
Towns in Nineteenth-Century 
New Zealand 

WE LIVE in an age of large cities, and the country town or village is one of 
the forgotten subjects of New Zealand's social history. The aim of this 
paper is to offer some suggestions as to how we may rediscover its place 
in our past and to indicate some features of the history of Australia and 
the United States which may help us to do this.1 

Towns were a part, and a very important part, of the frontier in New 
Zealand — as they were in Australia and the United States. D.W. 
Meinig, the historian of the South Australian 'wheat frontier' writes: 
'Townships did not just "appear" as a sort of belated, commonplace, 
and logical development; they were an indigenous and complex part of 
the whole frontier process.'2 The backwoods or, in New Zealand terms, 
backblocks pioneer, hacking away at the bush and bringing the soil into 
cultivation, is not the sole kind of 'frontiersman'. Many people also 
sought new urban frontiers. Towns were one form of use to which newly-
acquired land could be and was put. Men sought new urban as well as 
agrarian opportunities. They planned new towns, looked to profit from 
speculation in town land, or hoped to set up new urban practices or 
businesses. F.J. Turner's 'safety-valve' thesis has led to over-emphasis 
on the frontier as a place to which people escaped from urban life. They 
may have escaped from large cities but this does not mean that they no 
longer wished to live in any kind of urban community.3 

There were many reasons why in a 'new country' such as nineteenth-
century New Zealand basic urban settlements sprang up spontaneously 
and 'naturally'.4 The most common location for such settlements was at 

1 For an important attempt to remind Australian historians of the significance of towns 
in regional history see Weston Bate, 'The Urban Sprinkle: Country Towns and Australian 
Regional History ' , Australian Economic History Review, X, 2 (1970), 204-17. 

2 D.W. Meinig, On the Margins of the Good Earth. The South Australian Wheat 
Frontier 1869-1884, Chicago, [1962], p. 166. 

3 R.C. Wade, The Urban Frontier. The Rise of Western Cities, 1790-1830, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1959, pp.34-35. 

4 For good discussions of factors influencing the location of towns and villages see 
L.L. Pownall, 'The Origins of Towns in New Zealand ' , New Zealand Geographer, XII 
(1956), 173-88, and S.H. Franklin, 'The Village and the Bush. The Evolution of the Village 
Community, Wellington Province, New Zealand ' , Pacific Viewpoint, I, 2 (1960), 143-82. 
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places where breaks in journeys had to occur. There were many small 
villages in nineteenth-century New Zealand, quite closely spaced, 
because New Zealand's topography presented the traveller with many 
obstacles to movement, the surmounting of which often imposed upon 
him considerable delays. New Zealand was fragmented into many small 
pockets of nineteenth-century space, the bounds of which were 
determined by the distance that could be covered in the course of a day, 
and each such pocket needed a village with certain basic services and 
amenities for the traveller. This meant not only that these villages were 
numerous but that there was in them a very high degree of reduplication 
of such services and amenities. Rivers and swamps were particularly 
formidable barriers. One can tell this from studying the pattern of 
distribution of townships and villages in regions backed by mountains 
and traversed by rivers making their way to the sea and tending to lose it 
in vast swamps or to be liable to spread out into many river-beds and to 
flood — the Waikato, Hawke's Bay, the Manawatu, and Canterbury, 
for example. In regions such as these no one town could suffice or 
predominate. The traveller needed many. Villages grew up at river 
crossings. Initially rivers could be crossed only by fording or by use of 
ferries or punts. Even fording could take time, especially if stock were 
involved, or bring delay if the river was in flood. If there were a ferry, 
considerable delay was likely. Thus two basic amenities were required on 
the river-bank: a house for the ferryman and an accommodation house 
for travellers.5 

Villages grew up also at staging posts on roads. At these and other 
'break-in-journey' points the nucleus of the settlement was almost 
invariably an inn or accommodation house. Its existence and the needs of 
travellers would then bring other permanent residents such as a 
blacksmith. Inns developed in particular to cater for men who were 
driving stock to market.6 

Being a point where a mid-nineteenth century journey was broken 
often proved to be a very transitory, impermanent reason for the 
existence of a township. Settlements which had this raison d'etre were 
very vulnerable to changes in the speed of transport, in the length of a 
day's journey, and in the seriousness of the obstacles to progress on 
particular routes. As communications improved, and enforced breaks in 
journeys were eliminated or at least reduced in frequency or duration, 

5 Examples of towns originating in this way: Ashbur ton , Gore, Mataura . James 
Nichols came upon such a town in the process of emerging when he crossed the Wairau 
river 'on a Ferry carrying a kind of Spanker sail' in January 1875. 'On the opposite side was 
an Hotel occupied by a Mr Hathaway , half proprietor of a saw mill we had passed on the 
road. A few houses were spread about here and was called Mar lborough Town. ' Joyce 
Neill, ed. , Plum Duff and Cake. The Journal of James Nichols 1874-5, Christchurch, 1975, 
p.139. 

