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The Bulletin continues to attract excellent contributions from scholars, 

researchers and writers—labour history is indeed alive and well in 2016! With a 

range of topics on offer this month, we trust each reader will find something that 

piques their interest.

Kathryn Street explores the lives of young women working in hospitality and 

war-related industries in Wellington during WWII. In these stories the influence 

of the large contingent of American Marines stationed here looms large. As it 

happens I have an indirect personal connection to this period of New Zealand 

history. A close friend and mentor, who passed away in 2014, was the product of 

a relationship between an American military doctor and a New Zealand woman. 

After his father left with the war, his mother struggled to bring him up on her 

own. He spent his adolescence as a ward of the State and upon maturity quickly 

descended into a life of petty crime. Faced with the choice of a lengthy prison 

sentence or joining the army, he chose the latter. His military career included 

numerous combat deployments, but his disdain for authority eventually brought 

him into irreconcilable conflict with his superiors. In no small part because of his 

harrowing experiences as a solider, he chose to dedicate his later life to community 

service, becoming a pillar in the Christchurch youth football community—work 

for which he went largely unpaid, even though at times it bordered on a full-time 

commitment, living barely above the poverty line. I met him during this later 

period of his life. He spoke often of how difficult the absence of a family life had 

been for him. 

Street’s article upturns the romanticised narratives of this period, offering an 

unadulterated insight into the genesis of consumer culture and sexual liberation 

which were to play a crucial role in New Zealand during the subsequent decades. 

Given the experiences of my friend, her article has a particular poignancy for me.

Grace Millar examines the long-term impact of the 1951 waterfront lockout. The 

title of her article, “We never recovered”, concisely describes the long shadow the 

lockout cast over the lives of workers and their families. Much of the burden of 

the lockout and its aftermath was shouldered by woman and children. Historians 

have explored the political and industrial consequences of the lockout, but 

the experiences of individual workers and their families have been relatively 

neglected. Millar’s article makes an important contribution to the literature 

on 1951 and underlines the importance of viewing industrial disputes in all 

their dimensions.

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Editorial
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Chair’s report
After a busy November 2015, the beginning of this year has been quieter for the 

LHP. The committee has used the time to do some planning for the year ahead.  

We have an annual planning day and this year was particularly successful, in 

large part due to the work of Cybèle Locke who facilitated.

One decision we made was to survey our members. You should have already 

received the survey and I’ll discuss the results in the next Bulletin. There are a 

few questions that recur in our discussions, such as: How do we involve people 

outside of Wellington? Does our name inaccurately suggest an affiliation to the 

Labour Party? We wanted to find out what our members thought about these 

issues and I’m looking forward to seeing the responses.

The LHP committee have talked a lot recently about how we see our role and, 

in particular, the importance of linking the past and the present. We’re not just 

talking about labour history because it’s interesting (although it is!), but because 

ensuring people are conscious of the struggles of the past strengthens resistance 

in the present. We’ve got some interesting ideas about how we might strengthen 

these connections between past and present 

I am currently putting together the long list for the 2015 Bert Roth Award (which 

will be awarded at our AGM). I’ve done it before and I really love discovering 

exciting new labour history. Keep an eye out for the shortlist and the winner, 

which will be announced in July. It’s going to be a difficult decision. 

Grace Millar

Chairperson 

Mark Derby’s fascinating biography of Leo Sim traces the political development 

of a man who was born into a conservative family, and soldiered in WWI, before 

becoming a communist and later General Secretary of the Communist Party of 

New Zealand. Derby’s article reminds us of the principled internationalism that 

once animated left-wing politics. 

Graeme Clarke’s 2015 Rona Bailey Memorial Lecture re-posed Lenin’s famous 

question, “What is to be done?” In the first part of the lecture, printed here, Clarke 

analysed the current state of the union movement and the Left, and posited a 

number of factors responsible for the present, languishing state of affairs. In the 

second part of his lecture, to be published in the following Bulletin, he addressed 

directly the title question.

Finally, I would like to thank Ross Webb, who has joined the Bulletin as the 

Research Editor; Barry Pateman, who continues as the Reviews Editor; and 

Nicola Braid, who assisted with proofreading.

Ciaran Doolin

Editor
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Meet the LHP Committee: 

Nicola Braid considers herself a general history enthusiast and recently finished 

her MA degree at Victoria University. Her Masters looked at the intersection 

of masculinity, oral history and New Zealand working class culture after 1945. 

Although she now works in the public sector, she maintains a keen interest in 

public history and period-based cooking shows.

Russell Campbell is a documentary filmmaker and writer. As a member of 

Vanguard Films he co-directed docos on the history of the Seamen’s Union (A 

Century of Struggle), the struggle for democracy in the Timberworkers’ Union 

(Wildcat), and the 1980 strike at the Kinleith pulp and paper mill (Kinleith ’80). 

Russell also directed Rebels in Retrospect: The Political Memoirs of Some Members 

of Christchurch and Wellington PYM, and more recently he made Sedition: The 

Suppression of Dissent in World War II New Zealand. At the moment he is writing 

a biography of British Communist filmmaker (and Soviet spy) Ivor Montagu. 

Russell is the Treasurer of the LHP.

Peter Clayworth was born into a family of mechanics in Stoke, Nelson. Failing 

to inherit their technical abilities Peter trained as a historian. He has worked 

as a researcher for the Waitangi Tribunal, a historian for the Department of 

Conservation and a writer for Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand. Peter has 

been an active member of the Public Service Association. He is now a free-lance 

historian, and is working on a biography of Red Fed agitator Pat Hickey.

Ciaran Doolin is a scientist and writer based in Wellington. He has published 

research on cosmology and astrophysics, and currently works in meteorology. He 

has a long-standing interest in history as well as philosophy and sociology, and 

has written variously on these subjects. He is the Editor of the Bulletin.

Anna Green is an historian working at the Stout Research Centre, Victoria 

University of Wellington. Her research interests lie in the twentieth-century and 

oral history/memory. She has written about the 1951 Waterfront Dispute, the 

Frankton Junction railway community, and (while working in England) the 1967 

Torrey Canyon Oil Disaster. For the next three years she will be recording oral 

history interviews around the country on the subject of Pakeha family memory.

Richard Hill is a Professor of New Zealand Studies at the Stout Research Centre 

for New Zealand Studies at Victoria University, where he also directs the Treaty 

of Waitangi Research Unit. He specialises in the history of social control, and 

in Crown-Maori relations. He is currently based at the Oxford Centre for Global 

History in the History Faculty at Oxford University.

Cybèle Locke is a labour historian and her first book was Workers in the Margins: 

Union Radicals in Post-war New Zealand. She explored how working-class 

unionists (including the organised unemployed) negotiated neoliberalisation, 

deindustrialisation and welfare retrenchment during New Zealand’s third 

depression. Her next book is a biography of Auckland communist trade union 

leader Bill Andersen. She is a university lecturer, a parent of two boys—Gabriel 

and Fred—and is involved in the living wage movement.
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Claire-Louise McCurdy comes from a family of autodidacts and compulsive 

educators, and has supported and been engaged in diverse forms of adult and 

community education, non-formal and formal, all her working life, including  

Massey University Extramural, Broadsheet feminist magazine and the Workers’ 

Education Association. Much of her time and energy in these contexts has gone 

into Women’s Studies. Currently, she is Secretary of the LHP.

Grace Millar joined the LHP in 2009. She is interested in histories of resistance 

and the way that work shapes people’s lives. Her work as a unionist and activist 

has affected the questions she asks as a historian. Her PhD examined Families in 

the 1951 Waterfront Dispute. She is currently a member of the Tertiary Education 

Union and the Chair of the LHP.

Jessica Moran is a digital archivist at the Alexander Turnbull Library, National 

Library of New Zealand where she works with digitally-borne cultural heritage 

collections. She has an interest in the history of social movements and radical 

politics and has written on topics such as anarchist print culture and the 

intersection of community archives/libraries and anarchism.

Barry Pateman has edited numerous books and documentary editions on 

anarchism and social movements as well as writing introductions to various 

volumes on those topics. Barry is the Reviews Editor of the Bulletin.

Bill Rosenberg was appointed Economist and Director of Policy at the New 

Zealand Council of Trade Unions (CTU) in May 2009. He has published on 

economics, labour issues, globalisation, trade and e-learning, and has been 

an active trade unionist for 40 years including the Tramways Union and the 

Association of University Staff where he was National President for several 

years. Bill was previously Deputy Director of the University Centre for Teaching 

and Learning at the University of Canterbury and had worked at Canterbury and 

Lincoln universities in information technology services for 26 years.

Sue Shone is a criminal barrister who specialises in parole and prison work. 

Born in Gisborne, she was previously a teacher, trade unionist and advocate 

for disabled people. While employed as the Post Primary Teachers’ Association 

Women’s Officer she was an executive member of the CTU, a CTU representative 

on National Advisory Council on the Employment of Women, and an international 

union delegate. Sue has an enduring interest in labour history. She is a feminist 

and an active member of the New Zealand Labour Party. Sue lives in Island Bay.

Ross Webb is a historian based in Wellington, and has recently completed his MA 

thesis on freezing workers in New Zealand in the 1980s and 1990s. His interests 

include labour and social history, oral history, the history of social movements, 

environmental history, and Maori history. Currently, he works as a researcher 

at the Waitangi Tribunal, looking at environmental history and waterways in 

Northland. He is also researching the recent struggle by the workers in New 

Zealand’s meat industry over pay, conditions, security of work, and the ability to 

bargain collectively, against a recalcitrant employer, the Talley’s Group. Ross is 

the Research Editor of the Bulletin. 
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Waihi Strike on stage
The LHP marked the centenary of the violent and historically decisive Waihi 

strike with a major seminar at Waihi itself in November 2012 (see Bulletin no. 56, 

December 2012). More than 100 people attended the seminar, from as far away 

as Australia. One of them was the well-known Wellington theatre worker Lorae 

Parry. She is the great-grand-niece of Bill Parry, president of the Waihi Miners’ 

Union at the time the strike broke out. Lorae decided to write a play about this 

traumatising and undeniably dramatic incident in her family’s history. LHP 

members such as Cybèle Locke have advised Lorae on matters of historical detail 

and interpretation, and the script is a finalist for this year’s Adam Play Awards. 

“Scarlet and Gold” will premiere at Wellington’s Circa Theatre from 25 November- 

2 December 2016. Further details to come, nearer the opening night.

People’s History Symposium by Nicola Braid

Last November saw the annual People’s History symposium held at Wellington 

Museum. Organised by the Alexander Turnbull Library in conjunction with 

the LHP, scholars, troubadours and general enthusiasts gathered to discuss 

“Education in Aotearoa New Zealand – for freedom or conformity?”. In what 

proved to be a thought-provoking day, speakers addressed various topics from the 

Mechanics’ Institute movement to early childhood teaching, from the People’s 

University to the future of public media in New Zealand.

In a fitting tribute to the recently centenarian Wellington Workers’ Educational 

Association (WEA), WEA chair Pat Bolster welcomed attendees and in his 

opening remarks, pointed out the need to both analyse our past and implement 

lessons in the present towards an education that was free from constraints. 

Bolster made it clear that New Zealand still had a “long way to go”; fortunately 

the speakers that followed were willing to take up his challenge.

Museums and libraries

Bringing questions surrounding educational conformity and freedom into the 

sphere of museum and heritage studies, Conal McCarthy urged the audience to 

consider how museums could simultaneously be a cultural tool of the elite and 

a space for engagement and civic dialogue. In this way, the experience offered by 

museums and heritage institutions was explored as an analogue of the classroom 

or training hall, a place that could both challenge and uphold elements of identity 

and power relations.

Jim Traue examined the habits of the reading public in his discussion of the 

Mechanics’ Institute movement.  In what set out to be a tool of instruction 

and education for the “mechanical classes”, the Mechanics’ Institute, as Traue 

illustrated, became a sort-of subscription lending library—offering an education 

in a very different sense.

Schools/education

Cybèle Locke, Rachelle Hautapu and Meegan Hall offered important insights 

into the history of Maori education in New Zealand and pointed out the key 

News round-up
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differences and overlaps in Tikanga Maori and overarching education systems 

in New Zealand (both historically and in the present). The insights into Maori 

pedagogies and points of cultural contact and assimilation were a testament 

to the fusing of academia, education and historical/cultural perspective that 

persisted throughout the day.  This exploration was further extended by Bronwyn 

Hall’s discussion of “courageous agency” that, it seems, is still possible within the 

New Zealand education system.

Workers’ education

The changing nature of work and education provided another important point of 

consideration and reflection throughout the sessions. Many of the speakers, in 

particular Claire-Louise McCurdy and Graeme Whimp, shed light on the changes 

to industry or union-based education from Mechanics’ Institutes to the Trade 

Union Education Authority and offered insights into the hopes and failures of 

the workers’ movement when it came to integrating educational freedom.

Alongside Whimp’s tales of being a self-professed “old mole” and McCurdy’s 

outlook on the current state of non-formal education, CTU Union Development 

Director Ross Teppett offered another personal perspective on union education 

looking ahead to what union education might mean in a less unionised world.

Perhaps the liveliest injection of the day came from the Song Snatchers who 

took the audience on a whirlwind tour through the history of communal singing 

in New Zealand. Attendees were quick to recall radio singing hours and the 

songbooks of yore, and joined in to the Skye Boat Song—“speed, bonnie boat, 

like a bird on the wing, Onward! The sailors cry…”.

Media

Following on nicely from discussions of conformity and rebellion, Jan Rivers and 

Jeremy Rose spoke to the changes in radio and literature in New Zealand. Rivers’ 

dedicated use of literary archives in her exploration of publications that impacted 

the New Zealand political landscape provided both a fascinating and accessible 

insight into an area of our history that remains relatively unexplored.

Broadcaster and journalist Jeremy Rose, having taken up the task of addressing 

the state of media in New Zealand, was successful in addressing some of the 

major challenges national media outlets are currently facing to stay relevant and 

financially afloat. Audience discussion that emerged from Rose’s talk hinted 

at the choppy waters ahead for the modern-day fourth estate and brought up 

important considerations for media as both an institution and an educator.

Discussions of the media nicely ushered in an address by Elsie and Sally 

Bollinger who, along with fellow co-creator Robbie Nichol, established the news-

based YouTube channel White Man Behind a Desk. In the vein of comedian John 

Oliver’s Last Week Tonight, the team at White Man Behind a Desk have taken an 

informed, yet tongue-in-cheek approach to a wide range of issues from the TPPA 

to “Money in the Media”. Sally and Elsie evinced a dedication to finding their own 

approach to news, in rebellion against the mainstream.

Previous page (from top): Conal McCarthy; 

Jim Traue. This page (from top): Cybèle Locke; 

Rachelle Hautapu; Claire-Louise McCurdy. 

Images from Suzanne Manning.
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The symposium successfully illustrated that education in New Zealand could, at 

various times, and in various states, support conformity and freedom. Regardless 

of where speakers fell on the conformity versus freedom debate, independent 

and self-directed thought was certainly present at the conference itself.  Speakers 

provided the audience with passionate insight and their varied take on education 

aptly demonstrating Richard Shaull’s view of what free education should be: a 

place where “men and women deal critically with reality and discover how to 

participate in the transformation of their world.”

