be able to put 

yourself in exactly the same position, it has to be exactly the same 

where somebody is dependent on you. You’ve got to be unravelling, 

you’ve got to be in that situation 

58:13  

as well. Ah, your judgement could be a little bit clouded but under those 

circumstances, I don’t have any regrets about what I did. Everything 
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happened exactly as well not how it should have been but in that exact 

situation, what I did was the right thing. Knowing one hundred percent 

certainty. I think anyone in the same situation would have done the 

same thing. 

58:43  

Keeping in mind that my state of mind was unravelling, I was with my 

mother solely focused on her well-being. She needed help desperately, 

she was rotting in her own bed and there was no other solution that 

was the only thing and it’s the right thing to do yeah [unclear]. I regret I 

was in that situation but I don’t regret what I did when I was in that 

situation yeah. 

59:15 

Int. How did you deal with [unclear] when you arrived, when your mother 

developed secondary cancer and you arrived to spend her last 

however long with her? How did you deal with the emotions? 

59:40 

Derrick  At the beginning it was very orderly. Initially she wasn’t on a hunger 

strike, she was just you know ending her final weeks or months, we 

didn’t know, and I tried to live my own life as well. Ah, I had my work in 

[name of city] don’t think they had Skype in those days, it was 2006, 

probably not but we had Internet. I was keeping my work going, I was 

receiving marking in the post um, I had friends in [name of city]. I was 

going swimming most days or for lots of walks. I I need exercise 

anyway. That’s why it’s frustrating here [unclear] home detention. Um, 

so exercise I guess was my main outlet 

1:00:20   

cause I love exercise and it was also meditative time for me [unclear] 

walking or swimming. And that kept me kept me sane and content. 

Cause I had to look after myself at the same time as looking after mum 
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otherwise it would have been a horrible time. And in the beginning it 

was all very normal like any other time I came home because she was 

well enough to come for drives, we went into town, did shopping. I think 

we probably went and had lunches, yeah we did had lunches and 

possibly dinners with family members. Twas a fairly normal time in the 

beginning which was all enjoyed like previous times except with the 

cloud hanging over us that she was going to die 

1:01:02 

but it made more of a focus to make it really good, extra pleasurable for 

mum yeah. So in the beginning it was normal, then the hunger strike 

and then death would be inevitable second stage. And then the third 

stage, ok the hunger strike has actually failed. Was almost like she 

made all these wonderful courageous brave decisions all her life but 

the last one was the wrong one. Going on a hunger strike was the 

wrong thing to do and if either of us had done some research we would 

have discovered that. 

1:01:35 

If you go you go to these Internet sites on hunger strikes to end your 

life they all say no that’s not the way to do it but we didn’t bother. I 

mum didn’t use Internet and I didn’t feel a need to because it was 

mum’s decision and she’s a doctor and I didn’t doubt it. Seemed such a 

logical thing to do, stop eating and you die. So I didn’t question it and 

yeah should’ve and that would have not been the way to do it. But 

people who who question why did I not take her to a hospital or a 

hospice or why didn’t mum not choose to go into hospital or a hospice, 

and that’s where I say, 

1:02:18  

it was her right to die at home and it should be anyone’s right. It goes 

back to this wonderful colourful life and dignified woman and 

surrounded by all her life. When you’ve lived this life as everyone has 
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lived a life, if you’ve lived a life and and your surrounded by it, surely 

you should be allowed to die in that life and not die in this artificial 

sterile environment of a hospital or hospice. At the same time not 

criticising them, they do a fantastic job but if you want to die 

surrounded by your life, the things and the people you love so you 

should be allowed to, everyone should be allowed to. 

1:02:53 

It’s a simple thing to ask. She lived in [name of suburb] out there on the 

peninsula, right by the harbour. Stunning view from her bed cross that 

harbour there which is right on the waterside, she could see across the 

harbour. Every morning or any time of the day, she could stare out 

there. She loved that place and what a perfect place to die and that’s 

her home but everyone has a home for different reasons they love it 

and that’s the place to die if you want to. Again, it’s simple human right 

to die at home with the people you love. 

