
The New Zealand Frozen Meat 
and Storage Company 

A PIONEER OF REFRIGERATION 

FOR the business historian there is constant tension between his need to 
relate each case-study to a broad analytical framework, and his awareness 
of the particularity of the firm which can render bolder generalisations 
misleading.1 The temptation to concentrate upon the uniqueness of firms, 
however, is a sterile one and must be resisted. As case-studies of businesses 
are collated on a regional or industrial basis, a sufficient body of firm 
generalisation emerges to justify the claim of business history to be 
accounted, at least marginally, a social science in spite of the frequent 
recourse of its practitioners to qualitative evidence and uncertain data. 

This article represents an attempt to place a single local enterprise within 
the broader setting of nineteenth century New Zealand business. Its 
subject is a large limited liability company, the New Zealand Frozen Meat 
and Storage Company Limited (N.Z.F.M. and S.Co.), which was incor-
porated to pioneer the frozen meat industry in Auckland. The story of the 
way in which the company was first floated and then later was sustained 
by loan capital, and of the expedients to which directors were driven to 
arrest the company's decline provides an interesting comment on the 
nature of the business in a rather obscure period in New Zealand's history. 

This case-study has a further general usefulness. After its enforced 
liquidation, the company came to be regarded by contemporaries as prob-
ably the most notorious of the crop of company failures which made the 
later 1880s a kind of white man's grave of joint stock enterprise in the city 
of Auckland. The company was said to have failed completely. There was 
none to defend it. The mood of the community was captured at the last 
bitter annual meeting of the company in 1889 when one incensed speaker 
said that shareholders had been 'bled to death, and the whole affair was a 
disgrace to the city of Auckland'.2 The shareholders lost every penny of 

1 For a full discussion of this problem, see Research in Economic and Social History, 
London, 1971, pp. 69-75. This book is a publication of the Social Science Research 
Council prepared by its Economic and Social History Committee. 

2 New Zealand Herald, Auckland, 27 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2. For convenience the 
Herald will be referred to hereafter as the NZH\ the Auckland Evening Star as AES; 
the New Zealand Frozen Meat and Storage Company Limited as NZFM & S Co.; 
the Bank of New Zealand as the BNZ; the New Zealand Loan and Mercantile Agency 
Company Limited as NZL & M Co.; the Australasian Insurance and Banking Record, 
Melbourne, as AI & BR. 
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the £102,000 of capital that was called up. The lavish brick buildings3 

erected by the company on the waterfront were regarded as the great local 
white elephant; a fitting monument to an earlier bubble mentality to which 
the depression of the 1880s and the 1890s brought its own deserved 
punishments. An historical reconstruction of the company's affairs, how-
ever, suggests that the contemporary view was a jaundiced one. It equally 
suggests that it is mistaken to explain such company failures, as critics of 
the day did, in moralistic terms which highlighted the delinquencies of 
governing boards: their self-seeking as promoters; their gross mismanage-
ment as directors; in short their abuse of a role of commercial trust. 
Indeed, as historical records illuminate the drama, the villainous trappings 
of the principals change before our eyes into the motley of fools. This 
article will show how the directors of the frozen meat company were 
overwhelmed by technological and financial problems that went far 
beyond the reach of their previous limited experience. The article will 
further argue that a judgment of the performance of a firm resting mainly 
on short-term financial considerations is misplaced. Although in a finan-
cial sense the NZFM & S Co. like so many Auckland companies of the 
period could be accounted a failure, in other respects it accomplished 
much, as did they, in what was in fact an under-rated decade of con-
siderable achievement. 

The New Zealand Frozen Meat and Storage Company Limited had its 
origins in two circumstances characteristic of the early 1880s. The first 
was the incorporation of a business previously run as a partnership (a 
butchery business styled 'John Fisher and Company') as a limited liability 
company, Fisher and Company Limited, with a capital of £50,000.4 It 
was from this company that the NZFM & S Co. was formed.5 The second 
was the ardent hopes created by the successful voyage with a cargo of 
frozen meat of the S.S. Dunedin in 1882, the news of which was greeted 
by a local prediction that: 'Virtually, the exportation of frozen meat 
movement makes the colony of New Zealand, as much a province of 
England, as easy a source of supply for the London market, as Yorkshire 
or Devon. . . .'6 

The initiative to form the company came from men who were the great 
opinion-formers in the Auckland commercial community, and, in many 
cases, large estate-owners in the Waikato, Thames Valley or Bay of 
Plenty.7 The success of refrigeration was the cue for action for which these 
estate-owners had waited for some time. The time was ripe at last for 

3 NZH, 5 August 1884, p. 6, col. 1, gives a full architectural description. 
4 For the full surviving records of the company see Co. A-234 at the National Arch-

ives Record Centre, Auckland. See also AI & BR, VII, 8 (1883), 335; and NZH, 17 
August 1883, p. 5, col. 6. 

5 See Co. A-277, Record Centre, Auckland for the deed of agreement dated 11 July 
1883 between Fisher and Co. and J. C. Firth on behalf of the promoters of the NZFM 
& S Co. 