Conference proceedings have been recorded and will be available via the 

Alexander Turnbull Library. If you are interested in accessing these recordings 

please contact Joan McCracken at joan.mccracken@dia.govt.nz

Labour History at the New Zealand Historical Association
 Conference, Christchurch, 2-4 December, 2015 by Ross Webb

Over three days in December last year, some one hundred historians, iwi-based 

researchers, archivists and librarians, academics, teachers, public servants, 

curators, and heritage professionals flocked to Christchurch’s University of 

Canterbury for the New Zealand Historical Association (NZHA) bi-annual 

conference.  The conference, entitled “History – Making a Difference”, attempted 

to explore how the study, teaching and promotion of history in Aotearoa New 

Zealand has the ability to “make a difference” today. The key-note speakers 

were Professor Paul Ward (University of Huddersfield), Professor Dame Anne 

Salmond (University of Auckland), Ani Mikaere (Ngati Raukawa/Ngati Porou), 

and Professor Kate Darian-Smith (University of Melbourne). 

The opening keynote, Professor Paul Ward (University of Huddersfield) discussed 

the idea of community histories and the “co-production of historical knowledge”. 

Ward argued for the involvement of communities in the research process: 

I argue that academic historians have too often maintained an intellectual 

detachment between university history and public and community history, 

to the detriment of furthering historical knowledge. Instead I think we 

need to blur the boundaries between university and communities in 

exploring the history of communities and national identities and in this 

way we can ensure that History can make a difference.

While historians have attempted to involve communities in the making their 

own history (for example, Ward referred to the democratisation of academic 

history, which led to the “history from below” perspective, particularly in social 

history, labour history and women’s history), Ward argues for a deeper and more 

sustained collaboration. Ward defined co-production as “research with rather 

than on people”. 

In one of the opening panel sessions, members of the LHP Committee—myself, 

Grace Millar and Cybèle Locke—spoke together on the theme of “Solidarity”. Our 

panel explored “solidarity stories” in the late 20th century New Zealand trade 

union movement. All three papers drew largely on oral histories, discussing how 

people have drawn historically on “solidarity stories”—narratives that express 
Paul Ward giving his keynote address. 

Photo: courtesy of @suzzanne_kelley.
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collective identity and belonging—as motivators for taking action during a period 

of disempowering change for workers, their unions, and their communities. 

Locke opened the panel, arguing that remembering and narrating “solidarity 

stories” is one tool to make a difference in a neoliberal society, where social life 

has become increasingly individualised. Drawing on oral histories with Syd Keepa 

and John Ryall, Locke’s paper reflected on the formative collective experiences of 

these two trade union leaders and sought to address the following questions: 

How did a sense of group belonging inspire these men to politically engage in 

solidarity movements and struggles? Can we locate an ethics of solidarity that 

has sustained their commitment to trade unionism? 

Grace Millar spoke next, addressing the trade unionists’ memories regarding 

the Employment Contracts Act 1991 (ECA). Millar argued that work in New 

Zealand changed drastically in the last decades of the 20th century and the ECA 

was the most important step in that change. The post-war work culture, based on 

high employment, compulsory unionism and arbitration, was replaced by work 

that was less secure and more individualised. Trade unionists, Millar argues, 

saw the front line of these changes and the ECA features prominently in the 

oral histories of their working lives; events from the 1970s until today are all 

understood in reference to the ECA.  Thus, 1991 has become a prism for trade 

unionists memories; everything before leads up to it and everything since flows 

from it. I spoke last, drawing on my research on freezing workers in the 1970s 

and 1980s, on the strong workplace and union culture in the industry and the 

importance of recovering “solidarity stories” from a period in which freezing 

workers sustained, attempted to defend, and then lost much of their industrial 

power. The discussion following the papers revolved around the question of 

where we find solidarity today in a time where neoliberal economic reforms have 

devastated some of the central sites of solidarity. 

On the third day, another LHP committee member, Peter Clayworth spoke about 

the Huntly Mine Disaster of 1914, in a talk entitled “The Huntly Mine Disaster 

1914 – a lesson from history ignored?” On the morning of 12 September 1914, an 

explosion at Ralph’s mine, Huntly, killed 43 of the 62 men working underground. 

Clayworth’s talk focused on the disaster as a continuation of the industrial 

struggles of the Red Fed era. Following the defeats, labour activists laid the blame 

of the disaster on the union busting of the previous years. Evidence presented 

at a subsequent Royal Commission of Inquiry also indicated the breakdown in 

the safety system at the Huntly mines as one of the causes. The discussion after 

the talk focused largely on the parallels between the disaster and the 2010 Pike 

River tragedy.  

Some of the highlights from the conference included the Tangata Whenua and 

Maori history panel (which included Atholl Anderson, Ngarino Ellis, Nepia 

Mahuika, Michael Stevens, Melissa Williams and Aroha Harris), Ngai Tahu 

Research Centre, the oral history panel (in particular, Jennine Bailey’s oral history 

research on the Christchurch  jazz scene, which encapsulated Paul Ward’s call 

for community involvement in the research process), Jim McAloon’s talk on the 

Fourth Labour Government as contemporary history. Some of the most powerful 

talks from the conference were those that interrogated the role of the historian. 
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Ani Mikaere’s challenging keynote, “Contending with the weight of history: 

power, privilege and the predilection of presumption”, reminded historians to 

consider their position and the kaupapa behind their history. “Noble intentions 

count for little,” she said. “Good intentions can quickly slip into the colonial 

default setting”. 

Overall, the conference was engaging and participants were enthusiastic in 

addressing the key theme. On my way home, looking over my notes from the 

conference, I found two quotes from James Green’s excellent book, Taking 

History to Heart: The Power of the Past in Building Social Movements, which 

were included in Paul Ward’s opening keynote. James Green has argued that, 

“Historical narratives can do more than redeem the memory of past struggles; 

they can help people think of themselves as historical figures with crucial moral 

and political choices to make, like those who came before them”; that unless 

scholars engage in social struggles, they risk indulging in obscure discourse 

that has “no echo outside the academy since the critics have no material ties to 

people, parties and movements outside”. Hopefully, those who attended will take 

the (perhaps unanswered) questions of how history can “make a difference” back 

to their research, workplaces and communities.

New Zealand Educational Institute Heritage 
online archive launched
New Zealand Educational Institute Te Riu Roa (NZEI), which represents 48,000 

members working mainly in early and primary education, has launched a new 

website NZEI Heritage: http://heritage.nzei.org.nz/. It is a digital archive of 

resources showcasing the history of the NZEI and of education in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. 

In the archive, one can see history unfolding through the impact of world wars, 

changes in fashion, photos of teachers smoking, changes in the curriculum, the 

impact of television and discussion on whether or not computers are here to stay. 

The content reflects the changing policy, trends, people, and events in education 

over the past century.

Photographs, journals, and other material have been digitised to make the 

content available to researchers with an interest in education and social history. 

Everyone who has been to school in New Zealand will find something they 

recognise amongst these pages. NZEI members are also invited to contribute to 

the site. Users can share their own knowledge and memories about the items in 

the collections and create personal collections of their favourites.

“Bobby Closs: A ‘Red’ in the West Coast Mines” 
Books 9 & 10 published
LHP member Pete Lusk has published books 9 and 10 of a series of photo 

essays on West Coast coal miner and labour activist Bobby Closs. Book 1 was 

reviewed in Bulletin, no. 65, November 2015. Order by emailing luskcox@xtra.

co.nz; writing to Pete Lusk, 14 Derby St, Westport, New Zealand; or purchase a 

Kindle edition of the first four books online at http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_

sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=bobby+closs
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Recent and current research

Counterfutures: Left thought & practice Aotearoa

The first edition of Counterfutures: Left thought & practice Aotearoa was released 

in March. The journal contributes to what its Editorial Board calls the current 

“moment of Left reformulation and rearticulation” and its title announces the 

widely used slogan of alternative globalisation: “another world is possible”. 

The inaugural issue of Counterfutures focuses on the theme of “connections”. 

It begins with “Rediscovering Utopia”, an essay by Dougal McNeill, calling for 

the formulation of utopian demands. Toby Boraman’s article, “The Independent 

Left Press”, describes the strong history of independent Left publication. Patrick 

Ongley’s “Class in New Zealand” draws attention to class dynamics in Aotearoa 

and, asking where they might lead, Sam Oldham’s “Intersections, Old and New” 

explores how union organisations intersect with the cooperative movement and 

considers how such connections may lead toward deep economic change and 

offer solutions to the climate crisis. Sue Bradford’s “Fractured Fightback” charts 

the sometimes fractious nature of coalitions between social movements and the 

tenuous nature of our current connections with one another. Bradford calls for 

us to develop a common ground, to develop a long term strategic capacity, and 
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to find ways of developing enduring connections. The journal also includes an 

interview with distinguished Australian-based political theorist Simon Tormey, 

and book reviews. 

General submissions are invited for issue two of Counterfutures. Papers submitted 

on or before the 14th of May will be considered for publication in this issue. 

To subscribe or to submit papers, go to: http://counterfutures.nz/

The Big Smoke: New Zealand City Life, 1840-1920

Ben Schrader is currently finishing his book, The Big Smoke: New Zealand City 

Life, 1840-1920 which explores the role of cities in shaping New Zealand life. 

Schrader’s work addresses a series of questions about New Zealand’s urban 

history: what attracted people to cities; what did cities look like and how did 

they change over time and space; and how did townspeople experience daily city 

life and spaces. It comprises eight chapters: The first examines the capitalist 

founding of cities; the second considers the creation of the built environment; 

the third explores social and cultural life; the fourth looks at the place of Maori 

in cities; the fifth examines city crowds and the street as a site of conflict and 

celebration; the sixth explores the social transformation of the street from a 

pluralistic to a homogenous space; the seventh looks at the public health of cities; 

and the eighth considers New Zealand’s “painful” transition from a rural to an 

urban society. While the book focuses on townspeople’s non-working lives, it 

does consider some ways in which city workplaces were gendered spaces. Labour 

historians might also be interested in how class-based social identities were 

expressed and contested in city streets. The book is being published by Bridget 

Williams Books and is due to come out this Spring.

“Drawing the line on union influence”: AFFCO/Talley’s vs. the Meat Workers Union

In February 2012, after 18 months of negotiations over the meat workers’ 

collective employment agreement, nearly 1000 meat workers at five North Island 

plants were locked out of their workplaces by AFFCO/Talley’s Group. Talley’s 

Group, which became majority shareholders in 2006 and in 2010 took over full 

ownership of AFFCO, were open from the beginning about their antipathy 

towards the New Zealand Meat Workers’ Union (NZMWU), stating in a media 

release that management was “seeking to draw a line on Union influence in 

the workplace”. This research looks at the struggle between the NZMWU and 

AFFCO/Talley’s. It looks at the long history of Talley’s anti-unionism, the lead up 

to and the events of the 2012 lockout of meat workers at AFFCO/Talley’s plants, 

and the current struggles between the company and the union in the courts. If 

you have any information on this topic that you would like to share, please get in 

touch with Ross Webb: rosswebb12@gmail.com 

Publication arising from the Australia-US Transnational and Comparative Labour 

History Conference, Sydney, January 8-9 2015, by Peter Clayworth

I have recently submitted a paper for an edited volume on Australia-US 

transnational and comparative labour history. My paper is on the Red Fed 

labour activist Pat Hickey and his career as a transnational agitator in the USA, 

New Zealand and Australia. It will be published in a book of collected essays 

developed from papers given at a conference on Australia-US transnational and 
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comparative labour history, held in Sydney in January 2015. 

The conference involved a range of scholars from Australia, USA, UK and 

New Zealand. Among them were renowned labour historians such as Verity 

Burgmann, Shelton Stromquist and Greg Patmore, political sociologist Robin 

Archer from the London School of Economics, and Australian Council of Trade 

Unions researcher Cassandra Devine. Topics covered included comparisons of 

convict labour in Viginia and New South Wales; the Australian and American 

workers’ anti-war movements at the time of the First World War; the role of the 

labour movement in welfare reform in Australia and the USA; and transnational 

traditions of activism in the waterfront and meatworkers’ unions. 

The session in which I presented my own paper on Pat Hickey also included 

Robert Cherny talking on the career of waterfront union leader Harry Bridges 

in Australia and the USA, and a paper by Patrick Goyens on the transnational 

connections of turn-of-the-century Australian anarchists. The book of essays 

from this conference is due for publication in late 2016 or early 2017.

International Research of Interest to New Zealand Historians
On Gender, Labor, and Inequality

Ruth Milkman, a trailblazing author of women’s labour history, has contributed 

important perspectives on work and unionism in the United States. On Gender, 

Labor, and Inequality presents four decades of Milkman’s essential writings, 

tracing the parallel evolutions of her ideas and the field she helped define, and is 

scheduled for publication in June by University of Illinois Press (UIP).

Workers in Hard Times: A Long View of Economic Crises

Workers in Hard Times (UIP, 2014) is a collection of essays examining the history 

of economic depressions, recessions, and crises in North America, New Zealand, 

Australia, parts of Europe and Asia, and workers’ responses to them. Since the 

Industrial Revolution, contributors argue, factors such as race, sex, and state 

intervention have mediated both the effect of economic depressions on workers’ 

lives and their responses to those depressions. Contributors also posit a varying 

dynamic between political upheaval and economic crises, and between workers 

and the welfare state. The collection includes an essay by Melanie Nolan on 

workers’ responses to neoliberalism in New Zealand.

Ross Webb is the Research Editor of the Bulletin. If you have research you think would 

be of interest to our readers, then contact the reviews editor at: rosswebb12@gmail.

com
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Hostels and Hospitality: 
Civilian Women and 
American Marines in 
Wartime Wellington
By Kathryn Street
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Two tiny pink squares are mapped onto aerial photos of Wellington City in the New 

Zealand Historical Atlas entry about the wartime home front. The pink squares 

are a visual representation of brothels in World War II “Yankee” Wellington.1   

Other colour-coded sites related to the United States Marines include camps and 

barracks, hotels, wharves, offices, coffee shops and entertainment venues. The 

map legend explicitly places women within the military and civilian infrastructure 

needed to support the war effort. In one sense, it offers an unvarnished picture 

of what the war meant in the streets and neighbourhoods of Wellington. But 

it also effectively illustrates the gendered historical accounts of the Marines in 

New Zealand. The Americans are commonly depicted as the historical subjects 

who did deeds; and the women as the historical objects to whom attentions were 

directed. 

The relationships between New Zealand women and the Marines during 

WWII are romanticised and glamorised in most histories and in the popular 

imagination. The characterisation of people and events tends towards nostalgia 

and to celebrations of cultural novelty and youthful excitement. 

One history suggested the mutual encounter “lives on as a Hollywood dream amid 

the sadness and struggle of war”; another presented a hyper-sexualised Marine, 

“clothed with the aura of the greatest nation on earth.... they were impeccably 

groomed and had a charisma about them which New Zealanders found exciting 

and, for many women, irresistible.”2 Less celebrated are the ordinary lives and 

everyday experiences of women in wartime Wellington. 

Wartime censorship means newspaper reports of early 1940s Wellington are less 

than comprehensive. But reliable narratives of civilian women’s experiences do 

exist, such as those written by Pat Lissington and Barbara Angus, early historians 

at the Department of Internal Affairs. Their unpublished accounts are valuable, if 

under-utilised, and have informed this research into some of the less celebrated 

aspects of women’s lived experiences in the wartime capital.3 This research asks 

what war stories, especially gendered war stories, can be found in unpublished 

narratives, uncelebrated lives, and unheralded wartime service?  