1:03:30 

So to me that question’s a no-brainer, why did she not go to hospital. 

Why did I not take her there when things got really desperately bad is 

another question and that comes down to a trust between myself and 

my mother. She wrote a living will saying she didn’t want medication 

and she wanted to die at home, it might not have been in the will but 

that was assumed. She didn’t want to be taken anywhere else and for 

me to have breached that trust in the end would have been a horrible 

way for her to end her life and for me to live with for the rest of her life 

or my life. It would be like cheating her on her final days by whisking 

her away. 

1:04:15 

And there didn’t seem a need to. She was going to die peacefully in her 

sleep from a hunger strike there was just no need to take her away and 

she wasn’t in any obvious pain so we just kept on going going going 



34 
 

and suddenly this decision to make. Within that decision there was no 

reason to think of taking her away. When the morphine was there, she 

wanted it. It was not an issue in the end give it to her, yeah. It all 

sounds like well maybe there’s too much thinking going on, why didn’t 

you just give it to her but it’s just not that easy. 

1:04:48 

Um, but at the end of the day, to me the lesson is, it shouldn’t be a son 

that has to do it but everyone should have the right to die at home and 

at the time of choosing. That’s that’s the lesson from that. Ah, the 

cautionary tale is that it shouldn’t have to be a family member in that 

circumstance. A person shouldn’t have to be rotting in their own bed 

before that time comes, they should be allowed to choose their own 

time. 

1:05:19 

And since I’ve written my book I’ve heard so many stories. I’ve become 

a magnet for stories, everyone [unclear] over and over and over again I 

hear very similar stories. Some of them more tragic much more tragic 

than my own and I realise it’s a very common occurrence because 

everyone dies um, everyone has a parent but not always living to old 

age but you can imagine a high percentage of people have very elderly 

parents and they have issues like this to deal with. 

1:05:55 

So this is why it’s such a common story for everyone who has an 

elderly parent, a very elderly parent or grand-parent yeah. Um, 

sometimes they die suddenly, ok that’s clear cut. Sometimes they’ve 

gone into hospital and died. Sometimes, very often, they’ve had slow 

agonising deaths at home. Particularly in rural areas where you don’t 

have this um medical facilities like in the city. I know in a country like 

[name of country] that’s most of the population. Well, not most but a 
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huge percentage of the population don’t have access to hospitals and 

hospices.  

1:06:35 

If you want to go into statistics, to me one of the defining statistics in 

countries where they have this voluntary euthanasia available the 

number of elderly attempted suicides has dropped dramatically. In 

other words, when elderly people know they’ve got the option of 

assisted dying they don’t attempt attempt to end their life. If they don’t 

know they have that option, they either succeed or attempt to end their 

life 

1:07:04 

before they get to a a horrible stage. So yeah it shows you when that 

option’s available of assisted dying people elderly people live longer, 

have more natural deaths because they know they’ve got that safety 

net of a way out. This is why it’s really a simple request to allow people 

to choose their time of death at the end and I’m a long way off from that 

stage but because of the situation I’ve been in I now project myself and 

know how [unclear] like to have that option. Really project yourself it’s 

hard and even harder for you right to the end, your getting really really 

frail 

1:07:50 

and maybe a little bit of pain, doesn’t have to be a lot of pain, walking 

slowly, hobbering around, not much you can do, you know your end is 

within if your terminally ill it could be within six months. I’d so much like 

to choose my time, I’d like to know, I’d like to be able to say that. 

Simple request. And get everything in order and say goodbye to 

everyone, this is a time I’d like to go, I’m in so much misery, I’m not 

enjoying well [unclear] I’d like to go now. You go with dignity, it boils 

down to human dignity. 
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1:08:32 

Int. So obviously control over one’s life and death, and personal choice 

being able to choose how you die or when you die is quite an important 

thing and it’s a significant theme coming through? 

