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Thrupenny a plenty: Christmas Dinner in Hamilton in the 1930s 

 

William Cawkwell 

 

Christmas dinner evokes memories of large family gatherings, tables sagging under the 

weight of food, and a time when excess is commonplace. These same memories have been 

experienced in New Zealand since James Cook spent his first Christmas here in 1769.
1
 Now 

try and imagine cooking that meal on a campfire in the middle of the bush as an early settler, 

in a roaring coal range in the middle of summer in Nelson, or in an early electric stove in 

Hamilton during the 1930s. Whilst the make-up of the meal has remained largely the same, 

the processes involved from planning to presentation have changed remarkably.  It is here in 

Hamilton during the 1930s that these processes — and how they have since been affected by 

changing technology, the state of the economy, and ever-changing social and cultural 

practices — will be explored. 

Perhaps the most anticipated treat at Christmas time was the trip to town for 

strawberries and ice cream. Hamilton fathers would escort their excited children into town 

and straight to Dolly Varden’s Milk Bar. Dolly Varden’s was ‘the place to be’ and catered for 

all ages, with a milk bar at the front and a restaurant out back. It was the milk bar that drew 

the fascination of children, and it was here that the children would converge with fathers in 

tow for ice cream and strawberries on Christmas Eve.
2
 

It is hard now without context to imagine how ice cream could excite such a response 

and be valued as such a treat. By 1928 the Depression had well and truly taken hold and was 

affecting all levels of society in New Zealand. Unemployment figures rose at an alarming rate 

and at their height may have exceeded 70,000.
3
 Farmers were hit hard, with a 40 per cent fall 

in export meat prices and a 60 per cent drop in export wool prices. This greatly affected the 

affordability of ingredients, and the quantities of them available, which in turn affected the 

work of the household cook. During this period pork and beef sales dropped 30 per cent, 

coffee dropped 50 per cent, and potato sales fell by one third.
4
 Whilst this paints a grim 

picture and suggests a sparse table and hungry children, the household cook must be given 

credit for her resourcefulness; as four accounts gleaned from interviews of Hamiltonians 

growing up in the 1930s attest, there was good food and no shortage of it.  

Despite the hard times it seems that Christmas was largely exempt from shortages and 

thrift. Another Christmas treat fondly remembered was the visit from the ‘ginger beer man’. 

Jeanette Ward and Muriel Bertram both remember how Sharps, the ginger beer man, would 
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come around door-to-door selling great big stone jars of ginger beer. Sharps Brothers claimed 

to be ‘the largest gallon jar firm in the world’ and operated under the catchy slogan ‘You like 

a “Sharp” drink! Then drink “Sharpe’s” drinks — they make you feel glad you are thirsty’. 

While they are fondly remembered in Hamilton, by 1923 they had 33 factories throughout 

New Zealand and Australia.
5
 

Well before visits from the ginger beer man, and trips into town for strawberries and 

ice cream, the household cook — invariably the matriarch —would have planned her 

Christmas Day dinner down to the last detail. Each element would have been deliberated on 

and options drawn from what was available from the garden and what could be sourced 

locally. 

It appears that it was the products that were not readily grown at home or sourced 

locally that were the ones that commanded a high price and which were often unattainable for 

the household cook during these Depression years. Perhaps somewhat baffling to modern 

readers, who no doubt have or know of someone who has an orange or lemon tree growing in 

their backyard, is the account given by Muriel Bertram. Bertram, who was born in 1923 and 

lived with her family in Ulster Street, describes how there was always a plentiful supply of 

apples and plums from trees in the neighbourhood; however, bananas and oranges — in fact 

citrus in general — was scarce and expensive. New Zealand was largely reliant on the import 

of citrus during the early part of the 1900s, and this dependence can be observed by the rising 

amounts of imported oranges from Australia. From 1930 to 1932 imports rose by 50,000 

bushels a year, reaching 280,000 bushels in 1932.
6
 Perhaps it was this dependence on 

Australia that led to an impetus to produce our own fruit. By the end of 1932 this desire for 

self-sufficiency led to an embargo being placed on all citrus imports. This embargo quickly 

led to a rapid rise in citrus prices, with one account from the Evening Post in 1937 claiming a 

60 per cent rise in mandarin prices since the implementation of the embargo.
7
 These high 

prices led to citrus becoming unobtainable for many New Zealand households, and explains 

the surprise and excitement when an orange was found in Santa’s stocking on Christmas 

morning.
8
 

To ensure that Christmas dinner satisfied appetites it was essential that an array of 

vegetable side dishes adorned the table. The majority of these would be made up from the 

produce grown in the home garden. Extensive vegetable gardens were commonplace, as 

section sizes were customarily larger than today. Jeanette Ward, who was born in 1919 and 

who grew up in Claudelands, remembers her father’s vegetable garden vividly. Their garden 

— like many others in the area — produced beans, cabbages, peanuts, tomatoes, pumpkins 
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and cucumbers. She also recalls how her father instilled an interest in gardening in her and 

her siblings by sowing cress in each of their initials and encouraging them to carve their 

initials on the under-ripe passion fruit in order to prevent them from fighting over them when 

they were ripe.
9
  

There were many local suppliers ready to provide what was not grown at home. Many 

of these suppliers conducted their business by door-to-door selling. Jeanette Ward remembers 

two such examples in her Claudelands home. She recalls how an ‘old Chinese fellow’ used to 

come door-to-door selling vegetables, and also how some local Māori would come to the 

door, selling kits of blackberries and fruit in exchange for clothes. Other notable local 

suppliers of fruit and vegetables in the Hamilton region were Allport and Scott’s, Brecken’s 

orchard in Hillcrest, Ohaupo Orchards for apples, and the Chinaman at the Glenview market 

gardens for peas.
10

 

Most families had an extended gathering for Christmas, with relatives converging on 

one household to celebrate together. While this was invariably loved by all, it did create quite 

a stir in the kitchen. The all-important meat would have to be prepared early; whether it was 

chicken, turkey, lamb or beef, it needed to be brought to room temperature, tied, rolled, 

stuffed and seasoned, ready to be carefully roasted for at least four hours.  

The choice of meat for Christmas dinner depended largely on the requirements of the 

household. How many people had to be fed, what could be sourced locally or at home, and 

how much could be afforded were all important factors in the decision. The two main 

contenders for this choice were usually poultry or lamb. Poultry could take the form of a 

turkey, goose, duck or fowl. Fowl, most likely referring to chicken, was an economical 

choice, yet it was also harder to carve for large numbers. Turkey was a more expensive 

option, though if carved carefully could yield up to 30 slices from the breast alone. Turkey 

also provided giblets for soup the next day, gravy to accompany the meal, or the not-so-

fondly remembered giblet pie.
11

  Advertisements from the Waikato Times in December 1930 

show a predominance of advertisements for poultry.
12

 

Muriel Bowden, who lived in Waitoa, recalls that chicken was always served at 

Christmas in her household. This could be due to the fact that she lived on a farm and her 

father regularly butchered his own sheep during the year, so that poultry would have been a 

pleasant change from lamb in her household.
13

 This phenomenon was not isolated to the 

Bowden household or to Hamilton. During the 1930s, veal and beef dominated the day-to-

day menu, representing 44 per cent of all New Zealand recipes. Mutton and lamb made up 25 

per cent of the recipes and poultry made up a paltry 14 per cent.
14

 It can be assumed that 
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poultry therefore was saved for special occasions and to provide diversity to the plate 

otherwise dominated by red meat. 

How the chosen meat was going to be cooked was largely dependent on the 

technology the household cook could call upon. The 1930s was a time of advancement and 

time-saving additions to the household kitchen. By 1926 50 per cent of New Zealanders lived 

in their own homes, and increasingly these homes were powered by electricity. Between 1916 

and 1931 power production increased by 900 per cent, and for the first time a significant 

number of people had access to new cooking technology, in the form of the electric stove. 

This appliance would replace the coal range at the heart of the household and save many an 

hour spent by children chopping wood for mother’s steamed pudding. Unlike the electrical 

stoves of today, however, the 1930s version was far from ‘set and forget’. The household 

cook had to constantly regulate and adjust the power supply to maintain a correct and even 

temperature.
15

 

With the meat course under way it was time for attention to be turned to the all- 

important ‘plum duff’. It was the Christmas pudding that held the fondest memories for 

children of all ages. If prepared at home the Christmas pudding would have begun its journey 

on ‘Stir-up Sunday’, the last Sunday before the Christian season of Advent,
16

 about five 

weeks before Christmas Day. The making of the pudding would involve measuring all the 

ingredients, at least 13 to represent Christ and his disciples; adding the all-important coins; 

marinating the fruit in alcohol; and steaming or boiling the pudding for at least seven hours. 

The pudding would then be hung in a cool dry place until needed on Christmas Day. For the 

household cook in Hamilton who did not have time or patience for making the Christmas 

pudding, there were many companies happy to supply the ready-made version.
17

 Whichever 

option was chosen, the final preparations were simple. The pudding would be steamed for 

one hour before being taken to the table and doused with brandy, whereby the father would 

light the alcohol, setting the whole pudding alight. Then came the challenge to carve the 

pudding, ensuring that each serving contained at least one threepence.
18

 It was commonplace 

for children to overindulge and make themselves sick in the pursuit of more pocket money.
19

 

With the final course served, it was time for the household cook to take a backseat 

and enjoy the festivities. The afternoon entertainment would be handed over to the children, 

with each expected to present an item, ranging from dance and musical recitals to poetry 

readings and singing.
20
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Finally the planning, preparation and execution of the Christmas festivities and dinner 

were completed. While the children lamented over how long it was until next Christmas, for 

the household cook it came about all too soon.
21 
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PREFACE:  

Localised Histories for the Waikato Region,   

c. 1840s to the Present 

 

In Semester B of 2013, students in the History Programme at the University of Waikato were 

able to enrol in a Special Topic, HIST380: History Research and Publishing Project. The aim 

of this paper was to introduce students enrolled in level three to the skills of researching, 

writing, editing and finally, publishing short pieces of ‘local’ history, with their brief to 

examine topics in the Hamilton and wider Waikato region. The diverse experiences of 

studying history before coming to this paper — with some students with New Zealand history 

in their degree backgrounds, and others without — meant that this expectation has proved 

challenging. The students have risen to this challenge, devising individual research projects 

of various kinds, employing different methodologies, and engaging with a range of ideas 

about ‘local’ history. As they explain below in their Editorial Introduction, themes emerged 

through the students’ inquiry, and nicely echoed ideas they had gleaned and examined in 

other history papers and in the course of their life and private research.  

Group meetings were held on six occasions in class time, and were used to discuss 

and debate how the final journal might ‘look’, what it would contain and how we would 

produce the polished outcome of an online journal with an editorial introduction. In the fifth 

meeting, the final table of contents was agreed to, and we moved to create this introduction 

from that arrangement. Students took leadership in writing their own Introduction, and in 

assembling their own author biographies. 

During the first three weeks of the paper, Peter Gibbons was an invited guest speaker. 

Peter quickly dispelled the idea that local history might be a narrowly conceived form of 

historical inquiry, preferring instead to emphasise the way in which history might be 

‘localised’, and therefore seemingly small topics might have significance beyond this place; 

readers of this collection, he suggested, should be from as far away as San Francisco. This 

idea stayed with the students, who took a variety of approaches to help draw out and grapple 

with this concept of localised history.  

Reminding the class of the importance of this idea, I was struck by the way we had, in 

practice, effectively examined recent critical historical ‘turns’ to the local, as exemplified in 

the work of Tony Ballantyne, among other historians. Ballantyne’s significant collection of 

essays, Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past , plays with this idea in a few 

places, with Ballantyne arguing that many local histories tended to reinforce ‘stability’, fixed 
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relations with place, rather than the multiplicity of identities and relationships that shaped 

local places and populations. Such limited writing about ‘local’ history then obscures the 

ways in which local sites are both part of a larger world, and also subject to the forces of 

mobility and change, and more like clusters of interaction and movement than small 

microcosms of a national story.1 While as a class we investigated local history methodologies 

and writing styles, we also gestured towards a larger set of questions driving new historical 

inquiry.2 However, students were not asked to examine these debates in depth: a future class 

might be asked to take more of this academic debate into their writing. 

These histories represent for many of these students a very first foray into 

independent research and should be read in this light — as examples of one semester’s work 

in a paper that was taught for the first time. As the instructor for this paper, I am very proud 

of what they managed to achieve in a short 12 weeks of study. 

  

CATHARINE COLEBORNE  

                                                             
1 See Tony Ballantyne, Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past (Wellington: Bridget 
Williams Books, 2012), pp. 264-82. 
2 See for example Gavin McLean’s How to do Local History: Research, Write, Publish: A Guide for 

Historians and Clients (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2007). 
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Abridged Stories of a Bridged River:  

People and Places, Politics and Practices 

 

The essays in this collection represent one part of the semester’s work for the taught level 

three paper HIST380. We as students had to constantly reflect back on wider historical 

contexts for our own individual inquiry. In our experience, the concept of ‘ localised’ history 

tended to exclude the exceptional and instead focused on the ordinary people, places, politics 

and practices of the past. These, then, became our core themes, as this collection goes on to 

illustrate.  

Periodisation loomed as one aspect of class deliberations about the arrangement of 

these pieces. One straightforward option for arranging the essays was through a chronology; 

that is, ordering the articles from earliest to latest. This was partly inspired by the 

approaching 150th anniversary of Hamilton, which was mentioned at the beginning of the 

paper as a possible connection between our work and the public readership. However, the 

chronological approach was dismissed by some as too Eurocentric, although all of the essays 

are written in English, and most of them concern the activities of people of European descent. 

However, not all of the essays fit neatly into chronological order. Some transcend a single 

moment or manageable timeframe, and thus we decided to take a thematic approach, which 

included some chronology as a compromise. 

By contrast, a thematic approach is not bound by time. Themes can transcend time 

and exemplify a larger narrative of the Waikato region and extend beyond the specifics of 

each topic. We ultimately chose not to use a chronological approach because themes are more 

inclusive in creating fluid connections and establishing significant patterns throughout the 

pieces. Themes allow the reading of each piece to be placed into a context which reaches 

beyond the Waikato region. Constructing themes that would be not only suitable, but also 

relatable, was challenging: we were trying to correctly represent and position each article and 

author. We wanted to show how each piece related to the wider context of localised history, 

without any being categorised as ‘pre-history’. 

Immigration is a common thread between a number of the articles. This theme links 

back to our lecture with Peter Gibbons and his encouragement to look at the project as 

‘localised’ history; in other words, how local happenings, peoples and stories have a wider 

resonance, and connections with worlds beyond the immediate one in which we reside. The 

theme of immigration is one that is important to the narrative of New Zealand’s history and 

the whole of the British Empire. Clearly, the high representation of European immigrant local 
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histories underpinning this essay collection is worth noting. Yet as Peter also pointed out, the 

Waikato region is enriched with the culture and history of the tangata whenua. Tangata 

whenua histories are covered by a small number of our articles, and we acknowledge that 

perhaps due to the ethnic makeup and personal interests of the class,  the content of our 

spread of pieces does not really represent the significant Māori population and cu lture of the 

Waikato region.  

