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This issue of the Bulletin will be my last as Editor. I assisted Mark Derby with 

editing the Bulletin for a number of issues prior to taking over from August 2015. 

I have thoroughly enjoyed my time in the role. The Bulletin has introduced me to 

numerous engaged and passionate historians, writers and activists, and to a wide 

range of material about New Zealand’s labour and social history.

Watching with alarm world events of the last 18 months—in particular the 

conflagration in the Middle East, the consequent migrant crisis, and the rise of 

far-right populism on both sides of the Atlantic—Marx’s famous denunciation 

of political economy has often come to mind: “[It is the] denial of man carried 

through to its logical conclusion” (Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts). Sadly, 

these calamities were, in my view, all too predictable, arising in the immediate 

out of the failure of policymakers to address the social consequences of the 2008 

Global Financial Crises, but at a deeper level from the confluence of a complex 

series of cultural and political factors arising over the past 40 years. These factors 

include, among others, the rise of debt-fuelled consumerism; the withering 

of civil society, and social atomisation; the increasing dissatisfaction with 

technocratic, “post-democratic” rule, to borrow the phrase of British sociologist 

Colin Crouch; and epochal transformations of the global labour market driven by 

globalisation and deregulation.

The global workforce is experiencing unprecedented upheavals, with issues 

like precarious employment, automation and the displacement of labour by 

technology, speed-up and downward pressure on wages, and the on-going decline 

of the manufacturing sector in the West, coming to the fore of popular discourse. 

All these issues are increasingly being recognised as worthy of the attention of 

policymakers (e.g. Labour’s Future of Work Commission). 

What can labour historians offer a world in such a state of crisis? We can, and 

ought to, play a role in historicising the changes the workforce is experiencing, 

which are, I would argue, a leading factor contributing to  the political shockwaves 

reverberating across the world today. And we must do so in a way that neither 

cleaves to the technocratic and business-friendly approach of Future of Work 

Commission or the nationalistic and protectionist harking-back of populism.

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Editorial
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In this issue, Russell Marshall, Labour MP for Whanganui from 1972-1990 

and Cabinet Minister from 1984-1990, chronicles the Labour Party’s changing 

attitudes towards rail and the closure of Whanganui’s East Town Railway 

Workshops during the 1980s. Rail played a crucial role in New Zealand’s 

economic development and provided thousands of jobs across the country. In the 

1970s National began to undermine rail in favour of trucking. Labour launched 

a campaign to “Save Rail” in response, and made rail policy a key part of their 

election platform. However, after their election victory in 1984, the Party began 

to moderate or outright renege on their pre-election promises. Marshall’s article 

is a fascinating insight into a tumultuous period of New Zealand political history 

from a participant observer at the upper echelons of the governing party. In the 

course of the article he effectively traces the genesis of the late-modern “market-

conforming” politician, to borrow Angela Merkel’s phrase: the political class for 

whom subservience to economic “necessities” trumps loyalty to an electoral base.

In an article adopted from a presentation given to the Labour History Forum in 

Runanga late last year, Peter Clayworth  describes the role Runanga played in the 

emergence of the first Federation of Labour—the “Red Feds”—and the Labour 

Party, as well as anti-war and anti-conscription activity during World War I. His 

article highlights the mutually reinforcing relationship between working-class 

communities and trade unionism. Runanga was a union town, and the culture 

of the union and mining shaped community life. The power of this cohesion is 

illustrated by how during the 1913 Great Strike, in contrast to the main centres 

where farmers and rural labourers came into town as strikebreakers, rural-

based miners arrived to support striking watersiders and ensure urban business 

interests did not break the blockade.

Bill Rosenberg, an economist and Director of Policy at the New Zealand Council 

of Trade Unions (CTU), provides us with an engrossing insight into the life of 

his cousin, the late Helen Kelly. He traces Helen’s development as a unionist 

and public figure, from her formative years in the politically charged household 

of the late Pat and Cath Kelly—two towering figures of trade unionism and left-

wing politics in their own right—through her work as a teacher and in education 

unions, before finally her tenure as CTU President. Bill’s account measures just 

how much our movement—and this country—has lost with Helen’s passing: 

“Helen could have been to New Zealand politics what Bernie Sanders and 

Jeremy Corbyn symbolise in the US and UK – but with youth and exceptional 

organisational and communication skills on her side.”

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

Research and Reviews Editor, Jared Davidson for his work as designer, Grace 

Millar and Peter Clayworth for their assistance editing parts of this issue, Deb 

Farquhar and Marie Russell for proofreading, and the LHP Committee and Mark 

Derby for their unflagging support during my time as Editor of the Bulletin.

Ciaran Doolin

Editor
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At the beginning of each year we draw up the long-list for the Bert Roth Award 

for the best work in labour history produced in the previous year. Each year it is 

exciting to see the many different ways that the history of work and resistance to 

exploitation are being recorded and shared in New Zealand. One of the difficult 

questions for us is deciding what labour history is. Jim McAloon and Peter 

Franks’ history of the Labour Party, for example, falls firmly within our remit.  

For other works there is some ambiguity. Where does work about making art 

go? Great books about making music, carving, and an art scene have all been 

written in 2016, each of which have some element of resistance. I reviewed Poi 

E for the Bulletin earlier this year. I would argue that it’s not just the context of 

the closure of Patea Freezing Works that makes that movie a work of labour 

history, but also the way it took care to show the wide range of work that goes 

into making a piece of culture. The sub-committee in charge of judging the Bert 

Roth Award are lucky that people are producing works that prompt us to ask 

interesting questions.

Last year we got funding to undertake a project identifying archival material 

relating to the history of the Labour Party. We were very lucky to get Emma Kelly 

to take the role of archivist. She is roughly halfway through the project and has 

done workshops throughout the country. There’s a fantastic account of her work 

in this issue.  

This is Ciaran’s last issue as Editor of the Bulletin. I’d like to thank him for his 

hard work producing the Bulletin, which has gone from strength to strength.  

We’re very grateful that he’ll still be on the Labour History Project Committee.  

We will have interim editors for the next two issues. Barry Pateman will edit 

the next issue and if you have material you can contact him by email: hiawg@

earthlink.net. The final issue for the year will be a themed issue around insecure 

work and there is a call for papers in this issue. We are looking for a permanent 

Editor from 2018 onwards.

Grace Millar

Chairperson

Chair’s Report
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Labour 100 Project - Six Month Update By Emma Kelly 

The Labour 100 project, started in September 2016 to mark the 100th anniversary 

of the New Zealand Labour Party, is going well. I have visited the Coromandel, 

Auckland, Rotorua, Whanganui, Berhampore, Invercargill, Dunedin and 

Greymouth and been delighted to meet so many enthusiastic Labour Party 

members and past members with archive material pertaining to the Labour Party 

in their region.

Each regional workshop has been co-facilitated with the local museums, 

archives and libraries to ensure that we are aligning our information with those 

institutions. In this way, we ensure that archival materials are appropriate for 

deposit or donation, and that a relationship is forged between local members and 

their memory institutions which will last beyond the year this project runs for.

Thus far we have had Labour Party branch minute books from the 1940s emerge 

from private homes, as well as wonderful election ephemera, copies of Harry 

Holland’s Red Roses on the Highway (1924) and other delightful social and cultural 

materials such as the 1980s “Beginners’ Guide on How to Run a Cake Stall” with 

instructions for each part of the process and checklists galore. On a more serious 

note, a visit to the Trades Hall Vivian Street has revealed a wonderful collection 

of materials including Ernie Abbott’s records from the time of the bombing in 

1984, letters of condolence, and other information which will be deposited at the 

Alexander Turnbull Library this year.

Now the workshops are completed, many members are going back to their 

branches to make a plan about next steps for organising local materials, and I 

will follow up to help with listings to ensure the archivists who receive things are 

very clear what it is they’re accepting.

I’m having a lot of fun with this project and learning a whole lot of New Zealand 

trade union, socialist, communist and Labour Party history that I had no idea 

about, including my Great Uncle Douglas Murdoch Martin’s involvement as 

the Miramar Branch Chair in the 1940s before being ejected from the Party for 

also being involved with the Communists. He was a Methodist Minister who 

often visited Mt Crawford Prison to provide guidance to prisoners, and was later 

himself charged with sedition for anti-conscription activities during World War 

II, spending 6 months as a prisoner there. Following up Doug’s records, we’ve 

now been granted his SIS file which has been very useful in learning more about 

my family history as well as Doug’s various activities. You never know what you’ll 

find when you start an archiving project! If you are interested in being involved, 

please contact me at emma.kelly@vuw.ac.nz.

News Round-up

Beginners’ Guide on How to Run a Cake Stall.
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Call for Papers: Conference on Dissent and World War I
World War I divided New Zealand society in many ways. But in the current 

commemorative climate little attention has been paid to the perceptions and 

actions of those who opposed the war. Dissent may take many forms, and we hope 

that this conference, co-hosted by the Stout Research Centre for New Zealand 

Studies and the Labour History Project from 31 August to 2 September 2017 in 

Wellington, will include discussion of the following themes, among others:

Conscription

Māori and dissent, e.g. Te Puea Hērangi and Kīngitanga, or Rua Kenana

Pre-war anti-militarism

Post-war dissent, e.g. veterans

Repression and persecution of dissent

NZ Labour Party and dissent

NZ trade unions and dissent

War profiteering

Dissent within the military

Pro-German perspectives

Germans and internment

Internment

Censorship

Pacifism

Conscientious objection

The Irish in NZ

Influence of the Bolshevik Revolution or the Easter Rising

Perceptions of dissent

Religious dissent

Moral campaigns

Gender and dissent

Divided communities, e.g. sectarianism

Proposals

The deadline for proposals is 28 April 2017. These should include a title, abstract 

of no more than 300 words, and full contact details for the presenter(s). We 

welcome submissions from a broad range of presenters, and encourage those 

who might be interested in organising a panel session, or have any further 

queries, to contact David Grant (see below).

Please email proposals for papers to each of the conference organisers listed 

below:

Richard Hill richard.hill@vuw.ac.nz

David Grant david.grant@xtra.co.nz

Peter Clayworth peterclayworth@hotmail.com

Anna Green anna.green@vuw.ac.nz
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2017 LHP Scholarship Awarded to Helen Bollinger
Late last year, the LHP offered a one-off $2,000 scholarship towards a MA degree 

in the 2017 academic year on an aspect of New Zealand labour history. We gave 

particular consideration to applicants who have been active in the workforce and 

plan to study an aspect of labour history in the post-World War II era.

The scholarship was awarded to Helen Bollinger, who will conduct her research 

through the Otago University Department of Sociology, Gender and Social Work. 

Her thesis, entitled Film Families: Generations and Gender in a NZ Project-based 

Industry, will explore the factors contributing to the phenomenon of multiple 

generations of families working in the New Zealand freelance film industry, 

in the context of the continuities and differences in screen work practice and 

culture from the film-making renaissance of the 1970s to the present day.

Joe Harawira (1946-2017): Worker and Fighter for Justice 
By Peter Clayworth

On 10 January this year trade unionists mourned the death of Joe Harawira, of 

Ngāti Awa and Ngāi Te Rangi, a long-time advocate for sawmill workers poisoned 

by chemicals from Carter Holt Harvey’s old Whakatāne Sawmill. 

Joe was the 11th of 13 children of Fred Harawira and Suzie Hona. He was born 

and grew up at Paroa, near Whakatāne. He began work at the Tasman Pulp and 

Paper Mill, at Kawerau, a few weeks before his 18th birthday. After a year at 

Kawerau, Joe went to Tokoroa and found work at Kinleith. Seven years later he 

returned to Whakatāne and got a job at Carter Holt Harvey’s Whakatāne sawmill 

on the “greenchain” sorting timber. He was later promoted to work as a grader. 

In 1972 he married Pare Pikiao Rapana and within a few years their first two 

children were born. The family lived at the sawmill village within 50 metres of 

the Whakatāne mill.

In his early days working at Tokoroa and Whakatāne Joe was a fit and strong 

young man. He had hard physical jobs and was a dedicated rugby player. Joe 

and his fellow Whakatāne workers were unaware that the chemicals they were 

exposed to in their day-to-day work included a range of hazardous substances. 

Perhaps the most dangerous was the carcinogen pentachlorophenol (PCP), 

used as an anti-fungal agent on the timber. The workers’ families were also 

exposed to PCP and other chemicals through firewood, garden sawdust mulch, 

the men’s work clothes and through leaching from over 36 mill waste dumps 

around the Whakatāne area. Chemicals from these dumps poisoned the soil and 

the waterways of the Whakatāne River catchment. The company dumped waste 

directly into the Whakatāne River. Waste was also used as landfill when local 

marae sites were being developed.

In 1982 Joe began to suffer symptoms that had become common among many of 

his workmates and their families. As his health declined Joe took his redundancy 

from the mill, after 29 years in sawmill related industries. Mill workers and their 

families were suffering from weakness, fatigue, depression, headaches, shortness 

of breath, headaches and irritation of the eyes and nose. It was later discovered 

they had disproportionately high levels of cancer, liver and heart disease and 

Joe Harawira (1946 - 2017)
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respiratory problems. Women often had miscarriages and the children had many 

health problems.

Joe was one of the workers who formed Sawmill Workers Against Poisons (SWAP) 

in 1988. They aimed to discover whether mill chemicals were responsible for 

their health issues. The Whakatāne mill closed in 1989, but SWAP continued 

campaigning for justice. Joe only became really active in the cause from 1995, 

after recovering from intense pain spasms and near-total paralysis brought on by 

his illness. He was selected for a health survey being carried out by the Timber 

Workers’ Union and Occupational Health and Safety. Through this survey 

Joe became convinced that mill chemicals were the source of his troubles. He 

organised a research project that SWAP members carried out into the effects 

of PCP and other mill chemicals. As they were mostly Māori workers with only 

basic education backgrounds, SWAP encountered a great deal of prejudice when 

presenting their findings to the authorities.

Joe and SWAP suffered years of knock-backs in their quest to have something 

done about the mill’s chemical waste. Progress only really began once SWAP 

had created alliances with Pākehā and Māori experts and campaigners. These 

included local tohunga, Agent Orange activists, residents of Paritutu, New 

Plymouth (near the Ivan Watkins Dow plant), and Greenpeace. SWAP and their 

allies were able to find and identify contaminated sites around the Whakatāne 

area. They were also able to raise the issue with MPs and Ministers, through 

a three-day hui at parliament. In October 2008, after 20 years of struggle, the 

Ministry of Health made a commitment to provide special health services for the 

sawmill workers and their families. It took several more years of heated debate 

before a satisfactory healthcare package and a clinic were established. Further 

pressure brought a commitment from the Bay of Plenty Regional Council to 

clean up contaminated sites, in particular the heavily polluted Kopeopeo Canal. 

