
Some New Zealand Navvies 

CO-OPERATIVE WORKERS, 1891—1912* 

IN 1891 the Minister of Public Works, R. J. Seddon, introduced a new 
method of manning and supervising railway construction works. He 
called it a 'co-operative system'. Instead of calling tenders for contracts 
for public works, departmental engineers costed lengths of line and offered 
them to gangs of workmen. The contract was made between the department 
and the gang. The gang was supervised by the engineer in a general way 
but the work discipline of the gang was self-imposed. Seddon tried the 
co-operative system on a length of West Coast railway construction in 
1891. He reported himself well pleased with the system and it was applied 
to public works — railways, roads, even buildings — throughout New 
Zealand during the Liberal period. The Reform Government reduced 
and modified the system after 1912 but versions of it were used by govern-
ment departments between the wars and still are today.1 

Every year between 1891 and 1912 several thousand men were employed 
by the government under the co-operative system. It is worth investigating 
the system simply to know more about the employment conditions under 
which so many men worked. The realities of the co-operative system also 
offer a commentary upon the attitudes and objectives of the government 
which introduced and maintained the system. 

The co-operative system has gone into history books as a mildly radical 
measure, one of the important if lesser of the Liberals' state experiments.2 

It certainly looked radical at the outset. The word 'co-operative' in 1891 
was linked more with progressive or 'socialist' movements than with 
dairy factories. Seddon when introducing the scheme said he had adapted 
it from goldfields experiences thereby implying an indigenous develop-
ment. In fact it was soon hardly distinguishable from the 'butty gang' 
tradition of half a century on British railway construction; in 1900 
Seddon virtually admitted as much.1 Perhaps terminology was less im-
portant than the intention to cut out the private contractor in public 

* Some parts of this paper were read at a History Conference at Christchurch in May 
1973. I must thank W. H. Oliver, Massey University, for comments on an early draft; 
and W. Robinson, Waikato University, for discussing certain points. 
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works, which was a sensational idea. One newspaper thought the co-
operative system was 'Bellamyism'4 which meant it was seen as socialistic. 

The less critical overseas commentators agreed. H. D. Lloyd believed 
the workman under this system was placed 'on a much higher plane' 
where he could 'comprehend more fully the dignity of labour' because he 
was 'his own master'. Frank Parsons talked of 'brotherhood instead of 
mastery'. W. P. Reeves was less extravagant. He implied that the co-
operative system was better for men than the contract system for they 
would not be driven too hard and, as well, less able men could be employed. 
He said that what would have been the contractor's profit under the old 
system, now partly went 'to increase the men's earnings'.5 The Reevesian 
view is roughly that the system was socially progressive and yet another 
Liberal benefit to the people. 

These general and particular claims will be examined in this article. 
Succeeding sections discuss employment policies on the co-operative 
works, work conditions, how men and their families lived (and played) 
in the work camps, whether the co-operative workers were lawless in any 
real sense, and whether they developed any social solidarity. 

There were great variations in the operation of the co-operative system 
by time and place. Most of the evidence presented below is drawn from 
work circumstances along the North Island main trunk railway between 
1892 (when the co-operative system was first used in this project) and 
1908 (when the line was completed). 

We should begin by noting the numbers of men involved and the 
reasons for changes in the numbers. The number of men working on the 
main trunk under the co-operative system between 1892 and 1900 was 
not great. On the northern end of the works the monthly average for the 
year ended March 1894 was 100. for 1895 only 45, 40 for 1896. 12 for 1897. 
The figures for the southern end were 123, 138, 96 and 157." These averages 
conceal some fluctuations for one of Seddon's intentions was that the 
co-operative system could help take up seasonal slack in the labour market: 
men would work on the roads and railways in the months when the 
freezing works were closed and bush-felling contracts were not available. 
To some extent this occurred.7 The numbers rose steeply after the turn of 
the century. There had been much expert and provincial disagreement 
about a final route for the North Island main trunk railway but when in 
1900 a parliamentary committee reported favourably on the central route 
the government was thereafter disposed to push on with the work more 
rapidly. Finance, from a loan rather than from revenue as it had been for 
the previous decade, was now more readily available. Later in 1900 nearly 
400 men were employed on the northern end alone. The total number of 
co-operative workers on the line in 1904-1905 rose to one thousand; it 
was 1300 by the middle of 1905; and a year later there were nearly 2700.K 

It was sometimes claimed by the Opposition in parliament and by news-
papers that men were placed in co-operative works in lieu of relief or to 
forestall agitation from the unemployed. In fact the government was not 
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quite so solicitous. Seddon always intended that only 'reproductive works' 
should be pursued; ' the public works of the colony are not carried on for 
[the workers '] sake, but to develop the country and promote settlement'." 
Changes in numbers employed were related either to financial and political 
considerations or to what might be called the logic of construction. 

JamesCowan , who visited co-operative camps on the main t runk, recalled 
years later that 'Navvies and rock cutters from far parts of the world 
were gathered' together in the construction camps.1 0 This impression of 
a large overseas-born contingent is confirmed by statistical evidence. The 
1906 census of population was taken when over 2000 men were on the 
main trunk co-operative works. Co-operative workers were not separated 
out in the census but they made up the bulk of the population in two 
counties (Waimarino and West Taupo) and figures for those areas provide 
clear if not exact indications of origins. In Waimarino county in 1906 half 
the population was New Zealand-born, whereas the New Zealand average 
was just above two-thirds. Even if the figure is adjusted to allow for a 
smaller proport ion of children than in the colonial average there is still a 
high overseas component . There were fewer Scots-born than in the 
colonial average but significantly more English-, Irish-, and Australian-
born as the table shows.11 

Percentages of Waimarino County and New Zealand 
residents born overseas (1906 Census) 