The places that have been written about within this journal issue have had a large part 

to play in the shaping of these local/localised histories. As we have been making our way 

through this process, the stories have given shape and meaning to places — for example, the 

meaning behind the name, why the place was created, and the impact these locations have 

had on making Waikato history what it is today. Many of these places still exist and many 

people have been able to walk back in time and sense the struggles and triumphs that the 

place and people have gone through to get to where they are today. 

Politics is always present; we could not ignore the different levels and layers of 

political cultures in these histories. Many events and situations in Hamilton’s past were 

politically charged. For instance, the ultimate aims of the British government in New Zealand 

are open to conjecture and remain obscure. The outcome was different from their goals — or 

was it? For example, practices of land alienation created an imbalance in the colony’s power 

relations. Gender politics not only shaped the past for women and men and their economic 

worlds, as separate essays here show, but also created the archival record which in some 

instances left women invisible. Later, in the twentieth century, the problem of race relations 

again loomed as a fact of Waikato’s history with the Springbok Tour protests, as one of our 

essay contributions demonstrates. 

Focusing on practices allows for a more encompassing view of the social norms of the 

time. Many of the social practices of the Hamilton population developed from individual 

experiences brought by settlers from their countries of origin. Practices can also be an avenue 

for exploring histories of the average citizen.  These practices changed depending on class, 

ethnicity and gender. Immigrant settlers adapted to the New Zealand context, but also 

brought with them their own ways of being. A reflection of these different adaptations to the 

new colony or to later circumstances is also intriguing and relevant to our imagined 

readership and audience.  

For the majority of us, the primary sources were somewhat difficult to locate, leading 

to many conclusions being drawn from secondary sources. This approach links into a wider 

context and potentially attracts a diverse audience.  Yet we have collectively also used a large 
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number of primary source materials: items from the Hamilton City Library’s heritage 

collection, including oral history recordings and materials, as well as its online Kete 

collection; the Waikato Museum of Art and History; land and survey records; Church 

records;  materials held by the Hamilton City Council; the records and images of the Waikato 

Health Memorabilia Trust; material held by the Waikato District Council; cemetery records; 

Te Ara: The Encyclopaedia of New Zealand; the records of historic sites; Appendices to the 

Journal of the House of Representatives (AJHRs); and New Zealand Parliamentary Debates 

(NZPD). We have also used other materials freely available in the wonderful New Zealand 

Collection at The University of Waikato Library; items and objects from personal collections 

and archives; Papers Past; diary and private sources; New Zealand Gazettes; and military 

records. 

Our methods of inquiry and analysis have included taking seriously the idea of 

localised history, and we have been learning more about place, region, and locale in the 

course of our research. Some of us started with individuals, taking a biographical approach. 

Most of us have used our skills and training in the textual analysis of sources, looking just as 

much at what is absent from the record as at what is present. We have also been interested in 

the role of memory and descendants’ points of view. Overall, we have entered into this task 

by finding our own ‘place’, our own interests, and have tried to engage historically through 

our own identities, as well as identifying our academic interest in others’ histories and 

experiences. 

 

HIST380 STUDENTS 2013 
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‘Let the sun shine in’: The Waikato Hospital Patients’ Sunshine League, 

1920-1950 

Brittany Bettjeman 

 

On 4 February the Waikato Hospital Sunshine League held its first meeting for the year 1950 

in the Crippled Children Society rooms. The meeting was full and members were abuzz with 

the success of their Christmas gift-giving to Waikato Hospital patients. The gifts were indeed 

a success, with one male patient so delighted with his gift he woke his fellow patients and 

told them ‘Santa Claus has been’.
1
 Sharing Christmas cheer and spirit is one of many kind 

things the Sunshine League did for Waikato Hospital patients.  

The Waikato Hospital Sunshine League was a patient welfare support group 

established in June 1922.
2
 The League was later incorporated under the New Zealand 

Incorporated Societies Act 1908 on 24 October 1928, due to its growth as a charitable 

organisation and to provide official recognition for the work it accomplished.
3
 The internal 

coordination of the Sunshine League was important to members because it showed that the 

group was formal and that it could live up to its own image of itself as a functioning and 

useful organisation. Meetings were very important to the League. It was at these meetings 

that the direction and purpose of the League was discussed as well as administrative tasks 

such as fundraising, accepting new members, payment and management of accounts, and 

sending and replying to letters. A general meeting was held yearly and a new executive 

committee was elected; monthly meetings were less formal affairs, and notice of these 

meetings was given in the Waikato Times.
4
  

Fundraising was an important aspect of the League’s work and fell to the organising 

executive committee. The League appealed for donations in local newspapers; for example, 

in 1933 an appeal was made for donations of women’s and infants’ clothing.
5
 Funds were 

raised in other ways, with a street collection by hospital nurses, various concerts in country 

districts such as nearby Horsham Downs, and donations from the Hamilton Rugby Union and 

the Waikato Rugby Union.
6
 

The League occupied different social spaces from the period 1920 to 1950. Meetings 

were held at the office of Rogers, Stace, and Hammond (solicitors) throughout the 1920s.
7
 

During the 1930s, the Hamilton YMCA rooms were another space occupied by the League. 

Also used was Lowry’s tea rooms, as proprietor B. L. Lowry was elected president of the 

League in 1931.
8
 The offices of J. R. Fow were used as a meeting space in the 1940s; at that 
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time A. L. Fow (brother of J. R.) was president of the League. The Fow family was involved 

with the organisation from as early as 1929, when J. R. Fow (then mayor of Hamilton) was 

the patron of the League.
9
 From 1946 meetings were held at the Crippled Children Society 

board room, reflecting the League’s friendliness with other charitable organisations. Beyond 

meeting spaces, the Sunshine League occupied the social spaces of the Waikato Hospital. If 

the meeting spaces were where plans were made, the hospital space was where the League’s 

planning was put into practice. 

The practices of the League were various, with a marked division between male and 

female roles. This reflects the wider social framework of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s in New 

Zealand, and is evident in the division of tasks carried out by members of the League. Men 

were the executive organisers, occupying the administrative branch which included finances 

and fundraising. But there were many other branches in which women played a pivotal role, 

such as in sewing garments for patients; paying visits to patients and bringing them fruit and 

tobacco; maintaining the library collection, and organising Christmas festivities and regular 

concerts.
10

 The Sunshine League provided opportunities for women to be a part of public life 

and to establish social connections outside of the domestic sphere. In 1946 the female 

members got the opportunity to flex their organisational muscles even further, when ‘after 

considerable discussion’ the control of the League was handed over to the ‘lady members’.
11

 

While I do not doubt that men still participated in the practices of the Sunshine League, it is 

possible that in Hamilton’s post-war context women were filling public leadership roles 

previously held by men. The transition of control within the organisation reflected a growing 

confidence in its female members. 

The Sunshine League was a secular organisation, and was never affiliated with any 

church. Despite working closely with hospital staff to provide care and relief from the 

boredom of hospital routine to patients young and old, the League was an entirely 

independent community group. Its work was publicly celebrated by the Waikato Hospital: in 

1922 the Children’s Ward became known as the Sunshine Ward, in acknowledgement of the 

good work the League did for the hospital (Figure 1).
12
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Figure 1: Young Patients and Nurses at the Children’s Sunshine 

Playground, 1924, Waikato District Health Board.
13

 

 

 

 

Throughout the 30-year period between 1920 and 1950 the Sunshine League provided 

cheer and companionship to patients of all ages at the Waikato Hospital. They provided 

summer concerts on the band rotunda, a gramophone and music records, and regular film 

viewings. The children were given gifts of toys and provided with a playground (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Sunshine Ward, named in honour of the Sunshine League, date unknown.  

Private collection of Peter Rothwell, Chairman, Board of Trustees, Waikato Health  

Memorabilia Trust. 

 

Tobacco was given to patients in the Old Men’s home, trips to the country were 

organised for patients staying long term, and a flower garden offered a place of peace. 

Magazines and books were updated regularly; hand-made clothing and blankets relieved 

vulnerable bodies from the chilly bite of winter; and money was put aside for those in 

financial hardship (this was especially important in the context of war and the Depression).  

The Sunshine League was a group of people working together to ‘dispel the shadows, letting 

in the sunshine’.
14
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Verax: Speaking a Truth about Hamilton’s Need ‘for a few good 

washerwomen’ in the Late Nineteenth Century 

 

Kate Christie 

 

In Latin the word ‘verax’ translates to ‘speaking the truth’.
1
 On 1 April 1882 one Hamiltonian 

signed his name as Verax to invoke sincerity and perhaps to ensure his anonymity.
2
 Verax 

wrote to the Waikato Times complaining about Hamilton’s need ‘for a few good 

washerwomen’. He explains the difficulties faced by a friend of his when trying to find a 

washerwoman. This personal account is used by Verax to encourage the New Zealand 

government to make free immigration more readily available for able women. An uneven sex 

ratio in Hamilton caused challenges to gender-orientated social norms of the time; of 

particular concern was a lack of access to domestic labour services. This was not an issue 

unique to Hamilton; rather, the entire nation suffered the impact to varying degrees. New 

Zealand’s General Government sought to solve this issue by evening out the sex ratio through 

granting assisted immigration to eligible women.  

Verax’s letter discusses the urgent need for ‘a few good washerwomen’ in the 

Waikato region. He does this through a detailed account of a friend’s struggle when trying to 

find a suitable woman to temporarily meet his domestic needs, as his wife was ill. During the 

late nineteenth century New Zealand women and men experienced difficulties in maintaining 

previously known household standards; servants were hard to come by and the competition 

caused by high demand made them even harder to keep. These difficulties aided the 

increasingly common perception of middle class and elite English women as being ‘little 

dolls of women who do nothing,’ by established immigrants of New Zealand.
3
 Verax’s letter 

to the editor of the Waikato Times alluded to this common perception when he stated that the 

Waikato region needed strong women to do the washing, instead of feeble ‘dolls-eye 

makers’. This negative reference to middle class and elite English women is due to the reality 

that New Zealand urgently needed to import more working women; those already in the New 

Zealand domestic service industry were able to be selective with their employment, therefore 

they altered power dynamics and were perceived as not earning their keep.
4 

 

The role of women in New Zealand during this time was most often domestic in 

nature; this was true for half of the women in paid employment in 1881 and true for the vast 

majority of women who were unpaid.
5
 Therefore Verax’s desire for anonymity at first glance 

seems unusual, as he believes women should be working in the domestic sphere. Although 
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the demand was for women to meet domestic labour needs, somewhat contradictorily Verax 

and the wider population in general attached masculine attributes to the idealised servant. 

Specifically in Verax’s case, he valued strength over feebleness; strength is a characteristic 

that is not typically associated with women, particularly physical strength. General 

Government application forms for assisted passages support this statement, as there is no 

mention of strength as one of the criteria; rather, being industrious was highly valued in 

women.
6
 However, his closing statement — which suggested that it would have been less 

hassle for a male to do his own washing — scrutinised social norms and standards of the time 

and this is most likely the reason he did not disclose his identity. Because the hassles are 

experienced by a ‘friend’ in his attempt to find a woman who could do his washing, the use 

of a pseudonym may have been used for the friend’s privacy. However, the account is 

detailed and includes responses by women who did not feel obliged to take on the extra work 

load, so surely these accounts would have been easily recognisable by those directly 

involved. It is most likely that Verax did not feel comfortable questioning gender roles and 

only did so to provoke public outrage and government action. The article, being on page two 

of a widely distributed newspaper, also supports this claim.  

Women in the Waikato region, according to Verax, were not easily persuaded to do 

washing for just any man. Verax’s friend had a wife, and her weakness due to illness was the 

initial cause of his dilemma. Verax’s friend can be assumed to be of comfortable means but 

in an unusual circumstance, as Verax reports that the friend asked a man in his employ if his 

wife or mother could take on the temporary role of washerwoman needed in his household. 

The latter, clearly not feeling obliged to the man who employed her son, wrote to the wife of 

Verax’s friend stating she had better send her washing to a ‘place where fire is supposed to be 

more plentiful than water’. Interestingly, this reply was directed towards the ill wife rather 

than the male of the household, suggesting that she did not go so far as to insult the man who 

had asked the favour.  

The effects of the servant problem were felt across the classes. The wealthier may 

have been able to hire a couple of servants but there was little choice, while the less fortunate 

would have had to resort to finding time to do all domestic work themselves.
7
 Verax and his 

companion were not a remote case; most established immigrants had to improvise to a 

degree. However, the difficulties faced by established immigrants in New Zealand may not 

have been faced amongst Māori populations. Unlike European society, the social organisation 

of the Māori did not rely on marriage as the central economic or socialising component 

within their societies, meaning that a wider support system was available.
8
 Lady Mary Anne 
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Barker, during her time on the Steventon station on Canterbury’s Malvern Hills, wrote a 

series of letters describing the details of her domestic life in the late nineteenth century.
9
 

Barker lived the ‘high’ country life and could afford to furnish her two maids’ rooms with 

fittings worthy of an English house. However, as she describes it, it was case of ‘Hobson’s 

choice’ when it came to finding suitable maids. Possibly somewhat displeased at the lack of 

selection, Barker describes her housemaid Lois — who was all of fifteen years of age — as 

small, skimpy and angular, all of which Barker presumed was a result of ill treatment and 

starvation. The cook Euphemia was described as a tall and fat woman of pasty complexion 

who was ignorant; the apparent consolation was that she was willing to learn.
10

 Members of 

the upper classes possibly had to make more adjustments to their home life; not having access 

to servants was so off-putting to this group that it was ‘the greatest disincentive ... [when] 

contemplating colonisation’.
11

   

Fewer women than men was a main causational factor for the lack of servants. In 

1881 the Auckland province, which during this time included most of the Waikato region, 

had 119 men to every 100 women.
12

 This figure may be somewhat of an understatement 

when looking specifically at the Waikato region, as the sex ratio was the most 

disproportionate in frontier rural districts.
13

 Correspondence between the Auckland provincial 

chairman, Thomas Gillies, and the General Government in the 1870s outlines the perceived 

solution, that of increasing female immigration. Free immigration was to be granted to 

women who were between the ages of 15 and 35, accustomed to domestic service and who 

were of good moral character.
14

 The majority of these women came from England, Ireland, 

Scotland or Wales, most due to the increased opportunity of gaining employment with better 

conditions.
15

  

Verax’s letter to the editor was a Hamilton-based case study, reflecting a demand that 

was experienced widely across New Zealand. An uneven ratio of females to males was 

considered the main cause for a lack of servants. Free passages to New Zealand, for certain 

females, was the strategy by which the General Government took action. It is likely that if 

Verax had attempted to write to a newspaper today — using a pseudonym — his work would 

not have been published, leaving his honest voice unheard.  
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‘Alien Enemies’ in the Waikato:  

Early European Immigrants, 1899–1919 

 

Sabion Pivac 

 
In 1918, The Colonist estimated that there were ‘some 200 Slavs from the Austrian area’ 

working in the Waikato, Piako, Te Aroha, Ohinemuri and Thames districts. Most were young 

men already employed in gum digging, farm labouring or in the drainage of swamps. Retired 

police commissioner John Cullen, who had been reinstated and appointed Commissioner for 

National Alien Employment, was quoted as having been ‘in personal touch with these Slav 

inhabitants’ to ascertain where each man could best be assigned for State work.
1
 It could be 

assumed that while the Commissioner had visited the Waikato region he had assessed 

patriotic loyalty during wartime unease, while cataloguing these men in his alien enemy 

portfolio.  