An estimated 23,000 American servicemen (and women) lived, worked and 

entertained themselves at camps, barracks, hospitals and stores around 

Wellington between 1942 and 1944.4 In 1947 Pat Lissington completed a “civilian 

narrative” of this era as part of the official war history work of the Department of 

Internal Affairs.5 She catalogued examples of efforts made by ordinary citizens to 

Previous & next page: Women workers serving 

US servicemen in the milk bar at the Hotel 

Cecil, corner Lambton Quay and Molesworth 

Street, c. 1942-45. Ref: Gordon H. Burt, Alexander 

Turnbull Library, 1/1-015935-F

Above: Brothels were one part of the 

infrastructure supporting “Yankee” Wellington 

and the home front. Ref: Malcolm McKinnon, ed., 

New Zealand Historical Atlas, Ko Papatuanuku e Takoto 

Nei, Auckland (1997), plate 81(a).  
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learn more of the American way of life in the name of friendship:

It seemed that New Zealanders could not learn enough about the home of 

these men to whom they were extending their hospitality. Libraries were 

besieged with requests for books on all aspects of American life – politics, 

history, geography, literature; lecturettes on the United States were well 

attended and the membership of the New Zealand Branch of the British-

American Co-operation Movement, founded in 1940... leapt from about 

one hundred members to approximately eight hundred.6

Lissington noted material changes in the Wellington streetscape driven by 

American consumer culture: 

their arrival stimulated certain trades, especially those concerned with 

luxury articles. Florist shops, “candy” stores, hotels, restaurants and 

taxi companies did roaring trades. Overnight new nightclubs, snack 

bars, florists, sprang up... small townships in close proximity to the 

newly established camps, such as Paekakariki, became for a year or so 

unbelievably prosperous.7 

The influence of American consumer culture was evident on the menu at the 

Hotel Cecil near Parliament where American-style hamburgers, hot dogs, 

doughnuts and coffee were served to Prime Minister Peter Fraser.8 The occasion 

was Fraser’s opening of the Hotel Cecil’s American Red Cross Club. In a prescient 

comment at the same event, the U.S. Chargé d’Affaires noted, “we see so many 

uniforms about these days that we are inclined to overlook what is being done 

by civilians.”9 

The Hotel Cecil had 1,873 civilian women on its rosters as either paid staff or 

volunteers, working shifts between the opening hours of 7.00am and midnight.10 

It provided accommodation for servicemen and leisure facilities such as a 

reading room, ping pong and billiards tables, dart boards and checker sets; a 
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canteen, where dances were organised; as well as free clothes-mending services, 

and free shower facilities.11 Female staff were the predominant providers of what 

might be regarded as domestic services or homely comforts: cooking, cleaning, 

laundry and sewing, and importantly, companionship. They facilitated social 

contact and leisure opportunities for the Marines and Wellington women. As 

the site of the American Red Cross Service Club, aimed explicitly at Marines, the 

Hotel Cecil and its workers were effectively at a nexus of diplomatic, political, 

military and civilian war efforts in Wellington. But war histories capturing this 

type of experience are a comparatively marginalised chapter in the records of 

WWII. Voluntary activity by women in the name of war hospitality has been 

largely overlooked in many histories which focus on women’s paid war work or 

auxiliary service. 

Fifty volumes constituting The Official History of New Zealand in the Second World 

War 1939-1945 were published by the War History Branch of the Department of 

Internal Affairs from 1948 onwards, most in the 1950s.12 They are dominated 

by histories of army units, military campaigns and the political and economic 

context of war. Histories of comparatively minor aspects of service, such as army 

chaplains and the Dental Corps, were published in 1950 and 1960. Nancy Taylor’s 

two-volume series about the home front was the last of the official histories to be 

published, in 1986. 

Barbara Angus, later New Zealand’s first female Ambassador, graduated MA in 

History from the University of Otago in 1945 and worked briefly for the War 

History branch before moving to the Ministry of External Affairs.13 In 1949 she 

produced a short history of the workers’ hostels in the Hutt Valley as part of 

the civilian narratives project.14 The workers’ hostels were run by the Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) on behalf of the government for women 

who travelled from outside the region to perform vital war work—the “industrial 

manpower”—as directed by the National Service Department. The hostel 

residents came from at least a dozen North Island towns, some as far afield as 

Whangarei and Paeroa; and from at least nine South Island centres, including 

distant Invercargill and the West Coast. A headcount in April 1945 showed the 

largest populations were from Gisborne (82), New Plymouth (73) and Masterton 

(53) in the North Island, and from Dunedin (17), Christchurch (14) and Oamaru 

(13) in the South Island.15

A kind of hierarchy of female worker was discussed by the officials who helped 

establish the hostels. There were debates about whether Maori or older women 

should live on the same premises as young European residents, or whether services 

provided at the hostels should be better than or equal to the accommodation for 

nurses, dental nurses and university students.16 When the Governor General’s 

wife Lady Newall opened the Woburn Hostels a fortnight before Easter 1943, she 

extolled the “patriotic women” who would live there and enjoy, 

good meals, good sleep, good air... with recreation... [and] beautiful views 

of the Hutt Valley hills and the hostel grounds, with lawns and shrubs 

and good Hutt Valley soil, providing ample scope for girls gifted with the 

“green finger” and a love of gardening.17  
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The bucolic idyll imagined by Lady Newall, the Boston-born wife of a member 

of the British aristocracy, can be contrasted with the rustic manners and morals 

described in the departmental archives.18 The Woburn Hostels in Cambridge 

Terrace were only a few hundred metres from an American camp at the Hutt Park 

race course. The Marines very quickly made their boisterous presence known at 

the hostels. Only weeks after it opened the hostel superintendent noted:

after Easter... servicemen, particularly Marines, were beginning to regard 

the lounges as open-houses and they and the girls would become out of 

hand if a firm line were not taken. It was therefore decided (a) that a 

Matron on duty in the evening would sit in the lounges and circulate... (b) 

that they would make acquaintances with the Marines, &c., who were in 

the habit of coming regularly and explain clearly our requirements in the 

way of behaviour... Drinking is rife amongst the servicemen who come 

to visit although it is not allowed on the premises and men obviously 

intoxicated are not admitted.19

Life at the Woburn Hostels meant hard work for the women. Throughout 1943 

most of them left the buildings at 7.15am and returned at 6.00pm, six days a 

week. Night shifts from 9.00pm to 7.00am or from 2.00pm to midnight were 

introduced in late 1943 for the munitions workers. The night shifts and Saturday 

work continued until 1945.20 But the hostels were also a place of vibrant social 

activity and touched a distinctive demographic: provincial women drawn to the 

city, away from family. 

An 11-page review of the war years at Woburn Hostel was written by its 

superintendent Mary Sutherland and is included as an appendix to the Angus 

civilian narrative.21 Sutherland recalled that dances at the hostels for the large 

number of servicemen stationed nearby were “popular and fairly frequent” and 

that U.S. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was treated to “tea in the cafeteria” in 

1943. The hostel lounges were kept open until 11.00pm “for residents and their 

men friends, and this custom led to the Hostels becoming a centre for social 

intercourse between the girls and the large number of men of the N.Z. Forces 

and of the U.S.A. Servicemen located in military camps in the vicinity.” Other, 

more traditional pastimes, such as gardening and needlecraft “received fairly 

The wife of the Governor General opened the 

workers’ hostels in a ceremony also attended 

by Janet Fraser and Lotty Nash, the wives of 

the Prime Minister and deputy Prime Minister. 

Ref: “War workers hostels opened”, Evening Post, 

10 April 1943, 6.
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wide support.”22 Sutherland also noted up to 20 babies were born to residents, 

who at their peak numbered more than 300, most aged in their twenties.23 The 

record of childbirth, part of a discussion of general health and medical records, 

was presented in a neutral and innocuous manner and leaves open the possibility 

that many mothers were unmarried. The superintendent dealt with the subject 

in just one sentence: “imminent cases of childbirth were sent to the hospital, 

known cases being under 20 in number; one Maori baby was born in the hostels, 

of a married mother.”24 Sutherland made a distinction for “known” pregnancies, 

a concession that some women may have hidden their condition or left the 

hostels. Her decision to highlight one birth is ambiguous because it registers 

three notable features: the birth was on hostel premises, the baby was Maori, 

and the mother was married. Potentially any one of the circumstances could 

have been the unique feature of the birth. At times Maori women accounted for 

up to 20 percent of residents, or around 60 individuals, a significant point of 

difference when Maori amounted to 5.8 percent of the general population at the 

time. The contrast with the Wellington population is even more pronounced. The 

1945 census recorded just 1200 Maori individuals in the wider Wellington urban 

area, or less than one percent of the 173,520 people in the region.25 Sutherland’s 

one sentence on childbirth is an isolated, almost throwaway revelation but is 

nevertheless an important fragment of historical knowledge. A tally of up to 20 

babies between early 1943 and late 1945 indicates pregnant women would have 

been an almost constant presence at the hostels. The likelihood that the fathers 

were servicemen who were frequent visitors can’t be discounted.

Angus suggested Woburn was “probably the largest hostel for girls in the 

Dominion... [with] three times as many residents as the largest University hostel 

for women.” Most of the women made munitions at the Ford Motor Company 

factory at Seaview, or processed tobacco at the W.D. and H.O. Wills factory in 

Petone. Others were engaged in domestic service.26 The accounts locate the 

Marines as just another aspect of the daily life of the hostel, along with squabbles 

Woman worker in a munitions factory, 1943. Original caption reads: “[In Wellington] Munitions are, of 

course, one of the industries that, more than others, have absorbed women workers.” Ref: John Pascoe photo, 

Alexander Turnbull Library, 1/4-000958-F.
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over food, questions about the adequacy of heating and furnishings, and 

complaints about skin rashes from industrial work in factories. Nonetheless, the 

established and accepted place of the Marines in the life of women at the hostels 

is reinforced by the coverage of Eleanor Roosevelt’s visit in August 1943. The 

First Lady submitted extracts from her diaries for publication during her tour. 

The diary entry of her visit to Woburn revealed the Marines had effectively made 

the hostel their home: 

The matron at the hostel told me the place belonged almost as much to 

one group of our marines as to the girls. They ate there so often that 

they left money behind on the counter, because they were afraid the girls 

would go hungry, to satisfy their healthy appetites. That money was put 

into new teacups, out of which I was given tea today. Everyone speaks 

of the generosity of our boys, and I think they have come to understand 

that the boys know there are many things one cannot pay for, but they are 

trying to show their appreciation in the only way they can.27

If the Marines had effectively requisitioned the hostels for everyday casual 

dining, it indicates they were well ingrained in the women’s lives. The hostels 

had become an informally annexed domestic space, a home for the men, who 

shared food and small talk with women workers over the dining tables. 

 

Superintendent Sutherland’s account was a comparatively humble record of 

women’s wartime service. It focused predominantly on domestic aspects of the 

women’s lives and made just a brief acknowledgment of the war effort:  

tribute should be paid to the women and girls who left their homes and 

their jobs to carry on munition work and essential industries in the 

Hutt Valley—the majority of whom worked faithfully and under trying 

Eleanor Roosevelt (seated second from right, with white collar) takes tea at the Woburn Hostels in 1943. 

The teacups were purchased with donations from U.S. Marines who frequently dined with the female hostel 

residents. Ref: U.S. National Archives photograph, from: “Eleanor Roosevelt visits New Zealand,” Ministry for Culture and 

Heritage, www.nzhistory.net.nz/media/photo/eleanor-roosevelt-visits-new-zealand, updated 20-Dec-2012, accessed 2 August 2015.
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conditions to help in the nation’s war production; and also to the loyal 

service of those women who joined the Hostel staff.28 

Sutherland’s tribute to the women’s war service is a little undone by another 

anecdote in her report. She noted high absenteeism and “broken work time” due 

to illness, and suggested many of the residents had “poor stamina and staying 

power.”29 Another interpretation is possible: that some women had a degree 

of indifference to the routine factory work, and merely tolerated it for the side 

benefits of income and social stimulation in the big city, far away from their 

provincial homes and family oversight. Sutherland also revealed she abandoned 

attempts to organise leisure activities in the last two years of the war, because 

of the women’s “increasing unwillingness to be regimented out of work hours.” 

After VJ Day, some of the residents who went home “returned after some weeks, 

having missed the company of other girls... or having found life in provincial 

townships too dull after city life.”30

The hostel accounts recorded by Sutherland and Angus offer multiple perspectives 

on hostel life. Knitting needles and embroidery occupied the women’s hands at 

night; munitions and cigarette production filled them during the day; dances with 

servicemen punctuated the calendar; and Marines dropped in casually to share 

meals. An estimated 1,450 women passed through the Hutt Valley hostels during 

the war, from towns all over New Zealand.31 The women worked and played in 

concert with war and combined homely domestic rituals with an embrace of 

matters martial.  

Their experiences aligned with a poster girl image promoted by the YWCA’s 

monthly magazine, the YWCA Review.  One month before the Marines arrived 

Idealised roles for women workers, paid and unpaid, were championed in the 

monthly magazine of the YWCA. This cover is from the May 1942 edition.
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in Wellington, the cover of the YWCA Review depicted idealised roles for women 

in war.32 Sketches featured a nurse; a woman in the Air Force; one seated at an 

industrial sewing machine; and a cheerful woman holding balloons and dancing 

with a man in uniform. While some of the idealised roles for women were in paid 

employment, the YWCA Review also championed the unpaid duty of a woman to 

be a type of hostess in the interests of the war effort. The YWCA ran two clubs 

in Wellington city in addition to its supervised hostels in the Hutt Valley. The 

Gaiety Club in Cuba Street and the YWCA in Boulcott Street had “two hundred 

and sixty girls on the roll as hostesses [and] hundreds of other women who help 

with hostessing, preparation and service of food” for servicemen’s dances, held 

every Friday, Saturday and Sunday.33 Socialising with soldiers was bound up with 

notions of service, obligation, duty, patriotism, and, fortuitously, some pleasure 

too. 

The lives and experiences of these women are a neglected part of the broader 

histories of the Marines in Wellington. Their histories could not be truly regarded 

as glamorous. Individual romances are certainly part of their narrative, but the 

overall effect of routine factory work, volunteer service at a cafeteria, and hostel 

life in an industrial suburb does not fit a fairy tale romantic ideal. Nevertheless 

the partial knowledge of their circumstances supports another gendered—and 

generational—reading of their everyday histories.

The YWCA hostels in Wellington offered young women the freedom to pursue 

modern pleasure-seeking outside the home. The novelty of the American 

presence and wartime demands for women’s industrial output were sufficiently 

unusual to generate comment in YWCA records. The Auckland history of the 

YWCA has been extensively researched by Sandra Coney and the Wellington 

archives would benefit from a comparable study.34 In 1943 the President of the 

Wellington YWCA, Hannah Martin, understood the women’s lived experiences 

of the time were sufficiently momentous to justify some sort of historical record: 

The great change in the community life of our city in the past twelve months 

has developed a sense of crisis and urgency of demand for our services 

as perhaps never before in the history of this Association. Particularly is 

this so in relation to accommodation and recreation. Since Wellington 

gradually became a garrison town, together with the enormous influx of 

girls to employment, so many urgent projects have presented themselves 

that it was difficult to decide which should claim prior attention. It is 

unfortunate that printing restrictions prevent our tale being told in full.35 

A closer examination of the histories of wartime Wellington could usefully 

explore the tensions in generational understandings of the role of women 

workers, especially unmarried women. The wartime YWCA and Government 

were effectively complicit in the deceit of families in the provinces whose 

daughters were directed to work in vital industries and accommodated at the 

hostels. The YWCA administrators suggested out-of-town parents “would feel 

reassured in permitting their daughters to undertake this form of war service, if 

they had the knowledge that the Hostels in which girls and women war workers 

are accommodated are under the direction of the YWCA.”36 To these parents, 
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the hostels represented an assurance of Christian ideals and a sober, safe 

environment; but to some of the daughters, the hostels represented an escape 

from a sober, controlled environment at home, and gave them the freedom to 

engage in pleasure-seeking in the big city. 

