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Editorial
Michael Kelly refl ects on the future for 
historians in the New Year. 

The end of  nine years of  Labour-led government has co-
incided with a dramatic downturn in the economy. These 
changes represent challenging times for historians, along 
with the whole of  the country. 

The last nine years have been good ones for many 
interest groups but historians have certainly benefited 
from a happy confluence of  events – a buoyant economy, 
a busy Treaty industry, major history-based initiatives 
such as Te Ara, and a government highly supportive of  
arts, culture and heritage. There are now hundreds more 
people earning their income from writing history than 
there were a decade ago. 

However, this is only the end of  the golden weather, 
not The End. The economy will recover and with it will 
come better times. The new government has indicated its 
determination to carry on many of  the previous govern-
ment’s policies and there is no indication that core funding 
of  government departments will be drastically cut. While 
historians often work on the margins where projects are 
subject to a certain amount of  discretionary funding, that 
does not mean that all work will grind to a halt. 

The key to ensuring that our members continue to gain 
relevant and interesting work (whether as free-lancers, 
contractors or staff) is to maintain a good relationship 
with whoever is in power and to advocate for the role of  
history in building our nation. We intend to do just that 
and encourage our members to do likewise.
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Held at the historic Turnbull House in Wellington, the 
PHANZA AGM for 2008 was well attended. The usual 
fine food, wine and entertainment (provided this year by 
Redmer Yska in the form of  cheerful insights into New 
Zealand’s most intriguing newspaper the Truth) were 
all consumed with enthusiasm. The formal business of  
electing a new committee was completed promptly in 
less than hour. 

General concerns raised at the meeting were neatly 
resolved after some discussion. President Neill Atkinson’s 
appointment as Acting Chief  Historian at the Ministry 
for Culture and Heritage in September 2008 created po-
tential for conflicts of  interest. Neill was reappointed as 
President for a second time but immediately handed the 
role over to Tony Nightingale, one of  PHANZA’s found-
ing members and a former PHANZA secretary. Tony will 
be acting as PHANZA’s president until Neill relinquishes 
the role of  Chief  Historian. 

The other two positions on the Executive Committee 
were held for the second year in a row. Imelda Bargas from 
the Ministry for Culture and Heritage was appointed as 
Secretary, and Kirstie Ross from Te Papa was appointed 
as Treasurer. 

Diana Beaglehole and the former Treasurer Susan But-
terworth, both freelance historians, and former Secretary 
and Phanzine editor Rebecca O’Brien, left the committee 
after over five years of  service. Seconded member, Ky-
nan Gentry, who almost single-handedly redesigned the 
PHANZA website, also resigned. 

The new committee has representatives from several 
different areas of  public history. It includes freelance 
historian Michael Kelly, Emma Dewson and Marguerite 
Hill from the Ministry for Culture and Heritage, Bronwyn 
Labrum from Massey University and Eileen Barrett-
Whitehead, from the Waitangi Tribunal. 

Annual General Meeting
Rebecca O’Brien summarises the AGM and 
introduces the PHANZA Committee for 2009. 
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PHANZA AGM, 11 December 2008. (Imelda Bargas)

Neill Atkinson was appointed as the official President in 2008. Neill was 
first appointed President in 2007 and has served on the Committee since 
2003. Neill is currently the Acting Chief  Historian at the History Group 
of  the Ministry for Culture and Heritage. He was previously employed as 
senior historian at History Group with particular responsibility for the 
NZHistory.net.nz website. He has published several books, with the most 
recent being his 2007 work Trainland: How Railways made New Zealand. 

Tony Nightingale was appointed Acting President at the 2008 meeting. 
Tony was one of  the founding members of  PHANZA and previously held 
the position of  Secretary. He will serve as Acting President for PHANZA 
until Neill Atkinson relinquishes his role as Acting Chief  Historian at 
the Ministry for Culture and Heritage. 

Imelda Bargas was first appointed Secretary of  PHANZA in 2007 while 
working for the NZ Historic Places Trust. Appointed for the second year 
in a row, Imelda currently works as a historian on NZHistory.net.nz for 
the History Group of  the Ministry for Culture and Heritage. 

Kirstie Ross also joined the executive committee of  
PHANZA in 2007 and was reappointed to the role of  
Treasurer. Kirstie published her first book, Going Bush, this 
year and has worked for Te Papa Tongarewa Museum of  
New Zealand as a history curator since February 2004. 

Michael Kelly was a founding member of  PHANZA and has 
served on the Committee since 1999. He edited Phanzine 
from 2000 to 2007. Michael has worked as a freelance 
historian in Wellington since 1997, specialising in heritage-
related work.

Bronwyn Labrum was appointed to the PHANZA committee 
for the second year in a row. Bronwyn is a Senior Lecturer and Director of  
Research at Massey University in Wellington. Bronwyn is also the Review 
Editor History for the New Zealand Journal of  History and co-edited the 
2007 book Looking Flash: Clothing in Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

Emma Dewson was also re-elected for her second year on the PHANZA 
committee. Currently working for the Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 
Emma is likely to be working on Phanzine in 2009. Her key areas of  
interest are women’s social history and biography. 
Marguerite Hill was seconded onto the PHANZA committee in 2008. 
She was formally elected as a committee member at the recent meeting 
and is also expected to be involved in the development and production of  
Phanzine in 2009. Marguerite completed her Masters of  Museum and 
Heritage Studies at Victoria University of  Wellington and is currently 
working as Researcher- Resources on Te Ara — The Encyclopedia of  
New Zealand for the Ministry for Culture and Heritage.