Derrick  Mmm 

Int. If you want to take a break just let me know. After, I thought it’d be 

important to discuss the period after your mother passed away and up 

until the period where you found out that there was going to be some 

legal consequences. So that’s probably quite a lengthy period of time. 

Derrick  Yeah 

Int. But what kind of emotions did you go through closer to or just prior to, 

did you know that you might face some criminal responsibility and how 

did you feel when you found out? 

1:09:31 

Derrick  I thought it very unlikely because the GP who wrote the death 

certificate expected my mother to die earlier because he knew she 

wasn’t eating and she had cancer and she’s eighty five. So it wasn’t 

really something to be suspicious about and he wrote the death 

certificate, she was cremated, had a funeral and that would have been 

the end of it. So I didn’t really suspect any criminal investigation at all 

and there was no reason for there to be one. 

1:10:01 

um, I had kept a diary which I’ve done throughout my life at difficult 

times and when I came to New Zealand, I knew it was going to be a 

difficult time because I’m letting go of my mother. So I kept a diary 

never intending to publish it. It was just for my own therapeutic use. I 

then sent it to my sister [participant’s sister] in [name of city] because 

we’re so very close. I wanted her to know what I’ve been through. 
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Sharing the experience part of the healing process cause she wasn’t 

so close to mum. And she read it and said, publish it, it’s just so raw 

and honest, nothing like the book. And she said don’t change a spelling 

mistake, grammatical mistake. Publish like a raw diary because we can 

see you falling to pieces as you’re going through this. 

1:10:53 

The emotional stress, it’s so gut-wrenching she said. Um, yeah and so 

I thought ok. Oh and she also said look cause she’d studied social 

social work, she said she’s come across this so often and it’s 

something that should be shared for other people who’d been in the 

same situation. Which to me wasn’t the reason for publishing, I just 

wanted to tell my story, I think it was part of the healing process. And 

so I polished up the manuscript a little bit and sent it to a publisher who 

happened to be an elderly woman herself [name of publisher], you 

might have heard of her, she died last year in [name of city]. And she 

identified with it immediately because she was eighty five, I didn’t know 

she was eighty five but this manuscript arrived at her door step. She 

read the blurb and immediately read it. And she says she received 

three or four manuscripts a week and they were very piled up and piled 

up but this one she identified with and she immediately wanted to 

publish it. 

1:11:57 

and so I was quite keen to publish it and she um, perceived this 

manuscript as a book that could be a cautionary tale and something to 

encourage debate. At that time I still wasn’t thinking it was that to me I 

was just publishing my story, I wanted to share my story with other 

people who’d been in that same position. And so the book took shape 

and as it was taking shape, I sent a copy to my other siblings, 

[participant’s brother] in [name of city] and [participant’s second sister] 

in [name of country]. And this is where my sister [participant’s second 
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sister] objected and took out court injunctions to try and stop it so for 

various reasons. And at that time yeah it was quite complicated. 

1:12:54 

Well she yeah she threatened to tell the police inform the police, which 

I didn’t think was likely and subsequently I learned, I’m jumping a bit 

now, when I was arrested they put a copy in front of me and said, is 

this yours? This manuscript. And immediately I recognised it as a copy 

that went to my sister cause it’s the only copy that had a portrait, a self-

portrait of my mother on the cover. All the other ones were black so 

immediately I did that, I think the police did it to shock me to let me 

know where it came from. 

1:13:24 

that’s jumping a long way. Um, yeah so in between. So as the book 

came closer and closer to me it became more of a book to encourage 

debate which in many ways was sad to me because I wanted a book 

that wasn’t that you’d read to feel a story and a lot of it was gutted by 

the law legal action from my sister. A lot was taken out and then I took 

all that stuff out from the book and then the publisher [name of 

publisher] were doing marketing distribution. Their lawyers wanted 

everything taken out related to my helping my mother to die because 

they said that’s breaking the law. And then they went to great lengths 

beyond that to where I was agonising over helping my mother before 

she died. Which is actually quite irrelevant. What I did before she died, 

what I thought, is totally irrelevant 

1:14:34 

because I can say I’m going to shoot the neighbour tomorrow and say 

the neighbour is shot tomorrow doesn’t mean I did it you know. 