6 Examples of 's taging post ' towns are Cust: D .N. Hawkins, Beyond the Waimakariri. 
A Regional History, Chris tchurch, 1957, pp.162-7, and Havelock North: The Historical 
Af fa i r s Commit tee , Hawke ' s Bay and East Coast Museum, Picture of a Province, Napier 
[1958?], p.33. 
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many of these small villages were threatened with extinction. Fewer 
staging posts were required. The point of a settlement adjacent to a ferry-
crossing was largely gone once a river was bridged. 

In nineteenth-century New Zealand such changes occurred quite 
rapidly after the initial pioneering era in each region. Towns, once 
established, were committed to an incessant struggle for survival in 
which success resided in being able constantly to adapt to changing 
circumstances. They were unlikely to flourish if they continued to be 
merely points at which journeys were broken. The basic form of adapta-
tion which was needed was conversion into the second kind of 'natural ' 
frontier town, the centre of a rural community. Some could not achieve 
this, because they lacked the right kind of location. A site adjacent to a 
topographical obstacle is quite likely not to be a convenient or 
appropriate focus for a farming district. 

Farming districts, like sectors comprising single day's journeys, 
represented nineteenth-century space, diminutive areas by twentieth-
century standards. Farmers could not travel very far and therefore 
needed basic facilities close at hand. Consequently, there were many 
small villages in this 'service-centre' category too. Such settlements 
would be distinguished from those in the other category by the presence 
in them of facilities of which a wayfarer is not in need, such as schools, 
churches, and stores. The one institution which had a major function to 
fulfil in both kinds of settlement was the pub, and its functioning and the 
personality and entrepreneurship of the licensee were often therefore 
critical to the evolution from wayside village to permanent township. 
Pubs were often much more than drinking and accommodation facilities. 
They provided the public building for a wide range of essential early 
community purposes.7 Another important service provided by villages 
for the settlers was the store. In some towns the dispensing of groceries 
and of liquor was combined. Stores were important for the supplying not 
just of these commodities but also of loans for local settlers (as well as 
credit for goods) and as centres for the exchange of news, gossip, and 
advice. 

Three other reasons for the development of villages deserve mention. 
The first was proximity to stands of timber. In many parts of New 
Zealand sawmilling operations created the nucleus of a village. The 
milling of timber was very labour-intensive while it lasted, but a 
community founded on it was in effect engaged in the work of self-
destruction. The removal of the timber spelled extinction for many New 
Zealand villages. This sometimes happened prematurely because of fires 
which destroyed forests and brought the raison d'etre of some towns to 
an abrupt end. Many sawmilling villages went through a difficult period 
of stagnation or decline after the timber had gone. But the milling of 
timber was at least a means of clearing the land and therefore did pave 
the way for some villages to acquire a new lease of life as centres of 

7 M. Cannon , Life in the Country, Melbourne, etc., 1973, p.243. 
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farming districts.8 Secondly, there were mining towns which had to go 
through a similarly difficult period of adaptation after the gold ran out. 
Thirdly, many villages in the North Island filled a military or defence 
function as garrison towns where soldiers camped and brought a valued 
stimulus to trade or as places where settlers could take refuge in case of 
actual or threatened or rumoured Maori attack. This raison d'etre too 
was extremely impermanent, and, once the soldiers had gone and the 
Maoris had been 'pacified' , many small towns, some created specifically 
for military purposes, went through a lengthy period poised on the brink 
of extinction.9 

There were also many planned towns in New Zealand, often laid out 
for speculative purposes without any hard-headed appraisal of their 
long-term capacity for survival. These had an especially high mortality 
rate but some were able with some success to engage in the struggle to 
survive amongst towns. 

What strikes one about the reasons for the growth of New Zealand 
villages and country towns is the impermanence and vulnerability 
associated with them. People who wanted their towns to have a long-
term future consequently gave high priority to the securing of those 
facilities which appeared to guarantee some permanence, some commit-
ment to such a future. We can tell what these were believed to be from 
the 'bait ' used by promoters of private towns to attract people to their 
towns.10 Churches ranked high in this regard. So did railway stations and 
indeed any kind of government facility such as schools, post offices, 
courthouses, and local body headquarters. 

Whether or not a town survived beyond the initial phase of extreme 
vunerability and then grew depended on two things — the relationship 
which it established with the adjacent or surrounding region, and the 
relationship which it established with other towns. 

Most country towns began as 'service' towns, in other words they 
developed or were created to service the needs either of travellers or of 
farmers in the surrounding district. