
Dick Smith was the class dork 
who became a multi-

millionaire and then risked his 
life in spine-tingling adventures 

circumnavigating the world. 
Fearing she might lose him 

every step of the way was the 
love of his life, Pip. 

Dick Smith ‘‘I won  the lottery of life’’

WO R D S  b y  J U L I E T  R I E D E N

E
very day Dick Smith disappears into the lush 
bushland that surrounds his home, heading 
down to the creek for what is a 50-minute 
round trip constitutional. It’s a communion 
with nature that is almost spiritual to the 
77-year-old and something he’s been doing 

since he was four years old. 
This is Dick’s backyard, literally, but he was raised 15 

kilometres away in northern Sydney’s East Roseville, and 
back then, in the 1940s and early ’50s, he would scamper 
into the thick scrub on a neighbouring block of vacant 
land, and spend hours amid the gum trees. 

“My favourite memory of my childhood is going off  
into the bush by myself and then just sitting quietly and 
watching nature all around me,” Dick tells me.

I am sitting in the expansive dining area of the Smith 

family home with Pip, his wife of 52 years, by Dick’s side  
as we all gaze out beyond the garden swimming pool and 
helicopter hangar – complete with the shiny helicopter 
Dick still flies – to the grey-green of the bush beyond. This 
is where Dick and Pip raised their two daughters, Hayley 
and Jenny, and today welcome their nine grandchildren. 

Over the years Dick’s universe grew from the wild Aussie 
bushland to the extremes of nature all around the world 
fuelled by his other passion – avionics. His rise from 
humble origins to multi-millionaire businessman, explorer 
and philanthropist is often touted as an iconic Aussie 
success story. But as Dick and Pip tell it, they were just 
“very, very lucky”. “I’ve won the lottery of life,” says Dick.  
“I was born in Australia and I’ve done well financially.”  

So, how did they get here?
“I was very much a loner. I’m still a one- or two-person 

type person,” Dick explains. “Some people would say that 
my mother was slack; I think she was wonderful. The only 
rule was when I got home from school, get out of your 
school uniform and be home by dark. I would go for miles 
into the bush; that’s where I learned to be independent.”

On one of these forays, the inquisitive youngster 
discovered the entrance to a storm-water drain that 
eventually led out into Sydney’s Middle Harbour. Filled 
with an explorer’s zeal and not a skerrick of fear, he jumped 
in, kick-starting a sneaky pastime that delighted his early 
years and certainly offered a glimpse of the daredevil Dick 
was to become. “I crawled upstream in the darkness, the 
pipe got smaller and smaller, until it was barely big enough 
to squeeze through, but this did not stop me. After making 
my way about half-a-kilometre up the drain, I ended up 
under someone’s backyard. Peering out of the pipe,  
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– also called Harold – had been killed 
in the war and his bedroom was locked 
from the day the family heard the news. 
Then one day Granny Caz decided to 
let Dick into Uncle Harold’s room. The 
wonder of what he saw still lights up 
Dick’s face as he shows me a photo of 
the Shangri-la that lay beyond. 

“The walls were covered in panels that 
held meters and transformers, resistors 
and capacitors, batteries, valves, 
everything you could think of,” he writes. 

Harold was a wireless technician, 
and on that day his nephew, Dick, was 
bewitched by the magic of radio. He 
was allowed to take bits and pieces 
away. “I’d go home, I’d fiddle with it 
and I built a crystal set,” he says 
proudly. He bought a magazine 
– Radios and Hobbies – and the world 
of electronics opened up. 

“I reckon it’s almost genetically in 
me from my uncle and that’s what 
made my career. It’s why we are so 
well off and I’ve travelled the world, 
bought a helicopter and all the rest of 
it. It’s all because of Harold’s room.”

The other defining factor in  
Dick’s childhood was the scouting 

I spotted a woman having a cup of tea 
in her garden. ‘Hello,’ I said. The poor 
woman shrieked and dropped her cup. 
I quickly retreated, and they never 
found out who was there.” 

At first Dick’s mum, Joan, would get 
anxious, but she soon learned to trust 
her son’s spirit for adventure. “It 
appears I said to her, ‘don’t worry, I’ll 
always turn up’. And years later, when 
she was being interviewed by the 
media when I was flying around the 
world, they said, ‘you must be worried 
about your son, he’s in a single-engine 
plane over big oceans,’ and she said, 
‘oh no, he told me he’d always turn 
up’. Isn’t that lovely!” 