Place of Resident in Resident in 
Birth Waimarino New Zealand 

county 

England 16 .21 13. .13 

Ireland 10. .08 5. 38 

Australia 13 .86 5. 35 

The 'Irish element ' was probably larger than the figures initially suggest. 
While Roman Catholics made up 13 per cent of New Zealand's population 
they were 22 per cent of the population in Waimarino county: some of 
the balance presumably were Australian-born Irish. The high proportion 
of overseas-born co-operative workers was maintained after 1906. British 
navvies were recruited specifically to work on the 'big push' to finish the 
main trunk and they came to New Zealand as assisted immigrants - 44 
in 1906. nearly 300 in 1907, after which the scheme was terminated.1 ' 

The co-operative workers had a great variety of backgrounds. An 
engineer noted, perhaps with surprise, a 'Dublin university man'.13 A 
bishop with a Cambridge University background visiting the co-operative 
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works found them a little ungodly but consoled himself by discovering 
'a jolly tar taking a respite from the sea, a music-hall artist, also men of 
travel and experience, good training and degree'. The Presbyterian mis-
sioner, more disposed to find the common, saw a 'profane rabble' and 
added: 'In visiting every tent here I suppose I have the opportunity which 
few have of hearing the opinions of the working class of the Churches'.14 

Not all the co-operative workers were ordinarily labourers. Some had 
been blue-collar workers and craftsmen in the main centres. Technological 
advances in such trades as printing, shoe-making, and coach-building 
produced around this period redundant artisans. If and when these dis-
placed tradesmen applied to the government labour bureau for employ-
ment they were usually sent to the co-operative works, for they lacked 
experience in other varieties of rural employment — bush-felling, for 
example. Labour department employment policies were fairly crude. Since 
the government needed large numbers of co-operative workers after 1900 
the Labour Department was happy to oblige by sending registered un-
employed to the works. 'The men who go on to these works are of all 
sorts', said a Member of Parliament, 'piano-tuners, tailors, &c.' 'Broken-
down boot-makers and all sorts find their way to the works', affirmed 
another. Broken-down or not, most soon learned to wield a shovel instead 
of tuning-fork or needles or whatever. It was said that 'a large percentage 
of the men employed have never previously done any navvying work, 
many of them being skilled artisans unaccustomed to labouring work", 
but the large percentage was certainly a minority. Labour Department 
tables show each year a sprinkling of 'assisted' artisans among a bulky 
table of assisted labourers. '5 

Initially, government policy was to maintain the traditionally casual 
labouring aspects of construction work and navvying. Among the rules 
for the co-operative system were: 'Applicants not previously employed 
on Government co-operative works have priority of claim over men who 
have recently been so employed. . . . In recording the applications of 
men who have previously been employed on Government co-operative 
works, the dates when they left such works are noted, and those longest 
off such works are considered first . . . all men previously employed on 
Government co-operative works must have been at least fourteen days 
off such works prior to re-registration as applicants for further work'." ' 
These regulations were drawn up when New Zealand was still in the grip 
of severe economic depression and when unemployment was high: work 
was therefore to be shared around. When the earliest contracts were 
completed the co-operative labourers had to seek work elsewhere and 
'only in one or two isolated cases did they complain'.17 By 1896 there was 
little unemployment and from the turn of the century there was a shortage 
of male labour in New Zealand. Men were able, if they wished, to labour 
continuously on the co-operative works and many stayed with the works 
along the main trunk line. Figures for the mid-1890s suggest the tendency 
for men to remain on the works longer. On the southern end of the line, 
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in 1895-96, 121 men averaged 100 days of work each — that is out of, 
say, 300 possible working days in a year generally free of wet periods. 
This average would work out a little higher if we subtracted those men 
who worked merely a handful of days — married men who had the best 
opportunity to ballot successfully for land in the vicinity of the works, 
men who were injured and had to leave the works, or men who could 
not endure the surroundings or the type of labour. In 1896-97 the average 
was considerably higher. Sixty-four men on formation contracts around 
Mangaweka averaged 200 days, two dozen others on similar work on the 
Makohine section slightly more than 200, while two gangs of tunnellers 
averaged 255 days each — most of the possible working days of the year. 
After 1900, when there was for some years not much land available for 
selection, and especially after 1904 when workers were needed for the 'big 
push' to complete the line and were not encouraged to drift away, co-
operative work became almost permanent employment for an increasing 
number of men. It had been suggested that 'the co-operative men would 
become a political power, and that pressure would be brought to bear 
by them to force upon the colony an increased public-works expenditure'.1" 
This certainly did not happen for the main trunk. Near-permanency of 
employment on the works was not designed to benefit the labourers but 
to help the government achieve a political aim — the 'rapid' completion 
of a railway line. 

An analysis of the co-operative system as a working pattern helps to 
remove the benevolent connotations the word co-operative usually pro-
duces. It is also worthwhile spelling out the rigour of working conditions 
rather than simply saying that the work was tough. 

The first stage in any sequence of co-operative construction along the 
main trunk involved considerable homework by the Public Works Depart-
ment engineer for the area. He had to translate the plans for any length 
of line into a series of practicable smaller sections which could be under-
taken independently of each other and which could be managed by a 
group of workmen normally numbering less than a dozen. If the smaller 
section involved, say, earthworks, the engineer had to calculate the amount 
of spoil to be removed for a cutting or placed for an embankment in 
relation to current wage rates for such work. His calculations were then 
checked by the engineer-in-chief. When they had been approved he was 
able to receive and set to work the co-operative labourers.19 