Through these years, Joe, now SWAP’s co-ordinator, maintained the focus on the 

authorities to ensure they fulfilled the promises they had made. 

Joe Harawira was a tireless fighter for Māori, for workers and for the planet. Kua 

hinga he rangatira o Ngāti Awa, o Ngāi Te Rangi, o te hunga uniana. Kua hinga 

he totara i te Wao nui a Tane.

SOURCES

Danielle Moewai Jaram, “Joe Harawira: The emergence of a mātauranga Māori environmentalist”, 

MAI Review, issue 1 (2009), Intern Research Report 3, http://www.review.mai.ac.nz  

Joe Harawira obituary, Radio NZ, 10 January 2017, http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/322100/sawmill-

workers%27-advocate-joe-harawira-dies

“Insight: New Zealand’s most poisoned places”, Radio NZ, 19 June 2016, http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/

programmes/insight/audio/201804570/insight-nz’s-most-poisoned-places 

Joe Harawira obituary, Bay of Plenty Times, 10 January 2017, http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_

id=1&objectid=11779663 
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Catherine Vera Kelly (10 March 1926 - 13 March 2017)
By Hazel Armstrong and Marie Russell (with thanks to Bill Rosenberg, Max Kelly, 

Gerald Sutton and Anne Goodman)

You have to keep going. You don’t win anything without a struggle. And 

even when you do win it, it tends to disappear unless you keep on putting 

in the effort.

- Cath Kelly

Cath had three older sisters, Anne, Max and Margaret. Their mother was Vera 

Chapman and their father Siegfried Eichelbaum. She was raised in Thorndon in 

a house opposite the site of the current US Embassy in Fitzherbert Terrace.

Sir Thomas Eichelbaum, who is a retired Chief Justice of New Zealand, was a 

cousin of her father’s, who escaped with his family from Europe in 1938. He 

remembers as a young boy meeting his lively cousins for the first time and 

especially his mischievous older cousin, Cath. Without the support of Siegfried 

and his family, Sir Thomas may not have survived.

Cath went on her OE in her early 20s. As a young communist in London 

immediately after World War II, she had a ball. She was a great fan of the singer, 

actor and activist Paul Robeson and attended several Robeson concerts. On one 

particular day she followed him to different venues across London, racing from 

one hall to the next to hear him.

In Yugoslavia, following Tito’s split from Stalin in 1948, the call went out from 

Tito about a project called “Brotherhood and Unity” to build a motorway from 

Zagreb to Belgrade. Tito called on young people in Yugoslavia and around the 

world to form international brigades to work on the motorway. Cath joined up 

from London and spent a month with a brigade. The daily routine was gymnastics 

in the morning, working on the road all day, and after work, attending lectures on 

Marxist-Leninist thought. As they worked, the workers sang: “Pick and spade, pick 

and spade, we are Tito’s Youth Brigade”. Cath’s commitment to internationalism 

and working people continued throughout her life.

Cath’s son Max, speaking at her funeral, said:

Cath Kelly has variously been described as formidable, as a fighter, as an 

activist, as a hero to her beloved Vietnam and by the Truth newspaper 

(that now thankfully vanished paragon of critical news) as the Red Siren… 

a scandalous harlot here to infiltrate New Zealand with her Communist 

wiles. Mum was all of this… bar being a scandalous harlot; in fact she was 

many different things, to many different people. 

In 1952 when Cath joined the Public Service as a typist in the Department of 

Maori Affairs, she became interested in equal pay. When a committee was set 

up in 1955 to campaign for equal pay she was already chairing the women’s 

committee of the Public Service Association (PSA) Wellington section and was 

elected to the campaign committee.

Cath Kelly (1926 - 2017)
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As Cath explained to Anne Goodman during an interview:

Equal pay had been an issue for the PSA all along. Rona Bailey had been 

at the forefront of a campaign in the 1940s after the war. In 1955, the 

Wellington section supported a resolution by Jim Winchester that the 

executive launch a major campaign for equal pay.

It was the treatment accorded to Jean Parker in 1956 that gave the 

campaign impetus. She was a most efficient clerk with eight people under 

her. So when a male cadet was promoted over her, she laid an appeal—and 

she won it. Then they demoted her. 

There was absolute outrage, not only within the PSA but publicly. There 

was a lot of media coverage and the case was debated in parliament. 

Eventually her salary was reinstated but by this time the equal pay 

campaign had really taken off. 

Margaret Long was the convenor of the PSA women’s committee, which 

had two positions on the executive, and I was chair of the Wellington 

women’s committee. The campaign was particularly active in Wellington, 

the Waikato and Palmerston North. Wherever there were activists.

We held lunchtime women’s meetings in all the government departments. 

We organised two big Town Hall meetings in Wellington, attended by over 

1,000 members. I remember running off leaflets on a Gestetner in the 

dead of night.

Buffet teas were a big organising tool. We would invite a speaker and sell 

tickets. It amused us that here we were, non-respectable women doing 

such a respectable task as having a buffet tea.

One of our tactics was to meet with MPs. Equal pay was in the Labour 

Party’s manifesto but Walter Nash, the Labour prime minister, was very 

reluctant to support it. 

The only reason the Equal Pay Act was passed was that Nash was overseas 

at the time. Jack Turnbull, the PSA general secretary, got the law drafting 

office to draft the bill. It went through parliament and National voted for 

it as well.

We won this through a mixture of clever tactics and the strong opinions of 

women both inside and outside the PSA.

Cath wrote: 

One of the features of the whole campaign was that, while women 

themselves organised and battled for equal pay, it was never just a 

“women’s” campaign; it was supported by local PSA sections and by the 
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national executive, men and women, and was won through the strength 

and unity of the PSA.

Cath married Pat Kelly in 1960. In their son Max Kelly’s words: 

Mum and Dad came from quite different backgrounds: Mum from 

affluence, Dad from poverty; both came together over a politic that 

reflected their respective desires to see the betterment of those at the 

bottom of society’s pecking order… the workers who toiled in factories, on 

roads; any form of labour where the wages were minimal and conditions 

tough and often dangerous. Communism initially reflected that ideal, 

though eventually they were booted from the NZ Communist Party, at 

a time when it split into Russian and Chinese factions; they going to the 

Chinese side. The expulsion was for “expressing socialist leanings”, or so 

the family joke used to go.

Cath and Pat had two children, Max and Helen. They lived in Shannon Street, 

Mt Victoria, Wellington and kept open house for contacts and strangers passing 

through and welcomed neighbourhood children. Cath’s nephew Bill Rosenberg 

(LHP Committee member and NZCTU Economist) recalls the Kelly household:

I remember visits to the family in my teens and later. Discussion of 

politics was part of the breakfast and dinner conversation and the times 

in between. This wasn’t a frothy commentary on political personalities 

and polls—it was active politics and organising: what needed to be done, 

who you should support and why…. The children took part in pickets and 

demonstrations.

Cath helped to form CARP (Campaign Against Rising Prices) in 1966. CARP 

opposed increases in prices, e.g. for Watties goods, beer and petrol, and increases 

Cath (centre) with family.
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for milk from four cents per pint. CARP was also concerned about deceptive 

packaging. She represented consumers on hearings about price rises and 

monopoly practices. She persuaded Dan Long and Barry Tucker of the PSA to 

staff CARP.

With her work in CARP, Cath was nominated by the National Party’s Lance Adams-

Schneider to a place on the Board of Consumers’ Institute (at that time a quasi-

autonomous non-governmental organisation). She warmed to Jim Fraser, who 

represented the Ministry of Health, but did not care for the other Board members 

representing big business, nor for Dick Smithies, the Institute’s director. She felt 

she was an isolated voice on the Board, especially as Rogernomics took its toll 

in the 1980s and 1990s. At Smithies’ farewell, to which she was invited although 

she’d left the Board, Smithies apparently repented of his earlier views and said 

to her quietly, “Now we are seeing the dark side of market forces”. Cath roundly 

riposted: “There is no other side”.

After New Zealand recognised Vietnam in 1975, Cath worked with the government 

to establish a more meaningful relationship with Vietnam. She established a 

group initially called VAIN (Vietnam Action and Information Network). It evolved 

into VICALSN in 1989 (Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos Support Network). The 

Network began small, self-sustaining aid projects in those countries, working 

through local organisations, and supported by a subsidy from the New Zealand 

government’s VASS programme. With her friends Dave Kent and Bob Kerr, 

Cath produced a quarterly newsletter to members with information she gleaned 

from the internet (she was an early adopter of this technology). In 1991 she 

was involved in setting up a government aid programme called ELTO—English 

Language Training for Officials. The programme continues today, having recently 

had its 44th intake, and it now encompasses seven South-East Asian countries. 

Cath is awarded the Friendship Order of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.
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Cath loved the work she and others from New Zealand did with the Vietnamese 

Women’s Union, with aid projects, skills training and solidarity. In 2003, when 

Vietnam opened an Embassy in Wellington, Cath arranged accommodation for 

the first Ambassador and Secretary. In 2005 the President of Vietnam awarded her 

the Friendship Order “in recognition of her active contribution to the promotion 

of the relations of friendship and cooperation between the people of Vietnam and 

New Zealand.” In 2010, the city leaders of Ho Chi Minh City invited her to the 

35th anniversary of the reunification of Vietnam. She was a special guest.

Helen Kelly, Cath and Pat’s daughter, absorbed her parents’ values and made 

her mark as the President of the CTU before her untimely death in 2016. Bill 

Rosenberg wrote, “Helen was a deep believer in collective action as the response 

to injustice. She resisted personal awards and accolades.” In 2015, with delight, 

Helen presented her mother Cath with the CTU’s lifetime achievement award. 

The sadness of having her daughter die before her was a great blow to Cath, and 

she died five months after Helen.

For further information see www.payequity.wordpress.com
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Rugby League and Working-class Culture in New Zealand
Labour History Project member Ryan Bodman has been awarded the 2017 

Friends of the Turnbull Library Grant of $15,000 to assist in researching his new 

project, a social and cultural history of rugby league in New Zealand. Bodman 

featured in the Dominion Post last December. In the article, Bodman said that 

Rugby League “was popular amongst similarly marginalised groups such as Irish 

Catholics, Kingitanga Maori, Pacific Islanders and working-class communities, 

who embraced the game as a source of community identity and cultural pride.” 

In 2014, Bodman also received a grant from the Ministry of Culture and Heritage 

New Zealand Oral History Awards.

The Unsuppressable One: A Biography of Patrick Hodgens Hickey
Labour History Project committee member Peter Clayworth has received an award 

of $12,000 from the Ministry of Culture and Heritage towards his biography of 

Pat Hickey.

New Zealand contributes to Bibliography on Spanish Civil War
The Spanish Civil War (1936-39) continues to generate a vast body of historical 

research and publications. An ambitious attempt to summarise the scope of this 

material has recently been carried out by scholars at the University of Salamanca. 

They have edited an international bibliography on the war, amounting to more 

than 1,000 pages and with contributions from Cuba, Holland, South America, 

Greece, China and several other nations and regions.

The chapter on New Zealand and Australian responses to the civil war was 

written by Mark Derby, who organised an LHP seminar on New Zealand and the 

Civil War in 2006. The findings of that seminar were published under the title 

Kiwi Compañeros (University of Canterbury Press, 2009). A Spanish translation 

was published in 2011, also through the University of Salamanca.

Prof. Angel Vinas, one of the editors of The Spanish Civil War - a bibliographical 

perspective, says in his introduction, “For the first time in Spanish-language 

literature, articles have been included dealing with very distant historiographical 

traditions…. These are the contributions from Australasia and Japan. We are 

interested in their significance to our readers as an example that the Civil War 

continues to arouse interest among historians of the most diverse nationalities.”

The bibliography is available in Spanish and in digital format only, from the 

Madrid publisher Marcial Pons, Ediciones de Historia: http://www.marcialpons.

es/editoriales_mpons/marcial-pons-ediciones-de-historia/1051/

TV Documentary on 1912 Waihi Strike
In 2012 the Labour History Project organised a wide-ranging seminar to mark 

the centenary of the Waihi strike. The seminar, held at Waihi itself, attracted 

contributors and participants from as far away as Australia. One of them, 

Wellington actor Lorae Parry, a descendant of 1912 Waihi Miners’ Union President 

Recent and Current Research
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Bill Parry, later wrote a play about the strike, “Scarlet and Gold”, performed at 

Wellington’s Circa Theatre in November-December 2016.

The TV production company Top Shelf spent a week at Waihi in late March this 

year, shooting an episode for a series on regional museums. They were interested 

in the way Waihi, a company town where public facilities such as the museum are 

reliant on financial support from the mine owners, addresses this contentious 

yet pivotal episode of local history.

LHP member Mark Derby (who organised the 2012 seminar and has published 

original research on the strike) was interviewed at Waihi for this programme. 

US-NZ Film Project on Robeson in Aotearoa
In April 2015 the Bulletin published an article by its Editor, Ciaran Doolin, 

entitled “Bugger the contract – I’ll sing”. This described the 1960 tour of New 

Zealand by the great US singer, athlete and activist Paul Robeson. That tour is 

the subject of a forthcoming feature film by the US-based production company 

Four Stars International. If any LHP members can provide recollections, photos, 

contacts or other information on Robeson in NZ, please contact Mark Derby on 

markderby37@gmail.com.

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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The Closure of the East 
Town Railway Workshops: 
Part One – Save Rail
By Russell Marshall 
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In 1972, Russell Marshall was elected Labour Member of Parliament of Wanganui 

(as the electorate was then called).1 Rail was an important part of New Zealand’s 

infrastructure, protected by regulations that limited how far freight could be moved 

on roads. Part of this infrastructure was a network of railway workshops: Ōtāhuhu in 

Auckland, Hutt in Wellington, Addington in Christchurch, Hillside in Dunedin and 

East Town in Wanganui. The survival of these railway workshops and the jobs of the 

men (and it was almost all men) who worked in them, was tied up with government 

transport and rail policy. This two-part article is Russell Marshall’s account of the 

Labour Party’s changing attitudes towards rail and the closure of the East Town 

Railway Workshop. The second part will appear in Bulletin no. 70, August 2017.

In the first half of the 20th century, Wanganui was a significant provincial centre. 

Until after the end of World War II it was the fifth largest city in New Zealand. 

Major government offices were important employers. Of all the government 

activities in Wanganui, the New Zealand Railways was the most substantial 

and the most important. The Wanganui Rail District stretched from Feilding to 

Waimiha 55 kilometres north of Taumarunui on the main trunk line, covering 

lines from Marton to New Plymouth and from Stratford to Taumarunui. The East 

Town Railway Workshops were opened in January 1880.  In 1983, over a century 

later, Wanganui regional railways employed 1,335 people, 1,030 of them located 

in Wanganui itself, with an annual wage bill of $14.75 million.

