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Editorial
I am delighted to acknowledge the valuable support of Barry Pateman and
Ciaran Doolin in editing this and, I sincerely hope, future issues of the Bulletin.
Barry has assumed responsibility for the reviews section, and Ciaran for the
section on ‘recent and current research’. Expect to see substantial improvements
in the coverage of both these subjects in future issues.
Mark Derby
Editor

Chair's report
The LHP committee began the year with its annual planning meeting over
lunchtime on Sunday 26 January. Among the issues we discussed were how
best we as an organisation can commemorate the First World War, and in
particular ensure that the issues with which we are concerned are given
appropriate emphasis. Mindful not to spread our energies too thinly, we agreed
that the major emphasis will be a seminar on The First World War and Dissent,
which we intend to hold in 2017. This will give us plenty of time to organise
a worthwhile event, and does not prevent us supporting other initiatives in the
meantime.
On 13 February we held the biennial Rona Bailey Memorial Lecture. The lecture
was given by Robert Consedine, whose address was entitled ‘Suing Robert
Muldoon and Doing Time: From anti-Apartheid to Project Waitangi’. We wished
to emphasise Rona’s long commitment to the struggle against apartheid overseas
and for Maori rights at home, including her involvement in Project Waitangi,
a network of groups established to educate Pakeha about Treaty matters in the
approach to the sesquicentenary of the Treaty in 1990. Robert’s absorbing and
entertaining address traversed many of these issues, including reflection on
his own commitment to nonviolent social change and the influence of the
Catholic church’s social teaching on his thinking. Crucial moments were when
he and three friends deliberately sought imprisonment on remand in 1981,
and the growing awareness that resulted of the way in which mainstream
institutions disadvantaged Maori. Since the early 1990s Robert has conducted
educational workshops on the Treaty across the country, and continues to be
committed to this work. Some 70 people attended, and the informal discussion
continued for a good while afterwards. We owe Robert many thanks for his
generosity in giving his time and reflections. We are equally obliged to a number
of the committee, especially Sue Shone, Marie Russell, Cybèle Locke and Grace
Millar for organising truly excellent catering (everyone pitched in, though),
and to Toi Whakaari/the New Zealand Drama School for kindly allowing us to
use their Rona Bailey Room.
The lecture was followed—in the best tradition of community activism—by
song. We were led by Marie, Cybèle, and Anne Russell on the guitar in three
songs which accompanied many a demonstration in the 1990s. As we were
reminded, singing has always been a part of progressive movements and singing
brings people together in a unique way.
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The American singer, folklorist and activist Pete Seeger made that point
frequently during his long life. Pete Seeger was born in 1919 and died on 27
January this year. He sang with Woody Guthrie in the 1930s and 40s, was with
his fellow Weavers banned by mainstream media for their leftist associations
from the later 1940s, was sentenced to prison for refusing to justify his political
views to the notorious House Un-American Activities Committee, marched
with Dr Martin Luther King, marched and sang against the Vietnam War, and
devoted many years to cleaning up the Hudson River. And all the time he sang,
and made others sing. Much of his repertoire was taught in primary schools
here in the late 1960s—New Zealand children learnt to sing ‘This Land is Your
Land’. Seeger lived to see, and sing all the verses of that song at, the inauguration
of Barack Obama as the first black American president. There is a wealth of
material about Seeger on the internet, including many wonderful video clips.
Closer to home, we have had two resignations from the committee. Toby
Boraman has left for a year in Berlin where he will be writing labour history.
We look forward to the result. And Mark Derby has resigned to make time for
other projects, although has kindly agreed to continue as editor of the Bulletin.
To both friends we say thank you very much for all your hard work, and to all
readers we extend best wishes.
Jim McAloon
LHP Chair

News round-up

remembering the murder of ernie abbott
Just after 5pm on 27 March 1984, a battered suitcase was left in the foyer of
the Wellington Trades Hall in Vivian St. This historic building housed the
offices of a number of trade unions. The Muldoon-led National government of
the day had recently forced a number of confrontations with the union movement
and created a ferociously anti-union public attitude. Ernie Abbott, the elderly,
British-born caretaker of the building, picked up the suitcase and was killed
instantly. It is believed to have contained three sticks of gelignite triggered by
a mercury switch. A perpetrator has never been identified.
5
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The 30th anniversary of the murder of trade union martyr Ernie Abbott was
marked by a minute’s silence at the Trades Hall. Speeches were given by Peter
Conway of the CTU and Graeme Clarke, the current secretary of Wellington
Trades Hall Inc., who was present at the time of the bombing. The Brass Razoo
Band played, and filmmaker Rod Prosser introduced his film about the incident,
The Hatred Campaign.
Another memorial ceremony took place at the Palmerston North offices of
Unions Manawatu. Its invitation states, “Ernie died because he was a committed
trade unionist, actively supporting the work of the labour movement. We must
remember him.”

a precariat manifesto
The Industrial Relations Centre at Victoria University recently changed its
name to CLEW: the Centre for Labour, Employment and Work. The Centre is
notable for gathering, since 1991, a unique collection of information on collective
employment agreements in New Zealand. This has preserved and made available
documents and data which would otherwise have disappeared with the
Employment Contracts Act enacted in that year. Every year it publishes a
volume, Employment Agreements: Bargaining Trends & Employment Law Update,
which summarises and analyses developments in collective agreements and
developments in employment case law in the past year. The report is made
available through well-attended half-day seminars held for practitioners including
unionists, lawyers and personnel managers in the main centres. The centre
also hosts and organises the biennial Labour, Employment and Work conference
which has been held since 1984 and will be held again in December this year.
It also conducts research, produces other publications and hosts visiting experts.
A visitor in February was Guy Standing, Professor of Development Studies at
the School of Oriental and African Studies University of London, who is the
author of the bestelling The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (2011), on an
emerging class characterised by insecurity of employment and reduced cultural,
civil, political, social and economic rights due to its lack of political clout and
the conditionality of state benefits. Guy spoke about his forthcoming book
A Precariat Charter: From Denizens to Citizens (Bloomsbury, April 2014),
which sets out a charter of demands for the precariat class.
Standing says every forward march is made up of three struggles. One is for
recognition (such as the Occupy movement). The second is for representation
in the state, organisations (including unions) and governance structures.
The third is for redistribution of key assets for what makes for a good life:
security, control of time, quality public space (reviving the commons), financial
knowledge, education (not limited to the narrow needs of work) and financial
capital. His charter calls for a reconceptualization of work to include unpaid
labour, regulation of flexible labour, simplifying recruitment, returning control
to occupations by bringing occupational regulation back inside the occupation,
getting rid of poverty traps created by means tests and enabling people to refuse
humiliating jobs. He says there is a lot wrong with the old labourist/ social
democrat vision of steady work, which is not attractive to the precariat. Standing
advocates a Basic Income and is involved in pilot projects to introduce this in
India and Brazil.

6

BULLETIN 60 | APRIL 2014

mangere mountain education day
About 40 members of the Auckland Labour History Group (ALHG) attended
this event, organised by Tania Bristowe, Gay Simpkin and Joce Jesson, at
Mangere Mt. Education Centre on a drizzling February day. They were welcomed
by Mangere MP William Sio. Joce Jesson of ALHG explained that donations
would go towards the restoration of a historic cottage originally built for the
Maori King Tawhiao, that has been moved to the front of the Education Centre.
The cottage was built in 1890 with funds from Sir George Grey, on the other
side of the mountain (which is more properly named Te Pane o Mataaoho).
Over time the building became derelict and in 2011 it was moved and restoration
began. When this is completed, the cottage will help to recall the beginnings
of the Kingitanga in Auckland.
A much later historic event on the site was the Mangere Bridge dispute, which
began in 1978 when workers building the bridge were denied a satisfactory
redundancy agreement. Their claim as finally settled two and a half years later.
The Education Day included an inspiring talk by writer Dean Parker on the
1913 wharf dispute in Auckland. Dean related that dispute to recent events on
the waterfront, including an attempt by ‘misguided people’ at Waterfront
Auckland to make the ‘special constables’ the heroes of the dispute.
After a shared lunch Laila Harré talked about the 2006 Progressive Stores
dispute.
The day ended with a discussion by Laila and Robert Reid of FIRST Union
about the current supermarket employment situation, and the Living Wage
campaign.

a concert for mineworkers
Mining communities worldwide will be celebrated by an Orpheus Choir concert
in Wellington on 10 May 2014. Singer-songwriter Dave Dobbyn will premiere
his commissioned work on the Pike River mine disaster that threw a community
into turmoil and affected every New Zealand household overnight.
The choir will be joined by the award-winning Wellington Brass Band and
Wellington Young Voices to perform a contemporary choral work, 17 Days,
written by British composer James McCarthy and inspired by the dramatic
rescue of 33 Chilean miners in 2010.
The programme will end with If Blood be the Price, a piece inspired by the 1912
Waihi miners’ strike, composed by Ross Harris and set to a poem by New
Zealand Poet Laureate Vincent O’Sullivan.

labour history graphics from canada
LHP members and readers may be interested in the work of Canada’s Graphic
History Collective, initially formed to produce a historical account of May Day
in Canada in the form of a comic book. Subsequent projects can be read on
their website: http://graphichistorycollective.com/

7
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for the toilers of the sea: tom barker's revolutionary
adventures in marine transport
By Paula de Angelis

THOMAS BARKER & HIS INFAMOUS POSTER. REF: 1/2-019136-F. ALEXANDER TURNBULL LIBRARY, WELLINGTON.