The labourers accepted the work as a group. The engineer placed before 
the gang the estimate for the small section; f rom the gang the men chose 
(or under certain circumstances had chosen for them by the engineer) 
one or two 'trustees' or 'headmen' who signed on behalf of the gang an 
agreement with the engineer. The men then set to work. Often the work 
was so heavy that the section was merely a few chains of embankment or 
a short cutting. One gang of seven men on the southern end of the line 
in 1893 had to make a cutting fourteen chains in length but twenty-four 
feet deep; a gang of nine men had nine chains of cutting.20 
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How much work supervision there was is difficult to say. A Member of 
Parliament cynically noted of engineers and inspectors that he had scarcely 
met one 'excepting just before the elections, and then he saw them flying 
round everywhere'.21 The men were supposed to supervise themselves — 
indeed, this was said to be a major virtue of the system. There were 
inspectors and overseers. For example, around Mangaonoho in 1893, 
there were an estimated ninety men on the co-operative works and two 
overseers. The overseers were to check the quality of work rather than 
the timetable of accomplishment but officials generally policed the 
labourers' efforts and it was possible (as Reeves pointed out) to 'eject a 
whole party of men if they were found to be loitering and playing with 
their work in order to make out a case for a higher price'.22 To a con-
siderable extent the system was self-policing. Any tendency to work slackly 
was doubly discouraged. First, the engineer's rates of pay were estimated 
on the basis of an eight-hour day for a six-day week and daily, regular 
toil to good effect usually produced a bare living wage for an average gang. 
Any less effort diminished earnings to a point where existence was un-
comfortable and the small payment no consolation for the generally 
poor environment. Secondly, since earnings were equal for all members 
of a given gang, there was a general vested interest in all hands working 
hard. One malingerer lowered the wages of his fellows; and when gangs 
numbered less than a dozen the culprit was readily identified. 

At monthly intervals the engineer measured the work completed and 
the men were paid for their accomplishment over the previous four weeks. 
The trustees received no extra payment. Co-operative gangs could earn 
very good wages, though many did not. Two favourite criticisms of the 
system were that it paid men extravagant rates and that, on the other 
hand, some men could not earn enough to pay for their food.23 There 
were indeed some fancy earnings. Members of a gang at Makohine in 
January 1893 received a rate of £1.18s.3d per day. This corrected previous 
wages when 'work done had been underestimated' and covered only 
six days at the end of the contract.24 There was always the possibility that 
the terrain would prove easier going than the engineer had reckoned. 
Other men earned only two or three shillings a day. This was not even a 
subsistence wage. In 1895-96 the average daily earnings of about 2000 
men on co-operative works throughout the colony was 7s.2d. On nineteen 
earthworks contracts at the southern end of the main trunk to 1895-96 
the average earning for each day was 8s.4d. The best gang received 9s.7d. 
Rates for more skilled men were higher: tunnellers averaged 9s.8d in the 
same locality. One engineer involved in measurement in 1906-08 under-
stood that the 'ruling rate of wages was 8/- per day', and allocated and 
measured the work 'so that the average workman earned approximately 
the 8, - per day'.25 At first glance these earnings look adequate. They were 
often higher than those earned by some skilled men in the main centres.26 

Against this basic contrast we can set other circumstances. First, the cost 
of food and other essential provisions was very high — much higher than 
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in the towns and longer-settled areas. (The relationship between store-
keeper and co-operative worker will be considered in more detail later). 
Secondly, workers laboured in a difficult environment. A visitor to 
Raur imu in 1908 wrote: T h e working conditions were appalling. Con-
tinuous heavy rain, with occasional hail, sleet and snow, much fog, miry 
clay, and a tangled bed of wild undergrowth knitting together the forest 
giants, made a tough j o b for the workers' .27 The more closely the work 
condit ions are examined, the less generous eight shillings a day appears. 

Life was possibly more unpleasant for the tunnellers than for anyone 
else. For much of the period they lit their excavations with candles rather 
than with acetylene lamps. They mined papa or mudstone which frequently-
reverted to mud and which had sometimes the added stench of horse-
droppings f rom the horses drawing spoil carts. Like the tunnellers, the 
majority of navvies worked with pick and shovel. They performed the 
basic jobs of earthworks format ion, making either cuttings or embank-
ments. On much of the line they were moving heavy, wet papa clay, on 
the Waimarino plains it was pumice and volcanic ash, in places they 
hewed hard rhyolite rock. To move material, men often had only wheel-
barrows. When the work was heavier, and especially where filling was 
removed from a cutting to form an embankment , the Public Works 
Department supplied horses and drays or horse-drawn 'scoops' which 
were tipped by hand, or horse-drawn wagons of up to three cubic yards 
capacity which ran along wooden or iron tramlines.28 Those men mixing 
concrete or placing iron girders had the appropriate equipment but by 
and large the work was performed by men and shovels, horses and 
barrows, slowly and dully. The Minister of Public Works, W. Hall-Jones, 
said he had given ' instructions to the Engineers . . . that where labour-
saving appliances can be used to advantage it is the duty of the Engineer 
to so use them'.2 ' ' Generally, the government did not own this sort of 
plant to deploy. It was cheaper to use men. 

There were two kinds of interruption to the daily grind. One was rainy 
weather, when the streams filled up, when the bush was difficult to handle 
and loosened earth washed away or slipped into the cuttings. Men then 
sat out the storm in their tents, playing cards. Such bad weather was not 
always a blessing for monthly earnings were diminished unless (as some-
times happened) overseers exercised their official discretion and permitted 
time to be made up later to a forty-eight hour week.30 The other interrup-
tion was more individual — injury f rom accidents. The kinds of injuries 
that could occur need no detailed itemizing — they were the injuries 
typical of labouring in a pre-mechanical age including occasional burns 
and wounds caused by explosives. There were few facilities for treatment. 
The nearest hospitals were at Wanganui and Hamilton. Officially, the 
Public Works Department provided 'stretchers, bandages, &c., and all 
the overseers [were] furnished with instructions as to how to render 
first aid' , but in three accidents around Mataroa in 1905 the departmental 
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bandages were not available and others had to be obtained from 'private 
sources'.31 

The government took no responsibility for injuries. No money com-
pensation was paid. All the disabled man could rely upon was cash 
raised by subscription among his fellows. The co-operative workers made 
some attempt to help themselves. In 1905 an accident fund was established 
in the Taihape area. At Piriaka in 1906 a 'medical club' fell through 
after more than thirty pounds had been collected.3- Even when there were 
over 2000 men on the works the government was slow to help with 
medical facilities. Asked for a hospital, a government minister grumbled 
that since the area was not in a hospital district no rates would be available 
and the government might have to pay for the entire institution. The 
local Member of Parliament stressed urgency by telling of 'strong, able-
bodied men who had been brought down mangled from the works, and 
who had to get their injuries bound up in a room attached to [a railway] 
station.' A little assistance was grudgingly given. The government met 
part of the cost of a doctor at the northern end of the works. He charged 
expensive fees and then resigned. Subsequently the Public Works Depart-
ment staff at Taumaranui was augmented by a medical officer. Ohakune 
got a small 'hut ' as a makeshift hospital.33 The government provided 
practically nothing to assist with the treatment of accidents and injuries; 
what little aid was given came later and was given unwillingly. Because of 
the scale of works, the climate and the topography, work conditions were 
bound to be testing. Government inaction made things worse. Lack of 
accident compensation, medical facilities and sophisticated machinery 
cancelled out any advantage workers might have gained from apparently 
reasonable wage levels. 