W.A. (Bill) Veitch was the first pro-labour candidate to contest the Wanganui seat 

and was elected as an independent in 1911. Veitch won again in 1914, but by the 

1919 election he had crossed the floor and joined forces with the Government. In 

1935, Joe Cotterill finally defeated Veitch and won the seat back for Labour. After 

25 years he was succeeded in 1960 by George Spooner. I was the fourth Labour 

MP for the Wanganui seat and the first not to have come from the East Town 

Railway Workshops. 

Many Wanganui families had long connections with New Zealand Rail. Long 

after I retired from parliament, I discovered that one of my grandmother’s older 

brothers, George Gladstone Russell, had worked for the Railways for many years, 

mainly in Wellington. He had moved to East Town not long before his departure 

for Turkey where he lost his life at Gallipoli in August 1915.  

By the time I was elected in the November 1972 general election, which brought 

the Third Labour Government to power, the East Town Railway Workshops 

were long overdue for comprehensive renovation. In 1964, Parliament’s Public 

OPPOSITE: Group of workers taking a break 

at a railway workshop, probably Hillside, 

circa 1926. Godber, Albert Percy, 1875-1949: 

Collection of albums, prints and negatives. 

Ref: APG-1834-1/2-G. Alexander Turnbull Library, 

Wellington, New Zealand. 
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Expenditure Committee “considered that capital expenditure on extending East 

Town Workshops would be fully justified because of the availability of staff.” 

At that stage some preliminary design work for a new workshop had already 

been done and in 1965 a full general layout was available. This involved virtually 

complete rebuilding of the Workshops complex. Because of a shortage of space 

it was necessary to acquire additional land on which to begin the rebuilding 

programme.2 In March 1973, new Railways Minister Tom McGuigan added that 

the general layout of the workshops was being revised and that he expected to be 

able to make a submission for expenditure within four months.            

From my first election, deputations to Wellington and correspondence with the 

Government from the City Council, Regional Development Council and local 

union representatives concerning East Town’s future were a recurring event. In 

1973, McGuigan announced that $5 million would be spent on extending the 

facilities at the local workshops: “The extension of the workshops at Wanganui 

East will create job opportunities for about 400 men and opportunities in gainful 

employment will be provided for more apprentices. These will be young men 

who will not have to leave the city to find a job.”3    

On 20 August 1975, Ron Bailey, McGuigan’s successor as Railways Minister, 

opened a new railways building at Aramoho. Six weeks later, Bailey wrote advising 

that the land had been identified for the extension of East Town Workshops and 

work would begin in 1978. However, after National’s victory in the November 

1975 general election, progress slowed and other worrying signs began to appear. 

In 1977, it was announced that the rail passenger service between Wellington 

and Taranaki would cease, a move which was contested by protests and by a 

petition that I presented to parliament. 

In October 1976, the limit for freight transport by road had been lifted from 60 

to 150 kilometres, with a consequent decline in Railways tonnage. In November 

1977, the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) reported that 11% of their 

members were registered unemployed and that the union’s membership of 

13,000 was predicted to fall by 5,000 to 6,000. They wanted the Government to 

reverse the change to the road limit.4         

Colin McLachlan was the Minister of Railways in the late 1970s. Fortunately, I 

had known Colin since chairing a candidates’ meeting at Halswell in the Selwyn 

electorate in 1966. McLachlan always made sure that I was present at meetings 

concerning Wanganui railways and was generous with his comments to my 

constituents about my work on their behalf. So much so, that on one occasion I 

went back to him afterwards and suggested that he didn’t need to exaggerate. We 

always left such meetings believing that the overhaul was only a matter of time. 

On July 30 1979, New Zealand Railways General Manager Trevor Hayward told 

Wanganui Rotary “A complete rebuilding of Wanganui’s Eastown Workshops is 

envisaged.”5 Hayward went on to say that he was keen to see the long association 

between Wanganui and Railways maintained and developed. Late in 1979, 

McLachlan and Railways staff met the Wanganui City Council and outlined the 

immediate and long-term proposals for the East Town Workshops. At that stage 
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he told me that he hoped to have the first set of proposals before Cabinet before 

the end of that year. By the following March, I had heard nothing further, except 

that his office staff had advised that the proposals had still not reached Cabinet. 

I wrote to the minister, seeking a report on progress.6 In his reply, the minister 

advised that he was “awaiting a report from Treasury on the total redevelopment 

of all the Department’s workshops, which I understand will be available shortly 

and which includes the proposal for East Town. As soon as this report is to hand 

the total project will be presented to Cabinet.”7 

In September 1981, Railways officials and their new minister George Gair 

persuaded the Government to introduce a Transport Amendment Bill to retain 

the existing 150 kilometre restriction on freight being carried by trucks on the 

road. Associate Minister of Railways, Aussie Malcolm, speaking to the Bill, 

described our railways system as “one of the best railway systems in the world.” 

He went on observe that New Zealand rail crew productivity was the second 

highest in the world, and that the cost to the taxpayer in subsidising the New 

Zealand rail system was a quarter of the cost to the Australians for theirs. 

This commitment to protecting the Railways long-haul freight business was 

surprisingly short-lived. Within months, there had been a dramatic volte face by 

the Government, and a Ministry of Transport discussion paper foreshadowed 

moves to further remove rail’s protection. Again, union officials raised concerns 

about loss of jobs, possibly another 3,000 and NUR councilor Charlie Gibbs 

warned locally that the proposals could “prove a fatal blow” to the East Town 

Workshops.8  

The Transport Amendment Bill No. 5, which would remove freight restrictions, 

was vigorously contested by the Labour Opposition, led by Railways Shadow 

Transport Minister Richard Prebble. Much of Labour’s opposition was based 

on the expected adverse effects of substantially increased large-truck numbers 

on the roads. In October 1982, Don Goodfellow, General Secretary of the NUR, 

wrote to Opposition leader Bill Rowling thanking him and his colleagues for 

supporting the NUR’s opposition to the legislation.9  

A Special Edition in November 1982 of the NUR’s paper New Zealand Railway 

Review featured a full page article by Prebble. Headed “Labour confirms support 

for rail”, the article began with a bold statement: 

Labour’s policy towards Railways is clear. We said in our 1981 Election 

Manifesto that “for Railways to carry out its appropriate medium to long 

haul freight operations, a high measure of protection should continue to 

be provided… The loss of 4500 Railway jobs, the future perhaps of all the 

branch lines, the loss of freight and passengers services, the redundancy 

of plant and equipment, and the loss of rail traffic to road are all explicitly 

dealt with in one of the most blatant attacks by a Government department  

–  charged with the overall efficiency and co-ordination of transport 

– on a major mode within the transport sector…. Labour believes the 

150km road/rail distance limit should stay, or even be reduced in certain 

circumstances… Labour is concerned that the (discussion) paper furthers 
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the Government’s attitude of running down rail… The market place does 

not run itself.”10   

As noted, Railways management had already been slowly but surely working on 

modernisation of the New Zealand Railways system and its practices. The New 

Zealand Railways Corporation (NZRC) had been established in 1981, created 

from the Railways Department and with a mandate to bring a more commercial 

approach to management of New Zealand Railways. Lindsay Papps was the first 

chairman. In November 1982, Papps came out strongly against the Government’s 

new proposals: 

…no matter how tough the going gets, no matter what happens to the 

tonnage levels this country will still need a railway and that railway will 

still need the country’s support.… I concluded after the most deliberate 

and searching considerations… that neither the Corporation nor New 

Zealand itself could live without the protection.11    

In the same issue of Railway Review that featured the Papps’ speech, a full page 

was given to a statement from then new Labour leader David Lange. One of 

Lange’s final comments: “Labour Governments have never bowed at the altar 

of rampant free enterprise which has produced great riches for some, great 

bankruptcies for others, employment sometimes for some, and unemployment 

sometimes for others.”12  

Labour contested the Transport Amendment Bill No. 5 vigorously at every stage of 

its passage through parliament. On 29 March 1983, Lange and Prebble launched 

a nationwide “Save Rail” campaign. In his address at the Beehive theatrette 

announcing the campaign, Prebble described it as “the most ambitious single 

issue campaign ever conducted by Labour.” The campaign covered over 2,000 

kilometres, included over 20 whistle-stop meetings and was funded by the Labour 

Party to the tune of more than $30,000. Labour had entered into a commercial 

contract with the Railways Corporation to supply the “Save Rail” train. “If the 

National Government’s Transport Bill becomes law, it will destroy Railway…. The 

Railways have a $700 million asset in Rail with over 4,400 kilometres of track, 

2,600 bridges, 183 tunnels and 27,000 wagons. National is proposing to throw all 

that away for nothing.”13   

David Lange said: 

We’ll tell them what is likely to happen to their rail services, to their bus 

services, to their roads, to their environment, and to their hard-earned tax 

dollar if this ill-thought out legislation is passed. But we won’t leave them 

despondent. We’ll also tell them about Labour’s plans that offer a practical 

and positive alternative to the National Government’s fiasco in transport 

administration…. There are enormous stakes involved. Thousands of jobs 

are involved…. Save Rail is a crucial campaign. It stands opposed to the loss of 

jobs, branch lines, overseas exchange, railway rolling stock and workshops. 

It opposes government’s plans to demote rail. [emphasis added]14 

OPPOSITE: Labour Party caucus members on 

board the 4.27pm train in Wellington, bound 

for Paraparaumu, 29 March, 1983. The Party 

had just launched its “Save Rail” campaign to 

protect rail transport from trucking by road. 

From left, back row: Peter Neilson, Koro Wetere, 

Colin Moyle. Middle row: Peter Tapsell, Bob 

Tizard. Front: Michael Bassett, Bruce Gregory. 

Photograph taken by Ross Giblin of the Dominion Post. 

Ref: EP/1983/1129/4-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, 

Wellington, New Zealand.
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In a background article covering much the same material, Prebble wrote that

Labour says that the country cannot afford experiments in right-wing ideology 

at the public’s expense. Government should legislate in transport, not for 

the benefit of a few, but for the benefit of the whole country…. Government 

should be not attacking Rail but upgrading it with the introduction of the 

electrification of the Main Trunk, new signaling equipment, and modern 

rolling stock. [emphasis added]15    

The Save Rail campaign duly got under way two weeks later at the Wellington 

Railway Station. Much the same things were said as at the earlier event, though 

there were some interesting, even prophetic, new lines. Prebble: 

We have had a gutsful of National’s new mates looting the Railways at the 

public’s expense…. George Gair wants to throw 4500 railway workers into 

the rubbish bin. There will be even more jobs lost in railway towns. Those 

railway men and women who have given their working lives to serving 

this country, to providing a reliable transport network working 24 hours a 

day, 7 days a week. 4500 jobs sacrificed to Mr Gair’s right wing ambitions. 

There is no practical reason, it is right wing ideological politics and naked 

personal ambition.16 

Lange also had a few new lines: “the Government… decided to flag away rail 

and railway jobs. We won’t allow that… Rail is five times as energy-efficient as 

road transport… Deregulating rail means perhaps 1000 more heavy trucks on our 

already crumbling and busy roads. Who will pay for the increased damage these 

juggernauts will do?”17 

The first meeting was in Auckland on Monday April 5, at noon, the time for all of 

the whistle stops. There were then nine more North Island stops over ten days, 

the last at Masterton on Friday April 15. The Wanganui meeting was a spectacular 

affair beside the railway track adjacent to the Railways Administration building. 

Led by the burly figure of the fiercely loyal Labour supporter Wattie Watson 

and parading under various banners, the East Town staff marched from the 

workshops down Anzac Parade on the eastern side of the Wanganui River to the 

meeting across the town bridge. It was one of the largest public meetings ever 

seen in Wanganui. Richard Prebble was given a very warm reception for Labour’s 

clear determination to Save Rail. 

The handout for the whistle-stop meetings listed six effects the change in 

law would bring. They included loss of jobs and loss of services. There was a 

paragraph on Labour’s Positive Policy: “A Labour Government will upgrade the 

Railways and electrify the main trunk line. The Railways will be the main long-

distance freight hauler and trucks will provide the feeder service. Labour’s plan 

will avoid waste and duplication, protect jobs and save money.”18   

In July 1983, Michael Cullen asked the Railways Corporation what information 

they had concerning the impact of deregulation and delicensing on the future of 
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Hillside and East Town Railway Workshops. On receipt of the reply Cullen issued 

a press statement, in which he observed, inter alia:

What the Corporation’s answer reveals is that the Corporation simply does 

not know what the effect will be. However, they are sure it will reduce 

work in the Railway Workshops. Particularly ominous is the suggestion 

that reallocation of work between the various workshops may not be 

sufficient to meet any changes and that “other measures” may be involved. 

Informed transport sources believe that may include the closure of one of 

the workshops.19  

In August 1983, the Wanganui Traffic District’s status was reduced and 14 of 44 

positions were disestablished. By early 1984, nobody seemed any the wiser, in 

public at least, about the future of the Railway Workshops. After the passage of 

“Railways Under Attack”: Fold-out brochure 

produced by National Union of Railwaymen, 

criticizing National’s rail policy, circa 1980. 

Design/Copyright: Chris Lipscombe/Rail and Maritime 

Transport Workers’ Union.
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the deregulation legislation, NZRC’s revenues had been halved and concerns 

grew about redundancies.20 By February, it was expected that, in Wanganui, 

East Town would lose 200 jobs and the Plant Zone over 40. The uncertainty was 

unsettling. There was further apprehension when the Railways chairman said 

the announcement of new staffing levels was still a few weeks away. 

The international management consultants Booz Allen Hamilton of Chicago had 

been invited by the New Zealand Railway Corporation to examine the New Zealand 

Railway system and to make recommendations about creating a more viable rail 

network. Their recommendations included reducing staff numbers, re-orienting 

freight services towards bulk commodities, increasing the length and weight of 

freight trains, rationalising the locomotive and wagon fleet, rationalising railway 

workshops, and refocusing long-distance passengers towards tourists.   

For years there had been uncertainty concerning the future of Wanganui’s East 

Town Railway Workshops. Apart from the new Administration and Apprentice 

building, the remainder of the Workshops were in a run-down state and overdue 

for replacement. Despite regular assurances, the uncertainty persisted. It was 

widely recognised that the Addington and Ōtāhuhu Workshops were also run-

down. Coal traffic had gone. Smaller regional workshops at Greymouth and 

Napier were closed. The fact that there was barely enough work for the East Town 

Workshops created uneasiness for workers and their families.  