Eileen Barrett-Whitehead was elected onto the Committee for the 
first time. Eileen, who claims to have come late to the field of  history, 
has worked for the Ministry of  Justice’s Waitangi Tribunal Unit for a 
number of  years. She is currently employed there as Specialist Advisor 
(Tribunal Reports). 

Rebecca O’Brien introduces 
the newly elected PHANZA 
committee for 2009. 

The new PHANZA Committee

Neill Atkinson, PHANZA President
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Truth revealed by Wellington Historian!
National Library Research 
Fellow – and former NZ 
Truth journalist – Redmer 
Yska gives us his take 
on the NZ Truth – New 
Zealand’s notorious – but 
overlooked – weekly tabloid 
newspaper. 

Sydney Truth’s editor John Norton was a UK-born 
journalist, politician and fall-down drunk. He founded 
NZ Truth in June 1905..

In To the Is-land, Janet Frame writes of  picking up a copy of  Truth for her 
father from the local newsagent in the 1930s, and sneaking looks at it.

“Though we were forbidden to read the Truth, we did glimpse 
now and again the blurred photographs of  old verandahed houses 
where the murder had been committed, the unshaven wild faces of  
the criminals or the escaped mental patients, the swampy paddocks 
with the arrow showing where the body had been found.

And although our parents tried to keep from us the news of  
unsavoury events, somehow the facts and rumours of  chocolate 
poisoners and baby farmers managed to reach us. 

In our parent’s view ‘natural’ disasters, such as earthquakes, tidal 
waves, even fires, were somehow ‘clean’ whereas murders, baby 
farmers, shady chemists who did a side trade in abortions, these 
were too terrible to be discussed or even acknowledged”.

As the quote shows, you could always find NZ Truth at the dark end of  
the New Zealand street. It was the first paper prepared to touch – in the 
most lurid and breathless detail – the stories involving sex, crime and 
divorce – or hopefully all three at the same time!

Like many other New Zealanders, Janet Frame’s father subscribed 
to a winning newspaper formula developed in the 19th century, as new 
technology made possible the production of cheap, large circulation 
newspapers.

Just a few years after being launched in 1905, Truth was already 
boasting on its masthead that it has the largest circulation in the 
Dominion. By mid century, Truth was selling upwards of a quarter of a 
million copies a week, and boasting a readership of four times that. And 
at a time when the population was around two million, it would not be 
an exaggeration to say that one in two New Zealand households like the 
Frames ‘took the paper’. And yes, the old muck-raker IS still going, after 
103 years, though the paper is a shadow of its former self. 

Yet in its heyday – the 1920s to the 1970s – it was a true media giant: 
orchestrating and shaping public opinion in the same way that prime time 
television news shows like Close Up or Campbell Live do today. As Jamie 
Belich has said, Truth really was the closest thing to a national newspaper 
New Zealand ever had. Like a cuckoo in the nest, Truth went where a tame, 
complacent and highly local New Zealand press was never prepared to 
go. But mention its name to older, more educated New Zealanders and 
they get a certain disapproving look in their eye; you hear a swift intake 
of breath.

The curious thing is that this is exactly what NZ Truth ’s Australian 
founder would have hoped for; which brings me to its founding editor and 
self-styled ‘conductor’ Mr John Norton. This mild-looking Englishman 
made a huge – and not always likeable – splash in Australia, following his 
arrival there in the 1880s. He had a strong union pedigree – especially 
in his early years, was an avid republican and became a politician at the 
municipal and later, state, level. He was also a megalomaniac and chronic, 
violent alcoholic – prone to firing revolvers into ceilings in the middle of 
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drunken arguments with his wife. Norton kept himself 
sober for just long enough to cause huge amounts of 
journalistic and political mischief. Yet he also harnessed 
his editorial powers to fight for social justice, gaining 
a huge following among what he called ‘the people’, 
basically the voiceless working classes. 

It  was  a n  Aust ra la s ia n  t a ke  on  the  ‘new 
journalism’ – more often called ‘yellow journalism’ –  
perfected by American newspapermen Joseph Pulitzer and 
William Randolph Hearst in the 1880s. One newspaper 
historian defined it as ‘a bid for mass circulation – a bid 
aimed at the increasingly prosperous and literate lower 
middle classes –  with news parcelled up into short and 
easily digestible portions, produced and sold using 
improvements in printing and distribution, and with 
advertising an essential part of newspaper finance’.

