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There have been quite a number of events around the country relating to labour 

history in the past few months. We have limited space to report on these, so what 

we have recorded here is only a snapshot. Keep an eye out for further interesting 

events in the coming months.

Courtesy of one of those serendipitous moments that historians usually only 

dream of, Mark Derby has uncovered a trove of new information about the life of 

Alex Maclure, a Canadian who studied at Otago University in the 1930s and was 

killed in action with the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War. A 

brief account of his life appeared in Derby’s Kiwi Compañeros – New Zealand and 

the Spanish Civil War. This new information has furnished Derby with a much 

richer picture of the life of this remarkable young man, which he presents here 

in a fascinating article. 

The timing of Derby’s article is apposite. This year marks 80 years since the 

beginning of the Spanish Civil War. It is difficult to ignore the ominous parallels 

between the 1930s and the world today: economic recession and austerity, 

gaping inequality, and an increasingly unaccountable political class. Again we 

are witnessing the political consequences of that vicious confluence of social 

and economic crises: far-right populism. It was against a similar, though better 

organised and more militant, enemy that Alex Maclure fought and died. A 

posthumous tribute says it all: “he demonstrated that New Zealand can point 

to men to whom freedom means more than life itself”. We would do well to 

remember those like Maclure—we need them today more than ever.

Donald Phillipps traces the footsteps of a path-finding New Zealand-born 

journalist Evelyn Isitt. She began her journalism and literary career as part of the 

temperance movement, before becoming a regular columnist for the Dominion, 

and finally the London correspondent for the Manchester Guardian (now The 

Guardian). Isitt was a tireless advocate for women’s political and industrial 

rights, and had a keen eye for injustice, never shying away from criticising those 

in authority. 

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 (see Bulletin no. 

66, April 2016), Clarke analysed the present state of the union movement and the 

left, and identified a number of historical and contemporary factors responsible 

for its languid position. In the second part of his lecture, published here, he 

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Editorial
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Chair’s report

directly addressed the title question.

Finally, I would like to thank Ross Webb and Barry Pateman for their continuing 

work as the Research Editor and Reviews Editor respectively, and Deb Farquhar 

for her assistance with proofreading. 

Ciaran Doolin

Editor

It was fantastic to see so many people brave a horrible Wellington night to attend 

our AGM.  The AGM talks reflected our focus on bringing together struggles of 

the past with struggles of the present. Cybéle Locke and Eleanor Chisholm talked 

about their research into the history of renters organising, and Robert Whittaker 

from Renters United talked about organising now. All three talks were excellent, 

as was the discussion that followed.

At the AGM we also announced the Bert Roth Award. The report is included in 

this issue and I recommend people check out both the winner and shortlist as a 

whole. Each year the shortlist gets longer and longer—which shows the health of 

labour history in New Zealand in many different forms. 

We have some exciting projects coming up. Towards the end of last year, the Labour 

Party approached us about a joint project identifying and securing archives of the 

Labour Party that are currently in private hands. Thanks to excellent work from 

Claire-Louise McCurdy, Anna Green, Jess Moran, Richard Hill and Jock Phillips, 

a lotteries application for funding was successful. Hopefully the project will 

ensure that a range of sources about the history of the Labour Party is accessible 

to future historians. 

We’ve said goodbye to some very longstanding committee members this year. 

During the year Toby Boraman, Marie Russell and James Taylor had to step 

down. They were all long-serving members of the committee who had taken 

on substantial roles. Toby had been the Secretary before Claire-Louise, Marie 

the Bulletin Editor and instigator of many exciting projects, and James the 

dedicated webmaster. They are all missed and their contributions, both in those 

roles and many others, are recognised by the committee. We welcome Asher 

Wilson-Goldman to the committee—it’s great to have new people involved. The 

committee is having a planning day next month to plan our work over the next 

year—look out for information about that in the next issue.

Grace Millar

Chairperson
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Melissa Matutina Williams: winner of the 2016 Bert Roth Award
Putting together the shortlist for the Bert Roth Award is always a pleasure. We 

get to explore a range of work that documents and values people’s everyday lives, 

work and resistance. This year involved reading theses and books, streaming 

television and going on a walking tour.

The committee used the same criteria as last year: How well does the work reveal 

exploitation and people’s efforts to challenge exploitation?  Does it give voice to 

those whose histories remain out of view or marginal to mainstream history? Is 

it well written or presented and is the work accessible to the public?

Shortlist

Rosemary Anderson, “The origins of Cook Island migration to New Zealand, 

1920-1950” (MA thesis, University of Otago, 2015). (https://ourarchive.otago.

ac.nz/handle/10523/5447)

Maria Bargh, A Hidden Economy: Maori in the Privatised Military Industry 

(Wellington: Huia, 2015).

Andrew Dean, Ruth, Roger and Me: Debts and Legacies (Wellington: Bridget 

Williams Books, 2015).

Ian Dougherty, The People’s University: A Centennial History of the Canterbury 

Workers’ Educational Association 1915-2015 (Christchurch: Canterbury University 

Press, 2015).

News round-up
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Mary Durham, The Women of Pike River, 2015. (https://www.tvnz.co.nz/ondemand/

the-women-of-pike-river)

International Socialist Organisation, “A Radical Walking Tour of Victoria 

University”, 24 February 2015.

Mike Jonathan, Freezing Works, Maori Television, 2015. 

(http://www.maoritelevision.com/tv/shows/pakipumeka-aotearoa-new-zealand-

documentaries/S06E001/freezing-works)

Ross Webb, “‘Your livelihood is on the line’: Freezing workers in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand 1973-1994” (MA thesis, University of Auckland, 2015).

Melissa Williams, Panguru and the City: Kainga Tahi, Kainga Rua (Wellington: 

Bridget Williams Books, 2015).

We awarded the prize to Melissa Matutina Williams. Ranginui Walker described 

Williams’ book Panguru and the City: Kainga Tahi, Kainga Rua as a revelation, and 

we at the LHP agree. Through oral histories, Williams presents the stories of Te 

Rarawa ki Hokianga whanau who migrated from Panguru to Auckland City in 

the post-WWII decades. Panguru people speak to how they developed new home-

places to “be Maori” in the city—first the inner city and then state housing suburbs 

—while simultaneously maintaining connections to Panguru tribal homelands.  

The author pays particular attention to how rangatahi negotiated these new 

spaces. Work is central to this history—employment drew Panguru people to the 

city and they remade Auckland workplaces to continue tribal cultural practices 

in a place where they were a minority. Williams unpacks “workplace-whanau”—a 

set of Maori cultural practices applied on the shop floor and controlled by Maori, 

which employers accommodated in order to retain their employees during 

labour shortages. Brown Peita recalled when their management at the Auckland 

Electric Power Board decided to enforce the time period for breaks to discourage 

the cooking of kai:

One time our Pakeha bosses didn’t like us cooking. They told us, no more 

cooking. So, we went by the rules. Smoko, ten o’clock, till a quarter past 

ten. Twelve o’clock break ‘til half past twelve. Three o’clock, till a quarter 

past three. And one day, our boss [a Maori foreman] said, “We’re gonna 

beat ‘em”…. All the big bosses of the Power Board was there [the next 

morning when we] started pulling our cable. Boss, looking at his watch, 

“Whoa!” Usually we don’t stop when we start pulling a cable, but he said, 

“Whoa, smoko.” So, went to smoko, come back, started pulling the cable 

again, and the cable stretched. Ooh, the Power Board was jumping up and 

down. And the boss said, “Well, you said to us stick to the rule… usually 

we don’t stop, we wait till we finished pulling the cable and then we have 

smoko. But you want that rule, we’re gonna break your cable.” So, they 

allowed us to go back to cooking again. Oh, beautiful. Usually fifteen, 

twenty minutes, and we’re back to work again… leave the cook to do the 

clean-up. Great!  
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Williams also explores the separate work spaces of Māori men and women and 

beautifully disrupts the demarcation between male breadwinners and female 

domesticity, which dominates Pākehā labour history of this period.  

Other works on the shortlist resonated with Panguru and the City in interesting 

and important ways. Williams focuses on the 1950s-1970s, a time when work 

was reasonably secure.  Other works explore the time that followed. Ross Webb’s 

MA thesis “‘Your Livelihood is on the Line’: Freezing Workers in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand, 1973–1994” draws on oral history to unpack the workplace and union 

culture of freezing workers at Westfield and Tomoana freezing works. It focuses 

on workers’ negotiation of a time of disempowering economic change in the late 

20th century. Webb allows workers to tell their own stories of camaraderie and 

whanaungatanga in the workplace, and demonstrates how such solidarities and 

kinship ties spilled over into local communities. He pays attention to how ethnic 

and gender identities moulded and sometimes disrupted class solidarity. This 

thesis is beautifully illustrated and makes for powerful and poignant reading.

Andrew Dean’s Ruth, Roger and Me: Debts and Legacies is a labour of love and 

will resonate with the “children of the Mother of All Budgets”—those of us who 

entered the workforce and tertiary education after 1991. It is a highly personalised 

account, revealing neoliberalism as a political ideology and exploring how its 

implementation gave us the student loan scheme, poverty wages, unpaid 

internships, casual contracts, unemployment, under-employment and the 

spiralling cost of housing. Dean traces the emotional cost of neoliberalism: 

discomfort and disconnection. In a conversational style, he reminds us that 

the architects of these policies went to university for free, were eligible for 

benefits that covered the cost of living and benefited from state housing and full 

employment.

Maria Bargh’s work on Māori contractors in the defence industry addresses 

the question: What work do people do now? Her book is based on in-depth 

interviews she conducted with Māori defence contractors, and these contractors 

articulate crucial issues about their lives and experiences. Bargh gave space for 

her interviewees to explore the complications of their position. Bargh questions 

how to conceptualise the Māori economy and the role of the military in that 

economy. Bargh’s work shares a common thread with Melissa William’s book 

in that it explores the movement of Māori and Pacific people to, away from and 

around New Zealand. 

Freezing Works, a documentary available on demand, tells the story of a small 

group of New Zealand freezing workers, mostly Māori, who travel to Iceland 

to work in that country’s short freezing-works season. Connected to home with 

emails and skype in a way those who had travelled from Panguru to the city in 

the past could never have imagined, Freezing Works shows what contemporary 

migration for work looks like. In it the New Zealand migrants reflect on their 

experience: one interviewee says, “here we are, over here, taking their jobs.” In a 

time of economic crisis where migrants easily become scapegoats, telling stories 

in which those who travel for work are portrayed as “us” rather than “them” is an 

important alternative perspective.
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The final work that explores the movement of Māori and Pacific Island people is 

Rosemary Anderson’s MA thesis about Cook Island migration to New Zealand.  

She places WWII firmly in the centre of this history—which creates interesting 

contrasts with Bargh’s work. She discusses in detail the scheme to allow young 

Cook Island women to come to New Zealand to work as domestic servants. She 

explores what life was like for women before they left home, how they dealt with 

work while they were here, and argues that the importance of this scheme has 

been underestimated in understanding Cook Island migration to New Zealand. 

Not every work on the shortlist traverses the same themes. Ian Dougherty’s The 

People’s University: A Centennial History of the Canterbury Workers’ Educational 

Association 1915-2015 is an impressively detailed history of the organisation that 

was set up in 1915 by a “loose coalition” of Christchurch academics, trade union 

leaders and Christian socialists to provide to working people a university-level 

education—at that time “too much the privilege of the few”. By documenting 

the engagement of students, tutors, volunteers and staff over one hundred years 

of innovation, retrenchment and adaptation to social, economic and political 

change, the author provides a particular angle on labour history. Canterbury 

WEA’s surveys of their participants and evaluations of their programmes against 

their founding principles reveal changing understandings of gender and gender 

roles and shifting definitions of “working class”, “work” and “worker”.

Some aspects of Mary Durham’s documentary The Women of Pike River tell a 

story that is familiar to our audience. Both the initial explosion and the terrible 

response have by now been extensively examined (including by Rebecca 

MacFie in Tragedy at Pike River, the first winner of the Bert Roth Award). This 

documentary, concentrating on the women who lost husbands, partners and 

sons, takes what you already know but transports you from an abstract event to 

the personal experiences of bereaved families. It shows the struggle of families 

to obtain some kind of recognition from the justice system and also to find a way 

to remember their loved ones in the absence of their bodies. It emphasises the 

importance of remembering not just the horror of the totality of what happened, 

but also the individual experiences of the people affected.

In March of 2015, at the beginning of the new university year, the International 

Socialist Organisation organised a radical walking tour of Victoria University, 

run by Dougal McNeill. This tour covered student resistance from the 1930s to 

the present day. Past struggles are all around us, and this walking tour brought 

out the layers of history that have been laid down at the university and would be 

forgotten unless we take the time to remember them. As well as covering some 

of the more famous protest movements—students’ struggles over education 

and their involvement in anti-war and anti-apartheid movements—the tour also 

covered moments that are not as well known. Dougal pointed out the house of 

Blair Peach, who studied at Victoria University and died at the hands of London 

police. There is no record of his history—and most students now would not have 

heard his name.  
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Peter Conway Memorial Lecture: Helen Kelly – “Better Work for a 
Better World” By Ross Webb

On 22 June, Helen Kelly delivered a lecture to a packed room at Victoria 

University’s Rutherford Room. Kelly opened with a story that outlined the main 

theme of her talk: the local and global dimensions of the challenges the union 

movement faces today.

Eramiha Pairama, 19 years old, was killed breaking out logs on a forestry site 

in Whakatane. On the last day of the first week back after Christmas, working 

on the last tree for the day, he was killed—hit by a log. He was the first of ten 

fatalities that year in an industry with only 6,500 workers—at that time over 

1,000 of them were so badly injured they had been on ACC for more than a year. 

Pairama was named after a well-known carver and was Tuhoe. His family was 

most offended that his employer and workmates called him “trout”—his family 

say this damaged his mana and was symbolic of a culture in both forestry and 

this firm that bullied young workers and denied them a voice and identity. The 

forest Pairama was cutting was run by a company with massive foreign pension 

funds invested in it—PF Olsen—including the funds of the Canadian public 

services and Ontario teachers’ union pension funds. They benefited from his 

labour. Kelly called this a “new form of colonisation”—in which those still able to 

secure union membership are involved. Moreover, divorced of his international 

rights in effect by endless privatisation and attacks on union rights, Pairama was 

working on land that at one stage may have belonged to Tuhoe. “With few work 

choices and little resources, a reportedly very bright kid, ends up working for 

the new coloniser and its international investment funds, and in a supplicant 

manner and in such unsafe circumstances injury or death had a high likelihood 

of happening, and with no union or even the likelihood of one at this time, this 

risk increased,” Kelly said. “The colonisers are organised differently, but the 

impact is the same.”

