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It’s been a pleasure to edit this issue of the Bulletin. I’m filling in until our new 

editor is on board next year and it’s been a privilege to gain a sense of the exciting 

work happening in the field of labour history in New Zealand, as well as to gain 

an appreciation of the richness and complexity of the topic. 

This issue of the Bulletin features the second part of Russell Marshall’s article on 

the closure of Whanganui’s East Town Railway Workshops during the 1980s. Like 

the first part it’s a meticulous examination of the events and it makes gripping 

and essential reading. Brian Wood’s article, derived from a presentation at the 

Labour History Forum at Runanga in 2016, is a remarkably shrewd and thought 

provoking piece on ‘Community Cohesion and Mining Safety’. Last, and certainly 

not least, we feature more material gathered by Dr. Emma Kelly as she tours New 

Zealand discovering Labour Party archives, meeting people who have archives 

and discussing with them where these archives could be eventually placed. This 

is, of course,  part of her work on the Labour 100 Archiving project. The examples 

of archival material in this issue come from the archives of Richard Northey and 

Therese O’Connell. Those who saw Emma’s talk at our Annual General Meeting 

in July can testify to the wonderful work that she has been able to carry out 

during the course of the last year.

You’ll notice that the review section is slightly shorter than usual. Unusually, our 

news section is a little review dominated in this issue as we announce, in it, the 

winner of the 2017 Bert Roth Award for labour history. Named in honour of the 

nationally and internationally renowned New Zealand labour history scholar Bert 

Roth, the Award is presented each year by the Labour History Project Committee. 

I am not going to give the winner away here but get to the News Section and 

you’ll see who it is. You’ll also find quick reviews of all the works that made 

the short list. From theatre productions to film to theses it’s a list that contains 

incredible richness and depth and testifies to the remarkably impressive work 

that is being carried out in our field. We’d like to think that the high standard of 

work on show here would make Bert Roth proud and the 2017 award certainly 

went to a worthy winner!

A few, final notes. A special thank you should go Ciaran Doolin who edited 

this Bulletin from August 2015. Ciaran did a great job and having only done 

it for one issue I can attest to how much work he had to put into the job! The 

Bulletin continues to grow because of his talents. Dr. Grace Millar, the LHP 

Committee chairperson, is leaving us to carry out oral histories in some of the 

mining communities of the UK. Grace has been a fine Chair of the Committee 

and has been responsible for both maintaining the work of the Committee and 

FROM THE SHOP FLOOR

Editorial
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developing it new and interesting approaches to the work it does. She is going to 

be sorely missed, both as a person and a scholar. Thank you, as always, to Ross 

Webb for his ongoing work as Research editor.

The next (November) issue of this Bulletin will be guest edited Dr Cybèle Locke 

and will have the theme ‘Precarious Work’. We urge anyone who can contribute 

in any way to this theme to submit articles to us. Our address is on the inside 

back cover where you can also find details of how to join the Labour History 

Project. You can also find us on Facebook where we post pretty regularly and on 

the web at www.lhp.org.nz.

Barry Pateman

Editor

Chair’s Report
The 2017 AGM, held on July 20 at the Wellington Museum, marked another 

busy and successful year. Dr Emma Kelly, the archivist on the Labour 100 

project, discussed her work ensuring that the history of the Labour party would 

be archived. She showed material held by Therese O’Connell, Richard Hill 

and Richard Northey—all examples of material that had been held in private 

collections and will be available thanks to Emma’s fantastic work.

 

There were changes the Labour History Project committee at the AGM. Bill 

Rosenberg and Jessica Moran both stepped down. We are hoping to continue to 

have contact with both of them—and in their other roles at the CTU and National 

Library they will continue to ensure that workers’ history is remembered. I am also 

stepping down from the Chair’s role and will be leaving the committee shortly.  

I am moving to the UK to work on a project looking at mining communities.  

I’m very excited about the new opportunity, but I’m sad to leave this project and 

these people.

We’re lucky to have new members bringing their skills and enthusiasm to the 

LHP committee. Emma Kelly will be continuing to be part of LHP after her LHP 

100 work is over as she is now a member of the committee. Therese O’Connell, 

whose archives Emma highlighted, and who is a long-time unionist, feminist 

and activist, also joined. Jared Davidson’s work will be known to all readers of the 

Bulletin, since he does the beautiful design. Ross Teppett works for the Council 

of Trade Unions and in his band ‘Not the Day Job’ ensures that workers songs are 

membered and sung. Cybèle Locke has stepped forward to Chair the LHP and I 

know she’ll do a fantastic job.

There’s been a lot for the new committee to do with recently held events. The 

long-planned conference of Dissent and World War I took place from 31 August 

– 2 September. The Labour History Project organised this project alongside 

the Stout Centre—the subcommittee did some incredible work: David Grant, 

Peter Clayworth, Richard Hill and Anna Green. We had really interesting key 
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News Round-up

note speakers Joan Beaumont from Australia and the Cyril Pearce from the 

UK, alongside former LHP chair David Grant from New Zealand. There were 

papers on a wide range of subjects: the music of resistance, Māori resistance 

and representations of resistance. Then in November Therese O’Connell will be 

giving the Rona Bailey memorial lecture. 

 

I’ve really enjoyed my time as Chair and I think the LHP does important work. 

Politically this last year has been strange and at times scary. While historians are 

no better at predicting the future than anyone else (and probably often worse), 

knowing our past—what people have survived and the ways people have fought 

for a better world—is even more important in uncertain and difficult times.

Grace Millar

Chairperson

Bert Roth Award 2016
This year’s Bert Roth Award short list shows the strengths of New Zealand 

labour history. Over the last twelve months people have written books, directed 

movies, acted in plays and undertaken theses that explore the history of work 

and resistance in New Zealand. The time periods depicted range from 1830 to 

the present day and describe the lives of miners and artists as well as discussing 

identify formation, resistance and state control inside and outside the workplace. 

Short List

     Nicola Braid. ‘“A Man’s Environment”? The Petone Workingmen’s Club and 

Masculinity in New Zealand after 1945’. MA Thesis, Victoria University of 

Wellington, 2016.

     Barbara Brookes. A History of New Zealand Women. Bridget Williams 

Books, 2016.

     Pike River, directed by Rupert MacKenzie, Sofia Wenborn, 2016.

     Elinor Chisholm. ‘Individual and Collective Action for Healthy Rental 

Housing in New Zealand: an historic and Contemporary Study’. PhD, 

University of Otago, 2016.

     Jared Davidson. Fighting War: Anarchists, Wobblies and the New Zealand State, 

1905-1925, Rebel Press, 2016

     Poi E: The Story of our Song, directed by Tearepa Kahi, 2016.

     Ngarino Ellis. A Whakapapa of Tradition: 100 Years of Ngati Porou Carving, 

1830-1930. Auckland University Press, 2016.

     Peter Franks and Jim McAloon. The New Zealand Labour Party 1916-2016. 

Victoria University Press. 2016.

     Elizabeth Stanley. The Road to Hell: State Violence against Children in Postwar 

New Zealand. Auckland University Press, 2016.

     Scarlet & Gold: Remember Waihi by Lorae Parry. Directed by Kate Jason 

Smith. Choreographer Jan Bolwell. Circa Theatre, Wellington. 25 November – 

22 December 2016
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We awarded the prize to Poi E: The Story of Our Song. This beautiful, brilliant, 

joyful movie tells the story of Davinius Prime and Patea Māori Club’s song ‘Poi 

E’—the first pop hit in Te Reo. The song ‘Poi E’ was created at the juncture 

of two forces changing New Zealand society in the 1970s and 1980s—de-

industrialisation and the flourishing of Māori political and social resistance. ‘Poi 

E’ was released in the aftermath of the closure of the Patea Freezing Works and 

that closure is woven into the history of the song. The documentary Poi E vividly 

brings that history to life—we see meetings and marches about the closure of 

the freezing-works. The complexities of the 1980s are brought to life with the 

footage of newly elected Prime Minister David Lange enthusiastically applauding 

the success of the song ‘Poi E’ at a fancy event celebrating the music industry.

As well as weaving the history and implications of deindustrialisation into the 

story of ‘Poi E’, this documentary also explores an important set of questions 

about cultural production and resistance. The work of cultural creation is shown 

to include the work of creative individuals such as Davinius Prime and Ngoi 

Pēwhairangi and also a wide range of fundraisers, food providers and other 

community members. We see the production of art in its larger social context.  

In this document, art is both work and resistance; we see how the creation of 

this song was an act of resistance itself and also gave strength to generations that 

followed. The documentary is energetic, engaging and joyous as befits the song. 

It’s a brilliant movie that everyone should see and we’re delighted to give it the 

award.

Like Poi E: The Story of Our Song, other works on the shortlist were innovative in 

the way they told labour history stories. Scarlet & Gold showed that a play can be 

a very powerful way to retell/re-member an historical event, in this case the 1912 

Waihi goldminers strike: causes were personified in characters, background facts 

were conveyed through dialogue and events made real in action. Lorae Parry 

discovered the story of the strike on a visit to Waihi researching the life of her 

great, great uncle William (‘Bill’) Parry who was President of the Waihi Miners 

and Workers Union at the time of the strike, and later a Cabinet Minister in the 

first Labour Government. 23 characters carried not only the details of the events 

leading up to the strike, the strike itself and its consequences, but the national 

and international contexts. The play opens with a Māori challenge to prospectors 

for gold on Māori land. The mine manager discusses with his wife the pressure 

from the mine owners in London to reduce production and expenses as share 

prices fall. The manager’s wife talks to her maid about her suffragette sister at 

‘home’ being force-fed in prison. The widow of a miner dead of lung disease 

and the mother of a boy injured in a mine accident join other wives, mothers, 

sisters and daughters continuing the fight when many of the men are arrested 

and imprisoned in Mount Eden gaol. We see dancing and singing at a solidarity 

social in the miners’ hall where Fred Evans will die a brutal death. Scarlet & Gold 

premiered on the small stage in the little theatre at Circa, where a full house 

is 100 people. The challenges of confining a play of such magnitude were met 

creatively and with great success.