In 1900 Norton begins Brisbane Truth , followed by 
a Melbourne edition in 1902, with Perth a year later. 
Many working class Australians take to the larrikin 
Truth, and the way its editor lampoons Queen Victoria 
as ‘f labby, fat and flatulent’. They applaud his wicked 
description of the Prince of Wales as ‘a turf swindling, 
card-sharping, wife-debauching rascal ’. Perhaps 
Norton’s greatest claim to fame is having coined the 
word ‘wowser’ – the do-gooder, priest-ridden, water-
sipping killjoys who try to stop ordinary folk like us 
from enjoying a wine or a f lutter on the horses. And in 
1905 it is the wowsers of New Zealand – or Maoriland as 
the country was known – that lead Norton to establish 
an edition of Truth for their benefit. 

On 13 February 1905, a Manners Street bookseller 
is prosecuted for selling a copy of Sydney Truth , fresh 
off the trans-Tasman steamer. A Detective Boddam 
wanders up to George Ewart’s shop and buys a copy. 
Ewart is hauled before the courts, charged with selling 
‘an indecent, immoral and obscene’ document. Norton 
is so indignant that he rushes to Wellington from 
Brisbane to protest.

The court hears that the offending material in 
Sydney Truth concerns the case of a fallen woman from 
Melbourne charged with the crime of prostitution. The 
paper’s report carries the headline “On her back”. To 
this gentle reader, that STILL sounds breathtakingly 
offensive more than a century later. In the end Ewart 
IS found guilty, but later gets off with two month’s 
probation. Norton’s enduring revenge is a New Zealand 
edition of his larrikin paper. 

Five weeks later, on 24 June, he is on hand when 
the first copy of NZ Truth rolls off presses located in 

converted stables in Lukes Lane, the alley that still 
runs between Manners and Taranaki Streets. The 
eight-page paper sells for threepence – the dailies cost 
a penny – and is printed on a Saturday morning.

Norton’s tried and true formula of alliterative 
headlines, racy content and populist tone soon makes 
it the New Zealand ‘workingman’s bible’. Much less has 
been written about T ’s progressive and reformist agenda 
in its first decade and a half. The paper exposed the 
plight of underpaid women civil servants, and the shabby 
accommodation offered servant girls in the homes of 
the wealthy. It mounted a sustained anti-corruption 
campaign against Police Commissioner Walter Dinnie 
which helped cause his downfall in 1910. 

From the start, Truth consciously claimed a role as 
a public agency, the forerunner of TV’s Fair Go, where 
people getting a ‘raw deal’ could turn. It revealed slum 
housing and unfair evictions in central Auckland, with 
talk of landlord and bailiff ‘being arraigned by Truth 
at the Bar of Public Opinion’. And let’s not forget its 
exposure of ‘Benge, the carcass blower’ of Aro Street, 
a butcher caught using a bellows to bring underweight 
veal up to the requisite weight of 60 lbs in 1907. The 
headline here was ‘Artificial Respiration’.

Truth  was also a megaphone for Norton’s pet 
hates – the Salvation Army, parsons of all persuasions, 
and especially what he sees as ‘evil Chinese’. By 1909, 
four short years after starting up, Truth boasts the 
largest circulation in the Dominion. Its success owes 
much to the recent completion of the main trunk railway 
line, allowing the paper national distribution. 

A sensational libel case that year, however, nearly 
sinks the Maoriland edition. 

On 20 January, the paper publishes a story headlined 
‘A Kiltie Kuddle, what happened in Hagley Park, the 
handsome stranger and the trusting miss, rangers 
reckon the pair were rorty, and the bench believe 
them’. Crown prosecutor and King’s Counsel Thomas 
Stringer later describe it as ‘practically an illustration 
of an act of fornication in Hagley Park, and was pure 
and unadulterated filth’.

Unfortunately for Truth, a Christchurch magistrate 
has ordered that all details of the case be suppressed. 
After being found guilty of contempt of court, Truth 
decides to go after Kings Counsel Stringer. But they 
are biting off more than they can chew – and Stringer 
sues for libel. Truth is forced to pay out £2000 to 
Stringer – the equivalent of $280,000 in today’s terms. 
Norton swallows – and pays up. 
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But by 1910, the tide is turning against him in 
Australia. Though he retains oversight of his chain 
of weeklies, Norton continues to appoint progressive 
editors to run each edition. Under the editorship of 
Robert Hogg, socialist and sometime Maoriland 
Worker editor, NZ Truth mixes more radical politics 
in with the sex and crime. In 1912, Hogg is responsible 
for detailed and highly sceptical coverage of the 
Massey Government’s response to striking miners in 
Waihi. In this, Truth takes a markedly – you might say 
refreshingly – different line from the conservative daily 
papers. The headline across eight columns says it all: 
“Worried Waihi: the resort to riot and revolvers.’
 ‘The crisis at Waihi has served to show to the 

public of  New Zealand that the daily press cannot 
be relied upon … . To tell the story of  the tragedy 
at Waihi, and the events of  what followed, without 
bias and exaggeration, seemed to have been beyond 
those journalistic jackals who literally bellowed 
for blood at the very moment that a police-batoned 
and half-choked and certainly maltreated striker 
was lying at the portals of  Death in the Waihi 
hospital.” 
Battling illness and the ravages of alcoholism, 

Norton is in decline himself. He makes many trips 
overseas with his wife and 16-year-old son Ezra, a 
boy raised amidst his parent’s violent and drunken 
arguments. In 1913, he offers to bring Ezra with him 
to New Zealand. The boy refuses, saying that the 
country was too full of wowsers. Norton dies in 1916, 
aged 58.