Anything you say [unclear] if I said I did it afterwards that’s different but 

anyway they wanted everything out and after her death they wanted 

everything relating to me having done it taken out. And this is actually 
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gutting the manuscript, butchering it, which I was very unhappy with 

and their reasons were they thought it could lead to prosecution in New 

Zealand. I’ve been in [name of country] a long time, New Zealand’s 

society has changed a lot. I kept saying this is nonsense, it could never 

lead to prosecution because if they read the book, the manuscript, it’s 

so clear that my mother was terminally ill she’s about to die, she’s on a 

hunger strike, she’d written a living will, she’d asked others to help her, 

it’s just no criminal case here at all. 

1:15:30 

I was being a little bit naïve. And material was taken out, I had to. The 

publisher said it’s coming out that’s the end of it. I’d signed a contract 

with the publisher and one of the clauses in the contract is they can 

take out anything in a book that could lead to legal prosecution. So in 

the end I ended up with a book which I’m very unhappy with, I’m still 

not proud of it at all and I’m embarrassed to see people reading it. And 

I came to New Zealand for the book launch, little bit reluctantly and 

during the book launch a copy of the manuscript found its way to the 

media and they contacted me and said, is this your manuscript? And I 

said, yes it is. I couldn’t deny it, there were other copies floating around 

1:16:24 

and from that they deduced everything from the manuscript was correct 

and they published a sensational story at the time. I think it was in the 

[name of newspaper]. Son confesses to killing mum. Which I didn’t do, 

I acknowledged this is my manuscript and from that they deduced a 

heading in the story. I never actually confessed which is the irony of the 

whole thing because that story in the [name of newspaper] is what 

caused the police investigation more than anything. And so then a 

police investigation did begin and I returned to [name of country] and 

later when I came back to New Zealand, I was at a conference in 

[name of country], a DNA forensics conference in 20 the year after 

publication, 2010. 
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1:17:08 

The earthquake struck [name of city] and I decided look I’m in [name of 

city] let me pop over to [name of city] to see how my sister was and she 

said well are you not worried about the police investigation. I said yeah 

it has been going on but I‘d there’s no indication they’re going to 

pursue it any further. I don’t see any danger in coming back, cause no 

one had been interviewed in the last six months. Looked like they’ve 

just dropped it which seemed the logical thing to do and soon as I 

came back to [name of city] it became obvious the police were looking 

for me and as soon as they’d found me they took me in for questioning 

and arrested me for attempted murder. 

1:17:46 

Which was a huge shock I had no notion that this would happen. Sure I 

knew there was an investigation going on I just couldn’t believe it could 

lead to an arrest. So it was a big big shock to be arrested. Some 

people thought I was walking into it to come back but it just didn’t seem 

at all likely to be. 

Int. What were you feeling when you were arrested and charged with 

attempted murder? What kind of emotions did you go through? 

1:18:14 

Derrick  Oh, I was absolutely totally shocked um that it could go this far and 

most particularly because of the charge and when they read it out, you 

are arrested for the attempted murder of [participant’s mother], it was 

just such a shock. Murdering my mother? This just didn’t make sense 

at all and as soon as that arrest charge was read I knew I had to 

remain silent because the charge was so serious. I couldn’t, I’m not a 

murderer and I didn’t want to be found guilty of murdering so I 

immediately took my right of silence and contacted a lawyer who also 

said, don’t say anything now until you go to court. 
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1:18:59 

Which is what happened yeah. And fortunately some months later I 

was allowed to return to [name of country], it was about a year ago. 

Um, when [unclear] was put up and [participant’s colleague] did his bit 

and wrote a letter to the court. And so I was allowed to return to [name 

of country] on the condition I come back for the trial which was quite 

recently.  