  

Pike River, a docu-drama, made recent labour history much more accessible by 

dramatizing it. The grotesque tragedy at Pike River has featured regularly on the 
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Bert Roth award shortlist as the lies the companies told after they had caused the 

death of 29 people were exposed. This documentary uses a variety of techniques, 

including talking heads and re-enactments, to make what happened at Pike River 

widely accessible. Importantly, the documentary shows the long history of the 

mine and how systematic the contempt for workers’ lives was. The documentary 

makers deserve enormous credit for their effort ensure that people knew what 

had happened at Pike River.

Jim McAloon and Peter Franks’ history of the Labour Party also sits squarely 

within Labour history, and this impressive and well researched book adds much 

to our knowledge. As well as covering the big names of the Labour Party there 

are glimpses of the culture of the labour party—debutante balls and fundraisers. 

The Preface is a tour de force with its close examination of the historiography 

of the Labour Party and its place in international social democracy and it will be 

essential reading for future students and militants. The rest of the book covers 

all the essential history in a readable and clear manner.

Jared Davidson’s history of resisting is part of a historiographical tradition that 

was started by those early resisters. Davidson’s pamphlet tells the story of men 

and women in Aotearoa who opposed the state, militarism and a world at war 

in the early decades of the twentieth century. The focus is on the activities of 

anarchists and the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Their views were a 

minority, Davidson writes, and their influence hard to quantify. Nevertheless, 

they were of major concern to those in power. ‘Fearful of wartime industrial 

unrest and in order to avoid a repeat of the 1912 and 1913 strikes’, Davidson 

writes, ‘the National Coalition government used the pretext of war conditions to 

suppress any hint of labour militancy’. Indeed, the actions of anarchists and the 

Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) received intense state scrutiny, resulting 

in sedition charges, jail time, and deportation. Davidson’s pamphlet not only 

focuses on the years of the First World War, but includes to the pre-war period of 

militarism, evident by the introduction of Compulsory Military Service (CMT). 

It also extends to the period after the war. As Davidson notes, despite the end 

of the war, surveillance of anarchists and the IWW continued. In these years 

of commemorative events and histories for the First World War, Davidson adds 

what he calls a sub-narrative to New Zealand’s home front experience, and wider 

conscientious objection to the First World War. 

Barbara Brookes’ A History of New Zealand Women is labour history and also so 

much more than labour history.  Brookes explores many aspects of women’s lives 

in this tour de force. The incredible collection of photographs in this book are by 

themselves a major contribution to understanding women’s history in Aotearoa. 

Each chapter, often each page, has examples and discussions of the work that 

women have done. It’s a book dense with information, but a delight to read. It 

covers a huge range of women’s experiences. It’s a major contribution to New 

Zealand historiography in general and labour history in particular.

Nicola Braid’s thesis also demonstrates the importance of looking at gender 

when writing Labour History. Braid makes an important contribution to our 

understandings of masculinity in New Zealand, by adding men’s voices, their 
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lived experience, to the written record. The men she interviewed were members 

of the Working Men’s Club, a manifestation of the ways the men ‘directly equated 

their sense of self with their working lives or according to their work ethic’. 

The men were born in the 1940s and ‘50s and occupied an ‘intergenerational’ 

space between Second World War ‘Hard Man’ masculinity and today’s ‘New 

Man’ ‘sensitive new age guy’ they showed in the interviews ‘how expectations 

of men have changed over time’ and how they understood and responded to 

those changes. They constructed their young, educated, female interviewer as 

either an ‘honorary male’ or a ‘nurturing female‘ according to what they found 

was convenient or comfortable at the that stage of the interview. The men’s 

use of different models of masculinity within their interviews suggests that 

masculine identities are ‘plural, moveable discourses that the men could choose 

to engage with or not.’ The significance of this thesis is in its complicating of our 

understandings of masculinity, by including working class men’s articulation of 

their own identity.

The remaining three nominees probably did not think they were writing 

Labour History, but nonetheless shone important life on people’s work, life and 

resistance. Like Poi E: The Story of Our Song, Ngarino Ellis’s history of carving 

shows that art can be a site of resistance and explores the way its creation is 

shaped by material circumstances. Over 1830-1930, a century of social-cultural 

upheaval, Māori art and architecture underwent a ‘radical transformation’: 

‘Three dominant art forms—whaka taua (war canoes), pātaka (decorated store 

houses) and whare rangatira (chiefs’ houses)—were replaced by whare karakia 

(churches), whare whakairo (decorated meeting houses) and wharekai (dining 

halls).’ Ngarino Ellis focuses on what became known as the Iwirākaukau School 

of Carving, and the ‘Super Six’ Ngāti Porou carvers in particular, to explore 

continuity and change as they negotiate ‘retaining and breaking with tradition.’ 

New skills, new tools and new ways of working necessitated by the size of the 

new buildings are shown to enable specialization, separating the role of carver 

and builder, which had, in the past, been one. Increasing Māori engagement 

in a cash economy, adds money to the food, housing, entertainment and gifts 

‘paid’ to the carver, the size of these sums demonstrating the status and value of 

the carver. Two case studies comparing Māori and Pākehā patrons and projects 

demonstrate differing definitions of tradition and the role of the worker/carver. In 

this comprehensive consideration of the reframing and re-forming of traditions 

to retain their meaning and purpose, the author details innovation, change and 

continuity in the work and working lives of a group of Ngāti Porou carvers. 

      

There is no question that Elizabeth Stanley’s book The Road to Hell: State Violence 

against Children in Postwar New Zealand is important—and brilliant—research.  

The question for our committee was is it Labour History? We decided that it is 

an important part of post-war Labour History. Stanley’s book is about working-

class children. She showed how the state policed certain types of working-

class families. Her research is important in its own right. In addition, without 

understanding the harsh punishment the state meted out to young people whose 

existence crossed certain boundaries, we cannot understanding working-class 

families in the post-war period. Stanley’s work is upsetting and important and 

must be integrated into historians’ understanding of the time.
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Finally, Eleanor Chisholm undertook her PhD thesis in a public health 

department and used history to show how important tenant’s advocacy is to good 

housing. Following a discussion of how housing effects health, and how tenants 

represent their interests both as individuals and collectively, Chisholm details 

five key phases of tenant protest in New Zealand. Early tenant protest (1916-

1922), Depression era tenant protest (1929-1935), tenant protest in the 1970s 

and 1980s (1969-1986), protest during the housing reforms of the Neoliberal 

era (1991-1999) and more recent protest against community re-development 

(2011-2015). During each period, tenant protest responded to different issues, 

and with varying strategies. But what connects the historic case studies is the 

focus on power as the social determinant of health and the ability of tenants to 

individually and collectively represent their interest in order to obtain healthy 

housing. Chisholm also effectively demonstrates how tenant protest contributed 

considerable gains for tenants. For labour historians, of particular relevance are 

the sections that detail the connections between tenant protest and the labour 

movement. 

Labour History Project Bulletin, November issue 2017
SPECIAL THEME: ‘Precarious Work’ - Call for contributions! 
The November Bulletin will be focused on the issue of precarious work—

non-standard employment that is poorly paid, insecure, unprotected 

and unsustaining—and campaigns that have been engaged, or are 

being engaged, to eradicate precarity. We invite you to contribute 

articles, reviews, interviews, poetry, slogans, campaign strategies and 

upcoming events that address this topic.

There is no need to submit an abstract. Please submit your final 

contribution to the LHP by 20 October 2017. Articles should be no 

longer than 2-3,000 words, and shorter entries are welcome.

Rona Bailey Lecture 2017
Look out for news of the 2017 Rona Bailey lecture to be held in 

November. The featured speaker this year will be Therese O’Connell.

Upcoming events
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NZ nurse in the Spanish Civil War
In 2015 Petals and Bullets – Dorothy Morris: NZ nurse in the Spanish Civil War, 

by LHP life member Mark Derby, was published in New Zealand by Potton and 

Burton and in the rest of the world by Sussex Academic Press. The book described 

how Morris, a Christchurch nurse, ran a Quaker-funded hospital for sick and 

injured children in the southern Spanish town of Murcia during 1937-38.

Some months after this book appeared, in 28 January 2016, the council of the 

City of Murcia unanimously approved a motion by the socialist councillor Begoña 

García Retegui to recognize the work of Dorothy Morris and the Quakers during 

the civil war. The council placed a plaque on the three-storey villa that had housed 

the ‘English Children’s Hospital’, and is now a municipal building. 

At the same ceremony José Castaño (centre) and Elisa Smilg (second from right), 

former patients of the hospital, were honoured by the city. Photo courtesy of La 

Opinion de Murcia.

Exciting grants awarded in our field
The Ministry of Culture Oral History Awards 2017 were announced in mid-July, 

2017. These awards provide financial help for the recording of interviews relating 

to the history of New Zealand/Aotearoa and its close connections with the Pacific. 