        Seven months prior to the account of these men published in The Colonist, members of 

parliament had discussed a report regarding drainage operations on the Hauraki Plains. The 

labour pool was depleted due to the war effort and it was questioned whether prison labour — 

or any other labour, for that matter — might be industriously employed for the benefit of the 

State. There were but two dredges at work on the Hauraki Plains and two thirds of the 

100,000 acres of appropriated land were still considered ‘the haunt of the wild duck.’
2
 In 

order to convert the Hauraki swamp into revenue, urgent drainage was required for settlement 

to occur. It would not be long before a scheme was put into place. A plan was initiated in 

December 1917 to investigate, classify and supervise the ‘Yugoslav’ people of New Zealand. 

Henceforth, on the heels of Cullen’s social call to the Waikato region, a large number of 

‘Yugoslavs’ reported to the Public Works for labouring positions. This included swamp 

drainage and stopbank construction with the Ohinemuri and Waihou river works, and other 

construction work such as the Paeroa-Pokeno railway.
3
 

        All enemy alien surveillance, conscription and detainment, was being enforced under the 

coercive praxis of John Cullen. He had undertaken the task of compiling a register of 

‘Yugoslav’ migrants by means of Defence Department advertisements which had begun to 

surface in the local newspapers. In a manner that commanded all ‘Yugoslavs’ to report 

personally for registration, an advertisement in The New Zealand Herald stipulated that those 

failing to report, whether naturalised or not, would be ‘drastically dealt with’.
4
 Under 

Cullen’s charge, large numbers of Croats were directed into labouring camps under 
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government supervision, so that assigned work was undertaken either for the State or for a 

sanctioned employer.  

        In both public and official debates during this time, the identity of Croatians in New 

Zealand encompassed Slavs, Austrians, Dalmatians and Yugoslavs. This in itself reflects the 

turbulent and complex homeland condition that these men had departed from as subjects 

under the regime of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Before World War 1 the Kingdom of 

Hungary had granted Croatia and Slavonia internal administrative independence under its 

reign, whereas Dalmatia had been subject to Austria.
5
 As a result, those in New Zealand who 

identified as Austrians before the Armistice were predominantly Dalmatians.
 
  

        We might ask why these European men were in New Zealand, and what experiences 

they may have encountered. After decades of dual monarchy and control over their 

homelands, the manner in which their peasant agrarian culture had subsisted had been 

compromised. This, coupled with failing crops, extreme poverty and an aversion to military 

service, had prompted many to immigrate to New Zealand shores. It was soon realised that in 

New Zealand, money could be made primarily by digging for kauri resin, with profits sent 

back to villages to relieve hardship. Before long a chain migration system developed, which 

was cultivated through existing social relationships and which provided both support and 

networks for future migrants, who had begun to arrive in considerable numbers in 1892.
6
 

Employment in public works brought Croats to the Waikato region, particularly during World 

War 1. However, work and opportunities prior to this time also took them to other parts of the 

North Island, as this essay shows. 

        Before World War 1, attitudes in New Zealand toward Croatian immigrants were largely 

preoccupied with the undertakings of enterprising Croats who had potentially created a glut 

in the kauri gum industry marketplace. It was an economic resource that the British settler 

believed was compromised due both to the inflow of ‘Austrians’ onto the gumfields and to 

their output of productive labour. A letter to the editor of The New Zealand Herald in 1899 

identified with a number of small settlers in the north who had but a few hundred acres and 

therefore needed to supplement their income. In the article, the Croats are referred to as ‘a 

curse and a blight … just taking the bread from these people’s mouths.’
7
 The letter reflects a 

general discord targeting ‘undesirable’ immigrants, and this attitude may be found in 

numerous accounts at this time.  

        Meanwhile, Croatians had also emerged in various public works and continued to be 

perceived as threatening to the livelihood of the white settler. The Croatian occupation of an 

abandoned space near Kaipara Flats — while they awaited work placement — had been 
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described in another publication as ‘their latest encroachment’; this was sounded in a letter to 

the editor as ‘a note of warning to my fellow-workers’ with regard to the Croat presence on 

railway works. The writer objected to the ‘Austrians’ camped up on a deserted gumfield as 

they waited to replace men that vacated, so they could take up work that the ‘Britishers’ were 

being denied.
8
  

        Besides, the so-called ‘Austrians’ were imagined as sojourners. Not dissimilar to 

Chinese immigrants, they were often transient, hard-working, predominantly male and 

inhabiting makeshift, remote places. Indifferent to becoming settlers, they were therefore 

considered unsettling. At a meeting of the House of Representatives in 1899, it was noted that 

‘Austrians’ were ‘industrious and sober’, yet they were classified as ‘other’, not meeting the 

idealised image of the desirable settler. As it was pointed out, ‘hundreds of these people lived 

together, living in a nomadic state’ and sent money out of the country.
9
 It appeared that the 

‘Austrians’ were somewhat less interested in contributing to the fiscal pool of the burgeoning 

colony, but rather elected to send earnings back to their homeland.  

        With the advent of World War 1, the position of Dalmatians, as representative of the 

majority of ‘Austrians’ in New Zealand at this time, shifted. Sending earnings to their 

families in Austria-Hungary became an arrangement considered sympathetic to enemies of 

the British Empire. 

        Instigated at the hands of government, the classification of the ‘enemy alien’ was 

assigned both to immigrants of Austria-Hungary and to select ‘others’ such as German 

migrants.  They were regarded with intense suspicion due to being subjects of territories with 

which Britain was in combat. The assigned category of ‘enemy alien’ originated in a sense of 

paranoia, but it was perpetuated in the feelings of fear and mistrust that characterised war-

time attitudes toward ‘other’ nations. For example, containment and surveillance were 

discussed in a parliamentary debate in 1916, with reference to the ‘men in question’ included 

in discussions concerning Germans and espionage. Members of Parliament considered a 

strategy of appointing soldiers with ‘rifle and bayonet’ to patrol the boundaries of places 

where ‘Austrians’ were employed, as a means of preventing intrusion into the wider 

community. It was proposed that ‘a line could thus be drawn and the guards would see that 

the Austrians did not pass it’, in an attempt to alleviate the collective anxiety.
10

  

        With many in New Zealand having been dispatched to war duties, select identified 

groups came to recognise that they were excluded from fighting for the British Empire. Those 

who had enlisted for service, though rejected for not being British subjects, found the 

Government had deferred the matter of naturalisation till the war was over.
11

 Furthermore, 
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one of many wartime regulations initiated to influence control over enemy aliens was the 

Revocation of Naturalisation Act in 1917. This gave the Government the power to revoke or 

suspend the citizenship rights of Croats and others who had previously been naturalised. 

        Following the Armistice in November 1918, those men who had been deprived of the 

freedoms of citizenship came to realise that wartime-regulated restrictions — including being 

quartered under canvas at the works and receiving a capped wage — were still in effect. 

Resentment incited the Croats to instigate ‘go-slows’ and ‘no-shows’. One such event that 

was indicative of the ill feeling was a protest at Paeroa, initiated by workers on the 

government drainage works. The strike was ignited from what was considered the unjust 

treatment of workers who had been arrested and interned for boarding in Paeroa. Court 

proceedings noted that they refused to ‘obey the orders’ and live at the works camp, and 

many of those who participated in the protest were apprehended and fined.
12

  

        Almost a year after the Armistice, Commissioner Cullen visited several of the works 

camps on which Croats were engaged. He announced in a publication of The New Zealand 

Herald that he had released these men from their ‘obligations under the war regulations as far 

as employment on public works were concerned’.
13

 At the end of September 1919, the 

Defence Department issued a statement to the media, announcing that their ‘Yugoslav’ 

branch activities had effectively terminated. 

 

 
Notes 

 

 
1
 The Colonist, 23 Feb 1918, p. 4. 

2
 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 178, 27 July 1917, pp. 791-2. 

3
 Ohinemuri Gazette, 22 May 1918, p. 2. 

4
 The New Zealand Herald, 17 April 1918, p. 12. 

5
 Senka Božić-Vrbančić, Tarara: Croats and Maori in New Zealand: Memory, Belonging, Identity 

(Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2008), p. 54. 
6
 Hans-Peter Stoffel, ‘From Austrians to New Zealanders: The Croatian Community in New Zealand’, 

in New Zealand and the EU: Austria in the South Pacific, Europe-New Zealand Research Series 6, no. 

3, ed. by James Bade (Auckland: The Europe Institute, University of Auckland, 2011), pp. 77-111.  
7
 The New Zealand Herald, 6 March 1899, p. 7. 

8
 Ibid., 14 July 1906, p. 3. 

9
 Thames Star, 4 October 1899, p. 2. 

10
 John Payne, New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 177, 12 July 1916, p. 19. 

11
 Andrew Trlin, Now Respected, Once Despised: Yugoslavs in New Zealand (Palmerston North: 

Dunmore Press, 1979), p. 103. 
12

 Ohinemuri Gazette, 28 February 1919, p. 3. 
13

 The New Zealand Herald, 26 September 1919, p. 9. 



i 
 

 

 

 

 

The New Zealand 
 

Journal 
 

of 
 

Public History 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Volume 2, No. 1                                                                         November 2013 

 



ii 
 

Guest Editors: History Research and Publishing Project (HIST380) 

Students, with Catharine Coleborne 

 

Editorial Advisory Group: 

Giselle Byrnes Charles Darwin University, Darwin, Australia 

Catharine Coleborne University of Waikato 

Stephen Hamilton  Charles Darwin University, Darwin, Australia 

Bronwyn Labrum Massey University, Wellington 

Mark Smith University of Waikato 

Rowland Weston University of Waikato 

 

The New Zealand Journal of Public History is an occasional journal published by the Public 

History Research Unit (PHRU), University of Waikato. The New Zealand Journal of Public 

History is currently available free of charge. 

 

Correspondence should be addressed to: 

 The Administrator 

 New Zealand Journal of Public History 

Public History Research Unit (PHRU)*  

History Programme 

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Te Tari Tumu Korero 

The University of Waikato Te Whare Wānanga o Waikato 

Private Bag 3105 

New Zealand 

 

Or by electronic mail to: phruadmin@waikato.ac.nz 

 

*from 2014, the PHRU will be renamed the Historical Research Unit (HRU) 

 

PUBLISHED BY THE PHRU, HISTORY PROGRAMME 

THE UNIVERSITY OF WAIKATO 

ISSN 2253-153X 

 

mailto:phruadmin@waikato.ac.nz


iii 
 

© 2013 The New Zealand Journal of Public History 

 

The New Zealand Journal of Public History 

Volume 2, No. 1, November 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

We thank Mark Caunter from the Hamilton City Library Heritage Collection, Peter 

Gibbons, Ann McEwan, Tomasz Mendrun, Dan Morrow at the Waikato Museum of Art and 

History, Mark Smith, and the staff of libraries, repositories and other local research sites, for 

their assistance with ideas and research for these essays. We also thank Cathy Cross, our E-

Solutions Development Manager in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, and the History 

Programme, School of Social Sciences, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, for supporting 

and assisting with this publication. Finally, sincere and special thanks to Dr Fiona Martin 

for her editorial assistance, hard work and patience. 

 

 



62 
 

Stories Told About Violence:  

Hamilton During the 1981 Springbok Tour 

 

Nikita Prinsloo 

 
After effortlessly ripping down the fence and manhandling cattle trucks out of their way,

1
 

250 to 350 protesters stormed Hamilton’s Rugby Park, throwing the 1981 Springbok tour of 

New Zealand into turmoil by voicing their opposition to it.
2
 Occupying the centre of the 

grounds, these protesters — part of ‘Operation Everest’, a larger protest group of 

approximately 3000 people — forced the cancellation of the Springbok match against 

Waikato. An appeal was made to the group to leave the field when pro-tour supporters burst 

through the fence, led by a woman brandishing an umbrella who attacked the protesters.
3
  

The crowd in the centre of the field was chanting, ‘The whole world is watching.’ 

The protest was streamed live for the entire world to see.
4
 The nation, too, was watching, and 

many New Zealanders believed that the tour was a chance to address the issue of racism 

within New Zealand.
5
 Showing unity in support against racism in South Africa was New 

Zealand’s way of demonstrating that racism would no longer be tolerated in this country. 

After the events in Hamilton, opposition leader Bill Rowling described the country as being 

on the threshold of carnage.
6
   

Rivalry between the South African Springboks and the New Zealand All Blacks 

continues to this day. Many New Zealand players regarded playing the Springbok Rugby 

team as the pinnacle of their rugby career. On 1 May 1981, an estimated 75,000 New 

Zealanders took to the streets across New Zealand in a first step to publically demonstrate 

their opposition to the proposed 1981 Springbok Rugby tour.
7
 The Muldoon Labour 

government at the time approved the New Zealand Rugby Football Union’s invitation for 32 

South African men to tour New Zealand. The team was to play 16 football games over six 

weeks in 12 different locations.
8
 The tour sparked nationwide controversy. The uproar 

brought about by the tour was unprecedented in New Zealand. The country was torn between 

those who believed that the tour must go on, and those who believed that the tour 

demonstrated New Zealand’s support for South Africa’s inhumane Apartheid regime.    

 The second game of the tour was to be played in Hamilton on 25 July 1981. The 

events which erupted surrounding the game proved to be the peak of change on the tour. 

There is no single opinion, story or history which explains the details of the occurrences at 

the Hamilton Stadium on that day in July. Like the nation at the time, ‘facts’ and narratives 
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concerning the events are fickle. Many accounts are simply a reflection of popular or 

unpopular opinion at the time concerning the tour. However, one thing is clear: the breakout 

of violence in Hamilton on this day was extreme.  

Following the arrival of the Springboks in Hamilton, a candlelight rally was held in 

Garden Place, Hamilton, to ‘lighten up the gloom of the Springbok tour.’
9
 The rally 

organiser, Ron Kilgour, held the event for anti-tour protesters who wished to show their 

support but who did not want to take part in the active disruption of Saturday’s game. He 

believed that this would prevent violence in other parts of the city, by offering those out-of-

town protesters a non-violent way of showing their support.
10

 The protesters marched to the 

Ambassador Motel where the Springboks were staying. The group, now growing in numbers 

exceeding 500, chanted and sang songs of freedom as they marched on the motel grounds, 

stopping opposite the wing in which the Springbok rugby team was staying.
11

 

A handbook was formulated by the group ‘Mobilisation to Stop the Springbok Tour’ 

(M. O. S. T.) for those who wished to protest. This handbook notes that the philosophy of 

New Zealand’s anti-apartheid protesters is and always has been one of non-violence, ‘but not 

passiveness.’
12

 The handbook goes on to encourage people to organise non-violent action 

training camps to teach protesters how to act in a peaceful manner during protests.
13

 Many 

accounts of the events in Hamilton state that it was those who were protesting against the 

tour who were most violent. However, events during the protest and afterwards in Hamilton 

tell a slightly different story. 