A further uncelebrated aspect of women’s wartime service which could be 

illuminated by closer scrutiny of the YWCA archives is the role played by 

Maori, Samoan and Rarotongan women workers. In the early 1940s the YWCA 

established the Hokowhitu Atu club for Maori youth, “of whom the war has 

brought an abnormal number into Wellington.” Up to 80 attended evening 

classes every week.37 Thirty Rarotongan women were reported as members of 

another cultural club in 1943.38 A 1947 photograph of residents of the YWCA 

hostel in inner-city Mount Victoria depicted a multi-cultural group and drew 

attention to the place of ukulele and guitar music in hostel life.  

The adventurously-titled “popular history” of Americans written by Pat Lissington 

and Barbara Angus was not only left out of the published official war histories, 

but the writers’ very existence almost slipped the mind entirely of the editor-

in-chief, Sir Howard Kippenberger. When the editor of the Southland Times 

newspaper wrote to the War History Branch in 1956 asking to be put in touch 

with Lissington and Angus to discuss their research, Kippenberger replied 

airily: “It was so long ago that Miss Angus and Miss Lissington left us that I had 

forgotten that they wrote anything on the Americans in New Zealand.”39  

Kippenberger may have consigned the pair to the fringe of war history, but the 

enquiry from the Southland Times in 1956 and a similar letter from the Auckland 

Star in 1967 confirmed mainstream interest in their popular history format. 

“Social subjects—Yanks with girls—are what we want,” was the breezy treatment 

favoured by the Auckland Star.40 Geoffrey Webster of its editorial department 

complained to Internal Affairs historians that wartime censorship meant:   

Maori, Pakeha, Rarotongan and Samoan women workers lived in the YWCA hostels. Ref: YWCA Wellington 

41st Annual Report, August 1947, 5.
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our files are bare of U.S. war subjects. We have a few official pictures 

of Americans on the march in Queen St., and so on. Otherwise next to 

nothing... hundreds, perhaps thousands of good pictures were taken in 

and around Auckland by military and naval official U.S. photographers. 

Where have they all gone? Surely they are in the archives, some of them, 

somewhere? They are part of history.41

The early accounts by Lissington and Angus continue to make good the 

deficiencies of the limited evidence in the censored newspapers of the war. The 

civilian narratives of the War History Branch may have been unpublished but 

they remain highly visible as historical source documents.  

Deborah Montgomerie has written extensively of women’s wartime employment. 

She concluded, “the war years were not a divide or rupture in the gender order, 

but a more complex period in which that order was tested but not radically 

reconfigured.”42 The women at the hostels had the double freedom of means and 

opportunity, and used it to pursue leisure and pleasure. They integrated busy and 

demanding working lives with an independent social life. Marilyn Lake suggested 

a comparable cohort in Australia had a similar understanding of their freedoms. 

They were “agents of their lives, ‘picking up’ and discarding men at will.”43 She 

characterised young Australian women in the 1940s as a “generation of pleasure-

seekers, intent on excitement and adventure... the privileged beneficiaries of 

freedom and youth.”44 Yet the youthful freedoms of the hostel workers appeared 

unsustainable outside the war setting of urban Wellington.   

This research foregrounds encounters which do not feature strongly in the 

histories and popular imagination of the Marines and women in wartime 

Wellington. Sometimes it offers nothing more than a glimpse of ordinary 

everyday existence; at other times it speaks to a wider gendered narrative. The 

women of wartime Wellington were historical agents in the social turbulence 

which accompanied war. Their experiences are preserved in a range of archival 

forms, many of which are only partial accounts, gleaned from text, photographs, 

ephemera and objects. The records offer insights into how women participated in 

and shaped the social and cultural life of the city. Above all this research seeks to 

emphasise the diversity of women’s wartime legacies and confirm their enduring 

place in histories of the Marines in Wellington.  

This article draws on the research essay Kathryn Street submitted for an Honours 

degree at Victoria University of Wellington in 2015. Kathryn graduates in May and 

will begin her Master’s later this year. Before she took up tertiary study in 2009, Kathryn 

worked as a political journalist and public servant in Wellington for just over 20 years.
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In 1951, Maureen Martin’s husband, a Wellington freezing-worker, was on strike 

for five months.  Forty-eight years later, she recorded an interview with her 13 

year-old grandson: “We never recovered from that strike, as far as money goes 

because we had to pay back money to Jack’s mother that we had borrowed. See 

you were not paid a great wage in those days.”1 In July 1951, 15,000 watersiders, 

miners, freezing-workers and seamen returned to work after being locked-out or 

on strike, but their lives, and the lives of those dependent on their income, did 

not return to normal.  For five months, workers and their families had borrowed 

money and left bills unpaid in order to survive without wages. This article will 

explore the on-going cost of the 1951 waterfront lockout and supporting strikes. 

The legacy of 1951 in parliament, trades halls and workplaces has been covered, 

but its aftermath in homes and communities is less well known.

Strike debt

For five months nearly 15,000 workers did not receive wages. The state estimated 

that, without considering overtime or special rates, watersiders would have 

earned an average of £180, seamen £200 and miners £220. In total, watersiders 

lost almost £1.5 million pounds.2 In his history of 1951, Michael Bassett described 

three strategies for coping with the loss of income: other employment (for both 

watersiders and their family members), relief committees, and debt.3 Neither 

employment nor aid from relief committees were adequate substitutes for the 

wages families lost and most families had to go into debt.

Families could receive some funding from union relief, but union funds were 

restricted. When the New Zealand Waterfront Workers’ Union (NZWWU) was 

deregistered, the Public Trust confiscated £60,854 from the NZWWU: two thirds 

from the national office funds and the rest from individual branches, which 

was a substantial attack on the union’s ability to fight the dispute.4 While the 

NZWWU national office did receive aid from overseas unions, transferring these 

funds was difficult in light of the emergency regulations.5 Branches did have 

other sources of funds, but the amount they collected—while substantial—in no 

way compensated for the loss of income: when divided among 15,000 workers it 

was inadequate to meet even the most basic needs. 

Large numbers of watersiders did not get other work. Union members, the press 

and the government all treated getting paid work during those months as a sign 

that a worker was withdrawing from the dispute. As a watersider’s child related: 

“I got the impression that if you took other work, you were a scab.”6 The chair 

of the Auckland branch admonished a union member who travelled to Taupo to 
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start a business: “he left the Union during a critical time and if every man did 

this there would be no union”.7 On the other hand, there is substantial evidence 

that watersiders’ wives routinely got other work.8 However, women earned 

about half of what their husbands had. In addition, families received aid from 

neighbours and kin, hunted, and went without. But working-class wages in 1951 

were not high and there was not much give in a family budget. Families needed 

their gardens just to get by—gardens could not solve the problem of food for five 

months.

Grocers did not expect immediate payment for goods. Watersiders and their 

families did not need to go out and actively borrow money, which was one of 

the reasons that debt was such a widely used survival strategy. When Maureen 

Martin discussed her situation with her grocer, the grocer made it clear that 

many customers did not pay their bills on time.9 The files of State housing and 

Farmers show that some level of late payment of rent and hire purchase was 

normal. Families could, and indeed had to in many cases, postpone paying some 

of their bills and therefore go into debt.

Debt, particularly debt incurred by not paying bills, was part of NZWWU’s 

strategy for workers’ survival. Union branches knew that their members were 

not paying all their bills and so did not leave workers’ access to credit to chance. 

In 1949, during a short-lived dispute on the Auckland waterfront, the first action 

of the relief committee was to approach stores that offered hire purchase to 

their customers and ask for credit for watersiders.10 In 1951, the Auckland relief 

committee acted on behalf of union members in ensuring that state housing 

tenants would not be pushed for rent during the lockout.11 Decades later Johnny 

Mitchell, who was on the Auckland branch committee, could still remember the 

response he received: 

Farmers Trading Company as far as I can remember had a fairly good 

reputation, Smith and Brown was another one that were fairly liberal, 

Potato gatherers, Henderson. Photographs relating to Herbert Roth’s research and publications. Ref: PAColl-4920-1-2-01. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. http://natlib.govt.nz/records/23171147
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the bad ones I can remember – Bond and Bond they weren’t very good, 

Nathan Brothers. […] There were a number of hire purchase firms that 

were quite compassionate to watersiders, there were one or two that 

were not very compassionate, but generally speaking we didn’t do too bad 

among those people.12

On 13 June 1951, the Wellington branch of the NZWWU asked the Wellington 

City Council not to disconnect the electricity of union members who were behind 

on payments.13 This is further evidence that branches knew that a significant 

portion of their members were not paying their bills, and actively tried to organise 

credit. 

Oral histories about 1951 do not often directly discuss how people survived, 

but those that do suggest that credit was central. Maureen Martin’s grocer told 

her to order as normal and repay him afterwards.14 Russell French, a locked-out 

Wellington watersider, was living in a block of housing on Molesworth St that 

was mostly rented to watersiders. When explaining how he survived he stated: 

“No one got put out of that place”.15 Ian Church, whose father was a locked-out 

watersider in Port Chalmers, emphasised this point: “Anyone in Port will tell 

you that the local grocer and butcher carried a lot of people through ‘51. So there 

were often quite large bills owing.”16 Kevin Ford described his father, a Bluff 

Watersider, telling him that half the port was carried by their local grocer.17 In 

their oral histories, interviewees do not just talk about their own use of credit, but 

also indicate that credit was a standard survival strategy. 

Oral history evidence from those who described themselves as not going into 

debt reinforces the importance of credit for most families. Throughout his 

interview Tom Gregory emphasised that he did not believe in debt, had never 

gone into debt, and contrasted his behaviour with other people he knew who 

put goods on hire purchase; he presented not going into debt as part of his 

identity. However, he said that his landlady had told him that they should only 

pay their rent when they could.18 So even though he did not classify it as debt, his 

landlady’s credit was central to his family’s survival. The only evidence of a family 

that appears not to have gone into debt at all comes from interviews with Ted and 

Ida Thompson.19 Their mortgage payments were not large, Ida took paid work, 

they received money from Ida’s parents, food from their neighbours and they 

spent all their savings.20 Their experience demonstrates the range of resources 

required to avoid debt.

Many individuals, companies and institutions lent money to locked-out and 

striking workers, but most have left no records. The best indication of the size of 

workers’ debt is the Seamen’s Union records. When seamen went on strike and 

left their ships, they were walking away from their beds and they were carrying 

the wages from their latest voyage.21 The Seamen’s Union called on members 

who had savings to lend that money to the relief effort and paid Post Office 

Savings Bank rates of interest. The union then lent this money to members who 

needed relief at the same interest rate.22 The Seamen’s Union records contain a 

repayment book from Auckland. R. Blackburn recorded the highest repayments; 

he repaid £40, which was six weeks to two months of a seaman’s wage. Other 
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seamen repaid significant amounts: 22 individuals repaid more than £20, 46 

between £10 and £20, and just over a hundred repaid less than £10.23 These 

records are partial, but give a sense of how substantial some workers’ debts were, 

particularly when compared to their income. They also show how varied the size 

of workers’ debt was, and their ability to pay it off.

The typical size of a bill that went unpaid is another measure of families’ level of 

debt by July 1951. In 1951, State Advances Corporation rent for a five room house 

was between £1/14/0 and £2/3/6 per week.24 A family that had been unable to 

pay rent of £2 per week during the dispute would owe £40 by July, which was 

the equivalent of 5 weeks’ wages. N. Coole, an Auckland watersider, had hire 

purchase payments of £2/17/0; if he did not pay this for the duration of the 

dispute then he would owe £57, plus interest, which would have amounted to 

two months’ wages.25 The Seamen’s Union files demonstrate, and the size of bills 

that were left unpaid suggest, that many workers owed more than they could 

earn in a month as a result of the dispute.

Repaying debt

The first hurdle for most watersiders in repaying their debt from the lockout 

was finding new work. The government won the dispute by finding replacement 

waterfront workers. Only 2,200 former members of the union returned to work 

on the wharf after the dispute was over; the other 6,200 had to find other work.26  

Access to employment on the wharf after the dispute varied significantly between 

View of state houses and backyards. Ref: EP/1959/1755-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. 
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ports; in Auckland existing watersiders were very effectively blacklisted from the 

waterfront for life, on the West Coast all watersiders returned to their jobs.27  

Unemployment was very low in 1951; most workers found other work easily and 

many employers could not afford to blacklist workers who had been involved in 

the dispute. Three groups of workers were vulnerable to blacklisting: those in 

small ports, those who took leadership positions during the dispute, and those 

seeking work in a small industry. These workers had to move, or start a small 

business in order to get new employment. The impact of having to find new work 

was unevenly distributed. Many workers were not able to earn as much money 

in their new jobs as they had previously, as other industries did not have the 

same level of overtime. For example, Ian Church’s father, who had been a Port 

Chalmers watersider, took work as a foreman at the dry dock in after the dispute, 

but Maureen Fairey’s father, who had been an Auckland watersider, never again 

earned as much as he had on the waterfront.28 One watersider described his new 

work situation succinctly: “I went to a worse job, with worse conditions and less 

pay”.29

Other family members had their pattern of work affected by the stress of repaying 

family debt, particularly young adults who had not yet left school. Yvonne Grove 

had hoped to go to university, but in 1954 she had to leave school and find work: 

“I knew if I could go to work it would bring some money into the house”.30 Her 

father was Toby Hill who had been the Secretary of the NZWWU and had been 

blacklisted. Marilyn Bowman and Bruce Malcolm, whose fathers were both 

watersiders, also described giving up their dreams of university to start paid 

work, because of their families’ financial situation.31 Some women who had taken 

up paid work as a short-term strategy during the dispute continued because of 

their family’s financial position. Maureen Fairey remembered her father arguing 

that no wife of his would ever take paid work, but financial necessity changed his 

mind. Fairey’s mother had to take paid work during the lockout, and continued 

this work afterwards. She resented having to do paid work, and resented her 

husband for not earning enough money in his new job, but she decided that 

paid work was a better option than not having that income.32 Ida Thompson also 

continued her work as a cleaner after the dispute. She described her decision to 

do so in terms of the dispute: it had depleted the couple’s savings and she was 

doing her part to build them up again.33  

Debt affected families for many years after the dispute, because it took so long to 

repay. The best evidence of the history of debt repayment is from the Seamen’s 

Union. Twelve debtors have a payment marked “final payment” in the Seamen’s 

Union receipt book. The first seaman to repay that debt in full was J. Devitt; 

he paid off the last of his debt in October 1952. Five other seamen repaid their 

debt in full in 1952. The next final payment occurred in 1955 and three people 

made their last payment in the 1960s. J. Stevens was the last to repay his debt in 

these records, in April 1964.34 Seamen were not representative of other workers 

involved in the dispute, as their debt was to the union and they were paid wages 

on leaving a ship, rather than weekly. However, these differences made seamen 

more able and motivated to pay off debt, not less. Seamen were certainly not the 

only people repaying debt accumulated during the dispute into the 1960s. 
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Few adults, even those who go into detail about what they owed, talk about the 

process of repaying debt, or how long it took, but children’s accounts give a 

glimpse into how their family life changed once their parents had paid off their 

debt. Two men who were boys during the dispute tell very similar stories of a 

time when the debt was paid off. Kevin Ford said: “Things started to pick up a 

bit. That’s when we started to go to the movies—I know that—we never went to 

the movies [ for a] while… for years. Then all of a sudden we were going [to] the 

movies.”35  William Dougherty, whose father was a watersider in Port Chalmers, 

also talked about only being able to go to movies when he was older.36 Their 

stories stand as acknowledgement that the point where debt was paid off existed, 

and made a significant difference to the economic lives of families

The social meaning of debt

Debt shaped relationships where credit had been extended and accepted. In 

2011, David Dick, the son of a locked-out watersider in Port Chalmers, was 

completely committed to using local shops, rather than shopping in Dunedin, 

because local shops had extended credit sixty years earlier.37 Kevin Ford described 

buying groceries from another grocer a decade after the dispute, and his father’s 

reaction: 

Mum said “no Kevin got these from the grocery store on the wharf. 