Conditions in the camps of the co-operative workers were hardly less 
harsh than those of work. Topography and climate played their part. 
Much of the country was rough, often covered in heavy bush or high and 
cold where it was bare of trees. Parts of the line were over 2000 feet above 
sea level and snow and frosts made the winters very bleak.34 Tents were 
the predominant accommodation. These were initially supplied by the 
engineer in charge of the works, but when the fabric — calico — wore or 
ripped the tent was replaced at the expense of its occupiers. 'Many of 
their homes had no flooring and the finest floor cover available was 
sacking which the government made available at onetime. ' A Presbyterian 
missioner said that with the help of his wife he was able to make his own 
tent 'snug'. Another account confirms that while 'it was cold in the tents 
and whares . . . families living together in single rooms and bedding down 
for the night once dark fell, complained little. A fire in the middle of the 
building kept the room warm and the smoke was nothing to worry 
about'.35 

Though an inhabitant said a camp was full o f 'd rea ry calico structures', 
occasional visitors were intrigued by the variety of constructions: 'Sacks 
are a favourite building material. I hardly know what to call some of the 
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erections. They are partly tents, partly cottages, partly slab huts and 
wholly nondescript, original and miscellaneous.'36 Among the materials 
used were canvas, galvanized iron for chimneys, ponga logs for walls or 
chimneys. There is physical evidence that between Turangarere and 
Waiouni several dozen men lived in caves or holes carved out of the 
hillside. Around Taumarunui some men lived under iron-roofed cuttings 
in the hillsides. Occasionally what passed for civilization was near at 
hand: workers around Taihape in 1905 could and did avail themselves 
of a boarding-house.37 

The desire to be warm, dry and comfortable, led to a variety of struc-
tures. Any improvement was worthwhile. Quite plainly, accommodation 
for the co-operative workers was shockingly inadequate. It may be 
contrasted with the living quarters of men labouring on the Makatote 
viaduct. This viaduct was built between 1905 and 1908 by a private con-
tractor and not under the co-operative system. The contractor built for 
his workers a 'big rambling one stor[e]y temporary workmen's camp 
boarding house', said to be 'very comfortable'.38 The government was 
less solicitous. After 1905 workers on the northern end of the line could 
use waste timber and bark for flooring, or if they preferred a more sub-
stantial structure buy boards at cost price from the government sawmill 
at Kakahi. Some men built slab whares. Two newspaper reporters at 
different times described them as 'comfortable-looking', but they could 
not have been up to much for at least some women said they preferred 
to live in the tents.39 For most of the period there was not even a choice. 

These calico camps, with populations of a few dozen in the 1890s and 
several hundreds at times in the 1900s, were predominantly male. The 
sex proportions were grotesque. In the Karioi riding of Waimarino county 
at census-time, 1906. there were 294 males and 33 females; in the Ruapehu 
riding, which included men working on the Makatote viaduct under a 
private contractor as well as co-operative labourers engaged on the 
Raurimu spiral and adjacent earthworks, there were 1190 males and 256 
females. While newly-settled areas customarily have a disproportionately 
large number of males, this was an extreme situation not approached in 
the area during subsequent settlement.40 Many of the labourers were un-
married; a large number were de facto single men who had left their wives 
and families behind them in towns or villages. The Labour Department 
was responsible for recruiting men to co-operative work and it was 
departmental policy to encourage wives to accompany husbands. One 
material encouragement was in the form of an advance on travelling 
expenses. There was also a regulation that required married men un-
accompanied by their wives to sign an undertaking which thereafter 
automatically remitted to their wives half their earnings.41 Nevertheless, 
few wives and children went to the camps. It is not hard to guess why. 
The camps were known to be physically rough; they were reputedly 
socially rough. For many women they were too daunting a prospect. Some 
of the specially-recruited British navvies were misled in 1906. Though the 
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Public Works Department engineer had several times wired that their 
womenfolk should not be sent to the works immediately, the women had 
been sent by the Labour Department. No one had told them, the new 
immigrants complained, that there was no accommodation for women.4-

Women did not, of course, have the opportunity to labour for pay; 
their co-operation was sought only for domestic refinement. Housekeeping 
in these conditions was difficult and physically demanding. One newspaper 
reported: 'Outside some of these houses might be seen a tired-looking 
woman sitting sewing in the doorway, or chopping wood, or fetching 
water, and maybe two or three children playing nearby.' '" There were few 
recreational amenities to temper the deficiencies of accommodation in the 
camps. This was well recognized. A Member of Parliament stated in the 
House of Representatives: 'The Government have done nothing in the 
way of placing periodicals or literature within the reach of the men, or 
any room in which the men could gather together. Apparently the only 
thing left for them when they get their month's pay, for want of anything 
else to do, is to join a " two-up" school.' The government was unmoved; 
no facilities were provided. The promotion of higher-minded activities 
was left to individuals such as the Presbyterian missioner who did distri-
bute literature gathered from private sources. The missioner believed he 
made progress: 'now that I have so much more literature to distribute 
freely among the men many of them have no time for "two-up". '4 4 

The game was popular. In Raurimu there was said to be sometimes £1000 
in the ring or in the pockets of the players. Holes were worn in the folded 
notes tossed in as bets. In some places there was a billiards saloon near 
the camp.45 Drinking liquor was a popular pastime. Of course, men drank 
for many reasons — to compensate for the absence of other entertainment, 
to kill the pain of hard work and poor living conditions, or to be social, 
or out of habit. 