Int. There’s a mention somewhere when you returned to [name of country] 

before the trial commenced you were receiving death threats by text 

message or e-mail. How did you feel when this happened? 

1:19:41 

Derrick  Well that was more due to the launching or founding of Dignity [name 

of country]. Which is an organisation seeking to have a law change to 

allow for assisted dying. And the threats did seem to be linked to that 

rather than what happened what I did to help my mother although yeah 

there was a bit of a mixture of threats. In [name of country], it was more 

it was less shocking because there are death threats made to people 

and they’re acted upon, people do get assassinated. So that was pretty 

scary. Um, they did have Christian over-tones which also not surprising 

in [name of country] where ninety percent of the population believe in 

god have some religious ah faith. 

1:20:30 

Ah, I did find it surprising that because it was so un-Christian to be 

threatening to end a life um, because I took a life, it didn’t quite add up. 

I suspected then that someone’s hiding behind Christianity to make 

these threats. But knowing the dynamics of [name of country] society, I 

know there are very right wing Christians right wing, funda ah whatever 

the word is. Extreme [unclear] but you know what I, very ah 

Int.  Fundamentalist? 
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Derrick  Right fundamentalist. I don’t know where I got the word right from. 

Conservative fundametalist Christians who I could imagine giving death 

threats and in fact acting upon them. These [ethnicity], boers we call 

them, red-necks, there is that group. The one’s that instituted apartheid 

and still keep blacks separate and inferior. The same type of person 

could easily be doing that and the threats did indicate they were 

coming from the [ethnicity] community. 

1:21:40 

But yeah I wasn’t too intimidated or we did change things. We were 

going to launch the organisation publicly straight away then ended up 

deciding to do it a week before I left [name of country] to come for my 

trial to try to keep it quiet and deflect attention. There were more death 

threats during the trial and since related again more to the organisation 

because since the trial I’ve said I’m still campaigning for a law change 

and the threats have been the context of, ok you’ve helped your mother 

you’ve been punished now you’re encouraging other people to break 

the law to break god’s laws and you face the consequences in this life 

that type of thing. 

1:22:34 

But yeah I’m not yeah, when you’re doing the right thing you don’t feel 

so intimidated. I really know I’m doing the right thing and if you know 

what is right and you don’t act upon it, to me that’s the worst form of 

cowardness. And yeah I know I’m doing the right thing so I will keep on 

doing it. I do fear for my family not for myself and that could become an 

issue when I come back if I feel these threats are genuine and the 

police are worried. Yeah that would be the only reason I’d walk away 

but I don’t intend to walk away. Now this is a very important cause. It’s 

so important to our humanity this cause really the core at our humanity 

having the right to choose your own time of death. 
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1:23:28 

And really you can end your life anyway at any time. You know you can 

go out and do it tomorrow so this is a very small step in getting 

assistance when you’re no longer able to do it possibly because you’re 

so weak. Um, and also it guarantees a death. You can attempt to end 

your life and fail which is very very common for elderly people and 

that’s the reason to have this law change. To allow people to guarantee 

their death if they choose it. And many elderly people, including my 

mother, let us go back to my mother keep it in context. Question is why 

didn’t she end her life earlier by another means if she’s a doctor and 

had access to things. 

1:24:13 

She took the hunger strike because she knew that would end in death 

because she stopped eating. So that’s a safe guaranteed way to end 

her life. To take an overdose is not guaranteed. She wasn’t sure what 

to take and how much to be certain it would work. And being a 

psychiatrist from a psychiatric hospital in [name of city] she’d seen the 

consequences of overdose going wrong when people ended up brain 

damaged or on life-support systems and she didn’t want to end up like 

that. That was even more undignified. So she chose a hunger strike 

route. Um, when an overdose could have been an option but it could 

have been a failed option and that’s why putting myself in that same 

position we talked about before, if I’m eighty five eighty six, ninety 

ninety five, and I see the tablets there, I’d be hugely scared that I’d 

wake up the next morning in a worse state, horrible thought. Even 

worse thought that I’m brain damaged and I wouldn’t even know about 

it 

1:25:14 

but people would have to deal with me. You don’t wanna be that kind of 

burden even though you don’t know about it. So the law change is 

really a simple step to guarantee your death at your choosing. When 
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you’re in a sane state of mind you make that decision. Really it’s such 

a basic thing to ask for. 