Topics of interest to readers of this Bulletin include:

 

     Sue Bradford & Karen Davis (ESRA), Hidden histories: Voices from a network 

of Autonomous : peoples’ organisations originating from the Auckland Unemployed 

Workers’ Rights Centre 1983 – 1999, $9,000.00

     Dr Grace Maia Millar, The Wellington Clerical Workers Union Oral History 

Project, $4,800.00

     Aaron Fox, Children of the Revolution: Communist Childhoods in 

New Zealand, $6,300.00

     Ross Webb, ‘Drawing the line on Union Influence’: The Meat Workers Union 

and the Talleys/AFFco, $6,000.00

Recent and Current Research
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This is an wonderful list of topics and we look forward to seeing the fruits of this 

research. Congratulations to all the recipients. For a detailed explanation of one 

of the awards see the next note below.

Oral History Project: The Meat Workers Union and the
Talleys/AFFCo War
LHP committee member Ross Webb is undertaking an oral history project 

about the historical and ongoing disputes between the Meat Workers’ Union and 

AFFco/Talley’s. The aim of the project is to capture the experience of workers 

and unionists involved in the disputes—one of the most bitter and protracted 

industrial dispute in New Zealand’s recent labour history. 

Picket outside the Rangiuru Plant, Te Puke, 2012. Photo by Simon Oosterman

In 2010, Talley’s acquired full ownership of AFFco Meat Company. Since that 

time, industrial relations in their plants have deteriorated, culminating in the 

three month lockout of 2012. Talley’s have made their intentions clear: they intend 

to de-unionise their plants. The lock-out in 2012 also turned into a community 

campaign that continued after the end of the lockout. It mobilised union 

members, the public, and other unions in support and saw the involvement of 

the Council of Trade Unions (CTU), communities, Iwi, and global unions in the 

campaign against the Talley Group, often the sole employer in small towns. The 

movement to gain community support for dignity, fairness and job security, has 

continued as the ‘Jobs that Count’ campaign. 

Since the end of the lock-out, the situation has not improved. Local lockouts, court 

battles, and efforts to censor the union in the workplace continue. This project 

aims to tell the story of the struggle for the survival of the union within Talley’s 

owned plants. The interviews will be archived and deposited at the Oral History 

Centre, Alexander Turnbull Library in Wellington. If you have any information, 

please get in touch with Ross Webb, at: rosswebb12@gmail.com



LHP BULLETIN 70 - AUGUST 2017

14

Closure of the East Town 
Railway Workshops, Part Two: 
Inability to Help
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). 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: Otahuhu in 

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

East Town in Whanganui. 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 

on 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 first part described Labour’s 1983 ‘Save Rail’ campaign when 

they were in opposition and the 1984 election (Bulletin 69). This second part discusses 

what happens once they were in government.

In March 1985, Charlie Gibbs, a senior union member at East Town and long 

time Labour Party activist, asked me to do him a note outlining what, if any, 

initiatives I had taken for East Town since the election. I advised Charlie that 

I had written to Minister Richard Prebble six times between August 1984 and 

March 1985 and I was meeting with the minister and his officials that day. 

Following the meeting with Prebble, the General Manager and Deputy Manager 

of the Railways Corporation, I wrote to the Manager at East Town Workshops, 

Roy Wilson. I said that I was on the whole satisfied with what I had been told.  

Light rail services were being considered for the Johnsonville line. If that 

happened, they would be constructed in New Zealand, and there would be 

some local involvement. There was adequate work available for the next year, 

but thereafter any coach building work would depend on decisions made by the 

Wellington Regional Council. ‘Above all, I was given a categorical assurance from 

the Minister and the senior Railways management that all five workshops will 

remain open and viable, with a significant workforce at each. While I do not 

expect the East Town workforce to return to its former size, I am quite certain 

that the fears for the future existence of East Town as a major employer are unfounded. 

[italics for emphasis]’1 The essence of my letter was printed in the Wanganui 

Chronicle at the beginning of April. 

Two days earlier, Ian Turner, secretary of the East town Branch of the NUR, wrote 

a story that Railwaymen at East Town were ‘ready to throw in the towel’ and that 

my assurances about sufficient work for the next year were ‘not worth the hot 

air it took to expound it’.2 In July, Ian Turner was voted out of office as Secretary 

of the East town Branch of the NUR and replaced by Labour supporter Wattie 
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Watson. Though he was a thorn in the flesh and not only in mine, in retrospect 

Turner had considerable grounds for resentment. Apart from being abused when 

he was right, Prime Minister Lange had referred to him as a prominent Social 

Credit member, which he was not. 

Months were to pass with no further sign of progress on East Town redevelopment, 

and a worrying ongoing shortage of real work for workshop staff, now down 

another 50, to just over 400. In early November 1985, I had a discussion with 

Bob Henare, formerly District Engineer, by then Assistant General Manager of 

the Corporation. He told me that submissions were about to be made to the 

Corporation Board concerning the future of the five workshops, and it seemed 

that the major question was still one of what work would be done where. However, 

he also said that, without a political decision to keep all five workshops open, a 

commercial decision would close down at least two of them.3

At about the same time I was advised by the General Manager, Gordon Purdy, 

of the details of the reorganisation of the Corporation and its regions. Six 

Traffic Districts and sub districts were being reduced to three. The Area Traffic 

Manager’s office in Whanganui closed on 10 November.4 On 1 February 1986, 

Rod Davies, the District Engineer of NZR, advised me that when the work on 

electrification was completed, his District Office would be closed and relocated 

as an Area Engineer’s office in Palmerston North. It had already been decided 

to service traffic management from one office, which had effectively already 

relocated to Palmerston North. 

I told Prebble of these conversations in a note on 11 March 1986.5 He replied a 

week later. ‘I hope that we will be able to retain a significant Railways presence 

in Wanganui. It is obvious even at this stage that there will be a considerable 

reduction in the number of staff needed and I have asked the Chairman and 

Management to try and find a method of rationalisation of Railway activities to 

the town that will lessen the impact of any changes that have to be made. As yet 

there are only proposals… You may be assured that a decision to ignore the political 

realities will not be taken by me.’6 There was now no explicit reference to a firm 

future for East Town. 

Several more weeks passed without any further information. I was due to meet 

the union leaders at East Town again on 2 May, but Prebble was overseas until 

5 May. Among other things, his office advised me, he was looking at passenger 

units. They could not advise what the end result would be because decisions were 

yet to be made. There was not a lot that I could say that I had not said already.7

In the absence of any recent reassurance and the ongoing obvious shortage of 

work at the workshop, the meeting with union leaders at East Town was anxious. 

Staff numbers had dropped dramatically in the last year and were now down 

to 300, a loss of one third in the two years since Labour had come to office. At 

one stage in the discussion, someone asked what I would do if the decision was 

to close East Town. I had not really entertained the possibility, nor given any 

thought to what I should most sensibly do if that were to eventuate. Without 

thinking, I spontaneously replied that I would resign. 
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***

On Wednesday June 18, the night before I was going to leave the country on 

ministerial business, Richard Prebble asked me to see him in his office. Railways 

officials had now given him a copy of the Railways Corporation Consolidation 

Plan and he would be releasing it within the next few days. He said that the 

proposals were not as good for Whanganui as he had hoped, and that he did 

not expect that all existing operations would continue. However, the main point 

so far as Whanganui was concerned was that although one major plant would 

close there would still be Railway Workshops in Whanganui. At no stage did 

Prebble tell me that East town Workshops were to close.  I left the meeting a little 

confused but inferred from what he had said that the recommendation must 

be that Plant Zone operation at Aramoho be merged with the operations at an 

upgraded East Town. It was clear that there would be some loss of jobs, and it 

seemed a pity that the Plant Zone building would be given up when it was little 

over a decade old. 

Nevertheless, what I had been told was nowhere near as disastrous as many of 

us had feared, and there was to be some certainty at last. Richard asked me not 

to say anything to anyone before he and his staff had had the chance to do so. 

Relieved that decisions were soon to be made and that, from what the Minister 

had told me, East Town was basically safe, I headed off to my meeting in Sydney.     

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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Soon after I arrived in Australia I got a call from my Beehive office that astonished 

me. The Railways Corporation management had released a booklet outlining 

their preferred plans for workshops. The corporation had recommended the 

closure of the East Town Railway Workshops. I cancelled the Fiji leg of my travel 

and flew home. 

There was understandable and justifiable outrage from Whanganui and especially 

from those affected most closely by the proposals. The Labour Electorate 

Committee called an urgent special meeting on Sunday 22 June. Three days 

later the Chairperson and Secretary wrote a letter to the Prime Minister and all 

members of Cabinet. ‘The closure threatens the loss of 300 jobs in Wanganui…. 

You will be aware that the Minister of Transport, Richard Prebble, undertook to 

the people of Wanganui and the workers at East Town that the Workshops would 

remain open with a staff of not less than 350 people. The proposal to close the 

workshops is therefore in contravention of the clear undertaking of the Minister….

Further, Russell Marshall has been placed in an impossible situation. In reliance 

on the Minister’s undertaking regarding East Town, he publicly undertook that 

the Workshops would not close. Russell Marshall is now fighting for his political 

survival. If the Workshops close, he will be in an untenable situation.’8          

At the Cabinet meeting the following Monday I was still pretty gutted, and there 

was a good deal of sympathy around the table. However, though the prospects 

were ominous, the door, so Prebble assured us, was not quite closed. He made it 

clear that the final decisions were yet to be made. Submissions had been invited 

in response to the Railways Corporation’s Consolidation Plan. It seemed too early 

to talk about broken promises. I became actively involved with the Whanganui 

railway unions in the preparation of a comprehensive and credible submission 

on the plan. 