They’re a lot cheaper than Charlie Denny” – that was our grocer – and Dad 

took one look at me one look at my mother, picked them up and he said 

come follow me. I followed them out and he threw them in the rubbish 

bin and he said that if I bring anything home like that again I’ll be put in 

the rubbish bin and I’ll be out the gate. He said “the grocer carried me for 

three months and half them bastards down there and they started a store 

up against him”. He wasn’t a very happy chappy.38

This incident happened in the 1960s. Debt and credit extended during industrial 

disputes shaped social and commercial relationships within working-class 

communities for decades.

Johnny Mitchell saw his wife’s commitment to repaying debt as part of her 

character:

[The grocer] gave us credit right through, and he always bragged that 

it was the Mitchell family who always paid their bill at the end of the 

dispute, some of them didn’t, but Lorna paid up every penny that he gave 

us credit for.

[Interviewer: it’s essential that a man can hold his head up high for 

everything.]

Yes, Lorna was that kind of person.39

Maureen Fairey showed the other side of this pride in her interview. Fairey was 

aware that her parents had gone into debt, because her mother told her about it: 

“She told me that at the end of the six months or so she said we had absolutely 

nothing and we were in debt.”40 Debt contributed to on-going bitterness within 

her family: “And my mother was a very proud woman, it would have really made 
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her very angry. But she said to me that my father never really went without too 

much you know—it was her—and she had to make do for us kids really.”41 Here 

Fairey links the debt, her mother’s emotional response to the debt, and conflict 

within her parents’ relationship. In order to talk about the 1951 waterfront dispute, 

Fairey has to explore the relationships within her family, which underscores the 

importance of industrial conflict in shaping her family’s life. 

Class consciousness and family strike debt

Maureen Martin’s interview, from which this article gets its name, provides a way 

of exploring in more detail how 1951 affected class consciousness within a family. 

In her relatively short interview with her grandson she recalled her experiences 

as the wife of a freezing worker. This interview was archived in the Alexander 

Turnbull Library alongside an interview between Martin and her daughter-in-

law Pip Desmond about the depression (Desmond intended to interview Martin 

about 1951, but was not able to do so before her death).42 Martin’s grandson had 

grown up in a very different world from the one his grandmother described. His 

father had been the first in his family to go to university, so his family’s class 

position was very different from Martin’s experience.43 In addition, the interview 

took place in the context of seven years of successive governments dismantling 

the post-war welfare-state consensus, and weakening unions. Martin uses her 

Ref: ADMO 21007 W5595 Box 3 25/9/20/8 Vol.3, Archives New Zealand, Wellington, New Zealand. 
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narrative of 1951 to ensure her grandson has an awareness of the struggles she 

was part of, and the world view that sustained them. She explains solidarity, 

putting particular emphasis on the importance of not crossing a picket line, and 

ensures her grandson is aware of her support of the strike. When her grandson 

asks if it ever looked as if her husband was going to have to go back to work, she 

replied: “Oh no, you would never stop the strike, no, no good heavens, I’d have 

left him. You know what the name is for someone who stops the strike don’t you? 

—a scab.”44 Here she is asserting her own class-consciousness—and using the 

narrative to ensure that her grandson understands the importance of never being 

a scab. Martin used narratives about 1951 to communicate her understanding of 

working-class values and behaviour to her family members, just as Kevin Ford’s 

father had. 

Within Martin’s family 1951 did not just function as an exemplary narrative; 

its economic legacy was too significant. As quoted in the introduction, the debt 

from 1951 was not something that her family recovered from. Martin explains 

what steps they took in order to avoid another catastrophe: “he got his job back 

and the company wanted him to join the staff, which meant if there was ever 

another strike he could stay with the company and get paid, he didn’t go out, 

and he felt he had done his share, so he did join.”45 Although she is using the 

narrative of the dispute to raise class consciousness in her grandson, as a result 

of 1951 her husband decided to actively change his class position, so he would 

not suffer the same hardship again. Martin’s interview with her grandson shows 

some of the complex legacies of 1951. For those involved, 1951 existed as a story 

and a legacy, and an economic reality that had to be managed. 

Conclusion

For most families the 1951 waterfront dispute did not end in July, but entered 

a new phase, as it still had to be paid for. In 1951, the relief committee wound 

down almost as soon workers returned to work. In the first week of July 1951, 

the Auckland relief committee wrote a report of their work so far, and included a 

discussion of how they saw their role if the dispute continued:

If dispute concludes on Friday as suggested by Mr. Drennan there will be 

an approximate period of three weeks for the rehabilitation of members 

costs will be in the same proportion as goods will be more plentiful 

and members unable to obtain work are entitled to a fuller ration than 

previous. On that basis a sum of approximately £4,000 will be required 

as credit firms, landlords, etc. will expect and demand full payment of 

commitments and not on a meagre, partial basis as at present.46

This statement is one of the few union sources that acknowledged that the effects 

of the conflict would last beyond its official end. 

In 2005, Progressive Supermarkets (now all rebranded Countdown, but then 

also Foodtown and Woolworths) locked out their distribution centre workers.  

Workers had demanded the same rate across the three distribution centres: 

Auckland, Palmerston North and Christchurch—the company responded by 

locking them out.  In a union movement trying to rebuild after the devastation of 
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the 1990s the stakes were high: if the employers could win this then they would 

go on the offensive, knowing they could win everywhere. I lived in Wellington, 

too far away to visit the picket-line; all we could do is collect money. We collected 

a lot of money, at the railway station, the markets and along Lambton Quay. Last 

year, when I saw Pride, my favourite moments were when they taped signs on 

buckets and organised coins in piles in order to count them; I’d done that. For 

that month, the survival of those 600 people and their families were my concern.  

They won (sort of—it’s only ever sort of) and that victory protected me, like it 

protected so many workers all over the country. I went to a fundraising quiz the 

day before they returned to work and that was the last time I contributed to their 

finances. The quick closure of relief structures after the 1951 waterfront lockout 

ended reminded me of my own withdrawal from the Progressive lockout when 

people returned to work. While writing the last chapter of my PhD (which the 

bulk of this article is taken from), I thought a lot about the Progressive workers 

that I collected for.  Are the debts from that dispute repaid?

Neither the Progressive lockout nor 1951 are unique. Industrial disputes of 

any length are paid for by debt and the repayment of that debt is an individual 

responsibility. During an industrial dispute family finances are a concern for the 

union as they could drive a watersider to work as a strikebreaker. At the end of 

a strike or lockout, responsibilities that had been collective revert to individual 

families. While a heroic movie has been made about the work of collecting for 

striking workers, the work of repaying debt and balancing budgets years later 

remains invisible. So many people can pack up and leave when the strike itself 

ends, news reporters, support groups, even historians, but families in debt can’t 

leave it behind. Historians have generally ignored the social costs of dispute and 

in doing so, they have implicitly accepted that the consequences of a dispute were 

the concerns of individuals and families, not history. Strike and lockouts need 

money and I’m really proud of what I did in 2005, but I think both activists and 

historians could think more about the aftermath. Prolonged lockouts and strikes 

have an impact on people and communities that last long after all the workers 

have returned to work, and if histories of industrial disputes ignore that they 

reinforce the privatisation of costs after a dispute. 

Revised and reprinted with permission from Labour History, no. 108, May 2015.
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2015 Rona Bailey 
Memorial Lecture: 
“What is to be Done?”
By Graeme Clarke
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Last year’s Rona Bailey Lecture was given by Graeme Clarke, a lifelong trade unionist, 

militant and a comrade of Rona Bailey in the Workers’ Communist League. Graeme’s 

lecture was delivered on 16 November 2015 at Toi Whakaari/New Zealand Drama 

School. We are very grateful to them for allowing us to use their Rona Bailey Room, 

and to Graeme for his informative and thoughtful address, which was heard and 

appreciated by a large audience. An edited version of the first part of Robert’s address 

appears below. The second and final part will appear in the following issue of the 

Bulletin.

I would like to thank the Labour History Project for inviting me to give this Rona 

Bailey Memorial lecture. My recent retirement from full time work has given me 

pause to reflect on my life as a trade unionist, communist and Kiwi. I hope that 

my reflections will offer something to the progressive movement in our country.

I first met Rona Bailey when I returned to Wellington after spending a year at 

Teachers College in Christchurch. I was keen to be involved in the progressive 

movements at the time and it seemed that if you got involved in anything you 

inevitably met Rona. I quickly learned that Rona was part of the Bailey-Manson-

Goddard clique who had been expelled from the Communist Party (CPNZ). I 

remember talking to Jack Manson about some of his experiences in the CPNZ. 

He told me of the guerrilla training camps that were held to train Party members 

to surround the cities from the countryside. The Bailey-Manson-Goddard clique 

thought that slavishly following Maoism, which was developed for Chinese 

conditions, in New Zealand was perhaps not the correct path for us—Jack noted 

that we didn’t have a peasantry. For daring to challenge the CPNZ application of 

Maoism to New Zealand the Wellington District of the CPNZ was deregistered 

and its leading members expelled.

I believed then, as I do now, that we Kiwis would have to find our own way to 

socialism—that we could not follow anyone else’s prescription. So I was attracted 

to working with these progressive communists.

My involvement in progressive movements and nascent communist organ-

isations steered me towards employment at Todd Motors. I was told that the 

majority motor industry union, the Coachworkers, was disorganised and any 

reports I could give to the union’s officials to assist their organising would be 

appreciated. Todd’s was about 2 km away from where I had grown up. The union 

had 1,000-1,500 members at Todd’s and two delegates. We set about organising 

the job after I was elected as a delegate in 1975. I didn’t fully understand what 

I was doing at the time—that is, creating a union culture in which solidarity 

predominated and members were prepared to take direct action to advance their 
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interests. I would simply listen to a complaint of a worker to the union, raise it 

with the company, and report back to small smoko meetings. When disputes 

went unresolved some form of on-the-job industrial action was resorted to. I 

found that accurate reporting of a “No” from the company generally got a result. 

For example, heat was an issue in the paint shop. The industrial relations (IR) 

manager said he wasn’t going to do anything about the problem because when he 

played golf he found that his game improved the higher the temperature on the 

course. The disruption to production through industrial action ultimately yielded 

improvements in paint shop heat conditions.

The IR manager was generally regarded as very stern and tough. He was a Scottish 

gentleman with a very broad accent; I would mimic his words. I remember one 

dispute about the lack of adequate protective clothing on the wet deck in the paint 

shop. The job involved using sanders with a water spray to remove defects from 

the undercoat preparing for the final coat: the grit from sanding was washed off 

by the water spray. The water went everywhere and in short order the workers 

were very wet as they were only supplied aprons and gumboots. The IR manager 

said to me, “Och I play golf. When it rains my game gets better.” This didn’t go 

down well on the wet deck. Another issue was solved—full wet gear was supplied.

In these disputes I was looking for the natural leaders. The object was to elect 

more delegates. However, these disputes also promoted democratic ways of 

dealing with issues—discussion, consensus decision-making. They also fostered 

an understanding that by sticking together and supporting each other—solidarity 

—we could get results.

As Secretary of the Coachworkers’ Union from 1977, I encouraged the use of 

this process on all jobs in an effort to organise the motor industry across the 

Wellington region. We achieved a high level of organisation in a short space 

of time. This was assisted by the involvement of members of the Workers 

Communist League (WCL) who were active at nearly all industry sites. A strong 

and vibrant group of delegates, predominantly non-WCL members, was created.

In collective agreement negotiations the strength of our organisation was 

demonstrated as the wage freeze came to an end. From 1981-84 the employer 

response to industrial action anywhere in the industry was a threat of an industry 

lockout. The first time the spectre of an industry lockout was raised was in 1981 

during a strike which had shut down two of NZ Motor Corp’s factories in Petone 

and Auckland. The dispute was referred to the Federation of Labour (FoL) which 

effected a deal that was basically a surrender to the employers position. While 

most of the union’s negotiators didn’t like the deal we were pressed to support 

it in stop-work meetings because we knew we were not prepared to take on an 

industry lockout.

The industry lockout threat became a predictable response from the employers. 

Most of the unions in the industry prevailed on subsequent occasions this threat 

was made and the industrial action was stopped and the unions’ terms accepted. 

By 1984 we had reached a point where the Coachworkers and other progressive 

unions were sufficiently organised to meet the employers’ threat. In one day 
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every site had the employers’ collective agreement offer, a 4.5% wage increase, 

put to 8 stopwork meetings. It was rejected and a vote to go on strike was carried 

and put immediately into effect. The whole Wellington industry was shut down 

in a single day by an indefinite duration strike. The threat of a mass lockout was 

irrelevant: the industry was already shut. The employers were taken by surprise. 

The agreement was settled after a 4 day strike for a 9% pay rise.

In the course of these events, I came to realise that solidarity and democracy are 

two vital trade union principles. Another important principle should be added to 

these: monopoly. The union must be a single seller of labour to employers. By 

speaking with one voice to the buyer of labour the union aims to obtain a higher 

price than would result from competitive selling of labour on a labour market. 

For the most part unions were guaranteed a monopoly by NZ law that existed 

from the 1890s to 1990. I began to appreciate the significance of the principle of 

monopoly as a result of the Employment Contracts Act 1991 (ECA).

The 70s and early 80s were the zenith of trade union activity in New Zealand. 

In 1985 union membership was 680,000, about 45% of the workforce or 55% of 

wage and salary earners. By 1998 union membership had fallen to a little over 

300,000, a 40% reduction in the space of 7 years, down 55% from the mid-1980s. 

The reduction of union membership in New Zealand was the most extreme in 

the developed world during the period when neoliberal policies became globally 

pervasive. The impact of the ECA was the single biggest factor in this decline of 

unions and union membership. However, in my view it would be a mistake to 

ascribe the decline solely to that cause, which I think the trade union movement 

has a tendency to do. The movement is now fixated on legal change as the saviour 

of the trade union movement in NZ. I want to suggest that there are other 

important factors in the decline. We must look at our own actions as well as the 

activities of governments if we want to understand the causes of the decline and 

current languishing of the trade union movement.

Fundamental to the decline was the compliant response of unions to the ECA: 

bigger is best; competitive unionism; don’t fight the government/law, you 

can’t win.