“Many readers will remember Tom Barker, one time of Auckland,” reported
the Maoriland Worker in 1921:
who, under the pen-name of “Spanwire”, used to write Auckland notes
for this paper. Since Tom gave up punching tickets and collecting fares
on the trams of the Queen City, he has had enough of adventure to
satisfy a dozen men... Incidentally he mentions that he is writing a book,
“An Industrial Handbook on the Marine Transport Industry”.
I discovered the existence of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW or
‘Wobbly’) pamphlet The Story of the Sea: Marine Transport Workers' Handbook
almost by accident, during a keyword search in the Australian National Library.
I was looking for background on early 20th century marine transport workers,
and their participation in the IWW. It was one of those serendipitous discoveries
that often happen in the obscure and under-researched field of radical workingclass history. The author of the pamphlet was not identified, but once I checked
the US IWW monthly publications from this era, where the pamphlet was
originally published as a series of articles, the pieces fell into place. For the
author was none other than the legendary Antipodean Wobbly, Tom Barker.
Thanks in large part to the Australian social historians who rescued the story
of the IWW from obscurity in the 1960s, Tom Barker is a well-known figure
in radical labour history on both sides of the Tasman. The main source of
biographical information available is Eric Fry's published interview conducted
in London in the 1960s, and published in pamphlet form under the auspices
of the Australian Society for the Study of Labour History. “Tom Barker and the
IWW” was an oral history project that sparked a new interest in the form, and
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also restored an awareness of the larrikin tradition in the Antipodean working
class to the history. Barker's leadership role in the New Zealand Great Strike
of 1913 and the anti-conscription battles of the Australian working-class during
WW1, are now part of this scholarship, and today Barker is probably the most
often-quoted IWW leader in Australian and New Zealand labour history writing.
However, very little attention has been paid by scholars to Barker's story after
he was deported to South America “by the Warlords and Capitalists of Australia”
in 1918, when he became an international delegate and organiser for the Marine
Transport Workers Union, firstly as the secretary of the Buenos Aires branch
that he helped to found, and then as a syndicalist delegate and wandering
activist in Europe in 1920 and 1921.
“It is the purpose of the Industrial Workers of the World”, wrote the editor of
Industrial Pioneer in the introduction to a series of articles:
“to build the new society within the shell of the old”. In order to do that,
the workers not only have to get control of industry, they must master
its processes as well. They must prepare themselves to be able to run
industry smoothly and efficiently... To that end the I.W.W has launched
a program for the exhaustive study of the vital industries...
As a preliminary step, it is getting up handbooks describing the different
industries.
For anyone interested in Tom Barker himself, or the IWW during its early 20th
century heyday, The Story of the Sea, the first of these handbooks to be published,
is a fascinating and enjoyable read, written by an erudite self-educated worker
with a flair for rhetoric and prose, who believed strongly that the rightness of
his commitment to industrial unionism was confirmed by many years’ experience
as an industrial worker and organiser—a commitment Barker maintained to
the end of his life.
Barker's analysis—which is at once history, pedagogy and propaganda, in a
classic Wobbly style—contributes significantly to our understanding of the
persistence of international class solidarity, and syndicalist practices amongst
dockworkers and seamen throughout the 20th century. For my purposes, then,
it is a document that tells a story that would otherwise be lost to radical labour
history: the consciousness and context of the industrial marine worker in a
time of profound and significant socioeconomic change. For underneath the
world war, there was a global class war going on, and the IWW were well aware
of this. Furthermore, as Story makes clear, they believed that international
marine workers held the key to the global project of building the One Big
Union and the ultimate goal of workers control of the industrial system. As
Barker himself puts it:
World Transport is the strategic point of international capitalism. The
marine transport industry is the most cosmopolitan of all industries.
The proletariat can never assume control until it conquers the ocean
routes and the ships that follow them. The present state of sectional,
national unionism reminds one of so many mosquitoes attempting to
push an elephant over.
The reasons for the persistent, and often anomalous, radical consciousness of
marine transport workers in the industrialised nations has been a recurring
9
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theme of interest to labour historians. With the recent development of
transnational labour history, a new understanding of this phenomenon is being
explored, and great insight has been gained into the material and socio-economic
conditions underlying this tradition. In exploring the particular radicalism of
this small yet enormously influential band of international workers and their
acute and unique perspective on the state of their world, I hope to contribute
to this scholarship. And of course, considering I have such a colourful and
irreverent subject, I am having a lot of fun doing so.
Paula de Angelis is an Adelaide historian and activist, producing and promoting
progressive art and anarchist philosophy and historiography.

‘the most contented people in the world’ – planning
a co-operative colony in taranaki
By Mark Derby
New Zealand’s long, rich and strange tradition of forming utopian communities
has been the subject of a substantial publication by Dr Lyman Sargent and Lucy
Sargisson: Living in Utopia – New Zealand’s intentional communities (Ashgate
2004). The book describes a startling range of idealistic experiments in collective
living, some merely proposed and others realised.
One such project not mentioned by Sargent and Sargisson is a ‘Ruskin Cooperative Colony’, actively promoted at the end of the 19th century by a Taranaki
visionary named Thomas Green Leech. Tom Leech was born in Manchester
around 1834, and married Elizabeth Sanders in Nelson in 1864. The couple
eventually had seven children while working as small-farmers in the Taranaki
settlement of Inglewood. This area was, at that time, home to a number of
impassioned, unconventional and progressive individuals. Some of them, such
as Harold Williams, later the foreign editor of The Times of London, went on
to distinguished international careers.
Leech was described by his neighbours as a ‘rabid old socialist’, convinced
that co-operation rather than competition offered the best hope for the society
of the future. His thinking was influenced by the English art historian John
Ruskin who felt that the worker and artisan was devalued in modern capitalist
society, proposed that all members of a community should receive a standard
income, and envisaged a future welfare state. A ‘Ruskin Commonwealth
Association’ inspired by these ideas was formed in Tennessee in 1894,
with all its members owning equal shares and receiving equal returns.
In 1898 Tom Leech published a 24-page closely-worded pamphlet titled ‘Cooperative Colony of Ruskin: The Most Contented People in the World – why
not one in New Zealand?’ He argued that “The facilities for introducing colonies
in New Zealand, on the lines indicated, are very great… European capitalists
now appear to be stuck for the want of more millions of workers to exploit,
and consequently are quarrelling over China and other fresh fields, including
New Zealand, where their octopus claws are slipping around the necks of all
the people who are usefully employed, or want to be. Workingmen and settlers
in New Zealand can best keep clear of their would-be enslavers by joining cooperatively in acquiring land, tools, machinery and the means of distribution,
retaining to themselves the products of their own united labour, as has been
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so well done at Ruskin—done, too, in spite of the strenuous efforts of
individualists to wreck the settlement.”