Helen Kelly’s lecture was delivered as part of the newly-established Peter Conway 

Memorial Lecture, an annual event to honour the memory of Peter Conway— 

union leader, economist, internationalist and founding Trustee of UnionAID. 

The theme of the talk, “Better Work for a Better World”, is the by-line of the 
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event organiser UnionAID (Aotearoa International Development), a charitable 

trust supporting workers from unions in Asia Pacific countries. The lecture was 

introduced by Ross Wilson, Chair of Trustees for UnionAID, and Helen Kelly was 

introduced by Liz Riddiford, the partner of the late Peter Conway. Kelly addressed 

workers’ rights at the local and global level, drawing links between the conditions 

and treatment of workers in Aotearoa and the rest of the world. Kelly highlighted 

the role of unions as public institutions and the kinds of issues unions needed to 

address: the political and public role, resisting the rise of oligarchy globally, and 

ensuring the safety of workers at a local, national and international level. Kelly 

described a number of alarming trends and suggested some ways that unions 

could respond. For example, the contemporary trend of corporations entering 

into complex interdependent relationships with other firms. Through economic 

restructuring, increased subcontracting, and the penetration of finance into 

much of the economy, the boundaries of each individual firm are often blurred.  

These complicated webs—like that of the union members’ pensions funds 

invested in forestry—are designed to separate money from responsibility. Union 

organisation and representation is difficult, to say the least, in this environment. 

Helen Kelly and the late Peter Conway.

Kelly detailed further examples of issues concerning workplace safety. Ken 

Callow was a 34-year-old forestry worker who was crushed to death in the 

Wharerata Forest. According to the official Department of Labour report, Ken 

Callow was the “architect of his own demise”. In another case, when Kelly and 

Peter Cranney visited the Imaly freezing works in Whanganui to talk to workers 

about the ongoing dispute with Affco/Talley’s, they were approached by a worker 

who lifted up his shirt to reveal a scar up the side of his chest. He told Kelly and 

Cranney his story. For some time, workers were concerned about the offal wall, 

which was rotting. It finally gave way onto the cutting floor, and this particular 

worker was told to clean up the mess. With no safety gear, he got offal in his eye. 

The following day, he had all his heart valves replaced. “This is an unreported 

case of serious harm,” Kelly explained. “He’s a very sick man.”

Lastly, Kelly discussed unions as public institutions with public roles. We get 

upset when media freedom or the courts are under threat, she said, or when 

university academics aren’t allowed to speak out. But attacks on workers’ rights 

are not treated in the same way. For unions to be stronger public institutions 
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they need to serve not just members. Unions need to make their mission greater, 

locally and globally. As a recent example, Kelly discussed the International 

Labour Organisation (she was on the Governing Body) and its recent decisions 

to support refugees working in Europe as a response to the crisis. Kelly also 

discussed the work that Peter Conway did in the Asia-Pacific region to organise 

workers and support unions.  

Lastly, Kelly ended with a story about Brazil. In 2004, Brazilian President Lula 

declared fighting child labour a high priority. Kelly visited Brazil in the months 

before President Lula was elected. “There were kids everywhere,” she said, 

“working on building sites, pushing wheelbarrows; eight or nine year olds 

cleaning the hotels. [It was] an absolutely unregulated child labour market.” 

Lula, who himself began to work at the age of eleven, introduced a working for 

families scheme. Families were paid income replacement to send their children 

to school. Children got fed at schools and the schools sourced food from the local 

community. Children flooded into the school system to such an extent that within 

three years of the initiative, 98 per cent of children were enrolled in primary 

education. As a result, wages of the workforce increased as child labour was no 

longer available. Lula was a union leader before being becoming president, and 

was elected because of his popularity among working people. But now, just as 

the Brazilian economy is encountering trouble, the Brazilian rich have acted and 

President Rousseff, Lula’s successor, is facing impeachment. “It breaks my heart 

what’s happening there,” Kelly said. 

For the full talk, go to:

http://unionaid.org.nz/2016/07/helen-kelly-lecture/

Social Movements, Resistance and Social Change Conference
The LHP is presenting a panel at the Third Annual Social Movements, Resistance 

and Social Change Conference at Victoria University, 1-3 September:

Struggles of the Present; Struggles of the Past

People make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they 

do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances 

existing already, given and transmitted from the past. 

What impact does historical consciousness have on current struggles? For 

younger activists discussion of the past can feel like left-wing nostalgia— 

things were better then and what you’re doing now is not good enough. 

But a long memory of what has been done to us is a potent weapon, a 

knowledge of the many ways that people have fought and won in the past 

can build hope.

The past shapes everything about the current world, including the way we 

remember it. Union movements themselves were a way that memories 

about past struggle were held onto and transmitted. The attacks on the 

movement in the 1990s didn’t just deunionise workplaces—they destroyed 



LHP BULLETIN 67 - AUGUST 2016

13

a lot of the way that knowledge of the past was transmitted.

One of the goals of the Labour History Project is to link present struggles 

with struggles of the past.  For example, by bringing together researchers 

who studied casualisation on the waterfront in the 1920s and 1930s with 

unionists working in the fast-food industry today. In this panel, members 

of the Labour History Project will talk about the relationship between 

present struggles and their research and knowledge about the past.

The conference is being run in conjunction with the public launch of Economic 

and Social Research Aotearoa, a progressive think tank. The journal Counterfutures: 

Left Thought and Practice Aotearoa will invite presenters to submit papers (to be 

double-blind peer reviewed) toward a special issue to be published in 2017.

University of Canterbury launches website dedicated 
to anti-militarist Cantabrians of WWI
A joint project between the University of Canterbury’s School of Humanities and 

Creative Arts and the Disarmament and Security Centre has culminated in the 

launch of a new website focusing on the untold stories of WWI. Developed by 

the UC Arts Digital Lab, the website—www.voicesagainstwar.nz—was launched by 

UC Chancellor Dr John Wood and Deputy Pro-Vice-Chancellor of the College of 

Arts Professor Paul Millar in May. 

The website is dedicated to recovering and uncovering the often unsung voices 

and stories of those who stood against WWI and helped establish various anti-

war organisations before, during and after the war. “It’s important to remember 

that not all Canterbury people at the time had the same opinions about the war,” 

Dr Buckingham says.

The website has 20 stories of Canterbury women, men and their families who 

courageously spoke out against militarism, conscription and war because of their 

religious, pacifist and/or socialist convictions. “We wanted to contribute to the 

WWI centenary commemorations, but to show the initiatives for peace being 

taken at the community level throughout Canterbury. There’s a really strong 

history of radicalism and resistance in Canterbury, and this is shown in the fact 
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that there were more than 60 Cantabrians imprisoned for their anti-war beliefs 

at the time. It’s a little known story.” 

The website covers the anti-conscription movement prior to WWI; conscription 

and those who objected; women supporting conscientious objectors; the response 

of the Labour movement to conscription; and the legacy of the WWI peace 

movement. “There is generally very little known about how many Canterbury 

men became political prisoners,” Dr Buckingham says. “Some were incarcerated 

in the old Lyttelton Gaol, more than 60 in the new prison at Paparoa and more 

than 20 endured military detention in Fort Jervois on Ripapa Island.”  

Christchurch was the birthplace of many of the peace and anti-war groups 

which later spread to other parts of the country, she says. “Few know that the 

first woman elected to the Christchurch City Council in 1917 was Ada Wells, a 

suffragist and outspoken critic of war. Men who later became political leaders 

were among those imprisoned.” Dr Buckingham says descendants of some of 

the men and women highlighted on the website have already uncovered new 

information and photos.  

The University of Canterbury will host the site for ten years and the website will 

provide a resource for the community. The project is partly funded by a grant 

from the Lottery World War One Commemoration Fund.  

A history of the Passive Resistors’ Union 1912-1914, whose members were 

incarcerated at Ripapa Island for refusal to comply with the compulsory military 

training scheme, was published in Bulletin, no. 64, August 2015 and no. 65, 

November 2015.

For more information contact:

Associate Professor Dr Jane Buckingham, Department of History, University 

of Canterbury, jane.buckingham@canterbury.ac.nz; 

Margaret Agnew, Senior External Relations Advisor, University of Canterbury, 

margaret.agnew@canterbury.ac.nz

Top Left: Bob Semple upon his release from prison for sedition. 

Voices Against War, http://www.voicesagainstwar.nz/items/show/65.

Bottom Left: Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom in Auckland, May 1916.

Voices Against War, http://www.voicesagainstwar.nz/items/show/58.
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Margaret Jones, 1920-2016 By Mark Dunick

Auckland lost one of its most colourful characters when Margaret Jones died on 

19 June aged 95. Margaret was a lifelong communist, animal rights activist and 

organic food advocate. She was politically active her entire life and was loved by 

everyone she met, apart from the occasional police officer. 

She was born Marguerite Burnett Sim on 21 November 1920 in Eltham, Taranaki. 

Her parents, Leo and Mary Sim, were both communists and her father was 

recently profiled in the LHP Bulletin no. 66, April 2016. Mary and Leo had five 

children and Margaret was the oldest. She always said she had imbibed Marxism 

with her mother’s milk, as she was breast fed at early communist party meetings. 

As a small child, Margaret accompanied her mother collecting donations for the 

legal defence of the Italian American anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti. She was 

present when her mother was arrested at an unemployed march in Palmerston 

North in 1934.

Margaret spent her childhood at her parent’s farm in Himatangi, near Foxton. 

Leo and Mary were key members of the Communist Party of New Zealand and 

the family farm attracted a stream of interesting visitors, including socialists 

from Australia and further afield. George Bernard Shaw stopped in at the family 

home during his New Zealand visit in 1934. Margaret recalled Shaw refusing 

to eat the roast chicken her mother had cooked not realising their guest was a 

vegetarian. While Margaret was not a vegetarian herself she became interested 

in animal rights and joined the New Zealand branch of the British Union for the 

Abolition of Vivisection (BUAV) a year after Shaw’s visit. 

When Margaret left school she enrolled in teacher training college in Wellington. 

While she was in Wellington she made regular visits to Mt Crawford prison where 

her father spent a year after being convicted for distributing seditious literature.

 Margaret was a keen gardener and was interested in growing healthy food. She 

became an early member of the Humic Compost Society, and continued her 

membership as the society evolved into the Soil and Health Association and later 

Organics NZ. She also joined early anti-apartheid protests in Wellington.
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Margaret married Neville Jones and they had five children. Initially they lived 

in Whanganui, before moving to Auckland in 1963. Margaret continued her 

involvement in politics, and was arrested for disrupting a game during the South 

African softball team visit in 1976. Anti-racism protesters picketed outside the 

venue. However Margaret had bought tickets to the game and sat inside with 

her own referee’s whistle, which she blew every time the ball was hit, distracting 

the players and disrupting the game until she was arrested. She took part in all 

the big Auckland marches against the 1981 Springbok Tour, and her proudest 

moment was when her son Marx flew a light plane over Eden Park during the 

final test match.

Margaret actively supported anti-vivisection campaigns throughout her life. 

When the BUAV finally closed in 1978 she joined the newly formed New Zealand 

Anti-Vivisection Society and remained an active member, often taking part in 

protests and organising street stalls. In 2005, when she was 83, she was arrested 

during protests against an animal experimentation conference after a table was 

knocked over at the Ministry of Agriculture’s head office. She was thrilled when 

the police charged her with “disorderly behaviour likely to incite violence”. They 

soon dropped the charge when they realised how many media representatives 

planned to attend her court case. She remained active, serving on the executive 

committee of NZAVS until her death. She could be counted on to always support 

youth and enthusiasm. 

Margaret was a regular and colourful presence on union picket lines and protests 

around Auckland, with her trademark red hat and her favourite placard which 

simply said “Workers of the World Unite”. 

Margaret (left) and the Sim family in 1931, their political affiliation proudly displayed.

She was full of energy and enjoyed dancing and parties. She even starred in a 

music video for the 2002 song “Girls and Boys” by American band Good Charlotte. 

Margaret was as inspiration to several generations of Auckland activists, and will 

be sadly missed.
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Recent and current research

Fred Hollows Documentary By Mark Derby

Last year the LHP was contacted by an Australian TV producer hoping to find 

out about the early life of internationally renowned, NZ-born, eye surgeon Fred 

Hollows, for a new feature-length documentary (see Bulletin no. 65, November 

2015, 17). A lifelong friend of Hollows, another left-wing doctor named Bill Glass, 

provided the required information. Some extracts from a lengthy interview with 

Bill Glass follow:

Fred’s father Joe was an engine driver who later grew chrysanthemums 

commercially. He was also a dedicated follower of the Church of Christ. 

I remember seeing him once, lying in bed with the Bible on one side 

and the People’s Voice [the Communist Party of New Zealand’s (CPNZ) 

weekly paper] on the other—he saw no contradiction between the two. 

The family were all proselytizers….

 

Fred started out studying at a bible college in Dunedin, before switching 

to the medical school. From about 1949 he and I shared a flat with three 

other medical students. We were an unusual group—talkers rather than 

doers. We all smoked pipes, liked classical music, had prints of great 

modern artists on the walls. And many books—Dostoevsky, Dos Passos….

 

Fred and one of the others, Peter Brandt, liked back-country climbing. 

They met Bill Barrowman, a scheelite miner and old Marxist. He changed 

Fred’s thinking quite a bit, and Marx replaced Jesus Christ as a solution….

 

Our flat became a centre of radical thinking. Our political heroes included 

Norman Bethune and Cheddi Jagan, the then-prime minister of British 

Guyana….
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On one holiday, Fred went guiding down the Fox Glacier. He came back 

and introduced us to his wife, Dr Mary Gregory. We all loved Mary. She 

later took off to Australia and he followed her and finished his medical 

training there. They later worked at Porirua Mental Hospital and in 

Auckland….

 

Fred and I both qualified in 1956. We joined the CPNZ soon afterwards. 

They didn’t know what the hell to do with us—everyone else was leaving 

the party at that time over the Soviet invasion of Hungary. I resigned in 

about 1963 but I kept supporting the party financially….

 

We were both under police surveillance, and we missed out on jobs 

because of our political affiliations. At the retirement party for [ former 

director-general of public health] Harold Turbott, he told me that when 

I applied for the position of Medical Officer of Health at Dunedin, [SIS 

director-general] Brigadier Gilbert phoned him and ordered, “You can’t 

send Glass.”

Bill Glass and Fred and Mary Hollows remained close friends until Fred’s death 

in 1993.