This is one of an intriguing grab bag 
of anecdotes in My Adventurous Life, 
the memoir the Aussie entrepreneur 
has been working on while 
housebound during COVID. His 
friends and family had been urging 
Dick to share his life story for years, 
but it was only when forced to sit still 
in lockdown that he succumbed.  
“I was bored,” he jokes. 

Talking into a dictaphone, Dick 
travelled right back to where it all 
started, weaving a narrative of the  
boy who was bottom of the class who 
became a millionaire in his 30s. What 
happened after that is the stuff of  
a boys’ own derring-do novel, only  
it really did happen. Dick risked 
everything in inconceivable solo 

flights, mostly in his helicopter, 
completing one ridiculously perilous 
journey with a landing on Balmoral 
Castle’s golf course where he was 
greeted by Prince Charles, who Dick 
now counts as a friend. 

And while he’s happy to spend his 
millions on audacious flights of fancy, 
the couple has also given away more 
than $50 million. “I look at it as an 
absolute obligation. I’m amazed we 
have 100 billionaires in Australia  
and only 15 per cent are known as 
philanthropists. We made a decision 
30 years ago to give away at least a 
million a year,” he says.

Dick says he was a misfit. “I never 
thought I was but when I look back  
I was a bit weird.” He’s not being cute; 
in fact, that honest awareness of his 
shortcomings is part of a Teflon 
coating that has allowed Dick to 
tackle problems head-on without 

being bruised by failure. If there is  
a secret to Dick Smith’s success it is 
that he has always made a point of 
listening to and learning from those 
who know more than him, before 
ultimately having the guts to forge his 
own path. It’s a business – and life – 
lesson many could learn from.

“The famous thing was that  
I couldn’t say my name,” Dick 
continues. “The teacher would ask 
‘what’s your name’, and I said, ‘Dick 
Miff’ and then ‘Dick Fish’ and then  
I did a strange little dance and all the 
class screamed with laughter. But 
instead of the teacher thinking there 
might be more to this, she sent me  
to the principal, who then rang my 
mother who said, ‘oh yes, he can’t say 
his name’ and they just put me back 
into the classroom.” 

Dick’s speech impediment was just 
the tip of an iceberg of woeful school 

failures. “I think I was pretty dumb,” 
he says as an undisputed matter-of-
fact. “I was 45th out of 47. I was 
terrible.” It wasn’t that Dick was lazy, 
his brain simply operated differently 
to other kids and his concentration 
levels were all over the place. “Even 
now Dick has a nine-minute attention 
span,” laughs Pip.  

“I’ve never been checked, but you’d 
probably say today that I’m dyslexic,” 
concurs Dick. “I think it’s really 
important for parents and grandparents 
who may have children or grandchildren 
who are hopeless at school to read my 
book and have some confidence.”

Dick’s home life was loving, but he 
was happiest by himself. He wasn’t 
close to his academic sister nor sporty 
like his dad. “Barbara was really smart 
and she became a pharmacist. But I 
think my parents were worried about 
me. They told me years later – after I 
was successful and became Australian 
of the Year – ‘do you know we used  
to say to each other, whatever will 
happen to Dick?’”

A soldier in the army, Herbert 
Stanley Smith was away at training 
camp in Townsville when Dick was 
born and fighting in Bougainville, 
New Guinea, for the first year or so of 
his son’s life. When he arrived home 
dressed in his uniform, Dick was 
terrified. “I was 18 months old and 
took one look at him, then started 
screaming and ran down the hall  
and hid in our old dining room.  
It was more than half an hour 
before I could be enticed out 
to meet this strange man,” 
Dick writes. 

Father and son were chalk 
and cheese. “He was a quiet 
person who was very much 
affected by his failure in 
business. He’d started this 
business on his own and had 
a breakdown when it failed,” 
explains Dick. “He was  
a very good sportsman,  
and I wonder if I was a 
disappointment to him 
because they realised very 
quickly that I was a complete 
fumble-fingers. In many 

ways I regret that I wasn’t good  
at sport, to please him. I was just  
so different.”