Years later, as a middle-aged newspaper tycoon, 
Ezra Norton recalls his father with great affection. 
‘When I was a boy, I remember sitting with my father 
on the balcony of our house in Pitt Street. It was a 
Sunday and the people strolling along the road were 
returning from the morning service. “Come over here, 
son” he said, putting his arm around my shoulder. 
 “Look at them in all their Sunday finery, the bloody 

hypocrites. Never forget this, my son. When you 
carry on my great work in Truth, keeping up its 
traditions, without fear or favour, you will be in the 
same position of  trust as me, always able to pour a 
bucket of  shit over the lot of  them.” 

Ezra takes charge of  NZ Truth ’s operations in 
1922, sacking Hogg and installing Fred Earle, the 
gentlemanly brother of  the Dominion’s editor. No 
longer will Truth be the Bolshevik-cuddling, liquor-
happy, wowser-bashing house magazine of  the Nelson 

Flaxies and other workingmen – the itinerant group 
Jock has called the ‘man’s man’.

Kropotkin is canned; sport content is doubled, as the 
paper comes to reflect the prurient and inward-looking 
outlook of the family man – a moraliser, a scolder, even 
a bit of a … dare I say it … wowser. 

In 1924, Earle describes rugby in New Zealand as 
‘more than a game. It is a great medium of thought. It 
gives a basis for standardising and comparing human 
effort. Many people in New Zealand think of the Empire 
relationship in terms of rugby, that standard being to 
their minds the most vital.’ 

If sport helped place Truth in the mainstream in the 
1920s, its bread and butter remains sensation. Take 
this divorce case from 1926: ‘Biffs, bruises and black 
eyes for the barber’s beautiful bride/no scented soap or 
lavender sprays about pretty Agnes Vida’s honeymoon/
hairdresser-hubby kept late hours and was too fond of 
something a little stronger than Bay Rum/did Norman 
reach the dizzy limit on Seatoun Heights?’ By 1928, 
circulation stands at 97,600, easily the biggest of any 
weekly. 

Over the years, many well-known writers pass 
through Truth ’s off ices. Late in 1928, 18-year-old 
Iris Wilkinson, better known as Robin Hyde, joins 
the Aussies in their dingy offices above Lukes Lane. 
She becomes – variously – editor’s secretary, shopping 
reporter, unofficial lady editor, and freelance contributor. 
She comes to dislike the louche atmosphere in the office, 
and nicknamed the place ‘Venusberg … where there was 
the tired acceptance of every rottenness’. One of Hyde’s 
articles appears on 11 October 1928:
 ‘Cunning Witches Weave Wily Spells on the Craziest 

Road of  All, Behind secrecy of  locked doors, 
Clairvoyants are Reaping Rich Harvest. Psychic 
Piffle of  Fortune-Telling Fakers’.
Two months into the job, she comes up against Ezra 

in one of his regular director’s visits from Sydney. 
She refuses to give him an assurance that she will not 
freelance for other publications – and he sacks her. The 
exchange is recalled in one of her many letters:

“When Ezra Norton wanted me to sign up for 
Truth and Truth only, I wouldn’t.”

Iris’s sister Nelly later said ‘Serves you right for 
working on that dirty paper.” 

In 1939, James Hamilton Dunn inherits from his 
father the work of solicitor and legal censor of the 
paper. Dunn is an enigmatic backroom f igure, an 
austere, dignified and deeply conservative man who 
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really wanted to be a professional 
soldier. For 40 years, Dunn junior 
remains a driving force on Truth , 
even becoming one of its owners 
when Ezra Norton sells in 1950. 
At the time of its sale, the audited 
circulation stands at 175,000. 

Together with his old chum Sir 
Cliff Plimmer – both were founding 
boarders at Scotts College – Dunn 
makes Tr uth  a mouthpiece for 
conservative politics. It has come 
full circle from its anti-establishment 
origins. One former Truth hand from 
the early 1960s compares Jimmy 
Dunn to an old-fashioned newspaper 
baron, with his finger in every pie. 
Another recalls Dunn as ‘no angel’. 
“He was manipulative and sometimes 
mean and used NZ Truth as a weapon 
against opponents.”

Despite the hard move to the right, Dunn and 
Plimmer’s Truth continued as a thunderer in the 
Norton vein. A good example is a series of articles in 
1953, for example, uncovering serious levels of police 
corruption. Truth alleged that Police Commissioner 
Eric Compton had organised private work to be done 
on his home by staff – and illegally tapped phones. 
Compton left in disgrace in 1955, evoking memories 

of Commissioner Dinnie’s fall from 
grace half a century earlier. Another 
Commissioner – McIlveney- also 
falls on his sword in 1930 after Truth 
campaigns against him. But let’s 
get real: Truth is probably better 
remembered for Miss September 
than bureaucratic misdeeds.