North of Taihape, the whole length of the main trunk railway as far 
as Te Awamutu was through an area officially 'dry' . This did not mean 
the co-operative workers went without liquor. James Cowan reported 
that in the Ongare valley the sign 'Hop-beer Sold Here' was evident 'in 
nearly every camp'. 'We have now ten hop-beer shops all doing a roaring 
trade', reported the Horopito correspondent of a Palmerston North 
newspaper in 1903. Near Owhango there were two hotels 'of sorts' and 
'several places called pub-shanties'. The common and not necessarily 
censorious description for all this was sly-grogging. 'Everybody in King 
County knows where the sly-grog shanties are', it was claimed. 'In fact, 
there is nothing sly about them, except when the police are about. . . .'4" 

Co-operative workers were stimulated by more potent drinks than 
hop-beer. Whisky was (in the last resort) brought in by pack-horse from 
Tokaanu to avoid the inspection of police and Public Works Department 
officials. Methylated spirit was not unknown. Most spectacular was matai 
beer. 'By drilling a hole [in a matai tree], inserting a pannikin and waiting 
two weeks after replugging it, the railway men were able to enjoy a fine 
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" b r e w " of matai beer.' The feeling produced was lickerous if extravagantly 
so: 'When a deep swig is absorbed, one has all the sensations of having 
swallowed a lighted kerosene stove'.47 

Despite the pub-shanties in the bush, it was often not possible in the 
dry area north of Taihape to get immediate access to liquor. Hence the 
matai beer. Hence also much sobriety. In 1906 F. S. Maunder , a ' temper-
ance man with a point to make about the need for prohibition, said he 
had visited camps f rom Taumarunui to Makatote and had not seen one 
single person under the influence of liquor. Certainly the co-operative 
workers were partly responsible for ' the fearful name Taihape has gained 
as a drunken communi ty ' with 'hordes of half-drunken men who hang 
round the hotels', as a dismayed visitor described the sight in a news-
paper.48 One resident recalled that at Christmas time the co-operative 
workers received, with the connivance of the Public Works Department, 
bigger than usual pay packets to take away f rom the works, but that one 
for the road often led to the knocking down of the entire pay packet and 
a return to camp. Still, Taihape 's reputation lasted long after the co-
operative workers had gone and was built upon the presence of alcoholics 
f rom Palmerston North , Feilding and Marton who drank their way north 
and could not subsequently find the fare to leave Taihape; and upon 
bush-fellers and sawmill hands for whom Taihape was a drinking head-
quarters.4 9 

Navvies in Britain gained a reputation for heavy drinking — it has 
been said they often worked drunk. 5 0 The co-operative workers inherited 
some of this tradition but they were by contrast much more sober. Certain 
features of the drinking habits of the co-operative labourers highlighted 
and over-emphasized their proclivity for dr ink: they drank when the 
monthly or end of section (or Christmas) pay packet was handed out 
which is to say, they drank en masse and deeply at certain times and 
could therefore be easily identified by more sober and censorious towns-
people. Notwithstanding this, their collective capacity for liquor does 
not seem to have been in any way remarkable.51 

The camps and their inhabitants may have looked dangerous, lawless 
and drunken to the more genteel elements of the colonial community but 
they were generally dreary, law-abiding, uncomfortable, and often sober. 
A local chronicler who described Raurimu as 'a somewhat uproarious 
place' added with a hint of astonishment 'Yet there was no serious crime'.5-' 
Statistics suggest that this was indeed true. In 1907, when the co-operative 
population along the main trunk was at its height, 133 people were taken 
into custody in the Taumarunui area and 75 in the Raetihi area. Most of 
these cases came within the magistrate 's jurisdiction and approximately 
two-thirds of those appearing in court were summarily convicted. Only 
in six cases at Taumarunui and in two cases at Raetihi were the crimes of 
such a magnitude that the magistrate was required to send offenders to the 
Supreme Court for trial or sentence. Only nine cases were for offences 
against property; four people were charged with crimes 'against person'.5 3 
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Like the chronicler of Raurimu, police authorities apparently expected 
the 'uproarious' co-operative communities to be lawless. A constable was 
usually placed in a village as the number of co-operative workers there 
or in the vicinity increased even though other settlers in the area were few 
in number. Thus a constable was stationed at Ohingaiti from 1893 to 1903, 
at Porootaro from 1899 to 1902, at Mangaweka from 1899, at Taihape 
from 1901. Ongarue, Raurimu, Piriaka and Taumarunui all acquired 
policemen at the same time as they received large numbers of co-operative 
labourers. A second man was added to the Raetihi station when construc-
tion workers were near that area. The proportion of policemen to popula-
tion in New Zealand through this period was roughly 1:1400. Even 
allowing a weighting for administrative staff in the colonial average, the 
co-operative population was very generously policed at least one 
policeman to every few hundred co-operative workers. On the other hand, 
it might have been argued that since co-operative communities lacked 
considerable numbers of women and children they were largely made 
up from males of 'criminal age'; which is another way of saying crime 
was expected. Yet opportunities for crimes against property were very 
limited. On some matters the police avoided provocation. Apparently 
they overlooked as much as possible the gambling at Raurimu.54 Sly-
grogging was pursued relentlessly by the police. In 1904 two policemen 
were discovered working as navvies in co-operative gangs at Piriaka; they 
had been planted there to extract sly-grog information, reviving a tactic 
used by police against navvies on the main trunk nearly twenty years 
previously.55 

The image of the navvy as law-breaker has recently been further 
established. The most notable photographic survey of New Zealand's 
history pictures the navvies as a lawless breed.5"' This is an image shorn 
of context, some of which has been suggested above. But it was a con-
temporary image too. Precautions with the payroll made opportunities 
for a Sundance Kid unpromising. In the 1890s a bank official was shot at 
while riding from Hunterville to Mangaweka and either this incident or 
perhaps some alarming accounts of overseas experiences caused pre-
cautions to be taken. The pay clerk who took the co-operatives' money 
from headquarters to camps held 'a Winchester rifle very conspicuously, 
[with] the ha[n]d that wasn't holding the reins' and he was accompanied 
by an armed constable and an armed member of the Public Works 
Department staff.57 It was known that co-operative workers sometimes 
repudiated their commercial debts or left a locality without paying such 
accounts. To some people this also signified desperate lawlessness. In 1907 
there were more civil suits heard in the magistrates' courts at Taumarunui 
and Raetihi than there were criminal cases. Many of these civil suits 
were brought by shopkeepers against co-operative workers. 