Pat Hickey in “Wobblies of the World: Towards a Global History 
of the IWW” By Peter Clayworth

I am contributing a paper, “Pat Hickey and the IWW: a transnational relationship”, 

to an edited collection provisionally titled Wobblies of the World: Towards a 

Global History of the IWW. The collection is being edited in the USA and will 

be published by Pluto Press. It will contain papers by writers from a range of 

different countries. The book looks at the IWW as a transnational organisation, 

how the Wobblies spread around the world and the comparative role the IWW 

played in different countries. My paper examines the changing relationship Red 

Fed activist Pat Hickey had with the Wobblies, in the USA, New Zealand and 

Australia. It will show how Hickey shifted from initial support for the Wobblies 

through to eventually becoming an opponent of the IWW.

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

would be of interest to our readers, please contact the Research Editor at 

rosswebb12@gmail.com 
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A Pig Islander in 
the Spanish Civil War:
Some New Evidence
By Mark Derby
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Albacete, Spain

16 July 1937

Dear comrade

I guess you folks have heard that I got over here. There is another New Zealander in 

our battalion, Wm, McDonald, of Dunedin. He is the only “Pig Islander” I have seen, 

though it is reported there is a fellow Spiller somewhere around.1 

As a fighter with Republican forces in the Spanish Civil War, Alex Maclure firmly 

aligned himself with other New Zealand volunteers. In this letter, published in 

the Communist Party of New Zealand’s Workers’ Weekly, he refers to himself as 

a “Pig Islander”, a term then applied to New Zealanders by other nationalities.

Yet Maclure had been born in Canada, and he only arrived in New Zealand in 

1931, aged 19, to study at Otago University. A brief account of his experiences in 

New Zealand, and later in Spain, appeared in the book Kiwi Compañeros – New 

Zealand and the Spanish Civil War.2 That account was taken largely from local 

newspaper reports and left many questions unanswered. Recently uncovered 

historical evidence has provided valuable further information on Maclure’s 

background, activities and motives. 

Some of this new material has been provided by historian Ali Clarke, who 

has researched Otago University records in preparation for writing its 150th 

anniversary history. Quite independently, one of Maclure’s descendants, Heather 

Tichenor, wrote from Canada to ask for information about her uncle, who she had 

never met. Ali’s information was passed on to Heather and other relatives. As a 

result, the Maclure family reopened a remarkable cache of historical documents 

and provided copies of them along with other family memories. These combined 

efforts have created a fuller picture of a gifted and deeply dedicated young man. 

Alexander Crocker Maclure was born in 1911 in Westmount, a wealthy 

Anglophone suburb of Montreal, where his father was a businessman. Alex was 

the eldest of five children and, according to his nephew Richard, was very close 

to his younger brother Ken in their youth. “They once wrote a birdwatching 

column, called ‘Chickadee Notes’, for a weekly newspaper, and in their late teens 

they undertook a horseback trek from Montreal to Algonquin Park (north of 

Toronto).”3 

At Montreal High School Alex was a star debater and also gained the Dominion 

Rifle Association medal and other awards for marksmanship.4 After graduating 

with high honours, he left for Fort Churchill in subarctic northern Manitoba, on 

the western shore of Hudson Bay.
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Few photos and other family records of his early life exist, since a fire destroyed 

the warehouse where his brother and sister-in-law Ken and Margaret stored their 

belongings during diplomatic service in Poland in the early 1960s.5 However 

Margaret, still living in a nursing home in Ottawa, has an envelope of documents 

about Alex. These include a copy of a handwritten ten-page letter sent by Ken 

Maclure to an unidentified friend in early 1938. Extracts from this letter are given 

here, apparently their first appearance in print:

… [Alex] came back from Fort Churchill where he had been working as a wireless 

operator on a tug-boat, dredging the harbour. During the two years and more he 

spent between high school and college, he worked in the main among labouring men, 

especially of the seafaring variety. On an icebreaker all one winter and later on a coastal 

boat running between Halifax and St. Pierre & Miquelon, naturally enough, I suppose, 

he saw a rather seamy side of life. But he said that no matter how black a reputation 

some men might have, after he got to know them he invariably found something to like 

and admire in them. Some were pretty tough, too, from what I heard.

Just after I had started McGill [University in Montreal], he came back, and with Dad 

and the Dean of Engineering at McGill, discussed the Engineering Colleges of the 

English-speaking world, and with the Dean’s approbation chose the School of Mines 

of the University of New Zealand at Otago. Following this decision he set off for New 

Zealand to enter the mining course at its opening in March 1931…

Further details of Alex’s studies at Otago are summarized by Ali Clarke in the 

blog for her research project. She confirms that the School of Mines “had a 

distinguished international reputation…. There were only around 1100 students 

at Otago when Maclure arrived, and he quickly earned the reputation of being 

the most politically radical person on campus”. In this Depression period, most 

Otago students were 

conservative members of the middle class, preoccupied with completing 

their qualifications. There were a few, like future history professor Angus 

Ross, who were shocked by the poverty they witnessed in those difficult 

times and took an active interest in politics as a result, but Maclure was 

A motley group of Canadian volunteers to the civil war give the Red Front salute during a village celebration 

in May 1937. Alex Maclure in beret at extreme right. This photo is likely to be the one referred to in this article 

as “a snapshot, taken sometime last summer, of a group of them, including Alex”.
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unusual in being a committed member of the Communist Party (it 

expelled him more than once for unorthodox views).6 

Otago’s student newspaper, Critic, recalled Maclure a decade after his death:

Maclure the madman, Maclure the perfervid Communist…. Wearing a 

broken down pair of slippers, his spectacles tied up with countless pieces 

of string, he was to be found wherever politics were discussed. At the 

Public Questions Union, the Independent Radical Club, the Mock Trial 

and Parliament, at meetings of the Communist Party.7

Ali Clarke: 

He was always up for a discussion and a very good speaker, though his 

views shocked many. He started out living at the Dunedin YMCA and later 

lived in digs in Cumberland and Hyde Streets. His university enrolment 

card for 1935 gave his address as “no fixed abode”; that may have been 

when friends recalled him living in a deserted house, unable to afford 

heating or food. He had little choice but to turn to his parents for financial 

support.8

In the university’s enrollment records Clarke found a letter to Alex from his father, 

dated March 1935. It is written on the letterhead of Canada’s Royal Empire Society, 

of which he was the Council chairman, and agrees to remit funds for his son’s 

support.9 This promised money may not have arrived. Another nephew, Malcolm 

Maclure, says, “The story I heard from my mother was that, while Alex was 

studying in New Zealand he became short of money, due to a miscommunication 

with his father... he took work at a mine and became sensitized to the plight of 

miners and subsequently joined the communist party”.10  

Ken Maclure’s 1938 letter adds that, shortly after beginning his studies at the 

School of Mines, Alex

became interested in the labour movement of NZ. During his holidays, and at various 

times he worked in coal mines, quartz mines, worked a gold claim in the mountains for 

one whole year, missing a year of college [in 1933], and grew to know the working man 

of New Zealand extraordinarily well. He travelled all over that country, always staying 

in the homes of labourers, never at hotels.

In trying to be independent of us at home, at times he became completely broke, and 

more than once he collapsed from hunger. The reason was, simply, that he wished to live 

& feel as the huge crowds of unemployed, in order to understand them better. But it was 

hard for us to find this out; he rarely mentioned himself in his letters.

Always a tremendous reader, as a result of his knowledge of conditions, the corruption 

in politics and big business, and the sorry condition of so many thousand families 

during the depression years, he joined the Communist Party in NZ. But I am afraid 

they were not always pleased with his work, for he could not stand deceit or hypocrisy 

of any kind, and when he believed in anything he worked for it to the abandonment of 
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personal gain, completely self-effacing. As a result of his criticism of them, I know at 

least once they threw him out of the party, only to get him back because they realized 

his worth. He was very active, of course, in the college debating circles, and naturally 

made a number of friends there, many of whom held completely opposite political and 

social views, but all of whom admired Alex’s absolute sincerity.

Ali Clarke: 

Writer Dan Davin, a student contemporary, later wrote a vivid portrait of 

Maclure (disguised as McGregor) in his short story “The Hydra”, published 

in The Gorse Blooms Pale in 1947.11 It revealed the radical as an extremist, 

who always “seemed too vehement, slightly absurd”; other students threw 

him in the Leith [River] when he advertised the first meeting of the Radical 

Club. But Davin also expressed some sympathy with Maclure’s views on 

food riots by the unemployed, and felt uncomfortable at his conviction 

and fine for scrawling political slogans on Dunedin footpaths. Maclure 

wrote about politics wherever he could, including in student publications 

Critic and the Otago University Review....12 He completed his final course 

work at the School of Mines in 1936; he didn’t receive his diploma, but 

that was only because he had yet to complete the required thesis about his 

practical work, often submitted by students a year or two after they left the 

mining school.13 

In mid-1936 an attempted military coup against the elected Republican 

government of Spain failed due to popular resistance, and became a protracted 

and vicious civil war. Professional troops from Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s 

Italy reinforced the rebel Nationalists. Volunteers arrived from throughout the 

world to support the loyalist Republicans. Ken Maclure’s 1938 letter suggests that 

one of those volunteers, a renowned Canadian doctor named Norman Bethune, 

inspired Alex Maclure to follow his example:

Franco had begun his revolution in Spain. With Mussolini backing him up, and Great 

Britain and France, as many have said, aiding the rebels by preventing any help from 

reaching the loyalists, the democratic ideals of Spain were in mortal danger. When 

Alex heard that Dr. Bethune of Montreal had managed to start a blood transfusion 

service in Spain, and funds were needed for the aid of the wounded and homeless 

Spanish refugees, he organized an appeal for funds in Otago. 

In November 1936, within a few months of the outbreak of the Spanish Civil 

War, Maclure formed the General Spanish Aid Committee, later absorbed 

into the Spanish Medical Aid Committee, which became this country’s major 

relief organisation for the war. The Workers’ Weekly was later unequivocal about 

Maclure’s instigating role—he “was the actual founder of the Medical Aid 

Movement in New Zealand.”14 

As the people of N.Z. are strong on labour unions, and so on, the drive was very 

successful. Alex’s name, however, did not appear, as he wished no credit for himself. 

But as more Italians were sent to Spain, and the government became hard pressed, 

he felt he had to do something more. If he was completely honest with himself, in his 
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support of the loyalists, against what he believed [was] the dangerous rise of Fascist 

oppression, if he encouraged people to help the soldiers and common citizens of Madrid 

in their desperate stand for their freedom, there was just one thing more he could do, 

must do—he would give his own life for the cause!

So last year with that idea in view he left New Zealand, coming home first, on his way 

to join the ranks of the International Volunteers. He travelled via Montreal, because he 

knew there was very little chance of his ever seeing us again. While here during those 

three weeks of February and March 1937, he pretended he was going to work in the 

mines of Northern Ontario. He told others of his real intentions and drew up his will, 

and so on, but carefully kept any idea from Mother and Dad, as he wished to spare 

them as much as possible; his course was already fixed.

Far from enjoying the idea of soldiering, he hated the infliction of pain intensely, and 

as long as I can remember, he was extremely soft-hearted. The mere idea of hurting a 

life, much less destroying one, was repugnant to him. It was only his strong convictions 

that overrode his personal feelings and drove him on.

As described in Kiwi Compañeros, Alex Maclure joined a group of Canadian and 

American volunteers heading to Spain.15 They were arrested on a French fishing 

boat and held in jail in France. 

After forfeiting their passports, they were ordered to return home. Some probably did, 

but Alex and a few others, still holding to their purpose, made two more attempts and 

finally crossed the Pyrenees. As soon as he had become settled in the training camp in 

Valencia, we began to get his letters again—the cheeriest letters I’ve read for a long 

while. Originally his intention had been to join the blood transfusion unit, but the need 

for sharpshooters was too great. 

With the rank of sergeant, Alex was placed in charge of one of the American 

Battalion’s machine guns.16 

The people were tremendously grateful to the International Brigade, men who had 

come from all parts of the world, some for adventure, a few for money, but most 

because they believed in freedom and free speech and hated Fascism. To the latter, the 

situation in Spain was the most important thing in the world. Few of them now are left. 

Composed of 40 different nationalities, many of them old veterans and trained soldiers 

and possessing a marvelous spirit of camaraderie as well as military fervour, they were 

thrown again and again into the worst positions and slowly dwindled away.

[In a letter to his family, Alex described] his first experience of digging in under fire 

with a pen-knife, and covering himself with a ground-sheet to keep the airplanes out of 

sight and so out of mind if possible. Again, in attacking a house, an Italian upstairs 

threw a hand-grenade at him, hitting him on the shoulder. It was only by ducking 

around the corner immediately that his life was saved. Such hand to hand fighting was 

not uncommon, apparently.

But wherever they went, the people welcomed them. The morale was always high, 

despite reverses. Hazen Sise of Montreal, who returned from the Blood Transfusion 

This fuzzy portrait, in which his trademark 

spectacles are just visible, is the only known 

likeness of Alex Maclure in Spain. It is a detail 

from the larger photograph above.
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Unit several months ago, was able to bring us a snapshot, taken sometime last summer, 

of a group of them, including Alex.17 He had met him at some entertainment the 

soldiers were giving the children of a village in which they were billeted. The men seem 

to be of several races and different walks of life—wearing bits of old uniforms, ill-fitting 

shirts and trousers, and anything at all for boots.

In August 1937, the Workers’ Weekly reported that Maclure had been wounded 

and was unlikely to have survived.18 This information was evidently inaccurate.

Sometime during the summer, Alex contracted malaria and was sent back to a 

hospital at Valencia. There, a doctor from New York, attached to some cancer research 

organization, met him and was so deeply impressed with him that he sent us a letter on 

his arrival home, saying he had never met a man in all his travels who had such high 

ideals nor followed them with such religious fervour.

It may have been in this period that Alex met the New Zealand nurses Isobel 

Dodds and Rene Shadbolt, whose work in Spain was funded through the 

organization he had initiated. They reported that “he is in the best of health.”19 

By his last letter, he told us he had recovered, and was going up to the front again. I 

imagine there was a good deal of mail awaiting him, but whether he ever got it, we do 

not know. Perhaps we’ll never know what happened.