For Nurse Carol Thomas, one of four volunteer nurses from Auckland set up outside 

the stadium, the events at Hamilton Stadium quickly turned into a terrifying nightmare. Pro-

tour supporters violently attacked a car used to transport an injured anti-tour protester to the 

hospital. Luckily, the car got away. However, as the nurses were trying to load an injured girl 

into another van, the pro-tour supporters turned and attacked the nurses and the girl. Once the 

girl was placed safely in the van, the protesters were rocking the vehicle back and forth in an 

effort to tip it. Not one person escaped the violence which erupted as a result of the 

increasing frustration felt by pro-tour supporters. 

The account given under oath by Marilyn Waring, a member for the National Party, 

states that she ‘read of property damage carried out by protesters, I saw spray painted slogans 

… Shops which had mounted displays of rugby jerseys and photos had their windows 

smashed.’
14

 Waring also reported that once the anti-tour protesters drew level with the rugby 

supporters, crates were heaved over the fence, while beer cans became missiles and crude 

words of abuse became spears. Waring legitimately entered the grounds and made her way to 
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the top of the embankment in order to photograph the ensuing chaos which was developing 

on the field below. After a short time there, she was viciously attacked by a pro-tour 

supporter. She was punched; attempts were made to wrench her camera from her as she was 

thrown down the embankment. Once the game was cancelled and people were making their 

way off the field, many protesters — including Waring — feared for their physical safety.
15

  

Following the cancellation of the Hamilton game, Waring was informed of death threats 

received by institutions that were involved in the anti-tour movement in Hamilton, as well as 

obscene phone calls made to clergymen throughout the Waikato.
16

 The post-game 

atmosphere in the region was bitter and unforgiving. 

Many were attacked in their homes by pro-tour supporters. Some who were against 

the tour were attacked in their homes, while many others were harassed verbally on the 

phone with abusive and threatening messages.
17

 One demonstrator reportedly had his hand 

broken at work the next day by workmates who disagreed with his stand on the tour.
18

  

Students at the University of Waikato barricaded themselves in the Halls of Residence. 

Police cordoned off the Halls following an attack by a large group of pro-tour protesters, who 

smashed windows and chanted ‘we want rugby.’
19

 The Vice-Chancellor of the University at 

the time, Don Llewellyn, later confirmed that two students were treated in hospital for their 

injuries following the attacks on the Halls of Residence that Saturday night.
20

 

After the cancellation of the Hamilton match, Halt All Racist Tours (HART) vice 

chairman Mike Law was reluctant to speak of the events after a series of attacks on anti-tour 

protesters’ homes. After receiving stitches for his injuries, John Minto, HART National 

Organiser, was followed to the home of Dr Anthony Rogers.
21

 A call for assistance was later 

received at the home; the house had been invaded by pro-tour supporters.
22

 John Minto, Mr 

Law and Dick Cuthbert were all badly beaten,
23

 and were forced into hiding in order to 

ensure their own safety.  

Such violence showed Hamilton and the world that there were deep and passionate 

responses to the Springbok tour of New Zealand. The evidence tells us that there was a large 

amount of unnecessary violence at the match in Hamilton. Interest in the tour became largely 

focused upon the violence, rather than the central issue of the conflict between apartheid and 

sport. The Hamilton match illustrated the division within New Zealand at the time of the 

tour, as well as the extreme violence many people were willing to employ in order to defend 

what they believed to be their natural rights.  
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Glen Massey School: A History from 1887 

 

Lauren Retter 

 

In 1887 a settlement of 22 families was founded at Te Akatea, about two kilometres north of 

what is now Glen Massey.
1
 In 1915 Glen Massey School was opened for the growing 

population in the area, and the school quickly became the social centre and hub of Glen 

Massey. The church was moved from across the road to be adapted and utilised by the school, 

allowing more students to enrol, and more families to become part of the village and 

community that was quickly establishing itself within rural Waikato. Like all rural places in 

New Zealand, time seems to move slowly without much being changed. People love the way 

their paradise is and try and keep it as traditional as possible, but they also try to keep up with 

the times that are moving ahead. This is where the story of Glen Massey and its school 

begins. 

When we think of rural New Zealand a certain image springs to mind, one that is full 

of green paddocks and pastures with an abundance of cows, sheep, goats and even deer. This 

is an image which for many people is the ideal and picturesque backdrop for bringing up a 

family and also having the best of both worlds: a quiet rural area not too far from town. Glen 

Massey is one of those many rural villages that can be found nestled in the mountain range 

that surrounds Ngaruawahia; it is only eight minutes west of State Highway 1 going north, 

and fifteen kilometres from the famous natural Waingaro Hot Springs. This tiny sleepy 

village of Ngaruawahia was once a bustling mining town that allowed many people to have a 

good start in life, but with the growth of the village things needed to start changing, 

especially for the growing families surrounding Glen Massey. A school was required, to 

ensure the proper education of the youngest generation and to prepare them for a wider range 

of job opportunities. 

Glen Massey came into being because of an abundance of coal found in the local 

Ngaruawahia area in 1912. The village grew and many families migrated to the Glen Massey 

area; many Scottish families made a major move from the other side of the world because of 

the encouraging job prospects in New Zealand. The influx of families to the area encouraged 

the village to look at its population and make some important decisions to ensure healthy 

growth and development, but also to encourage families to stay. One of the biggest decisions 

that was made by the village as a whole was to build a school so that families would not have 

to move away from the area. 
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The naming of Glen Massey was a given; as there was a large Scottish population 

congregated in the area, the name naturally reflected their heritage. ‘Glen’ means ‘valley’, 

and ‘Massey’ was in homage to the Right Honourable William Ferguson Massey, who was 

Prime Minister of New Zealand from 1912 to 1925. He was the founder of the Reform Party, 

and is widely considered to be one of the most skilled politicians of his time. Massey was 

also known for his support of rural interests; significantly, this permitted the proper 

development and application of resources to rural areas in New Zealand, allowing many rural 

areas to increase in prosperity.
2
 After Richard Seddon, Massey was the longest-serving Prime 

Minister in New Zealand’s history.
3
 

Before the school in Glen Massey was established the villagers had to send their 

children to Te Akatea (two miles north of Glen Massey), or Waingaro School (seven miles 

south of Glen Massey).
4
 This put many families in a predicament; should they move from the 

area and closer to the school? Or should they risk their children’s lives every day by sending 

them on foot to school? A villager, Mr Lambourne, made an application to the Education 

Board to have a school established in Glen Massey.
5
 On the piece of land that was purchased 

for the school, a huge marquee was erected to ensure that the education of the children could 

begin as soon as possible, even before the permanent buildings had been constructed. The 

permanent school was opened on Monday 1 February 1915, with 58 students on its roll.
6
 

Over the years the school grew, with classrooms being added to accommodate the growing 

school roll. Enrolment reached its peak in 1957, with 146 students.
7
 Yet just one year later, in 

1958, disaster struck the village. The closure of the state-owned mine resulted in the gradual 

decline of the population in the area. With families having to move away from the tranquil 

area of Glen Massey for job opportunities, the school’s roll rapidly decreased by 10 students 

each year. Enrolment levelled out in 1960 with 64 students, which is the lowest it has ever 

been.
8
 

Before Glen Massey School was built, an interesting situation had developed with the 

other schools in the surrounding areas. A teacher, Mr Frank McGrath, had to split his time 

between Te Akatea on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and Waingaro School on 

Thursdays and Fridays.
9
 With so many families in the affected areas, it was felt that the 

division of Mr McGrath’s time was unfair, so as a consequence his work week was increased 

to six days to give each school an even share of his time.
10

 As the population of Glen Massey 

increased, more teachers were added to accommodate the growing school roll. A maximum 

of four teachers was employed at the peaks, and as the roll declined one or two teachers were 

employed for the teaching positions. 
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With every low there is a high to look forward to: there has been an increase in the 

population of Glen Massey, as people have started to seek the quiet oasis that is rural life with 

the added bonus of not being too far from town. The school, with all of the developments and 

improvements that have been made to it, has been able to retain the character of its original 

1915 buildings, while enjoying the 1980s architectural developments that have ensured that it 

is a functional and attractive complex for the students to enjoy and use.
11

 Glen Massey 

School today boasts a Grade U3 and a decile five status. There are five classrooms, and the 

roll of the school fluctuates around 100 students, with six full-time teachers who teach a 

range of ages from Year 1 to Year 8. Also on staff is a principal and a deputy principal, one 

part-time Special Needs and Abilities teacher, and two teacher aides. A reading recovery 

programme is run at the school.
12

  

Although it may seem like the picture perfect, gone in the blink of an eye village, 

Glen Massey is a village that has built itself on a rock. All of the families that live there love 

it and do all that they can to preserve what they have. Glen Massey has had a hard road to get 

to where it is today, but as you drive through the village nearly everyone will stop and wave 

in greeting, so you get a real sense of community and continuity with time moving slowly 

and things being kept the same. As a new resident to the area I have been welcomed with 

open arms and have a feeling of being home and of being accepted for who I am and what I  

can bring to this old, traditional community.
13
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1
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4
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5
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6
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7
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9
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10
 Jones. 

11
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12
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What if General Cameron had Obeyed Orders? 

The Paterangi Line and Kingite Autonomy 

 

Ryan Wood 

 

Unlike other areas in New Zealand, the Waikato region has the distinction of being settled 

almost entirely as the result of war. Of New Zealand’s largest cities today, Hamilton is the 

only one built entirely on confiscated land. The war that gave rise to Hamilton and its satellite 

towns has been called ‘the largest and most important of the New Zealand Wars’ by James 

Belich.
1
 Its importance lies mostly in the fact that the outcome of the war was the removal of 

the best chance Māori ever had at self-determination. However, as with all history, nothing is 

ever a sure thing. There was one moment in the war in which the Kingites almost secured 

victory, had it not been for one stubborn Scottish general … 

 

* * * 

 

By January 1864, the fortunes of the Kingites fighting against the government in the Waikato 

were beginning to fade. After four months of light skirmishing, the first proper battle of the 

Waikato campaign was fought in November at Rangiriri. Despite repulsing British assaults 

on their trenches, the Kingites were nonetheless defeated when, ‘during an attempt to 

negotiate’, they were ‘humbugged’, as James Belich puts it, and compelled to surrender after 

being peacefully overrun by British troops.
2
 Although both sides suffered similar numbers of 

dead – around 40 – the Kingites lost more fighting men when 183 of their defenders became 

prisoners, taking Kingite losses, from a strategic perspective, to beyond 220.
3
 

Following this defeat and the subsequent occupation of the Kingite capital 

Ngaruawahia, Governor George Grey communicated confidently to London that ‘the neck of 

this unhappy rebellion is now broken.’
4
 While some Kingite chiefs, such as Wiremu 

Tamihana, may have felt this way, others like Rewi Maniapoto – whose lands lay further to 

south and remained unmolested – continued to defy the government. He and his fellow 

Kingites established at Pikopiko and Paterangi ‘the most formidable systems of redoubts and 

entrenchments built in this campaign.’
5
 These connected pa sites formed what is popularly 

known as the Paterangi Line, which covered the main routes towards Rangiaowhia, the 

breadbasket of the Māori war effort. The value and importance of the area was recognised by 

the British, who acknowledged that ‘the country from which [the Kingites] had been expelled 

was of slight value compared to the fertile territory’ around Rangiaowhia.
6
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General Duncan Cameron moved slowly after capturing Ngaruawahia, giving himself 

time to establish supply lines, although this had the side effect of providing the Kīngitanga 

with breathing space. He arrived with his ‘striking force’ of 3000, facing Paterangi on 28 

January 1864.
7
 Upon confronting the Paterangi Line, Cameron was reluctant to attack, aware 

that the casualties would be similar to, if not greater than, those incurred at Rangiriri. His 

hesitation drew the ire of some, however, as historian Richard Stowers writes: 

 

Governor Grey was much annoyed at what he considered unnecessary delay, and 

pressed Cameron to assault Paterangi immediately. Cameron refused. The Governor 

became more urgent and finally ordered Cameron to make the assault. Cameron 

bluntly told Grey to ‘go to hell’. According to witnesses present, these were the exact 

words.
8
 

 

Cameron recognised the superiority of the Kingite position, and wisely retired to nearby Te 

Rore. He remained there well into February, and finally devised a plan which involved 

outflanking the Paterangi Line and capturing Rangiaowhia while it was undefended. This 

idea evidently placated Grey, who wrote to the Colonial Office: ‘If the natives continue to 

hold their ground until these movements are completed, it is possible General Cameron may 

succeed in striking so decisive a blow that it will bring this unhappy combat to a close.’
9
 

‘A Maori Ephialtes,’ Belich asserts, ‘was essential to this plan,’
10

 and once a native 

guide had been procured, Cameron was presented with an opportunity to slip past the 

Kingites undetected. He did so on the night of 20 February, outmanoeuvring the Kingites 

with a column of 1200 soldiers. Subsequently they occupied Rangiaowhia, killing a handful 

of Kingite sentries, before withdrawing to nearby Te Awamutu. There Cameron waited for 

the Kingite army to vacate Paterangi and reclaim Rangiaowhia, after which he would try to 

catch them in open ground. Predictably, the Kingites did scramble to reoccupy their village, 

and Cameron moved against them on 22 February, engaging the enemy at Hairini.
11

 Unable 

‘to hold their embryonic trenches against the vigorous assault’,
12

 the Kingites retreated, 

leaving Rangiaowhia and the surrounding district – including the formidable Paterangi Line – 

in British hands. 

Belich provides the best summary of Cameron’s achievement: 

 

At a cost of less than thirty British casualties, the Maoris had been forced out of their 

strongest system of fortifications and consequently out of one of their richest 

economic centres. The loss of the Rangiaowhia district severely and permanently 
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weakened the King Movement, and the blow to Maori morale was considerable. 

Paterangi, though close to bloodless, was in reality the greatest British victory of the 

Waikato War.
13

 

 

Although the British and colonial forces won every major engagement of the Waikato War, 

Paterangi was the most convincing – a tactical masterstroke. 

Yet events could have unfolded much differently. Rangiriri was not the last pa 

Cameron assaulted; he would go on to throw troops against the defences of Gate Pa in 

Tauranga in late April, and suffer the kind of defeat he had so feared at Paterangi. So he was 

not, at this stage in the war, entirely averse to the idea. What if he had obeyed his 

commander-in-chief and attacked the Paterangi Line? 

 

* * * 

 

Let us suppose that General Cameron caved into Governor Grey’s incessant demands and 

assaulted the Paterangi Line. The outcome would likely have been reminiscent of Rangiriri, 

with wave after wave of British soldiers being repulsed. The casualties would have been 

worse, though, and this time there would be no Kingite ‘surrender’. 

Such a devastating defeat would have impacted greatly on Cameron’s future strategy. 

Just as in reality ‘Gate Pa [29 April 1864] was the last completed modern pa he ever 

attacked’,
14

 so too would he not assault any more Māori defensive works following Paterangi. 