He himself, he said, “although ready to join such a colony, is not exactly qualified
nor financially in a position to take the field as a propagandist and organiser…
Yet, my varied experience in back-settlement life, bridge and other building
and handicraft, would be valuable in any such community…. The author therefore
cordially invites any persons who, like himself, feels that the time is ripe for
practical experiment, to lend a hand and help to circulate this pamphlet among
working farmers, working men and women, and in among their clubs, unions,
friendly and social societies.”
How widely this pamphlet circulated, and how enthusiastically its ideas were
received, is not known. Leech died within a few months of its publication and
his dream of a co-operative colony died with him.
Mark Derby lives in a family co-operative colony on Wellington’s south coast.
notes
Thomas Leech’s pamphlet is held in the Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington
–PAM 1898 LEE 21687
Further information from C. Alston, ‘Russian liberalism and British journalism – the life and work
of Harold Williams 1876-1928’, PhD thesis, University of Newcastle-on-Tyne 2004, p.34.
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‘The Sin of Cheapness’ - Harriet
Morison and the Tailoresses’ Union
By Ciaran Doolin

Reprinted by permission from the inaugural
issue of the University of Canterbury Feminist
Society's journal What She Said.

Left: CARTOON BY WILLIAM BLOMFIELD.
ALEXANDER TURNBULL LIBRARY, H-713-106.
Right: HARRIET MORISON.
HOCKEN LIBRARY, UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO, S05-2006.

Early migrants to New Zealand had high hopes. From the slums of the East
End to the peasant villages of Guangdong province, they carried with them a
shared vision of a fresh society, one where the injustices of the “Old World”
would be no more than painful memories. However, the discontinuity between
their dreams and the reality of colonial life was marked. The moneyed class in
early New Zealand had a different future in mind. They were intent on replicating
the modes of production prevalent in the industrialised world, while avoiding
the reaction from below—the “evils” of Chartism and other progressive workingclass movements. While male workers in early New Zealand were forced to
endure the vagaries of a barely regulated labour market, with only the flimsy
shield of a balkanised union movement to protect them, women faced an
oppression that was manifold. Not only were they paid considerably less than
men for the same work, they were also expected to spend their “non-working”
time tending the home and raising children. They were denied political
representation, and the trade union movement made painfully slow progress
in organising unions for female workers. However, in the late 1880s there
was a paradigm shift: the first all-female union—the Tailoresses’ Union—
was formed, and working women found a champion in Harriet Morison.
In 1879 the New Zealand economy spiralled into a deep depression. There was
widespread unemployment, a substantial fall in the general rate of wages, and
child and female labour proliferated. Fierce competition drove employers to
cut every corner, and the union movement, fragmented and consistently on
the defensive, could do little to protect the most vulnerable workers—or at least
that was what many thought. In January 1885 a Trades and Labour Congress
was held in Dunedin to discuss the general problem of labour throughout the
country. Hitherto no mention had been made of organising female workers:
“if any such idea had come into the heads of social workers, it was no doubt
quickly dismissed on the ground that women workers would be bad unionists
and any attempt at organisation would be useless.”1
12
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But at the conference a prominent unionist read a paper on female labour:
It has been generally conceded that female labour is far more at the
mercy of unscrupulous employers than that of males in consequence
of their want of organisation and forming themselves into trade unions,
and, though the females of this colony are much indebted to Mr J. B.
Bradshaw, M.H.R., for getting the Factory Act passed, there is much to
be done yet in the way of protecting females by getting them to form
into trade unions, upon the basis of the Victorian Tailoresses’ Union,
so that they could become a power for good in the colony and assist in
future legislation for the advancement of their own and the children’s
welfare.2
Despite the aspirational tone of the conference, little immediate action was
taken. However, through the courage and persistence of a small group of men
and women, the scales of industrial power began to turn. In late 1888 the
practice of ‘sweating’ was exposed in Dunedin. The Rev. Rutherford Waddell,
concerned with the social problems in his parish, discovered large numbers
of women working excessively long hours for a pittance in cramped quarters.
He delivered a sermon on ‘The Sin of Cheapness’, which was widely discussed
after it was reported in the Otago Daily Times. A capable reporter with the Times,
Silas Spragg, made investigations into the practice and in a series of articles
published in early 1889 he made further revelations largely confirming Waddell’s
impressions. The associated agitation led to a Royal Commission which began
hearing evidence in 1890.3
The Commission found that in almost every trade, child labour was rife and
underpaid female work common. It was in the tailoring trade that ‘sweating’
was most prevalent. Male tailors, who were earning £3/10/- a week in 1874,
were by 1890 unable to get £1/15/-. In comparison, girls worked excessive
hours to earn just 10/- to 12/- a week. Frequently girl apprentices worked for
12 months for no salary and then had to make their way as volunteers. Conversely,
middlemen were found to be taking upwards of 30% on shirts. In one case,
fourteen young girls were found busy hand-sewing in a room 21 x 11 x 8 feet
—less than a quarter of the space considered adequate. Lunch rooms were not
provided and men and women had to eat their lunch on the streets. To avoid
inspectors a number of girls often worked on the roof.4
At the end of January 1889 Waddell published a letter in the Otago Daily Times
calling for the establishment of a Board of Arbitration and a Working Women’s
Association. In early February, he convened a meeting of concerned citizens
to decide what was to be done, and a Committee was set up. The Committee
resolved to submit to the large employers a minimum price list. The price
list was approved unanimously by the manufacturers, but the warehousemen
(who played a key role in the supply chain) rejected it and it could not be
enforced. The Committee then advised that the only practical solution was to
form a union, and a motion was brought to that effect, which passed
without opposition.
Thus the ground was laid for the formation of the Tailoresses’ Union. The
significance of the new union was twofold. It was at once contending both with
the forces of capital and the prejudices, shared across the classes, that women
were simply incapable (or not worthy) of successful combination. By early July
13
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the Committee had everything it needed to launch the union. John Millar,
leader of the Seamen’s Union and later the Maritime Council, was elected the
first secretary, Waddell the president, and Harriet Morison the co-vice president,
and 564 initial members were registered. The Committee, which had up to this
point been handling basic negotiations with employers on behalf of the
tailoresses, handed the management over to the women of the union.5
Having effectively held the position of secretary (the most important position
in the union) through 1889, Harriet Morison immediately took over the role
when Millar relinquished it in 1890. Born in Ireland in 1862, Morison immigrated
to New Zealand with her family in 1874. Taking tailoring as her trade, she
began a lifelong career as an advocate for working-class women. Under her
leadership the union established reading and luncheon rooms and a benefit
fund for sick workers. The net result of the union’s organising was wage
increases of between 12.5% and 50%, a considerable reduction in work hours
and the abolition of home-work. The Dunedin union grew to 900 members
and, within 12 months of its formation, branches were established in Wellington,
Auckland and Christchurch with memberships of 450, 422 and 700 respectively.
In May 1890, the Dunedin union assisted other workers on strike. Levying 6d
per week for female workers and 1/- for male workers, the union pledged £20
weekly to the Auckland tailoresses and £5 weekly to the Petone millworkers.
The union gave strong support to the Maritime Strike which began in August
1890, with grants of £50 and £25 made to the strike fund.6 In 1890, the Otago
Trades and Labour Council was re-established and the Dunedin Tailoresses’
Union was one of the leaders of the process. Morison travelled throughout the
country assisting other branches. In late 1891 she was sent to Auckland, where
she spent seven months trying to revive the Auckland branch. On arrival she
found the union on the verge of collapse and the workers being coerced and
sweated. She was influential in a re-enactment of the same process of agitation—
public meetings, newspaper investigations etc.—that had occurred in Dunedin.
By the end of her visit Morison had managed to lift the minimum wage to 7/6
per week, and, after the failure of conciliation proceedings, sent a petition to
the government calling for the introduction of compulsory arbitration legislation.
One historian has argued that it was the difficulties faced by the Auckland
union that persuaded William Pember Reeves, the Minister of Labour in the
reformist Liberal government, to include the compulsory clause in the historic
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act of 1894.7
Morison was involved in many other issues concerning women beyond the
industrial struggle. She led an unsuccessful attempt to set up a convalescent
home for Dunedin clothing workers, and sat on a local committee to manage
ambulance classes for women. She edited the “Working woman's corner” in
the Globe newspaper from January to March 1891. Morison was also a committed
suffragette and Christian. She was a founding member of the Women's Franchise
League in Dunedin, the first in New Zealand, which she formed with Helen
Nicol in 1892, and a member of the suffragist New Zealand Women's Christian
Temperance Union. Morison, alongside rank-and-file union members, circulated
suffrage petitions. The strength of local unions influenced the number of
signatures collected in the three national petitions. Dunedin, in particular,
consistently did well; Nicol reported that two-thirds of those signing were
working women. In Auckland in 1891, 397 women signed. The local union was
revived, thanks to Morison’s organising, before the next petition in 1892, and
14
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it was signed by 2,479 Aucklanders.8 Morison and the union were influential
in a public campaign which helped prevent anti-suffragist H. S. Fish, member
of the House of Representatives, from winning the 1892 mayoral election in
Dunedin.