I spent Thursday afternoon and Friday, 3 and 4 July, in Whanganui and met 

widely with organisations and members of the community. I was coming to grips 

with the details of the plan and how it would affect the Railways operations in 

Whanganui. In June 1986, the staff at East Town numbered 298, 33 of them 

salaried staff. 15 were apprentices, who were expected to transfer to the Plant 

Zone. Redundancies were also being offered to Plant Zone staff and it was 

assumed that there would be at least ten uptakes. It was expected that there 

would be at least 130 redundancies from East Town. The Plant Zone had a staff 

of 95 that could only increase to 120. It was hoped that there would be room for 

30 of the East Town staff, including the apprentices and the store staff, plus the 

store itself. Of the total Whanganui staff only five or six staff were likely to be 

relocated out of Whanganui. 

It quickly became apparent to most, that the Railways Corporation booklet 

plans were basically a fait accompli. On 26 June Steve Grant sought to clarify the 

situation. ‘This is not accurate… We have a month in which to make changes and 

this union is working on the kind of changes that are needed to save jobs and 

make Railways more efficient… The NZRTA is convinced that there is a place for 

a Railways Workshop in Wanganui and we are happy that our tradesmen know 

as well as anyone the realities that face the Rail industry, but that does not mean 
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that we have to surrender our own positive approach in favour of despair or 

despondency… This union sees the extension of Railways’ facilities at Aramoho in 

Wanganui into the NZR Wanganui Workshops as a project of major importance. 

We will be proposing to management that suitable equipment should be moved 

to Aramoho as quickly as possible and work made available there for those East 

Town workers who choose to remain at Railways.’9     

All the while, Prebble said that no final decision had been made. Looking back at 

that period, it was not one clean stroke, not one bang but many whimpers, with 

Prebble thereby able to escape all the slings and arrows.  

Unsurprisingly, my unguarded off-the-cuff response to East Town union officials 

a little over a month earlier that I would resign if East Town closed was discussed 

by both national and local media. In the telling it gradually became a serious, 

considered and public undertaking, a firm promise, even a threat. Then it began 

to be said that it was a threat I had made after the restructuring proposals were 

promulgated. A decade later, Prebble himself repeated this.10  

There was no shortage of mail, both urging me (often bluntly, and sometimes 

colourfully) to resign, and others urging me to stay. The Wanganui Chronicle 

conducted a poll in which 61% said that I should not resign. My press officer Jock 

Vennell handed me a note on Wednesday 2 July: ‘A roundup of support for you 

to date, ie. groups and individuals saying you should not resign – Wanganui City 

Council, NUR (Goodfellow), RTA, ECO, PPTA (plus several branches), NZUSA, 

NZTCA, ATTI, Palmerston North Teachers’ College, Otago Polytechnic, Downs 

Association and 30-40 individual letters and telegrams of support so far.’11    

To resign or not to resign? I had not given any serious thought to what resignation 

might mean. Belatedly, it occurred to me that because I had not thought about, let 

alone said, what I would resign from, it could just as easily be from Cabinet as it 

could from being an MP. In 1986, I was in my fifth term as the local MP, having 

been re-elected in 1984 by nearly 4000 votes, at that time the largest majority ever 

for the seat. In the House I had spent over a decade specialising on Education 

matters, and was now part way through overseeing a series of significant number 

of improvements as Minister. If I resigned from parliament, should I run 

again in the ensuing by-election? If so, what would my campaign be about? A 

campaign against my own government and one of its most prominent ministers? 

If not that, then what? If re-elected, would I be re-elected to Cabinet, and would 

I retain the Education portfolio? On the other hand, I could resign altogether, 

probably never to be involved in politics again. Colin James later told me that he 

thought I should have resigned, and stood in the ensuing by election. My stance 

could have been that I had made a promise that the workshops would not close, 

that I disagreed with the decision to close, but remained loyal to the Labour 

government, and that I felt it necessary to seek a renewed vote of confidence 

from the electorate.

I realised that to resign, it would have to be in protest against the way in 

which my own government and Minister of Railways had mishandled the East 

Town Workshops issue. I had no wish to contribute to further reducing the 
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government’s credibility with its own supporters. I knew from the reaction I 

had received that to resign would also be to break faith with a lot of people in 

Whanganui and elsewhere who believed in what I was doing as a minister. My 

own immediate discomfort and embarrassment was less important; to give in to 

that and subject the taxpayer to the cost of a by-election would be self-serving. I 

decided to weather the storm and continue as MP, and made my announcement 

to that effect at a public meeting in Whanganui. 

The final decision to close the East Town Workshops was announced in mid-

September 1986 by the Chairman and Senior Management of the Railways 

Corporation.12 The final closure was set down for 17 October 1986.

At the 1987 election, my good majority of three years earlier disappeared almost 

completely. On election night I was only 27 votes in front of the Democrat 

candidate Terry Heffernan. For the second time in my life I received a telephone 

call at home from Richard Prebble, this time to say how sorry he was at the 

closeness of the result. 

From the first indication of likely closure, my Wellington office staff and I, 

together with Wanganui City Council staff were closely involved in a number 

of conversations concerning possible use of the workshops site. Bob Henare, 

the Deputy General Manager commented in a farewell note that ‘the bus and 

truck building solution has considerable merit and may well prove to be even 

better for the city than the workshops.’13 A month later, Prebble issued a press 

David Lange and wife Naomi at the opening 

of the 1987 election campaign. Ross Giblin. Ref: 

EP/1987/3810/12-F. Alexander Turnbull Library.
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statement with another proposal. ‘The Corporation has entered into substantive 

negotiations with a New Zealand engineering company to take over much of 

the Railways East Town Workshop site. The proposal is to assemble motor 

vehicles... The company expects to employ 100 rising to a possible 200 plus over 

the next couple of years… This proposal will not require the whole East Town 

site, A local Wanganui interest has submitted a preliminary proposal to lease 

part of the site for a new enterprise… employing approximately 35 people… local 

Wanganui businessmen (propose) to lease part of Railways Riverside property 

for hotel development… If all three projects proceed there will be more jobs 

than the number of workers at present employed by Railways at East Town… 

The proposals are exciting. The Board and Management of Railways are to be 

congratulated.’14 Foolishly, I joined in the cheering myself: ‘If we are successful 

in creating as many jobs at East Town through these various proposals as we have 

lost, I will feel that both the government and the local MP have been vindicated. 

Those who called for my blood when the original close-down proposal was 

made will perhaps now realise the value of having a Member in Cabinet actively 

promoting the interests of Wanganui rather than on the back bench and far from 

the scene of effective action.’15          

It was not one of my wiser actions. Seven months later Executive Chairman Ross 

Sayers sent me a ‘bad news, good news’ letter about the future of the site. ‘We were 

negotiating with Truck Investments who had the potential to bring substantial 

new employment to Wanganui. Unfortunately a price for the workshop could 

not be agreed and the original concept could not be continued with. However 

negotiations have led to agreement to sell the site to another developer, who 

proposes to create an industrial park with rail access. I am confident this will be 

of great benefit to Wanganui... Railways feel rightly proud to have played a part 

in facilitating the sale of the site to a developer… (You) will appreciate that as a 

result of this new development the social impact on Wanganui arising from the 

Corporation’s engineering rationalisation in the town is dramatically improved. 

In this regard the concerns mentioned in the Interim Environmental Impact 

Report are to a large extent therefore negated.’16 This optimism was not well 

founded either. There was a continuing tendency to count more chickens than 

there were eggs to hatch.    

One move that did come off was the local Polytechnic decision to lease part of 

the workshops for training facilities. In June 1987, John Scott, the CEO of the 

polytechnic generously allowed me to issue the press statement with the news 

that the polytechnic would be running ACCESS, Foundation and Employment 

Rich courses in what had been the administration building and part of the main 

workshop complex.17   

In August 1988, Richard Prebble told me  ‘You will be aware that the New Zealand 

Railways Corporation has for some time now been considering the future of 

its workshops at Otahuhu, Wanganui, Hutt, Addington and Hillside. The 

Corporation has now advised me of its plans. Since it falls within your electorate, 

the future of the Wanganui Workshop will be of considerable interest to you... 

Underlying the Corporation’s need for change within its workshops is excess 

capacity that cannot be filled with either inside or outside engineering work. 
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Such work is simply no longer available. I am, however, able to advise you that 

in the case of the Wanganui Workshop the future will depend on workload. The 

workshop’s present role will not change, although staff numbers will continue to 

be matched to the amount of work required. A reduction from current numbers 

of about 20 is planned to match present workloads... It should be noted that 

Railways has achieved its staff reductions exclusively by normal attrition and 

voluntary severance.’18 This meant of course that 20 of the 25 extra jobs created 

two years earlier were now to go. The Railways jobs Whanganui was now to have 

were basically what the Aramoho Plant Zone had in 1984. The East Town jobs 

had almost completely gone.     