We do not need to feel too sorry for the shopkeepers denied their full 
payments and profits. Some had found that they could do very well out 
of co-operative workers and in fact followed them along the line. A. J. 
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Langmuir set up his first store at Porootarao in 1900 when the railhead 
was at the tunnel there: when the workers moved down to Taumarunui he 
and his store did likewise. Messrs Ellis and Valder, 'General Storekeepers', 
began at Hunterville and established branches at Ohingaiti and Taihape 
as the co-operative trade moved north. Thomas Munro must have com-
menced business at Mangaweka in 1894 with his eyes open to both the 
advantages and the difficulties of serving an encamped population; he 
had previously been a storekeeper on the Australian goldfields and during 
the Otago and West Coast rushes in New Zealand.58 

One disgruntled Taihape entrepreneur complained that 'a large pro-
portion of the Main Trunk line was being built at the expense of store-
keepers'. A cynical co-operative worker might have replied that a large 
proportion of the main trunk commercial community was being estab-
lished upon the pay packets of the navvies. Around the same time as the 
complaint quoted above was made a Taihape newspaper noted with glee: 
'Saturday, being pay-day on the line, was fairly brisk among the Taihape 
traders, the Co-ops [sic] making a large number of purchases, and their 
presence giving our streets a pretty brisk appearance'.5 '1 Storekeepers 
encouraged co-operative workers not only to part with their money but 
also to take credit. Although when pressed the government refused to be 
responsible for debts incurred, nevertheless 'Engineers are instructed to 
notify storekeepers . . . of the dates on . . . which, payments are to be 
made, and generally to assist the storekeepers in obtaining payment".'"' 
How this worked out in practice is not clear but there was at least the 
outline of a coalition between government officials and storekeepers. The 
co-operative workers sometimes appealed to a higher morality and justi-
fied their repudiation of debt by pointing to the high prices charged for 
goods. Other settlers faced this problem later it was not the navvies' 
complaint alone. One co-operative worker averaging 6/- a day in earnings 
said that the 'necessaries' of life took more than half his income."1 

In 1908 a traveller noted a boardinghouse near one of the camps which 
consisted of a tent w ith a facade ambiguously announcing 'Boarders taken 
in'.62 Co-operative workers were often 'taken in' by storekeepers. The 
general store was (as facades commonly announced) the 'Universal 
Provider' and a window upon the world. Here the co-operative worker 
bought his pick and shovel, his tea and flour, here he could see and buy 
'crockery, grocery, ironmongery, and drapery — with a full assortment 
of all patent medicines'.1'3 The store was also something of a social centre 
and a socializing influence. Those who saw the co-operative system as a 
relief-work scheme resented even this slight taste of consumer society being 
savoured by the navvy. One government official wrote sourly that 'the 
ordinary co-operative man is not provident . . . monthly accounts are 
largely swelled with such items as tinned-milk, jams, sauces, tinned-fish, 
&c.: expensive foods'.64 Tinned food was no doubt some small assistance 
to making life in the camps bearable. 

Co-operative workers gave their tented camps names such as 'Carson 
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City'. 'Angels Rest' and 'Holy City'."5 There seems, however, to have 
been little 'social solidarity' or collective spirit in the camps. Certainly, 
there were a few examples of voluntary association and action — such as 
the collection of subscriptions for injured workmates or agreement to post 
a guard in camp 'to prevent scavenging wild pigs from entering the tents 
and bark whares'.(,<' Most 'community occasions', nevertheless, were 
government inventions, spectacles in which the co-operative workers were 
passive participants. An instance of this was an 'unfurling the flag' 
ceremony at Raurimu school in 1906. The unfurling was performed by 
the assistant engineer-in-charge of the works; there werē three addresses 
by dignitaries; children sang patriotic songs. The other 700-odd people 
present simply watched.07 

The co-operative camps were in many ways similar to modern construc-
tion towns which sociologists have investigated in some detail. Modern 
construction towns have 'limitations in social structure' — transience of 
work force, sex ratios, age imbalances, impermanence and newness of 
settlement — which militate against the growth of a community 'faith' 
(as one commentator calls the identification).08 This may serve as a 
general explanation for the failure of the calico camp populations to 
create clubs, associations, societies. But perhaps a more detailed explana-
tion is required for the absence of worker militancy and of a union 
organization to express it. It has been argued that such factors as un-
pleasant work conditions, poor accommodation, residential concentra-
tion, geographical isolation and so on have been necessary preconditions 
for worker m i l i t a n c y . A l l these circumstances were present in the co-
operative labourers' existence in camps along the main trunk. If the 
ideological element is important in turning men from consideration of 
their conditions towards industrial action then we have a partial explana-
tion for the absence of militancy. There were no 'agitators' in the work 
force along the main trunk to inspire and organize the co-operative 
workers.7" The structure of the co-operative system must be an important 
part of the explanation. There was grumbling from the co-operative 
workers about two things particularly: rates of pay and the composition 
of gangs. The two were often related. Men said they did not earn enough 
because the composition of their gang or the inability of one specific 
member decreased average earnings. It was not solely the composition of 
the gang which could lead to poor earnings wet weather and an un-
expected change in terrain had an effect - but most dissatisfaction was 
expressed in terms of gang composition. 