Richard Prebble standing on the Hapuawhenua 

Viaduct. Photographed by an Evening Post staff 

photographer 29 June 1987. Ref: EP/1987/3174/11A-F. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.
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The Acting Secretary of the East Town Branch of the NUR (and local Mormon 

Bishop), Ian Turner, did not believe that East Town would stay open for much 

longer, and said so at every opportunity. When, shortly before the 1984 election, I 

took Richard Prebble through the Workshops, Turner engaged him in a vigorous 

and rather public argument, an event which gave rise to heated subsequent 

discussion among staff and a small flurry of media attention.21 It was later 

suggested to me by Prebble’s Private Secretary Zvi Harmor that Turner was 

being fed information by a senior member of the East Town management who 

was a Democrat supporter, and that the same information was being fed to Neil 

Morrison, a Democrat MP, for use for Questions in the House. In retrospect, the 

information they were probably receiving was an accurate challenge to the unreal 

world Labour was still promising. 

For over a decade I had kept in close touch with the railway union leadership, 

both locally and nationally, and made regular visits to the various Wanganui 

Railways establishments, East Town in particular. There was still overwhelming 

support for Labour amongst the large local railways community. Although the 

nervousness continued and could be unsettling, at the time there seemed to 

me no reason to be unduly troubled about the future. With the new Railways 

Corporation being publicly committed to a substantial rebuilding programme 

at East Town and having distanced itself from the deregulation approach of the 

National Government, it seemed to be just a matter of time and a change of 

government before the anxieties eased. 

For the 1984 General Election, Labour’s Plan for Railways was very attractive. 

Among the elements – 

•	 The Labour Government will hold an enquiry into the Booz Allen report, 

seeking the views of unions, management, users and government. The 

enquiry will be empowered to examine all relevant issues;   

•	 Labour will create a separate Railways Passenger Division;

•	 The Railways Corporation will be authorised to recondition obsolete 

stock;

•	 The possibility of restoring railcar services will be investigated;

•	 Labour undertakes to upgrade and extend both Wellington and Auckland 

rail commuter services;

•	 Labour will authorise the Corporation to proceed, as a matter of priority, 

with a programme of workshop redevelopment to expand the local 

production of rolling stock and locomotives; 

•	 Labour will embark on a long-term curve and grade easement programme 

which will improve transit lines for goods and passengers, and reduce 

operating costs;      

•	 The next Labour Government will appoint workers’ representatives to the 

Railways Board and all other transport boards;

•	 Labour believes that it is not in the public interest to sell to private 

investors taxpayer owned public transport.

The NUR urged its staff to vote Labour. As far as I know, the other railway unions 

also supported Labour.  
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At the snap election in July 1984, Labour won with a significant majority of seats, a 

result welcomed by railway staff throughout the country, especially in Wanganui. 

There seemed good reason for all those concerned about East Town’s future to 

breathe more easily. In 1975, East Town Workshop had 600 staff. Less than a 

decade later, the number had fallen by 150. I now checked regularly with Richard 

Prebble, the new Minister of Railways, suddenly also emerging as a major and 

vocal player in the new Government’s formidable market-driven economic team.

There was one other looming threat. The report and recommendations from 

Booz Allen Hamilton had arrived on NZRC desks early in 1984. A few weeks after 

the 1984 election, Pat Shepherd, a worker at Wanganui, raised with me a concern 

that work on the Booz Allen report appeared to be continuing as it had before 

the election. When I checked with Richard Prebble he assured me that “there are 

groups within the Railways Corporation working on aspects of the Booz Allen 

report, but its implementation will be consistent with Labour’s election policy.”22  

At the beginning of October, the Minister advised that work on the overhaul of 

DM multiple unit coaches had been transferred from the Woburn Workshops to 

East Town. Later that month, the news was still good and now relatively detailed: 

East Town is planned to be the primary workshop for multiple unit 

overhauls and its future should not be in question. This government 

sees a continuing need for all five major workshops and as I said when I 

visited the East Town Workshops last month, the future of the workers there 

is secure. I must emphasise that for the first time in many years Railways 

has a government, a cabinet and a caucus which believes in their future. 

[emphasis added]23

Early the following year, in response to a letter from the Regional Development 

Council, the Minister replied, 

I am pleased to have the Council’s support for our policy of keeping 

all five Railways Workshops open. I am convinced that the National 

administration would have allowed two to close. This policy, foreshadowed 

in the Booz Allen report, has been reversed by the Labour Government. 

The effect of East Town’s closure on Wanganui would, of course, have been 

severe. As a result the Corporation has had to review its plans for the five 

main workshops and there will have to be some changes in work patterns 

if the Government’s policy is to succeed… Government is considering 

a proposal to employ a number of supernumerary apprentices to be 

trained in Railways workshops for the private sector. While I am unable 

to confirm the numbers which will be taken on at East Town, this will 

be a very valuable way of using spare training capacity for the benefit of 

Wanganui…. This Government is determined to do what it can for staff 

who face the inevitable changes brought about by a dynamic industry such 

as Railways. [emphasis added]24    

The Prime Minister himself, on a visit to East Town with Under Secretary Peter 

Dunne late in 1984, had given the same unequivocal assurance.
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Red Runanga: Runanga, 
the Red Feds and the 
Labour Party 1908-1920
By Peter Clayworth
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Runanga and Dunollie are small towns around eight kilometres to the north-east 

of Greymouth, north of the Grey River. They were originally established to house 

the workers at the State Mine. In the early 20th century the towns had a reputation 

as communities of disloyal socialists, with their borough council dominated 

by a “red clique” of union officials. (In this paper the term “Runanga” usually 

collectively refers to both towns.) While never quite as militant as portrayed by 

the Tory press, Runanga did play an important role in union struggles, in the 

resistance to militarism and in supporting socialist parties including, from 1916, 

the New Zealand Labour Party.

Runanga and Dunollie resembled other coal and gold mining towns including 

Blackball and Brunnerton in the Grey Valley, Waiuta and Reefton in the 

Inangahua region, Denniston, Iron Bridge, Millerton and Stockton in the Buller, 

and, outside the West Coast, towns such as Huntly and Waihi. In the early 

20th century similar mining towns existed around the English speaking world, 

including Broken Hill in New South Wales, Rossland in British Columbia and 

Cripple Creek in Colorado. All derived their major income from mining, with 

only a small number of resident employers or mine managers and at most times 

only a few police.  Most resident merchants, landlords and non-mining workers 

depended on the miners for their incomes. Miners had strong unions, which 

played a significant role in the day-to-day town administration. Lodges, churches, 

schools, women’s groups and institutions such as brass bands or sports clubs were 

influential, but the union was often one of the strongest power structures. It was 

generally the only body that could support working people against employers, the 

Government, businessmen and landlords. Such mining towns provided practical 

examples of a degree of workers’ control and socialism. Living in mining towns 

influenced activists, who then set out to attempt to change wider society. In some 

towns, such as Cripple Creek in Colorado and Waihi in New Zealand, the power 

workers had was smashed by combined employer and state violence.

The State Mine at Coal Creek was established by Premier Richard Seddon in 1901, 

to enable the Government to compete with private coal producers. Runanga was 

a government-financed town, while neighbouring Dunollie was a private venture. 

The Coal Creek State Mine Industrial Union of Workers, founded in 1904, was 

not particularly militant at first. Initially they campaigned to get registered under 

the arbitration system. The majority of New Zealand’s unionised workforce at 

this time was registered under the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act, 

which guaranteed union recognition. Conciliation Boards and an Arbitration 

Court made decisions on wages and conditions that were legally binding on 

OPPOSITE: Township of Runanga, circa 1910. 

Ward Street is in the foreground. The Miners’ 

Hall is in the centre. Price, William Archer, 1866-

1948: Collection of post card negatives. Ref: 1/2-

001737-G. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, 

New Zealand.
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workers and employers. Under the Act it was illegal for workers in registered 

unions to strike while an award was in place. The Act also prohibited employers 

from locking out their workers. At the turn of the century the Act appeared to be 

working well for unions, which were generally too weak to strike. Mining unions 

for private mines were registered under the Act, but most state employees were 

excluded from the arbitration system. As state employees the state miners were 

therefore unable to register. Seddon intervened personally on the state miners’ 

behalf, allowing them to be registered as an arbitration union. He remained 

a popular figure in Runanga for years, even after the miners abandoned their 

support for his Liberal Party.

The first leader of the State Miners’ Union was Robert “fighting Bob” Semple, 

later the Minister of Works in the first Labour Government. Semple was born in 

New South Wales, working in mines from ten years of age. He became a union 

leader at Korumbarra, South Gippsland, Victoria. In 1903 he was a leader of 

the major South Gippsland strike, as coal miners resisted employers’ attempts 

to reduce their wages and conditions. After Semple was blacklisted from the 

Victorian mines his wife Margaret (nee McNair), a New Zealander, persuaded 

him to move the family to New Zealand. The Semples arrived in Runanga 

around late 1903, but in 1905 they left town for a few years. With two young 

children, they lived in a tent at Staircase Gulley while Bob worked on the Otira 

tunnel. They returned to Runanga by 1907, with Semple being re-elected union 

president. At this time he had a reputation as a moderate community activist, 

reflecting the attitudes of the union and Runanga community. The union carried 

out worthy projects such as setting up the Seddon Memorial Library and, in 1908, 

building the Runanga Miners’ Hall.

Coal miners at the entrance to the number 1, 

or 2, Rewanui mine. Photograph taken by Mascotte 

Studio between circa 1900-1920: Original photographic 

prints and postcards from file print collection, Box 

5. Ref: PAColl-5800-28. Alexander Turnbull Library, 

Wellington, New Zealand.
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The Runanga community became more radicalised in late 1907, with the arrival 

of several young socialists from the Buller mines. Pat Hickey arrived first, sacked 

from Denniston for campaigning against the miners’ medical test. Hickey, 

a New Zealander, was originally from a back-blocks farm in Nelson, but had 

been radicalised during years spent as a hobo and miner in the USA. He was 

influenced by the militant Western Federation of Miners (WFM), the Socialist 

Party of America and the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Semple had 

come to agree with Hickey that the arbitration system was a way of keeping 

workers quiet. They became comrades and began cycling around the Grey Valley 

mining towns setting up branches of the New Zealand Socialist Party. Hickey 

and Semple used the Socialist Party as a platform to attack arbitration. They 

preached that workers should vote for Socialist candidates in elections, while 

organising into large unions based around entire industries such as mining. 

They argued that industrial unions would unite the working class, whereas trade 

unions based around occupation divided them. Workers would only have the 

numbers and organisation to take on employers through industrial organisation. 

Their ultimate goal was workers’ control of the economic system.

Industrial unionism introduces one of the forgotten characters of New Zealand’s 

industrial history: Frank Hudson. The little we know about him is that he was 

a coal miner who lived at Runanga and for a time was president of the State 

Miners’ Union. Hickey stated that Hudson was responsible for indoctrinating 

both him and Semple with the concept of industrial unionism, uniting workers 

into One Big Union. Later when Hickey was based at Blackball, Hudson would 

bike over from Runanga to continue discussing labour organisation.

Hickey and Semple were joined at Runanga by Hickey’s friend Paddy Webb, a 

coal miner from Rutherglen in Victoria, Australia. Webb later became Minister 

of Mines in the first Labour Cabinet of 1935. In Victoria he was blacklisted by 

the employers due to his union activism. When Webb arrived in New Zealand, 

in 1905, he wrote to his good mate Michael Joseph Savage back in Rutherglen, 

encouraging him to join Webb in the “workers’ paradise”. Upon arriving in New 

Zealand, Savage heard that it rained continuously on the Coast, so settled in 

Auckland instead. Hickey and Webb met at Denniston in early 1907, forming a 

Socialist Party branch together. Webb was later sacked for taking time off work 

while helping organise a speaking tour by the legendary British socialist Ben 

Tillett, a leader of the 1889 London Dock Strike.

 

Webb was accompanied by another young Victorian miner and socialist, his close 

friend George Hunter. Hunter later became Runanga Town Clerk, Returning 

Officer, and chairman of the Co-operative Society. He also became a staunch 

Labour Party activist and a Legislative Councillor.

Semple welcomed these young activists, but there was no room for them on 

the executive of the State Miners’ Union. Nor did the union intervene when the 

State Mine refused to re-hire Hickey after he returned from spending Christmas 

with his family in Nelson. Hickey, Webb and Hunter headed off to find work 

at Blackball, intending to continue their industrial and political activities. They 

got jobs at the mine and became involved in the union. The Blackball union 
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executive, suffering from depleted numbers, welcomed them. Webb was elected 

onto the executive. The young activists set up a branch of the Socialist Party, 

pushing the union to take more militant stands. Hickey was arrested for insisting 

on eating his pie over half an hour, rather than the regulation 15-minute crib 

break. Further disputes led to the dismissal of seven miners, all members of the 

local Socialist Party branch executive, including Hickey, Webb and Hunter. The 

Blackball union called a strike until the men were reinstated, thereby directly 

challenging the arbitration system. The Runanga miners strongly supported the 

Blackball strike financially and morally, but not to the extent of going on strike 

themselves. Semple made many speeches backing the Blackball men, leading the 

the conservative press to portray him, along with Hickey and Webb, as dangerous 

socialist agitators disrupting industrial peace.

The Blackball miners won their strike and were reinstated, gaining most of their 

demands. Following on from this victory, Hickey and Semple travelled the West 

Coast encouraging mining unions to join a new New Zealand Federation of 

Miners (NZFM). The structure was largely based on  the militant American WFM, 

which Hickey had joined in the USA. The NZFM was later expanded to include 

non-mining unions, becoming the New Zealand Federation of Labour (NZFL), 

soon to be labelled the “Red Feds”. The Runanga miners were keen supporters 

from the beginning. The NZFM called on member unions to leave the arbitration 

system and register under the Trade Unions Act. This meant they could legally go 

on strike. The NZFM encouraged member unions to negotiate with employers, 

but if necessary take direct action. In larger disputes the federation itself would 

negotiate and take action, bringing massive worker power to bear on employers. 

The state miners’ Union joined the federation, leaving the arbitration system 

in 1909. In November of that year the state miners went on strike, reacting to 

management’s attempt to reduce the hewing rates. The union were able to force 

the state mine administrators to back down.

From 1910 to 1911 the Runanga Miners’ Hall was the Headquarters of the NZFL. 

John Glover, Secretary of the Red Federation, was a Runanga miner. He later 

became the first Secretary of the New Zealand Labour Party, in the years 1916-

1919. Glover was for many years the manager of the Red Fed newspaper, the 

Maoriland Worker. In the early 1910s Runanga was home to many important 

figures in the labour movement. Semple was still there, while in 1909 Hickey, 

Webb and Hunter moved back from Blackball. Tim Armstrong, flax-worker, 

miner and former President of the Waihi Miners’ Union, also moved to Runanga. 

Taking up labouring work, Armstrong joined with Hickey to organise the West 

Coast Labourers’ Union. Armstrong became Minister of Labour in the 1935 

Labour Cabinet. 