While other boys played footie after 
school, Dick was exploring the great 
outdoors. He marvelled at the animal 
life and frequently came home with a 
lizard or frog cupped in his hands. 
While Herbert had no comprehension 
of Dick’s passion for reptiles, he was 
supportive of his son, which Dick sees 
as a marvellous thing. 

“He saw that I was interested in 
lizards so he built me a lizard pit in 
the backyard. Whose dad does that?  
I would have been only seven or eight.”

There were two key turning points 
in Dick’s childhood: one was being 
allowed into the shrine that was his 
late uncle Harold’s room when he was 
just five, and the other was joining the 
cubs aged eight. Both changed his life. 

Dick’s maternal grandfather, Harold 
Cazneaux, was a famous society 
photographer and as a lad Dick loved 
to help out in Grandpa’s darkroom. 
But he says there was always a pall  
of sadness that hung over his 
grandparents’ home. Their only son 

Above: Pip and Dick at the North Pole after 
their around the world flight. Left: Dick 
farewells Pip and the girls. He’d become the 
first to fly a helicopter solo around the world. 
Opposite page, from left: Young Dick collected 
and bred lizards; as a toddler with dad Herb; 
the Smiths have given away millions and started 
the Variety Bash charity car rally in 1985. 

“I never 
thought I 
was, but 

when I look 
back I was a 
bit weird.”

– Dick Smith
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movement. It was a no-brainer for 
Dick, for as with radios, this was 
something he not only connected with 
innately from somewhere deep inside, 
but he also happened to excel at.

“We’d go out at night on wide 
games, running through the bush, 
leaping over rocks and cliffs, I was 
good at that,” he says. “The scouting 
movement taught me what I call today 
‘responsible risk-taking’, which was  
to save my life in the future. It also 
taught me leadership, which helped 
me do so well in business.”

But Dick was still failing at school. 
He left at 15 but soon realised he’d 
made a big mistake. At the same time 
Dick developed another love – girls. 
“Being hopeless at sport, not good-
looking and a bit weird, there was 
simply no way I was going to end up 
with one of them,” he quips. Instead 
of being discouraged, true to form, 
Dick worked out a solution. He joined 
St Andrews Fellowship at the local 
Anglican Church, not because he 
believed in God (for 
the record he’s 
agnostic), but to 
meet members of 
the opposite sex.  
In no time he was 
holding hands with 
his first serious 
girlfriend, Carolyn. 
They dated for three 
years and it was 
Carolyn who 
persuaded Dick that 
he “wasn’t dumb  
at all” and to go  
back to his studies. 
“She gave me 
confidence,” he says. 

When Carolyn unceremoniously 
dumped him, 18-year-old Dick was 
devastated. It’s a rare moment of 
despondency in Dick’s life story and 
coming to the rescue after a series of 
misstarts was his first trip overseas 
with Tony Balthasar, a very special, 
wealthy and rather bizarre character 
who became Dick’s dearest friend and 
whom Dick introduced to the scouts.

Out in the wide world Dick spied 
new horizons and back on home soil 

after eight months away he used that 
experience to change his life forever.

At a social function uniting the 
Rover Scouts group he was a member 
of with the Pittwater Rangers (the girl 
guide equivalent), Dick shone. He was 
dressed in the suit he had just bought 
for the job he had landed as a sales 
engineer and showed slides of his 
world trip including climbing the 
perilous Gellihorn in Switzerland. The 
function was held in the home of twin 
sisters Susie and Pip McManamey.

“Pip thought I was so confident 
because I was showing off about my 
trip and I thought ‘gee I like those 
two’. Then when I was told they were 
17 and I was 22, I remember thinking, 
I wish I was five years younger, and on 
that first night I just ruled them out 
completely, in terms of romance.”

“I ruled you out, too,” jumps in  
Pip, “because I thought you had a 
girlfriend so I wasn’t going to waste 
any time.” 

But on their second meeting on  

a boat trip Dick found himself holding 
hands with Pip. “It was thrilling,” he 
recalls. “Within weeks I’d put aside 
my scruples about our age difference 
and we began courting.” 

Pip had experienced a challenging 
childhood which, despite her often-
painful shyness, gave her an inner 
maturity. In Dick she dared to spy  
a potential partner. 