« NZH, 12 October 1882, p. 6, col. 3. 
7 The provisional directors were Joseph Banks, A. Buckland, A. Bull, Logan Camp-

bell, P. Comiskey, J. C. Firth, Joseph Howard, Every Maclean, D. L. Murdoch, L. D. 
Nathan, F. D. Rich, James Runciman, Thomas Russell, William Steele, James William-
son, E. B. Walker; NZH, 19 July 1883, p. 1, col. 4 (Prospectus). 
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subdivision and close settlement. Most of the large landholders appre-
ciated that a precondition of successful subdivision and sale was the need 
to demonstrate to potential buyers that a small farmer could get a living 
from a holding producing for an overseas market.8 

The first steps to set up a freezing company had been taken in fact by 
smaller settlers already in the Waikato. Encouraged by the success of the 
S.S. Dunedin shipment, the first of a series of well-attended meetings was 
held at Delany's Hotel, Ohaupo, to discuss the formation of an 'Auckland 
Freezing Company' which would establish slaughtering yards at a con-
venient location at some point beside the recently constructed Waikato-
Auckland railway. The carcases would be transmitted, possibly together 
with dairy produce, by cooler trucks to Auckland, either for the market 
there or for transhipment abroad.9 

Before these Waikato schemes developed any momentum they were 
brought under the control of the city. Captain Steele, who was one of the 
lesser shareholders in a great rural land company, the Waikato Land 
Association, a self-confessed champion of the city capitalists,10 and, by 
general repute, the mouthpiece of the most powerful of them namely 
Thomas Russell, suggested at a Hamilton meeting that 'the people of 
Auckland [city] must take the matter up warmly, and for their own sakes 
as well as that of Waikato, push the movement ahead'.11 The Hamilton 
Correspondent of the Herald observed that 'the settlers of Waikato de-
serve credit for their spirit in having set such an enterprise afloat, but it is 
scarcely to be expected that their shoulders are broad enough to bear so 
heavy a burden.'12 By the end of 1882 the city men had fenced in the 
maverick Waikato plan. 

The city promoters did not act publicly for some months. Then, in 
April 1883, the Auckland Harbour Board received a letter from J. C. 
Firth, a wealthy miller and rural estate owner, seeking for the use of a new 
freezing company a lease of two portions of reclaimed land near the 
Railway Wharf.13 The nature of the request was further explained by a 
deputation which waited on the Board.14 Thomas Russell, who acted as 
spokesman, dangled before the Board the prospect of Auckland as the 
centre for export of frozen meat from most of the North Island. Because 
of the presence of freezing works there, through the port of Auckland 
would pass: 

tinned meats, dairy produce of all sorts, wool, hides and so forth. They 
believed that if such a store were provided here, they would be able to 
make this place the centre for the export trade of the whole northern part 
of the island, extending from Napier on one side [of the island] to Patea 
on the other, and all to the north of these places. They believed that if this 

8 See e.g. NZH, 22 May 1882, p. 6, col. 2. 
9 NZH, 28 September 1882, p. 6, col. 3; 5 October 1882, p. 8, col. 5; 6 October 1882, 

p. 6, col. 6. 
10 H. C. M. Norris, Settlers in Depression, Hamilton, 1964, p. 4. 
i> NZH, 12 October 1882, p. 6, col. 3. 
12 ibid. 
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thing were done they would centre in Auckland the whole trade of this 
part of the North Island. He thought also that a large portion of the South 
Sea Islands trade would come to Auckland.is 

Because the company proposed to act in this public-spirited way, the 
Board agreed to grant the concessions of land sought. A fortnight later 
the promoters sought a further concession, the right to reclaim two acres 
of waterfront land on which to erect freezing works and stores. Not 
without some misgiving, the Board agreed to make this further extra-
ordinary concession at a peppercorn rental (£1 per annum), contingent 
upon the work beginning within one year and being completed within 
five.16 

The first concession of an area of 1000 feet by 120 feet sought by the 
company was put up for auction on 13 July 1883.17 The condition prece-
dent of lease that the successful bidder must undertake to erect within five 
years a freezing plant costing at least £15,000 eliminated all competition, 
and the agent of the Freezing Company18 obtained the property at a 
nominal rental.19 By attaching restrictive conditions to the lease, the 
Harbour Board in effect deprived itself of an income from subdivision at 
prevailing real estate values of perhaps £3,000 a year, and virtually con-
ferred a bonus from the public estate which negated, hostile critics con-
sidered, its position of trust.20 The Board and its supporters justified this 
exceptional treatment on the grounds that the operations of the projected 
company were of a public character. A project which stimulated the port 
would benefit all.21 The Herald maintained that the new works would 
'confer the very highest advantages on the commerce of the city, and the 
prosperity of the country districts over a very wide area'.22 

Armed with its valuable concessions, the promoters brought the com-
pany before the public with a glowing prospectus which emphasised the 
patriotic obligation of all Aucklanders in town and country alike to take 
up shares.23 The prospectus ended with a declaration of its intention to 
avoid calling up capital 'unnecessarily' as directors 'will doubtless be able 
to obtain money for the company's purposes at low rates of interest.' 
Though the prospectus did not disclose the proposed sources of loan 
money the promoters had in mind, later meetings suggested that they had 
high hopes of raising debenture loans from Scottish investors. 

13 NZH, 11 April 1883, p. 6, col. 2; 17 April 1883, p. 4, col. 6. 
14 The deputation was made up of T. Russell (spokesman), James Williamson, W. 