The Runanga school headmaster Frank O’Flynn was a militant socialist, which 

must have been interesting given that the school was supposed to promote 

patriotism and compulsory military training. With R. S. Ross and Harry Holland, 

O’Flynn co-authored The Tragic Story of the Waihi Strike, a book that advocated the 

militant miners’ version of that bloody event. O’Flynn kept many of his activities 

undercover to avoid losing his job; he co-wrote the Waihi book under the nomme 

de guerre “Ballot Box”. The local Methodist Minister, Moses Ayrton, was another 

TOP: Bob Semple (1873-1955) and Pat Hickey 

(1882-1930), circa 1908. Thawley collection.

MIDDLE: Patrick Charles Webb (1884-1950), 

circa 1910. Ref: 1/2-044394-F. Alexander Turnbull 

Library, Wellington, New Zealand.

BOTTOM: Jim O’Brien (1874-1907), circa 1930. 

Photograph by Stanley P. Andrew. Ref: 1/2-043338; F. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.
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socialist and staunch supporter of the Red Feds. He would take over from Glover 

as Secretary of the Labour Party, holding that position from 1920-1922. 

Runanga (including Dunollie) became a borough in 1911 and was able to elect 

its own Borough Council. The miners organised the Runanga Industrialists’ 

Municipal Committee, largely taking over the Borough Council. The Mayor, 

Harry Coppersmith, was a miner and Red Fed activist. Tim Armstrong and 

Moses Ayrton were on the Council at various times, as was Australian stationary 

engine driver Jim O’Brien, a staunch socialist and Irish nationalist. He later 

became Labour MP for Westland and, in 1942, Minister of Marine and Transport.

The Greymouth papers condemned the Runanga Borough Council as the “Red 

Clique”. The Grey River Argus was the worst critic, as in the 1910s it was a more 

conservative paper than the Greymouth Evening Star. Around 1917 the newly 

formed Labour Party hired out several pages of the Argus to put forward their 

own point of view. In 1920 the Labour Party bought the Argus, with Jim O’Brien 

of Runanga playing a prominent role in the takeover.

While men tended to get most of the publicity and kudos, women played 

prominent roles in events over these years. There were some women socialist 

orators: in 1909 a Mrs Glover spoke at length on “Women and Socialism” at 

the Runanga Miners’ Hall. The Runanga Socialist Party established its own 

Women’s Branch. Women also played significant roles in the movement against 

compulsory military training, from 1911 to 1914, and were prominent in keeping 

the Runanga Co-operative going. Yet despite the Red Fed rhetoric in support 

of the British suffragettes and women’s rights, the socialist future envisaged by 

mining unionists tended to imagine women staying at home while working men 

received a decent enough wage to support their families. When activities were 

held at the Runanga Miners’ Hall, women tended to play the more traditional 

roles. Most of the organising committees were male dominated, while “energetic 

ladies committees” provided food for the functions and cleaned up after the men. 

Women often managed the finances of mining families, controlling the budgets 

and supplementing incomes through looking after chickens, dairy cows and 

vegetable gardens. They also often had the role of negotiating credit with 

landlords and shopkeepers. In times of economic downturn and particularly 

during strikes, the burden of keeping the family economy going often fell on 

women. The women’s role in strikes is illustrated by the case of Mary Jamieson 

and Mary Rogers from neighbouring Blackball. During the 1913 strike both 

were charged with directing obscene language at Blackball scab Laurence Mori. 

Mary Jamieson was also charged with directing horse manure at him. Both were 

convicted and fined but surrounding mining communities clubbed together and 

helped pay their fines.

The NZFL headquarters had moved to Wellington by 1912, with Semple, 

Glover, Hickey and Webb also departing for the capital. Runanga still retained 

its reputation as a militant stronghold. A small but significant nation-wide 

opposition movement developed against compulsory military training. Runanga 

people were prominent among the activists. The Liberal Government under 
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Joseph Ward introduced the 1909 Defence Act, which introduced compulsory 

military training, beginning in 1911, for young men aged between 14 and 20 

years. Many socialists opposed the Act, seeing it as militaristic, denying workers’ 

liberty while creating a standing army that could be used against workers. A 

group of young men formed the Passive Resisters’ Union, with Runanga 

establishing a very active local branch. A total of 4,819 young men around the 

country were convicted of defaulting on military training, with 80 defaulters 

coming from Runanga. The Government, not wishing to create anti-militarist 

martyrs, tried to fine the defaulters rather than imprison them. In the 1910s 

most working class males older than 14 were working, with the Runanga youths 

generally employed in the mines. When the Runanga defaulters refused to pay 

their fines the Government put a levy on their wages.  The youths then went on 

strike to prevent the fines being paid. This youth strike spread across the West 

Coast where there were a considerable number of defaulters.

The young men became liable to arrest for not paying their fines. Many took 

to the bush, being fed and supported by local people. Five of the young West 

Coast defaulters emerged from the bush in June 1913 to support Paddy Webb’s 

by-election campaign. They were arrested and sent to Ripa (Ripapa) Island in 

Lyttelton harbour, joining another eight defaulters, mostly from Christchurch. 

After hunger strikes and more passive resistance they were released. The youths 

were met in Christchurch by a cheering crowd of several thousand people. 

Ironically quite a few of the compulsory military training defaulters joined up 

voluntarily when war was declared in 1914, as they were opposed to compulsion 

but were not strict pacifists. 

Paddy Webb returned to Runanga in June 1913, after the death of Arthur 

Guinness, the Liberal MP for Grey. Webb ran in the subsequent by-election as 

Social Democratic Party (SDP) candidate. The SDP was the successor to the 

Socialist Party, having been created a few weeks earlier at the June 1913 Unity 

conference. As the miners’ candidate, Webb received strong support in the small 

mining towns. Under the second-ballot system then operating, the Liberal Party 

candidate was eliminated in the first round. A second vote followed in which 

Webb stood alone against the conservative Reform Party candidate. Many Liberal 

Party voters switched to support Webb, who was elected MP for Grey. Despite 

the 1913 strike and the outbreak of war in 1914, Grey Valley voters retained their 

enthusiasm for Webb. In the 1914 General Election he retained his seat by 1,000 

votes, in a two-horse race against the Reform Party candidate. 

In mid-October 1913, the Great Strike broke out, led by the United Federation 

of Labour (UFL), a new version of the NZFL formed at the Unity conference 

in July 1913. The strike began with two relatively minor issues, the Wellington 

shipwrights dispute and the sacking of 16 union activists at Huntly’s Taupiri coal 

mine. Watersiders were prominent in the strike, but coal miners made up around 

3,000 of the estimated 14,000 strikers. Coal mines closed from Hikurangi, near 

Whangarei, to Nightcaps in Southland, with most mines not reopening until 

mid-January 1914.
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In Buller and the Grey Valley coal miners made up the largest portion of the 

rural work force. Local farmers and businessmen, outnumbered by the miners, 

were reluctant to enrol as special constables, while local businesses feared union 

boycotts. Regular police reinforcements could not be sent until mid-December, 

when strikes in other parts of the country started to collapse. In Greymouth, 

Justices of the Peace had to subpoena specials, but four of those subpoenaed 

were prosecuted for refusing to enrol. 

In late November 1913, a rumour spread through the Grey Valley that the 

Brunnerton miners were preparing to return to work. In the early hours of 

Monday, 24 November, 200 Runanga miners set off by bicycle, car and foot for 

Brunnerton. A further 200 Blackball strikers marched on Brunnerton, led by a 

bagpiper and a man on a chestnut horse. The Runanga and Blackball miners 

held a mass meeting with the Brunnerton miners at Wallsend. The Brunnerton 

men had in fact held a meeting the previous day, voting to stay on strike. At the 

Wallsend street meeting they once more voted to continue striking. Meanwhile 

a “bicycle corps” of Runanga men set off to the Stillwater railway station, having 

heard work was going on at the Stillwater coal bins. The Blackball policeman, 

Constable McIvor, and the Brunnerton policeman, Constable Anderson, 

arrived at Stillwater to find “hoodlums from Runanga” had attempted to set fire 

to the coal bins and had broken some shovels and windows. Aside from the 

“Runanga hoodlums”, the rest of the strikers were generally well behaved. While 

the Brunnerton invasion illustrates the power unionists had to enforce strike 

discipline, it is notable that it was carried out largely without violence, though 

with some property damage.

Bicycle race between Jack Dumble and George 

Piner, McGowan St, Runanga, during the 1913 

strike. Dalzell, M A (Mrs): Photographs of Runanga, 

Coal Creek, Dunollie and Rapahoe. Ref: 1/4-009393-F. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.
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Buller and Grey Valley Miners descended on Westport and Greymouth on a 

number of occasions to back striking watersiders, responding to rumours that 

the authorities were attempting to open the ports. These invasions were relatively 

peaceful, apart from a number of attempts to sabotage rail and wharf equipment. 

On one occasion sticks of gelignite were found attached to a Westport wharf 

crane. On the West Coast the 1913 strike’s urban/rural split was a mirror image 

of that in the main centres. Rather than farmers and rural labourers coming 

into town to break a strike by urban watersiders, rural based miners arrived to 

support striking watersiders and ensure urban business interests did not break 

the blockade.

West Coast police occasionally made a show of force, such as when Henry 

Coppersmith, union President and Mayor of Runanga, was arrested with Jim 

O’Brien and two others, on 6 December. They were arrested for obstruction, 

while making speeches in Greymouth. Despite these arrests, events such as the 

Brunnerton incident and the invasions of Greymouth and Westport indicate that 

police and civic authorities in the coal mining districts had only limited authority 

during much of the strike, mostly acting with caution. The unionists generally 

maintained good discipline during these incidents, with relatively few cases of 

violence or vandalism.

Reinforcements from the regular police were sent to the West Coast in mid-

December 1913, once watersiders and seamen around the country had decided 

to go back to work. Once the police arrived, coal mine employers helped establish 

new arbitration unions, then hired these arbitrationists to break the strike. Such 

new unions were initially only supported by workers opposed to the strike, 

along with some men in dire financial situations. After the strike collapsed the 

employers gave preference to the arbitration unions, with strike supporters being 

forced to join in order to get their jobs back. Employers blacklisted many known 

union militants, but within a relatively short time the old Red Feds once more 

gained ascendancy in most of the unions.

Not long after the rebellion of 1913, Runanga briefly succumbed to the national 

wave of patriotism that swept the country in August 1914, following the outbreak 

of World War I. In September 1914, the Grey River Argus gleefully reported that 

250 people had attended a meeting to set up a Patriotic Fund in Runanga and 

had voted to hold a fund-raising concert. The Miners’ Union also suffered a 

fit of patriotism, offering the Miners’ Hall for the concert free of charge. The 

patriotic meeting closed with the singing of “God Save the King”, rather than the 

usual “Red Flag”. The brass band may have had to practice the national anthem 

beforehand, as they rarely played it under normal circumstances. In the early 

months of the war a series of concerts and picture shows were arranged to raise 

funds for the war effort.

A considerable number of young mine workers joined up following the declaration 

of war. They were mostly single men, usually truckers, rope boys, surface men 

and other lower paid workers. The skilled hewers were better paid, with more say 

in the union and in the way the mine operated. They were often older men with 

families and were much less likely to enlist for the war. The shortage of labour 
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Anti-conscription cartoon. NZ Truth, 29 June 1918, 1.

and importance of coal gave miners’ unions more bargaining power in wartime. 

The miners’ unions had left the UFL following the defeat of the Great Strike. In 

1916 they once again set up their own organisation, a new Miners’ Federation.

As the war dragged on Runanga returned to its old anti-militarist form. In 

August 1916, citizens meetings around the country voted in support of a motion 

sent out by the Massey/Ward coalition Government, affirming New Zealand’s 

determination to carry the war through to the end. In contrast to most of the 

country, a Runanga meeting voted by 24 to 12 to reject the Government motion. 

The meeting was notable for its small numbers as well as its negative vote.

As fighting continued, casualties mounted and the number of volunteers 

dropped. By 1916 the Massey/Ward Government began planning to introduce 

conscription. The more militant wing of the labour movement responded with 

the slogan “No conscription of men without conscription of wealth”. In 1914 

many unionists had supported the war and encouraged enlistment, but most 

still remained strongly opposed to conscription. This attitude was shared by both 

militant and moderate unionists and became a major factor in the formation 

of the New Zealand Labour Party in July 1916. The new party was created 

through the merger of the “moderate” United Labour Party and the “militant” 

Social Democratic Party. Paddy Webb was transformed from being Grey’s Social 

Democratic Party MP to its Labour Party MP, the first Labour MP on the West 

Coast.

The miners’ unions were angered by wartime inflation and company war 

profiteering, which reinforced their determination to oppose conscription. 
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Threats of a coal strike did not sway Government plans and conscription 

was introduced. Miners were not technically exempt, but their union or their 

employer could appeal against their call up on the grounds that miners were 

working in an essential occupation. Given the need for miners such appeals were 

nearly always successful. Despite their own ability to avoid the draft, Runanga 

miners launched a go-slow against conscription. Their industrial action was also 

a protest over working conditions and wages. The go-slow spread to other mines 

around the country. The Government responded by arresting prominent anti-

conscription activists, including Semple, Armstrong and Peter Fraser. 

In February 1917, the Grey Valley Military Service Board refused to continue 

exempting miners while the go-slow was lowering coal production. When 

Miners’ Federation officials John Arbuckle and John Jones were arrested, all 

the West Coast miners went out on strike. Defence Minister and Acting-Prime 

Minister Sir James Allen negotiated a deal to get the miners back to work. Allen 

offered to guarantee that miners would be exempt from conscription, while 

arranging a conference with the coal bosses and dropping charges against the go-

slow leaders. The miners’ unions accepted Allen’s proposals, but the Grey Valley 

miners continued their one day stoppages. Allen responded by withdrawing 

exemptions from those miners who worked at pits with stoppages. Miners were 

called up and had to undergo medical tests, but once through these tests they 

were sent back to the mines rather than off to the army. Allen’s combination of 

threat and moderation appears to have defused the dispute.

Despite their agreements with the miners, the Government used sedition laws 

to lock up more anti-conscription labour leaders. Jim O’Brien of Runanga, 

who helped found the Greymouth branch of the Labour Party in 1917, stood 

as Labour candidate for the Greymouth Borough Council. He used the election 

campaign as a platform for making socialist and Irish nationalist arguments 

against conscription. O’Brien was arrested for sedition and sentenced to 11 

months in gaol. His fellow Runanga militant Peter O’Rourke was also arrested 

and imprisoned. In May 1917 the Grey MP Paddy Webb was arrested for sedition, 

after a speech praising the miners’ opposition to conscription. Webb was 

sentenced to 3 months in gaol. After his release Webb made a triumphant return 

to the Coast. He arrived in Greymouth to the accompaniment of brass bands and 

cheering crowds, many Runanga people having come down for the day. Semple, 

also imprisoned for sedition, was given a similar welcome on the Coast following 

his own release from gaol.