In the 1890s the engineers had a great deal of discretion in the formation 
of gangs for they could replace men, 'appoint ' men to the gang, or change 
the 'trustees' or 'headmen'. 'Without discrimination, the saw-sharpener, 
and the boot-polisher, and the best Irish navvies were all put on together.'71 

In such a gang the hard experience of the navvies helped the inexperienced 
and perhaps physically unsuited boot-polisher. The gang might average 
8 - a day. This was good for the boot-polisher. It was tough for the 
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experienced navvy. He could argue that if the boot-polishers were removed 
and the gang filled with navvies, he might with his mates average 10/- a 
day. However, if all the boot-polishers were placed in one gang they might 
average only 3/- a day — starvation wages which would soon force them 
back to the towns. 

Through the years several arrangements were evolved to deal with 
grumblings over these questions. Gangs were classified by activity. Skilled 
tradesmen were employed in specialized gangs composed (for example) 
entirely of carpenters or of masons. Unskilled co-operative workers were 
also classified and gangs were made up of navvies, concreters, fencers, 
bushmen, 'labourers', ballasters and 'tunnel men'. As long as the tunnel 
men were not infiltrated by less efficient workers they were happy: 'There 
are gangs that are well satisfied; but they are really gangs of specialists 
— men who are tunnelling, or men who are doing rock-work'.72 Tunnel 
men averaged 9s.l0d a day in 1895-96 compared with the navvies 7s.2d. 

In time engineers interfered less with the membership of gangs. In the 
1890s men often did not get the opportunity to form their own gangs lest 
they divide into the weak and the strong. The minister preached that such 
a division was not true co-operation. 'True co-operation was that the 
strong should help the weak'. After 1900 men increasingly formed their 
own gangs. There were still many occasions when engineers used their 
considerable powers. When 'fresh work' began the engineer sometimes 
had to 'draf t ' gangs to get the system and the construction started. Again, 
'if you have a gang of, say, seven or eight men, and one man leaves and 
another man is required to fill his place, the Engineer may draft a man 
into that gang'. Subsequently the gang could ballot out the draftee. 'It is a 
hard position to place a man in', said a Member of Parliament, 'to ask 
him to ballot out a fellow-worker and so deprive him of employment".73 

In such a way were men set against each other; when they were, the crea-
tion of industrial solidarity was slowed. 

Dissatisfaction was scarcely ever absent among co-operative workers. 
Nevertheless, the situation produced spasmodic rather than large-scale 
disagreement between 'employers' and 'employed'. One gang was happy, 
another was unhappy, one enjoying high rates of pay, the second with a 
low average return perhaps until a draftee could be removed. Any militancy 
was diffused throughout the works by the gang system and by the differen-
tiation of earnings and additions due to gang classifications. The workmen, 
an official publication admitted, were 'fully alive to their own interests'.74 

But those interests were perceived as various rather than identical. More-
over, the continued depletion of and new additions to the co-operative 
work force detracted from a corporate spirit. In the 1890s there was a 
constant if small outflow of married men to take up successful land ballots. 
After about 1904 the core of regular co-operative workers was diluted 
by the rapid increase in numbers. There was possibly also an ambiguity 
about the role of departmental engineers and overseers. While the co-
operative system was novel, these people did not seem to be employers 
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in the usual sense of that word. There was sometimes room for negotiation 
between gang and engineer over quantities and payments. And the en-
gineer was also a clerk of works: the co-operative workers drew from 
departmental depots the explosives, horses, drays and tents that they 
needed, and their relationship with officials in that situation would be 
neutral and not necessarily recriminatory. '3 In time, however, the officials 
were seen to be bosses who acted for interests other than those of the 
co-operative workers. 

Although one official had been amazed that co-operative workers 
should eat 'expensive' tinned foods, it was not the intention of the initiators 
of the system to produce backwoodsmen who ate fernroot and berries. 
Seddon had originally envisaged that the co-operatives would be part of 
an "alternative system' whereby a man held land which he farmed while he 
worked a proportion of his time on public works — thus accumulating 
capital with which he might develop his farm. Therefore while the co-
operative system was anti-capitalist in so far as it was designed to cut 
out the private contractor it was also pro-capitalist in that it was designed 
to help men become proprietors of farms. The alternative system was 
sometimes used. It was specifically adopted in the Public Works Statement 
of 1895; in 1896 the Secretary of the Labour Department was deploring 
its non-implementation.7 '1. For co-operative workers on the North Island 
main trunk railway the alternative system remained a theory. 

Some co-operative workers did get land. Throughout the 1890s men 
balloted successfully for Crown land some of it adjacent to the railway, 
some in other districts. The number who took up land this way was not 
large. Many co-operative workers did not wish to be farmers.77 Those 
who did were often unlucky for there was insufficient land to supply the 
demand. After 1900 there was little land available near the railway line 
for several years. Besides, the government needed all the labour it could 
get to keep on the 'big push' to complete the main trunk. 

Getting and keeping men on the co-operative works was doubtless 
aided by the prospect of future landholding. Railway lines were con-
structed to open up fertile and unsettled lands; the main trunk would tap 
land that was or would be rich. As early as January 1907. eighteen months 
before the line was completed, a deputation of co-operative workers 
waited on the visiting minister. Hall-Jones, to ask for land to be set aside 
for them. The idea was supported by a very favourable if qualified assess-
ment of the navvies in one newspaper: 'These men are hard workers, the 
majority of them are thrifty, and they, generally, possess the attributes 
that go to make good settlers.'7" Gradually a broad 'understanding' grew. 
The co-operative workers would endure vile conditions and stick by the 
government: the government, in return for the completion of the line to 
a political timetable, would make the desired land available. 