Aitken and F. D. Rich, all of whom had extensive estates in the Waikato. 
is NZH, 18 April 1883, p. 6, col. 1. (Reported version of Russell's speech.) 
i« NZH, 2 May 1883, p. 6, col. 3 and p. 4, col. 6. 
17 NZH, 13 July 1883, p. 8, col. 2 ('Sales by Auction'). 
is NZH, 14 July 1883, p. 6, col. 1. 
is NZH, 16 July 1883, p. 4, col. 6. 
20 See e.g., NZH, 12 July 1883, p. 3, col. 7. (Letter from 'Citizen'); 14 July 1884, p. 3, 

col. 8 (Letter from 'Fair Play'). 
21 NZH, 9 August 1883, p. 5, col. 2. 
22 NZH, 16 July 1883, p. 4, cols. 6-7. Cf. NZH, 15 November 1884, p. 4, col. 5; 

Auckland would be placed 'in a position to make satisfactory terms with the direct 
steam companies.' 

23 NZH, 19 July 1883, p. 1, col. 4. See also NZH, 2 August 1883, p. 5, col. 2; and 
9 August 1883, p. 5, col. 2; and 28 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2. 
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The promotion of a freezing company in Auckland was given particular 
immediacy by events on the waterfront. Between 3 March and 23 May 
1883, the pioneer vessel in Auckland's frozen food trade, the Mataura, 
loaded a cargo prepared by Fisher and Company Limited at its slaughter-
ing yards at Otahuhu: 7,333 carcases of mutton, 44 part carcases of veal, 
591 backs of mutton, 51 brace of pheasants, 6 quarters of beef, 110 pounds 
weight of assorted meat and 1,936 pounds of fish.24 'Behold to what we 
have arrived!' wrote the Auckland merchant Logan Campbell to an 
expatriate friend James Farmer in London. 'You will be able to have a 
saddle of Auckland mutton prefaced if you will by oyster soup and 
mullet... .'2S In the event Farmer was denied his meal. The bulk of the 
cargo arrived in London in a rotten condition, and much of the remainder 
was mouldy and unfit for consumption.26 In a curious way the whole 
story of the consignment foreshadowed the history of the company itself: 
the extravagant expectations, the first false intelligence of complete 
success,27 and a later unfolding of a record of mischance, technical 
problems, mismanagement and ultimate financial disaster. 

By winning the concession from the Harbour Board, the promoters 
were able to ensure that their company would float,28 though the issue of 
shares was far from fully subscribed.29 The 264 names on the share regi-
ster reveal support coming from three main groups: 

1. City investors — merchants and 'gentlemen' (and the companies 
they dominated), shopkeepers, artisans and professional men. 

2. Farmers, runholders and country settlers. 
3. Taranaki settlers (thirty-four in all).30 

A select few of the thirty-six investors within the first group bore the main 
weight of shareholding. In the six years of the company's existence half 
the shares were held, at one time or another, by directors all of whom 
came from the city group.31 The heavy holdings in this company of the 
New Zealand Insurance, the New Zealand Loan and Mercantile Agency 
and the South British Insurance Companies occasion no surprise when 
one recalls how strongly represented as NZFM & S Co. shareholders was 
the so-called 'limited circle' of investors, men prominent on the governing 
boards of those financial institutions.32 

The local press greeted the new venture with unbounded enthusiasm. 
The freezing works would be a powerful influence in speeding up rural 

24 NZH, 10 April 1883, p. 5, col. 1; 1 May 1883, p. 5, col. 1; 5 May 1883, p. 5, col. 3; 
22 September 1883, p. 5, col. 2. 

25 J. L. Campbell to James Farmer, 21 May 1883, Campbell Papers, Auckland 
Institute Library, Letterbook 130. 

2« NZH, 28 September 1883, p. 4, col. 6; 29 September 1883, p. 5, col. 1; 1 October 
1883, p. 5, col. 4; 18 December 1883, p. 5, col. 2. 

27 NZH, 22 September 1883, p. 4, cols. 5-6. 
28 NZH, 9 August 1883, p. 5, col. 2. 
29 Only 20,363 of the available 40,000 shares were taken up. Quite a number were 

obviously vendors' shares. Co. A-277, National Archives Record Centre, Auckland. 
3° Co. A-277. This conclusion is based on the first complete return of shareholders; 

30 June 1885. 
3! NZH, 28 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2, statement by A. Bull. 
32 e.g., J. C. Firth, J. Howard, D. L. Murdoch, J. T. McKelvie, T. Morrin, D. L. 

Nathan, T. Russell, W. I. and A. K. Taylor. 
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settlement and acting as a magnet to draw in direct steam shipping lines 
to Auckland. The Herald was rapturous. 'We do not hesitate to say that, 
above everything else, this frozen meat trade is the hope of Auckland, the 
nucleus of every other trade and industry, and that to its encouragement 
and development the attention of the people should be turned with almost 
an exclusive earnestness.'33 

The company had been launched, but the main obstacle to its effective 
operation had yet to be surmounted, namely the guaranteeing of an 
adequate supply of stock to provide regular cargoes for refrigeration 
ships.34 As the chairman explained at the first annual meeting, unlike the 
other freezing companies in New Zealand, the Auckland concern had not 
started 'with guarantees from stock owners for the supply of a certain 
number of sheep to be frozen and shipped at fixed charges'.35 As a result 
the Auckland company had neither a certain amount of guaranteed busi-
ness beforehand, nor could it act like an agency, with the consignors 
bearing the risk. Here was the company's most vulnerable spot.36 Auckland 
had less than one-twentieth of the colony's sheep population.37 The Frozen 
Meat Company must do well, mused Logan Campbell, 'if only out of 
the Harbour concessions obtained — ultimately — but meanwhile I don't 
see the sheep to freeze !'38 

The proposal of the company to make good this deficiency was an 
ingenious one.39 It planned to tap the reservoir of two million sheep in 
Hawke's Bay40 and the sixty thousand cattle of Taranaki. Both provinces 
lacked deep harbours and had no way of exporting cargoes directly other 
than the loading from lighters of overseas freezing ships lying in the open 
roadstead. 