Miners, watersiders, shearers, slaughtermen and farm workers could successfully 

appeal against conscription, but many other eligible men had limited grounds for 

appeal. An unknown number simply refused to be conscripted. Some objected 

on socialist grounds, others were Irish nationalists, pacifists, or simply didn’t 

like being told what to do. Sympathetic seamen smuggled some defaulters to 

Australia, where the public had voted to reject conscription in two referenda. 

Other defaulters hid in remote bush areas, such as the country around Runanga. 

In an area with strong socialist and Irish sympathies, many locals provided these 

men with food and supplies and warned them when police were approaching.
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West Coast Tories were appalled that Paddy Webb had not volunteered for the 

war, in contrast to Westland Liberal MP Tom Seddon who joined up in 1914. In 

October 1917, Webb’s number was pulled out in the conscription ballot and as 

a single man he was legally obliged to go. He appealed for exemption, arguing 

that as an MP he was doing essential work. Webb argued that, as an experienced 

miner, he was the only person who could properly represent miners in 

Parliament. His appeal was backed by the miners’ unions and a large group of his 

constituents. Webb’s appeal failed and he was sentenced to two years hard labour 

on the Kaingaroa prison farm. Unions around the country protested, pointing 

out that wealthy businessmen such as Robert Laidlaw had been exempted for 

their supposed importance to the economy. Webb’s imprisonment led to a by-

election for the Grey seat. Harry Holland, the editor of the Maoriland Worker, 

came from Wellington to stand as the Labour candidate. Holland was a staunch 

socialist who had come to New Zealand from Australia. He had been imprisoned 

for sedition in 1913 for supporting the Great Strike, but released in an amnesty 

at the outbreak of war. Holland narrowly missed winning the Wellington North 

seat in a March 1918 by-election, campaigning on a platform of opposition 

to conscription, war profiteering and the harsh treatment of conscientious 

objectors. In May 1918, he stood on a similar platform in the Grey electorate, 

with opposition to Webb’s imprisonment as a central feature of his campaign. 

Holland won the seat but with a greatly reduced majority compared to Webb’s 

victories in 1913 and 1914. The reduced majority and a lower voter turn out may 

have been due to a number of factors. Holland was less well known locally than 

Webb and some regarded him as a more militant and dangerous candidate. The 

conscription issue may have led some pro-conscriptionists to refuse to vote for 

Holland, while some younger Labour supporters may have been away at the war. 

Through the following years, Holland’s local popularity increased substantially. 

In 1919 the electoral boundaries were redrawn, with Runanga becoming part of 

the new Buller seat. Holland was elected Buller MP in 1919 and represented the 

electorate until his death in 1933.

Runanga in the early 1900s was important as a site of activity for union leaders 

and Labour politicians. Its most significant role in labour history, however, was 

as a place where ordinary working people gained a degree of power over their 

own lives and fought for socialism and workers’ rights.

This article is based on a talk Peter Clayworth gave to the Labour History Forum at the 

Runanga Workingmen’s Club on Sunday 23 October 2016. Brian Wood’s talk from the 

Forum, entitled “Community Cohesion and Mining Safety”, will appear in Bulletin 

no. 70, August 2017.
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“It’s by design”: Helen 
Kelly – A Remarkable Life
By Bill Rosenberg
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Helen Kelly died on 14 October last year aged 52 after an 18-month fight against 

lung cancer. Unusually for a prominent and in-your-face President of New 

Zealand’s peak union organisation, the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions Te 

Kauae Kaimahi (CTU), her death was marked across New Zealand society, from 

individual people who had admired her from afar, to the many people who had 

worked with her, to national and international union leaders, news media, and 

local and national politicians up to and including the Prime Minister. 

Helen was a remarkable union leader but much more than that. At a public level 

she was willing to challenge the comfortable assumptions of the commentariat 

and career politicians. She was not just about talk: her actions repeatedly brought 

support, active participation and results. She was able to express in direct 

language an alternative vision of what New Zealand could be like if it put the 

interests of working people at its centre.

If she had not died she would have stood for Parliament in this year’s election and 

I have no doubt would eventually have become the most effective and progressive 

leader of the Labour Party seen in New Zealand for generations. In short, Helen 

could have been to New Zealand politics what Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn 

symbolise in the US and UK—but with youth and exceptional organisational and 

communication skills on her side. Even without a parliamentary position, she 

was closest we have had to those game-changers of progressive politics.

 

Helen was my cousin (her mother Cath, who died on 13 March aged 91, and my 

late mother were sisters), and I worked with Helen during two periods in our 

lives. That is a declaration of interest. This does not try to be a formal obituary 

and recounting of her life but an evaluation of what I knew of her as a relative, 

friend, colleague and fellow unionist. It represents no one’s views but my own.

Born into activism, unionism and politics

Helen was born on 19 September, Women’s Suffrage Day, in 1964, the younger 

sister of Max. Her parents Cath and Pat Kelly, lived on Mount Victoria in 

Wellington (in the house she lived in at the time of her death). It was then a 

largely working-class suburb with large families in the neighbourhood and Cath 

and Pat’s house was open to them. Helen and Max grew up with a constant flow 

of children through the house, frequently at meals, and on outings. Cath and Pat 

loved children. They took the seven-year old Albert White, who became friends 

with Helen at school, into their home and he is still a part of the family. Much as 

I loved my other aunts and uncles, Cath and Pat were my favourites. I remember 

meeting Pat for the first time when he visited Christchurch and the family went 

for a walk on the Port Hills with him and Cath. He was a great (and funny) story-

teller and told us of his poverty-stricken childhood in Liverpool, having to help 

his family make ends meet, standing up to bullies, and making regular back-door 

exits from houses when they couldn’t pay the rent. We fell in love with him.

Cath and Pat were well known figures in political and union circles, initially as 

members of the Communist Party until an acrimonious parting of the ways in 
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1970 after which they joined the Labour Party with equal dedication, including 

becoming part of the active opposition to the Rogernomics takeover of party 

policy. Most of Helen’s upbringing was when they were active in the Labour Party 

and she too became an active (but critical) member. Throughout her childhood, 

politics and union activities were part of the wallpaper. I remember visits to the 

family in my teens and later. Discussion of politics was part of the breakfast and 

dinner conversation—and the times in between. This wasn’t a frothy commentary 

on political personalities and polls—it was active politics and organising: what 

needed to be done, who you should support and why you should (or justify why 

not). Pat was frequently on the phone, persuading and organising. He talked 

about what he had said to Norm Kirk in the pub (not very complimentary) and 

how he was organising cleaners and caretakers, the principles he worked on 

and the arguments he used in the latest negotiations. The children took part in 

pickets and demonstrations. There is a photo of Pat with Helen (still a toddler) 

and Max on the back of a flat-deck truck about to take part in a union picket. Max 

remembers them going with Pat visiting work sites on his rounds as Secretary 

of the Cleaners’ and Caretakers’ Union. The 1984 murder of Ernie Abbott when 

he picked up a suitcase bomb in the Wellington Trades Hall, a bomb very likely 

aimed at Pat—the prominent and outspoken President of the Wellington Trades 

Council—shook the family. Ernie was a good mate of Pat’s and Vice-President 

of the Cleaners’ and Caretakers’ Union. Helen told stories of how she and Max 

as kids used to play in his flat in the Trades Hall where he was caretaker. The 

perpetrator of this act of terrorism has never been identified. 

Meanwhile, Cath was active in the Public Service Association (PSA), campaigning 

for equal pay for women, and for the better part of a decade from the late 1960s 

was a well-known figure leading the Campaign Against Rising Prices (CARP) 

during a period when inflation rose to as high as 18%. Later, after the Vietnam 

War ended, she was the energy behind a group that raised funds for Vietnamese 

people, supporting women’s groups for example, and built relationships with the 

groups who received support and with officials. She was recognised for her work 

by the Vietnamese Government itself, travelled to Vietnam a number of times, 

and was regularly visited by the Vietnamese ambassador and other officials.  

As well as children, the family frequently welcomed national and international 

union activists, leaders and international political figures such as opponents 

of apartheid in South Africa. Organising, arguing, persuading, parliamentary 

politics and the active politics of work and life were all an integral part of Helen’s 

growing up. 

Because of the 13-year age difference between us and the fact that I lived in 

Christchurch I didn’t get to know her well during our childhood, though I 

watched her in action at family gatherings. Cousins who knew her better speak 

of her charm, cheerfulness, compassion, energy, creativity, confidence and ability 

to organise people (not just of her own age) from the time she was primary 

school age. Her ability to make deep life-long friendships was demonstrated by 

the number of school friends who visited and helped during the last months 

of her life. Her willingness to try things—take risks—that anyone else might 

dismiss (and rope others in alongside her) showed up from an early age. If her 

ideas went wrong, they’d had fun and learnt something along the way.



LHP BULLETIN 69 - APRIL 2017

45

Helen went to Clyde Quay Primary School and then Wellington High. In both 

places she made her mark both academically and by organising her friends. 

She then trained as a primary school teacher, becoming active in the Students 

Association.

She married her first husband, fellow teacher Chris Wratt, and they had a son, 

Dylan. She lived for many years with her second husband, Steve Hurring, before 

marrying him after she knew she had terminal cancer. Dylan sang with a group 

of friends, “The Wedding Band”, at the big celebration. 

Unionist

After her teacher training, Helen worked as a teacher. She was elected a union 

delegate on her first day in the job. But she often said that teaching was the 

hardest thing she had ever had to do in her life, having to take responsibility for 

the future lives of a classroom full of children. She left after two years to become 

a full-time unionist. 

She became a union organiser working half time in the Kindergarten Teachers’ 

Association and the other half in the Early Childhood Workers’ Union in 1990 

which merged that year to form the Combined Early Childhood Union of 

Aotearoa. She coordinated a joint 1993 general election campaign with the New 

Zealand Educational Institute (NZEI), the primary teachers’ union. When her 

union amalgamated with NZEI in 1994, she went too. She moved to become an 

organiser with the Association of University Staff (AUS, now part of the Tertiary 

Education Union) at the Victoria University campus, then in 1998 went back to 

NZEI as Assistant Secretary, straight into the climax of its long campaign for pay 

equity with secondary teachers which had begun during her first stint at NZEI. 

She was the chief negotiator when pay equity was finally written into the primary 

teachers’ Collective Employment Contract following a long struggle, which she 

explained to Nikki MacDonald:

The pay parity campaign in 1998 went on for so long. There were these 

negotiations which went night and day, till two in the morning, three in 

the morning. I think we settled about four o’clock in the morning and 

ended up at the pie cart at the railway station getting something to eat.1  

Then in 2001 she represented NZEI in a working group set up by the incoming 

Labour Government to plan the introduction of pay parity for kindergarten 

teachers with school teachers. 

In all roles she impressed people by her creative and effective organising, her 

ability to draw people into campaigns, commitment, intellect and energy.  As our 

cousin Ben Patrick, who worked with her as a fellow unionist at times, observed:

It was plain to me that she could analyse a situation, formulate a response, 

determine a well thought out path through any industrial, political or 

legal dispute quickly and instinctively. She was almost always right and 

she picked the way her opponents would respond brilliantly. She could 

plan a strategy to perfection.
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In 2002 she was appointed to replace longstanding head of AUS, Rob Crozier. 

In 2003 and 2004 I was elected National President of the union (standing only 

after checking she wouldn’t find it an embarrassment). “No”, she said, “it would 

be fantastic” (a favourite word—the opposite, used with equal frequency, was 

“outrageous”). I was only her nominal boss—she had all the ideas and energy 

while I did lots of writing submissions and chairing meetings. But it was 

energising working with her. 

Not that everything she did had universal support. Her thought processes were 

ahead of everyone and she took risks that at times had others worried. 

She used her political connections to the then Labour-led Government with 

great effectiveness, persuading Michael Cullen how “fantastic” it would be if the 

university system was a world leader—and had the money to do it. She hoped 

more funding would draw the Vice-Chancellors into a multi-employer collective 

agreement to create common pay and conditions across the whole sector and 

increased collaboration to break down its destructive competition. She didn’t 

succeed in that. Even though the money got the Vice-Chancellors to listen, they 

stayed true to form and headed off in their own directions. Nonetheless, they 

were forced to take part in a tripartite group including unions and government 

to apportion funding for the salaries of university staff until the group was shut 

down by National in 2008. 

Helen’s final big initiative at AUS was to propose its amalgamation with the 

union of Polytechnic and College of Education teaching staff, ASTE (Association 

of Staff in Tertiary Education) and TIASA (Tertiary Institutes Allied Staff 

Association, which didn’t join in the end). It was a contentious move in AUS 

(much less so in ASTE) but it was largely her persuasiveness and organising 

skills that made it happen. She did not put her name forward to head the new 

Tertiary Education Union (TEU), standing instead to be President of the CTU in 

October 2007, succeeding the unifying and respected Ross Wilson.

CTU President

It was the dream job for her, one she had made an objective for some time. 

Pat, who had died in 2004, would have been bursting with pride; Cath certainly 

was—though frequently worried at the scraps Helen got into. The dynamics of 

her presidency were interesting. She didn’t become President of New Zealand’s 

peak union body to let the union movement continue its slow decline. She had 

big plans for it: drafting new legislation combining the best of international 

practice with her own ideas; development of the leadership of the movement; 

a new organisation (“Together”) designed to make unions more accessible; 

and sharing of administrative resources to cut costs and enable unions to work 

together better. As in the public arena, she was not afraid to call out union leaders 

when she thought they were working against the interests of the movement. It 

led to confrontations at times, and for a lesser person could have led to moves 

to push her out. But her background, her grounding in both private sector 

and state unions, and her reputation meant no-one could doubt her motives. 

Combined with her immense ability, courage, strength of character, charm and 

persuasiveness, support for her grew stronger rather than weaker.
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Helen’s public campaigns are well known: backing film workers trying to get 

decent working conditions by opposing the “Hobbit” legislation stripping them 

of employment rights, passed by the Government under urgency at the behest 

of Peter Jackson and Warner Brothers. The long and successful campaign to 

support families whose husbands, fathers, sons and brothers had been killed in 

the brutal forestry industry and bring about change for better health and safety. 

Supporting the Pike River families, calling out Peter Whittall—long before the 

obsequious New Zealand media cottoned on to his dissembling—and trying 

to hold him to account (sadly, unsuccessfully in the courts, but successfully in 

the public mind). Using Twitter and Facebook to devastating effect to expose 

the exploitative conditions that farm workers are being employed under (even 

Federated Farmers felt under enough pressure to respond). One of the projects 

she was engaged in close to the end was to berate and embarrass farmers into 

doing something effective about the terrible toll of quad bike deaths which they 

all bemoaned but refused to take effective regulatory action to reduce.