As in our history he would become so cautious he would earn the nickname ‘the lame 

seagull.’
15

 

From the Kingite perspective, a victory at Paterangi would have been not only a 

strategic success, but also a reaffirmation of the Kīngitanga’s mana (prestige, authority) and 

viability as an indigenous alternative to British sovereignty. Belich writes that ‘it is … clear 

that the breadth of Kingite support has been grossly underrated.’
16

 Several tribes supported 

the Kīngitanga, and it is likely that this support would have remained steady following a 

Kingite victory. In reality the Kingites did not win a single major engagement in the Waikato, 

and this impacted on inter-iwi support for them. It may also have contributed to the rise of Pai 

Marire/Hauhauism, the Māori religious movement that spread war across the North Island 

and gave rise to rebel leaders such as Titokowaru and Te Kooti. A Kingite victory at 

Paterangi would have blunted the growing mana of the new, radical religion, thus sparing the 

country from years of more bloodshed. Titokowaru may have become little more than a pro-
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Kingite proxy in Taranaki; Te Kooti would certainly have remained an uninvolved civilian in 

Gisborne. 

Following their defeat at Paterangi, the British forces would have meandered about 

the North Island, perhaps suppressing some pro-Kingite uprisings rather than the nascent 

Hauhau ones, as they did in reality. They would certainly have departed, however, in the mid-

1860s, leaving New Zealand’s internal defence to their own colonial forces, such as the 

Armed Constabulary. 

Throughout the late 1860s and 1870s the New Zealand government would have left 

the Kīngitanga alone, much as they did in reality. If they did choose to take another crack at 

the Paterangi Line, their inexperienced colonial troops would certainly have fared worse than 

their British counterparts in 1864. The development of the colony would have had little 

choice but to work around the Kīngitanga. The Main Trunk Line, rather than running through 

Te Awamutu and Te Kuiti, would have been forced to skirt around Lake Taupo, leaving 

Kingite autonomy intact. 

Yet would a victory at Paterangi – and the retention of the fertile lands around 

Rangiaowhia – have been enough to preserve the autonomy of the Kīngitanga? Perhaps; it 

may have ensured a stronger economic independence than they in truth enjoyed. Ultimately 

the question of a Māori state-within-a-state would have to be resolved, much like the issue of 

the Confederacy and the Union in American Civil War. Either an international power, such as 

Britain, would need to intervene and confirm the Kīngitanga’s sovereignty, or else the would-

be nation, bereft of allies, would be invaded and annexed, much like the Confederacy was. 

 

* * * 

 

All of this was avoided, however, through the fortitude and ability of General Duncan 

Cameron. Even Belich agrees that it ‘it was Duncan Cameron at Paterangi, not William 

Hobson at Waitangi, who sounded the death-knell of Māori independence.’
17

 The settlements 

in the district of Rangiaowhia, such as Te Awamutu and Pirongia, became frontier towns, 

watching the border of a nation whose hopes of sovereignty had long since vanished. 
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From County Clare to Hamilton East: A Military Settler’s Life  

(W. H. Kelly, 1845-1926) 

 

Murray Nacey 

 

William Henry was a boy when he arrived in Aotearoa in 1853, and after growing up in the 

village of Howick in Auckland, he took possession of the land granted to militia in Hamilton 

East, Waikato. He was soon involved in keeping the peace and defending the town. He was 

soon ‘in the thick of it’, as he disarmed and arrested a local Māori who had attacked his 

brother-in-law with an axe.
1
 He was assigned the duty of driver and minder for Colonel 

Lyons; the pair travelled extensively throughout the Waikato region, where the relationship 

between Māori and Pākehā was strained because of the confiscation of Māori land.
2
 

 The following is an insight into the life of my great-great-grandfather, William Henry 

Kelly. Many sources referred to are ‘public’, as much of his private life was not recorded. 

There are snippets of information gleaned from government documents and contemporary 

newspapers, council records and Military Rolls, Registers of Births, Deaths, and Marriage, 

and reports on civil and military events he attended. There is a narrative recorded, from his 

son James, transcribed by Hensleigh Norris. This is the sole personal record of William 

Henry and his family that I have found. At the time of William’s appearance in Hamilton the 

population was low, and because of his social station in life — which was that of an Irish 

soldier and settler — his life was of little importance to those recording the events of the day. 

I have been able to piece together a tapestry of facts and educated guesses, and by employing 

historical imagination, I have woven a tale of hardship and dogged determination, which was 

my ancestor’s life, as it was for most of the folk in early Hamilton.  

The way William lived and the lengths to which he went in order to provide for his 

family and fashion a life for them in a foreign land, humbles me and I am proud to be his 

great-great-grandson.  

 William Henry Kelly was born in Ennis, County Clare, Ireland, on 16 August 1845, to 

James and Frances Kelly (née Moore). His father was a career soldier, who was born in the 

‘Fort of Gibraltar’ into a military family in 1807. Kelly senior, who served in the Royal 

Artillery for 23 years, fought the French in Canada for 14 of those years, and he and his wife 

had added four daughters to the family before they sailed back to Ireland. William, or W. H. 

as I will refer to him, was born eight years after his closest sister, with his brother George 

completing the Kelly family when he was born in Cavan, Tullamore, Ireland, in 1850.
3
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 Life was precarious at that time in Ireland, with the Potato Blight causing widespread 

starvation among the population. In September 1845, the year W. H. was born, the blight hit 

Ireland, subsequently causing the deaths of thousands of people.
4
 Once the call went out for 

‘pensioned-off’ military men to emigrate to New Zealand, James jumped at the chance of 

making a better life for his family. W. H. was just six years old when he and his family sailed 

from their homeland to this unknown land full of promise. The voyage started in London on 

14 January and finished in Auckland on 27 May 1853. The journey aboard the Inchinnan was 

a rough one, with 22 passengers dying between England and New Zealand. The majority of 

the dead were the very young, who succumbed to a measles outbreak on board the ship.
5
 

  It was nothing short of a miracle that W. H. and his siblings — Frances (17), Mary 

Anne (15), Leticia (13), and George (2) — survived the cramped and unhygienic conditions 

they would have endured. Their older sister Rebecca (21) had already married, and she 

remained behind in Ireland.  James Kelly had signed up for the ‘Fencibles’ Regiment, which 

consisted of mainly ‘pensioned-off’ Irish and British soldiers. These men were conscripted to 

help ‘defend’ Auckland’s European settlers against the ‘Māori threat’. James, after his long 

service in the British Artillery, was described as ‘discharged, worn out’.
6
 There were four 

settlements planned, one each at Onehunga, Otahuhu, Panmure and Howick. W. H. and his 

family arrived in Howick, where his father was given land to develop and to build a home. 

 Little is known about W. H.’s schooling. Howick was just a camp when they arrived, 

so there were no established schools. Thus the commentary on his life moves to the 1860s, 

when he enlisted in the Auckland Militia. He served under Colonel Pitt for three years while 

attached to the 65
th

 Infantry.
7
 His age upon enlisting is unclear, but it was common for men as 

young as 16 to join up. The Nominal Roll of the Waikato Militia has him signing up on 3 

November 1863, which puts him at 19 years.
8
 W. H. was transferred to Hamilton as a 

member of the 4
th

 Waikato Militia under Captain Steele, who later gave his name to Steele 

Park in Hamilton East. W. H. moved to Hamilton with his brother George and their father 

James.
9
 The threat of war in the Waikato made their destination a dangerous place for their 

womenfolk. In 1865 he married Mary Mullions, daughter of fellow militiaman Joseph.  

In 1869 he was granted ‘lot 124’, an acre block in Heaphy Avenue (later Grey Street) 

in Hamilton East, and a 50-acre block, ‘lot 88’, on the corner of Thomas and Hukanui 

Roads.
10

 Most of the larger lots of land granted to the military settlers were swamp, and 

without the time and money needed for drainage and development, the land was useless. 

According to an interview, recorded by Norris with W. H.’s second son, James (Shine) Kelly, 

he traded his 50 acres for two milking cows.
11

 Many men just abandoned their lots and 
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returned to the goldfields. This decision would have been difficult for him, as the land was to 

be his farm and part of the reason for his move to Hamilton. The cows would have provided 

much-needed milk and with babies arriving, W. H.’s concerns most likely lay with feeding 

his family. 

 W. H. commenced his service with the 4
th

s on 3 November 1864, so according to 

records, he was with the 65
th

 Regiment while living in Howick from 1861. He had to serve a 

three-year term in order to qualify for his land grant, and upon completing this he joined the 

Waikato Cavalry. He then transferred to the Armed Constabulary on 3 November 1868, 

where he remained under Colonel Lyons.
12

 The exact dates are obscure but his record shows 

his service for these regiments. W. H. took on whatever work was available to provide for the 

family, as a private’s pay was a meagre two and a half shillings per day.
13

 Therefore his time 

was divided between building his house, working for a wage and defending the town. 

 

 

Figure 1: William Henry Kelly, c. 1880 (Private Family Archive, Auckland). 

 In 1866 Mary gave birth to Archibald Oswell, followed closely by James in 1867, 

Joseph Mullions (my great-grandfather) in 1869, William Henry Jr. in 1871, Frances Caroline 

in 1874, Frederick Charles in 1877, Leonard in 1879, Albert Edward in 1881 and Thomas in 

1883.
14
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Figure 2: William Henry and Mary Kelly, c. 1900 

(Private Family Archive, Auckland). 

  

 

W. H. saved his brother in-law from further injury or even death at the hands of a 

local Māori, Atia and his accomplice, when they caught the latter stealing potatoes from their 

garden in Tamahere.  

According to Norris, Joseph Mullions (W. H.’s father-in-law) had held the thief 

overnight and was escorting Atia and the stolen vegetables to Hamilton, when the thief 

attacked Henry Mullions (W. H.’s brother-in-law) with a hammer or an axe. W. H. knocked 

down and disarmed the assailant, and took Henry to Dr Beale in Hamilton for treatment for 

his head wound.
15

 

  In the 1870s W. H. was assigned to Colonel Lyon as his driver. In 1873 local Moana-

tua-tua (Monovale) labourer Timothy Sullivan was shot, beheaded, and his heart reputedly 

taken as a trophy by Māori. W. H. drove the Colonel all over the Waikato with the officer 

trying, by his presence, to quell the ill feeling among the settlers and the dispossessed Māori. 

Norris described W. H. as having a ‘thin wiry frame and fair hair’, and recounts that he 

handled his team of horses with skill and pride and could make the trip between Cambridge 

and Hamilton in 45 minutes.
16

  

 According to James Kelly, his father was hard-working and took on any job available. 

He remembered W. H. milking his own cows on their Grey Street property, then walking to 

Tamahere where he milked three cows for ‘Aussie’ Graham, before ploughing for eight 

hours. He then milked Graham’s cows again before walking home and milking his own cows. 

He was paid five shillings per day for what would have been a 16-hour day. He proved to be 

an entrepreneurial man as he soon had his own cartage business, the first in Hamilton. He was 

an expert at handling a shovel and held tenders for gravel-laying and ditching around 

Hamilton.
17
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Figure 3: Part of 1864 map of Hamilton East, showing Steele Park. 

W. H. Kelly’s town lot is the first vertical lot to the right of the bottom of Steele Park.
18

 

 

 

The 1870-1871 electoral roll indicates W. H.’s ownership of lots 139 and 143 in Hamilton 

East, then only lot 144 ten years later.
19

 W. H. was building roads, as most of the soldiers 

were, and he wrote to the Hamilton Borough Council in May 1879, complaining of 

interference to his access to the gravel pits.
20

 W. H. still had to fulfil his commitments to the 

Militia, and was called to parades and reviews all over the Waikato. The Auckland Star 

reported on one such occasion, when a ‘300 strong’ brigade of the Waikato Cavalry was to 

muster and parade in Grahamstown (Thames) that week in April 1879.
21

  

In May 1880, W. H. was involved in elections of the Calvary officers held in 

Alexandra (Pirongia).
22

 After a spell of hauling mail and goods for the Hamilton tramway, 

W. H. started up his goods agency.
23
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Figure 4: Advertisement for Kelly’s Carriers, in Bond’s Waikato                                             

Almanac, 1892, p. 72 (Waikato Public Library, New Zealand Collection). 

 

 March 1881 proved a mixed month for W. H., when his house caught fire and he 

received severe burns to his hands in extinguishing the blaze.
24

 Later that month he secured a 

contract delivering Huntly coal and extended his business to include storage and consigning 

goods.
25

 He continued subcontracting gravel work and expanding his cartage business, while 

building a reputation as an amicable and trustworthy citizen. 

In March 1883 W. H. was attacked in his home by John Hall, a disgruntled worker he 

had dismissed for mistreating the horses.
26

 He was appointed ‘pound keeper’ in Hamilton 

East on 17 July of the same year; his main duties included catching and impounding stray 

stock.
27

 James Kelly Sr. died after a short illness, on 29 March 1884. W. H.’s mother, 

Frances, lived for a further eight years until she passed away, aged 81 years, and joined her 

husband in the All Saints Church graveyard in Howick in 1892. 

 W. H. continued to run his coach through the Waikato, offering cartage and passenger 

services. He ran a ‘spring wagon’ to the horse races at Ngaruawahia from Hamilton, charging 

two and a half shillings for the return journey.
28

 W. H. became a grandfather for the first time 

in 1890 when Archibald’s wife, Emily, gave birth to a son, Leslie. By this time W. H. had a 

thriving transport business, carrying passengers and freight across the region. W. H. remained 

attached to the Army and was one of the Militia survivors that planted an oak tree in Steele 

Park, on August 26 1889, to commemorate 25 years since they landed in Hamilton East.  
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Figure 5: 25
th
 Anniversary of the 4

th
 Waikato Militia arriving in Hamilton: 26 August 1889 (Plan of 

Sydney Square showing name of planter and location of tree).
29

 

 

In November, W. H. proved his worth as a marksman and tied for first place in the Hamilton 

Light Infantry’s Company Cup. His son James was marker.
30

 The Company followed up later 

by placing third in the New Zealand competition. 

W. H. lost his eight-roomed home to fire in Hamilton East on 6 November 1908. He 

was not able to save the house this time. Unfortunately, nothing was saved from the blaze and 

it is unknown if the property was insured.
31

 The lack of fire-fighting machinery and the 

location of the house made saving the house difficult. 

Thomas, W. H.’s youngest son, finally succumbed to injuries he received in a horrific 

accident. He had his hand torn off and his arm crushed in a flax ‘scutcher’ (a machine that 

separates the fibres in flax), while working at Tamahere in 1902, and died in 1910. In 1915 

W. H. and Mary celebrated their Golden Wedding Anniversary. William Henry Jr. and Albert 

Edward both served in the reserves for the New Zealand Army during WW 1.
32

  

 W. H. had lived a long and colourful life when, after a fall on the way to an ANZAC 

parade, he was admitted to Waikato Hospital.
33

 He never recovered from his injuries and died 

2 May 1926. William Henry Kelly was 80 years old.
34

 His beloved Mary had passed away 
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four years previously, on 2 February 1922, aged 77 years. W. H. had retired with the rank of 

sergeant and had served a total of 42 years in the Army and as a volunteer. W. H. and his 

father James Kelly were both awarded the New Zealand Medal.
35

 

 

 

Figure 6: New Zealand Medal.
36  

 

 

 

Figure 7: Veterans of the 4
th
 Waikato Militia, at  

Steele Park, Hamilton East, c. 1889.
37
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Figure 8: Headstone of W. H. and Mary Kelly, Hungerford Cemetery,  

Hamilton East (Property of author). 