Int. I am quite interested to understand post trial and maybe just towards 

the end of the trial, the result of the trial. What did you experience 

internally or emotionally, psychologically? 

Derrick  When the trial ended? 

Int.  Towards the end or when it ended. 

1:26:00 

Derrick  Um, it was extremely stressful. It really was very very stressful being in 

court. I thought it’s be much easier to deal with than it was. Being in 

that environment. Initially, I was facing the charge of attempted murder 

of my mother, it was yeah very much more painful than I thought it was 

going to be before I came here. Um, and what happened in the trial 

wasn’t particularly good either because they offered me an alternative 

charge of inciting, procuring and counselling a suicide, which is also 

not correct. And I had a no win situation where either I plead guilty for 

something I didn’t do, inciting a suicide or be found guilty of something 

I didn’t do, attempted murder. That was a horrible horrible situation to 

be in. And yeah I still haven’t recovered from that.  

1:27:17  

In the end I pleaded guilty to the inciting suicide, inciting, procuring and 

counselling. Because it’s the only charge that would fit for various 

reasons. Then there was a time it took sentencing three weeks and I 

went to another lawyer and said, I’d like to withdraw my plea and that 

can be done. Has to be a new trial but to withdraw a plea there has to 

be another hearing where the new lawyer challenges the advice given 

by the court lawyer. And I was prepared to do that because the advice 

was so bad. And then this went to the judge [laughs] this is going to 

happen. And the judge, very compassionate woman I thought, said, ok, 
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look this is not a good situation, a re-trial next year, what can we do to 

stop this? And I put another proviso, I said, look if the inciting is 

removed, I’ll not withdraw my plea of guilty. So the judge agreed to do 

that. 

1:28:22 

So when it went to sentencing, you probably didn’t follow that, the 

judge removed inciting and found me guilty of procuring and 

counselling a suicide. Which I could live with although that strictly 

wasn’t correct either but to live with a plea of being found guilty of 

inciting a suicide to me was a horrible thing. Inciting means 

encouraging, I never did that. So at least the judge was prepared to 

remove that even though it’s a packaged deal. I gather it’s quite almost 

impossible to remove a piece of it cause they come together. So I’m 

guilty of procuring and counselling, ok, I can sort of live with that. 

Procuring could be reaching for the morphine tablets and crushing 

them, counselling could be saying, mum don’t do it, if you do you’re 

going to die. So I could find a way of living with that charge. 

1:29:11 

And in the end, that’s what I did, I assisted her suicide, I’ve never 

denied that um, even after I was arrested I didn’t deny it and in the 

media in [name of country] it wasn’t allowed to be published in New 

Zealand. I wasn’t ashamed of it. So in a way I’ve been found guilty of 

something I did um, I didn’t commit a crime and I shouldn’t be a 

criminal but that’s why the law needs to be changed. And my partner in 

[name of city], she found a very nice description of what happened 

which she told when she was interviewed. She said this conviction is a 

badge of honour. A badge of honour. And it’s a nice way for her to put 

it cause she’s [ethnicity] and this is a way that she can put it in a 

context that she can understand.  

1:30:04 
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But yeah I don’t feel like I committed a crime and I know I’m not a 

criminal. But I do have a conviction now which is sad but maybe some 

good will come of it, we’ll see yeah. 

Int. Because the whole point of criminal proceedings, is to encourage 

feelings of remorse but as you said you didn’t feel any remorse for 

what you did so it was actually a complete contradiction. How did you 

deal with that contradiction? 