This communication was part of a larger package of further Railways 

retrenchment, with nearly 1000 more jobs being cut.19 Jim McLees wrote in the 

Wanganui Chronicle that Whanganui itself had already lost over 1000 jobs. He 

quoted Barry Stewart, secretary of the local NUR shunters branch. ‘There has 

been no discussion, no negotiation, no nothing. That’s the way the Railways 

operates these days… All we got were these booklets dumped on us. There is no 

consideration for staff… My own job is involved here. I wasn’t told that I’m no 

longer required. I had to find out by reading a book I found lying around.’20 A few 

days earlier, I had told the Chronicle that ‘Save Rail was one of the less wise things 

anyone ever did, and that to the Wanganui community Save Rail was the promise 

that had gone most sour of all.’21   

The last Railways activity at East Town to close down was the tarpaulin shop, now 

with nine staff, on 30 November 1988. Two years earlier the Corporation, after 

union representations, had agreed to keep the tarpaulin operation in Wanganui 

rather than transfer it to Hamilton. On the front page of the morning paper 

staff and union representatives ‘voiced contempt for Railways Minister Richard 

Prebble (bitterly remembered for his part in the Save Rail campaign), Wanganui 

MP Russell Marshall (for inability to help) and railways management for the 

handling of the shop’s decline and closure.’22               

         

The closure of East Town Workshops was bad for Whanganui morale. Though 

no longer the predominant local employer, especially since recent rapid attrition, 

Railways was still an iconic part of the city and district. The big loss in jobs was 

compounded by reduction or removal of jobs in other government departments, 

such as Education and the Ministry of Works. So far as personal consequences 

were concerned, the effects of the closure were felt differently according to age. 

Quite a number of younger employees were able to find work relatively quickly, 

sometimes thanks to the retraining they had been assisted to fund. Many 

mortgages were paid off from redundancy payments. For those aged from the late 

40s and older, life was often much harder. For many there was no work, a reality 

that hit them hard socially as well as financially. Businesses which depended on 

Railway operations and customers also suffered badly, and several closed.  

Against all my hopes, expectations and promises, my time as a Cabinet minister 

had coincided with a painful, government driven readjustment for Whanganui. 

The fate of the New Zealand Railways presence was the most devastating and 

demoralising element of that seismic shift, and I had been unable to have any 
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influence at all on the outcome. In my final term I became to some, not least 

the Wanganui Chronicle, something of a pariah. The way in which the closure of 

East Town took place remained a major blot on my parliamentary career. Thirty 

years later the East Town saga is still occasionally mentioned to me, with varying 

degrees of accuracy. 

The major puzzle, to me, was how we had been so naïve as to believe that Prebble 

and his Save Rail campaign meant that the existing railway workshops and their 

staff were to continue, indeed that funding would finally go into their upgrading 

and that there could even be an expansion to their role. The answer finally may 

have come 27 years later from an unlikely source. In his memoir Francis Small 

confessed to a concern amongst senior management that the changes they 

hoped for would not be accepted or implemented by the incoming (1984 Labour) 

government. ‘However, help was on the way from that most unlikely source —

Richard Prebble himself... In the interregnum between the election and taking 

office Chuck Hopper, leader of the Booz Allen international consultants who 

recommended radical restructuring, had persuaded Richard Prebble to take a 

quick trip to the United States and see for himself the results of the restructuring 

of rail that had occurred to railways in the United States... Richard Prebble 

returned from the United States a changed man. His post election slogan was 

changed to “I said that I would save rail but not for all of you…”’23  
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Community, Cohesion, 
and Mining Safety
By Brian Wood
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The following paper is an edited version of a paper presented to the Labour History 

Forum, Sunday 23 October 2016, at the Runanga Workingmen’s Club.

My subject is cohesion in coalmining communities and how changes to that 

cohesion may have affected coalmine safety.

Cohesion in Mining Communities

The cohesion of coalmining communities is of course legendary and might 

sometimes on reflection be coloured/discoloured by sentiment or ideology (or 

both). A landmark article by University of Durham Sociologist M.I.A. Bulmer, 

published in 1975, entitled ‘Sociological Models of the Mining Community’ is of 

interest. The article was written to help with a research project connected to the 

economic and social changes occurring at that time in mining communities in 

the North of England.

Bulmer’s article highlights ‘the collective and communal solidarity’ of coal 

mining communities and talks of their “internal solidarity.’ He focuses on social 

organisation and activities such as building halls and strengthening community 

bonds. He connects this closely to the nature of mining work and its dangers. 

Bulmer identifies an ethos of ‘mutual trust and dependence’ and ‘a strong sense 

of collective responsibility’; also a belief in ‘a common destiny.’

It is, I think, a backward looking article and probably was intended to be. 

The features of the mining community are related to occupation and social 

connection, including the importance of kinship ties. There is a lot of ‘talking 

shop’ within the mining community. The article is not about political affiliations.

Bulmer’s article does connect with community cohesion, linking this with 

the proximity of residential location to workplace and the contribution of 

‘neighbourhood activity.’ It quotes from another study (Salamon) citing a 

breakdown of community cohesion if and when a mining community has less 

need to be self sufficient. Bulmer mentions ‘reduced isolation’ as a cause. He is 

referring, I think, to developments such as changes in means of transport, which 

might lead to reduced isolation.

The Runanga Co-operative Store and community cohesion

Changes to co-operation and cohesion with the Runanga community might be 

illustrated by the case of the decline and closure of the Runanga Co-operative 

Store in the 1970s. The 1970s can be contrasted with the ‘heady’ earlier days, 

recalled by Jack Devine in his 1933 history. The 1920s or perhaps the 1950s 
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might have been the co-operative store’s best years. The 1933 history refers to 

the ‘spirit of Co-operation’ and to administration by ‘born Co-operators’ and the 

‘loyal membership.’ Devine did observe, however, that after the 1912 fire, which 

destroyed the 1906 Co-operative Store building, that some locals had said ‘she’s 

gone, never to return.’

The Co-operative Store was a business, but more than a business. It needed capital 

from its members and in turn paid them dividends. There was competition from 

other businesses and attempts to undercut, which the store met. It supported 

its membership in such events as the General Strike of 1913 and the 1916 Anti-

Conscription Strike but did not give unlimited credit during the depression years 

of the 1930s. The Co-operative Store’s 21st Birthday banquet and ball in December 

1927 was reportedly the best ever held in the Miners’ Hall. A photograph shows 

over 400 people present at this historic occasion. 

Education featured in connection with the Co-operative Store. The Rev. Moses 

Ayrton, a Methodist Socialist, was a member of the original 1912 Runanga 

Borough Council. As a Runanga resident he contributed in 1914 to Wheatsheaf 

the New Zealand Co-operative Wholesale Society’s (CWS) publication. Ayrton, 

who was New Zealand Labour Party Secretary from1920 to 1922, left Runanga 

in 1918. He visited again in 1924, taking part in lectures with young economist 

Drapery section of the Runanga Co-operative 

Store, 1940s. Photograph by Edward Percival 

Christensen, Alexander Turnbull Library, Archives 

New Zealand: National Publicity Studios Collection. 

Ref: 1/2-033990-F 
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Horace Belshaw. These lectures were organised by the Runanga Ladies’ Guild, 

which was an adjunct to the Co-op. The Guild also arranged to get ‘good quality 

crockery’ for the Co-op from the CWS in Manchester. The educational aspect 

with Ayrton and Belshaw was  a Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) activity. 

It is interesting to note that the WEA was welcomed in Runanga, but not in 

Blackball. Blackball was a more militant place than Runanga in the 1920s, with 

Blackball radicals considering the WEA an attempt to keep the workers pacified.

The Co-op had a Shell petrol pump and a delivery service. Lorries delivered to 

Rapahoe and Cobden and for a time there was a branch at Rewanui. Buses and 

rail were used for general transport to and from Runanga in the 1940s and 1950s. 

It was probably the family car in the 1960s and 1970s that brought the decline of 

the Co-op and the beginnings of a dilution of community cohesion.

Still from Coal Valley, online at https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/coal-valley-1979

Mining systems and conflict

Last weekend some of us saw the replay of old films, notably the 1943 reel Coal in 

Westland telling the story of State Coalmine operations at that time. The 1979 film, 

Coal Valley on the Co-operative or private mines mainly in the Ten Mile,was keen 

to point out the differences between the State mines and the Co-operative mines. 

Co-operative mines were run by groups of owner-operators, but were regarded 

by unionists as potentially a threat to union organisation and mine safety. 

Fortunately these differences did not lead to the disastrous community conflict 

that occurred in Blackball in 1931. At Blackball, Bill and Annie Balderstone set 

up a tribute mine during an ongoing strike, with subsequent dispute tearing the 

community apart. The situation was somewhat different in Blackball from that 

at Runanga. The original 1931 Blackball strike was at a privately owned rather 

than a State coalmine. The damaging community conflict arose from opposition 

when the Balderstone’s established a tribute mine. A tribute mine was one where 

miners took all responsibility for mining in a pit, then sold all the coal mined to 

the mine owner, in this case the Blackball mine company, for a previously agreed 
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price. Unionists saw tribute mines as a greater threat to union organisation and 

mine safety standards than Co-operative mines. Conflict did exist at Runanga 

but it did not divide the  community as it did at Blackball. Cohesion won out at 

Runanga.

The Co-op mine developments at Ten Mile and also at Seven Mile in the 1920s 

and the State coalmine development at Nine Mile (Strongman Mine) in the 

1930s relied to a large extent on road transport for both coal and workers in the 

Runanga catchment. A comparative study of accident rates in Co-op and State 

mines would be useful in determining whether residential location and distance 

from mines and the need for road transport had any impact on coalmine safety. 

The oral record tends to say Co-operative mines were less safe but a statistical 

study is necessary. Len Richardson records unsafe activity at the Jubilee Co-op 

Mine in 1928. The 1979 film emphasised strict ‘management’ at the Co-ops 

but there were problems. The explosion at Kayes Co-op Mine in the Ten Mile 

Valley in 1940 and that at the Strongman Mine at Nine Mile in 1967 were the two 

disasters in our area.

Transport, work and community cohesion

In the 1960s, increasing numbers of miners travelling by private car or being 

bussed to work at Strongman were from residential districts outside of Runanga. 