 
 

 

 

Notes  

 
1
 H. C. M. Norris, Armed Settlers: The Story of the Founding of Hamilton, New Zealand, 1864-1874, 

2
nd

 edition (Sydney: Halstead Press, 1963), p. 131. Most of Norris’s information about W. H. seems to 

have been gleaned from his interview with James Kelly; see note 11. 
2
 Norris, Armed Settlers, pp. 201-3. 

3
 Ruth Alexander, Gail Gibson and Alan la Roche, The Royal New Zealand Fencibles: 1847-1852 

(Auckland: The New Zealand Fencibles Society Inc., 1997), p. 149. 
4
 History Place, ‘Irish Potato Famine’, http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/ famine/> [accessed 

20 August 2013]. 
5
 ‘Inchinnan’,  <freepages.genealogy.rootsweb. ancestry.com/-ourstuff/inchinnan.htm> [accessed 10 

July 2013]. 
6
 The Royal New Zealand Fencibles, p. 149. 

7
 Archives New Zealand, New Zealand Defence Force District Headquarters, ‘William Henry Kelly’, 

(AABK 22526 W5573 42/196, 20 July, 2010),  p. 6. <http://www.archway. archives.govt.nz/ 

ViewFullItem .do?code=21100993> [accessed 1 August 2013]. The data was taken from an 

application sent by W. H. to the Army Headquarters for his long service medal in 1916.   
8
 British Army, Nominal and Descriptive Rolls of 1

st
, 2

nd
, 3

rd
 and 4th Waikato Regiments: 1863-1867, 

p. 263. 
9
 The Royal New Zealand Fencibles, p. 149. 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/


10 
 

 
10

 New Zealand Army Department, 4
th
 Waikato Regiment Land Register 1864. Original register held 

by the National Archives, Wellington, New Zealand. Held on microfiche at the University of Waikato 

under Nominal and Descriptive Roll, 3
rd

 Regiment, Waikato Militia; 4
th
 Regiment (Auckland, 1863). 

11
‘Life Narrative Interview with James (Shine) Kelly, 1930-1949’. Interviewed by H. C. M. Norris, 

MSC 46, Box 6, Item 6, p. 36. Text held at Hamilton Public Library Archives. The fact that W. H. 

sold his farm is perplexing, as he had the skills needed to drain his land but he chose not to. The exact 

date of the interview is unknown; 1930 is four years after William’s death, and James died in 1949. 
12

 Archives New Zealand, New Zealand Defence Force (see note 7). 
13

 ‘Waikato Militia Recruitment’, New Zealand Gazette, 3 August 1863, pp. 16-26. (Item 17 in 

‘Conditions upon which land in the North Island will be granted to settlers willing to perform the 

after-mentioned military services’). 
14

 Jeni Palmer, Auckland Register Births, Deaths and Marriages 1848-1920 (Gen Centre: CD-ROM, 

2010). 
15

 Norris, Armed Settlers, p. 131.  
16

 Norris, Armed Settlers, pp. 201-3.  
17

 Norris, ‘Life Narrative Interview’. 
18

 Kete Hamilton <ketehamilton.peoplesnetwork.nz.info/Hamilton-heritage/topics/show/  

1861-steele-park-the-early-years> [accessed 12 August 2013]. 
19

 New Zealand Electoral Rolls, 1853-1981 <search.ancestry. com.au> [accessed 12 August 2013]. 
20

 Waikato Times, 17 May 1879, p. 2. 
21

 Auckland Star, 10 April 1879, p. 3. 
22

 Waikato Times, 4 May 1880, p. 2. 
23

 Ibid., 22 February 1881, p. 2. 
24

 Ibid., 12 March 1881, p. 2. 
25

 Ibid., 26 November 1881, p. 3. 
26

 Ibid., 5 April 1883, p. 3. 
27

 Ibid., 17 July 1883, p. 2. 
28

 Ibid., 9 April 1889, p. 3. 
29

 Kete Hamilton <ketehamilton.peoplesnetwork.nz.info/Hamilton-heritage/topics/show/ 1861-steele-

park-the-early-years> [accessed 12 August 2013].   
30

 Waikato Times, 12 November 1889, p. 2.  
31

 Evening Post, 6 November 1908, p. 2. 
32

 Kelly Family Archive, Auckland. From a notebook dated 1922, author unknown, and photocopies 

of newspaper clippings held by the Kelly family. 
33

 Auckland Star, 26 April 1926, p. 5. 
34

 Waikato Times, 3 May 1926, p. 3. 
35

 Auckland Council Libraries, NZ Militia, Volunteers and Armed Constabulary of New Zealand, 

1863-1871 <http://search.aucklandlibraries.govt.nz/?q=N%20Z%20Militia> [accessed 12 August 

2013]. 
36

 Orders and Medals Society of America <http://www.omsa.org/photopost/showphoto. php?photo 

=7230> [accessed 1 August 2013]. 
37

 Crystal and Sam <http://www.crystalandsam.blogspot.com> [accessed 10 August, 2013]. 

 

 

http://www.omsa.org/photopost/showphoto.%20php?photo%20=7230
http://www.omsa.org/photopost/showphoto.%20php?photo%20=7230
http://www.crystalandsam.blogspot.com/


i 
 

 

 

 

 

The New Zealand 
 

Journal 
 

of 
 

Public History 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Volume 2, No. 1                                                                         November 2013 

 



ii 
 

Guest Editors: History Research and Publishing Project (HIST380) 

Students, with Catharine Coleborne 

 

Editorial Advisory Group: 

Giselle Byrnes Charles Darwin University, Darwin, Australia 

Catharine Coleborne University of Waikato 

Stephen Hamilton  Charles Darwin University, Darwin, Australia 

Bronwyn Labrum Massey University, Wellington 

Mark Smith University of Waikato 

Rowland Weston University of Waikato 

 

The New Zealand Journal of Public History is an occasional journal published by the Public 

History Research Unit (PHRU), University of Waikato. The New Zealand Journal of Public 

History is currently available free of charge. 

 

Correspondence should be addressed to: 

 The Administrator 

 New Zealand Journal of Public History 

Public History Research Unit (PHRU)*  

History Programme 

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Te Tari Tumu Korero 

The University of Waikato Te Whare Wānanga o Waikato 

Private Bag 3105 

New Zealand 

 

Or by electronic mail to: phruadmin@waikato.ac.nz 

 

*from 2014, the PHRU will be renamed the Historical Research Unit (HRU) 

 

PUBLISHED BY THE PHRU, HISTORY PROGRAMME 

THE UNIVERSITY OF WAIKATO 

ISSN 2253-153X 

 

mailto:phruadmin@waikato.ac.nz


iii 
 

© 2013 The New Zealand Journal of Public History 

 

The New Zealand Journal of Public History 

Volume 2, No. 1, November 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

We thank Mark Caunter from the Hamilton City Library Heritage Collection, Peter 

Gibbons, Ann McEwan, Tomasz Mendrun, Dan Morrow at the Waikato Museum of Art and 

History, Mark Smith, and the staff of libraries, repositories and other local research sites, for 

their assistance with ideas and research for these essays. We also thank Cathy Cross, our E-

Solutions Development Manager in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, and the History 

Programme, School of Social Sciences, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, for supporting 

and assisting with this publication. Finally, sincere and special thanks to Dr Fiona Martin 

for her editorial assistance, hard work and patience. 

 

 



30 
 

Margot Philips: Painting a Familiar Vision of an Unfamiliar Land,  

1930s to the 1980s 

 

Petra Burns 

 

  

Figure 1: Margot Philips, Waikato Landscape, circa 1961  

(Image 1970-65, courtesy of Waikato Museum Te Whare Taonga o Waikato). 

 

Margot Philips was a respected landscape artist whose works focused mostly on her 

visualisation of the Waikato. As a Jewish immigrant, her brushstrokes painted the 

wonderment she saw in the alien terrain, with all its greens and browns, and curves and 

furrows, so different to her hometown of Cologne, Germany. 

Margot was born to middle-class Jewish parents in Germany in 1902. Her formative 

years were spent weathering the storm that was the early twentieth century in Germany. 
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Escaping the violence of World War 2, she fled to London in 1935, her parents having both 

died shortly after World War 1. She then followed her brother Kurt to New Zealand in 1938.
1
 

Kurt opened Hamilton’s first café — called The Vienna — in Victoria Street, and 

Margot worked there upon her arrival in New Zealand. Through her time spent waiting 

tables, she got to know the Hamilton locals and wider community. She formed friendships 

with her customers, including Princess Te Puea, a leader of the Kīngitanga Movement and 

granddaughter of the second Māori King, Te Wherowhero Tāwhaio. Princess Te Puea 

became a regular customer.
2
 

Margot’s serious interest in art came in the late 1940s, which is not to say she had not 

appreciated art before then. Margot felt that she had had an intrinsic love of colour and form 

within her from the beginning of her life. As a girl she would spend time gazing at the art 

housed at the Art Gallery in Cologne, her hometown.
3
   

This interest inspired her to enrol in an Adult Education art class, after a failed stint at 

Technical School. Run by Geoff Fairburn, these classes were Margot’s first taste of landscape 

painting, often depicting the Waikato River or Lake Rotoroa. She also attended two summer 

schools at Ardmore Teachers’ College, where she was tutored by Arthur Hipwell. 

Subsequently, in 1951 Margot ‘enrolled in the Summer School organized at the Auckland 

City Art Gallery by its new director, Eric Westbrook.’ It was the first of nine consecutive 

Summer Schools she attended there.
4
 

After two unsuccessful tries with different tutors, on her last chance Margot went 

along to work with Colin McCahon. In what turned out to be her most formative experience 

as an artist, Margot was helped by McCahon to overcome her fear of failure and her 

insecurities about being the oldest in the class. He encouraged her to move away from 

drawing, as it wasn’t her strength, and directed her with oil paints.
5
  

Throughout these summers Margot developed confidence and certainty about her 

direction as a painter. Influenced by her time under the tutelage of Geoff Fairburn, she began 

to paint Waikato landscapes. The scenery of the Waikato excited her because it was so 

different to the setting of her motherland. Almost fearful of painting from a photograph or in 

person, Margot always painted from her memory. 

This method was fully developed by 1961, when she moved away from painting an 

identical copy of a certain landscape. She realised that she didn’t have to see the scene before 

her to be able to paint an image, and having it in front of her almost seemed to disrupt her 

vision. Her friend Janet Paul said about this technique, ‘this is where I feel the angel’s eye 

comes in. She is making her own amalgam of shapes she’s seen at different times, different 
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places. I think it’s the poet’s ability to take experience and depth of detail and put it together. 

It is the experience of all the landscape that she’s living in.’
6
 

Margot is revered for her talent in creating distance in her paintings; the feeling that 

the painting extends miles into the distance is almost tangible. She had a very specific way of 

painting and spreading the image across the canvas. Tim Walker described it: ‘She would 

start at the top left, and literally “knit” the images in bands, moving down the canvas as she 

painted. And from this process these deeply felt, remembered images emerged — hauntingly 

reminiscent of our subconscious experiences of these landscapes.’
7
 Her painting environment 

would be filled with the swelling melodies of classical music, including Mozart, Bach, 

Beethoven and Schubert, helping to inspire and encourage her.
8
 Her palette of colours was 

wide-ranging, with the greens and browns and blues forming an accurate representation of the 

landscape, but simultaneously giving a surreal edge to each and every one of her paintings.
9
 

While Margot suffered fear and anxiety about many other aspects of her talent and her work, 

colour was one element of which she was truly confident. Janet Paul said about her certainty 

of colour: ‘Oh, you wouldn’t have dreamed of offering any colour advice to Margot! She was 

absolutely sure of colour. What one noticed about meeting Margot from the very first was the 

careful colour of her dress.’
10

  

Margot’s first solo exhibition was in 1966 at the New Vision Gallery in Auckland, 

and included paintings from her trip to Europe and Israel the previous year, including one 

called San Gimignano. Janet Paul talked to Tim Walker about the reaction to the northern 

hemisphere paintings: ‘At the time people said, “Oh, they’re not at all successful. Margot can 

do Waikato landscapes but she can’t handle that.”’
11

 However, a rare review of the exhibition 

in the Auckland Star by I. V. Porsolt was entitled, ‘Margot Philips: No Primitive Painter’,
12

 

showing that undoubtedly there was positive feedback on her talents. She visited the 

Coromandel and Northland, and from her memories of those places she created some art in 

her distinctive style. These were included at her next exhibition, again at the New Vision 

Gallery, in 1972.
13

 

From 1980, Margot’s deteriorating health prevented her from painting, but a major 

retrospective exhibition, The Paintings of Margot Philips, was held in 1983 by the Waikato 

Museum of Art and History. The Museum held another, smaller exhibition in 1987, the 

catalogue from which included a comprehensive interview with Margot by Tim Walker, the 

curator.
14

 The holding of these exhibitions illustrates the appreciation and celebration of 

Margot’s work amongst the Waikato community.  
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Margot offered a unique experience to all viewers of her paintings. With her knitted 

brushstrokes, she draws them into a long-reaching image and has them gaze miles and miles 

into the distance, recognising the lie of the land and the hues of their home. The exquisiteness 

of the images she depicted is the fact that any local of the Waikato will distinguish the scene 

in each of her paintings as distinctly ‘Waikato’, and each one feels inherently familiar. Yet 

the landscape renders them incapable of finding a name or place to categorise it, other than 

‘the Waikato’. 
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1
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 Johnstone, p. 64. 
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Margaret Forsman and the Half-way House, 1860s-1920s 

 

Emma Jamieson 

 
Imagine the life of a nineteenth-century woman in rural Waikato. Imagine her daily routine, 

both indoors and outdoors, and her constant hard work ethic. Imagine the way she would 

dress or the way she would have her hair. This essay will discuss the life of Margaret 

Forsman, an early settler to the Waikato region, and her impact on society. I will briefly 

discuss her personal history, marriage and family life, but focus mainly on what her average 

day would include. Margaret and her family owned a farm near the Kaimai native bush where 

she continued to raise her family, run a farm and also a half-way house. This half-way house 

was a destination visited by travellers to have a break and refresh themselves on their long-

distance journeys.
1
  

Margaret Forsman (née Roycroft) and her family migrated to New Zealand from 

Edinburgh, Scotland.
2
 As she was accustomed to British norms throughout her early years, it 

is accurate to presume that when they entered a somewhat foreign land the Roycroft family 

brought with them specific expectations and roles regarding gender. Throughout the 

nineteenth century, women were subordinate to males and were domesticated within society.
3
 

This social attitude proves that domestic work would have been prominent throughout 

Margaret’s life. 

At the age of 22, on 16 May 1865, Margaret Roycroft married Axel Leonard 

Forsman, a Swedish immigrant who worked as a sailor before migrating to New Zealand. 

Prior to their rural life, the couple lived in Auckland, where two of their eleven children were 

born. Their later move to Thames was followed by another move to Coromandel. Axel, as the 

breadwinner of the family, worked for a brief time as a gold miner, while Margaret carried 

out her expected feminine role as a housewife and a mother.
4
 She successfully ran the busy 

household while nurturing the children with love and care. Although eleven children were 

born into the family, the Forsmans unfortunately lost two of their offspring as infants. 