1:30:44 

Derrick  This came up repeatedly well not so much for me but for the court. 

They were furious cause between my guilty plea and sentencing some 

weeks and during that this program aired on TV called [name of 

program] where they made a documentary long before the trial on this 

and they did an interview with me and I clearly said I did it, I’ve got no 

remorse, I did the right thing. And of course the judge saw this, the 

prosecutor saw this and anyone else in the court. And in the closed 

door sessions they expressed the horror the prosecution, that I can 

actually go to the public and say I did it and I did the right thing. No 

remorse at all. And the judge kind of indicated yes yes it wasn’t a very 

wise thing to do. But I’ve never denied it, why shouldn’t I? But 

apparently that does add on time to the sentence. 

1:31:33 

Went from three months to five months but not because she wanted to 

add it on but because there’s a formula for calculating a sentence. I 

think she got it down to about twelve months prison, went down to ten 

months, and but she started off as a twenty four months prison 

sentence. She said there’s a formula for knocking this down. One, you 

pleaded guilty at the first opportunity to this assisted suicide as 

opposed to attempted murder, saved the court time and money. You’ve 

never offended that knocks off twenty percent, you’ve never you’ve got 

no other convictions, that’s ten percent off. But you haven’t shown 
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remorse so we can’t knock this piece off. So [laughs] it was a problem 

for the court. 

1:32:17 

But I wasn’t ever going to show remorse, it wasn’t an issue for me at 

all. So even pre-sentencing report from the probation services said this 

is a problem for them cause they have to recommend a sentence for 

the judge. You’re not showing any remorse? I said no, I’m not going to. 

Yeah, I actually felt quite happy with that, that I’m not showing remorse. 

Int.  That’s very interesting because it’s a complete contradiction.  

Derrick We have to keep in mind that laws are written by man and man makes 

mistakes. There have been many examples of bad laws such as 

apartheid in [name of country], it was a law and it was not a good law. 

Um, slavery in [name of country]. It was a law but it’s not a good law. 

The shariah law is an existing law, the Muslim law, horrifying. A woman 

who’s raped must find six witnesses to show she was raped or she 

gets stoned to death possibly I can’t remember stoned to death. There 

are many bad laws and the law that finds me guilty of a crime is not a 

good law. So another law by man that’s not a good law and needs to 

be changed. We can’t assume that all laws are good laws. 

1:34:09 

That’s why Parliament is there to change laws. And hopefully that will 

happen.  

Int.  So would that be one of your goals for the future? 

Derrick  Mmm, yeah. I feel what I’ve done can’t been undone. As I said, there 

were mistakes made but I do know I can do for other people and I 

should otherwise almost what I did is wasted. So let’s do some good 

from it. Also, a similar situation when I was arrested. In many ways, I 

felt cornered. My instinct when I was arrested, was a natural one, to get 

out of it. How can I get out of this charge? Including purging myself and 
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lying. It’s human nature [unclear] to say I made which would have 

caused more problems in court but I didn’t know that. But my instinct, 

my natural instinct was to lie to get out of this. I don’t want to be in 

court for murdering my mother or even assisting her suicide so I had to 

get out of it. And then only with time, [unclear] for some months 

[unclear] and no no I’m not ashamed of what I did. I did the right thing 

um, I’m going to say I did it and keep going and go even further I’m 

going to launch this organisation Dignity [name of country]. 

1:35:29 

In a way, take that [laughs] yeah. So I actually went to another extreme 

which I never intended to do. I don’t think I would have ever launched 

founded this organisation if hadn’t kind of been pushed and pushed 

and pushed by the police. It was like, ok I’m gonna go even more than 

having helped my mother and written a book. I’m going to change the 

law yeah. 

Int.  Extremely courageous.  

Derrick Yeah I don’t know if I feel courageous. I feel instinctive. Should we take 

a quick break? 

Int.  Yeah sure. 