An emissary of the syndicate forming the Auckland company went 
down to Napier, the chief town in Hawke's Bay, to lay its proposals before 
interested parties even before the company was incorporated.41 There 
were two possibilities raised. First, the company would provide small 
coastal steamers with refrigeration equipment to call frequently at Napier 
to collect carcases for storage at the Auckland works, from which steamers 
for England could have their loading done in a few hours. Secondly, 
sheep would be driven overland by easy stages to Patetere in the Upper 
Thames Valley where slaughtering yards were to be established.42 The 

33 NZH, 22 September 1883, p. 4, col. 6. 
34 ibid. 
35 NZH, 12 November 1884, p. 6, col. 2, statement by the chairman A. Bull at the 

A.G.M. 
36 NZH, 13 September 1886, p. 9, col. 4. (Observations by two directors: Bull and 

Comiskey). 
37 Census of New Zealand, 1881, p. 291. 
38 Campbell to James Farmer, 9 September 1883, Campbell Papers, Letterbook 130. 
39 Al & BR, VII, 8 (1883), 335, 'New Zealand Letter, 11 August 1883'. 
40 All the sheep slaughtered for the Mataura had come from Hawke's Bay (NZH, 

24 May 1883, p. 5, col. 2). 
« NZH, 30 May 1883, p. 6, col. 4. 
42 NZH, 15 September 1883, p. 5, col. 5. Patetere was the centre of a largely unde-

veloped estate of 300,000 acres that had just been conveyed by a vending syndicate to 
the recently formed N.Z. Thames Valley Land Company (BT 34/303/17040; P.R.O., 
London). 
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company undertook to lay off along the Napier-Auckland drovers' road, 
a line of thirteen fenced and grassed holding stations where sheep could 
be rested each night.43 

This scheme to develop Patetere as the slaughtering centre and to send 
carcases by freezing trucks to Auckland from that point, and not from the 
heart of the Waikato, ruffled settler feeling there 4 4 But more damaging 
for the prospects of the NZFM & S Co. was the failure to win assurances 
that sheep could be drawn in any significant numbers from Hawke's Bay. 
Squatter interests in the east coast province rejected the trans-shipment 
idea 4 5 Double-handling would cut too much into the price the fanner got 
from the sale of the carcase. Provincialist pride and suspicion came into 
the matter too. J. D. Ormond, longstanding political leader of the Bay 
said, 'There was the feeling among Hawke's Bay men that they liked to 
deal with their produce in their own way.'46 

The Herald, mouthpiece of the Auckland business community, was 
irritated by such talk. It suggested, not for the first time, that what bene-
fited Auckland was good for the rest of the North Island. It advised Napier 
people to be cautious and let experimentation take place at Auckland or 
Wellington. 
Meat-freezing is assuming the character of a mania . . . . Colonists appear 
to have got meat-freezing on the brain . . . , there seems growing a universal 
rage for rushing into the freezing and export of meat. There is no doubt 
there will be fingers burnt — or frozen — in this business . . . . In the 
frozen meat trade they are the wisest men that wait; and whether at Napier 
or Waitara, it would certainly seem to be the most prudent course to 
generously aid the experimental efforts that are being put forth in Auckland 
and elsewhere to develop the trade . . . . 4 7 

It concluded that during the pioneering stages of the industry it would be 
far wiser 'If East and West Coast applied their energies and capital to 
sending up supplies of meat whether in frozen chambers, or in a living 
state ' 

But Hawke's Bay people proved hard to convince, stubbornly preferring 
to send sheep by the shorter journey to Wellington than to trans-ship or 
overland them to Auckland.48 Furthermore, the wind was soon taken out 
of the sails of the Auckland company because freezing works were built, 
and in operation, in Hastings long before the company's buildings were 
erected in Auckland.49 Thereafter the idea of driving sheep overland to 
Auckland was pushed into the realm of fancy which was its true home.50 

Nothing was so damaging to the slender chance of success of the 
NZFM & S Co. as this failure to secure a sufficiency of stock to keep the 
works in operation. At the meeting of the company in 1889 when the 

« NZH, 11 October 1883, p. 5, col. 4; 3 November 1883, Supplement p. 1, col. 4. 
44 NZH, 26 September 1883, p. 6, col. 2; 19 October 1883, p. 5, col. 2. 
45 NZH, 30 May 1883, p. 6, col. 4. 
4« ibid. 
47 NZH, 1 June 1883, p. 4, col. 7. 
48 NZH, 10 January 1884, p. 5, col. 5. 
49 P. S. E. Hereford, The New Zealand Frozen Meat Trade, Wellington, 1932, p. 71. 
so NZH, 14 June 1884, p. 3, col. 8, Letter to Editor from 'Fair Play'. 
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decision to wind up was taken, the chairman said that 'this had been the 
root of our main difficulty'.51 Works had been erected which were expected 
to earn a revenue from freezing of over £10,000 a year. Instead, little more 
than ten per cent of that figure was earned annually over the five years 
the company operated. Deprived of this source of income, the company 
was driven to expedients it had never intended such as buying stock and 
shipping on its own behalf,52 and was tempted to indulge in makeshift 
activities from all of which it derived little but damaging losses. 