The idea that bigger unions were better was actively promulgated prior to the 

ECA. The FoL/CTU wanted 8 super unions. There is nothing inherently wrong 

with a big union provided it is organised along sound union principles. However, 

in New Zealand bigger unions have tended to become more remote from 

members. The on-the-job democracy and solidarity has diminished. Workers’ 

issues became technical/legal problems to be resolved by experts. Call centres 

were established to relieve the burden on organisers of members contacting 

them directly to discuss job matters. The lifeblood of organising a union seems 

to me to have been sucked out of the bigger unions. The form of democracy 

remained but the content diminished.

I first heard of the notion of competitive unionism from the Engineers’ Union 

(EU) delegate at Todd Motors. He told me that under the ECA only the fittest 

unions would survive. The ending of the legislated monopoly of unions was 
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embraced by the union movement. Everyone looked to settle old scores, increase 

their job density at the expense of other site unions, or take pre-emptive action 

against perceived threats.

A fundamental element of the power of the union is its monopoly. Once monopoly 

is lost it is very hard to recover and the union is significantly weaker. In the motor 

industry our union decided on a pre-emptive approach—the statement of the 

EU delegate seemed to require it. We wanted to avoid separate and competing 

bargaining units as we felt it would cost all workers in the industry. We first 

initiated a meeting with the EU’s Wellington district. If there was a split between 

the unions in Wellington the right would coalesce around the Engineers. In the 

meeting we proposed that existing demarcation lines be retained and that neither 

side attempt to increase its membership at the others expense. No agreement 

could be reached on this. The omens were not good.

Meetings of the industry unions were later convened by the CTU/FoL to discuss 

bargaining under the ECA. At one such meeting we put forward our union’s 

policy: one collective contract; one stopwork meeting with one worker, one vote, 

rather than the right’s preferred one union, one vote. If a union did not agree 

with this then our position was we would sign up their members until they did 

agree. Ken Douglas ran the meeting where we related our union’s approach. He 

told me I was “mad” and we have never spoken since. But where unions have 

combined on a principled basis it has produced better results both then and now. 

The third part of our contribution to the demise of trade union membership 

was our reluctance to fight to protect ourselves, and instead rely on politicians to 

introduce better laws. I don’t just have in mind the fight against the ECA, and the 

failure to mount a general strike. The problem goes deeper than that.

Bill Birch said at a lecture of his I attended at Victoria University prior to the 

passing of the ECA, that under the ECA a union would be able to close a shop. I 

took him at face value and tried to do just that. We succeeded at Mitsubishi first 

after a lockout. The terms of the closed shop were part of a collective contract 

between the employer and union: there could only be one collective agreement 

at the workplace; it was a condition of employment that a worker be party to the 

collective agreement; and if a worker did not belong to the union they had to pay 

to the union a bargaining agent’s fee which was equal to the union fee.

The Manufacturing and Construction Workers’ Union (M&C) got to about 40 

closed shop agreements prior to the ECA being repealed. These agreements 

enabled the union to put more resources into weaker jobs; we didn’t continually 

have to organise to retain membership on stronger jobs. Faced with these terms, 

everyone joined the union and learned of its value to them as a member rather 

than having to be persuaded of its value before joining.

When the Employment Relations Act (ERA) was ushered in it was initially a 

step back from the ECA with respect to closed shops. I had a discussion with 

Margaret Wilson, Minister of Labour for the Clark government at a consultative 

meeting she arranged to discuss the proposed ERA. I sought to amend the draft 

legislation so that it permitted closed shops. I justified this on the basis of her 
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promise to retain, if not improve, any right that existed for unions under the 

ECA. The idea of being able to close a shop by requiring employees to be party 

to the agreement/contract ran counter to the ERA which gave party status to 

unions. For employees to be covered by the collective agreement they could only 

do so by joining the union. Margaret Wilson wrote back to me saying that “union 

lawyers” had advised her that it was not legal to close a shop under the ECA and 

it would be a step too far to give this power to unions in the new legislation. This 

advice from union lawyers was contrary to the legal advice given to the employers 

who had agreed to our closed shop provisions, advice that came from law firms 

and even the Employers’ Federation.

The same attitude still exists today in the union movement. The National 

government’s changes to the ERA are mostly not used by unions to strengthen 

unions—but they do provide that opportunity in my view. It seems to be simply 

assumed that they weaken unions and anything we might try would be counter to 

the law; that the answer to the movement’s present woes lies in electing a better 

government.

Having examined our contribution to the demise of the movement brings us to 

the problematic of seeking salvation in the election of a new government.

In NZ electoral politics since the 1930s a low turn-out of electors has always 

equalled a right-wing victory. A heavy voter turn-out ensured a Labour Party win. 

Labour relied on the unions to mobilise their members to vote them into office. 

Traditionally, whether that happened or not depended on the politics of the day. 

If Labour was out of office, and workers felt their interests were not being looked 

after adequately by the National Party, a heavy turn-out would materialize and the 

government would change. The difference today is that the reach of the union 

movement is about one third of what it was. An unpopular Key government 

can still be re-elected on a low voter turn-out. Key’s landslide win at the last 

election was brought about by a low vote—thousands and thousands of workers 

and their families did not vote, many believing that it was pointless because the 

government would win easily. Parties of the right have greater money resources 

to throw at re-election while the people resources of the left that historically 

compensated for that material gap are far less today.

Popular political movements have diminished. Demonstrations in the 60s, 70s 

and early 80s were often held during the working week and involved thousands 

of workers organised by the union movement. We don’t do that now unless it 

has the cover of a legal stopwork meeting. The Labour Party ceased to be such 

an organising force many years ago. Socialist and communist groups with their 

links into unions and other working class organisations have dwindled and with 

it the ability to create the kinds of mass movements of the past. It is mainly in the 

environmentalist area that this activist traditional extra-parliamentary organising 

exists. Mostly this is organised outside of the trade union movement.

It is inconceivable that the movements which opposed the Vietnam War, nuclear 

war, apartheid, state spying and the like would have been as large and successful 
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without the dedicated work of the socialist/communist left. The political foment 

of these movements was part and parcel of the process of mobilising workers on 

election day.

One example of this kind of activity was the campaign to oppose the SIS Act 

amendment bill. The Muldoon government had introduced a bill into Parliament 

to increase the powers of the SIS. A campaign against the bill was organised. 

Every home in the Wellington region was leafletted. Stop work meetings were 

held. A demonstration took place. Busloads of workers from the motor industry 

and many other worksites attended. The number attending was estimated to be 

19,000. It is certainly the largest demonstration held during the working week 

outside of the Maori land march that I have witnessed in Wellington.

That kind of political activity, of which unions were a significant part, is not 

recorded on internet history sites. Yet it was a significant expression of popular 

protest. Nineteen seventy-six was the year of nuclear warship visits and harbour 

strikes and anti All Black tour protests so the anti SIS bill movement is often 

forgotten.

Today we couldn’t mount such a campaign. The campaign against TPPA, for 

example, holds its demonstration in the weekend and 2,000 is a good turnout in 

Wellington. 

In addition to mass movements the socialist/communist left was also active in 

developing unions. The development of union strength and the development of 

working-class leaders was a key activity. This was planned in socialist/communist 

party meetings.  This kind of activity still takes place, but not to the extent and in 

the organised way it once did. The trade union movement is weaker for it.

The second significant aspect of socialist/communist activity in unions was they 

brought a sense of strategic direction to union work. We were creating class 

solidarity, promoting class interests, to lay the foundation for socialist revolution. 

Negotiations for the terms of a collective employment agreement (CEA) were not 

the only objective, as they seem to be today. Negotiations were also to reveal class 

interests of workers and employers. The negotiation table was used as another 

means to organise workers on the job, to imbue workers with socialistic views 

and a willingness to support each other and act.

Today, without this dimension of strategic goals, negotiations are generally the 

beginning and end. Good faith requirements are now paramount. Bargaining 

process agreements require joint reports. Members are not involved in the 

negotiation process. Polite civil exchanges predominate. Negotiations have 

no greater purpose than achieving a CEA. Employers’ claims are no longer 

an organising tool. Instead they are given serious consideration. Good faith 

demands it. The bargaining stance of unions is typically weaker. As a result, 

employers are encouraged and we are gradually going backwards.

So what happened to the socialist/communist left?
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Leo Sim: 
A Communist in Chaos
By Margaret Jones and Peach Eaton, as told to Mark Derby
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The nationwide commemorations of the centenary of WWI have been, thankfully, 

rather more nuanced and multivalent than the strident military displays that 

have misrepresented this horrific conflict in the past. Today, dissenting and 

disillusioned spirits are occasionally given a voice amid the cacophony of 

retrospective heroism. One who deserves to be heard is the colourful communist 

Leo Sim. 

At the outbreak of WWI he was a fervent patriot from a solidly conservative 

background. By the end of the war he was a communist, and remained one for 

the rest of his life. 

Leo Sim and his twin sister Erica were born in Christchurch in 1890, to a family 

known for public service and imperial loyalty. Their father, Scottish-born Jamie 

Sim, was mayor of Sydenham at the turn of the century, when the large workforce 

at the railway workshops made it New Zealand’s fifth largest borough. As a 

schoolboy, Leo had a flair for figures and he became a clerk with the Railways 

Department, then the country’s largest employer.

On the first day war was declared in 1914, he enlisted in the NZ Expeditionary 

Force together with his brother Tom. He was posted to Gallipoli where he spent 

eight months in the trenches of that doomed invading force, rising to the rank 

of sergeant. He was invalided home to New Zealand but insisted on returning 

to the war. 

This meant signing on with a troopship as a purser, with responsibility for paying 

the troops and handling other cash transactions. On arriving in the UK he cited 

his Scottish antecedents and was enlisted in the British Army and posted to the 

Western Front, with the rank of lieutenant. 

According to his family, while on leave in Ireland the 23-year-old Leo had a life-

changing encounter. He was eating in a restaurant, in his officer’s uniform, 

when a solidly built and moustached older man approached him and asked, in a 

powerful Irish accent, “Do you know what you’re fighting for, son?” This was the 

near-legendary socialist leader James Connolly, who had joined the British Army 

himself at the age of just 14 to escape crushing poverty, but deserted in disgust 

at the cruelties he and his men were ordered to carry out. Connolly then became 

a socialist orator and organizer in several countries. In the US he joined the 

newly formed Industrial Workers of the World (the “Wobblies”). Back in Ireland 

he worked for the Irish Transport and General Workers Union and helped to 
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found the Irish Labour Party. He opposed the imperialist war which broke out 

in 1914, arguing that Irishmen should not give their lives on behalf of another 

country which had exploited their own over several centuries. The banner above 

his Dublin headquarters read We serve neither King nor Kaiser, but Ireland!

This courageous and charismatic figure instantly impressed the young Lt. Sim. 

Connolly told him that when he returned to London he should visit a certain left-

wing bookshop, “and you’ll find out why you’re on the wrong side.” Leo followed 

this advice, and bought some works by Marx and other socialist thinkers. “He 

became a communist almost overnight,” says his daughter Peach, and he 

remained one, albeit unorthodox and independent of mind, throughout his life.

Not long after this decisive meeting, Connolly was appointed military commander 

of the Republican forces in Dublin, and he headed the fateful 1916 Easter Rising. 

He was the last of the leaders of that failed revolt to be executed by the British, so 

badly wounded that he was shot while sitting upright, tied to a chair.

Lt. Sim, although disabused of his earlier patriotism, remained a serving officer 

until the end of the war. He took part in the battles of Ypres, the Somme and 

Passchendaele, and was wounded several times, including from a bayonet to 

the stomach. He also survived a poison gas attack, which left him with lifelong 

asthmatic illness.

On his return to New Zealand the war veteran returned to his job with the railways 

and in 1920 he married the diminutive, Scottish-born Mary Brodie (invariably 

known as May). She was the youngest of ten children, and had worked in textile 

mills in Dundee since her early teens. Their first child, Margaret, was born in 

1920. In that year Leo also became a founding member of the Communist Party 

of New Zealand (CPNZ). From the start, he was an active and valuable member, 

with a war record which commanded respect even from political opponents. 

The Sim family in 1931, their political affiliation proudly displayed. From left: Margaret, Leo, Karl, Erica, 

May, Leomay and Rita. Images: unless otherwise stated, images courtesy Phillipa Jamieson, Organic NZ, published by Soil 

and Health Assn, of which Margaret Jones is a life member and patron. www.organicnz.org.nz



LHP BULLETIN 66 - APRIL 2016

49

However, in 1923 he lost his position with the railways, perhaps because of his 

political activities. As a returned soldier, he managed to acquire a small dairy 

farm and two-room cottage at Mangaweka. The couple’s next two children, Rita 

and Karl, were born there. Leo’s dairy herd did not thrive, and he took over the 

butcher’s shop at nearby Ohingaiti. A fourth child, Erica, acquired the nickname 

Peach.

In his final move, Leo bought a 25-acre block of lupin-infested land at Himatangi 

in the Manawatu. He and May built up this little property into a largely self-

sufficient, eccentric and hospitable homestead which they and their friends called 

Chaos. According to Margaret, in an ongoing search for the secret of perpetual 

motion Leo built a number of machines from “weird pieces of machinery that 

were dotted around the farm, which Dad would inspect daily”. The small farm 

still stands beside Highway 1, tucked out of sight behind a high macrocarpa 

hedge. The couple spent the rest of their lives there, and added a fifth child, 

Leomay (named after both her parents) to their family.

At Chaos they milked several cows by hand, and kept a large flock of hens and 

a piggery. Leo enlarged the original farmhouse several times, on one occasion 

adding a billiard room using materials from a closed-down freezing works at 

Marton. His wife, although less than five feet (1.5 metres) tall, kept her large 

household well fed, healthy and stylishly dressed in clothing she made herself.

 

Leo supported the family by working as an accountant for local businesses, such 

as the flaxmills that provided much of Manawatu’s employment in that period. 

“He was an absolute wizard with numbers,” remembers Margaret. “I’ve seen 

him add up a whole page of figures in his head, then put the total at the bottom 

of the page.” As a sideline, he was often called out to treat ailing farm animals. 

An English vet came to stay at Chaos during the Depression, and taught Leo all 

he knew about curing illness and injury in large animals. Leo taught himself 

the Maori language and was on friendly terms with the Maori population of the 

The family homestead, Chaos Farm, Himatangi, 1936.
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district. A resourceful and capable man, his road-making and bridge-building 

skills were also regularly called upon by neighbours. 

This energetic and useful citizen set up a Manawatu branch of the CPNZ, and 

was appointed the Party’s district organizer and to its central executive. As the 

Depression deepened he became active in organising the unemployed, and Chaos 

was known as a refuge for men tramping the roads in search of work. Peach 

remembers that “there was no work in those days, and men turned up where they 

knew they’d get fed. Our house was full of swaggers when we are kids—always 

talking politics. They held the revolution every day.” Around the Chaos dining 

table, tramps, visiting farm workers and distinguished international socialists 

hammered out their ideas for a better world, to the delight of the children, who 

each grew up to share their parents’ political outlook. In the mid-1930s the Irish 

playwright and socialist George Bernard Shaw conducted a speaking tour of New 

Zealand and made sure to visit to Leo and May. However, he was unable to stay 

overnight because no bed could be found to fit his lanky 6 ft 2 in (1.86 m) frame.

An Englishwoman, Una Cottman, came to stay at Chaos with her son Stafford. 