Globally the infant mortality rate during this time period was much higher compared to the 

present day; nevertheless, we can imagine that there was still a great sense of loss. In 1886, at 

the age of 43, Margaret moved with her husband and their remaining nine children to a 

settlement in north-east Matamata, where both farming and the operation of a half-way house 

became the family’s main source of income.
5
 This is where Margaret’s life as a rural woman 

in the Waikato began. 
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In 1898 the first two cars were imported into New Zealand, but for many of the 

following years vehicles were only affordable for the very wealthy; hence the main source of 

transport remained the horse and carriage.
6
 This method of transport was far less time 

efficient than it is at present and travelling long distances required willingness and patience. 

The Forsmans’ half-way house operated as a temporary sanctuary for long-distance travellers. 

Upon arrival, maintenance was performed on their carriages and their horses could be 

rejuvenated or, if necessary, they may have been changed.
7
 This would have supplemented 

the family’s income. Margaret spent a great deal of her time preparing snacks and meals for 

the guests, and due to her caring nature it can be assumed that they were served with a smile.
 
 

The temporary haven for travellers, however, was not the only compelling factor that 

brought various people to their property. Their close proximity to the Wairere Falls, located 

in the Kaimai Ranges, was a destination for many sightseers.
8
 At the time this natural 

phenomena was regarded as one of the most amazing sights in New Zealand and attracted 

numerous tourists and interested persons.
9
 The Falls were located within dense native bush, 

luscious and green, and due to its thickness the journey to the top of the Falls would have 

been a long trek. To get to the top was mainly an uphill walk, which was guided by members 

of the Forsman family. At the top of the Falls was a spectacular view of the beautiful 

landscape of the Waikato region.
10

 At present, the walk to Wairere Falls remains available to 

the public; however, it features a walkway with man-made bridges and stairs. It is important 

to understand that in the late nineteenth century the journey would have been remarkably 

different. Travellers would have had to cross a variety of different terrains without man-made 

assistance. It is probable that Margaret also directed guests, or at least visited the Falls, 

although she was a busy woman and her time was most probably spent running the household 

and the family business.  

Imagine trying to sustain a large healthy family as well as running a busy household, a 

farm and a half-way house. As previously mentioned, women were domestically orientated 

during this period, so we can assume that Margaret carried out the majority of household 

duties on her own or with the help of her daughters. Margaret would have taught her 

adolescent daughters how to carry out domestic management, in order to prepare them for 

their own marriage and family life.
11

 On a typical day, by the time the sun had risen Margaret 

had prepared breakfast for her family. The house would be cleaned, the young would be 

given attention, nurtured and taught, the washing would be done and lunch would be made. 

At the end of the day when her husband returned from the farm and her sons returned from 

their practical work, dinner would be served. Although large families were common in the 
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nineteenth century, it must have taken an extraordinary woman with patience, kindness and 

dedication to successfully manage an ongoing and busy lifestyle. 

To picture an average day in Margaret’s life it is crucial to envisage how she dressed. 

In the nineteenth century, regardless of social status or location, European women never wore 

clothing that came above the knee. Long dresses were the accepted style of women’s 

clothing, although the material used definitely varied due to factors including wealth, status, 

and family occupation. This enhances the picture that Margaret and her daughters, despite 

living in a rural area, wore long dresses throughout their lives, which lacked practicality. 

Dresses were worn —both indoors and outdoors — while carrying out domestic duties, on 

the farm and even on the walk to Wairere Falls. Drapery, clothing and footwear were 

imported from Britain for customers in the new colony,
12

 influencing fashions within New 

Zealand. Nationally, clothing shops were clustered in colonial towns; however, most 

commonly they sold materials, allowing women to make their own clothing for themselves 

and their children.
13

 It is quite possible, as these general histories suggest, that Margaret 

would have sewed clothing for herself and for family members. Margaret would also have 

held responsibility for dressing her children, keeping them neat and well groomed.  

Margaret was known to be a kind-natured and approachable woman. As her children 

established their own families, she fulfilled the nurturing role of a grandmother. Accordingly, 

her grandchildren always looked forward to visiting her.
14

 Throughout her life she had a great 

deal of involvement in helping neighbours and visitors with nurturing the young and also 

with issues of health. Similar to other European early settler women, she was a local source 

of knowledge about health. Even local Māori women often came to her for help with illness. 

British medicine and methods of curing illness were new to Māori, who had been accustomed 

to herbal remedies and spiritual influences prior to European settlement. When Europeans 

entered New Zealand they exposed Māori to numerous diseases to which the Māori had no 

immunity.
15

 Western medicine, although not entirely effective, offered treatments for these 

diseases, which influenced Māori to accept this new system of care.
16

 

The rural life of Margaret Forsman is remembered in Waikato’s published history, 

recorded in the book Matamata Women through the memory of her granddaughter, Roa 

Green. This essay was written primarily to emphasise and extend Margaret’s story as an early 

settler in the Waikato. Although few primary resources about Margaret are available, her 

influence on the early Matamata district should be recognised; she was a hard-working and 

caring woman, whose devotion extended the family home to the wider community until her 

death in 1924.
17
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Figure 1: ‘Half-way House, c.1900’, Mary Humphreys, Tauranga Collections, repository of the 

Tauranga City Library. This image, depicting a home and transport by horse and carriage, provides an 

important insight into imagining what life was like under physically demanding conditions. 
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Sustaining Spirit – The Waikato River 

 

Charlotte Weston 

 
Tooku awa koiora me oona pikanga he kura tangihia o te maataamuri. 

(The river of life, each curve more beautiful than the last.) 

 

- Kiingi Taawhiao, second Māori King. 

 

One of the defining physical characteristics of Hamilton, and indeed the Waikato region, is 

that of the mighty Waikato River, which rises in the eastern slopes of Mount Ruapehu and 

winds through the North Island, emptying into Lake Taupo. This flowing highway has had 

many varying but equally important uses to those who chose to settle on its banks: from use 

as a path to new areas, to transportation of goods and services, to providing fish and fresh 

water for sustenance. However, another vital use can be provided within the now murky 

depths of this once glorious source: that is, spiritual sustenance for the Waikato tribe of 

Tainui, which calls this district home. These descendants of the Tainui waka have had many 

uses for the river over the past centuries, both physical and spiritual, so that the Waikato 

River has represented not just a way to survive, but a way to live.  

One of the physical uses of the river to early Māori people was the advantage it gave 

them in exploring the North Island. It was used for landing sites, makeshift harbors and a 

source of fresh water for those who were travelling upstream in order to learn more about 

their lands. The river was also an essential resource for obtaining food, and for this reason 

Māori tended to locate their settlements at the mouths of rivers. Foods that could usually be 

harvested from the river waters included tuna (eels), mullet, smelt and whitebait,
1
 by use of 

nets that could be stretched across the river and down through the water; plants such as 

watercress were also abundant. The river was the main means of transporting people and 

goods to other areas, rather than traversing the rough and dense bush terrain of early New 

Zealand, as Māori could sell and exchange their produce with Europeans at farmers’ 

markets.
2
 To travel, explore and transport goods, Māori used waka (canoes) crafted from 

hollowed-out logs — varying in size, depending on their purpose — which they propelled 

through the water as a team. This was a distinctive aspect of Māori culture that is still 

practiced today, although usually within the confines of traditional ceremony. 

The existence of religion and spiritual awareness within traditional Māori culture is a 

defining characteristic of how they live out their lives. The Māori have deep connections to 



35 
 

the natural world and all life that flourishes around them, as everything exists within a 

harmonious relationship. They do not believe that they have a ‘Western’ idea of ownership of 

the land or of the waters that sustain them, but instead that they are guardians and protectors 

of what the earth has formed and given to them. Their environments are a source of 

constantly replenishing life, and are regarded as under the influence of the Atua (God). 

Because of this prevailing influence, humans are taught to seek permission before using the 

river for any activity, including swimming and fishing. As is the way with all forms of land 

or sea, the river holds certain qualities which make it unique. One of the most important 

qualities is the mauri (life-giving principle) of the river. Each river has its own mauri, and the 

mixing of water from two different sources — such as two different rivers or water that 

contains or has contained waste — is dangerous and could affect the productivity of the river. 

Another quality is mana, a spiritual power and authority originating from the Atua.  

However, not all spiritual qualities of the land are positive, as some rivers and bodies 

of water can be seen as tapu. This is a ceremonial restriction placed on some part of the river 

by a tohunga or priest, due to an occurrence of death caused by drowning (rahui); from the 

need to keep the water free from human interference for ceremonial purposes; or for simple 

but important aspects of everyday life, such as the production of fishing nets or building a 

canoe, which also need to be free from interference so that they can be blessed by the Atua 

and sustain the village. Tapu must be respected by everyone, as intentional or even 

unintentional disrespect brings trouble, sickness and even death.
3
 There are varying degrees 

of tapu, which can be either temporary or permanent, and which can be uplifted through a 

process of whakanoa (‘to make common’), for which the help of a tohunga or ritual expert is 

required. This is not the case with the presence of taniwha, as these places are strictly 

forbidden, with no ritual or blessing making a difference. Taniwha are highly protective 

guardians of land and water, supernatural creatures who vary in form but are also a part of the 

natural environment. They reside in the more dangerous areas and are generally avoided, but 

they are also highly respected.
4
 A famous Waikato proverb that emphasises their role as tribal 

guardians is: 

 

Waikato taniwha rau, he piko he taniwha. 

(Waikato of a hundred taniwha, every bend a taniwha.)
5
 

 

This has a double meaning, as the term refers to the esteem and power held not only by the 

great chiefs of the region, but also by the river itself.  
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Water is classified into categories based on both spiritual and geographical 

characteristics, such as wai-ora (pure water), the purest form of water known. It is used 

mainly within ritual practice, as it holds the power to give life, to sustain wellbeing, and even 

to work against evil. There is also wai-maori (freshwater), which is ordinary water that runs 

free and unrestrained and has no sacred associations. A negative category is that of wai-kino, 

or polluted water. These waters have had their mauri altered through corruption, and have the 

potential to harm human life. A worse case than this is when the water is seen as wai-mate 

(dead water). This classification refers to waters that have completely lost their mauri and are 

viewed as dead. They are dangerous to human life, as they cause illness or other misfortune. 

Physically speaking, this refers to stagnant, sluggish or black water. A contrasting group to 

this is wai-ariki, which includes hot springs and therapeutic waters. These are referred to as 

the chiefs of all waters, with the Māori word for chief being ariki. Some categories can also 

be unique to one tribe, such as wai-tangi waters, which refers to a part of a river where a 

death has occurred and affected the tribe, and is the source of pain and grief. The use of 

waters for the disposal of waste by modern and industrial practices is seen by Māori as 

harmful to the mauri of the water, shifting the rivers and streams in question from being life-

sustaining resources to ones that are corrupt and harmful. 

These perceptions of water are traditional views that are passed down through 

generations of Māori, in order to instil the values and ideas of protecting and guarding their 

homelands and the resources within. This explains briefly the significance of the Waikato 

River to Waikato Tainui, as they were brought up to view the river as more than just a 

landmark — as spiritually significant. One of the elders of this tribe, Heeni Wharemaru, grew 

up with these traditional religious beliefs, as her elders were experts within Māori culture. 

Her spiritual beliefs rest on her family’s experience with the natural world, with teachings 

from her koro (grandfather) centring on the gods who retain life-giving and life-taking 

powers, and respecting the land as their property. In acknowledging the land as bigger than 

humankind, as well as being inclined toward a spiritual awareness from a young age, Heeni 

Wharemaru shows that the time-honoured teachings and values of those who came before her 

are still passed down to younger generations,
6
 in the hope that they will continue to protect 

the past and therefore their ancestors. Māori traditional knowledge and spirituality provides 

guidance as to how waterways should be viewed, and ways by which they can be protected 

and healed through the principle of kaitiakitanga, which is caring for all aspects of nature 

with respect for people, and for all earthly resources as gifts from God to be treasured and 

safeguarded. 
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Through highlighting the traditional views of Māori culture, new understandings can 

be formed of the real importance that the river holds for the local iwi. We may therefore 

understand their struggle with the modern threat of pollution, and the steps they have taken to 

ensure that its future guardianship remains with those who can look deeper into the waters.
7
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Opening the Pages of a Man’s Life, 1940s 

Kathryn Parsons 

 
 

A man either says too little or too much.  

                                                    —William Cotton, ‘Journals’, 1841 

 

Half a dozen years of one man’s life was on offer for $5. Fossicking at a dump sale, you 

never know what you might find. Richard Seccombe Grant’s six pocket diaries had been 

tossed out, but by a twist of fate they were rescued from the bulldozer’s scoop and purchased 

by a Hamilton librarian.
1 

These diaries, dating from 1945 to 1950, reveal his day-to-day life 

at Colombo Street, in Frankton Junction near the railway station in Hamilton, New Zealand. 

They are a record of his existence and serve to show some of the social practices of his time. 

This essay examines his private diaries and then looks at the public record of his life.  

 

 

Figure 1: Diaries, Richard S. Grant,  

Special Collections, University of Waikato Library. 

 

Emerging from the pages of the diaries are the routines and happenings in his life for 

these years. The diaries are not always straightforward to read, as they are quite small books 

— most of them are four inches (10 cm) tall by 2¾ inches (7 cm) wide and one is even 

smaller again. He often used a pencil, which was sometimes light, and at times his 

handwriting is hard to make out. By persevering, though, we can learn about his existence. 

Rather than too little or too much, he probably felt he recorded just what was right for him! 
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Thus he describes his domestic arrangements, his gardening and household tasks and 

sometimes what he ate and drank each day. In the diary he also mentions the people in his 

life, his relatives by marriage, friends, work colleagues, and visitors. He details the hours that 

he worked, where he went each day with his work, the vehicles he drove for his job and the 

cars he owned. Events that he attended, entertainments and holidays are also detailed in his 

entries. Significant purchases are documented, often with the cost listed and the place or 

business from which it was purchased. 

Within these six years, Richard Grant was married on 27 March 1946. He and his 

wife Noeleen built and furnished a new home at 25 Colombo Street, Frankton, and moved 

there in September 1946. He worked as a driver for NZ Road Services for two and a half 

years, from 1945 until August 1947, and then for the Caltex company from the end of August 

1947.   

We can witness through his diaries that the Second World War was often on his mind. 

In his entry on 6 May 1945 he wrote, ‘1 year out of army.’ And on 8 May 1945: ‘War over in 

Europe.’
2 

The next day he decorated his Morris car and went in the Victory Day procession, 

and on 15 August 1945 he notes that peace was declared. The following year, on 8 May 1946, 

he noted, ‘1 year War over in Europe.’
3
 On 15 August 1947, he wrote ‘War in Japan over 2 

years.’
4  

He kept in touch with men from his company and attended their annual reunions. He 

went to an Anzac Day dawn parade in April 1950.  

Richard Grant notes in his diaries significant family events and occasions such as 

birthdays and anniversaries. The people most mentioned in his diaries are his wife, her 

parents and family, friends, workmates and supervisors. 