DEPARTMENT OF LABOUR STAFF AT THE
AUCKLAND DISTRICT OFFICE, 1911. MORISON
IS SITTING, FRONT LEFT. REF: 1/2-016362-C,
ALEXANDER TURNBULL LIBRARY

Despite her outstanding talent as an organiser, Morison incompetently managed
the union’s finances, and in 1896 she was forced out of the union due to an
accusation, probably false, of embezzlement. She continued her advocacy for
working women outside the union as an inspector of factories for the South
Island from April 1906. However, so many complaints were laid by factory
managers that Morison was removed from her position, and in May 1908 she
was placed in charge of a newly opened Women's Branch in Auckland, which
was essentially a labour bureau for domestic servants. After years of frosty
interactions with senior figures in the Labour Department, in 1921 Morison
finally resigned from the public service when the Department of Labour closed
the Women's Branches and made her and three other women redundant.
Harriet Morison died on 19 August 1925 at her home in New Lynn. She had
never married. The union she worked so tirelessly to build outlived her by 20
years.9
Morison and the Tailoresses’ Union shattered long-held assumptions about
the role of women in 19th century society. Not only were women in industry
capable of combining, but they were able of doing so with a high degree of
success. In the context of a depression, wage increases of up to 50% were
unheard of, especially for workers in such a weak industrial position. While
many male unions were denouncing the phenomenon of class-conscious “New
Unionism” that was sweeping the Western world in the 1890s, the tailoresses
were providing substantial support to the Maritime Council during the great
Maritime Strike of 1890 and to unions involved in day-to-day struggles in other
industries. Moreover, the Tailoresses’ Union was able to integrate a political
arm—namely suffrage—into their organisation without diminishing the efficacy
of its industrial functions, a harmony which few unions had yet been able to
attain. Their leader, Harriet Morison, epitomised the step change occurring in
New Zealand society, a shift that would define the course of the country’s
history in the coming century. As a woman she stood for the right of her gender
to be represented politically and to self-organise industrially, and as a trade
unionist she stood for the liberation of the labouring classes from exploitation.
Ciaran Doolin is a Wellington writer.
endnotes
1. J. D. Salmond, New Zealand Labour’s Pioneering Days: The History of the Labour Movement in N.Z.
from 1840 to 1894, ed. Desmond Crowley (Auckland: Forward Press, 1950), 50.
2. Quoted in Salmond, 50.
3. See Otago Daily Times, in particular October 1888 and Spragg’s series on “The Sweating System
in Dunedin” published on 22, 24 and 28 January 1889.
4. Salmond, op. cit., 36-37.
5. Ibid., 60-65.
6. Ibid., 67-69.
7. Ibid., 73.
8. Megan Cook, “Women’s Movement – Tailoresses’ unions”, Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of New
Zealand, last modified 13 July 2012, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/womens-movement/page-3.
9. Melanie Nolan, “Morison, Harriet Russell”, from Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, Te Ara –
the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, last modified 27 January 2014,
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/2m57/morison-harriet-russell.

15

BULLETIN 60 | APRIL 2014

‘Birds that have been caged’
- World War One correspondence
between James Allen and
William Massey
By Richard J. Meyer

From 1916 until 1919 the prime minister of New Zealand, William Ferguson
Massey, spent an extended period in Europe—23 months in all. His purpose
overseas was to attend imperial discussions during the First World War,
and the Peace Conference in Paris after the Armistice. James Allen, the minister
of defence, was acting prime minister during this period, and at least 39 letters
were exchanged between the two politicians. Most were written by Allen,
informing the PM of what was happening in the Cabinet and especially how
they were dealing with the problem of conscription. This article will analyse
Allen’s reactions to the activities of labour unions, conscientious objectors and
peace activists during this highly charged period.
Allen had the perfect background for his role of minister of defence. He had
received military training at the British public school Clifton College. He was
an active member of the New Zealand Volunteer Force from April 1891 until
his resignation, with the rank of colonel, in July 1912. He resigned to become
both defence and education minister in Massey's Reform ministry. It was Allen
who created the New Zealand naval force in 1913, and developed a substantial
naval unit as part of the imperial British forces in the Pacific. The minister of
defence also oversaw the development and maintenance of New Zealand's war
effort in 1914, including the capture of German Samoa in August 1914. During
the extended periods Massey was overseas, Allen had to deal with a succession
of industrial and war-related crises. He was responsible for overseeing the
introduction of conscription in September 1916 by the passage of the Military
Service Act and in fact, was considered the architect of the act.1
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for and against conscription
The majority of New Zealanders, and almost all newspapers, appeared firmly
in favour of the war and conscription. An April 1916 editorial in the Stratford
Evening Post provided a good example of the prevailing support. “There is today
absolutely no room in New Zealand ... for the so called ‘conscientious objector’
to military service. Every able-bodied young man must, now that we know what
war means, take his part, or take the consequences … We confess that we no
longer have any patience with the ‘conscientious objector’”.2
However, many voices were also raised against conscription, the Sedition Act,
and proposed censorship of film legislation. The mainly Protestant National
Peace Council held meetings privately. (Because of government pressure, the
Council could not hold public meetings.) The Quakers regarded war as “contrary
to the mind of Christ”.3 Adele Pankhurst, the daughter of the famous suffragette,
toured New Zealand in 1916 and drew overflow audiences with her fiery
speeches. Unfortunately, most newspapers ignored her, as it was common
practice to ignore or belittle the activities and views of women. Throughout the
war, no women were charged with sedition. Elsie Locke, the author of Peace
People, thought that perhaps the government wanted to avoid the sympathy
that would have been given to any women imprisoned.4
In June 1916 the Hawera and Normanby Star mentioned that Pankhurst
was visiting Wellington, “and employs herself addressing meetings against
conscription”.5 Later that month, Truth commented on an overflowing meeting
in Wellington at which Pankhurst and labour leaders Paddy Webb and Harry
Holland were prosecuted for obstructing a public thoroughfare. Webb and
Holland were fined a token amount, and Pankhurst was acquitted, as her
lawyer argued that she was a stranger to New Zealand and did not know the
local laws.6
Other voices were heard opposing conscription. A handbill published by the
National Peace Council protested the Military Service Bill, stating that no other
dominion in the British Empire had conscription.7 A Freedom League brochure
in the same year came out strongly against the drafting of men for military
service.8 The Canterbury Women's Institute sent letters to all MPs protesting
the introduction of conscription.9 A conference of New Zealand labour
organisations opposed to conscription suggested that if a tax were passed on
the wealth of all income in excess of a soldier's pay, it would result in a greater
rate of enlistment.10
Many young people were opposed to the law and tried to avoid military service.
Seven thousand men were convicted during the first three years of the Military
Service Act for not registering or refusing to take the oath, or for obstructing
the appeal boards. Some of these resisters were sent to cells on Ripapa Island
in Lyttelton Harbour.
The first letter Allen wrote to Massey after the latter left for London referred
to speeches given at Anti-Conscription League meetings, which he considered
seditious. “No action at present... should this sort of talk continue, it may be
necessary for us to take some action to prevent it.”11
Allen’s second letter said that he didn't know whether there was “any likelihood
of Labour trouble”, although there was a good deal of individual opposition to
17
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conscription.12 One of the grounds for this opposition was the Military Service
Boards, established to hear appeals from those conscripted. However, each
Board was composed of establishment figures and one military representative,
making the possibility of exemption very difficult.13 The boards would not
allow any appeals on the grounds of conscientious objection “unless the applicant
shall significantly signify willingness to perform non-combatant work or
services”.14 Graham Hucker, who wrote a dissertation about the rural home
front during World War One, found that many farmers objected to being
conscripted, yet their appeals to the Military Appeals Board were mostly turned
down.15

A CARTOON BY CLAUDE MARQUET IN OPPOSITION TO CONSCRIPTION DURING THE 1916
PLEBISCITE. MADE FOR THE AUSTRALIAN
WORKER IN 1916.