Sales figures exceed their all-time 
peak of 250,000 in the early 1960s, 
as Truth splashed the sensations of 
the Profumo Scandal. Sub editors 
always took care with the wording 
of billboards – knowing the right 
tease could affect circulation by 
as much as 30,000 copies. But by 
the time this billboard from the 
Turnbull collection appeared outside 
the nation’s dairies in 1972, Truth ’s 
circulation was falling.

In part, it was the legalisation of Sunday papers 
in the mid 1960s; in part, the advent of television; in 
part the fact that the daily papers were now printing 
sensations that had once been Truth ’s domain.

Interested in reading more? Red will be 
publishing the results of  his research about 
New Zealand’s first modern newspaper. For 
more information, go to http://www.natlib.
govt.nz. 

Digital Skills Workshop
Tony Nightingale looks back at PHANZA’s latest day-long seminar.
You only get presenters of  the quality at the PHANZA 
Digital Skills workshop because they are passionate, 
professional and committed. PHANZA maintained 
the high standard of  its occasional seminars with its 
workshop on 11 October 2008. Held at the Ministry of  
Culture and Heritage, it honed in on what it means to 
produce history for the web.

Ross Somerville of the Te Ara project and Neil 
Atkinson, acting Chief Historian for the Ministry for 
Culture and Heritage, presented their experiences on 
how writing should be crafted for the web. There was 
an overarching theme that text had to be simple and 
tight. It also had to be capable of fitting into a format 
that the reader did not approach expecting to read a 
single narrative. They also stressed the importance of 

writing to the images and themes so that the reader’s 
experience was coherent and understandable given the 
purpose of the website.

The web lends itself to visible material and the vast 
repositories of many of the libraries and archives are 
rapidly becoming accessible as catalogues go online. 
While many of Alexander Turnbull Library’s images 
have long been searchable online, a host of museums 
now offer such facilities such as Te Papa, Canterbury 
and Auckland museums. Melanie Lovell-Smith and 
Marguerite Hill, who have both worked in f inding 
images for Te Ara, took us on a tour of the remarkable 
range of sites holding digital images. They emphasised 
the lateral thinking that was needed to see how each site 
worked and how it was catalogued. While there is an 

Each week, dairies up and down the country displayed 
a billboard promoting Truth’s lead story. The ‘right’ 
wording could boost sales by as much as 30 to 
40,000 copies.
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increasing number of images catalogued, it was clearly 
vital to spend time with each catalogue and develop 
your skill using them. 

Web presentation is altering the idea of historical 
research and in particular the involvement of the wider 
community. In his presentation Paul Diamond described 
the Vietnam War oral history project and web design 
that he was undertaking. A small group from the 
Ministry for Culture of Heritage are undertaking an 
ambitious oral/pictorial history project that will provide 
some of the base material not only for a book but also a 
website. The website will ultimately be interactive and 
this augmenting of the authorial narrative provides 
a website that will live and change as those with war 
memories comment and add their material.

Kirstie Ross, history curator at Te Papa, spoke about 
encouraging community contributions to the museum’s 

upcoming 20th century exhibition. With some success, 
the museum is employing the internet, including 
running a blog, to help engage the public further. 

Joann Ransom from Kete Horowhenua (the 
Horowhenua web-based local history project) showed a 
more radical take again. The prime aim of this initiative 
is to get the community to write about local history 
and the website is the place where it is assembled and 
displayed. It is a system that has proved very popular 
and has produced much material that could not have be 
collected in any other way. 

The first session of the day was a technical one from 
the Inland Revenue Department. Many historians who 
are on contract are sole traders and responsible for 
their own tax. The session was excellent, but what it 
reinforced was that anyone setting up in business should 
contact the IRD and/or get an accountant.

The lonely historian and ird.govt.nz
Susan Butterworth provides advice for historians thinking 
about pursuing a more intimate relationship with IRD. 

At PHANZA’s digital skills seminar on 11 October we had a comprehensive 
and very informative session from John Forde, a Business Tax Information 
Officer from the Inland Revenue Department. 

Historians who are already in business for themselves will know most of 
this information, but for those contemplating going out on their own this 
was a thorough introduction to one of the scarier mysteries of freelancing. 
This article will not attempt to go over all of the speaker’s presentation. 
It is intended to draw your attention to the resources IRD provides both 
on-line and in hard copy. These are well-designed and approachable, with 
practical examples of how to do various things. 

Most transactions, such as filing of returns and making payments, can 
be done on-line and there is on-line or telephone backup if you need it. 

The two crucial booklets you need are Smart Business (IR 320) and 
Provisional Tax (IR289). These are available on-line at www.ird.govt.nz 
‘Forms and Guides’ or by phone from INFOexpress. This is an automated 
system, so it won’t give you answers. You will need your IRD number 
to hand if you call this and it will help to have the names and numbers 
of any forms or booklets you require. The various 0800 numbers for the 
different services are listed under the Inland Revenue Department entry 
in the front of the phone book.

Smart Business covers the following topics:
Getting started•  – getting an IRD number, your responsibilities.
Record keeping. Whether you do your own tax returns or go to an • 
accountant, the more systematically you record your income and 
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Obama and the Swinging Bridge
David Young gives an eyewitness account of the build-up to the recent American elections from Hawaii. 

expenses, in a spreadsheet or cashbook, the easier it 
will be and the less temptation there will be to put 
it all off  till the last moment. This section covers 
what records you need to keep and for how long.