Unforeseen problems in the export of frozen meat bore down upon the 
directors to change the company's activities long before the freezing works 
were built.53 The rush of colonial meat on to the Smithfield market de-
pressed prices.54 In spite of the prophecy of Thomas Russell that improved 
machinery on ships must lead to lower freight charges,55 export costs 
remained high. When mutton that had cost fourpence a pound to consign 
could be disposed of at only sixpence a pound in the London market 
there was little left over to pay the remaining expenses of despondent New 
Zealand farmers.56 The melancholy tale of high freights, low prices, buyer 
prejudice in England towards frozen meat, and mechanical problems on 
freezing ships, continued through 1884 and 1885, serving to disabuse the 
Auckland company of any misconception of quick returns from the meat 
export trade.57 

These discouraging prospects and the generally depressed state of agri-
culture led the company to dawdle over the construction of its freezing 
works. Instead it decided to cash in on the real estate boom in city land 
which developed in Auckland in the 1880s, by seeking the power to sublet 
portions of the four blocks of reclaimed land it had obtained from the 
Auckland Harbour Board.58 When the first overture was made in 1884, 
both public feeling and the mind of the majority of the Harbour Board 
were hostile to any release from the terms of the original covenant.59 

Apologists for the company tried to persuade distrustful opponents that 
the company wanted the concession not so that it could sublet or sublease 
but in order to remove a legal encumbrance upon its properties that 
prevented their use either as securities for mortgages, or for debenture 
issues offered to British capitalists.60 But the Harbour Board, which was 

si NZH, 28 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2. 
52 See prospectus NZH, 19 July 1883, p. 1, col. 4. 
53 NZH, 18 December 1883, p. 5, col. 2, Report of first A.G.M. 
54 ibid. 
55 NZH, 13 November 1883, p. 6, col. 3. 
56 See e.g., NZH, 14 January 1884, p. 6, col. 1; 4 February 1884, Sup. p. 3, col. 1; 

7 April 1884, p. 5, col. 2; AI & BR, VIII, 10 (1884), 543. 
57 AES, 3 January 1885, p. 4, col. 6; NZH, 30 May 1885, p. 5, col. 3; 16 September 

1885, p. 6, col. 4; 16 November 1885, p. 6, col. 2. 
58 Small allotments of Harbour Board land were said to be realising from £50 to £76 

per annum for five year leases at this time; NZH, 2 October 1883, p. 5, col. 1. An article 
in the Sydney Evening News two years later said that the Board was selling some of its 
50 year leases for as much as £10 per foot per annum, cit. NZH, 27 July 1885, p. 2, 
col. 7. 

59 NZH, 11 June 1884, p. 6, col. 8. See also NZH, 11 June 1884, p. 6, col. 8, Utter 
to Editor from 'Fair Play'. 

60 NZH, 25 June 1884, p. 4, col. 7; 16 July 1884, p. 4, col. 6; 12 November 1884, 
p. 6, col. 3; 15 November 1884, p. 4, col. 5. 
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now dominated by a group suspicious of the company, would not budge. 
The company had got its properties cheaply when it had competitors 
excluded by asking for restrictions to be tagged to the original leases. 
From these conditions the company should not now be allowed to escape.61 

The mayor, who served on the Board at this time, was insistent that, 'the 
company should adhere to the business for which they were a company'. 
They 'should not be allowed to compete with the Board for the improve-
ment of the foreshore . . . . '6 2 

The NZFM & S Co. was denied its chance to act as a subdivider of 
leases as it seems it did in fact intend, but in the remaining five years of 
its existence it entered upon an amazing range of activities, many of them 
running concurrently, but with particular emphasis shifting according to 
the way the winds of the market blew. It is appropriate at this point 
therefore to discuss the entrepreneurial role of the company. 

In mid-1885 when its works were constructed in Auckland and Waitara, 
the company advertised its activities lavishly in the daily press.63 These 
activities included the shipping of frozen meat,64 the production of salt 
beef, bacon-curing, the canning of mutton and beef, and the sale of 
wholesale butter and cheese made in the farm dairies of settlers.65 

The great difficulty it experienced in getting farmers to consign stock, 
the depressed state of the frozen and preserved meat market,66 above all 
the 'exceedingly unsatisfactory' losses on its first four shipments of frozen 
meat, drove the company by 1886 firmly towards butter production and 
marketing.67 By sending 29,000 lb of butter by the Rotomahana to Sydney 
it acted as an Auckland pioneer of butter export.68 In the face of discour-
aging financial returns it persevered with its new departure. The board 
believed that the export of butter produced on modern factory principles 
might well be 'the real answer to the company's existence'.69 By early 
1888 it had taken over the creameries of small derelict dairy companies 
at Pukekohe, Tuakau, Ngaruawahia, Hamilton and Paterangi, railing 
the cream daily to its works in Auckland to be processed by its 'Scandi-
navian machinery'.70 Wholesale butter vans travelled regularly from the 
works to shops around the city. But the local market in these depression 
years was of little financial help to the company for the city was swamped 