The following month, Allen informed Massey that he was worried about the
impact of Australia’s recent referendum on conscription, which had
overwhelmingly rejected the idea. “I am afraid the crowd who have so voted
[against conscription] have been led away by wild IWW leaders”. He thought
some New Zealanders would claim, “that we ought to have taken a referendum
here”.16 He did all he could to prevent such a referendum being held; however,
labour leader James Thorn, in a speech in Auckland in December 1916, noted
the clear outcome of the Australian vote, with even soldiers voting two to one
against the drafting of soldiers.17 The Minister of Health later suggested that
the Australian referendum result “was on account of the convict strain that
was in their blood”. Labour leader and MP Bob Semple used this ludicrous
remark in his speeches “for all he was worth”.18
Opposition to conscription was stirred by stories of the horrors of wounded
men at Gallipoli, described in letters from soldiers printed in local newspapers.
One example read: “some of the men come in an awful condition—noses blown
off, leaving large holes into the head, backs with great holes, chests pierced
through with bullets, limbs splintered to pieces practically, eyes damaged to
such an extent that many will lose their total sight—it all has to be seen to be
realised….” It went on to say that on the battlefield the smell from the dead
men “lying about” was becoming an “awful nuisance” which would lead to a
great deal of disease.19 Some letters described the massacre of New Zealand
troops, which contradicted earlier official accounts of the Gallipoli landings.20
‘labour agitators’
Allen was concerned that an Australian coal miners’ strike could influence New
Zealand coal miners, but he minimised his worry to Massey. “There is no great
feeling against conscription in New Zealand… Some of the Labour men are
demonstrating somewhat.”21 When the British Admiralty requested New Zealand
coal to be supplied for Australian troopships, Allen said “we are feeling the
pulse of the miners here to ascertain whether there is likely to be any trouble
over the loading of coal for Australian transports”.22 He later noted that the
Miners’ Federation had asked the New Zealand government not to ship coal to
Australia because of the coal miners’ strike there. In the end, the government
refused to send the coal to Australia, hoping, as Allen wrote, “to steer clear of
industrial trouble”.
During this period, “McCollough, Hiram Hunter, McCombs and others are
stirring up trouble”, Allen said. (John ‘Jack’ McCollough was a trade unionist,
James McCombs an MP, and Hiram Hunter a city councillor. All were labour
leaders.)23 The following month Allen wrote that his Cabinet had tried to
adjudicate the wage demands between various unions and management. Some
18
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workers were unhappy with the results. The Blackball miners went on strike
to demand a repeal of the Conscription Act and an increase in wages. Although
their strike was opposed by the Miners’ Federation, they were joined by Puponga
miners. “I fear there is considerable unrest, and likely to be trouble when we
bring men into camp who have been called up in the ballot [draft], and who are
prepared to resist”.
Allen added that Federation of Labour leader Bob Semple made “a very wild
speech in Wellington” and “an equally wild one in Auckland”. Allen expected
a fight about the Military Service Act, but assured Massey that every member
of the cabinet was “solid and loyal” over the question that the Act must be
enforced.”24

ROBERT SEMPLE. REF: 1/2-174828-G, ALEXANDER
TURNBULL LIBRARY.

In a following letter, Allen reported that Semple had been arrested and
imprisoned for twelve months. Several unions passed resolutions saying that
the sentence was unjust, and the secretary of the Coal Miners’ Federation
telegraphed Allen to say that unless Semple was released on bail, the miners
would strike. “It hasn’t happened so far,” Allen stated, “but it may break out
at any time”. He told Massey that the “agitators who preach sedition are being
constantly watched. F.R. Cooke of Christchurch was arrested a day or two ago.”
(Frederick R. Cooke was a labour leader and a member of the Socialist Party.)
Allen was worried about the diminishing supply of coal, and reported that the
government had begun importing coal from Japan and South Africa, in case
of strikes by New Zealand miners.25
A national anti-conscription conference called for repeal of the conscription
law on behalf of the Labour Party. The New Zealand Housewives Union, a
socialist group, urged that the Allies seek a negotiated peace and not aim at
the “wholesale crushing of the German people”. The conference had a low
turnout because many were afraid of being arrested for sedition. For example
Peter Fraser, a labour leader from Wellington, was arrested as he walked into
the conference. In total, 100 conscientious objectors were jailed during 1916.
More arrests ensued for those criticising the Military Service Act. Allen said
that three more arrests for seditious utterances included P.C. Webb, Member
of Parliament, and O’Rourke and O’Brien, who were labour leaders.26
Later, Allen reported that six other labour leaders also had been sentenced to
various terms of imprisonment for seditious utterances.27 On December 30,
Allen wrote that the imprisonment of the ringleaders who had been talking
sedition “has quieted things down”.28
Massey replied in January 1917, saying he was very pleased to hear of the strong
action by the government against Semple “and others of that kidney. This sort
of thing has to be nipped in the bud”. He believed that “firm action at the
beginning will be productive of much good”. He also felt that “the chief industrial
concern appears to be confined to the coal mines”.29
In February, Allen responded that prosecutions for sedition still continued, and
he enclosed the names of the “birds that have been caged”. He mentioned that
a New Zealand-born US citizen, “William Templeton Horne, agitator and violent
opponent to the Military Service Act, wanted to shirk because he signed an
allegiance paper to the United States and was authorised to leave New Zealand”.30
A further letter stated that Horne, “a bad lot”, had agreed to leave New Zealand,
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and that “we are well rid of him”.31
Later in February 1917, Allen reported that those who did not report for
mobilisation were arrested, but after ten days of “fatigue work” and detention,
they backed down. He worried that there may be difficulty when more are
arrested, “but we are arresting them very quietly and nobody seems to know
what we are doing”.32
Allen met with the miners’ delegation which opposed conscription. After
negotiations, they abandoned the issue. They also asked for the release of
Semple and the other arrested labour leaders and were refused. Other demands
for a referendum on conscription were also refused.33
Workers who struck for higher wages were deemed seditious by the government.34
Allen told Massey that the coalminers had adopted a “go slow” policy. He was
putting through a war regulation to deal with it. The police were seeking
evidence to prosecute miners: “if any miner is proved to be “going slow”, his
exemption from army service shall be cancelled. We cannot allow this fatal
practice to get a hold in New Zealand, or else the nation is doomed”.35
control of information
In 1916 parliament had introduced a bill providing censorship of “cinematographic films”.36 William Joliffe, a former Crown Law draftsman, was appointed
censor.37 Defending his work, Joliffe said that he only had turned down one
picture completely of the 900 he had witnessed in the past months. However,
he had cut certain scenes out of many of those films. In one instance, said
the pro-labour paper Grey River Argus, a film set out to glorify the deeds of
the IWW:
and to vilify capital as against labour in a fashion that did not commend
itself to [ Joliffe], particularly as there were industrial troubles in New
Zealand at the time. The picturing of unduly horrible situations was
also to be deprecated. In that regard he referred to having to condemn
a picture of a woman being guillotined.38
A publisher, Egerton Gill, charged with putting out a pamphlet entitled “The
First Duty of a Citizen is to Obey the Law” was fined because he was accused
of promoting conscientious objectors. The magistrate said there was a class
who were “on the fringe of the labour movement, having I.W.W. leanings, and
a dangerous element in the community”.39
During the waning months of the First World War in 1918 secret opposition
to the war continued, as well as widespread strikes.40 In June 1918, Allen wrote
to Massey that there was criticism of the treatment of conscientious objectors,
and that he had heard that a sergeant-major badly treated the men. Instructions
were issued to stop this, and he ordered a full inquiry. He noted that police
had arrested several Maori for not reporting for conscription.41 Only half as
many Maori as Pakeha, in proportion to population, served in the war, 2,227
in total.42
Allen’s letter discussed the rumours of harsh treatment of conscientious
objectors at Wanganui, and that a magistrate had been appointed to make a
thorough inquiry. He reported further that the treatment of 14 conscientious
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objectors [incl. Baxter and Briggs] and others sent to England is “constantly
cropping up in the country”.43
The newspapers started to report incidents concerning conscientious objectors.
The Auckland Star wrote about a Quaker, the same Egerton Gill who had earlier
been fined for advocating opposition to conscription. By 1918 Gill had himself
been conscripted, and as Private Gill, was charged with disobeying an order.
He objected to being tried by court-martial, and claimed he was “in no sense
a soldier”, and that the Military Service Act was unconstitutional. The prosecutor
stated that they “had great reluctance” in prosecuting him because of the
honesty of the accused, but that the offence was the worst crime known to
a soldier.
Gill was ordered to parade for medical inspection, and refused. He stated that
as a member of the Society of Friends he could not breach the principles of
his religion. A doctor’s certificate said had the accused submitted to examination,
he would not have been accepted for active service. However, the court returned
the verdict of guilty.44 Gill was sentenced to nine months imprisonment for
refusing to submit to the medical examination.45
In August, Allen reported that several Maori, including the brother of the Maori
King Mahuta, were arrested for refusing to go into the army, but that they had
reconsidered and “fallen into line”. He reported also that the Fellowship of
Reconciliations publication Gold for Iron was prohibited to be published.46
He wrote that the High Commissioner suggested that now that the Americans
were in the war, they could do the rest of the fighting and that New Zealand
should “slack off” in the efforts to send men: “I recommend that you do not
agree with this policy. Also the soldiers are now contracting influenza.”47
after the war
The armistice ending the war occurred on November 11th 1918. The following
year a Peace Conference was held in Paris, resulting in the Treaty of Versailles.
The Prime Minister represented New Zealand at the conference, and wrote to
Allen from Paris that the “demobilisation of the New Zealand forces at this
end is proceeding satisfactorily”.48
That same month, Allen reported to the Prime Minister about the law to deprive
conscientious objectors (except those recognised for religious objections) of
their civil rights for ten years, including the right to vote and to re-enter New
Zealand. He noted that C.O.s were still held in jail. He also agreed to prosecute
the labour newspaper Maoriland Worker for articles appearing in the past that
were deemed seditious.49 Harry Holland was an outspoken critic of conscription
and an advocate for the conscientious objectors. He edited the Maoriland Worker
from 1913 to 1918, when he became MP for Grey.50
Looking back at the Military Service Act, it appears that there was considerable
trouble conscripting Maori. Only about 4.5% of the Maori population served
in the war. Other groups such as Yugoslavs, Germans, Indians and Chinese
were balloted but given indefinite leave as they were not accepted.51 In Allen’s
last recorded letter to Massey, in June of 1919, he stated that he had agreed to
release the Waikato Maori who had been imprisoned because of default under
the Military Service Act.52
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conclusion
It was not until the beginning of conscription in 1916 that labour and peace
activists threatened the morale of the population. Newspapers generally avoided
mentioning those who were against the war. Peace rallies in opposition to the
war were met by arrests under the Sedition Act. Earlier, some of the war photos
were printed by various newspapers, as well as letters from soldiers, but by
1916 the government tightened its censorship and appointed a censor of films.
Many conscientious objectors were treated cruelly, but the films screened by
the people at home did not mention the Sedition Act, or the treatment of these
conscientious objectors.53
Those who had opposed the war had been sent to detention camps and lost
their civil liberties after the war. They were banned from employment in the
public service, and were not eligible to vote, and could not enter the teaching
profession. The story of the opposition to the First World War and especially
the anti-conscription movement has never been highlighted in the ‘official’
accounts of New Zealand’s role in World War One. This article hopes to add
to that discussion, especially as illuminated by the letters between Allen and
Massey and their concerns during the war.
Richard Meyer teaches the history of film at Seattle University. He has been working
at the NZ Film Archive as a visiting scholar.
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Swinging to the left - ‘The Eastern’