Ken Maclure and other family members never learned the circumstances of 

their brother’s death. However, Ali Clarke recently found a letter in the papers 

of A.G.B. Fisher, professor of economics at Otago from 1925 to 1935. The letter, 

from his former student Colin Simkin (later professor of economics in Auckland 

and then Sydney), says:

I expect you heard that Maclure had been killed in Spain, while fighting 

in the International Brigade. An Italian plane dropped a bomb which 

caused his instantaneous death. It is a very sad business but I cannot help 

feeling that there was a certain logical and aesthetic completeness about 

it. Maclure’s end was in keeping with his ideals and character, and he died 

I think in the way he would have chosen—while resisting fascism and 

advancing his cause.20

After a long silence, on Nov. 9 a telegram arrived from Toronto from the Friends of 

the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion.21 Word had just been received from Spain that 

Alex Maclure of Montreal had been killed in action at Fuente, on the Saragossa front, 

somewhere between Oct 20th and 30th.

In a subsequent letter, this organisation’s secretary said: “When the keen edge 

of your sorrow has dulled somewhat, we feel certain that you will find solace in 

the fact that your son died while defending the ideals he cherished so deeply. His 

sacrifice has not been in vain for he gave his life that democracy might not perish 

from the earth.”22 

The family held a memorial service in a Montreal church two days after the 
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telegram arrived, on 11 November 1937. Rev. Gilbert Oliver, who officiated, read 

a letter from a J.A. Edmison who had known Alex since childhood:

He was a rare soul, who hated injustice and he practiced as well as 

believed in Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. He was a staunch champion 

of the working classes, and during his years in New Zealand he learned, 

appreciated and shared their joys and their tribulations, their ambitions 

and their handicaps.... A brilliant mathematician, he might have gone far 

in the realm of finance. A talented economist, he might have become 

a teacher of renown. Instead, he cast his lot among the friendless, the 

impoverished and the oppressed.23 

News of Maclure’s death reached Dunedin in December 1937. The Workers’ 

Weekly acclaimed the heroism of a comrade “killed in action defending, with 

his comrades in the International Brigade, freedom and world peace against the 

Fascist invaders…. Together with Mclaurin and Robertson, he demonstrated that 

New Zealand can point to men to whom freedom means more than life itself”.24 

An obituary in the first issue of Critic for 1938 recalled that Maclure’s “enthusiasm, 

his sincerity, his moral fearlessness earned him the regard of all who respect 

such qualities”. Critic acknowledged that “there are many who heartily deplore 

the theories for which Maclure fought.” It did, however, applaud his earnestness: 

“to whatever creed we cling we cannot but feel admiration for the rare and fine 

qualities in Maclure’s character, qualities that are revealed by his giving up his 

life for his ideals”.25

By early 1938, when Ken Maclure wrote his long letter, the family had heard 

nothing more about the circumstances of Alex’s death:

…except for a little note of sympathy from one who had known him in the trenches and 

who said that even in the thickest of the fighting, whenever he was off duty, Alex might 

have been found off in a corner quietly reading some volume of history, philosophy or 

The fateful telegram informing Alex’s family that their son had been killed in action in Spain.



LHP BULLETIN 67 - AUGUST 2016

28

economics. In the five months which have elapsed since then, we have been unable to 

obtain any further information, no word has come, no letters returned, nothing, the 

courts cannot even get legal proof of death.

That legal proof eventually arrived in the form of two death certificates, one 

from Britain’s vice-consul in Barcelona, and the other from a medical colonel 

in the Republican Army, stating that Maclure “died 10 October 1937 as a result 

of wounds received in combat sustained against the enemy while defending the 

Republic on the Fuentes de Ebro front.”26  

The last five months have been sad ones for the loyalists and especially for the 

International Brigade. Very few remain. Fuentes and Saragossa are now in enemy 

hands—all records and effects are probably destroyed—the government, with its back 

to the wall, is desperately defending the little bit of loyal Spain that is left…

… pure idealism is quite difficult to realize in all its fullness – and for that reason, in 

trying to explain, I have probably erred on the side of verbosity. But in my own life, 

what little success I have achieved so far, so much is due to the influence, inspiration 

and help which he gave me as my older brother, and the pride he used to take in any 

small achievement of mine when we were small, I am proud to tell his story to my 

friends.

The shock to the family, although we dreaded it long before it came, was great, but of 

course has long since worn off. Memories alone remain; and we are trying to gather 

together what little scraps of paper, letters, photographs and so on we have to place in 

a scrapbook…

We have felt, often since November, that perhaps it was inevitable that Alex should 

have gone the way he did. Feeling so keenly as he did, the injustices placed upon others 

with the world as it exists today, I doubt whether he could have ever kept out of danger 

or remained inactive while others suffered. It has been truly observed, I think, that the 

whole world’s pain is no greater than the pain of one human being; the whole world’s 

courage no greater than the courage of one man.

Mark Derby is a Wellington writer and life member of the LHP. His latest book 

is Petals and Bullets – Dorothy Morris: New Zealand Nurse in the Spanish Civil War 

(UK: Sussex Academic Press/NZ: Potton and Burton, 2015).
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Canada has several impressive memorials to 

its 1500-plus citizens who fought with the 

International Brigades. This one, in Ottawa, 

shows Prometheus raising his arm towards the 

sun, and was unveiled in 2001. Alex Maclure’s 

name is listed on one of the bronze panels 

underneath.
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A Fleet Street Personality:
Evelyn Kate Isitt, 
1876-1948
By Donald Phillipps
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In 1871 two young Wesleyans, fresh from their Richmond College theological 

training, came to New Zealand to begin their ministries. After completing their 

four-year probation, they entered on notable careers that took them around New 

Zealand and made them leaders in their church. One was William J. Williams 

and the other was Frank W. Isitt. W.J. Williams, if he is remembered now, it is 

because of his son Harold Williams, the astonishing linguist and Director of 

the Foreign Department of the Times of London. Harold, an unassuming man, 

was deeply mourned at the time of his relatively early death in 1929. His funeral 

was attended by a very large number of notable figures, and the tributes were 

numerous and full of admiration. At the Brompton Cemetery the wreath from 

the staff of the Manchester Guardian was laid on his grave by Evelyn Isitt, the 

daughter of Frank Isitt, a childhood friend and by then herself a notable figure 

in London journalism. 

Evelyn Kate Isitt, who was born in New Plymouth to Frank and Mary Isitt on 

20 July 1876, was just three months younger than Harold. She was the second 

of three children—her older brother, Charles Whitmore (1874–1946), became a 

farmer at Fairlie, and her younger sister, Winifred Maud (1884–1954), eventually 

trained in England in the 1920s in massage therapy, and lived with her sister for 

well over 20 years.

Evelyn received her initial schooling in Christchurch and Invercargill, and 

concluded it at Nelson Girls’ College in 1891, Nelson being the town in which 

her father was stationed from 1890. In 1893 she returned to Christchurch after 

her father was sent there. It so happened that this was where her uncle, Leonard 

Isitt, also a Wesleyan minister, lived. He had just been released from parish 

responsibilities to become a full-time prohibition campaigner, and was later 

to become an international leader of the temperance movement and an often 

controversial parliamentarian.1  

She may have acted as Leonard Isitt’s secretary for a time, but it is certain she 

was a school teacher by about 1898—her name appears on the electoral rolls 

from 1899 with this as her occupation. Her father was also released from parish 

ministry to become the secretary of the prohibitionist New Zealand Alliance in 

1900, and the family moved to Wellington. An important part of Frank Isitt’s 

work was to edit the Alliance’s newspaper, the Prohibitionist, later the Vanguard. 

From early 1903 Evelyn was the assistant secretary of the Alliance and would 

have been closely involved in the production of the newspaper. A brief comment 

in the New Zealand Truth asserted she got her taste for writing for the press here, 
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in her father’s “cramped quarters” in the Alliance Chambers on the corner of 

Willis and Manners Streets.2    

There are a couple of instances of her freelance work from this period. At the end 

of 1902 she had a New Zealand-based children’s story, “Struck Oil”, published 

in six episodes in the Melbourne Leader, but oddly enough not in a New Zealand 

newspaper.3 She also summarised an article by Edward Tregear on traditional 

Māori methods of preparing flax, which was published in both New Zealand and 

Australian dailies.4  

Much more importantly, she wrote a novel, published in the UK in 1905, under 

the pseudonym of Kathleen Inglewood. Its title was Patmos,5 and its theme was 

prohibition, spanning the 1893-1902 period. It obviously reflects Evelyn’s family 

background. In Patmos she “does what none of the other prohibition authors do; 

she examines the politics of prohibition.”6 Evelyn stressed that prohibition was 

a political as well as a moral and social issue. Sydenham activist John Saxon, 

the hero of the story, works to raise awareness of the alcohol problem. When 

he is elected to parliament on a prohibition ticket he crusades for legislative 

change. The fusion between prohibition as a religious and moral movement and 

a political campaign is highlighted in the closing chapters of the novel where 

Saxon, struck down by a stroke that renders him unable to speak, becomes a 

medium through which God communicates his will. Inglewood’s mysticism, like 

her political emphasis, was unique for the prohibitionist literature of the time.

Patmos received praise for its literary quality as well as outright rejection, as 

might be expected because of its bias. Literary scholar Lawrence Jones describes 

it as “more complex and readable” than other works of its kind at that time.7 It 

saw a measure of public success, and even ran to a reprint. 

With such experience behind her Evelyn approached Gresley Lukin, the editor of 

the Evening Post, for a position in his paper. Unsuccessful at first, she persisted 

and was appointed the “Lady Editor” of the newly launched Wellington daily, the 

Dominion, in October 1907. News of her appointment caused a minor ripple, and 

the New Zealand Free Lance offered an insider’s view: she is “reputed to have a 

capacity for scenting out news and identifying the same that is sometimes absent 

in the woman reporter.” And there was more—Miss Isitt had “more appetite for 

a political meeting”.8  

Under the name Dominica, Evelyn edited a regular feature, according to the 

Dominion the first of its kind in the country. It was entitled “Women’s World— 

Matters of Interest from Far and Near”. During her time in the chair, it appeared 

every day and from the beginning she was prepared to deal with important 

issues. The first feature was the outcome of a holiday she had spent in Sydney 

after leaving the Alliance. While there she investigated how the New South Wales 

justice system was dealing with the plight of children.

Evelyn had clearly read about the way children were now being dealt with in 

some parts of the United States’ legal system, and that similar changes had been 

made across the Tasman. She spent two days in the Sydney Children’s Court, 
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Group photograph of the literary staff of the Dominion newspaper, Wellington, c.1910. Isitt is seated in the 

front row on the far right. Dominion: Photographs of New Zealand scenes. Ref: PAColl-0450-15. Alexander Turnbull 

Library, Wellington, New Zealand. http://natlib.govt.nz/records/22832178 

invited by the Magistrate to observe proceedings. Under the headline “Court of 

Good Hope” she introduced her readers to a more humane way of administering 

justice. Her journalistic strengths are already evident in this quite considerable 

two-column report—clarity of vocabulary, consistent focus on the issue, concern 

for the people involved, and emotional objectivity.9 

At the time of her departure from Wellington in 1910, a farewell function was held 

at the Pioneer Club on Lambton Quay—chaired by Mary Richmond, a member 

of the notable political family. Evelyn was often referred to as the founder of the 

Club. The idea had first appeared in “Women’s World” in September 1908, and 

had provoked interest.10 Notwithstanding some opposition initially, within a year 

it was up and running with a membership of about 170. Many members were 

associated with philanthropic work, teaching, the temperance movement, and 

women’s suffrage in earlier years.

Some of these Pioneer Club women were involved with the Society for Protection 

of Women and Children (SPWC). Evelyn had immediately followed up her first 

major column with an article entitled “Children of the State”, and soon afterwards 

with “For the Protecting of Women and Children”. It is easy to spot her hand 

at work in a Dominion editorial six months later that commended the SPWC’s 

approach to the Premier, seeking his support for legislation to facilitate the 

bringing of cases before a magistrate, and for the humanising of the Children’s 

Court. Two hallmarks of her career as a journalist were to be her humanity and 

her doggedness.

The daily round of Dominica’s world continued. There were the everyday themes 

—from “Today’s Dinner”, to essays on fashion and dressmaking. Housekeeping, 

house design and furnishing were staples. Most days there was a “Social and 
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Personal” column, with snippets about people and events, and increasing space 

was given to society weddings. But there were also larger articles about people of 

note, both in New Zealand and overseas. The articles from overseas papers she 

chose to share with her readers were sometimes at the edge of the contemporary 

comfort zone—such as the one that questioned the use of the word “obey” in the 

wedding service. Evelyn did not decry traditional attitudes to marriage as such, 

but simply observed that obedience wasn’t necessarily a requirement in other 

cultures. 

Evelyn made a point of informing her readers about the range of opportunities 

now opening up for women. If the battle for women’s suffrage had already been 

won in New Zealand, it was still an issue in England and the United States. She 

didn’t want her Wellington readers to be resting on their laurels, and informed 

them of new employment possibilities being trialled overseas—in the police 

force, law courts, athletics and education. She supported the establishment of 

Employment Bureaux for Women in New Zealand and ensured that the work of 

the SPWC in Wellington was regularly covered. Looking over the three years of 

her contributions from the “Lady Editor” chair, two particular features emerge. 

The first is the extent of her interests and her sources of information—she made 

wide use of overseas newspapers and journals. The second has to do with her 

journalistic style, which never overstated the case she wanted to make. 

When she started with the Dominion, the newspaper claimed that her column 

would be a new thing, but it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that she did 

not have the editorial freedom to really challenge received opinion. Increasingly 

her column was descriptive rather than prescriptive—there was less direct 

advocacy for change. Many of the overseas women she described were examples 

of changing attitudes and opportunities, but Dominica did not turn them into 

torchbearers for New Zealand women.

 

When she resigned from the Dominion there was a tribute from the Free Lance: 

“she has given the Wellington public information on many matters of much 

interest to women which before had passed almost unnoticed by them, besides 

maintaining a standard in social reporting which her successor may find it hard 

to maintain.”11 Despite this, one wonders whether her exposure to the wide range 

of newspapers and periodicals that crossed her desk would not have underlined 

for her the provincialism of New Zealand women. There must be more to life 

than “The virtue of spinach” and “Some homely puddings”. 

While she had faithfully reported women’s social concerns, she was not satisfying 

her own “appetite for a political meeting” to which the New Zealand Free Lance 

reporter had earlier referred. She was a pioneer in women’s journalism in New 

Zealand and now had ambitions to test her journalistic ability on a wider stage. 

As the Manchester Guardian article said at the time of her death, she came to 

London with “her own ideas of enlarging that sphere and never spared herself 

in the work.”12 

Evelyn sailed for Sydney on the Maori at the end of July 1910, and from there to 

London on the Persic, arriving at the end of September. After enjoying the sights 
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for a week or two she had to find work. At the time of her retirement in 1944 it 

was said she had been with the Manchester Guardian for 27 years, though she had 

a “connection” with the paper before she joined its staff.13 On the evidence of the 

pieces under her name during these first five years it is likely she was in fact a 

freelance journalist.