Insight is gained or mention made of both local and national occurrences — such as 

elections, summer and winter shows — and tragedies such as the Ballantynes Fire (18 

November 1947) and the Frankton Tornado (25 August 1948). The disasters are recorded 

dispassionately though, as he does not seem to have known any of those injured or killed. For 

instance, of the tornado he wrote, ‘ … see Tornado coming up from Dairy Co. direction run 

to office. Home for lunch in van …’.
5

 His daily record shows his commitments, or work and 

projects completed at home — such as building a fowl house in 1947. He was someone who 

took his work seriously, noting when others were sick or on holiday. In the diaries he notes 

what time he started work each day and what time he went to bed. He records films they went 

to see and the cinemas they attended. The diarist does not reveal his enjoyment of activities. 

Gardening and household maintenance duties are frequently mentioned. It seems that 

he was able to earn some extra income from his gardening by selling vegetables; for example, 
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on 10 March 1947 he notes, ‘Took sugar bag of beans up to Hotel, collected 10/6.’
6
 He was 

also able to supply family and friends with produce. He and his wife made frequent and 

regular visits to her parents’ family farm and he clearly participated in and assisted with 

activities such as haymaking, repairing tractors and other tasks. He also helped in other ways 

to supplement their diet, recording duck shooting, fishing and ‘floundering’ at Raglan 

harbour. As food was rationed after the war, any opportunity was sought — such as on 25 

November 1945: ‘Put hood of car down and go shooting — got Turkey.’
7 

Purchasing, running and maintaining a vehicle at this time was not possible for as 

many people as today. The diarist notes when petrol goes up in price and also records when 

he was able to get coupons enabling him to purchase fuel, as petrol coupons or stamps were 

still required after the war. He notes in his diary on 1 June 1950 when the restrictions were 

lifted. Cars, trucks and vehicles provided him with both his occupation as well as transport 

and he clearly had an abiding interest in them. When he saw a new vehicle he would often list 

the make and model in his diary. He must have travelled many miles in his lifetime due to his 

employment. When he worked for NZ Road Services he started a new daily run from 

Frankton to Rotorua, from 3 September 1945. For Caltex, his regular trips were often to 

Rangiriri and sometimes further afield to Auckland. Many roads in New Zealand were 

unsealed at this time. This necessitated the daily washing of the truck that he drove to remove 

the dust, dirt and mud. In Hamilton city, Peter Gibbons notes that the war had stopped all the 

street work and some roads had not been maintained for 16 years.
8 

Interestingly, in his diary 

entry on 1 February 1947 Richard Grant writes, ‘Tarred Ward Street.’
9 

Questions emerge: Why did he keep a diary? Had he started keeping one in wartime? 

Perhaps following the war he was seeking to write of his return to civilian or ordinary daily 

life. Due to the nature of the artefacts we have, there are gaps, but the window into his life 

has been opened. 

There is a sense that the diary serves a useful purpose in his life, to record events and 

regular activities.  It is doubtful, though, that he was motivated to leave a record that someone 

else would view nearly sixty years later! Nothing very personal is recorded however, so the 

sense of intrusion for the reader is limited. No feelings or emotions are presented. It remains a 

statement that he lived and of the things that happened in his life.  What we also gain from his 

diaries is insight into how life was lived in 1940s New Zealand. 

Fiona McKergow states, ‘The pleasure of working with artefacts is in their ability to 

satisfy an urge for historical immediacy.’
10 

With these diaries we can bring into view the 
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social customs of the time, finding and revealing practices that have become obscure or that 

have been replaced by new rites. 

At the start of a new year, ‘first footing’ was in order. According to this tradition — 

originating in Scotland and transported to New Zealand — the first person to cross the 

threshold of a home on New Year’s Day was believed to bring good fortune for the coming 

year. Ideally the first-foot would be a tall and dark-haired man, as such a person was meant to 

bring luck. On 1 January 1948 Richard notes, ‘First footed at no. 17 with jam & sauce. Pop 

shouts stout & wine.’
11

 Number 17 Colombo Street was a family home, so he was starting the 

year with his relatives, sharing goodwill. 

Public houses (pubs) closed at six in New Zealand from 1917 until 1967. This 

resulted in what was known as the ‘Six o’clock swill’.
12 

This meant that on workdays there 

was limited time between finishing work and the close of the bar for drinking what was 

usually beer. On most days during the week Richard Grant went to have a drink at the pub 

before he went home for tea. He usually describes this in his diary as ‘had a spot’. He 

occasionally mentions the person with whom he has a drink, but mostly he must have met up 

with regular drinking companions or work colleagues. The hotels that he lists are the 

Frankton Hotel and the Hamilton Hotel. Their wedding reception was held at the Empire 

Hotel. 

For Noeleen and Richard Grant, exactly one month to the day after their wedding 

their ‘Tincanning’ took place, on 27 April 1946. This was a custom that had been prevalent in 

New Zealand for many years, in which family, friends or acquaintances, visiting the 

newlywed couple’s home at night, threw tin cans at the roof to surprise them; this was usually 

followed by a party.
13

 The couple was prepared for the occasion, having obtained glasses and 

drinks for the expected crowd, so this was obviously an accepted practice. Similar parties are 

documented in Richard’s diary for his wife’s brother and for other couples they knew. 

Turning from the personal record to the public one, what can we find out about our 

diary man? Born in 1911, when he wrote these diaries he would have been 34 in 1945. Other 

facts can be ascertained from elsewhere. 

An intriguing incident is found by searching the newspaper database Papers Past. 

Richard’s distinctive second Christian name, Seccombe, ensures that we can identify him as 

the first person to be prosecuted — for using a siren on a private car in Hamilton in February 

1939. This was reported in the Auckland Star on 9 March 1939.
14 

He was convicted and fined 

10 shillings and costs. The headlines in the Waikato Times on the same day included 

‘Inspector Impersonated’ and ‘Escapade at Frankton’.
15 
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Two years later, though, he was in the news for a very different reason. The 

Supplement to the London Gazette shows that he was awarded the Military Medal in 1941 

and he was listed as a Driver serving in the New Zealand Military Forces.
16

 Hamilton 

cemetery records are accessible online and searching for his name made it possible to 

ascertain his date of death. Having discovered this, it was then possible to locate his death 

notice in the Waikato Times.
17  

This notice provided his regimental number, Royal New 

Zealand Army Service Corp. (RNZASC), and documented his service during the Second 

World War in Greece, Crete and North Africa.  The names of his relatives were also given. 

The Cenotaph database shows that he served in the 2nd Division Ammunition Company, and 

was in the first echelon of the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force (2NZEF).
18 

 His will 

was requested from Archives New Zealand and also proved useful to confirm the full names 

of his wife’s family. 

What shaped Richard Grant’s life? Many factors were important, including his family, 

his circumstances, his education and the war. Yet what of the rest of his life? We can find 

from the Hamilton electoral rolls and telephone directories that he and his wife remained in 

Hamilton. They moved to a new subdivision in Arran Road in 1963, where they built the first 

house in the street.
19 

 He lived there for the rest of his life, until his death in 1995. 

Whilst the diaries present day-to-day evidence, they still provide a sense of the man 

who wrote them and they reveal some customs of the time. Combined with Richard 

Seccombe Grant’s public record it is clear that he served, he worked, he existed. A life well 

lived has been opened, recorded and brought into the light.
20
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Timeline of the Life of Richard Seccombe Grant: 

 

1911               Born in Pirongia 

1916-1920s    Attends Pirongia Primary School 

1939-1944      WW 2 service 

1944  Engaged to be married, 29 August 

1945                Working for NZ Road Services 

1946                Wedding day, 27 March; marries Noeleen Murray 

  Honeymoon in South Island, late March to mid-April 

                        Moves into new house in Colombo Street, September  

1947                Resigned from NZ Road Services; finished work 21 August 

                        Commenced working for Caltex as a driver, 25 August 

1948  Holiday in Far North, 31 July to 10 August 

1963                Built the first house in Arran Road, Chartwell, Hamilton 

1995                Dies at home, 26 December  
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Te Puea Herangi and her Influence in the Waikato, 1883-1952 

 

Fetuunai Varea 

 

Te Puea Herangi (1883-1952) is well known as one of the most influential female leaders in 

New Zealand. She was a tribal leader and was seen as a prophet for the Māori community. 

She is also known as Princess Te Puea. This given title of the Māori Princess was never 

accepted by Te Puea. She believed that the term Princess was a Pākehā (English) reference, 

and since she was Māori she saw no point in adopting it. Herangi helped many people 

throughout her life, mainly in her goal of developing Māori society and teaching them to take 

back their rightful place in New Zealand. Being brought up in a high position in Maoridom, 

Te Puea had to learn pretty quickly how to make a name for herself.  

Te Puea Herangi, also known to her family as Te Kirihaehae, was born on 9 

November 1883 at Whatiwhatihoe, which neighbours the small town of Pirongia. Born into 

the Māori royal family, Te Puea came from a long line of noble ancestry. She belonged to 

Kāhui ariki, also known as the family of the first Māori King, Pōtatau Te Wherowhero.  Her 

mother was Tiahuia, the first daughter of King Tawhiao Te Wherowhero of Ngāti Mahuta 

and his second wife, Hera. Te Puea’s father, Te Tahuna Herangi, was altogether from an 

opposite lineage line, and King Tawhiao Te Wherowhero saw him as an unsuitable husband 

for his daughter. This was because Te Tahunga Herangi was part Pākehā. Te Puea’s 

grandfather (Te Tahunga Herangi’s father) was William Searancke; he was a well-educated 

English surveyor. Te Puea was slowly accepted into the Māori royal family due to her natural 

skills and intellect, which she gained from her Kīngitanga side and also from her English 

grandfather. Between the years of 1895 and 1898 Te Puea and her family moved to 

Pukekawa, a small rural community positioned in the Lower Waikato. She also moved to 

Mangatawhiri. One of the first well-known actions Te Puea took to prove her worth occurred 

in 1911, when she supported and assisted Tawhiao’s successor, King Māhuta (also her uncle), 

in his movement to replace Henare Kainui as the Member of Parliament for the ‘western 

Maori seat with American-educated doctor Maui Pomare’.
1
 Te Puea’s core focus throughout 

her influential years was to help out the Māori community, mainly that of the lower Waikato 

regions. She did this with multiple movements and stances: ‘Te Puea’s work encompassed all 

spheres of life as she pursued goals relating to health, social and economic welfare, cultural 

revival and political recognition.’
2
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Te Puea is well known for serving and helping the Māori community throughout New 

Zealand, but she was also significant in the Waikato community.  Te Puea’s most memorable 

role was her part in the Kīngitanga movement — also known as the Māori King Movement 

— which continues to be an essential element in Māori culture. Founded in 1858, the aim of 

Kīngitanga was to unite the Māori people under a single sovereign. Te Puea wanted the lands 

that the government had confiscated from the Māori people during the ‘difficult years 

following the wars of the 1860s and the extensive confiscation of Tainui lands’,
3
 and the anti-

conscription movement during the early years of the First World War:   

Te Puea was now determined to rebuild a center for the 

Kingitanga at Ngaruawahia, its original home before the 

confiscation, in accordance with Tawhiao’s wishes. In 1920 

Waikato leaders were able to buy 10 acres of confiscated 

land on the bank of the Waikato River opposite the 

township and by 1921 Te Puea was ready to begin moving 

the people from Mangatawhiri to build a new marae, to be 

called Turangawaewae.
4
 

Te Puea was recognised as one of the leaders of the Kīngitanga Movement. Building a new 

centre was not the only way in which Te Puea helped the Waikato community. She was very 

concerned about the influenza pandemic in the early 1900s, as she did not want her people to 

suffer another big loss:  

She was dissatisfied with the swampy conditions at 

Mangatawhiri and wished to make a new start in the wake 

of the tragic influenza epidemic of late 1918, which had 

struck the settlement with devastating effect, leaving a 

quarter of the people dead. Te Puea gathered up 100 

orphaned children from lower Waikato and placed them in 

the care of the remaining families. But she needed a better 

home for them.
5
 

This memorable act of getting together 100 orphaned children was seen by the Waikato 

community as an important example of what Te Puea stood for: the people.  The Māori 

people of Waikato saw her as a leader and looked up to her for her knowledge and wisdom. 

Te Puea’s services and expertise never went without use, as she was in constant need to fight 
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for the Māori people. One of her most pivotal moments of leadership was her stand against 

the conscription of Māori men in World War 1.       

On 28 July 1914 Austria declared war on Serbia, which in turn started World War 1. 

This also caused a ripple effect that made it to the small country of New Zealand. With wars 

come the need for manpower, and the King Country was looking towards the New Zealand 

public, mainly the native people, for assistance.  At first the ‘outbreak of the war did not 

allow “native peoples” to fight in a war among Europeans,’
6
 but authorisation was later 

approved for a ‘Maori contingent to form part of New Zealand’s war effort’.
7
 Te Puea had a 

major role in this issue, and it was one of the most influential stances that she would take. 

The Native Contingent Committee had given out a quota for 150 men and this was to be 

reached every four weeks. Many refused to respond to the demand, mainly those in the 

Waikato region. Te Puea’s main premise for standing against the dispute to use Māori men in 

the war was simple:  

 

Kingitanga leader Te Puea Herangi maintained that her 

grandfather, King Tawhiao, had forbidden Waikato to take up 

arms again when he made peace with the Crown in 1881. She 

was determined to uphold his call to Waikato to ‘lie down’ and 

‘not allow blood to flow from this time on’. Te Puea maintained 

that Waikato had ‘its own King’ and didn’t need to ‘fight for the 

British King’. 
8
 

Te Puea’s movement was seen as ‘[t]he best known resistance to World War One conscription 

[which Te Puea did] on behalf of her Waikato people.’
9
 Not only did Te Puea lead the anti-

conscription movement but she also used her pa (fortified village) as a refuge for those who 

elected not to join the war. This caused much of the uproar against them:  

When police entered the pa to arrest those who’d been 

conscripted, no one stood up when their names were called. The 

police arrested seven random men – one was 16 years old, and 

another 60 – and sent them to military training camp, and none 

went overseas. Those who continually refused to follow orders 

were sentenced to hard labour or put on bread and water diets.
10
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 It was also suggested that Te Puea herself was arrested at one point. The resistance was 

maintained even after a direct appeal from Maui Pomare, a politician and highly influential 

figure in the Māori community, and by the end of World War 1 no Tainui conscripts were 

sent overseas.  

Te Puea carried out her life finishing what she set out to do, protecting and developing 

the Māori culture and people. She married Rewi Tumoko Katipa, but they did not have any 

children; instead, Te Puea adopted many children. She also prepared and groomed the Māori 

Queen Te Arikinui Dame Te Ātairangikaahu, who reigned for 40 years and was also known 

as one of Māori’s most respected leaders. Te Puea received many awards and gained many 

achievements — for instance, in 1937 she was made Commander of the British Empire in 

1937. Te Puea Herangi passed away on 12 October 1952. There was a five-day mourning 

period, during which iwis (tribes) throughout New Zealand traveled long distances to reach 

her final burial ground at Taupiri, the sacred burial ground of the Māori Kings.
11
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