Adam McGrath is big, bearded and bespectacled, and his voice can carry across
a packed public bar. When he’s not touring the country with his rousing,
carousing acoustic band The Eastern, Adam is a fixture of the resilient port of
Lyttelton, and from there he told the LHP Bulletin how labour history and punk
rock eventually came together in his music.
“I was born in Christchurch and grew up here. My dad worked at sea. He left
early in my life and I grew up a state house kid with my mum on the benefit.
I’ve worked in factories, in shops, in the dirt, as a caregiver, as a caretaker,
overseas, playing music on streets and in more bars than I could count. All of
it makes you a better player, however the street corners were the best for the
singing part. You street sing a while, you can’t help but get better!
“After I came back I met Jess Shanks, a banjo player, and we decided to do
nothing else but music. We called ourselves The Eastern because of our position
on this side of the big island, and inverting that idea of ‘going west’. Historically
you headed west for the new, and the east just stayed big and old, lumbering,
a bit shitty. But there’s pride in that, I reckon, and that’s as true of Christchurch
as anywhere. It also screws with the country and western motif, which we come
out of but mess with a little. Me and Jess hit the road, gathered other comrades
and friends along the way and have never looked back. We’ve played from
Kaikohe to Stewart Island and everywhere in-between, learning as much about
people as we have ourselves.”

She said she's never been to a Coromandel beach
for a holiday in all her life
Some people in this country don’t get to do that
It ain’t some inalienable right
Her and her husband Sio will be cleaning the offices at night
of pretty willing workers most of whom are probably white
Her and Sio will be working ten times harder for ten times less
They just go in after seven, get it done and don’t complain about the mess
Sio says my beauty, my love
Don’t you fret, don’t you fear
One of these days we might make it out of here
(FROM ‘PEOPLE LIKE US’, 2013)
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“Pretty much all we do now is play originals With the last album [Hope and
Wire], we felt we were really hitting our songwriting straps. Woody Guthrie,
The Clash—they sang the things that are truthful to them. We’re trying very
hard to do that. And historical influences are huge for us. Everyone’s had
struggles and strife—it’s part of our experience. So the cover of Hope and Wire
has a photo of merchant seamen from WW2 on the front, and a Maori woman
suffragette on the other side.”
John A Lee’s 1973 Political Notebooks was the inspiration for a recent song.
“I read that and I thought—how sharp and funny, and how current.”

Celtic Jack and Temuka Tom
were foes across the benches
Celtic Jack grew up on the street
and fought Jerry in the trenches
Temuka Tom was a plains man
as honest as he was proud
Temuka Tom was as straight
as Celtic Jack was loud
Tom said “These men are not my kind
It makes me wanna cross that line
Hit 'em hard, Celtic Jack, see the yellow on their back
these men are not my kind
these men are not my kind”
(FROM ‘CELTIC JACK AND TEMUKA TOM’, 2012)

The 2011 earthquakes that levelled large parts of Lyttelton and Christchurch
forced the Eastern face to face with history in the making. “We immediately
set up the Backyard Tour, where we’d go and play for free for anyone, any time.
Hundreds of free shows. We’re folksingers, and we had a role—we could
give people an excuse to come together. I’m very honoured and grateful for
that experience.
“Of course there were and still are stories of people not living up to their
humanity. But mostly people were on each other’s side. Young kids, poor and
rich alike, elderly people who’d been through the Blitz. Everyone had this real
stoicism in amongst the pain and strife. They didn’t break down. It was hugely
moving and inspiring.”
Soon after the earthquakes, the band released their wonderful second album,
‘Hope and Wire’. It won them a large group of new fans, including the Wellington
film-maker Gaylene Preston. “We played an in-store gig in Wellington when
‘Hope and Wire’ came out. She came to that, and she kept showing up.
She took me out to dinner to talk about the earthquake. I was a bit sceptical.
There’s a thin line between telling the story and revelling in it. But then I
took her around Lyttelton and introduced her to people.”
Gaylene’s six-part drama series on the earthquakes, co-written with Dave
Armstrong, will screen on TV3 this year. It’s also called ‘Hope and Wire’,
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and features not only The Eastern’s music but the band themselves, reliving
their emergency benefit concerts. “Everything in the series is based on real
people. We play a lot of music in it.”
Any resemblance to the US TV series Treme, about music and events in New
Orleans after its 2005 hurricane, is not accidental. “I think Treme was an
influence on Gaylene,” says Adam. It helps that he both looks and sounds a
little like US musician Steve Earle, who was a central character in that series.
Adam doesn’t mind the comparison. “We’ve played with Steve a few times.”

The Eastern didn’t make it onto primetime TV by pestering broadcasting
executives. They’ve gone from smalltown pubs to the nation’s living rooms
without toning down their sound or their politics. “We’ll play for any union
rallies that will have us. This band has a reputation for swinging to the left
politically, and we’re proud of that.
“We live in a faithless world, but you can hold on to other people’s experience.
And show them solidarity.”

Well I know my place in the territory
I know where I come from
I saw my face in the nation’s story
I must be your native son, I must be your native son
The first four ships on the oceans myth
Lord, they weren’t the first
but along the lines and the lies of the land
this is the story we birthed
(FROM ‘THE TERRITORY’, 2012)

Adam McGrath spoke with LHP Bulletin editor Mark Derby.
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A State of Exception: Implementing
‘Lawless Law’ in Early Twentieth
Century New Zealand
By Richard Hill

POLICE COMMISSIONER JOHN CULLEN ON HIS RETIREMENT IN 1916. CULLEN FAMILY COLLECTION

lawless law in ‘black week’, november
NOTE: The first part of this article appeared
in the previous (December 2013) issue of the
LHP Bulletin.