One of her early engagements was a reception hosted by Lady Stout at the Lyceum 

Club, where she doubtless made contact with many expatriate New Zealanders. 

She also attended the Conference of the National Union of Women Writers 

at Lincoln in December 1910. On such occasions she would have made new 

contacts, and possibly renewed friendships with other expatriate writers such as 

Dora Wilcox, Edith Searle Grossmann, and Edith Lyttelton (“G.B. Lancaster”).14 

Soon her articles began to appear in New Zealand newspapers. A long report on 

the suffrage movement appeared in the New Zealand Free Lance. She had written 

to “Christabel” of its “Social Gossip Column”, describing in some detail her 

attendance on 3 May 1911 at a meeting of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 

Societies—an organisation which “fought its battle on strictly constitutional 

lines.” What impressed Evelyn was that, despite the union’s rejection of violent 

action, there was still a large measure of respect for the commitment, and 

sympathy for the sufferings, of those who supported Mrs Pankhurst and her 

friends. At the meeting there was even a Conservative MP who deprecated the 

treatment these women were receiving.15 

 

She made a point of contacting women visitors from overseas who were 

involved in political and social movements. One of these was Mrs Chapman 

Catt, “America’s leading suffragist”, whom Evelyn interviewed at length in 

August 1911 when Catt was returning from the International Women’s Suffrage 

Congress at Stockholm. Mrs Catt intended to visit New Zealand in 1912, so what 

was published in this country was slanted by Evelyn to draw attention to what 

had already been achieved here, and how far the United States still had to go.16 

The Auckland Star also carried a couple of lengthy articles by Evelyn on the then 

pressing subject of the “White Slave trade”.17 Legislation had been introduced in 

the House of Commons in 1912—the stories about kidnapping and sexual abuse 

of young girls in London had shocked the legislators into action. The Auckland 

Star had carried an editorial on the subject in October, and alone among the 

major New Zealand newspapers, went to the trouble of providing background 

material.18 

In mid-1913 the weekly Votes for Women, described as the most influential of all 

the suffragist publications, carried a lengthy article under her name with the title 

“Women Writers in Opposition”.19 Evelyn had attended a debate between four 

influential women, two on each side of the question—Mrs Humphrey Ward and 

Mrs F.A. Steel were the respective leaders. Her reporting was exceptionally even-

handed. Votes for Women deliberately espoused a non-violent approach, which 

would seem to echo Evelyn’s own philosophy.
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In 1912 the Commercial Clerks’ Wages Board in Victoria had decided on a 

minimum wage to apply to both men and women clerks. The reaction from 

some employers was immediate—the women were dismissed. Subsequently 

the Victorian Courts overturned the original order. Before that happened, in 

early 1914, Evelyn wrote a letter to Votes for Women on the employers’ reaction 

to the decision, and this found its way into the Household Hints column of the 

Auckland Star.20 It is quite trenchant in its criticism of the attitudes of those in 

authority, but if the lack of reaction to her letter in the Auckland Star or any other 

New Zealand paper is an indication, there was simply no desire in this country 

for change. 

Guy Scholefield, the London correspondent of the New Zealand Associated Press 

during Evelyn’s early years there, was generally critical of the quality of reporting 

on New Zealand affairs in the London newspapers. He suggested there was too 

much inaccurate information left unchallenged, but commented that Miss Isitt 

of the Manchester Guardian was a “more vigilant corrector of the press.”21 This 

sounds more like her letters to the editor.

Around 1916 she appears to have found permanent employment with the 

Manchester Guardian. James Bone had become the newspaper’s London Editor in 

1912, and Evelyn was to be his colleague for nearly 30 years as a general reporter 

and special writer on women’s affairs. She was part of the newspaper’s “London 

Editorial, Financial and Wire Room”, as it was called. Even during the time of 

fierce staff cutbacks during the later years of WWI she retained her position.

London Office of Manchester Guardian – Editorial, Financial and Wire Room Staffs, 1921. Isitt is seated in 

the front row, second from the left. Manchester Guardian Archive. Ref: GDN 140/2. University of Manchester Library, U.K. 



LHP BULLETIN 67 - AUGUST 2016

37

Evelyn was well qualified to interview women of note in English society, and a 

1923 interview with Mrs Stanley Baldwin, whose husband had just become Prime 

Minister, exemplifies her ability to keep to the point. Mrs Baldwin defended her 

belief that as a political wife she should have no political opinions, no views on 

what she called “women’s questions.” To this Evelyn had contended that what 

mattered were women’s “practical interests”, and Mrs Baldwin enthusiastically 

spoke of her own social concerns. She had, she said, “a great affection for her 

fellow-women”, and spoke of her wish for a maternity home for poor women, and 

of her encouragement of district nursing and domestic service.22 

Evelyn was not anti-militarist. Her father believed he had been slandered at the 

Methodist Conference in 1902 for questioning the necessity of the South African 

War. In his response he said that, despite doubts, he believed a point had been 

reached in 1899 when the war had become a necessity.23 Frank Isitt’s view would 

have been shared by a majority of Methodists at that time, and probably by his 

daughter. So she was prepared to bring to bear her journalistic skills, in the form 

of two letters to the editor of the Manchester Guardian in 1913, on the subjects of 

conscription and the New Zealand Defence Act. 

In October 1914 Evelyn became part of the Women’s Committee of the New 

Zealand War Contingent Association.24 This body sought to deal with the influx 

of New Zealand servicemen coming to England for training prior to active service 

on the Continent. The Women’s Committee was responsible in particular, for 

“respectable entertainment”. Around the same time, Evelyn wrote extensively 

on “The Englishmen’s Home”—describing the early effects of the war on family 

life, on the trauma of displacement, on the resulting sickness in children, and on 

the generous acceptance by the public of the Belgian refugees.25 A month later 

there followed “Red Cross Cities”—describing her visit to Dunkirk, Boulogne, 

and Calais, where there were Allied hospitals. She made the visit with her friend 

Edith Lyttelton, and it took great persistence to get permission even to visit these 

places. She reported admiringly of the work that was being done.26 

This latter experience immediately led to her being commissioned to write an 

article on the Royal Army Medical Corps and its work in the war, published to 

high praise in the Windsor Magazine.27 A year later the New Zealand Expeditionary 

Force commissioned her to write a 16-page New Zealand Soldiers’ Guide to 

London.28 Even while engaged in such “patriotic” work she was also writing on the 

state of the war in a letter to the Otago Daily Times (ODT): “Grim is the one word I 

should apply to our English soldier.” “It is hideous to hear of the German losses, 

and our losses are heavier than many people in England realise. The whole thing 

is too black and idiotic and devastating to bear thinking about.”29 

She wrote again to the ODT on the torpedoing of the Marquette, a converted 

troop transport; 167 were lost, including ten members of the New Zealand Army 

Nursing Service. The Kiwis need not have died, she asserted. By putting medical 

staff in an unmarked transport in a convoy carrying troops and ammunition, the 

authorities had unnecessarily risked their lives. The sinking caused great public 

outrage in New Zealand. The death of the nurses was felt particularly badly in 

the South Island, where the majority of them had lived and nursed. Evelyn asked: 
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“Was everything possible done to save them?” She urged not only that there be 

a strict enquiry, but that the generally unfair treatment the nurses had received 

be looked into.30

Similarly, as the Manchester Guardian’s posthumous tribute to Evelyn recalled, 

Another fine effort of hers was to report and denounce (“Shoddy for 

Heroes” was one headline) the sort of clothes and misfits that were served 

out to our discharged soldiers after that war. It was largely due to her 

persistence in the matter that the public and the authorities became aware 

of the scandal, and the system was improved.31

Evelyn represented the New Zealand Women’s Christian Temperance Union at 

the British Dominions Women Suffrage Conference in London in August 1916. 

Doubtless she was already well-known to some of the leaders of the movement in 

England and this may have led to a more personal development three years later. 

As with the Pioneer Club in Wellington, Evelyn needed a quiet place to retreat to 

in London. In 1919 she became a member of the newly founded Forum Club, or 

London Centre for Women’s Institute Members, in Grosvenor Square. Among 

its founders were women who had been leaders in the suffragist movement. It 

was described as radical, but not politically affiliated, and professional but also 

full of fun. 

She was now constantly being referred to in New Zealand papers as one of the 

expatriate New Zealanders who had made a name for themselves in the heart of 

the Empire. Her name appeared regularly in the list of guests attending the New 

Zealand High Commissioner’s annual reception for notable New Zealanders 

living in the United Kingdom.32 She was specially invited by the Council to report 

on the conference of the National Council of Women in Edinburgh in October 

1923, around which time the Northern Daily Telegraph spoke of her “strong 

individual outlook” and of her being gifted “with a fund of dry humour”.33

In 1924 Evelyn was invited by the University of London to give a lecture to its 

journalism course on “The work of a woman general reporter”. This was noted 

in a number of leading New Zealand papers. She stressed the fact that the work 

attached to reporting “calls for abundance of physical strength, and is exacting 

beyond most occupations open to the educated woman, but, on the other side, 

there were the compensating features of the variety and interest it holds. These 

were greater than were to be found in any other profession”. Within her family 

she was known to be a chain-smoker—not an uncommon response at the time 

to the demands of journalism. Despite these demands, Evelyn could say to her 

audience: “You must love the work or its exactions will be intolerable. If you love 

it, as most of its followers do, nothing in the way of work matters.”34

It may be no coincidence that Evelyn was the one chosen for this inaugural 

lecture. She was a member of the National Union of Journalists and at that time 

there were still those who objected to women journalists enjoying pay parity with 

their male colleagues. She had signed a letter urging the retention of this hard-
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won equality, as a representative of the staff of one of the “leading daily and 

evening newspapers”.35

When Harold Williams,36 by then the Foreign Editor of the Times, died in 1929, 

Evelyn represented her newspaper at his funeral and laid a wreath at his grave. 

She also spoke at the service as a “life-long friend”. Harold Williams and Evelyn 

followed parallel paths, and in the ebb and flow of Fleet Street life they must 

have met occasionally, although there’s no memory within the family that they 

socialised together. 

By now she could be referred to as a well-known writer, so much so that when 

prominent politician Lady Astor gave a highly-publicised dinner for those she 

called the 36 most brilliant women from the Empire then living in England, 

Evelyn was the one journalist invited. With her on the list of invitees were such 

notables as Amy Johnson the aviator, Laura Knight the artist, Eileen Power the 

historian, Ellen Wilkinson the parliamentarian, the Duchess of Atholl, and Lady 

Rhondda.37 Some invitees did not attend—in those days an endorsement by Lady 

Astor was something of a double-edged sword. 

Dorothy Morris was a radically-minded New Zealand nurse who went to 

England in 1935, and later served during the Spanish Civil War. Recorded in 

her biography is a visit she paid, on her arrival in England, to the “regular salon” 

hosted by Evelyn at the Lyceum Club in Piccadilly, to which fellow expatriates 

were invited.38 Evelyn had maintained her involvement in the Forum Club well 

into the 1920s, but the Lyceum was probably a more suitable setting for someone 

who Dorothy Morris noted was “well connected, and held an influential position 

in a male dominated world”. The nurse would have found kindred spirits there.

During WWII Evelyn was caught up in the Blitz. Evelyn Montague, a grandson of 

C.P. Scott the Manchester Guardian’s founder, visited London to see how the staff 

members were coping. He described Evelyn as being “magnificently unmoved”.39  

A colleague, recalling those days at the time of her death, illustrated her “slightly 

tart, acid wit”. He had warned her that she should wear something to protect her 

head as she walked around the city. She came to work the next day with a blue 

“enamelled object with little pink flowers”, not wishing to go to the expense of a 

15 shilling tin hat.40 Evelyn retired in May 1944.

At her death the Manchester Guardian’s tribute described her as a woman of 

exceptional character who wrote with energy and insight. One can perhaps detect 

here the influence of her New Zealand background. It stated that her “tall, stately 

figure, the directness of her ways of getting information, her warm sympathies 

with all who she thought were not getting a fair deal, her independence of 

character and impetuous generosity made her a remembered personality in Fleet 

Street.”41 Evelyn Kate Isitt died at her residence at 6 Vicarage Gate, Kensington on 

Saturday January 24th 1948, where she had been living with her younger sister 

Winifred. 

She never abandoned her liberal principles, and persistently advocated for the 

rights of women, and reported their achievements. Though she never revisited 



LHP BULLETIN 67 - AUGUST 2016

40

her homeland, she remained a staunch supporter of her country of birth. She 

found in the Manchester Guardian both scope and respect for her journalistic 

skills, and achieved considerable prominence within her profession. 

Donald Phillipps is a retired Methodist minister and a graduate of Victoria and Otago 

universities. He has been researching and writing on the history of his church for over 

40 years. He is currently engaged in a series of studies on the neglected but important 

topic of church administration.
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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 life-long trade unionist 

and 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 second part of Graeme’s 

address appears below. The first part appeared in Bulletin no. 66, April 2016.

The Workers’ Communist League that I was in wound up in the late 1980s. 

I missed the meeting where that decision was taken so I am not sure of the 

discussion that took place. But the collapse of the Soviet Union seemed to be a 

key event that triggered the demise of many socialist/communist organisations 

around the world. Here in New Zealand it is ironic that Maoist-linked groups 

could be adversely affected by this circumstance.

One of the difficulties facing socialist/communist groups at the time was the 

style of organisation—democratic centralism. This secretive and manipulative 

way of working created suspicion and tended to marginalise the nascent parties. 

On the other hand, this style of organisation was needed to wage successful 

revolutionary change. The experience of the Bolshevik revolution and the 

Chinese revolution told us that. However, many people could see that, in power, 

parties organised along these lines could go bad and were incapable of changing 

back into principled political movements.

It is difficult to conceive of a democratic centralist organisation being successful 

today. So much organising is done online that the state or any right-wing blogger 

can penetrate the plans being hatched. If the party leaders took themselves 

offline for their planning they would probably be identifying themselves by the 

contradiction of an active political life without links to the internet.

To me the demise of the socialist/communist left was born out of an erroneous 

Che Guevara-type approach towards political activity. Guevara’s doctrine was that 

the party/army by its activity could create revolutionary conditions. The party and 

the army were the foco, the eye of the storm. I think the notion here was if we had 

the correct political line, manner of working and style of organisation we would 

bring about socialist revolution in our lifetime.

I think this idea is incorrect. The socio-economic and political conditions that 

exist are what give rise to such fundamental changes. There is a relationship 
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between those conditions developing and the activity of political movements. 