They came from Brunner following the closure of the Wallsend Mine in 1960 and 

Blackball following the Blackball Mine closure in 1964. The bus to Strongman 

did the rounds of Greymouth and Cobden to bring in the miners. There were 

still a significant number of miners from Runanga. Did the varying places of 

residence of the working population have negative consequences for the level of 

cohesion and safety that occurred in the workplace?

I was taken by a report of action taken in a mining area in the North of England in 

the 1980s before Maggie Thatcher wreaked havoc! Old mines were being closed 

and a new mine opened at some distance from the older mining townships. 

Miners were being bussed from the old mine residential areas to the new mine. 

It was observed over a length of time that there had been a significant increase in 

the accident rate in the new mine. Action was taken by Management arranging 

joint social activities for miners and their families, particularly activities such 

as football over the weekend. The object was to reconstitute the cohesion that 

had existed in the old mining areas. The result was a considerable decline in the 

accident rate, attributable to this practical action. It may have been simply the 

miners getting to know their workmates and their families personally thereby 

establishing group cohesion, respect and responsibility, which carried over into 

the workplace. Did Runanga have any experience of substituting social activities 

to compensate for the loss of cohesion resulting from a dispersed workforce? 

Did a reduction in the need to be self -sufficient reduce the level of cohesion? 

How aware were people of a decline in social awareness and cohesion in the 

community and the workforce?

There are of course many other factors besides proximity to the workplace that can 

affect cohesion and mine safety and might be more significant. One mentioned 

by Bulmer in his sociological study, was the level of local autonomy.  Research 
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could be carried out on the membership and leadership in local government and 

how it might have changed and become more conservative over time. Or whether 

supposedly beneficial changes in the structure of local government have actually 

been of much help to communities.

Disasters and ‘little accidents’

I turned up an article dated September 1978 by Ian Dick, who was head of 

the Mines Department 1967-78, entitled ‘Accident Reduction in a Hazardous 

Industry.’ He was an intelligent man interested in accident data. His article 

pointed to the financial cost of compensation in 1968 for the Strongman Mine 

disaster was $369,000, while other claims for accidents that year were ‘not much 

less’ at $327,500. He concluded that too much emphasis was being put on the 

prevention of major accidents and disasters, while little accidents ‘were being 

taken for granted.’ He was not keen on the National Safety Asociation with 

‘educational and missionary programmes.’ It should be noted that some Miners’ 

Unions were not keen on them either. Dick looked to mines that had reduced 

accident rates. Through this process he found Tom Brazil, at Denniston, who he 

appointed ‘Director of Safety’ for State coalmines. 

The system that existed in the 1970s incentivized mine management and 

miners to avoid accidents and accident claims by a charge on the mine of 

$300 per accident. It was a user-pays principle which could affect income. A 

centralised computer system recorded accident rates with the aim that ‘corrective 

action is taken by management.’ The system had very little to do with accident 

prevention and a lot to do with finance. I interviewed Tom about ten years ago in 

Greymouth. He indicated to me that he had little time for the Mines Department 

or bureaucracy, believing their approach was dominated by concerns about 

compensation not safety. His conclusion is borne out by the patterns of mining 

disaster Inquiries, which have also emphasised compensation issues. Tom also 

indicated his opinion with respect to the Strongman Mine Disaster in January 

1967. He believed that practices from other mines that were prejudicial to safety 

may have been introduced into the Strongman Mine. 

It is clear that there are a range of issues that have an impact on mine safety. The 

thesis that a decline in community cohesion is one of these issues is well worth 

further investigation.

Brian Wood is a historian based in Hokitika. His works include the books Disaster at 

Brunner: the Coalmine Tragedy at Brunnerton 1896, Coal Gorge and the Brunner 

Suspension Bridge, and The Great ’08 Blackball Coalminers’ Strike 1908. He is 

currently working on a history of the 1967 Strongman Mine Disaster.
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Labour 100: 
Gems from the Archives
By Emma Kelly
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As part of the Labour 100 Project, Archivist Dr Emma Kelly has been working with 

members or ex members of the New Zealand Labour Party to assess their records for 

potential deposit or donation to archives, museums or libraries. What follows is a 

snapshot of some of her recent work with Richard Northey and Therese O’Connell. 

Richard Northey

Over the summer I visited Richard Northey, long time Labour Party member, 

scholar and MP who is currently a Waitematā City Councillor. Richard has 

kept an excellent collection of papers from his own personal work, but also 

diligently collated materials created by the Labour Party. Of particular interest 

are the Women’s, Youth and Māori Committee papers which were not originally 

recorded as part of the formal proceedings at NZ Labour Party conferences, and 

the ephemera from various protests and rallies slipped into the NZLP conference 

attendee’s folders. Richard wrote an MA thesis on the Labour Party conference 

process and systems in the early 1970s. When asked why he kept everything so 

carefully Richard said that he wanted to ensure the Party did not forget what had 

gone before, and why various decisions were made.

Richard’s materials include communications with various Labour leaders; 

one such example being Bill Rowling at the time of Richard’s first campaign 

as a candidate, when he was standing against Robert Muldoon, the incumbent 

and Prime Minister, in 1981 in Tāmaki ward. Richard, as can be seen in his 

introduction to this piece, had been involved with Springbok Tour protests for 

quite some time as a young activist. However the Party did not feel it was proper 

for him to continue to do this once he was standing for a seat and both Jim 

Anderton as Party President told him so by phone, as did Rowling. Richard 

politely insisted that he would continue to campaign against apartheid. He did 

indeed, and also to fight for the rights of locals including Ngāti Whatua at Orakei. 

One of his proudest moments was being invited back onto the marae at Bastion 

Point to see the development of the iwi’s plans there.

Some of Richard Northey’s materials are already collected at the University of 

Auckland Special Collections as he is an alumnus of that institution. Other 

materials are currently being considered for deposit, and Emma Kelly is analysing 

a group of these related to central concerns of the Labour Party, and a box of 

records of Richard’s own long career in politics. 



LHP BULLETIN 70 - AUGUST 2017

32

Richard provided this contextual explanation of the archival document pictured 

above (a transcript follows on p.33):

‘I was proud of this particular research that I did in 1969 as part of an MA Paper on 

Māori and New Zealand parliamentary politics. In 1960 Labour Prime Minister 

Nash refused to intervene in the NZ Rugby Union’s decision not to select any 

non-European players for their scheduled winter 1960 tour of South Africa, as 

they had also done in 1949. I took part in my first protest march against that Tour 

and many urban, academic and young Māori and Pākehā were strongly opposed.

The people that I interviewed are all dead now [Mat Rata,1 Brown Rewiti2 and 

Ralph Love,3 are named in Richard’s notes] so I am happy that the hand-written 

notes can now also be released. I contacted and interviewed them all as people 

that I had come to know from involvement in the Labour Party, including at 

Labour Conferences. Steve Watene was the Labour MP for Eastern Māori from 

the 1960s. He was the first Labour Māori MP who was not a Ratana Church 

member so his selection by Labour as their candidate was path breaking.4

It was interesting the contrast between Ralph Love, who joined the Labour Party 

before the Ratana connection and had some concerns about their influence, 

also believing that education and hard work were keys to Māori development; 

as compared to the Ratana Member Mat Rata who believed that there were 

continuing Treaty of Waitangi grievances that there was a priority to address. 

Ratana Members are now nowhere near as numerous and influential in the 

Labour Party as they were in the 1960s although the Ratana relationship with 

Labour is still important.’
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M.A. Seminar (Prof. Chapman) 

R.J.Northey 24.6.69

‘Examine, and account for, the changing relationship between the Labour 

Party, the Ratana movement, and Maori voters from 1946 to the present 

day.’

The Labour Party’s attempts to set up their own Maori political organisation 

prior to 1935 were largely a failure. However the Ratana organisation 

had similar aims to Labour and was increasingly successful with Maori 

voters. The alliance between them meant that most of Labour’s Maori 

political organisation was set up outside the Party structure. When a 

Maori political structure was formally set up within the Labour Party it 

was dominated by and predominantly composed of Ratana adherents. 

Today Ratana adherents still make up more than half the membership 

of the Maori Policy Committee of the Labour Party’s Maori organisation 

in general, and have been the Labour Party’s parliamentary candidates 

except in Eastern Maori in 1963 and 1966.

This dominance has been retained although support for the Ratana 

movement has ceased to be the major reason for Maori voters supporting 

the Labour Party. The major reasons for this success by adherents of the 

Ratana Church are: 

a) Organisational ability and knowledge gained from activity in the 

    Ratana movement and its youth organisation in particular.

b) Experience and participation in a wide range of leadership positions 

    in cultural, social and local government positions.

c) The spiritual-political commitment of Ratana gives them a special 

    loyalty to the Labour movement that keeps them active within it even 

   when disappointed—and this continuing loyalty is an important 

   factor in candidate selection.

d) Because Ratana retains the ideal of holding the four quarters and 

     Ratana adherents in the party have come to know and respect people 

    they [sic] have come through Ratana organisations together, the 

    Ratana majority within the Maori Party organisation tends to 

    perpetuate Ratana members’ dominance of major positions in 

    the Party.