1912

Not long after the Crown’s successful (from its point of view) application of
‘lawless law’ in Waihi in 1912, The Tragic Story of the Waihi Strike1 clearly set
out the basics of what had happened, including deliberate police intensification
of state coercion and violence from the time the Reform Government gained
office. The thrust of the evidence which has come to light ever since confirms
without doubt that Police Commissioner John Cullen, on behalf of and in
conjunction with political leaders, had directed both the build-up of state power
in the town and the escalation in confrontation that accompanied it; and that,
with considerable deliberativeness, he had been prepared to take the obvious
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risks involved in the storming of the hall. As his daughter Theresa (Sister
Dympna) described it to me in 1981, his style was always hands-on, as befitted
someone who had started out life in the Royal Irish Constabulary.2 When former
Constable Arnold Butterworth, many decades later, recalled Cullen as ‘a bull
at a gate, mad’, the madness referred to the Commissioner’s ruthless
determination to win at all costs, not to any lack of appreciation of potential
violent consequences from his plans and actions.3
But Cullen was also fully aware of the need to be seen to be presiding over the
‘rule of law’, and he had strategies in place to disguise his exercise of lawless
law. As Mark Derby’s The Prophet and the Policeman stresses, Cullen skilfully
managed the media. He personally masterminded the police and political effort
to put the blame for escalating disorder upon the labour movement alone. Even
militant labour leaders had been gulled by official protestations that the ‘rule
of law’ should prevail in Waihi—or at least they had underestimated the limits
to which the state was prepared to go to discredit and smash them. Thus the
night before the attack on the hall, Cullen persuaded union leaders to withdraw
their protective picket, leaving it vulnerable to seizure—and the handful of
workers in it subject to police and scab violence, and to death in Frederick
Evans’ case.4
Immediately following the seizure and occupation of the hall on 12 November
(‘Black Tuesday’), and the injuries inflicted on Evans, the police allowed the
scab leaders to follow a pre-arranged plan to systemically terrorise the strikers
and their families and deport them from town. ‘At the moment of telegraphing’,
a correspondent reported, ‘the arbitrationists are in complete control of the
town’.5 Scab control of the town lasted for a week. While the police were
complicit in these events, however, they would also intervene when home
invasions and beatings threatened more serious casualties: lawless law needed
to be controlled, or else even a compliant media and judiciary would be
insufficient to hide the overriding of law by the requirements of order.

damage control in

1912

As it was, though, lawless law held big risks, and the death of Evans served
to focus attention on police complicity in Black Tuesday’s chaotic events.
The highest police and political leaders now focused on damage control.
This included the rare phenomenon of the police taking responsibility for
a death inflicted by others, in this case the scabs who had battered Evans.
Constable Gerald Wade’s initial batoning of the striker had enabled this beating,
and police maltreatment of the injured Evans had exacerbated his condition
—but not surprisingly the latter point was omitted from the official narrative,
along with the central role played by the scabs. By taking responsibility, and
claiming that Wade’s use of the baton had been a necessary response to his
wounding by Evans (another murky area, like many of the events at Waihi),
the police obscured their complicity in the illegal capture and occupation of
the hall and the pursuit of its naturally terrified handful of guards.
With full government complicity, the police thus deflected attention from the
operations of lawless law at the time of the violence of the final showdown at
Waihi. When evidence of state violence began to filter into public consciousness,
it was overtaken by the reapplication of lawless law in the 1913 Great Strike,
and then eventually both set of circumstances were overshadowed by the advent
of the First World War. The subsequent years of ‘national emergency’ enabled
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the general application of draconian legislation and regulations, with lawless
law to be generally held in reserve for occasional use against resistant Maori,
workers and anyone deemed to be acting against the public good.

damage control in 2012

While the thrust of scholarship over the last few decades has refined the
essential truths underpinning The Tragic Story’s version of the events at Waihi,
Constable Wade’s grandson, retired broadcaster David Walker, has in recent
times been alleging that a false historical memory was created by the labour
movement in 1912 and perpetuated ever since. Scholars writing in the last few
decades, supposedly contributing to a narrative which demonised Constable
Wade in the process, are among those indicted.
Walker has written a book on the issue, and has professed that far from being
‘anti-Evans’ he had sought ‘fairness and balance’.6 At the book launch at the
New Zealand Police Museum in 2012, however, he attacked Evans and the
labour movement in his speech—to such an extent that the Deputy
Commissioner of Police felt the need to remind the audience that any death
during police action was a tragedy, and that Evans too had family, friends and
colleagues. Coinciding with the launch, the Museum had hosted a commemorative exhibition about the strike, focusing on Constable Wade. The Museum
staff acknowledged in their publicity that ‘Fred Evans’ death was a tragedy’,
but the interpretation embodied in the exhibits generally reflected Walker’s
version of events.7
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While even Walker had acknowledged that ‘I’m not a big-time historian or
anything’, the Police Museum curators privileged his account over those of
professional historians—unable or refusing to accept the possibility of officially
sanctioned lawless law. If the Museum staff or Walker had understood or
acknowledged the concept of lawless law, they might have taken a different
stance towards Wade’s own tragedy—that of living the rest of his life with a
bullet lodged in his body. Insofar as he was a victim, it was not of the labour
movement but of the application by police and politicians of law-breaking
policies. In referring darkly to ‘a motive’ behind the tragic events leading to
Wade’s wounding and Evans’ death, basing this on what he heard from his
police friends at Waihi, Butterworth had been hinting at the official conspiracy
to implement repressive violence at Waihi.8 Wade was another victim of the
official decision to illegally storm the Miners’ Hall.

organising a ‘state of exception’
There are other matters that Police Museum staff or descendants of Wade might
consider. Quite apart from the Commissioner telling his Minister that Wade’s
injuries constituted a ‘cheap’ price to pay for state victory over labour, these
issues might include the degree to which police and employers worked closely
with the Waihi establishment to create the conditions leading to the storming
of the hall. Sister Euphrasia, a child in Waihi at the time of the strike, recalled
vividly in 1981 the hunger of strikers, and especially of their wives and children,
as a result of having been refused service by storekeepers. She also remembered
that the local Roman Catholic priest, Matthew (later Bishop) Brodie, was—
contrary to many reports at the time and since—prominent among vocal antistrike dignitaries.9

Another was company surgeon Dr George Craig, whose evidence at Evans’
inquest (held by rabidly anti-striker William Wallnutt JP) helped steer the jury
towards Wade, rather than the scabs, for primary responsibility for the miner’s
death. Craig (whose wife was the daughter of former Commissioner of Police
Walter Gudgeon) ‘used his car, one of only three in the district, to transport
police on occasion’ during the strike. According to a descendant who gave me
this information, Craig’s daughter would later in life recall a childhood experience
from the time of the strike, when she was nine years’ old. Hearing noises in
the middle of the night, ‘on investigation [she] discovered her father and one
of the local police painting a large Union Jack on a metal plate, which was later
placed above the entrance’ to the Miners’ Hall.10
Brodie and Craig were just two among many local medical, judicial, media and
other people engaged in the government-sponsored plans to institute lawless
law in Waihi. However unwitting some of them undoubtedly were, all formed
part of an interconnected, police-coordinated campaign to create short term
disorder and suffering in the interest of the longer term imposition of ‘law and
order’ and the reestablishment of capital over labour.
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LAWLESS LAW IN 1916 - CULLEN LEADS SIX PRISONERS FROM MAUNGAPOHATU AFTER HIS FATAL ARMED
RAID RUA KENANA, IN WHITE SHIRT, IS HANDCUFFED TO HIS STIRRUP. ALEXANDER TURNBULL LIBRARY.