It is practicable to do your own tax returns if you 
have the confidence. It saves money and makes you 
look hard at how well you are doing, but it requires 
discipline. An accountant, on the other hand, may be 
able to identify savings or strategies you would not 
think of for yourself. Good examples of simple book 
keeping are provided in the booklet. 

Bookkeeping: what your invoices need to show; • 
how you draw your own income from the business. 
The section gives useful advice on budgeting for 
your legal responsibilities:

Income tax� 
GST� 
ACC� 
Student loan, if  applicable� 
KiwiSaver, if  applicable� 

Income tax (including partnerships, companies • 
and provisional tax). 
Provisional tax is treated quite briefly here and • 
you should look also at the separate booklet on 
this topic. 

Provisional tax is not a separate type of tax, it is 
income tax paid in instalments throughout the year 
instead of by direct deduction (PAYE). You are likely 
to have to pay provisional tax if at least part of your 
income is from contracting, even if you are employed 
by an institution such as a museum or city council. You 
must understand what your contract says about 

your tax status. If it says you are a self-employed 
contractor you will be responsible for your own 
income tax, GST, ACC etc. If in doubt, ask your 
employer. 

Provisional Tax booklet covers the following 
topics: 

Expenses•  – what you can (and cannot) claim, for 
example, if  you use your vehicle, phone or part 
of  your house on business.
Goods and Services Tax. If  your business turnover • 
for the last 12 months was $40,000 or more, you 
must register; if  it was below $40,000 you may not 
register, but it will probably be in your interest to 
do so as it simplifies dealing with other businesses, 
which will usually be GST-registered. 

The booklet gives advice on the merits of different 
GST-return periods – monthly – two-monthly or six-
monthly. (Monthly is likely too burdensome for most sole 
practitioners. Six-monthly may well be adequate if you 
have only a few transactions.) It also tells you how to use 
your bookkeeping system to prepare your GST return. 

ACC obligations, student loan repayments and • 
Working for Families tax credits. The last two are 
most likely to be important to young historians 
starting out and have been added since the last 
time Phanzine looked at taxation issues.
Employer responsibilities • – If  you get into the 
position to employ other historians we will all 
come and admire you!
Services you may need. This is basically what to • 
do if  you get into trouble, fall behind, miscalculate 
or just need more information.

We took the turn off  the highway into old Hanapepe, 
descending to a quaint main street on a curve in the 
road beside the levies – a river town that was subject 
to flooding. The old shops, theatre and opium den 
sheltering under the verandas are a remnant of  a time 
when sugar once ruled here. Now, “Hanapepe has 16 
art galleries, 14 of  them artist-owned” the smiling 
storekeeper in the only place open on a Sunday morning 
tells us as he serves us both a soda. He displays coral 
jewellery and prawn salads that are also a hallmark 
of  this part of  Kaua’i, the wettest, greenest island in 
Hawaii.

It was just two days before the 2008 presidential 
election. Down a leafy lane headed towards the river 
I noticed a small crowd forming and a sign, “Obama 
Rally, Swinging Bridge, 12pm Sunday.” It was 11.40am. 
“Let’s go and join them,” I said to my wife Scilla.

The crowd of young, old and middle-aged was 
welcoming. People had come in from some distances; 
the organisers were handing out button stickers, 
bumper stickers, and posters like plastic pillow slips. 
Senators Obama and Joe Biden were in attendance as 
two larger than life cardboard cutouts. Scilla took my 
picture with Obama. 
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David Young and Obama in Hawaii (Scilla Young, 2008)

“Would you care for an Obama sticker?” asked a 
friendly, corn-fed woman in her early 40s. “Where are 
you from?” “Oh, New Zealand, a lovely place. I haven’t 
been there myself, yet, but my daughter’s fiancé is a 
Kiwi, a surfer living in Australia and he’s a real honey.” 
(Almost everyone in Hawaii seems to be connected to 
New Zealand in ways that I had never realized before 
visiting.)

She invited us to join their event, which aimed to 
put as many supporters on and around the “Swinging 
Bridge” (what New Zealanders would call a “swing 
bridge”) , take their photograph and post it on a website 
with about 60 other swing bridge towns in support of 
Obama. The bridge seems like a perfect symbol for what 
it is that Obama’s campaign held out to a deeply divided 
nation. We signed the waiver form so that our images 
could be legally part of the picture.

We moved among the crowd and I crossed the 
bridge, watching a crab fisherman checking his pots 
from his boat. The people around were excited to be 
together and were sensing, but not daring to believe 
the strong prospect of a political change.

In the end, they got 150 people standing on and 
around the Hanapepe Bridge for the photograph. Just a 
small tremor, then not even understood, in the seismic 
shift that two days later brought Obama to power.

We carried on to visit the river mouth that James 
Cook anchored at in 1778, right beside “Russian Fort”, 
built by the Russians just a few decades later to secure 
trade and strategic interests. Heritage buffs should 
know it was later dismantled.