“He was completely different from 
my father, who was an alcoholic and a 
bit of a scallywag,” she tells me. “Here 
I meet this guy who doesn’t drink  
and is very reliable. When he said he 
would pick you up at a certain time 
that’s just what he did.”

While she’s talking, Dick picks up a 
framed photo of the couple taken on 
their engagement. “Isn’t she lovely?” 
he coos. 

Their lives from this moment on 
became all about building Dick’s 
business, even timing their wedding 
to fit in after the working day. The 
story of the famous Dick Smith 

Electronics, which started in 1968 as  
a car radio business servicing taxi 
radio repairs and expanded to become 
a leading electronics retailer with 
multiple stores, which Dick sold to 
Woolworths in 1980 for $25 million,  
is part of Aussie culture. But Dick 
couldn’t have done it without Pip, 
who worked in the business and stood 
by his side through thick and thin.  

“I never thought I would become 
really wealthy. I was more amazed 
than anybody and I know 
my parents were absolutely 
amazed when they kept 
calling me a millionaire in 
the media,” says Dick.

But this success story is 
really about hard graft and 
the deep love and mutual 
support that binds Dick and 
Pip. In the book Dick charts 
the ups and downs in 
minute detail, including 
their darkest day when the 
business nearly went under 
after a former employee 
betrayed them and stole 
from the company. 

When tragedy later turned to 
triumph and the couple sold the 
business, Dick tested Pip again  
with his daredevil explorations.  
His flights are charted on a specially 
commissioned map on the wall of his 
helicopter hangar which is surrounded 
by photographs of far-flung places, 
mostly taken by Pip. 

When I ask what makes these two 
click, Dick says: “Pip’s enthusiasm.  
I look back on our life together and  
I can’t believe the incredible support 
she’s given me – in the business and 
then my five flights around the world. 
If I’d been her, I would have said ‘no 
way, you’re not going to leave our two 
daughters and go off and die halfway 
across the Atlantic because your 
engine fails’.”

He’s got a point: why did Pip stand 
by him? “Because I was naïve, 
extremely young and very much in 
love with him; still am,” says Pip, 
laughing. “We met because we loved 
the outdoors. Then Dick got the 
helicopter and had this crazy idea.  

I thought naively that he was going to 
fly round the world and then we’d get 
back to normal life.”

“But it’s like an addiction,” Dick 
pleads, gazing lovingly at Pip. 

“As years went on I realised that if  
I’d said, ‘you can’t do that’, he probably 
would have and our marriage would 
have broken up,” Pip continues. 
“Because he had to keep testing 
himself. But I loved being married  
and then we had our daughters – how 
lucky was I! I always wanted to be a 
mother, and fortunately we both only 
wanted two children and we had girls. 
I’m a girly-girly type. It was amazing.”

And even though she claims not to 
be an adventurer herself, Pip did join 
Dick on several occasions. 

“I’ve flown in a helicopter right 
around the world, at 500 feet. I never 
chose to do that. I just went along 
with it, because why not? I can’t 
believe I’ve been to the North Pole.  
It was incredible.”

When you read about Dick’s exploits 
what stands out most is how risky 

they were. “It was dangerous,” he 
admits. “I am amazed that I’m alive.”

“I sometimes used to say goodbye  
to him and think, ‘I may not ever see 
you again’,” adds Pip.  

On his second global flight, Pip 
slipped a letter into Dick’s pocket 
which sums up their love story.

“My Scrawn. I hope this will be 
another wonderful and successful 
adventure for you. You have my full 
support as I know you are such a 
special person who needs a different 
challenge every now and then. 

“I’m actually a little envious, as I’ll 
always remember how close we were 
during your first attempt on the North 
Pole. The girls and I will be tracking your 
every move on our map at home and our 
thoughts will always be with you. Have a 
great time, don’t get too cold and if the 
weather’s bad, stay on the ground. 
There’s always tomorrow. Remember  
I will always love you. Pip xxoo.” AWW

 
My Adventurous Life by Dick Smith, 
Allen & Unwin, is on sale now.

“I used to say 
goodbye to 

him and 
think ‘I may 
not ever see 
you again’.”

– Pip Smith

Clockwise from left: The Smiths 
met Prince Charles at Balmoral; 
celebrating Pip’s Order of 
Australia; the new book. 
Opposite: the landmark Sydney 
store; North Pole attempt.
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