conclusion
The policing of Waihi in 1912 was not an example of police confronting ‘civil
disobedience’ by strikers and their supporters, as the Police Museum has
recently portrayed it. Nor were the events of 1913, and nor were a number of
other incidents which have intervened between then and now. In fact, official
application of the ‘state of exception to the rule of law’, the creating of a situation
of lawless law, has happened rather more times in New Zealand history than
many seem aware. Historians of the labour movement need to be at the forefront
of interrogating what is really constituted by the words ‘the rule of law’.
Richard Hill is Professor of New Zealand Studies at Victoria University, and a
committee member of the LHP. His books include the first three volumes of the
official history of New Zealand policing.
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Worth a second look:
Poverty and Public Health
By Jan Rivers
I’ve just read Poverty and Public Health, published in 1936 by Dr George Cuthbert
Mura M’Gonigle and John Kirby.1 A Left Book Club publication, it summarised
the population health research of M’Gonigle who was based in Stockton-onTees in the North of England. As a local GP and medical health officer for the
district, M’Gonigle was also a health researcher and an effective campaigner
against poverty. I’ve speculated about the influence of the Left Book Club in
informing the New Zealand politics and political landscape of the 1930s and
1940s, and for the reasons below this book provides the best evidence so far
that there may be a demonstrable link.
M’Gonigle’s work had been largely forgotten but in 2011 an article in the Journal
of Public Health2 marked the 75th anniversary of the book, following which a
medical school lecture theatre at Newcastle University where he studied medicine
was named in his honour.3 His research work would have informed the UK
social security and welfare state legislation which was implemented following
the Second World War and his role as the chair of a board whose purpose
was to identify the nutrition levels consistent with good health would have
been used to set the nutrition standards for UK wartime rationing. The research
was ground-breaking on several fronts. By the laborious collection of wage,
rent and food cost information from local housing estates he was able to show
that poor people didn’t make poor food choices. He showed that:
the vast majority of poorer families, whether employed or unemployed,
did not have an income that was sufficient to sustain a diet that was
adequate to ward off disease and death: poverty, not ignorance, was the
cause of morbidity and mortality amongst the poor and this poverty was
not the fault of the individual families but of a society that provided
inadequate wages and welfare benefits.4
In the years following the depression, huge numbers of children suffered from
rickets, glue ear, chronic malnutrition, and other poverty related diseases.
M’Gonigle’s research5 demonstrated the generally poor state of health in Britain
at the time. For example he comments on the data which showed that barely
one-half of the adult men available to be called up in the First World War were
in good enough health for military service—often because of diseases of poverty.
He showed that there were height and weight differences in children in Tyneside
based on economic wealth and differences in mortality between poorer and
better off communities. He also demonstrated that when poorer people were
moved from slums to new housing their health actually worsened. His reasoning
was that although the houses were more conducive to good health than the
slums had been, the additional rents meant that there was even less money
available for food than there had been in the slums.
The text is also a great introduction to epidemiological research. M’Gonigle
explains the statistical techniques he is using and how he corrects the data to
arrive at meaningful rates of mortality and illness. He demonstrates which
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figures are statistically significant with tables and graphs that look surprisingly
contemporary. It was a joy to read and to follow the reasoning behind statistical
concepts as they are introduced. Having struggled with standard deviations
and bell curves at various times, I found the explanations lucid and compelling.
In the UK the club was described by Paul Laity in his 2001 essay introducing
an anthology of Left Book Club writing as being a major influencer of both the
post-Second World War landslide Labour victory and implementation of its
main policies including the National Health Service, social security legislation
and the nationalisations of core industries like the coal, steel and railways.6
As well as speaking loudly to the contemporary New Zealand of huge inequality
and massive childhood poverty M’Gonigle’s book it opens the fascinating
possibility that the book was also an influence in the earlier New Zealand
political scene. Rachel Barrowman in her book on the NZ left in the 1930s and
1940s speculated that the Left Book Club left an imprint here but could find
no proof.7 Multiple copies were imported into New Zealand and sold through
the Left Book Club’s New Zealand agents—the socialist and communist
bookshops that were here at that time. Additionally some 26 Left Book Club
groups were formed between 1937 and 1940 and in some cities membership
was in the hundreds.
With the scale of the clubs and the ground-breaking content the book could
have been a resource for government officials and politicians in the development
of the 1938 Social Security Act in New Zealand. It may also have been a resource
in the decision to create the Medical Research Council (MRC), (predecessor of
the Health Research Council), which was established as a body within the
Ministry of Health.8 The MRC was founded in 1937 by Sir Charles Hercus,
then dean of the Otago Medical School, with a primary role of funding
for biomedical research.
Sir Charles Hercus’ papers are held at the Otago Medical School library in
Dunedin9 and the archival documentation of the setting up of the Medical
Research Council is held at Archives New Zealand.10 A fascinating, but hopefully
straightforward, piece of research could uncover whether the apparent timeliness
of the book’s arrival here had any influence on either of these significant events.
Jan Rivers is the convenor of Public Good, a volunteer network supporting a stronger
public sector.
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Once We Built a Tower
Once We Built a Tower by Dean Parker. Performed by The Bacchanals at BATS
Theatre, Wellington 11-15 March
By Ross Somerville

I had a great time at Dean Parker's piece of agitprop. I was immediately
reminded of Rachel Barrowman's evocations of the People’s Theatre in her
book A Popular Vision, and of course of her biography of Ron Mason. I never
imagined I would feel I was in the house with them, but that is what it
was like.
It was a totally 2014 experience, with modern songs (to some extent) and a
clear thrust toward the issues of inequality that ought to be the focus of our
thought in election year. But it was theatrically delightful, with added charm
and resonance for someone for whom the names of Arnold Nordmeyer and
Ethel and Girvan McMillan still meant something, even if only distant resonances
from an upbringing in a liberal Presbyterian minister's household in Dunedin.
I'm in no position to judge whether the ideas of universal medical coverage
and superannuation were really engendered by the circumstances of the hydro
dam project at Kurow in the late 1920s, and judging from the photographic
evidence (in the Dictionary of NZ Biography) DG McMillan and his wife Ethel
—let alone Nordie—were not nearly as pleasing to the eye as their Bacchanalian
personifications, but the impassioned speechifying and amazing physical energy
of the performers made you wish it so. Joe Savage with an appropriate Australian
twang, and a Scots Peter Fraser, with teeth that glinted ‘like moonlight on a
tombstone’ were more than shadow puppets on the stage.
It wasn't entirely satisfying—Frances Nordmeyer was rather simplistically
rendered for cheap effect, and at the end it felt as if the ‘message’ had been
diluted by detail. Still, in election year, this was a most entertaining and edifying
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reminder of the values that ‘Labour’ used to stand for, and which struck a
chord with the audience. Let's hope it isn't solely preaching to the converted.
The Bacchanals are a wonderful experience, whatever they are performing.
The atmosphere they create, their singing and dancing, their infectious energy
and inclusion of the audience in the most unthreatening and unpretentious
way is utterly winning.
Ross Somerville is an editor for Te Ara – the online encyclopedia of NZ.

playwright dean parker adds:
In 1928 a hydro dam was being built across the Waitaki River near Kurow,
north Otago, with hillside camps to accommodate its workforce. A Waitaki
Hydro Medical Association was established as a health insurance scheme for
the workers and their families. A doctor, Girvan McMillan, was employed as
medical officer.
Dr McMillan began bumping into the local Presbyterian minister (and
subsequent Labour Party leader) Arnold Nordmeyer, and the headmaster of
Kurow District High School, Andrew Davidson. All three were committed
Christians, believing in practical Christianity.
It was the time of the great slump. The trio discussed the hardship and
desperation that the people of the Waitaki valley and the whole of the country
were suffering. They came up with a plan for national welfare based on the
medical scheme operating at the dam. The doctor presented this to the Labour
Party in 1934, which endorsed it as Labour’s Social Security platform. The
following year the doctor and the minister stood as Labour Party candidates in
the general election and were elected in a Labour landslide. Labour had won
control of the Treasury benches. But New Zealand was a country devastated by
economic depression and with a stubbornly entrenched ruling class opposed
to reform. It took three years of hard graft by the doctor and the Presbyterian
minister before the Labour government finally passed legislation aimed at
ending poverty in New Zealand.
At the time of the last election, Wellington artist Bob Kerr exhibited a series
of paintings under the collective title The Three Wise Men of Kurow. These
pictures were about Girvan McMillan, Arnold Nordmeyer and Andrew Davidson
and their drafting of a state welfare plan. [Note: one of Bob Kerr’s paintings
from this series appeared on the cover of the LHP Bulletin, no. 58 August 2013.]
Now, in time for this year’s election, comes the stage play, inspired by British
socialist film-maker Ken Loach’s recent documentary on Britain’s post-war
welfare reforms, The Spirit of ’45. [A review of this film appeared in the last
(December 2013) issue of this Bulletin.]
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