On election night we were in a hotel lobby, sea 
breezes wafting through the half open wall, watching 
ABC and CNN beside the bar at Wailua, Kaua’i. At 
4.30 pm there was just me. Then a local doctor and 
his wife originally from the mainland came in to share 
Obama’s victory. Scilla came down and we bought a 
round of drinks; a holidaying couple from San Francisco 
turned up, she sporting an Obama t-shirt; when the 
results were certain another couple of guests showed 
and shouted champagne. Complete strangers plumped 
down beside us, smiling.

I have to say that I found Obama’s acceptance speech 
extraordinary – moving and intelligent, nuanced and 
inclusive, but that, equally, John McCain made a speech 
so generous and thoughtful and considered that it too 
was perhaps even more memorable.

Back in Honolulu everyone seems to know Obama; 
younger ones attended college with him, people know 
his sisters, his grandmother; have attended family 
weddings and even heard him give a wedding speech 
so impressive, years ago they told Obama one day he 
would be president: “He didn’t react; it was as though 
he had heard it before.”

While Kenya claims him, as does Indonesia, and 
he has half-siblings in both countries, Hawaii has 
been so important to his schooling. Hawaiians and 
other Polynesians make up about 16 percent of the 
population (although 400,000 claim some Hawaiian 
ancestry), Japanese are 16 percent, Filipino 14 and haole 
(whites) 40. While many issues remain unresolved for 
Hawaiians, the islands are an amazing melting pot of 
culture, intermarriage and of ideas.

A day after the election I looked at the website for 
swinging bridge, old Hanapepe. There was an item 
posted from “The Garden Island, serving Kaua’i and 
Hi’ihau since 1910”. The headline was “Hanapepe event 
draws international audience”. The story described the 
event, with people from different parts of the United 
States – and “people from New Zealand who were 
excited to be a part of the festivities.”
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St Mary’s Presbytery, 2008. Imelda Bargas

Heritage: St Mary’s Presbytery, Wanganui 
Michael Kelly takes a closer look at the loss of a signifi cant heritage building in Wanganui. 

It is almost a shock when a striking historic building is 
demolished these days, such is the infrequency with which 
it happens. The loss of  the presbytery of  St Mary’s 
Church, Wanganui is all the more disappointing for the 
opportunities that were there to save the building. 

The elegant two and three-story brick building was 
designed by the noted Wellington architect John Swan, 
who received a number of significant commissions from 
the Catholic Church. Completed in 1913, the building 
was constructed on an elevated site on the north corner 
of a block bounded by Campbell, Wicksteed and Guyton 
Streets and Cameron Terrace. It was part of a complex 
of church buildings, including the church, a hall and a 
chapel built for Mercy nuns.

The building was designed to be seen in the round 
and each façade was an interesting one. The brick 
wing was juxtaposed with the rest of the building, the 
highlight of which was a two-storey verandah on all 
three sides. 

The Catholic presence in Wanganui was established 
in 1851. For most of its history, St Mary’s was looked 
after by the priests of the Society of Mary (or Marists). 
The Diocese of Palmerston North has run the parish in 
recent years. Throughout its history, the parish has had 
a penchant for replacing buildings. It has demolished 
and rebuilt churches, halls, schools and presbyteries 
since the site was first occupied in 1898. 

The New Zealand Historic Places Trust (NZHPT) 
was alerted by its Wanganui Branch Committee to the 
building’s significance in 2006. The following year, 
the NZHPT moved to register the building, which 
was by then under threat. The parish is reported to 
have wanted the site for a car park (which it denies), 
while it was also arguing that the presbytery physically 
dominated St Mary’s Church, a more important 
(and modern) building. The reason for the building’s 
demolition is still not clear, with the parish stating 
that it was keeping the site ‘for future, undetermined 
Parish use’. 

The Trust initiated talks with the Wanganui City 
Council and the parish (and Diocese) in an effort to save 
the building. The Trust wanted the Council to list the 
building on its district plan or even impose a heritage 
order to ensure its protection. The Trust and Council 
did combine to pay for an engineering assessment, 
which showed that strengthening the building was 
going to cost somewhat less than the $900,000 
initially suggested. Nevertheless, with the likely cost 
in the hundreds of thousands, the Council backed off 
protecting the building. 

Although the Trust pressed on with the registration, 
it remained in talks with the parish. The Category I 
registration was confirmed by the Trust’s Board on 
27 June 2008. The Trust held off notification of the 
registration while negotiations continued, but the 
parish would not be swayed and in September this year 
it began demolishing the building. 

The Trust’s regional manager Ann Neill blamed 
the Council for failing to act to protect the building. 
Wanganui ’s outspoken Mayor Michael Laws was 
having none of it, accusing the Trust of overstating 
the landmark value of the building and for rushing 
through the registration ‘because they wanted to usurp 
the Catholic church’s property rights’.
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It brought home the reality that the Trust is 
powerless to stop a demolition unless it wants to pursue 
a heritage order, and it rarely, if ever, does that. The 
Trust has a right to expect a local authority to do its 
part, and there is little doubt that the Wanganui City 
Council could have done more, but it cannot assume that 
it will. One thing must be emphasised. The Trust does 
not have to apologise for a ‘late registration’. It is not 
possible for the Trust to register every bit of heritage in 
New Zealand and it is better to respond to threatened 
heritage than not at all. 