One impacts on the other, but I think it is the conditions that are primary and 

political action that is secondary in the process of achieving fundamental social 

change.

The collapse of the Soviet Union brought home to many that they would not 

live to see socialism and so they gave up socialist political activity. For me it 

doesn’t matter whether I live to see socialism. I don’t believe in ends. The process 

of development and change is never-ending and how we work and organise is 

important every step of the way. The means are the most important thing, as 

there is no end to justify it.

The irony of the present state of the left political activist movement is that the 

social conditions today provide far more fertile ground for such activism to 

prosper than existed during the heyday of socialist/communist groups between 

the end of WWII and 1990.

In the two decades since the mid-1980s the rich-poor divide widened faster in 

New Zealand than any other developed country. Incomes for the richest have 

doubled, while those of the poorest have fallen after the impact of housing costs 

are removed. The most articulate and loudest voices campaigning about poverty 

have not been the trade union movement and left political parties and groups. 

It seems to me the television news programme Campbell Live was far more 

significant in leading the development of public opinion about these matters.

We have become a country of great extremes, where real poverty is flourishing. 

I can see this in my own activity with the Manufacturing and Construction 

Workers Union (M&C). In the early 1980s we discovered in analysing collective 

agreement outcomes that the weekly wage of the bottom-rated worker in a car 

plant was equal to the national average 40 hour weekly wage. By the 1990s, 

despite having been on strike in every negotiating year from 1984, and having 

got more than the going rate on every occasion, we needed a wage increase in the 

order of 20 per cent to restore that relativity.

Moving to a free market economy during the 80s had produced that wage gap. 

It had also changed how people were living. I remember going to members’ 

homes in Porirua at night in the 70s in the middle of winter. These are the cold 

damp homes we hear so much about today. While some streets were considered 

damp, in the main these cold draughty uninsulated homes were OK because the 

inhabitants could afford to turn electric heaters on to make them warm. State 

house rents were low, so they were not overcrowded; and electricity supply was a 

right, not a market commodity. 

Rogernomics in the 1980s attacked low state house rents. Low state house rents 

helped keep other rents down. State house tenants were forced to pay market 

rents by the Labour government. This was introduced by the then Minister of 

Housing Helen Clark, under the guise of linking rents to the tenant’s income. 

Many of my union’s members in Porirua lived in state houses. We were too rich 
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to qualify for a subsidy, so rents went up by large amounts. This had the same 

impact as a wage cut would. 

The union played a leading role in organising a rent strike. The rent strike had 

over 100 Porirua families taking part, over half of whom were in the motor 

industry. But it failed. It didn’t get broad union support because it was attacking 

the policies of the Labour government. I tried to get support through the district 

council of the Federation of Labour, of which I was Secretary at the time. But the 

support was tepid and no one stood up to help organise more workers into the 

rent strike. A group of rent strikers went to see Helen Clark but their complaints 

did not move the government of the day. Many workers were forced to pay much 

more for their housing.

Today often these houses are poorly maintained, and the inhabitants pay a high 

rent—visiting these homes is to witness poverty in action. Better paying jobs in 

manufacturing like those in the car industry have gone, while essential living 

costs consume a larger portion of the diminished incomes of workers. Houses 

are overcrowded to help pay the bills, and this is a significant factor in dampness 

and poor health.

The current political reality conflicts with our culture, with who we are, and 

should provide opportunities for socialist political activism. I want to now 

consider our culture, and identify the opportunities and impediments that it 

presents to such activism.

Māori culture is a major part of Kiwi culture today. I am not qualified to speak 

authoritatively on this, but I know that the original settler generations were all 

shaped by their relationship with Māori. My own forebears came to New Zealand 

from Kent on my father’s side. They were a rural labouring family. Like others, 

my great-grandfather came here because there was the opportunity for a better 

life. He came here by choice.

He eventually got his farm in Kopuaranga in the northern Wairarapa. Te Kooti 

was an influence on our family according to our family’s tradition. My great-

grandfather fed a band of his followers—and allegedly Te Kooti himself—when 

they were travelling to the Greytown pā. By that time he had a thriving farm. But 

in his earlier years on the land he had put up with immense hardship, living 

with his family in a rough hut, like the many Scandinavian settlers in the same 

district. The family’s slab whare was flooded and they had to rebuild on higher 

ground. The land was cleared to make the farm by axe and fire. There were ten 

children—the oldest inherited the businesses and the younger boys and the girls 

went to work in the towns in working-class jobs.

The family was quite progressive for one that made its living farming. Its 

experiences shaped a pro-Labour outlook. In the Clarke Memorial Grounds just 

out of Mauriceville, the family plants totara for important events. One such totara 

was planted for Norman Kirk when he died. This has wrongly been ascribed to 

the Scandinavians in the area and I hasten to add would be wrongly ascribed to 

me.
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This settler generation came to New Zealand by choice. They came for a better life 

and to leave the worst aspects of their former home behind them. Most that came 

were working class. For their aspirations they were prepared to make sacrifices 

without too much complaint. Our culture of stoicism in the face of adversity is 

different from the rebel culture of Australia, being populated as it was initially by 

convicts sent there because home did not want them.

Our stoic culture was reinforced by military service in the wars of the 20th 

century. One only has to read “We shall not cease” by Archibald Baxter to realise 

the immense stoicism of our culture. It is reflected on both sides: the anti-war 

pacifists who put up with hell on the front for their beliefs and the soldiers who 

did likewise by following orders. On both sides the discipline to act with little 

complaint for their beliefs was immense.

In training my union’s delegates we had a session devoted to understanding 

ourselves and New Zealand politics and society. We would discuss our family 

histories. This brought home to me that there is a strong military influence, born 

of service during the world wars, which exists for a huge number of Kiwis. The 

military requirement of obedience to orders is now pervasive in Kiwi culture, and 

we have added to that by carrying them out without complaint. 

Training delegates has also brought home to me the love of outdoor activities that 

underpins a very strong green current amongst working-class Kiwis. There is a 

strong concern about environmental degradation and the rights of access to the 

outdoors for fishing, hunting, tramping and other such pursuits.

There is also a strong streak in Kiwi culture that everyone should be treated the 

same, that there should not be privileged elites—what you have you should earn 

through your own efforts. In stop-work meetings the view that everyone should 

be treated the same is always a common belief. Today in our country the disparity 

of treatment is growing more extreme. 

Today there is a charity that provides shoes for poor kids to wear to school. In my 

time at school, everyone had shoes whether they were working class or middle 

class. In my parents’ day, those who had shoes, like my mum, took them off so 

that she didn’t stand out from the other working-class kids. In my dad’s case, 

they didn’t have shoes and the quickest ones to school in winter got to put their 

feet onto the heater. In the 1920s and 30s this kind of social deprivation led to 

organising for social and political change. Today it primarily seems to lead to 

organising charity to reduce the effects of poverty.

The Kiwi stoicism can manifest itself in both negative and positive ways. It can be 

negative in that we will put up with adverse work and social conditions. It takes 

a lot to rouse us. It can be positive in that we will plod away at a cause without 

spectacular results, once we have decided that the task must be undertaken. The 

key to turning round the fortunes of working people is to apply our stoicism to 

social movements that aim for social justice for all. The Living Wage campaign 

is an example of the kind of activism that our current social conditions should 

allow to flower.
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When I thought about giving this lecture I wondered if I should give it a title. I 

have only been active in my union for the last two decades, not engaging in party-

political activities. But my mind won’t stop reflecting on the growing injustices 

that I see and what is to be done about them. I keep thinking about the disputes I 

was involved in, about how I fought to keep a progressive strand of trade unionism 

going, that getting it through the gutting of New Zealand manufacturing was my 

contribution to building a movement for social justice. I could have called this 

lecture “I’ve been thinking”, but a nasty politician stole that. 

Then, in looking back over this lecture, I realised that New Zealand social 

history divides into three phases. The first was the settler phase, characterised 

by hardship and poverty for many trying to make a living in a new country with 

no social protections and without the depth of family support available in their 

countries of origin. The second phase was from the 1890s to the 1980s, when 

growing regulation of the labour market coupled with state-funded benefits 

developed to provide a prosperous country without huge social extremes. The 

present phase began in the 1980s and has been characterised by deregulation and 

the reduction of social protections. The consequence has been the emergence of 

a new poor and a generation growing up with their future largely determined by 

their social position. 

“What is to be done?” seems the natural title of this lecture. This is because it 

is my conclusion that the time has arrived when we can start to end the third 

phase. Ending the third phase means striving to increase the power of working 

people over their own lives. I think we can build up people’s power in the current 

climate. A conscious decision to do so will hopefully entrench this power more 

than it was in earlier generations.

Ending the third phase of New Zealand’s social history should start from our 

strengths. The stop-work meeting is one such strength—it is so commonplace 

that it is now enshrined in legislation. If in towns where there is still a strong 

union presence the stop-work meeting was used to build political support for 

particular candidates in local elections, building a tradition of the politician 

being of the workers, answerable to us and dependent on our ongoing support, 

working people could start to take a greater control over their lives. Strength 

in a town would strengthen the unions as well. This could be a building block 

to getting greater political influence at a national level. I ran this idea past an 

old comrade. “Ah,” he said, “a workers’ soviet.” I agreed. There is nothing new 

under the sun. Indeed efforts to build a local-body presence have been made, 

I understand, by the Residents Action Movement. It had some success at first, 

but its political links and its attempt to get onto the national stage before it was 

secure locally seemed to undo it.

One union cannot take such a step on its own. A union that tries to do this will 

need other unions taking part in support. We cannot expect that unions which 

see the election of Labour as our salvation will want to take much part in this 

kind of organising. How can the level of union support needed be realised? The 

only significant organised political force in the union movement is the Labour 

Party. But this is not the activist type of organisation that will rebuild unions. 
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Labour believes this can only be achieved through legislation—not organising, 

agitation and education.

The internet could be used to develop discussion and forge links between unions 

to carry out such a plan. The idea that secrecy of organisation is paramount to 

protect the movement from the state I think is wrong. What recent world history 

reinforces is that an idea is a material force that can’t be locked up, stifled or 

killed. Once a consensus emerges, stopping it would require shutting down the 

internet. 

There are many campaigns for activists in the union movement to encourage 

their union to support—campaigns that will help build political awareness, and 

a movement aimed at empowering working people. The anti-TPPA, the Living 

Wage and environmental issue campaigns already exist. What is lacking is a 

strategic direction, which I think is promoting people’s control over their own 

lives. We need to forget about current party lines, while respecting the right of 

people to belong to political parties and to develop their programmes, and build 

a consensus about the types of campaigns and activities that will rebuild the 

democratic political power of working people.

For most of my working life I have worked out of Wellington Trades Hall (WTH), 

taking part in the struggles and historical changes in the union movement and 

socialist/communist movement. I know that the Hall has been an interest of the 

LHP so I want to conclude this lecture by making a few remarks on that. Because 

this is a lecture, and you are students of history, I have decided to set you an 

assignment in this regard.

Trades Hall was run-down over many years as unions deserted it for larger and 

improved accommodation. Eventually it was owned, through the WTH Inc, by 

unions that were not resident. It seemed that they had no interest in the building 

apart from what could be realised if the site was sold. 

The M&C along with Furniture, Tramways and Postal unions were the only 

tenants in the building for most of this century. Yet we were not permitted to 

be a member of WTH. We had a potential voice through the Stationary Engine 

Drivers’ Union which was an affiliated member of the M&C. But the WTH never 

met. To deal with this Phil Griffiths from the Tramways Union started a partial 

rent strike in about 1999. After a while all the resident unions joined in and it 

became a full rent strike. The rent strike lasted a total of eight years. The outcome 

was to start having meetings of the WTH where eventually we got some say.

The main unions that remained, that had a veto over anything to upgrade or 

improve the building, were the Engineering, Printing and Manufacturing Union 

and the Maritime Union of New Zealand. They wanted “their money” out of 

the building. By this they did not mean the $200 prescribed in the rules. They 

meant the value of the site. This value was severely constrained by the state of the 

building and the building’s heritage status that prevented demolition or major 

changes. The heritage status was achieved in the 1980s by then secretary Lynette 

Stutz.
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Since getting some say in how the building is run we have started to improve it 

by stopping leaks, introducing hot water into bathrooms and starting to improve 

both the exterior and interior of the building. However, we have been constrained 

in what we can do by the veto of the other unions. They required that any work be 

undertaken out of cash reserves. These had been depleted due to the low tenancy 

rate brought about by the state of the building. Now, however, it has been agreed 

that those two unions will leave WTH. They are to get two-thirds of the car park 

and a building in Marion Street owned by the WTH in return for reconstituting 

the WTH to be comprised of resident unions only having control of the building. 

This will enable WTH to complete earthquake strengthening and complete most 

deferred maintenance by the end of 2017.

Our plan then is to eventually improve the earthquake strength above the 

minimum required, to restore the building to its original design, and to make 

a portion of the ground floor into a meeting room for trade unions. We want 

the Hall to be a place to promote union culture and history. This is where your 

assignment comes in.

We currently have an Ernie Abbott room. I would like to have all rooms named 

after prominent trade unionists who have worked there. The only qualification 

for having a room named after you is that you must be dead and have added to 

the progressive traditions of the union movement. So there won’t be a Sir Len 

Hadley room.

The M&C offices will be the Con Devitt room with a Phil Griffiths suite. Con’s 

contribution to the union movement was huge. The Boilermakers pioneered 

ideas such as no worker being dismissed without union representation. It was 

written into their awards and agreements and was deeply resented by employers. 

Room 14 will be the Pat Kelly room. Pat had a big heart for those at the bottom of 

the heap, as demonstrated by his leadership of the Cleaners’ Union.

While I have been going to the WTH for 40 years I don’t know who worked where 

from 1928 through to 1975. I would like to have a Chip Bailey room for example. 

He is one of the greatest contributors to trade unionism in New Zealand. Other 

trade unionists remembered him with great affection. Con Devitt, for example, 

had a treasured picture of himself as a young man sitting next to Chip at a Gear 

Meat stop-work meeting. But I don’t know which room Chip Bailey’s should be. 

I assume he worked out of Trades Hall because the Drivers’ Union was resident 

in the building in the 1970s when I first came to the Hall.

Any assistance will be gratefully received in researching this history. When a 

room is named, a portrait and a brief account of the struggles the unionist in 

question took part in will be posted outside the room. Some ceremony could be 

created for such an event. 

If you would like to contribute to this project please contact Graeme at: 

m.c.union@tradeshall.org.nz



LHP BULLETIN 67 - AUGUST 2016

49

Bill Balderstone with his dog. Ref: Richardson, Coal, Class & Community, 231.