61 NZH, 1 April 1885, p. 6, col. 6. 
62 NZH, 25 June 1884, p. 3, col. 6. 
63 See e.g. NZH, 26 November 1885, p. 2, cols. 6-7. For the further diversions of 

the company by 1888 see NZH, 2 March 1888, p. 6, col. 6. 
64 For its work on this see NZH, 22 May 1885, p. 5, col. 2; 13 June 1885, p. 5, col. 1; 

29 July 1885, p. 6, col. 7; and AI & BR, IX, 12 (1885), 738; XI, 2 (1887), 126. 
65 See also NZH, 5 September 1885, p. 3, cols. 2-3; 11 September 1885, p. 5, col. 1; 

17 September 1885, p. 5, col. 1; 18 March 1886, p. 3, col. 7. 
66 NZH, 16 September 1885, p. 6, col. 4. 
67 NZH, 13 September 1886, p. 9, col. 4 and AI&BR, X, 10 (1886), 644. The company 

claimed to have paid out £18,500 to butter suppliers in the 1885-6 season (NZH, 18 
May 1886, p. 3, col. 7). 

68 NZH, 21 May 1886, p. 4, col. 7. 
69 NZH, 12 September 1887, p. 9, col. 3. 
70 NZH, 24 November 1887, p. 6, col. 4; 2 March 1888, p. 6 cols. 6-7. 
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by cheap farm-butter from struggling settlers whose need for income was 
so great that they would accept almost any price.71 

Then the company began making shipment of its heavy stocks to 
England. However this proved but a further item in the series of mis-
chances that marked the history of the company, for the shipments could 
be disposed of only at sacrifice prices by brokers and agents.72 The pro-
hibitive losses of launching the butter export trade73 discouraged the 
company and it transferred its dairy department as a going concern to 
Wesley Spragg of the New Zealand Dairy Association74 who, with Henry 
Reynolds,75 is now regarded as the pioneer of the dairy industry in the 
Auckland province. With the recovery in returns for the export of frozen 
meat, the company had in October 1888, a last fling at consigning beef, 
lamb and mutton,76 but the financial condition of the company made it 
impossible for the directors to persist with their efforts at the very time 
they could, at last, have enjoyed some success.77 

That a company involved in so many profitless activities survived as 
long as it did is a comment on the well-known stability the joint stock 
system imparts to otherwise shaky enterprises, and on the singular flow 
of credit that went into the company's coffers long after all the authorised 
capital had been called up. The failure to get the right to lease in 1884 
forced the Frozen Meat Company to change the whole basis of its financ-
ing. As in the case of virtually all the companies whose floatation was 
supervised by Thomas Russell during a visit he made to Auckland in 
1882-3, it had been the original intention to finance the company along 
the lines of the NZL & MA: the bulk of the working capital was to be 
provided by a low interest debenture issue secured on the assets of the 
company and on the uncalled capital.78 Deprived of this expected loan 
capital, the company was obliged to finance its expensive construction 
programme79 — freezing works at Auckland and Waitara80 and acid and 
manure works at Otahuhu — by calling up as quickly as possible the risk 
capital of its dismayed shareholders.81 They complained bitterly that this 
was 'contrary to a very general understanding', and great resentment was 
aroused.82 The threat of a rapid succession of heavy calls led to a stampede 

71 See e.g. 'Recollections of James Williamson', n.d. Auckland Institute Library, 
p. 4, where he tells of a Mission Bay farmer selling a few pounds of dairy-made butter 
in the city every Friday for about 4d. a pound. 

72 AI & BR, XIII, 1 (1889), 63. 
" NZH, 2 March 1888, p. 6, col. 6; 31 December 1888, p. 9, col. 2. 
74 AI & BR, XII, 9 (1888), 644. 
75 See NZH, 24 November 1887, p. 6, col. 7, for Reynolds' pioneer work. 
7« AI & BR, XIII, 2 (1889), 142. 
77 NZH, 28 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2. 
78 NZH, 19 July 1883, p. 1, col. 4 (Prospectus); 12 November 1884, p. 6, col. 2; and 

Co. A-277, Directors' Report dated 30 June 1884. For the growing difficulty of raising 
capital by debenture issue, see NZL & MA, London Board Minute Books Nos 6 and 7, 
passim. 

79 See Co. A-277; NZH, 13 May 1885, p. 6, col. 1,; 30 May 1885, Supplement p. 4, 
col. 3; AI & BR, IX, 8 (1885), 619. 

8" NZH, 7 November 1884, p. 4, col. 7. 
si By 1885, £59,800 had been spent on the freezing works in Auckland, £15,009 at 

Waitara, £5,000 on the manure works at Otahuhu and £7,750 on the Ice-Works at 
Sydney (See NZH, 12 November 1885, p. 6, col. 3; and Co. A-277). 

82 NZH, 24 September 1885, p. 5, col. 6. 
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to the exchange of the weaker shareholders, who began unloading at 
nominal figures.83 But even when by late 1885, the whole five pounds 
authorised on each share were called up, and the company was in debt 
to its bank for £25,000,84 its works were still not complete. 