  

A lot has been written about these campaigns, so I won’t go into much more 

detail here other than to emphasise the personal commitment and effort she 

willingly put into them. She travelled thousands of kilometres to knock on the 

doors of grieving parents and widows to get the forestry campaign underway, 

then spent hours, days and weeks with them and their families. She regularly 

travelled to the West Coast to meet up with Pike River families (and shared cancer 

experiences with them) and supported them when they came to Wellington. She 

and her husband Steve put many of them up at their home when they came to 

Wellington. She occasionally wondered to me how long she could keep up the 

exhausting pace—rarely having weekends to herself, whether it was supporting 

families or being called by the media or travelling to Auckland to appear on 

weekend TV panels or catching up on work she didn’t have time to do during the 

week. But she genuinely loved the contact with working people like the forestry 

and Pike River families, was energised by the victories and was made more 

determined by the defeats. 

Perhaps less known were the industrial disputes she became involved in: 

particularly at Ports of Auckland and a succession at meat works, culminating in 

the still largely unresolved disputes with the union-hating Talley family’s AFFCO 

chain. She brought new tactics—some with lasting effects—to these campaigns. 

Their common thread was that it was not enough to stop work or to have a picket 

at the gate (though they did that, whether locked out or on strike). She showed 

that by explaining the reasons for action to the local community, workers could 

get the community on side and in many cases helping them in the dispute. 

Ground-breaking relationships were built with iwi leaders. Local body politicians 

were asked for support and pressured to intervene (especially in the Ports of 

Auckland case). Local supermarkets provided groceries to families out of work. 

Social networking and media were used to build support networks. Other CTU 

affiliates were mobilised to provide financial support and call their members out 

to help when needed. It was not always as successful as hoped, but it did show 

how unions could change public perceptions of waterside workers and meat 

workers, build an understanding of why they were in dispute, and bring public 

pressure onto employers. 
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Helen believed collective action was fundamental to change, but that didn’t 

mean ignoring other possibilities if they were effective in furthering the cause. 

Court cases, some outstandingly successful, others not, became part of her 

modus operandi. The most stunning were private prosecutions against forestry 

employers, which the Department of Labour and its successor the Ministry of 

Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) refused to take. It was her clinical 

and painstaking investigation of the documentation made by those departments 

and their inspectors that led her to believe that prosecutions should have and 

could have been taken. As her then Vice-President, now CTU President, Richard 

Wagstaff, said, her office looked like a TV crime detective drama with a big board 

with bits of paper pinned to it and names and photos of people who had died with 

lines linking them all. Taking a private prosecution was an exceptional step to 

take with few precedents (the Meat Workers’ Union had earlier taken one against 

one of the employers in their industry) and seemed a leap in the dark. But Helen 

used her persuasive powers to enlist some exceptionally able lawyers—notably 

Nigel Hampton QC—to take the cases pro bono, and won. It was a lesson to 

the government departments and devastatingly exposed the run-down state and 

laissez faire culture of the agencies supposedly responsible for health and safety 

of New Zealanders at work. We hope that their replacement, WorkSafe, has 

learned from these experiences.   

One of the most powerful tributes to her and the CTU came from Coroner 

Wallace Bain in November last year in findings on three workers who had died in 

forestry: David McMurtrie, Charles Finlay and Eramiha Pairama. 

The Court notes that the Forestry Industry is now a far safer place to work 

than it was before these tragic deaths. 

That fact is a result of a number of factors. The primary driver in 

highlighting the lack of safety in the Forestry industry and the need 

for accountability and urgent safety reforms has been the CTU and in 

particular Helen Kelly.

Through her actions a number of prosecutions have resulted when it had 

been decided by MBIE not to prosecute. This needed Court applications 

to bring private prosecutions out of time which in nearly every case were 

successful. The prosecutions that resulted brought home accountability to 

those responsible and resulted in significant publicity about the dangers 

within the industry and the need for significant safety reforms and more 

accountability.

The Forestry Industry has responded in a very responsible manner with its 

review and consequent actions. Similarly the government has responded 

to the concerns highlighted with ground breaking new safety legislation in 

the workplace. Similarly Mr Epapara’s parents and in particular Wiremu 

Edmonds, have made it their mission in life to speak out and highlight 

the concerns with a huge number of speaking engagements around the 

country. The Court thanks them for their efforts and notes the effect it is 

having.

Helen Kelly speaking at a Save Our Ports rally 

in 2012. Photograph courtesy of CTU.
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The Court commends the totality of actions taken. These actions combined 

with the Inquests highlighting these safety concerns, has had a significant 

effect and Helen Kelly and the CTU together with the families are to be 

commended for highlighting the concerns.2 

She also became deeply involved in international labour rights work in the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) where she was a member of the 

governing body and applied the same intellect, persuasion and organising 

ability, gaining high respect in the international body and international union 

movement. She spent many weeks in most years on this, travelling repeatedly 

even as the cancer took hold. In the Pacific, Ged Kearney, President of the 

Australia Council of Trade Unions told the story at the public memorial event 

for Helen of planning a trip to Fiji with Helen in order to support Fiji’s union 

movement against its appalling treatment by the military government. The Fijian 

Attorney-General put out a press release warning them not to come when Helen 

happened to be in Australia. Helen, said Ged, “looked me dead in the eye and 

said: ‘what do you reckon?’” When they got to Fiji they were the first off the 

plane. Helen linked arms with Ged and said, “here we go, sister”. “I can say by 

the end of the four or five hours that we were detained by the Fijian authorities 

I was so sorry for the Fijian authorities. They had no idea how to handle this 

strong, determined, but interminably polite, New Zealand warrior”, Ged told the 

large audience. 

Towards the end, Helen and Steve travelled to Cuba to see if a medical treatment 

developed by Cuban doctors and researchers would give her a few more months. 

On her return from Cuba through the US, though by then very sick (and without 

her pain-killing cannabis) and finding it harder and harder to move around, she 

insisted on speaking to an international meeting in Washington. The meeting 

had been called to advance a campaign to prevent violence against women at work 

which she had been deeply involved in at the ILO. She got as far as Washington 

and halfway from where she was staying to the meeting venue before she told the 

driver to turn back—she was just in too much pain to make it. The flight back to 

New Zealand was awful for her.  

Helen’s success as President depended heavily on the steady hand of CTU 

Secretary Peter Conway (who died tragically in June 2015 after he had left the 

CTU). Both were deep and strategic thinkers and powerful spokespeople, with 

long experience in the union movement, but they were very different characters. 

The creative tension served the CTU and union movement well. Peter recognised 

her brilliance and did everything he could to give her full rein but questions 

inevitably arose. Would the Hobbit campaign be too divisive? Was the CTU 

turning into the Forestry Union and neglecting important strategic aims? Where 

was the money coming from? It is a tribute to both of them that these issues were 

resolved, the support of affiliates was maintained, and campaigns succeeded 

while the CTU’s day-to-day work continued. I should also add that they had an 

exceptionally able group of people at the CTU to support them. For me at least, 

Helen, Peter and the exceptional CTU staff helped make my job the best I’ve ever 

had, despite being one of the most stressful.
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Helen’s thinking and politics

Sharan Burrow, the top union leader in the world, General Secretary of the 

International Trade Union Confederation, a former President of the Australian 

Council of Trade Unions and a close mate and deep admirer of Helen said at her 

memorial service: “Injustice deeply offended Helen. She could always conceive 

of a solution that could be achieved with collective action.” It was an accurate 

summary. She was incensed at unfairness and injustice in the distribution not 

only of income and wealth but of health and safety, power and control, welfare 

and care too. Injustice against young people particularly offended her (one of 

Max and Helen’s earliest actions, under Pat’s guidance, was to organise fellow 

newspaper delivery children for better pay and conditions). She accurately saw 

the injury and deaths of people at work as a result of the power imbalance in the 

workplace: “It’s by design” was a frequent saying of hers, and a regular Twitter 

hashtag.

Helen was a deep believer in collective action as the response to injustice. She 

resisted personal awards and accolades. There was controversy after her death 

that she was not eligible for the New Zealander of the Year award despite an 

overwhelming number of nominations—but she would not have wanted to 

accept it anyway, and Steve made that clear to the organisers of the award. There 

were other similar occasions. Helen saw herself as mobilising collective action, 

and she did so very effectively. Her work with forestry and mining families gave 

them the courage to take their own actions, speaking out and campaigning. She 

pointed out that the campaigns she was associated with had many others working 

hard to achieve success. She was just one of them. 

As her analysis of the forestry cases showed, Helen had an exceptional intellect 

as well as organising skills. She was a devastating debater, with the ability to 

think at seemingly lightning speed. Even in a conversation with her, it appeared 

she had anticipated what you had to say and prepared an effective answer before 

you finished speaking. As her son Dylan told the media (words shortlisted for 

Quote of the Year 2016): “You can tell that she’s a negotiator. I’ve never won an 

argument with her in my life.” I attended meetings with Ministers who regularly 

backed away from any debate with her—no doubt because she always won. Her 

skills made her great for TV and she was regularly on panels or being interviewed 

herself. 

She also thought strategically about the role of unions. In arguing for change in 

legislation and for different forms of union organisation she invoked an image of 

a “worker in a Four Square Store in Kaitaia” who wouldn’t have a chance to have 

a collective agreement to protect and advance her working conditions because 

the legislation and the way unions organised themselves created such barriers 

to joining a union and organising her workmates. One answer was to extend 

the benefits of collective employment agreements negotiated in an industry 

to all workers in the industry. Another was to set up a union for workers and 

their families that was very easy to join (Together was an attempt at that). She 

looked at large organisations like Greenpeace that had hundreds of thousands 

of supporters who gave money, received communications and occasionally came 

out in support of campaigns, but weren’t formal members. She saw them as 
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based on values rather than membership rules and proposed moving unions 

more towards that model. She spoke of the “values proposition” that unions 

offered. The organisation Together which she created as a low-cost, low-service 

union that was easy to join didn’t thrive. It has been turned into a values-based 

social media campaigning operation, which so far has been very successful in 

gathering support for a number of campaigns and union initiatives. 

She went on to develop the idea of unions as “public institutions”. The point 

was not that they were formally part of the state, but that they were bodies with a 

vital role in society (recognised in both international conventions and domestic 

law). That role was a balancing one, rather like the news media, the judiciary 

or the Ombudsman. Unions have a public role and duty of balancing power 

relationships through advocating for change that improves the lives of people, 

including better and safer working conditions.

The accolades make Helen sound like she was an angel, but she was not. She 

said to me once that she was a crap manager, and she was right. She was a leader 

from the front but found managing an organisation’s money, people and other 

resources profoundly dull. Working with her was typically fun and high in energy, 

although sometimes her requests made your hair stand on end. Sometimes the 

requests worked out brilliantly; sometimes they showed she had significantly 

underestimated the effort required; sometimes they just didn’t work. She was a 

risk-taker—and her confidence in her own judgement grew as most of her punts 

worked out. As Richard said, she didn’t take herself too seriously so there was 

frequently lots of laughter with her around—though occasionally she went too 

far in her digs at people. She liked to be in control, she often forgot to say thank 

you, and she could be very judgemental. 

But her positives far outweighed her negatives. She could be incredibly supportive 

to staff, particularly younger people whose potential she saw. People felt a deep 

friendship with her and great loyalty. In a tribute, Tina McIvor, who worked on 

health and safety at the CTU for several years wrote:

I did some of the slog-work on health and safety and she kept investing 

in me, encouraging me, and getting me to go back into law school. She 

believed in me [nervous laughter]. She believed in lots of working class 

people.… 

We could talk reasonably while being straight-up and honest. She was a 

woman of her word.

A letter or a campaign plan was always half-written in her head. At the 

hospice she told me about the next letter to be penned, on quad-bike safety.

We were mates who could get obsessed with our work. We enjoyed being 

geeky—she gave me stick about the methyl bromide campaign.

She was super intelligent and her sense of humour was very special….
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She bought my daughter presents from France, and she came to my 

birthday party.3  

Helen was a life-long member of the Labour Party, and well-known and respected 

within it, long before she took her CTU role. While she was at times defensive 

of it, especially of the Clark Labour Government when it was in power, she was 

also very critical of the party. In many ways her politics were closer to the Greens, 

with whom she maintained a friendly relationship. She was often exasperated 

by the slowness of Labour to adopt new policy, its resistance to real change, and 

its weak defence of its patch in public. Not long before she died, Andrew Little 

visited Helen. He said as he left (as we all did), “Let me know if there is anything 

I can do.” She shot back: “I’ll write you a list.”

A surprising gap was her understanding of the international trade and 

investment agreements which were becoming increasingly controversial in the 

union movement and in society, especially from the 2000s on. She didn’t defend 

them, but never bothered to understand them properly, not seeing them as a 

priority. It was really only after the international union movement changed to 

outright opposition and large crowds were marching in New Zealand’s streets 

that she expressed more than routine opposition, tweeting support for the huge 

movement against the TPPA. 

Epilogue

Did Helen leave the union movement and the CTU in a better place? In the short 

term, there are very mixed indicators. Union membership has continued to fall 

as a proportion of wage and salary earners. Her plans to revitalise unions did not 

survive in the form she left them as she devoted increasing time to the industrial 

disputes, health and safety. But they opened up new channels of thinking and 

action that will eventually bear fruit. Her greatest contribution might have been 

to begin a change in the public perception of unions towards recognising that 

they are organisations that are important for a healthy society. Their importance 

rests on their willingness to stand up in defence of people whose rights—and 

sometimes lives—are under threat, and to argue for better laws and policies. 

Helen’s fantastic abilities as a communicator, organiser, mobiliser, strategist, 

thinker and friend have made an indispensible contribution to making that a 

reality.

 

The tragedy is that Helen’s enormous potential was cut short much too early. 

We have lost an outstanding human being, unionist, New Zealander and future 

Prime Minister.
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Reviews
A Century of Struggle… and beyond: the history of New Zealand 
seafarers & their unions
Directed by Russell Campbell, Alister Barry and Rod Prosser (Vanguard Films/

Community Media Trust, 2016)

Reviewed by Ross Webb

A Century of Struggle… and beyond tells the story of the seafarers and their unions 

from their establishment in 1879 through to the 1970s. The new material, added for 

the DVD release, brings the story up to the present from the amalgamation with the 

Cooks’ and Stewards’ Union to  the Seafarers’ Union and the subsequent merger 

in 2002 with the Waterside Workers to create the Maritime Union of New Zealand 

(MUNZ). The new DVD includes interviews with long-serving seafaring unionists 

conducted in 2003-2005 and 2016. The DVD was launched at the MUNZ conference 

in November 2016, and the cover design is by Jared Davidson, designer of the Bulletin. 

The film was originally released in 1981, an early production of Vanguard Films.  

