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            Alexander Turnbull Library 
 
 
Bobby Closs’s family were strong unionists. Bobby told it 
up like this: “You don’t scab, you don’t crawl, and you don’t 
steal another man's job - that's the way we were brought 
up”. 
  
The Closs family emigrated from Scotland to New Zealand 
in 1912. They came on the liner Tainui to Wellington, then 
on the Mapourika to Westport. Until they got settled, the 
Closses stayed with another Scottish family, the Manns. 
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     Tony Fergusson photo 

 
Robert Hood Closs, laboured in Millerton Mine in the 1920s. Working 
conditions were close to slavery, said Bobby, and bosses sometimes 
lashed out at workers. “You had to be able to fight in the mine,” he 
recalled.  



 
 

 
 
 

 
P Suggate  
 

 
This is probably Millerton Mine around 1900. Truckers 
manhandled ‘boxes’ from the coal face to a place where a 
horse could take over.  
 
Bobby used the word boxes but the little wagons could also 
be called trucks, skips, tubs or even buggies, depending on 
the mine. 
 
In the days before hard hats, miners wore cloth hats with 
an oil lamp that clipped on the front.  
 
Vertical "props" were used as a warning to the miners that 
the roof was moving. Birch (beech) timber was favoured 
for props because it creaked and groaned as the weight of 
the roof came on. Other timber would fail suddenly, giving 
a miner no warning of a collapse. 



 
 

 
      JAE Harding/Bert Roth 
 
 
The Millerton Socialist Party was formed in 1912. Centre in 
the front row are Tommy Williams (secretary), Fergie 
Grant (chairman), J Newman (treasurer).  
 
JAE Harding who donated the photo is in the second row, 
second from left. 
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Bobby had great admiration for Benny Davidson (centre) 
who was president of the union when Bobby started at 
Millerton. Benny was a coalfields intellectual. Bobby was too, 
though he’d be the last to admit it. Bobby was among those 
who regularly spent their evenings at the Millerton Library. 
Two of Bobby's brothers, Dave and Bill also educated 
themselves in this way. Dave was a member of the Millerton 
Branch of the Marxian Students, along with Benny. The photo 
shows officials of the Marxian Students: Tom Feary (sec), 
Benny Davidson (president). The other man in the photo is 
penciled in as A E Hart but is unlikely to be him. 
 



 
 

 
 
 

 
Len Richardson                                      Whareatea Mine, Burnetts Face 
 

 
Bobby's family arrived in New Zealand at a time of great industrial 
turmoil. A gold miners strike in 1912 and another by watersiders a 
year later saw coalminers coming out in support. 
 
Bobby's dad stood at the mine mouth at Millerton taking down the 
names of scabs. He was sacked for this and had to leave home and go 
looking for work. He ended up at a small mine at Puponga, Golden 
Bay, and brought the family up to join him. Working conditions were 
so bad at Puponga that the miners declared it 'black' and the Closses 
shifted to Roa Mine near Blackball in the Grey Valley.  
 
While there, they were hit by the 1918 influenza epidemic, a virulent 
strain of flu that was killing people all over the world. "Mum was 
good at nursing," Bobby told me. She gave them quinine and lemon 
juice and all 6 kids survived. 
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Washday at Burnetts Face, a mining ‘camp’ on the coal plateau. 
Other plateau townships were Millerton, Stockton, Darlington 
(Tin Town), Cedar, Marshalvale (Pommytown), Coalbrookdale 
and Denniston 
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Like Millerton, Denniston was built on a mountainside. All the 
townships experienced high rainfall, with snow in winter. They 
had pubs, churches, shops, swimming baths, billiard rooms and 
miners halls. Denniston had a hospital and a high school 
 



 
 

 

 
    Friends of the Hill  
 
Life was tough for women on the coalfields of New Zealand. The 
men came out from Britain to much thicker seams of coal 
where they could stand up to work rather than crouching. 
In contrast, the women often found themselves worse off, with 
fewer amenities than in the ‘old country’ 

 



 
 

 
 

 
In the years before diesel, the railways ran on coal. This 
train load is heading for the harbour at Westport. 
  
Miners, watersiders and seamen had a comradely bond, 
supporting each other with sympathy strikes. 
 
 It was common for a young man to start work in the mines, 
then move to the wharves, then go to sea. As he got older 
he'd come ashore again. Peter Mullen followed this path. 
His last job was night watchman on the cement ships in 
Westport. 
 



 
 

 
    Bill Miller collection  
 
 

Westport Coal Co directors and managers were a 
tough lot. "In the old days bosses would fight you," 
Bobby recalled. "Jack Dowgray was like that. He 
threatened to kick me from one end of the mine to 
the other. The Closs boys had plenty of arguments 
with him."  