William “Bill” Balderstone—my great-grandfather—is most well-known for his 

involvement with the Communist Party of New Zealand (CPNZ) during the 

West Coast miners’ strikes of the 1930s. However, history does not remember 

Bill favourably. The standard account of this period characterises Bill as a class 

traitor who “swung through the entire gamut from communism to capitalism”.1  

However, accounts from inside my family recall this period differently.   

Bill came to New Zealand in the early 20th century from Yorkshire, England, via 

Canada. In all three of these locations he earned his living as a miner. Because 

of this, he eventually settled in Blackball. Bill became involved in the CPNZ, 

bringing experience with union politics from his time in Canada. The CPNZ 

played an important role—for better or for worse—in the Blackball strikes of 

the 1930s. 

Union Family:
William Balderstone
By Mark Balderstone
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When the strikes started in early 1930, Bill was a strong supporter. However, as 

the strikes continued, and the prospects of success diminished, Bill sought out 

other alternatives. The end of an industrial dispute in the mines in Australia, as 

well as increased production of coal from the Waikato region, resulted in less 

demand for West Coast coal across New Zealand and Australia. This effectively 

rendered the strike weapon impotent as coal was still being produced elsewhere. 

As the strikes continued, the resources that the strikers and their families had 

in order to survive dwindled. This led to a critical situation in which families 

were struggling to survive. Under pressure from family members of the striking 

miners, Bill made a proposal to the CPNZ that the miners should return to work 

under modestly improved conditions (I am unsure as to what the specifics of 

this proposal were). This proposal was voted down, and the strike continued. It 

was in this context that Bill’s split from the CPNZ, and the development of the 

Blackball Creek Coal Company, occurred. Blackball Creek Coal Company was 

to operate on the Blackball Coal Company’s lease. However, Bill was to run the 

mine as a cooperative enterprise. This is where the contention surrounding Bill’s 

legacy emerges. His apparent split from the CPNZ and development of a mining 

organisation on the lease of the very company against which the miners in 

Blackball had been striking created a feeling of betrayal among the strikers and 

the CPNZ. However, I believe a more nuanced reading of this event is required.

The social consequences of militant strike action are something that needs to 

be discussed. The question of the effectiveness of strike action is another issue 

altogether. When strikes occur, entire lives are at stake, and those who are in 

leadership positions in relation to the strike are often not those who are the most 

directly affected. The strike should ultimately be a last gasp option.

In the case of Bill and my family, we never became rich through the Blackball 

Creek Coal Company. According to my father, my family saw almost none of the 

capital from that enterprise. Instead, the mine was run cooperatively, with the 

earnings from the mine being shared equally among those who worked there. 

Bill never owned the land, as it was part of the greater Blackball Coal Company’s 

holdings. If Bill had turned into a capitalist like the union leadership and the 

CPNZ declared, he was not a very good one. Questions do remain regarding the 

legitimacy of this action during a strike situation, but equally it should be asked if 

the CPNZ’s decision to refute Bill’s proposal had the best interests of the strikers 

at heart. 

Bill never really did become a capitalist, and on the outbreak of war in 1939, Bill 

became a conscientious objector to what he believed was an imperialist war.

Bill, according to members of my family, was to continue to believe in a 

communist project until his death. Bill is a person in my family who I would like 

to have met. I have been told by my father that he and my grandfather—who died 

a week before I was born—would have been proud of my politics.

1. Len Richardson, Coal Class & Community: The United Mineworkers of New Zealand 1880-1960 (Auckland: 

    Auckland University Press, 1995), 230.
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Reviews
Anything That Burns You: A Portrait of Lola Ridge, Radical Poet. 

By Terese Svoboda (Tucson: Schaffner Press, 2016)

Reviewed by Jessica Moran

Lola Ridge, though forgotten in most literary circles today, was an early modernist 

radical poet. She was also a feminist and an anarchist whose writing was as 

interested in exploring the lives of workers and immigrants and radical politics 

as it was in exploring freedom in literary expression. Yet Ridge, who spent her 

childhood and early adult life in Hokitika, is little more than a footnote in the 

history of New Zealand literature, especially when compared to the care with 

which her contemporary Katherine Mansfield’s life and literary reputation is 

nurtured. She fares little better in the US, the country to which she immigrated 

in 1907 and where she spent the rest of her life and literary career. 

Lola Ridge was born Rose Emily Ridge in Ireland in 1873. When Ridge was four 

years old, her mother left a failed marriage and immigrated to Australia where a 

sister had settled a year earlier. They arrived in Melbourne in 1877, before settling 

in Sydney. However by 1880, mother and child had moved again, this time to 

New Zealand where they settled in Hokitika, and Ridge’s mother reinvented 

herself as a widow. By the time they arrived Hokitika’s gold rush boom was over. 

Ridge’s mother soon married Donald MacFarlane, a Scottish former seamen, 

and together the new family moved inland to Kanieri Forks where MacFarlane 

worked a gold stake. Their life there would not have been easy; Svoboda describes 

their home as “a three room shack” and Ridge’s new stepfather soon descended 

into alcoholism and eventually madness. By 1894 he had been committed to 

Hokitika’s Seaview Mental Hospital. 

It was in such an environment that Lola Ridge came of age. She went to school 

at the Catholic girls’ school St. Josephs in Kanieri, where as she later explained: 

“I was educated—or rather taught a few things, mostly useless—in a convent 

school.”1 Yet by the time she was 18, Ridge had published her first poem in The 

Canterbury Times. The poem “On Zelanda” mixed patriotism with a burgeoning 

class consciousness:

Her sons shall toil at the furnace,

Where the fuel is thoughts and deeds,

And follow the heroes of ages,

Where the light of their glory leads.

Injustice shall fall by the sword of the brave.

With the fetters of class in an honourless grave;

O’er the ruins, let Freedom and Brotherhood wave—

On Zelanda!

At age 22 Ridge married well-off Hokitika miner Peter Webster (1870-1946). 

The couple lived in Kanieri, where Svoboda suggests Ridge may have felt 

claustrophobia at the smallness of her life. Her first child, born in 1896, died 
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after only two weeks of life, and Svoboda surmises that Ridge, with her artistic 

ambitions, would have struggled with life as a wife in Kanieri. Svoboda quotes 

from one of Ridge’s 1919 poems as evidence: 

I smelled the raw sweet essence of things,

And heard spiders in the leaves

And ticking of little feet,

As tiny creatures came out of their doors

To see God pouring light into his star…

… It seemed life held

No future and no past but this … (Ghetto 73)

In the next few years Ridge had another son and continued working to develop 

her artistic talents; she studied painting, won first prize for a poem published in 

1903 in New Zealand Illustrated and published her first short story that same year. 

But by the end of 1903 she appears to have enough of life in New Zealand and 

traveled with her son and mother, but without her husband, to Sydney to study 

at the Sydney Art School. In Sydney she continued writing, got her first taste of 

the bohemian artist life and wrote her first volume of poetry, Verses (which was 

not published). She briefly returned to New Zealand in 1905, where she made a 

final split with her husband, before returning to Sydney. After the death of her 

mother in 1907, Ridge bought tickets for her son and herself under assumed 

names and sailed for America. By the time she arrived in San Francisco she had 

declared herself Australian and taken ten years off her age. When her first poem 

was published in 1908 in the San Francisco paper Overland Monthly, her byline 

was Lola Ridge, the Australian “not without fame in her own land.” But Ridge’s 

re-creation of her identity was not yet quite complete. Before traveling on to New 

York, she stopped in Los Angeles where she left her son, then eight, at the Boys 

and Girls Aid Society of Los Angeles. She then traveled by ship to New York, 

where in late 1908, Lola Ridge, a single woman and a US citizen arrived—the 

erasure of her New Zealand identity complete. 

In New York Ridge quickly gravitated to the anarchists around Mother Earth 

magazine. She would illustrate the cover of Emma Goldman’s pamphlet 

Patriotism: A Menace to Liberty and publish two poems in Mother Earth (1909 

and 1911).2 When anarchists in New York established a Ferrer Modern School 

following the execution of Spanish anarchist and educator Francisco Ferrer, Ridge 

became an early organizer of the school, and employed one of the first teachers, 

Will Durant, who went on to edit, with his wife Ariel Durant, the Pulitzer Prize-

winning eleven volume The Story of Civilisation. Ridge also conceived of, and 

edited, The Modern School, a magazine that was part newsletter for the school and 

part philosophy, art, and poetry magazine in support of free education.

Ridge and her partner David Lawson left the Ferrer School and the anarchists 

of New York in 1912 and spent the next few years traveling around the country. 

All the while, Ridge continued to write. In 1919 she published The Ghetto and 

other Poems. These poems explored the life and experience of immigrants, mostly 

Jewish, in New York’s Lower East Side. She was notable at the time for being 
Ridge’s cover illustration of Emma Goldman’s 

pamphlet Patriotism: A Menace to Liberty.
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among the first to take the roughness and brutality of poverty and immigrant life 

and turn it into powerful art. 

Bodies dangle from the fire escapes

Or sprawl over the stoops...

Upturned faces glimmer pallidly –

Herring-yellow faces, spotted as with a mold,

And moist faces of girls

Like dank white lilies,

And infants’ faces with open parched mouths that suck at the air

as at empty teats.

The publication of The Ghetto and other Poems solidified Ridge’s place as a poet 

of note. She would go on to be part of the new poetry movement in New York, 

publishing her poems and sometimes acting as editor of important literary 

magazines such as Others, The Broom, and New Masses. She published three 

more volumes of well-regarded poetry during the 1920s: Sun-up (1920), Red 

Flag (1927) and Firehead (1929). Her poetry continued to explore new modes of 

expression, and her subjects continued to be those of the working class, labour, 

and radicalism. Sun-up examined her childhood and femininity, and included 

“To Larkin” for an Irish trade unionist and radical arrested and held in prison in 

New York during the red scare Palmer raids.  

One hundred million men and women go inevitably about their affairs,

In the somnolent way

Of men before a great drunkenness….

They do not see you by their windows, Jim Larkin,

With your eyes bloody as the sunset

And your shadow gaunt upon the sky…

You, and the like of you, that life

Is crushing for their frantic wines

Those she counted as friends or whom she edited in poetry magazines included 

Marianne Moore, Edna St. Vincent Millay, H.D., Evelyn Scott, and Elinor Wylie, 

as well as William Carlos Williams, Man Ray, Hart Crane, Wallace Stevens, John 

Dos Pasos, Eugene O’Neill, and probably every other name you might recognize 

in American modernist literature. 

A strength of this book is the way Svoboda, herself a poet, translator and author 

of both fiction and criticism, situates Ridge among both her political and literary 

contemporaries, friends and associates. Following a roughly chronological 

structure, Svoboda explores Ridge’s life and writing career as it develops in 

tandem with the history of literature and politics in America, making clear how 

interwoven Ridge was with the development of new art and writing. Yet the 

author’s practice of providing brief biographical details of each person Ridge 

knew, or may have known, and what she thought of them, or may have thought 

of them, distracts from the narrative more than it adds. Svoboda notes that only 

half of Lola Ridge’s papers have been deposited in the archives of Smith College, 

the other half having been held back by her literary executor, and access to them 
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is still denied, though Ridge’s work went out of copyright in 2011. It is perhaps 

for this reason that Svoboda relies so heavily on “perhaps”, “may have been”, 

and “what if?” Without evidence to ground the author’s suppositions, what 

is in fact an incredible story of personal reinvention and political and literary 

commitment, gets lost in superfluous details. 

But Svoboda’s questioning of why Ridge has so far been forgotten, and her 

purpose in reclaiming a place for Ridge within the canon of modernist American 

literature, is laudable. Ridge was a woman who invented and reinvented herself 

in the pursuit of her art. That at the turn of the 20th century she could shuck 

off a husband and child, and travel both physically and psychologically from 

the dying goldfields of Hokitika, to the center of the literary salons of 1920s 

New York, is itself a feat of radical invention. Anything That Burns You, the 

first full-length biography of Lola Ridge, is rigorously researched, and provides 

convincing argument for the importance of a reconsideration of her life and 

literary contributions. 

Outcasts of the Gods? The Struggle Over Slavery in Māori New Zealand

By Hazel Petrie (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2015)

Reviewed by Jared Davidson

“Slavery” is a loaded word, and the images it conjures up are complex and 

contested. A recent case in point is the children’s book A Birthday Cake for 

George Washington, which caused controversy and a Twitter campaign against 

it for depicting a smiling African-American slave on its cover. The term and 

its resulting imagery are not neutral; it has a painful history and a very real 

association with the horror of African-American unfreedom.

But is “slavery” the right term for the experience of captivity in Māori society? 

Hazel Petrie opens her remarkable and insightful study with this very question. 

“Despite the wide variety of forms of slavery or bondage throughout world 

history,” writes Petrie, “familiarity with African-American history, acquired 

through books, films and television documentaries, has led many Westerners, 

including New Zealanders, to comprehend ‘slavery’ in a particular way—as 

black people, bought and sold, labouring on plantations, beaten, abused, and 

dehumanised.” Over the course of her book, Petrie shows in considerable detail 

that the reality in Aotearoa New Zealand has been relatively unexplored, and 

constantly misapprehended.

An experienced researcher with numerous Waitangi Tribunal reports and 

the award-winning Chiefs of Industry under her belt, Petrie brings her strong 

knowledge of sources and an understanding of te ao Māori to Outcasts of the 

Gods?3 Indeed, it was her research for Chiefs of Industry and examples of “ex-slaves” 

becoming independent entrepreneurs that led her to explore the experience of 

freedom and unfreedom in Māori society. The result is a book rich in stories 

and balanced with analysis. It is a significant contribution to the study of what 

Petrie describes as war captivity in traditional Māori society, filling a substantial 

gap in the literature. Apart from contemporary accounts tainted by particular 
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bias or understandings of slavery, one or two theses that touch on the topic, 

and references in various Waitangi Tribunal reports, Outcasts of the Gods? stands 

alone as an in-depth analysis of captivity, its economic and spiritual context, and 

its eventual transformation. 

The book begins with an investigation of the word “slavery” and how it has been 

understood by both Pākehā at the forefront of colonisation (traders, missionaries, 

Crown officials) and others since. Petrie also analyses the words for captives in te 

reo Māori and finds that their use and meaning in that language is also complex. 

For Petrie, “‘slavery’ is an all-purpose word, rarely to be trusted. So the key to 

much misunderstanding appears to lie in how it is defined and how systems of 

slavery are perceived.” Using this cross-cultural approach to theorising (what she 

calls a “parallel history approach”) Petrie shows how captivity was influenced by 

“time, place, values, kinship and economic structures, social stratification, and 

spiritual implications.” 