When Labour’s Maori parliamentary candidates have been selected, 

pressure and activities from within the Ratana movement, although not 

from the official spiritual hierachy, have often played a very important role 

in deciding on the candidate. Steve Watene’s selection does not invalidate 

the importance of Ratana support in being selected because he was aided 

by a split in Ratana’s ranks. Nevertheless the strength of Ratana adherents 

in the Labour Party’s organisation is not great by European political 

standards and could probably be overcome by people with sufficient 

organisational ability.
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There has been a considerable change in emphasis in what has been the 

major concern of Maori members of the Labour Party over this period: 

i) Before and during the 1930s mainly land grievances. ii) During the 

Depression some desire for social welfare and equal rights. iii) After the 

war assistance in overcoming problems arising from urbanisation. iv) In 

the 1960s concern at the National government’s “integration” policies. v) A 

developing interest in national and international matters not of specifically 

Maori concern. This is novel and somewhat controversial among Maori 

opinions.

A revolution in Maori voting habits associated with the rise of the Ratana 

movement. It meant a break with sitting members, supporters of the party 

in power, candidates with mana derived from traditional attributes.

Then from 1938 to 1954 the Labour share of the Maori vote continued 

to rise while its share of the Pakeha vote declined. Partly because of 

reassertion of the tradition of support for the sitting member but mainly 

appreciation of Labour’s politicy and the effects of urbanisation. This is 

confirmed by continued support for new Labour candidates in Western 

Maori in 1945 and 1949.

In 1960 Labour’s share of the Maori vote falls more heavily than any 

section of the European vote. A combination of the response of people on 

low incomes, and disappointment with the Labour government’s handling 

of the Maori Tour issue [this refers to Maori rugby players unable to travel 

to South Africa under the Apartheid regime to play]

In the 1963 Northern Maori by-election Mat Rata suffered because of his 

lack of mana and traditional connections and continuing discontent with 

the Party of the ’57 to ’60 government.

Since then the Labour Party has gained from the recovery of the Maori 

political organisation and response to National Government measures.

The Maori voters’ strong commitment to Labour is a result of:- 

i) Urbanisation and modernisation which has increasingly led Maori 

voters to view their voting in European-type terms of economic interest.

ii) A continuing appreciation of Labour’s policy and achievements for 

the Maori and a distrust of National Party policies and aims.

iii) The growing mana of the Maori members of parliament.

iv) The commitment to the Ratana movement is now less significant 

than any of these in Maori voting habits.

Appended to the document were handwritten notes from Richard Northey which 

said: ‘Please respect the privacy of my sources Mat Rata, Brown Reweti, and 

Ralph Love in particular’.
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Therese O’Connell

I also visited with Therese O’Connell in Wellington to assess her archival 

materials for possible deposit or donation. Therese has been involved in the 

protest movements of the Left since the 1970s when she first came to Wellington 

from New Plymouth, where she grew up. She has also been a NZ Labour Party 

volunteer and member (currently of the Rongotai Women’s Branch). Therese 

has been involved with the Irish independence movement through the H Block 

Committee and been lead singer for the resulting band ‘Ourselves Alone’; worked 

for Abortion Rights and Equal Pay, and was part of the Workers’ Communist 

League and the Clerical Worker’s Union, becoming the first woman to represent 

that Union on the Federation of Labour council.5 

In helping Therese to organise her letters, photos, flyers and posters, I learned 

much about Therese’s experience with the Labour Party and the union and 

protest movements, including difficult stories of standing up to sexism and 

bullying. Historian Grace Millar has simultaneously been interviewing Therese 

for the Clerical Worker’s Union project she is undertaking with Dr Cybèle 

Locke, and between this group of women there is now an impressive collection 

of archival material. There is also an ongoing conversation about the struggles 

working women have to make to ensure their voices are heard within their own 

movements, as well as in the wider community. One of the striking things about 

this conversation is to find how many of the battles are ongoing—for equal pay, 
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for equal rights to work, for the right to live without verbal or sexual assault 

as a constant threat, for the right to speak. In fact, Therese’s experience of 

singing came out of the women’s struggle to be heard in various union-related 

movements she was part of. She says that they weren’t always able to speak in 

various gatherings, but if they offered to be the entertainment, they could sing 

their concerns. Therese’s materials are a vital and valuable contribution to the 

archive and to her ongoing work (including her singing) which ensures that 

generations of women are able to work together, learning from each other to 

fight oppression.

Some of  Therese O’Connell’s material has already been deposited at the Alexander 

Turnbull Library before this project began, and some as part of the Labour 100 

Project. More will be donated to the J.C.Beaglehole Special Collection at Victoria 

University of Wellington. Items include papers, but also posters, badges, photos, 

flyers and a stamp Therese made in 1973 that says: ‘This Exploits Women’.

Therese will be the speaker for the Rona Bailey Memorial Lecture this year, and 

she tells a great story as well as sings a mean song. She will be supported by a 

collective of feminist women singers called the ‘Feisty Feckin’ Fulltime Feminists’ 

who will sing some of the songs written by Therese and others, such as Pinky 

Agnew, that support the ongoing fight for social justice for women.

The card sent to Therese O’Connell by Belfast based feminists in the 1980s 

(shown above) captures nicely the ongoing struggles mentioned by Therese in 

her conversations with us. The back of the card reads:

“None so fitted to break the chains as they who wear them, none so well 

equipped to decide what is a fetter. In its march towards freedom the 

working class of Ireland must cheer on the efforts of those women who, 

feeling on their souls and bodies the fetters of the ages, have arisen to 

strike them off, and cheer all the louder if in its hatred of thraldom and 

passion for freedom the women’s army forges ahead of the military army 

of Labour.” James Connolly 1915

Card published by People’s Democracy, c/o New Horizon Bookshop, 

6 Avoca Park, Belfast

1. Matiu Rata (26 March 1934 – 25 July 1997) was a New Zealand Māori politician from the Labour Party.

2. Paraone Brown Reweti QSO (17 November 1916 – 21 April 1996) was a New Zealand politician and Rātana 

    morehu (adherent, literally ‘survivor’).

3. Sir Makere Rangiatea “Ralph” Love QSO JP (16 September 1907 – 22 August 1994) was a  public servant 

    and leader of the iwi Te Āti Awa.

4. The Ratana Church is based at Whanganui and is a predominantly Māori movement which has been 

    associated with the New Zealand Labour Party since the 1930s.

5. “In 1975 the Working Women’s Council was formed, led by Sonja Davies. Two years later it issued the 

    Working Women’s Charter, a bill of rights for working women. In 1978 Davies won a seat on the executive 

    of the Federation of Labour (FoL). Joyce Hawe, the first Māori woman, followed in 1981. In 1986 a large 

    hui (meeting) of Māori unionists, and representatives from other organisations, laid down conditions 

     for remaining within existing unions. So did radical feminists. As well as traditional union concerns, wider 

    social issues such as the Vietnam War and apartheid were now hotly debated at FoL conferences.” Erik 

    Olssen, ‘Unions and employee organisations - Unions after 1960’, Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New 

    Zealand, http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/unions-and-employee-organisations/page-7 (accessed 24 May 2017)
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Reviews
The Union of Their Dreams: Power, Hope, and Struggle in Cesar Chavez’s 
Farm Worker Movement 
By Miriam Pawel (New York: Bloomsbury, 2009). Reviewed by Ross Webb.

The story of the Farm Workers Movement (FWM) is an inspirational one. At the 

height of their boycott against California’s most powerful industry, seventeen million 

Americans stopped eating grapes so that farm workers could win better wages and 

working conditions. As a result, farmworkers gained a degree of dignity and a contract 

from a company that initially had no intention of ever recognizing a union. Cesar 

Chavez is the face of UFW, and he is celebrated for the gains he made as a unionist 

and social justice activist. His story is well known, and the history of the UFW is not 

only centred on the man, but told from his point of view. But the story ended with 

cynicism, disillusionment and defeat for some of those involved. When Chavez died 

in 1993, only one percent of the state’s farm hands were still under contract. This is 

the side of the story not many people know. 

Miriam Pawel’s The Union of Their Dreams: Power, Hope, and Struggle in Cesar 

Chavez’s Farm Worker Movement is a stunning work of both journalism and history 

that explores the rise, fall, and legacy of the United Farm Workers movement (UFW) 

through the life histories of eight people. The book challenges our understandings 

of both the movement and Chavez himself and provides a unique insight into how 

people were impacted by their involvement. The eight people were not necessarily the 

most important, nor were they central characters, but they represented ‘the archetype 

of the worlds that came together in a unique collaboration’. There’s Gretchen Laue, 

who was ‘looking for meaning as much as a free place to live when she happened 

upon a sign soliciting UFW volunteers willing to work for room and board’; Jessica 

Govea, daughter of a cotton picker who became a member of the union executive 

board; Eliseo Medina, a young man who ‘didn’t know what a contract was’ who joined 

the union and within three months ran a boycott operation that was on the verge of 

shutting down grape sales in Chicago, the third largest market in North America; 

Chris Hartmire, a Presbyterian minister; Sabino Lopez, a worker who led a grassroots 

campaign within the UFW; Ellen Eggers, a 20 year old woman from Muncie, Indiana, 

who volunteered on the UFW boycott campaign; and Sandy Nathan and Jerry Cohen, 

both lawyers. 

Pawel writes that these eight people ‘came into the movement from the fields, from 

the classrooms, and the churches; they left as organisers and activists, their lives 

irrevocably altered by the first successful attempt to unionise farmworkers’. At the 

same time, all of them also lost something, and the inability to pass their experience on 

to a new generation is something that all of them carry still decades later, ‘sometimes 

near the surface’, Pawel writes, and ‘sometimes deep down’. In the present, they all 

remain wedded to the ideas of the movement. Many are union leaders, community 

activists, labour lawyers, teaches, judges and environmentalists. For all eight, their 

time in the FWM remains one of the most important in their lives. It was, as Pawel 

writes, ‘where they met husbands, wives, and best friends. They found work that had 

meaning, and discovered hope, betrayal, and disillusionment’. Indeed, in tracing the 

lives of these eight individuals, it shines light onto the difficulties of organising and 
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the challenges they faced, from lawsuits to wildcat strikes. It also details some of the 

shortcomings of Chavez himself who eventually called on the federal government to 

step up deportations of ‘illegal’ immigrants in the fields. Indeed, things turned ugly 

in the end as revelations emerged about the poor pay or union staff and lawyers and 

division within the union intensified. Chavez resented the autonomy and initiatives 

of his staff. 