Vanguard Films began in the late 1970s with the trio Alister Barry, Rod Prosser, and 

Russell Campbell. Alister Barry made Mururoa ‘73, a documentary about the voyage 

of a protest boat into the French nuclear test zone in 1973. The following year, Rod 

Prosser leased the top floor of a Thorndon building in Sydney Street East, Wellington, 

which later became the headquarters of Vanguard. In 1976 the two filmmakers made 

Our Nuclear Defence, a satire on US war policies. Russell Campbell joined the team 

in 1978 to work on a documentary about the Timberworkers’ Union, called Wildcat. 

The three filmmakers were commissioned by the Seamen’s Union in 1979 to make a 

documentary celebrating the union’s centenary—that film would become A Century 

of Struggle. Wildcat and A Century of Struggle both premiered at the Wellington Film 

Festival in 1981. As Ian Pryor notes, Vanguard Films aimed to “wear their oppositional 

politics openly, be unequivocally committed... to the working class who were their 

subject.” 

The juxtaposition between historical and (the then) contemporary footage is common 

throughout the film. The opening shot of A Century of Struggle is the Wahine, lying on 

its side in Wellington harbour. It next shows men and women in life jackets, coming 

off rescue boats on the coast to the sound of rough waves and sirens. The film then 

cuts to colour, a shot of a seagull floating in the air above a ship, while the music, a 

kind of traditional folk music, mandolin and guitar, by Alistair Cuthill and Alistair 

McQuillan comes in. The title appears: “A Century of Struggle”. The film begins with 

an interview with seaman regarding the increasing use of technology on ships. A 

seafarer for 25 years, Tommy Doyle explains that the industry has become like a 

“prison, no feeling, no atmosphere anymore… I like the older days better”. For many 

of the seafarers interviewed when the film was made, there’s a clear sense that the 

conditions of work were hard won. Doyle continues, “a young guy comes on the ship 

today with these conditions, and they were fought for hard by other guys, you know 

what I mean?” Vic Bgovic adds, “nothing was given on a plate. It was all a struggle to 

get the conditions today… the young fellas take it for granted”. 
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The opening of the Wahine disaster and the reflections of the workers in the late 

1970s, sets the film up well before telling the story of the union. It begins with the 

British Empire, an empire built on the sea, and on the sweat and labour of working 

people on ships. On these early ships, a strict hierarchy was entrenched. Flogging was 

the norm and conditions were bad. In the 1870s, seafarers began to organise. Early 

efforts were unsuccessful, until the establishment of the Federated Seaman’s Union 

of New Zealand in 1880. The seaman’s union, according to the narrator Des Kelly, was 

built on the principle of the international solidarity of the working class, a movement 

gaining momentum around the world, and was “ready to take on the New Zealand 

ruling class”. The film then tells the story of 1890, 1913, and 1951 strikes. Near the end 

of A Century of Struggle, the film shows a stopwork meeting in which Doug Morton, 

an elderly seafarer stands up and says: “Whenever there’s any action to be done, you 

hear the voices say ‘something has to be done at the top’. This union has run from the 

floor. You’re the guys who run the union. That’s what we call democracy… Democracy 

begins here. Keep it there”. This is a sentiment that runs throughout the film. 

The extra sections of the film, added for the new DVD release, include interviews with 

long-serving seafaring unionists conducted in 2003-2005 and 2016. These interviews 

provide some great insights on a number of key developments. Some highlights from 

the extra  material are the interviews with Pat Lumber and Dave Clarke about the 

involvement of the union in the Bastion Point occupation in 1977-1978, and Garry 

Parsloe and others about the introduction of the Employment Contracts Act. “Did we 

do enough?” asks Parsloe. “That’s the question people will be asking fifty years from 

now”. 

Present day activism often needs inspiration—an historical consciousness and a 

sense of continuity with those who fought in the past offers this. As the narrator Des 

Kelly says at the closing of the film: “The union has been in the firing line for better 

wages and conditions, greater worker control of the job, and for socialism. A century 

of struggle has ended, but it will not be forgotten. For it is on the experience of 

history, that the future must be based. The struggle continues”. Films like this—and 

indeed much of the Vanguard film catalogue—ensure that such struggles are indeed 

not forgotten. Copies of the DVD are available from MUNZ. Contact Alan Windsor: 

alan.windsor@munz.org.nz

Garry Parsloe and others marching against the Employment Contracts Act on Queen Street, Auckland. 

Still from A Century of Struggle.
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The New Zealand Labour Party 1916-2016
By Peter Franks and Jim McAloon (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2016)

Reviewed by Barry Pateman

For some years now many historians have eschewed what we might call narrative 

history in favour of the small and precise. By studying a local group of the Labour 

Party, say, we can learn about how the national narrative of the Party was translated 

into local action and initiatives. Such an approach is often called “history from below”. 

As the recent centenary of World War I approached, it was noticeable that there were 

more overarching historical narratives of the War, and this approach to history can 

now be seen in other historical fields. It seems fashion might be changing. Certainly 

this book by Peter Franks and Jim McAloon, written for the centenary of the New 

Zealand Labour Party, reflects the new fashion, and in choosing this approach the 

authors appear to have set themselves a daunting task.

This is no hagiography of the Party. As the authors make clear, “This book has 

been written with the support of the Labour Party’s New Zealand Council, although 

it is not an ‘official history’”. The book adopts a scholarly tone throughout and the 

authors, whatever their individual views (and both are Labour Party members), are 

scrupulously balanced in their assessments of people and positions. They are not 

afraid to criticise or point to failures in Labour Party policies and practice and, as we 

might expect, the book gains immensely from this frankness.

For this reviewer the 12 pages of preface are a tour de force. In it the authors place 

the New Zealand Labour Party within the international social democratic movement, 

assessing its performance against the performance of other parties, especially the 

Australian, British and Scandinavian groupings. They examine the organisations and 

tendencies that constituted the Labour Party and go on to assess its historiography, 

including numerous biographies that have been published over the years—being 

rightly skeptical of the quality of these as source material. They assess the few books 

written previously on the Labour Party and point to the intriguing lack of histories 

of government in New Zealand writing. Perhaps the most interesting part of the 

preface is the authors’ examination of how the various constituencies within the 

party struggled for a kind of ideological supremacy over the years and a key theme 

here is the, at times, fractious relationship between the Labour Party and the labour 

movement. The authors have produced in the preface a lovely, balanced piece of 

writing, rich in knowledge, that will, I think, become essential reading for future 

students and historians in this field.

Two chapters especially interested me as a relative newcomer to New Zealand. The 

first one, “The Democratic Tradition”, closely examines the forces that began to shape 

the formation of an independent Labour Party. These forces were both domestic 

and international, the latter in the shape of such people as Tom Mann. It doesn’t 

shy away from the realities of colonisation and succeeds in painting a picture of 

energy, commitment and intellectual exploration that is impressive in scope and 

depth. Another chapter that really interested me was the tenth chapter, “Labour 

and Neo-Liberalism”. There I am struggling, more, I hasten to add, because of my 

own inadequacies rather than those of the authors. I think the writers do a more 

than adequate job in explaining the reasons why such brutal economic reforms took 
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place but I struggle to see the moral and intellectual tradition that made, say, the 

economic fundamentalism of the Conservative Party under Margaret Thatcher seem 

rather tame compared to what happened here. The tensions in the Party around this 

time are carefully and precisely outlined. The relative youth of the Labour Party inner 

circle appeared to have equated being modern and up-to-date with being open to 

adopting neo-liberal policies. The 1987 world market crisis didn’t help the Party when 

in government but everything that had gone before in shaping the Party appears to 

have been jettisoned because of “circumstances”—a rather complicated idea, I have 

always thought, and often an excuse for all sorts of horrors. As Franks and McAloon 

argue, “the elitism of economic reform and, more, economic policies increasingly 

driven by market fundamentalism did the party lasting damage.” It would have been 

useful, I think, for the authors to have presented more of the internal opposition to 

such an economic approach at what was obviously a key period in Party history.

The book weighs in at a hefty 335 pages and, in a book of this type, there is always 

the chance that it might be bought almost as an act of solidarity and left to sit on 

your shelf and not be read. I’d urge readers not to do that. It’s very informative and, 

considering the complexities of the task the authors set themselves, is written in 

an engaging style. The writers manage to tease out nuance and complexity without 

confusing the reader and offer us a sizeable bibliography that, in itself, is essential 

reading. I rather think the book succeeds in what it sets out to do and you can’t ask for 

more than that. I would argue that it needs to be complimented by smaller stories—

the continued history of local branches and campaigns will be essential in reminding 

us that any party is not just the big names and the inner cabals, but the ordinary 

party members who often had their own ideas about what the leadership said, and 

such an approach will be necessary for any complete history. I don’t for one moment 

think that this book will be the final word on the New Zealand Labour Party, but any 

future scholar or militant will have to treat this work with the utmost respect. It will 

be indispensible for a long, long time to come.

Karl Marx: Greatness and Illusion
By Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge MA: The Belknap Press, 2016)

Reviewed by Allan Patience. Revised and reprinted with permission from Labour 

History Melbourne.

Compared to Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx is perhaps the most misused 

and abused of this trinity of early and most original social and political theorists 

of modernity. All three were profoundly disturbed by the emerging trajectories of 

capitalism. All three were deeply pessimistic about its future (in Weber’s case to 

the point of abject despair). But of the three it is Marx’s voluminous writings that 

have been the most crudely plagiarised, reductively misinterpreted and ideologically 

distorted by thousands, if not millions, of self-proclaimed followers of bad faith on 

the one hand and critics of a similar character on the other. So much so in fact that 

the plagiarists, reductionists and ideologues have continuously and comprehensively 

white-anted the enormous moral and political philosophy project that Marx struggled 

throughout his life to bring together into a coherent opus. The tragedy, of course, is 

that he never succeeded in completing his project.
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The political and intellectual distorters of his work provided copious ammunition for 

Marx’s enemies to deploy in attacking the entirety of his thinking. Here one thinks 

especially of Lenin, Stalin, Mao, Che, Fidel, and others of this ugly ilk. And of course 

we have myriad communist parties around the globe, past and present, which have 

laid diverse and mostly spurious claims to a Marxist legacy. Their ravaging of Marx’s 

work was aided and abetted by self-proclaimed “true” Marxists like Louis Althusser 

and Nicos Poulantzas and postmodern or “neo-Marxists” like Michel Foucault and 

Jacques Derrida who all crudely misused Marx to advance their own agendas.

These recondite figures provided deadly ammunition for Marx’s enemies—and for 

sure those enemies are legion. These include the usual suspects in the Western 

media. Acting as a kind of Cold War Greek chorus, Western writers such as Irving 

Kristol and Daniel Bell in the US, Karl Popper in the UK, and Raymond Aron in 

France who all tilted wildly at the various totalitarian windmills they called Marxism 

in order to reject it absolutely. Their ideological successes—despite the palpable 

falsity of their interpretations of Marx—far out-weighed their intellectual failings. 

This is despite the immensely more scholarly approaches to Marx taken by great 

intellectuals like E. P. Thompson, Ralph Miliband and Leszek Kolakowski. However 

these honourable figures were drowned out by the cacophony of anti-Marxism that 

swamped the West’s political culture during the Cold War, closing down so many 

alternative ways of seeing and understanding a world that right now is in gravest 

danger of heading to hell in a hand basket.

Marx was alarmed by the capitalism he saw coming into being in Western Europe 

and America. He railed against the inhumane conditions workers were being 

subjected to by their regimentation in factories, by their long working hours and 

shocking conditions, the horror of child labour (which was a form of slavery), and the 

venality of their paymasters. He was scathing in his critiques of the selfishness and 

cruelty of factory bosses and their owners and shareholders. He was appalled by the 

ideological false-consciousness—the lies (“post-truths”)—purveyed by the media as 

it collaborated unconscionably with the owners of capital and their banker backers. 

And he identified the deep psycho-emotional (or spiritual) malaise that was setting 

class against class, gender against gender, ethnic group against ethnic group, and so 

on. This he labelled “alienation”. His analysis has never been surpassed in its deep 

knowledge of how things really are in what Weber described as modernity’s “iron 

cage of rationality”.

The grimmest fact of the 21st century is that the capitalism Marx prophesied has well 

and truly arrived across the globe. As Thomas Piketty has shown, the divide between 

the owners of capital and the non-owners has widened to an historical extreme. 

It has advanced from its post-War relatively restrained form of welfare capitalism 

through predatory capitalism to its present form of neo-liberal parasitic capitalism. It 

has produced the Global Financial Crisis and populist revolts in all the Western so-

called democracies delivering toxic victories to the campaigners for Brexit and Donald 

Trump while plunging the Eurozone into crisis. And the economic catastrophe of 

2007/8 is undoubtedly a relatively mild forerunner to further and bigger global 

financial crises.
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Criticise him all you like for what you think is his materialism, his historicism, or his 

economic determinism. Accuse him of laying the foundations of Stalinism. Attack him 

for being a fomenter of bloody revolution as much as you like. But this all completely 

misses the point. As Gareth Stedman Jones has so scrupulously documented in 

this major work, trying to pin any of these labels on Marx is a cynical exercise in 

scholarly duplicity and political deceit. As he notes at the outset, his aim “is to put 

Marx back in his nineteenth-century surroundings, before all of [the] posthumous 

elaborations of his character and achievements were constructed.” The intellectual 

biography that he unveils portrays an extremely complex and often vulnerable man, 

an intellectual outsider, a man of unfathomable physical and mental passions actively 

seeking to make sense of the extraordinarily complex times in which he was living, 

responding to those times by drawing on a host of philosophical, literary and other 

super-structural realities that ebbed and flowed and occasionally erupted in flashes of 

amazing clarity in his mighty imagination.

The Marx that Stedman Jones has revealed to us set himself a many-dimensioned 

challenge that no ordinary mortal could hope to surmount. That Marx almost did 

surmount it marks him out as perhaps the greatest giant ever in understanding 

capitalism’s imminent dénouement. Dwarves have swarmed across his shoulders 

ever since but none has ever seen what Marx saw with such apprehensive clarity and 

moral outrage. And what he saw was a capitalism whose endgame was inevitable. 

His prophesies—in a rabbinical tradition going way back in the Old Testament and 

before—are today being fulfilled as neo-liberalism’s parasitic capitalism wreaks its 

terrible destruction across the globe. It is time to return to Marx—to find a deeper, 

richer understanding of what he was analysing and predicting, free of the hyperbole 

and bad faith that he has been met with for far too long.

Stedman Jones has opened the great door that will enable us to return to Marx, to fully 

grasp the often Hegelian, frequently poetic, and profoundly philosophical moralising 

that remains at the very core of Marx’s immense project. This book is compelling 

reading and must become a major reference for anyone concerned about reviving 

hope in achieving a civilised and decent world—a new social democracy—in which 

we will all, how and whenever we wish, be able to hunt in the morning, fish in the 

afternoon, breed cattle in the evening and criticise at night, “without”, in the words of 

The German Ideology, “ever becoming a hunter, a fisherman, a cattle breeder or critic.”

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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