Soon afterwards, at the age of 17, Stafford Cottman became the youngest 

volunteer to join the Independent Labour Party contingent in the Spanish Civil 

War. There he fought with the POUM, an independent Republican unit hated by 

the Communists, under the direct command of George Orwell. Ken Loach’s 1995 

film Land and Freedom is largely based on Cottman’s civil war experiences. Rather 

as Leo Sim had done in WWI, Cottman became both a conscientious objector and 

a redoubtable combatant in WWII. As a rear gunner with Bomber Command, he 

survived scores of bombing missions over enemy-occupied Europe, and after the 

war he was a nationally-known trade union leader and political activist. He never 

lost the connection with New Zealand that he had formed at Chaos as a boy, and 

made more than 30 return visits to this country before his death in 1999. 

As earlier issues of this Bulletin have described, several New Zealanders travelled 

to Spain to support its embattled republic and, predictably, two of them first made 

the journey to Chaos. In 1935 nurses Rene Shadbolt and Isobel Dodds spent 

several days at the farm as part of a national fundraising tour before leaving for 

Spain. The Sim children threw themselves into this project. “Us kids put on an 

impromptu concert in our sitting room,” says Peach. “We used sheets for stage 

curtains. The women were both lovely to us. After that I swore that I was going 

to be a nurse.”

Although a valuable and well-liked member of his local community, Leo Sim 

found that his high-profile Party activities were not to be tolerated indefinitely 

at a higher level. As the Party’s literature secretary, he corresponded widely 

with outlets for left-wing publications and this drew him to the attention of the 

country’s embryonic Police intelligence agency. An October 1930 letter from 

Leo asks the Workers’ Bookshop in London to, “Please forward to me any late 

pamphlets you have on the USSR or any other revolutionary stuff.” This letter 

was intercepted by the NZ Police and passed on to the London Metropolitan 

Police’s Special Branch.
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Early the following year, Leo was convicted of distributing communist handbills 

in the streets of Wellington, and ordered to pay costs. This evidently did not 

deter him. Later that year he was charged with distributing pamphlets which 

“advocated violence or expressed seditious intent”.1 “Those engaged in 

propaganda against society, and in the distribution of seditious literature,” 

thundered the magistrate, “must be punished.”2 The sentence was a fine of £50 

or three months imprisonment. Leo chose to serve the time. Just a month after 

receiving this conviction, he was selected as the Party’s candidate for the seat of 

Palmerston North.3 

In 1932, according to Leo’s UK Police Special Branch file, the CPNZ “received 

instructions from Moscow to organize the small farmers for Party purposes, 

and Sim was entrusted with this work.” He formed the nationwide Farmers’ 

Unity League, “but after considerable effort was obliged to drop the project as 

hopeless.”4 

Communications between the NZ and UK secret police rose to a feverish level 

in 1934, when NZ Police Commissioner Wohlmann advised Sir Vernon Kell of 

the UK Police Special Branch that Sim intended to travel to the UK and Russia 

as the NZ delegate to the seventh, and last, World Congress of the Communist 

International (the “Comintern’). The 44-year-old farmer, described as 5 ft 9 in 

(1.75 m) in height and of “sturdy build”, was closely monitored from the moment 

he stepped off the liner Ionic at Southampton in September 1934. PC Carter 

dutifully reported that “this man made his way to Euston Station where he 

deposited his luggage—consisting of one suitcase—at the cloak-room.”5 

As literature secretary for the NZCP, Sim writes to a London left-wing bookshop for “revolutionary stuff”. 

This letter was intercepted by the UK Special Branch and is reproduced from their file.
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Keeping track of Leo’s movements once he left London for Moscow was beyond 

the powers of even the Special Branch, but the NZ Police assisted by intercepting 

and forwarding mail sent between Chaos in Himatangi and Room 246 at the Lux 

Hotel, Moscow. A series of poignant letters from Mary to her “dearest Hub” report 

on the state of the farm’s pullets, cows, cat and Leo’s much-loved border collie 

Roy. The children were apparently not easy to manage single-handed. “Rita is 

kicking over the traces at only getting one little pullet egg for breakfast.” Without 

his income the bills were piling up, Mary told her husband, and she pleaded 

with him to send the £10 monthly allowance he had promised her. However, 

this capable and independent-minded woman also informed Leo that she had 

attended the Working Women’s Conference in Wellington, and Unemployed 

Workers Movement and anti-war events. She signed off, “With a whole heart of 

love and longing for my Hub”.6  

The Congress took place during the height of Stalin’s purges, and Soviet secret 

police and informers were constantly active among the delegates of the 65 

countries represented. Several hundred participants did not survive to return 

to their own countries, including the leaders of the Indian, Korean, Mexican, 

Iranian and Turkish Communist Parties. In this internecine environment, Leo 

Sim was apparently quite happy, although disappointed at the “factionalism” 

within the international movement. He spent 18 months in Moscow and attended 

the International Lenin School, established to train foreign Party cadres. He also 

took advantage of his time in this great chess-playing country to improve his 

already considerable abilities at the game.

Leo was a handsome and gregarious man, and during the rounds of his 

accountancy practice in the Manawatu he had conducted numerous affairs with 

the wives of his clients. May apparently accepted this condition of her marriage 

without complaint, and when one of Leo’s letters from Moscow revealed that he 

had taken a Russian mistress and wanted some hand-knitted gifts for her, she 

obligingly set to work with her needles. “It’s very cold over there, and she’ll be 

good for him,” she told her children.

Under the pen-name Len Andrews, Leo sent back a number of admiring reports 

on conditions in Soviet Russia to communist publications in this country. In his 

address to the Congress he also gave a glowing account of the fortunes of the 

CPNZ, announcing that its membership had increased by 600% between 1928 

and 1935.

In November 1935 he arrived back in Wellington, where Police Commissioner 

Wohlmann found that, “He had in his possession a quantity of Communist 

Party literature which was detained… he intends to start a lecturing tour on his 

experience in and impressions of the Soviet Union.”7 

A detailed itinerary for this speaking tour was drawn up, covering all the main 

North Island centres, but it is not known whether Leo actually spoke in each of 

these places. He did, undoubtedly, seize every opportunity to praise the Soviet 

political experiment in a variety of situations, such as a regional chess tournament 

between Wellington and Manawatu clubs, held in Levin. Leo was reported in the 
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press as, “just returned from a lengthy visit to Moscow, where he was a regular 

visitor to the big International Chess Congress. He has an interesting collection 

of photographs taken in connection with this famous tournament.”8

The following year, 1936, he became general secretary of the CPNZ and 

continued to use every avenue, including the mainstream press, to advance the 

communist cause. During a visit to Christchurch he told the Press that “Soviet 

Russia was now the greatest industrial power in Europe, and the second greatest 

in the world… the unbounded enthusiasm for the new social order had been very 

evident.” He praised the architecture of Moscow’s Metro stations, and the free 

health care and other generous conditions provided for the country’s workers. 

“There was no unemployment in Russia,” he claimed.9

Broadly, his public statements accorded with the policy of a Popular Front against 

fascism, officially endorsed by the World Congress he had attended. Under this 

policy, the CPNZ was expected to work in unity with all other parties opposed 

to fascism, including the NZ Labour Party. By 1937, although Leo supported 

closer relations between the CPNZ and the Labour Party on strategic grounds, he 

found it increasingly difficult to maintain friendly terms with the mildly socialist 

government which had been elected two years earlier.

When Labour’s Minister of Works, Bob Semple, visited the public works camp 

at Claverly, near Kaikoura, he deplored the “poisonous communist literature” 

he found there. Leo responded with vigour on behalf of the Party. “I challenge 

Mr Semple to a public debate in Christchurch at a time he himself may 

name, to prove that any statement in any of our literature could be described 

as poisonous.” He denied that any party members were in the Claverly camp, 

although, “it is possible that men living under such conditions would obtain a 

thirst for knowledge of political economy and want to know the reasons why they 

should be compelled to live under such conditions.”10

Relations between the two parties did not improve. The month after this 

disagreement, delegates arriving at the Labour Party’s annual conference in the 

Wellington Town Hall were presented with a pamphlet, published by Leo, urging 

them to support affiliation with the CPNZ. Instead, the conference voted heavily 

against affiliation. It also upheld an earlier decision that Labour Party members 

could not become members of the Friends of the Soviet Union.11 

Leo’s relations with his own party were also increasingly uncomfortable. His 

leadership was never accepted or fully supported by earlier party stalwarts such as 

Fred Freeman and his wife Elsie (later Elsie Locke).12 The CPNZ loyally endorsed 

the 1939 Hitler-Stalin pact of mutual non-aggression, and with the outbreak of 

WWII, Leo’s antifascist instincts could not accommodate this accord between 

two supposedly antithetical political systems. He criticized fellow leaders of the 

CPNZ for insufficient militancy, and was expelled in 1940. He promptly formed 

a miniscule breakaway group, the NZ Bolshevik Party. Together with a young 

Palmerston North law clerk named Harold Klein, he published several issues 

of his new party’s journal, the Spark. At least one of these issues was boldly 
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Seditious literature – a hand-lettered copy of Spark, organ of the NZ Bolshevik Party, 1944. Ref: Alexander Turnbull Library, Sim papers.
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handwritten, rather than typed, directly onto the waxed paper stencil from which 

it was duplicated for distribution.13

In the intensely regulated society of wartime New Zealand, the Spark’s non-

aligned extreme leftism was regarded as political arson, and in June 1940 Leo 

and Klein faced serious charges under public safety and censorship regulations. 

Conducting his own defence, Leo related his war record and episodes of public 

service, but he and Klein were each given a year’s imprisonment. In passing 

sentence, the magistrate quoted from the publication, “saying that if the 

statements therein were not revolutionary, he did not know what they were.”14

According to his daughters, Leo’s year in Wellington’s Mt Crawford Prison 

passed without unpleasant incidents and he became very friendly with his fellow 

inmates and the prison warders. Some of both became lifelong family friends 

and continued to visit Chaos for years afterwards. 

After his release Leo found work as a carpenter at the large Linton army camp 

near his home. Clearly undeterred by his recent punishment, he carried on with 

his political activities much as before and according to police records, “busied 

himself in ascertaining the grievances of the workers and agitating on their 

behalf.”15 Although he did not rejoin the CPNZ, he retained his revolutionary 

Marxist views. The Bolshevik Party was reformed and the Spark continued to 

appear sporadically until at least 1944. 

By 1951, aged over 60, Leo decided to become a boilermaker and he spent several 

years boarding in Auckland while also working on the ferries and as a bridge-

building contractor. During the waterfront lockout, he actively defied the Holland 

government’s authoritarian prohibition against providing food or any other form 

of assistance for out-of-work wharfies and their families. Every Friday Leo drove 

his big Bedford truck to outlying farms, loaded it with illegally donated meat 

and other supplies, and worked alongside Waterside Workers’ Union leader Jock 

Barnes to deliver the food to needy locked-out families. He remained a committed 

internationalist and was an active member of the NZ Society for Closer Relations 

with the USSR. In 1952 he also became founding chair of the China Friendship 

Association, later the Auckland branch of the NZ China Friendship Society.

Working for the wharfies – Leo (right) and Watersiders’ president Jock Barnes defy the law to deliver 

supplies to Auckland strikers, 1951.
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“Alcohol got to him in the end,” says his daughter Margaret, “and disappointment 

at seeing the failure of so many of his hopes.” Chaos was always a convivial 

household, and after WWII Leo and May became known for the home-brew and 

“Himatangi Wines” they made from elderberries, apples, apricots or whatever 

fruit was available, and sold at the gate. Sometimes this “homemade” wine was 

actually the notoriously cheap and nasty McWilliams brand, bought by the barrel, 

filtered through a stocking, and bottled with new labels. Sam Hunt was a regular 

customer, and later wrote May a poem (which appears on page 58). 

While in Auckland, Leo was diagnosed with stomach cancer and died in 1957. 

He and May remained devoted until his final days. “He had 2,000 women,” says 

Margaret, “but as far as loving anyone else, there was only mum.”

May outlived her husband by 27 years, and never lost her rebel spirit before her 

death in 1984. In 1960 she attended a Wellington concert by the US singer Paul 

Robeson, and requested his signature tune, “Joe Hill”.16

 

All five of their children went on to live exceptionally long and colourful lives, 

each in their own way exemplifying their parents’ left-wing views and community 

spirit. Margaret, the eldest, is today a vigorous and cogent 95-year-old. She spent 

her working life as a teacher, and a persuasive advocate for the health benefits of 

homegrown organic produce. Her son, Marx Jones, acquired a national profile 

during the 1981 Springbok Tour, when he flew a hired light plane over the third 

test at Eden Park and repeatedly flour-bombed the teams.

Karl, the only boy, showed early aptitude for painting and drawing, and later 

gained notoriety for his convincing copies of works by famous NZ artists such as 

Goldie. The Foxton Forger, as he became known, eventually changed his name by 

deed poll to Goldie to evade accusations of criminal forgery.

A lifelong rebel – Margaret Jones in her W. Auckland home, with family memorabilia.
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Erica (Peach) trained in photography during WWII and at her father’s suggestion 

worked as a radiographer for the famous NZ plastic surgeon Harold Gillies. 

After the war she travelled to London where, like her father 20 years earlier, 

her movements were closely monitored by the secret police. The NZ police 

force informed its British equivalent, in advance of her arrival, that “Although 

Miss Sim’s views are not known and she has not come to attention as in any 

way associated with the local Communist Party, she was in close touch with the 

USSR Embassy in Wellington.” This was evidently sufficient grounds for her 

covert surveillance, and London police reports carefully noted her appearance—

“Good build. Of typical Gipsy appearance. Speaks in very loud coarse voice with 

pronounced Australian/American accent”—and her entirely innocent activities. 

With a panting excitement that is practically audible, Sgt. Davison reported that 

while in London, Peach “habitually kept late hours and frequently entertained 

men in her room, sometimes until well past midnight.” She was employed as 

a radiologist at the London Seamen’s Hospital, where, perhaps to the Special 

Branch’s disappointment, “no complaints have been received by Matron regarding 

her political beliefs.”17 In 1952 Peach returned to NZ from Southampton where, 

“A discreet search of her baggage by HM Customs revealed nothing of interest.”18 

Leomay, the youngest child, was also a lifelong socialist although her son, the 

broadcaster Lindsay Perigo, later propounded libertarian politics.
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Himatangi

When Leo died, his widow Mrs Sim

kept the corner wine-shop running; the roadside

macrocarpa hedge trimmed as neatly as ever.

W-I-N-E it is clipped to spell. Make time, stop there

vineyard prices (cutting government tax).

She’s housed men on the run since World War One.

Inside the house, photographs in sepia:

Leo, Lenin; dead comrades around the walls;

play the player piano; plan the Revolution.

A little lady giving the Red Guard sign

(the right fist raised), she showed me the moon,

“There’s a hammer and sickle up there too!”

Mrs Sim, because of you the moon

will always be a sickle; the hammer

raised, the ceaseless beating heart of a man.

Sam Hunt
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Reviews
The Heading Dog Who Split in Half: Legends and Tall Tales from New Zealand

By Michael Brown and Mat Tait (Nelson: Potton & Burton, 2015)

Reviewed by Ryan Bodman

It’s not often that a book about New Zealand’s past is genuinely fun to read, but 

in the case of The Heading Dog Who Split in Half, that description’s a perfect 

fit. The book traverses the spooky, funny, mystical and ridiculous, bringing to 

life a number of bizarre and compelling stories drawn from New Zealand’s rich 

heritage of folk narrative. 