This book is thoroughly researched. It not only draws on oral histories, but also 

over 600 hours or tape recordings of meetings, and intensive archival research. It 

combines history and journalism, but in some ways it is closer to journalism than 

history. Close attention to details and personal stories, at times takes away from the 

historical context and the major developments of the FWU. For readers unfamiliar 

with these broader developments, it can be difficult to keep track. A timeline of the 

major developments in the back of the book provides some guide. Nevertheless, this 

is a thrilling read. It tells the story of how the movement impacted a range of people, 

but also tells the story of the behind the scenes of the movement, of how people from 

various backgrounds worked in solidarity in an inspiring movement for social justice 

and solidarity. And how this came apart. 

It is also a book that is well worth reading for activists and organisers and raised some 

key questions. In his review of the book in Dissent, Jeffrey W. Rubin claims that the 

book raised the following questions for movements for social justice: How do you 

balance internal democracy with the need for quick and effective strategizing? How 

can extraordinary leaders be held accountable as they pursue visionary goals? What 

are effective ways to combine the kind of direct action that challenges the powerful 

with the long, slow work in institutions that often consolidates gains for poor people? 

And finally, should movements demand sacrifice and unlimited commitment from 

activists or should they make it possible for those fighting for social justice to lead 

sustainable economic and personal lives?1 In raising these questions, Pawel’s book 

proves the point made by Kim Lacy Rogers that ‘activists’ lives embody traditions of 

protest, struggle, and faith’ and ‘by giving to the present our understanding of such 

political lives, we allow the voice of the past to empower the future’.2 

1. ‘Shattered Dreams’, Dissent, Spring 2010. 

2. Kim Lacy Rogers, ‘Memory, Struggle and Power: On Interviewing Political Activists’, 

    Oral History Review, 15, Spring 1987, pp.165-184.
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The Ascott Martyrs: Sixteen women from Ascott-under-Wychwood who 
were sent over the hills to glory
By Beverley McCombs (Wellington: Writes Hill Press, 2016). 

Reviewed by Peter Clayworth.

The Ascott Martyrs were sixteen rural English women, imprisoned during 1873 

for their role in an agricultural strike. They were residents of the village of Ascott-

under-Wychwood, in Oxfordshire, where they worked as glovers, farm labourers and 

domestic servants. Their husbands, brothers and sons were farm labourers who had 

joined the Agricultural Labourers’ Union, following a recruiting campaign by union 

organiser Joseph Arch. During the spring of 1873, the Ascott labourers working 

on Robert Hambridge’s Crown Farm went on strike. They demanded a 2 shilling 

a week wage increase. Four weeks into the strike, Hambridge tried to bring in two 

youths from a neighbouring village to work on his farm. A group of Ascott women 

intercepted the youths, urging them not to break the strike. The youths later claimed 

they were threatened and obstructed; claims which the women denied. Seventeen of 

the women involved in this incident were summonsed to appear in the Magistrate’s 

Court at nearby Chipping Norton. They were tried under the Trades Union Act 1871, 

which outlawed any form of picketing. The two sitting Magistrates found sixteen 

of the women guilty. Both Magistrates were Church of England clergymen with no 

legal training. The seven women the Magistrates singled out as ring leaders were 

sentenced to ten days imprisonment with hard labour. The remaining nine women 

were each sentenced to seven days imprisonment with hard labour. The women were 

taken away to Oxford County Gaol, two of them taking their babies with them. Mary 

Pratley was nursing a ten week old baby, while her sister-in-law, Elizabeth Pratley had 

a seven month old with her. Both mothers and babies suffered greatly from hunger 

and cold during their seven days in gaol.

In local terminology the protesting women of Ascott, like others sent of to gaol or 

the work house, were ‘sent over the hills.’ McCombs describes the Ascott Martyrs 

as being ‘sent over the hills to glory,’ as their case had a series of wide-ranging 

repercussions. After the womens’ sentences were announced, farm labourers rioted 

in Chipping Norton. The Ascott women were later greeted by cheering crowds when 

they were released from prison, with the Agricultural Labourers’ Union organised 

a rally in their honour at Ascott. Nationally the union used the ‘martyrs’ case as a 

vehicle to promote the cause of organising rural labour. The Ascott Martyrs affair 

aroused the interest of the British press, which subsequently fanned public outrage 

over the women’s imprisonment. Questions were raised in the House of Commons, 

leading the Lord Chancellor, Lord Selborne, to look into the case. McCombs states 

that the Ascott Martyrs case helped bring changes to English picketing laws and may 

have been a factor in ending the practice of having local clergymen, with no legal 

training, serving as Magistrates.

I was drawn to reading Beverley McCombs’ Ascott Martyrs by the fact that I was 

completely unfamiliar with the events it discusses. I had heard of such British 

working class heroes as the Chartists and the Tolpuddle Martyrs, but not the Ascott 

Martyrs. The author explains how she also began by knowing nothing of the Ascott 

women, but discovered their story while tracing her own ancestors. McCombs, a New 

Zealander, is a descendant of Eli Pratley, whose first wife, Elizabeth, was an Ascott 
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Martyr. There is a significant New Zealand connection to the Ascott story as a number 

of families involved in the protest later emigrated to this part of the world. When 

McCombs travelled to Ascott-under-Wychwood to visit her ancestors’ home village, 

she was directed a memorial to the Ascott women. Her curiosity was aroused, leading 

to a long trail of research and writing from which this book emerged.

The Ascott Martyrs is a combination of labour history, microhistory and genealogical 

work. Despite being a relatively brief volume, McCombs gives a detailed account of 

the rural setting of Ascott-under-Wychwood in the 1870s. She describes the working 

people’s dwellings and their conditions of work. McCombs sets out the relationships 

between the farm labourers and the tenant farmers who employed them. She also 

discusses the role of the local clergy, including their positions as land owners and 

Magistrates. McCombs presents the women in her account as workers, rather than as 

the spouses and relatives of male workers. The women are glovers, domestic servants 

and farm labourers in their own right, as well as carrying out most of the household 

domestic work. 

McCombs points out the irony that women could become martyrs for the cause of 

the Agricultural Labourers’ Union, while the union’s own rules prevented women 

from joining. Joseph Arch, the union’s national leader, believed that women should 

not be working as farm labourers. He considered that male farm labourers should 

be paid enough to act as sole bread-winners for their families. Arch was aware that it 

was vital to get the support of women, who would in turn pressure their men to join 

the union. McCombs explains that despite the union’s sexist policies and beliefs, the 

Ascott women strongly supported it as a way to improve the economic conditions 

of their families. The Ascott Martyrs gives some of the context of the growth of the 

union in the 1870s and the spread of rural unrest as labourers struggled to improve 

their conditions. As such the book can be read in the context of Rollo Arnold’s more 

extensive work on the Revolt of the Field and rural workers’ immigration to New 

Zealand in the 1870s.

Beverley McCombs (right) with Wendy Archer of the Oxfordshire Family History Society. Behind them is the 

memorial to the Ascott women. Picture: Damian Halliwell, http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/
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McCombs points out that for many of the rural workers in Ascott-under-Wychwood 

there was little improvement in their conditions immediately after the strike. The 

1870s was a period where agricultural jobs were disappearing as farming methods 

changed. Within a few years of the 1873 events, a number of the Ascott families 

had emigrated to North America, Australia and New Zealand. The final section of 

McCombs book provides detailed accounts of the family stories of each of the women 

she was able to identify from the 1873 protest. This section may be of more interest 

to the genealogical researcher than the general historian, but as such has a value of 

its own.

I found The Ascott Martyrs a fascinating account of a subject that was largely new 

to me. It provides a case study of an event that was part of wider social changes. 

The rural situation in 1870s Britain was a factor strongly influencing many working 

peoples’ decisions to migrate to New Zealand. The Ascott Martyrs examines the role 

of women as activists in the labour movement. It also discusses the organisation of 

rural workers. I would suggest that both subjects need much more coverage in New 

Zealand’s labour history research. I gather that Beverley McCombs is the publisher, 

as well as the researcher and writer of this book. She deserves congratulation for a 

worthy contribution to British and New Zealand labour history.

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.

Victorian farm labourers at work: the Ascott Martyrs would have looked like this. http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/
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Don’t forget!
Labour History Project Bulletin, November issue 2017
SPECIAL THEME: ‘Precarious Work’ - Call for contributions! 
The November Bulletin will be focused on the issue of precarious work—

non-standard employment that is poorly paid, insecure, unprotected 

and unsustaining—and campaigns that have been engaged, or are 

being engaged, to eradicate precarity. We invite you to contribute 

articles, reviews, interviews, poetry, slogans, campaign strategies and 

upcoming events that address this topic.

There is no need to submit an abstract. Please submit your final 

contribution to the LHP by 20 October 2017. Articles should be no 

longer than 2-3,000 words, and shorter entries are welcome.

Rona Bailey Lecture 2017
Look out for news of the 2017 Rona Bailey lecture to be held in 

November. The featured speaker this year will be Therese O’Connell.
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