Finally, this dispute shows the deep divide that 
sometimes develops between churches and heritage 
conservation advocates. There is a long history of bitter 

arguments over the retention of church-owned heritage 
buildings. State authorities – be they the Historic Places 
Trust or councils – are seen as unwelcome meddlers by 
parishioners and clergy who manage church-funded 
buildings. They often strongly defend their individual 
property rights, to the extent of being happy to walk 
away from significant heritage buildings if they think 
it is in the best interests of the church. It is not an easy 
issue to sort out, but the key to saving ecclesiastical 
heritage is the response of the church’s community. 
If they identify with a building and articulate that to 
church authorities, then the building has a much better 
chance of being saved. 

Website review: Smithsonian on the web
Michael Kelly dives into the Smithsonian website and fi nds an image resource as diverse as the 
great institution itself. 

It will come as no surprise to anyone that the 
Smithsonian Institution has tremendous on-line 
resources. The umbrella name for what is arguably 
the world’s greatest collection of  museums, the 
Smithsonian Institution was established in 1846 from 
a bequest left by Scottish scientist and philanthropist 
James Smithson (1765-1829), who turned a significant 
inheritance into a fortune before his death. 

For some reason, Smithson, who never set foot in 
America, decided to give all his money to the New 
World. His will stated that should his nephew, Henry 
Hungerford, die without heirs, the Smithson estate 
would be given to the government of the United States 
to create an “Establishment for the increase & diffusion 
of Knowledge among men”. The US government 
responded by establishing centres of scientific research 
and repositories for various collections. These were 
housed in museums, 18 of which are in Washington 
DC. 

The Smithsonian is not required to have a great 
on-line presence, but it is becoming standard practice 
for museums – great or not – to have a quality site with 
good material available for view. The Smithsonian site, 
which also incorporates the ‘Smithsonian Libraries’ 
(there are 20 branch libraries), has taken advantage of 
web-based technology in a variety of ways and among 
its many on-line treasures is its collection of images.

There are numerous sources of images, but the main 

one is the ‘Galaxy of Images’ held by the Smithsonian 
Libraries, consisting of 10,000 images drawn from the 
collection. 

http://www.sil.si.edu/ImageGalaxy/imageGalaxy_
collections.cfm

The subgroups that the institute lists its images 
under indicate the sheer breadth of its collection 
policy, but science is the predominant focus. They are, 
alphabetically: 

Animal World
Art and Design
Bones and Fossils
History and Material Culture



12

Phanzine is published three times a year by the Professional Historians Association of New Zealand/Aotearoa 
and edited by Rebecca O’Brien. 

You can contact us by mail: The Editor, Phanzine, PO Box 1904, Thorndon, Wellington or at 
editor@phanza.org.nz

Photos/illustrations are credited where applicable.
©PHANZA 2008

Literature
Natural World
Plants and Flowers
Portraits
Science and Invention
Scientific Instruments and Apparatus
Society and Culture
Technology and Transportation
Trade Literature
Listing the sub-headings under these headings 

would take up pages, but to take ‘History and Material 
Culture’ as one example, the sub-categories include: 
Antiquities and Ruins, Autographs and Signatures, 
Globes – Maps – Plans, and Museums. Under ‘Society 
and Culture’ you can find the likes of Advertisements, 
Costume and Dress, Music and Musical Instruments, 
Religion, Worlds Fairs and Expositions, to name but a 
few. The headings are, in some cases, rather quirky. 

If you click on any of these up will come a random but 
manageable collection of thumbnails – not exhaustive by 
any means – that demonstrate the catholic nature of the 
Smithsonian’s collections. Many of them are from rare 
books or are what we might regard as ephemera.  

Interest ingly,  the Smithsonian Inst itut ion 
imposes very strong copyright restrictions on its 
image collections. Permission to use an image with a 
publication-level resolution and without a Smithsonian 
watermark is not granted without a hefty fee and the 

approval of staff. This apparently f lies in the face 
of the institution’s own policy that states that “The 
Smithsonian cannot own copyright in works prepared 
by Smithsonian employees paid from federal funds”. 

The Institution’s collections of images don’t end with 
the libraries. There are the Collections of the Office 
of Imaging and Photographic Services. These include 
images from current exhibitions, Smithsonian events 
and historic collections.   

http://smithsonianimages.si.edu/
Click! is an ongoing project that explores how 

photographic images shape our lives.
http://click.si.edu/
The National Anthropological Archives and Human 

Studies Film Archives collect and preserve historical 
and modern anthropological material that documents 
the world’s cultures and the history of anthropology. 
Included amongst the material are numerous still and 
moving images.

www.nmnh.si.edu/naa/
If that is not enough, you can search a selection of 

images from ‘the Smithsonian Institution’s nineteen 
museums and galleries, nine research centers, and the 
National Zoo’.

http://photography.si.edu/SearchImage.aspx
And there is so much more at the Smithsonian site 

that it’s worth a decent look. The main portal is: www.
si.edu/