The co-operative workers kept their part of the bargain. The government 
was slightly less diligent. It did indeed promise 'that land would be 
specially put up for selection by those men who have stood by the [Public 
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Works] Department ' but hinted that the customary division into 'deserv-
ing' and 'undeserving' men would be made by referring to 'those men . . . 
who have done good, honest work'.79 (This may have been intended to 
cut out the gamblers of Raurimu. Perhaps it was to cut out the gamblers 
that the government rejected calls for a special cash bonus for all who were 
working when the line was completed). Eventually the qualification was 
made reasonably liberal. The co-operative workers who wanted to apply 
for land had to get a government overseer to sign a 'certificate' stating 
that the person had worked on the main trunk railway or an associated 
road for three months out of the preceding twelve.80 The certificate was 
then processed by the relevant Land Board. 

The Land Boards did not have a great deal of land available for co-
operative workers. At first they disposed of sections (town or suburban) 
in surveyed townships such as Kakahi. Rangataua, Horopito. At most 
these sections were ten-acre lots. Although applicants balloted for them 
they did not do so against all-comers for a special protocol was written 
into the conditions giving preference to men with the appropriate main 
trunk certificates. In 1908-09, for example, 109 men took up 690 acres 
between them.81 Clearly there could be no adequate income from such small 
sections whatever their fertility and successful selectors required a supple-
mentary occupation. 

The real plums were more extensive tracts, farms of up to 200 acres. 
There were fewer of these than the government had hoped for. It appears 
that the government had done no simple arithmetic to roughly equate 
numbers of men and amount of land. Instead of the anticipated 60.000 
acres near the railway, surveyors could discover only 47,000 acres that 
were available and suitable. This was a decrease of more than 20 per cent. 
258 sections were ballotted and all were taken up. most by married men 
with families since they had first preference. Many co-operative workers 
were disappointed. Initially there had been 1155 applications for what 
was originally 310 (rather than the eventual 258) farms; in the Wellington 
Land District there were 590 applicants for 102 sections.8- Some of the 
selectors were retrenched civil servants flushed out of their otfices by the 
1909 recession but the balance were co-operative labourers. Thus a 
minority of co-operative labourers became yeoman farmers, members of 
a wider frontier society, settling on their farms near Raurimu, Owhango, 
Aukopae, Ohura. Nihoniho. The majority had either to find employment 
in the area, roadmaking or bush-felling or sawmilling or had to move to 
other parts of New Zealand. Many tried to find work in the new towns 
along the main trunk. Charles Harding, for example, applied to the 
government for permission to sell ferns to main trunk travellers from 
Ohakune station.8 ' In 1909 it was said that 150 of the 'best men' were still 
in the Taumarunui district. But the recession hit the sawmills and there 
was little slack in the local labour market in 1908-09 for former co-
operative workers to take up. A large number of co-operative workers 
went to the cities, especially to Auckland, 'some hundreds' after July 1908; 
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and there they swelled the ranks of the unemployed over the next summer.84 

Men had become habituated to working under this system on public 
works; it was noted in 1909 that men used toco-operative labouring would 
take no other kind of work.83 Governments could take advantage of them 
again and again, next on the Stratford and Midland railway lines and later 
elsewhere. Temple Sutherland met in camp in the 1930s 'men to whom the 
PWD was their accepted way of life'.81' This process began under the 
L.iherals and through the co-operative system. 

If the co-operative system was one of the Liberals' noteworthy state 
experiments, it was hardly a benevolent one. The work on the North 
Island main trunk was extremely onerous, the work conditions were un-
pleasant and frequently dangerous. The payment was not extravagant. 
It was not possible to increase average earnings by harder toil because a 
rough average was paid by the government anyway. Remuneration was in 
fact very poor when related to work conditions, to the accommodation 
deficiencies, to a lack of amenities generally. The camps were crude and 
uncomfortable. A private contractor on a main trunk job provided better 
accommodation for his employees than the state did for its workers. 
Although the government provided subsidies to medical clubs employing 
doctors in isolated farming districts, it did very little to help the co-
operative workers get basic first aid. On the other hand, the government 
supplied a good number of policemen to keep order in areas where co-
operative workers were present. Storekeepers took the opportunity of 
charging high prices for goods. It is not possible to say the system was 
socially progressive. 

The co-operative system was to a limited extent a relief system. Un-
employed men were given work by the state when political circumstances 
demanded that certain public works be proceeded with. But when con-
struction had been completed, re-employment by the state depended on 
political and financial factors. Hence the unemployed former co-operative 
workers in 1908-09. The idea that the co-operative system would help 
the little man on the land by the 'alternative system' was fanciful. Even 
when the government made a special effort in 1908 to set aside land for 
co-operative workers, only a minority of those who wanted land could 
get any. 

It is quite clear that the co-operative system had not a shred of socialism, 
state or otherwise, in its make-up, and nothing of the qualities proposed 
by Lloyd and Parsons. It was not even a good system of helping men 
become small-scale capitalists. Certainly, the co-operative system helped 
reduce the number of unemployed artisans by turning them into 
'unskilled' labourers. Compared with what labourers had experienced 
under private contractors, the government made little or no improvement 
in employment and accommodation conditions. This is not always the 
image we get of the Liberal Government; it was however a harsh reality. 

Further conclusions should perhaps await more wide-ranging studies 
of labour and employment in the Liberal period. It does seem, however, 
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tha t the Liberal G o v e r n m e n t discovered it was possible to cons t ruc t large 
publ ic works relatively cheaply by using the co-opera t ive system of state 
e m p l o y m e n t and minimizing social expendi ture ." ' The re had been state 
pro jec ts before in which the social overheads had been passed a lmos t 
entirely to the l aboure r s and their families, especially the road cons t ruc-
t ion g roups of the 1870s, bu t then the scale of works had been far smaller 
and the agreed barga in of land in re turn for work had been fulfilled by 
the gove rnmen t . T h e Liberals m a d e no such bargain . T h e land provided 
for a small minor i ty of ma in t runk worker s was a gesture; the re turn for 
l abou r was p r e d o m i n a n t l y wages not land. This lesson was fol lowed by 
later government s . In tha t sense, the work c a m p s of the 1930s and the 
' h y d r o t o wn s ' of the 1950s were legacies of the Liberals. 

P. J. GIBBONS 
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