In a homeopathic way the company's directors tried to cure the firm of 
its disability of debt by further borrowing. When the Harbour Board 
relented of its previous refusal and allowed the right to sublet in the two 
of the company's reclaimed blocks (too late alas for the company to ac-
quire tenants since the city real estate boom was at an end), the company 
considered the principle of allowing rights of subletting was conceded for 
all its leases.85 Playing the role of the injured party, it pressed for a similar 
revision of its lease over five acres made up of the block on which its 
newly-erected works by the Railway Wharf stood and a larger unused area 
adjoining. In this case, the company wanted further rights as a lessee in 
order to be able to use these properties with a book-value of £60,000 as a 
negotiable security for a mortgage advance.86 But once again the Harbour 
Board refused, fearing (rather groundlessly, given the state of the property 
market) that the company really planned to enter into the real estate 
business as the rival of the Board, in order to recoup itself for losses made 
on its frozen meat operations.87 

So desperately was the company in need of loan capital that it would 
surely have fallen early in 1886 had not the New Zealand Loan and 
Mercantile Company come to its rescue. The Deeds Register in the 
Auckland Land and Deeds Office recites that the Loan Company 
entered into an agreement with the Frozen Meat Company on 12 January 
1886 by which the Loan Company undertook to be responsible for further 
advances from its parent bank the BNZ up to £50,000 accepting the 
company's properties as mortgage securities even though a later deed 
admitted in retrospect 'the mortgagor was then unable to give a valid and 
effectual charge over its leasehold... .'88 This was an astonishing accom-
modation, perhaps more so than any other intervention of the Loan 
Company or the BNZ to sustain an embarrassed client. In fairness it 
must also be noted that as a general rule all the trading banks in Auckland 
to some degree tried to keep afloat foundering businesses which we know 
with hindsight wisdom were doomed to sink. Being drawn in to support 
companies was an insidious process. So often in the early stages the dan-
gers were not apparent. But in this case they were. It is difficult not to 

83 NZH, 13 October 1884, p. 6, col. 3; 10 November 1884, p. 4, col. 2; 2 March 1885, 
Supplement p. 4, col. 3; 30 March 1885, Supplement p. 4, col. 3. 

84 NZH, 12 November 1885, p. 6, col. 3 (at this stage mainly in the form of trade 
bills discounted). 

85 ibid. 
86 ibid. See also NZH, 14 December 1885, p. 2, col. 6 for a communicated article 

which is recognizably the production of the Company's chairman, A. Bull. 
87 NZH, 16 December 1885, p. 6, col. 3. Tn 1887 the Harbour Board ran true to form 

and offered the concession the company had earlier sought but which was no longer of 
any use as the real estate market had collapsed and there was no demand for building 
sites. In a bitter speech, the spokesman of the company said the Board's past refusals 
had caused the company 'irreparable injury and loss'. NZH, 6 April 1887, p. 6, col. 5; 
p. 3, col. 6. 
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conclude in the light of the alarming balance sheet presented at the annual 
meeting of the Freezing Company in November 1885, therefore, that the 
Loan Company would scarcely have acted like a benevolent society had 
not members of its Colonial Board figured so prominently in the pro-
prietary of the ailing meat company. That this financial assistance, as in 
so many cases of continued accommodation of shaky clients by banks, 
delayed the pace but in no material way altered the slide towards in-
solvency, does not imply that all such grants-in-aid were necessarily futile. 
Many of the businessmen and firms and farmers who did survive in the 
1880s could scarcely have done so apart from nursing by the Loan Com-
pany and by banking institutions. The successes of this policy are buried 
and unnoticed in the papers of private firms and in confidential banking 
records; the failures parade before the researcher in the meetings of 
creditors, the foreclosures by mortgagees, the accounts of company 
liquidation often blazoned in the public Press. Yet the records of crashes, 
the so-called 'pathological' documents which are usually the most easily 
available to the business historian, no more represent the whole march of 
business in this era than do divorce court records of the time give a 
balanced view of the nature of marriage relationships within a colonial 
society. 

The problem of the BNZ and the NZL & MA was that once they were 
seriously drawn into the affairs of this company, it was very difficult to 
disengage.89 During 1886, the company was in a hapless state. The fog of 
depression had rolled in over the province and blighted every activity on 
which the directors had built their last hopes. For the year ending 30 June 
1886 the company had an overall loss of £15,421. And the worse its affairs 
became, the more unbreakable became the state of hateful dependence 
developing between the company and its two creditors. To these institu-
tions it now owed £57,000. Servicing its indebtedness was crippling: 
payments for interest and discounts totalled £5,425. 

The slide towards insolvency quickened during the following year. 
Problems of every kind clamoured for a solution. In the depression years 
after 1886 it was difficult enough for stable firms with steady demands 
from customers to pay their way. But for firms with the marketing diffi-
culties and the technical and financial problems of this company, the 
situation was hopeless. The company had been broken by heavy losses on 
its past consignments of meat and mutton, the sacrifice prices ruling for 
meat and tallow, and the closing down of its interests in Waitara and 
Sydney. The need to write down its properties to figures in keeping with 

88 Deeds Register Book R.28, p. 357, Deed of mortgage dated 18 May 1888. The 
original agreement was entered in the Register 12 June 1886 (Deeds Office, Auckland). 
It is clear that the London Board of the NZL & MA supported some of the later activi-
ties of the NZFM & S Co. with the greatest misgivings and did so only upon the 
assurances of Thomas Russell that such operations were 'safe'; NZL & MA, London 
Board Minute Book Number VIII, 19 October 1887. 