The seven stories range from the obscure (“The Legend of Tunnel Beach”) to the 

well-known (“The Phantom Canoe”), and deal with themes from race relations 

and class conflict, to New Zealand’s enduring love of booze. While each story 

is unconnected to the next, they are brought into a coherent whole through the 

artistic talents of Mat Tait and the story-telling nous of Michael Brown.

Tait’s illustrations bring the stories to life. Capturing an array of human emotions, 

from love and loss to humour and horror, Tait employs the “modern vernacular 

artform” of the graphic novel to bring these time-worn tales to a new audience. In 

doing so, he adds something extra to each story; from his juxtaposition of Cargill’s 

Castle’s former splendour to its ruins at the edge of 21st-century suburban 

Dunedin, in “The Legend of Tunnel Beach”, to the 1950s sci-fi influence evident 

in the retelling of “The Day the Pub Burned Down!”.

Alongside Tait’s illustrations, Brown’s text also brings a fresh perspective to these 

old tales. The text is lively and often funny, while the depth and detail offered 

by Brown sheds light on the historic and cultural context of each story. The 

inclusion of a historic narrator in “The Heading Dog Who Split in Half” and “A 

Tale of Old Waihi” brings a sense of time and place to the yarns, while the historic 

and cultural detail that accompanies each story transforms the narratives from 

historic curiosities into cultural artefacts. 

Accordingly, The Heading Dog Who Split in Half is not only fun to read, it’s 

brilliantly executed. The book captures all the plot-twists, humour and mystery 

that made the seven stories enduring favourites in the first place, while bringing 

something new to each story. And in doing so, Brown and Tait honour the 

tradition of folk culture, adapting the narratives for changing circumstances, as 

story tellers have been doing for generations.

Wealth and New Zealand

By Max Rashbrooke (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 2015)

Reviewed by Ciaran Doolin

In this compact book Max Rashbrooke examines the wealth dimension of 

economic inequality in New Zealand.  Whereas his two previous studies1 focused 

on income inequality, this new work augments the investigation to include 
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wealth, and examines the relationship between this form of inequality and the 

stratification of income. 

Central to Rashbrooke’s analysis is the work of French economist Thomas 

Piketty. In his sweeping theoretical and empirical study Capital in the Twenty-

First Century, Piketty argues that the ratio of national wealth to income generated 

in a given year is approximately 6:1 historically. Though the two world wars and 

the Depression reduced this ratio by a third, Pikkety argues that it’s now rising 

back to its former level—the equilibrium state of capitalist economies. This ratio 

of wealth to income has profound implications: in particular, wealth holders 

will take about 30% of total national income in any given year—a share which 

increases in proportion to the inequality of the distribution of wealth.  Moreover, 

Piketty posits that the rate of return on capital is usually greater than the rate of 

economic growth (approximately 4-5% and 1-2% respectively). In other words, 

wealth holders need only save a fraction of their income from wealth to see their 

fortunes grow faster than the economy. “Under such conditions it is almost 

inevitable that inherited wealth will dominate wealth amassed from a lifetime’s 

labor by a wide margin,” Piketty observes.2 What results is a society characterised 

by high concentrations of wealth and persisting fortunes from generation to 

generation. In fact, the only period for which this wasn’t true internationally was 

the post-War period from 1950 to 1980.

Some commentators have argued that Piketty’s conclusions are not valid in New 

Zealand. Rashbrooke responds to these claims, citing a study by economist Geoff 

Bertram. Bertram employs Piketty’s methodology in his study and concludes that 

New Zealand’s store of wealth rose from approximately 3.5 times the national 

income in the 1980s, to nearly 5 times in 2014. This places our country in the 

middle of the pack of developed nations and, if the present trend continues, 

we are headed for the aforementioned equilibrium ratio of 6:1—a level some 

countries have already attained. If Piketty’s forecast is correct, “New Zealand’s 

social landscape,” Rashbrooke concludes, “could look alarmingly like something 

out of a Victorian novel, with a sharp divide in life chances between an inherited 

elite and everyone else.”3

Much of New Zealand’s wealth is tied up in property, and the ownership trends 

for such assets provide an instructive case of the growing wealth inequality.  

Reserve Bank data shows that of the $170 billion increase in household wealth 

between June 2011 and June 2014, two-thirds, or $133 billion, was in housing. 

In that time, investment in new housing was just $32 billion, so $100 billion 

of increased wealth was simply due to asset price inflation. Auckland accounts 

for roughly half the increase in the value of the housing market over the last 

decade, but Auckland property owners represent only one-fifth of the population. 

Furthermore, the number of people who own their own home is lower, and falling 

faster, than anywhere else in the country. Policy analyst Alan Johnson concludes 

that the “house price boom has benefited a minority of New Zealanders and it 

would appear that this minority is becoming smaller by the month.”4

Rashbrooke takes issue with the standard argument that if we are concerned 

by the state of social conditions—which have undeniably declined over the last 
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30 years—we should focus on the gap between the poor and the middle. The 

problem, so the argument goes, is not that those with high incomes have good 

outcomes—the problem is that those in poverty have worse outcomes than other 

people. Contrary to this, Rashbrooke emphasises that for anyone interested in 

causation, the study of wealth and its relationship to poverty is crucial. To take 

an illustrative example from human geography, it is the choices of the affluent 

which shape the urban environment: the areas where the poor can afford to 

live are often merely what remains once wealthier households have decided 

where to live. Since the affluent neighbourhoods tend to have better public and 

private infrastructure and services, residential separation further impacts the life 

opportunities of the poor. In the sphere of work, this power disparity is even more 

sharply evident. Rashbrooke cites a recent International Monetary Fund study 

which examines how declining unionisation has increased the income of the top 

tenth of income shares. The weakening of workers’ bargaining power explains 

(on average) 40% of the increase in the share of income going to the rich. This 

effect was more pronounced in New Zealand than any other country surveyed, 

seeing the richest 10% of incomes’ share increasing by 7%. Conversely, the share 

of national income going to people who rely on wages and salaries has shrunk 

dramatically and is considerably lower than that of other developed countries. 

Given that saving or investing surplus income is increasingly becoming an 

exclusive right of those earning high incomes, the growing proportion of income 

absorbed by the affluent readily translates into more concentrated wealth. To 

put it more concretely, salaried workers have lost around $19 billion a year, or 

$10,000 per wage earner per year, to the owners of capital.

The final chapter of the book concerns possible policy responses to address wealth 

and income inequality. These responses fall into five categories: (1) reducing 

income imbalances; (2) narrowing the initial distribution of wealth; (3) using 

tax and endowments to further narrow the distribution; (4) cooling the property 

market; and (5) building a more democratic society. The first four categories 

summarise a fairly conventional—though nonetheless important—set of social 

democratic policies, while the last is the least concrete insofar as it is presented. 

Rashbrooke offers a very limited vision of democratic revival:

Overcoming the growing economic segregation of modern life might 

involve measures that take people into different neighbourhoods, such 

as government-sponsored “gap years” for school leavers to spend time 

working in other communities. But in a more permanent sense, it 

probably involves reviving the ideas of mixed neighbourhoods, so that 

urban developments include a range of social and affordable housing 

alongside owner-occupied homes. Only through consistent contact with 

people in different economic situations will we truly understand the need 

for a fairer and more balanced society.5

It would take a great deal more effort to reconstruct a democratic society than 

what Rashbrooke suggests. There would need to be a systematic overhaul of 

existing institutions and a revival of civil society. For such a project to be feasible a 

new politics would have to emerge, one which does not demure from articulating 
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and challenging the social antagonisms (not least of all, class) which traverse 

contemporary society.

Despite some weaknesses, Rashbrooke has done an excellent job of summarising 

the sparse information on wealth in New Zealand. It makes a fine addition to the 

literature on economic inequality and will no doubt be of considerable use to 

researchers and activists in the years to come.

  1. Ed., Inequality: A New Zealand Crisis (Bridget Williams Books: Wellington, 2013); The Inequality Debate 

      (Bridget Williams Books: Wellington, 2014).

  2. Quoted in Wealth and New Zealand (Bridget Williams Books: Wellington, 2015), 32.

  3. Ibid., 35

  4. Quoted in ibid., 79

  5. Ibid, 112

The Pearl Frontier: Indonesian Labor and Indigenous Encounters in Australia’s 

Northern Trading Network 

By Julia Martinez and Adrian Vickers (Honolulu: University of Hawa‘ai Press, 

2015). Reviewed by Heather Goodall. Revised and reprinted with permission 

from Labour History Melbourne’s Recorder, no. 284, November 2015.

This book should be on the “read urgently” list of every labour historian. Although 

it bucks many disciplinary conventions, it does so with a thoroughgoing analysis 

of the commodification of labour. The book shows how capital works across 

national borders and cultural conventions, racialising labour to slash wages 

where it can but also dodging racial regulations like “White Australia” where it 

needs to.

A powerful and disturbing photograph dominates the plain cover of The Pearl 

Frontier. Abdoel Gafoer meets the eyes of the reader directly in a finely detailed 

image made in 1949, when he signed on for the second time in Australia as a 

diving tender. The authors stress the difficulties of pearl diving when they say 

that this photograph shows a man “worn out by the hard life of pearling”. But 

to the new reader, his steady gaze conveys a quiet defiance alongside his caution 

and patience. Beneath the unbuttoned throat of his grimy work shirt, beside the 

shawl draped over his shoulder, a ceremonial scar on his chest is clearly visible. 

This Yawuru initiation scar, like the assertiveness of Gafoer’s stare, demands the 

recognition that here is someone of high standing. This whole book is stamped 

with Abdoel Gafoer’s challenge: to acknowledge the workers who made the 

Pearl Frontier.

That is no easy task. There is little enough documentation of industrial workers 

of the 1920s, the early period of this book, and few oral accounts of what is 

now a time outside living memory. For agricultural workers there is even less 

information. Abdoel Gafoer was an Indonesian pearl diver who first came to 

Australia in the 1920s, working for a company which regarded him as a nameless 

“coolie” and living in a country which flaunted its “White Australia Policy”. These 

factors make it even more difficult to study the lives and work of men like Abdoel. 

But Julia Martinez and Adrian Vickers have allowed us to learn much more than 

Pearl diver, Frank Hurley, collecting shells 

from the beds of Torres Strait, Queensland, 

c. 1920s/30s. Ref: National Library of Australia, 

Hurley collection. 
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Abdoel Gafoer’s name. They open up the transnational world of pearling, which 

drew as much from the cultures and knowledge of its Indonesian workers and 

their Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, as it did from the 

profit-driven methods of the white company directors who straddled their bases 

in northern Australia and the Indonesian islands in the Timor Sea.

The authors, Martinez and Vickers, are highly respected historians in Australia 

and Indonesia, which makes this collaboration of even greater importance. They 

bring differing bodies of knowledge together to focus on explaining how this 

transnational industry worked. This book is an impressive testament to the rich 

fruit a multidisciplinary approach—involving political history, economics and 

anthropology together with oral history—can bear. By linking broad analysis with 

the finer detail of individual life stories, the authors demonstrate the gendered 

nature of work and the intensely emotional interactions which constituted the 

world of the pearling industry.

The book crosses as many disciplinary borders as it does national ones. 

The authors draws on the anthropology of the cultures and traditions of the 

Indonesian island and maritime communities from which many workers came, 

and situate these accounts in the dynamic political history of Indonesia in the 

1920s, during which period engagements between religious and communist 

mobilisers generated fruitful new organisations. Just as powerfully, it draws on 

the anthropology of Indigenous Northern Australians and their politics, and 

situates them within the political economy of colonialism involving the Dutch 

and British administrations, settlers and frontier adventurers.

The authors explore the complex regulations in colonial law affecting “Indents” 

as well as migrants. How did two European empires manage the tension 

between transnational labour flows, and their determination to establish legal 

frameworks for borders and movements, as well as for racial groupings inside 

and outside these borders? This book not only explores the case study here of an 

industry which was active across the eastern Indian Ocean, but opens up broader 

questions around European expansion and the control of flows of people across 

its emerging borders, as well as the flows of commodities into world markets. 

The role of indenture was crucial to this control of labour throughout European 

colonies during in the late 19th and early 20th twentieth centuries.

One aspect of indenture which this book examines is its link to “apprenticeship” 

in Australia and the broader European colonial system. The authors explore the 

structures of indentured labour in the pearling industry in the Torres Straits 

islands, including the role of indentured Indigenous Australians. This latter 

aspect points to a wider story. Further south, the “Stolen Generations” analysis 

in Australia has focused largely on the intensity of the personal experience of 

removal from families and indigenous culture. This continues to be seen as the 

primary means of cultural control imposed by settler economies. Its origin in, 

and continuing connections to, the political economy of colonialism remains 

poorly examined. This book is serves as a strong reminder that much work 

remains to be done.
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The role of labour unions in Northern Australia in the decades between the two 

World Wars has been an important area of study for many labour historians, 

who have taken various positions on the roles the North Australian Workers’ 

Union and other unions played in the complex race relations of the industry and 

broader community. This book expands that discussion, focusing more directly 

on the dynamics of labour and left-wing politics in Indonesia and of Indigenous 

Australians. This goes beyond the standard practice of viewing the Australian 

unions as only connected with their comrades in the USA or UK.

Another border The Pearl Frontier transgresses is the neat chronology which 

compartmentalises histories into “before” and “after” WWII or looks only at the 

war itself. The racial politics of the pearl industry, like many of its other aspects, 

makes this impossible. The role of the Japanese in the pearling industry, as divers 

and as traders, is a crucial aspect of the early industry explored in the book. This 

segues directly into the history of the war in the eastern Indian Ocean—linking 

Indonesia, occupied by the Japanese army, and northern Australia very directly 

—which had severe implications for the workers in pearling. At no time does the 

political economy of the pearling industry leave the attention of the reader—one 

of the many achievements of the book is its capacity to engage with the global 

political economy of a failing industry while simultaneously grappling with legal 

structures, the impacts of war, and the personal perspectives of interned and 

protesting workers. The book then examines the period after the war during 

which the workers who had come to Australia, initially with the pearling industry, 

now challenged the attempts by conservative post-war governments to reimpose 

the “White Australia Policy”.

The Pearl Frontier opens with a powerful introduction, describing a moving 

event in 2010 when Julia Martinez and Adrian Vickers were able to take the 

photographs and stories they had found in the archives back to the people in 

Broome who were the children and grandchildren of the “Indents” like Abdoel 

Gafoer. The book begins with a poignant vignette, and ends in similar fashion, 

describing the struggles of Abdoel Gafour in the 1960s as he tried to apply for 

permanent residency in Australia so that he could live out his life securely with 

his Aboriginal family. Many others were unable to succeed in the way that Gafoer 

was eventually able to do. The closing chapter brings these heartbreaking stories 

into sharp focus, drawing together the many threads of the book.

This is an analysis which moves effectively between the emotion of personal 

stories—the lives of workers and their families—across two empires to the 

financial capitals of the world. Labour relations are today again embedded in a 

transnational global economy, but this was also the case in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, as workers crossed borders and cultures to make the profits 

which fuelled those empires and their expansion. This book presents a unique 

view into that world of transnational labour which is just as important for the 

labour historians of Melbourne or Sydney as it is for those of the extraordinary 

industries of the seas between northern Australia and eastern Indonesia.

Barry Pateman is the Reviews Editor of the Bulletin. If you have material you think 

we should review, or want to review for us, then please contact reviews@lhp.org.nz
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