Resumes at 1:50:03 

Int. We’ve covered a lot of ground and I don’t want to exhaust you. If you 

think you’d like to cover something else, something that you haven’t 

mentioned? 

Derrick  We’ve covered a lot. Yeah, I think we did cover everything. To me 

nothing was done wrong at that time. That’s how people should judge it 

at that time. I do wish I’d gone to jury though that was a mistake. I wish 

I hadn’t pleaded guilty but the court, we had a closed court session, the 

prosecution made it look so clear the jury would find me guilty of 

attempted murder. I should have said ok, let them, keep on going and 
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they probably wouldn’t have but this is when my lawyer gave me bad 

advice. Which I challenged later. I wish I’d gone to jury that was a big 

mistake and I probably quite likely would have walked free either with a 

hung jury or not guilty well it looked like guilty because all the jury has 

as absolute at that time was the manuscript. And the words in the 

manuscript were such that it fitted in with attempted murder 

1:51:53 

even if that’s what my mother wanted, they said that last moment you 

said, is this what you want? And she said, you are a wonderful son. 

That is not saying do it and they used that so the jury would have no 

choice but to find you guilty. And the judge who didn’t want me to be 

found guilty, she was really on my side, I could see that, said I’ve got 

no choice but to recommend the jury to do that. This was all done 

behind closed doors, so the jury didn’t hear this. 

1:52:24 

Yeah so I had to make the decision then do I go to jury and what 

looked like be found guilty of attempted murder or go through life with 

assisted suicide, which is what I’ve done. I still think I made the wrong 

decision, I should have gone to jury, given them a chance. 

Int. If it was different, if you did go before a jury and it changed the 

outcome, do you think it would have changed the course that you took 

after the completion of the trial?  

Derrick  I had already formed an organisation that was after my arrest. But what 

would have changed, the thing is if it had gone to jury the judge is 

forced to go exactly by the law. The jury is representing the people and 

can instruct Parliament. If it doesn’t go to jury there’s that lack of 

instruction. If the jury had found me not guilty it’s a message to the 

Parliament. If they’d found me guilty, they probably would have said to 

the judge, hey, don’t sentence him. And then she can be guided by that 

in sentencing. But when the jury had given her no instructions she was 
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forced to give me the sentence. It was a big mistake but I had no time 

to think about it. I was getting bad advice. 

1:54:01 

  So are you going to go away and summarise it? 

Int. Well, I do want to ask you just one more question before we finish. 

Your detention is coming to an end now and we discussed a little bit 

about what your plans and hopes are for the future. Do you have 

anything else that you’d like to see or are looking forward to in the near 

future when your detention finishes? 

Derrick  Well, to me the most important thing in my life are my kids, my family. 

So I’m really looking forward to that. Your priorities change in life and 

then yeah that’s right at the top. It’s such a pleasure having kids and I 

don’t know if they stay a pleasure but I’m hoping they do. Um, my main 

goal when I get back in my work is the [name of project]. That’s where 

we will use DNA from crime scenes to find somebody innocent who’s in 

jail and to me it’s worse for somebody to be in jail who shouldn’t be 

there than somebody walking the streets who should be there. Rather 

get innocent people out and in [name of country] there’d be hundreds. 

In [name of country] they’ve got two hundred and eighty four released, 

exonerated already. In [name of country] would be much worse 

because they don’t have a jury, it’s a judge. Often a white judge, 

putting a black person behind bars. And the DNA is not often tested in 

[name of country]. And that and the Dignity [name of country]. I’m going 

to push. So as soon as I get back, we’re launching a petition, national 

petition. To petition Parliament to change the law. [name of country] 

constitution is one of the most liberal in the world so we’re quite 

optimistic. 

Int.  Fantastic 

Derrick   So yeah, I’ll be busy when I get back. 
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Int.   Thank you very much. Are you happy with what we’ve covered? 

Derrick  Yes very happy. If you have more questions either by e-mail or Skype. 

END OF INTERVIEW 1:56:34 