89 This paragraph is based on the account of the 1886 Annual Meeting in the NZH, 
13 September 1886, p. 9, col. 4; and AI & BR, X, 2 (1886), 644. 
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current values, and bank interest charges of £8,52490 produced a debit 
balance on the company's accounts for 1887 of £52,778.91 A special 
meeting of shareholders on 31 August 1887 in a mood of realism saw the 
loss as irrecoverable and reduced the company's capital from £200,000 to 
£100,000.9 2 

In spite of attempts in the following year to retrieve its fortunes by the 
production of factory butter for Australasian and 'Home' markets, the 
company suffered a heavy loss. The company's debts were now more than 
50% greater than the £50,770 standing in the balance sheet as shareholders' 
capital.93 It was utterly at the mercy of its creditors. But the BNZ and the 
Loan Company, caught up in their own financial dilemmas in a period of 
Australasian banking crisis could no longer be merciful. They presented 
an ultimatum to the company to 'reconstruct or liquidate'.94 A special 
committee which investigated the position was emphatic that the com-
pany must wind up.95 To buy back its properties from mortgagees would 
cost £75,662 and this the chastened shareholders were not prepared to do. 
Liquidators appointed by shareholders henceforward kept the wheels of 
the business turning96 while the mortgagees speedily executed their power 
of sale. At the public auction held on the 12 November 1889 there were 
no outside bids and the company properties were knocked down to the 
NZL & MA and the BNZ.97 In January 1890 they formed a new company, 
the Auckland Freezing Company, with a token authorised capital of £8 
held by eight of their nominees to administer the foreclosed assets. As for 
the NZFM & S Co., it faded away taking with it all the shareholders' 
capital.98 

The financial collapse of the NZFM & S Co. is not difficult to explain. 
Like so many contemporary companies it was the formation of visionaries, 
Aucklanders truly men of their time, who lacked the foresight to antici-
pate, or to take seriously, the problems that were to bring it down: too 
few sheep-owners prepared to take risks as shippers, too few animals, too 
little share capital (and in consequence too much interest-laden borrowing), 
and too little forethought of technological or market difficulties. 

But the case-study also suggests that it is not possible to use financial 
criteria alone in assessing the long-range achievement of nineteenth 
century companies, including those that were short-lived. As the work of 
Professor N. G. Butlin into Australian capital development has demon-
strated, one cannot assume that financial loss to shareholders, or enforced 

90 The figure for the loss on trading operations in the Profit and Loss Account was 
actually less than this, i.e. £8,194. 

91 NZH, 12 September 1887, p. 9, col. 3. See also AI & BR, XI, 2 (1887) 88 and 126. 
92 Co. A-277. About eighteen months later the Wellington Meat Preserving and 

Refrigerating Company had to write off a third of its capital; AI & BR, XIII, 4 (1889), 
290. 

93 NZH, 31 December 1888, p. 9, col. 2. AI & BR, XIII, 1 (1889), 63. 
94 NZH. 28 August 1889, p. 6, col. 2. 
05 NZH, 7 October 1889, p. 9, col. 2. 
96 Observer, 26 October 1889. 
9^ NZH, 2 December 1889, p. 12, col. 5. 
98 See Liquidators' Balance-Sheet dated 25 June 1890; enclosure in Company File 

A. 277. 
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liquidation, or assets unemployed at a given time, are necessarily indica-
tive of wastage and failure." The freezing company's reclamations, 
freezing works and acid factory were under-employed assets in the 1890s, 
but with quite limited additional outlays, they were turned to highly 
profitable account after the recovery of farm prices in the following 
decade. Indeed they are all in equally highly-profitable use in the city of 
Auckland today. Moreover, the experience painfully acquired by this 
company did not (unlike the shareholders' capital) disappear without a 
trace. The technological and managerial expertise in operating freezing-
works, butter manufacturing and wholesale food supply was to be carried 
forward as a kind of social 'stock-in-trade' for a later generation to use 
after the complete recovery of primary export prices by 1896. 

Such conclusions do not whitewash the many short-lived companies 
of the 1880s whose career and ultimate collapse closely paralleled those 
of the first refrigeration company. It would be naive and perverse to regard 
the promoters and directors of the period simply as the unwitting bene-
factors of twentieth century Auckland. So often was entry into under-
takings concerned with suburban subdivision, city building, industry and 
transport based on investment decisions of a self-interested, short-term 
or non-market character, that it would be surprising if this entry had not, 
on many occasions, been at the cost of draining scarce capital away from 
asset formation that was potentially more productive. This is a danger in 
a broad reassessment of the 'company men' of the decade that this case-
study could suggest. But the determination in the late 1880s to force 
directors of abortive companies to wear penitential sheets and to derogate 
all their work was an even greater distortion. 

Wesley Spragg charged in 1888 that the freezing company's efforts in 
butter manufacturing, in the face of the suspicion and apathy of the small 
settlers who stood to benefit were good deeds done 'at a pecuniary loss for 
a somewhat ungrateful people'.100 Perhaps Spragg's complaint has a far 
larger legitimate application than even he at the time appreciated. 

R. c. J. STONE 

University of Auckland 

99 See e.g. Butlin, Investment in Australian Economic Development 1861-1900, 1964, 
Part A, and the brief exposition of this idea on p. 4. 

100 NZH, 28 August, 1888, p. 6, col. 6, Letter to Editor headed 'The Butter Discussion'. 