 
 

 
           Alice Jackson 
 
Snowy Robinson makes the symbol of the Soviet Union. 
Snowy was a member of the Communist Party. So was 
Bobby's brother Bill. Both went to Wellington to bolster the 
party during the Great Depression. Bobby never joined the 
Communist Party but was very militant and was on the 
executive of the Millerton Miners Union. Sandy McArthur 
was a good friend of the Closses. He was union president 
and a well-known communist. 
 



 
 

 

 
Norm Crawshaw  
 
Horses from Millerton Mine enjoy their Christmas break with a splash 
in the surf. Stabled underground for most of the year, the horses could 
walk on the beach and eat fresh pasture when on holiday 

 
 

 
Gordon Walsh 
 
'Thistles' was the name of this competition-winning Millerton soccer 
team. Bobby Closs is the dark suited man on the left. Bobby was 
known as a natty dresser and won best-dressed man at the races 
when in his 70's 

 



 
 

 
 

 
Bob Semple worked in West Coast mines before he left to 
become a member of parliament and then a minister in the first 
Labour Government. Here he is rousing a crowd in Auckland in 
1911. Several other miners also went into politics. Paddy Webb 
became Labour MP for Greymouth in 1913, then Minister of 
Mines during World War II. Angus McLagan was Minister of 
Labour and Mines in the years after the war. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 John Pascoe  
 
Ivor and Alwyn Tyler are snapped at home by John Pascoe, a 
government photographer sympathetic to the miners. Wives were 
often the staunchest unionists in the family according to Gordon 
Walsh, who grew up in Millerton and became a school teacher. 
 

 
     N Crawshaw 
 
Clustered around this Stockton mine truck are Marty Cunniffe, Jim 
Cunniffe, Reg Merrett, Jim Peart, and Norm Ebblewhite. 
 



 
 

 
       Bob Fairburn 
 
Buller miners meet at Victoria Square, Westport, to oppose the 
company's efforts to introduce 'tributing', a form of contracting-out. 
The tribute system meant miners had to form ‘parties’ which then 
competed with each other to mine coal cheaper. The year is 1928 and 
the Depression has already started on the coalfields. 
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Miners rally at Ropers Hotel, Burnetts Face, 1928. They have held up 
a busload of tribute miners on their way to Cascade Mine. Union 
leaders are speaking from the hotel balcony. Several women were 
arrested for yelling the word 'scab' at the tributers, among them Jean 
Jack, Janet Hawes and Isobel McGinty 
 



 
 

 
 
Granny Methven's store, Millerton. Granny Methven stands in front 
of the right doorpost. Bill Boswell and Dave Closs are at far right 
 

 
N Crawshaw 
 
Boys versus girls soccer at Stockton about 1940. Sport was a big part 
of coalfields life. The towns had bowling greens, quoits, and rifle 
ranges. There was also dog racing and pigeons 
 



 
 

 
 

 
Jack Locke  
 
Early Communist Party members meet at Nelson Creek, 
1922. L-R: Jack Doyle, Alex Galbraith, Norman Jefferies, 
Ida Galbraith, baby Karl Galbraith, ... Crofts, Angus 
McLagan. Jefferies was an ‘organiser’ from Australia, sent 
over to strengthen the fledgling party which had formed in 
Auckland a year earlier but then faltered. 
  
Angus McLagan became a minister in the post-war Labour 
Government but quickly turned against the workers. Years 
later, Bill Closs told me: "We have to stop people like 
McLagan, opportunists, from taking over. People who are 
just in it for their own glory" 



 
 

 
N Crawshaw 
 
 
Sadie and Charlie Orman, Robert & Joan Black, Mary and Nick 
Paki, and Bertha Woods enjoy a social occasion 
 

 
N Crawshaw 
 
 
Millerton miners Ted Keepin, Eric Bodger, Tom Slaven, Frank 
Neilson, Jack Thompson, Nick Paki. Jimmy McArthur and 
Jimmy Moffat enjoy a beer at the top pub. 
 



 
 

 
Norm Crawshaw 
 
 
 
Bobby was still living at Millerton when this photo was 
taken in 1985. Workers of Bobby’s vintage had a close 
connection to the formative years of industrial unionism - 
the 1880’s and 90’s. This is because their parents and 
grandparents were directly involved.  
 
Conditions were terrible in the mining towns they’d left in 
Scotland, Wales and the north of England. Bobby recalled 
that people at Millerton would sometimes ask his mum: 
“Wouldn’t you like to go back to the Old Country?”  
 “What,” she’d reply: “Go back and starve!?” 