For Petrie, war captivity or other forms of bondage cannot be understood through 

a framework exogenous to Māori society, and therefore the term “slavery” 

is inappropriate in this context. “Being captured in Māori warfare was not 

necessarily the route to a predetermined new life but a kaleidoscope of potential 

conditions.” Some captives were free to trade, had access to land and resources, 

and fought side-by-side with their “masters”. Others like Treaty-signatory Ihaia 

Kaikoura of Rangitāne retained their mana and leadership role over both their 

own hapu and that of their “captors”. While Petrie does not shy away from the 

potential violence or toil associated with Māori captivity, she stresses that the 

experiences of war captives were not universal and were influenced by mana 

and tapu, the social position of the captive, whakapapa, regional differences, 

and a vast array of other factors. Outcasts of the Gods? highlights these factors 

in considerable detail—so much so that, at times, they get in the way of Petrie’s 

central argument. 

The opening chapters on mana, tapu and the social stratification of Māori society 

place warfare and captivity into a local and cultural context. It is clear from these 

chapters that comparisons with slavery as practiced by Europeans are not useful, 

and are indeed harmful. We also learn how race and class influenced colonial 

thinking about captives in Māori society, and how the relatively abnormal period 

of the 1830s impacted on the practice. While Petrie explores the intersection 

of the anti-slavery movement in Europe with British colonists in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, Outcast of the Gods? takes aim at the idea that British influence— 

namely Christianity—put an end to captivity in Māori society. She convincingly 

demonstrates that a myriad of factors led to the decline of the practice, of which 

Christianity was just one of many. She also debunks the idea that British society 

itself was free of bondage at that time, comparing notions of British liberty with 

colonising practice (enslavement of Māori through land loss or wage labour, the 

use of servants, the denial of tikanga Māori and the imposition of colonial law, 

to name just a few).

Beautifully designed and featuring a strong selection of images, Outcasts of the 

Gods? is a pleasing read and an important addition to Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
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historiography. While some parts feel “bitsy” and over-laboured (excuse the pun), 

the depth of examples from both Māori and Pākehā history pave the way to a 

better understanding of Māori captivity in its cultural and international context.

A Day Mournful and Overcast 

By An “Uncontrollable From The Iron Column” (Wellington: The Freedom 

Shop, 2016)

80th Anniversary of the Spanish Revolution Exhibition 

Curated by The Freedom Shop (7-10 July 2016)

Reviewed by Barry Pateman

The small pamphlet, A Day Mournful and Overcast had legendary status in the 

1960s and 70s. The original was published in Nosostros (Ourselves) the newspaper 

of the anarchist Iron Column during March 1937. An extract was first published 

in English in Burnett Bolloten’s book, The Grand Camouflage, but a first complete 

English edition doesn’t appear to have been available until 1987, although 

complete editions had been available in French and Italian for some time prior 

to that.4 The pamphlet was written just before the Iron Column was forced to 

militarize, i.e. have a system of command introduced—corporals, sergeants, 

captains etc. Before this there had been no command structures at all and the 

Column had been organized by consensus. The Freedom Shop edition was re-

published to coincide with their fascinating exhibition commemorating the 80th 

anniversary of the Spanish Revolution which was held at 17 Tory St, Wellington 

from Thursday 7-Sunday 10 July 2016.

The pamphlet achieved its legendary status for a few reasons. Firstly, it was a 

contemporary comment from a member of the Iron Column. At the time it was 

published such information hardly existed. Secondly, it was written as a response 

to a decree that changed the nature of the Spanish Revolution, so it was seen 

to carry enormous significance. Like everyone else I soaked it up. The writer 

refers to himself as an “escaped convict from San Miguel de los Reyes, that 

sinister penitentiary”, who had been imprisoned for killing a “political boss”. 

(In reality the Iron Column had opened the doors of the penitentiary and let all 

the prisoners out and quite a few joined the column.) The style the unknown 

prisoner writes in is pretty awful. It’s hyperbolic, clumsy and at times romantic. 

I suppose that’s why I have always loved it! He’s not a professional writer, or 

even someone who writes regularly for a political paper. What we are reading 

here is an outpouring of anger and almost unbearable hurt at seeing part of his 

anarchist dream destroyed, and we realize that the words are aimed as much at 

those in the anarchist CNT-FAI higher committees who agreed to the decree as 

to those government figures who drew it up. The pain and poignancy drips off 

the page, clunky English translation and all. It’s a unique testimony and one that 

leaves the reader a little shell-shocked and embarrassed—no carefully worded 

arguments here! However, because I am not the brightest light bulb in the attic 

it took me a further few years to realize how deeply significant this writing was.

It’s significant of course because it is a real, live primary source. Not minutes of 

a meeting, a crafted newspaper article or an interview carried out ten years after 
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the event. A Day Mournful and Overcast is about as close to the contemporary as 

we are going to get. For the historian it is gold dust. At the very least it gives some 

immediate sense of events from the point of view of a front line participant. We 

might find something similar in the scribbled notes of a nurse in Gallipoli at the 

end of a working day, or the diary of a member of the crowd at Peterloo written 

on the night of the killings. What we make of them of course is another matter.

In the last twenty years there have been some remarkable histories of those 

men and women who went to fight in Spain, usually under the aegis of the 

International Brigades. We might, for instance, look at Peter Carroll’s The Odyssey 

of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, Mark Derby’s Kiwi Compañeros – New Zealand and 

the Spanish Civil War and Ben Hughes’ They Shall Not Pass: The British Battalion 

at Jarama.5 All of them are impressively researched, thorough and well written 

and will set the standard in this field for years to come. There are also more and 

more books covering the experience of medical volunteers in Spain including 

Derby’s Petals and Bullets: Dorothy Morris – New Zealand Nurse in the Spanish Civil 

War.6 We can read these books and celebrate the bravery, sacrifice and dedication 

of those who went. I do worry, though, that we are missing the voices of the 

Spanish people themselves.

During the period 19 July 1936-April 1937 the most profound revolution of the 

20th century took place in some areas of Spain, including Barcelona and Aragon. 

Working-class people and their trade unions took over the means of production, 

but it quickly became more than that. Economic change led to a revolution in 

everyday life—a huge social change. For example, power relations between 

men and women changed dramatically as groups such as Mujere Libres (Free 

Women) helped give women the confidence to take control of their own lives 

and bodies and become equal in all sorts of social, economic, educational and 

military spheres. (You can read much more about this in Martha Acklesberg’s 

wonderful book Free Women of Spain.)7 The exhibition at Tory St, curated by 

The Freedom Shop, illustrated this social revolution in a carefully put together 

gallery. There were sections on numerous topics including the collectivization 

of agriculture and industry, all illustrated with contemporary photographs and 

posters and explained in clear, straightforward prose. The exhibit also contained 

contemporary pamphlets produced by the CNT-FAI and other groups that 

complimented the pictures. The crafted exhibition led us through the hope and 

excitement of the revolution to the despair of defeat and the retreat, and in some 

cases, permanent exile. All of this was complimented by an interesting range of 

speakers and discussion topics about Spain.

After 80 years it does surprise one how little people know and understand of what 

happened in those months. I suppose it is partly that very few of the volunteers to 

Spain actually experienced it. Memoirs of the volunteers reflect little knowledge 

of the wide-ranging revolution on their doorstep. Of course by the time they got 

to Spain circumstances had changed, and very few of the volunteers went to the 

barrios of Barcelona where these changes may still have been in effect. Among 

the anarchist exiles I interviewed in London all those years ago only a couple can 

remember seeing anyone from the Brigades. For the Brigadiers, perhaps this was 

a fight against fascism, not the defence of a social revolution as the anarchists saw 
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it. I rather think another reason is that those who did see what was happening 

had trouble comprehending what they saw. They brought with them expectations 

about how change might occur. Not many of the non-Spaniards expected to see 

the profound and rich change that was occurring before their eyes. For most of 

them it was nothing like anything they had ever experienced or thought of. The 

most humble response to those events I have read was that of George Orwell in 

Homage To Catalonia: “There was much in it that I did not understand, in some 

ways I did not even like it, but I recognized it immediately as a state of affairs 

worth fighting for.” What he was experiencing was a shift in the possible. To the 

millions of Spanish people involved in social change everything was possible. To 

observers perhaps it was a little frightening? A Day Mournful and Overcast tries 

to sketch an ideal that is difficult for us to understand today. Put simply how 

can we understand and appreciate what he writes with only our narrow sense of 

possibility to work with? How could prisoners share this dream? Won’t they keep 

repeating their crimes? How can units fight without command structure? (Never 

mind the militias held Aragon with only the most pitiful weapons.) It’s a dream, 

surely. Just a dream!

Change may never occur again in the same way as it did in Spain in July 1936, 

but occur there it did. We do need to remember the lives of those volunteers 

so ably documented by Mark Derby and others, and we also need to remember 

the profound and rich changes made by the people of Spain. We may not agree 

with it all, we may not understand it, but the least we can do is respect it. A 

Day Mournful and Overcast and the 80th Anniversary Exhibition put together by 

The Freedom Shop remind us of the passion and excitement the possibility of 

a society predicated on mutual aid and equality can inspire. We ought not to 

forget it or allow our sense of possibility to be too constrained. The real, tangible 

pain our writer feels at the loss of some of his anarchist practice suggests his 

emotional and moral engagement with it. There were hundreds of thousands 

like him, including men and women from the poorest backgrounds imaginable. 

We could do with a lot more of their sense of possibility and passion today.

 

Fighting War: Anarchists, Wobblies and the New Zealand State, 1905-1925

By Jared Davidson (Wellington: Rebel Press, 2016) 

Reviewed by Ryan Bodman

Expanding on themes covered in his earlier publications, Jared Davidson’s 

Fighting War explores the operation of state power in New Zealand as wielded 

against the far-left in the years immediately before, during and after WWI.8 

Employing his considerable talents as an archivist, Davidson uncovers an 

array of previously unconsidered primary documents to recount a sordid tale 

of state censorship, harassment, surveillance and deportations directed at the 

government’s revolutionary critics. 

The booklet discusses a number of the organisations, and a handful of the 

personalities that constituted New Zealand’s early 20th century revolutionary 

milieu, and draws the movement’s constituent pieces into a cohesive whole. 

Fighting War then turns to the state’s response to these “‘parasites’, ‘anarchists’ 
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and other ‘IWW types’”, detailing the coercive methods employed by the 

government to delegitimise the extra-parliamentary left at a time when it’s global 

significance was on the rise.  

By exposing and detailing the state’s coercive tactics, Davidson makes a 

valuable contribution to an under-considered aspect of New Zealand history. 

While participant accounts of social movements in New Zealand—including 

Trevor Richard’s Dancing On Our Bones and Tim Shadbolt’s Bullshit and 

Jellybeans—are attuned to the underhanded tactics employed by the state, New 

Zealand historiography has generally been slow to explore the more shadowy 

manifestations of state power. This oversight may reflect Rosa Luxemburg’s 

maxim that “those who do not move, do not notice their chains”; or maybe it’s 

simply a generational thing, with those of us raised in the digital age more likely 

to take state surveillance for granted. Whatever the reason, Davidson is to be 

commended for his exploration of the tactics employed by the New Zealand state 

to smoother the flames of discontent. 

The booklet, however, is not without its faults. There is significant repetition from 

Davidson’s earlier work, with some sections being copied, verbatim, from Sewing 

Freedom (though this does not detract from the quality of Fighting War, and likely 

reflects the fact that the booklet is developed from earlier seminar presentations). 

In addition, Fighting War lacks much of the design flair that made Remains to 

be Seen and Sewing Freedom (not to mention this journal) things of beauty; an 

absence noticed by this artistically challenged, but appreciative reviewer.

On the whole Fighting War is an important contribution to the history of early 

20th century radicalism, as well as the operation of state power in New Zealand. 

Davidson offers a useful entry point for further exploration of this topic, and 

hopefully he, and others, will continue to explore the state’s use of covert tactics, 

so that those of us who have noticed our chains are better equipped to dispense 

with them.  

The 5th Eye 

Directed by Errol Wright and Abi King-Jones (CutCutCut Films, Premiered at 

The Paramount Theatre on 23 July 2016)

Reviewed by K. Monaghan and C. Butler

The 5th Eye, the latest offering from CutCutCut films, is centred on the compelling 

tale of three activists who momentarily interrupted the smooth running of a 

global surveillance network. Motivated by a moral imperative to protect human 

life, Sam Land, Dominican friar Father Peter Murnane and Adrian Leason 

disabled one of the domes covering the Government Communications Security 

Bureau interception radars at the Waihopai site outside of Blenheim. By popping 

the cover with a sickle, the “Waihopai three” wanted to draw New Zealanders’ 

attention to our complicity in the war in Iraq and prevent the killing of innocent 

civilians.
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Although the film is anchored by the narrative of this local story, film makers Abi 

King-Jones and Errol Wright deftly pull back the lens to reveal the bigger picture 

—New Zealand’s role in the Five Eyes spy network. 

With origins tracing back to the Cold War, the Five Eyes network is a partnership 

of five countries—USA, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand—who, officially, 

work together and share intelligence in order prevent terrorist attacks. The 5th 

Eye recounts events that signal a different reality. From the UKUSA agreement, 

through the anti-nuclear legislation, to the publication of Nicky Hager’s important 

book Secret Powers, The 5th Eye reveals a different purpose—the collection and 

surveillance of all digital communications for the National Security Agency of the 

USA. The documentary also demonstrates the actual use of this data collection, 

such as the targeting of investigative journalist Jon Stephenson, the illegal raid 

on Kim Dotcom’s mansion, and the ongoing surveillance of environmental, 

indigenous and political activists. The film also revisits the “Moment of Truth” 

where Julian Assange, Glenn Greenwald and Edward Snowden demonstrate, 

in the clearest terms, New Zealand’s role in the spy network and our national 

complicity in the murder of innocent civilians by drone strikes, the torture of 

prisoners in American bases, and the mass restriction of civil liberties across the 

world.

Overall the film provides a necessary update to the conversation regarding state 

surveillance. But it’s not just a story of defeat. Leason’s pride is palpable as he 

recalls the action to pop the spy dome, and the following court cases. There’s 

also plenty of humour to lighten the subject; the awkward silences and body 

language of politicians and other agents of the state are emphasised to highlight 

their hypocrisy.

Barry Pateman is the Reviews Editor of the Bulletin. If you have material you think 

we should review, or are interested in reviewing for us, contact the Reviews Editor at 

reviews@lhp.org.nz
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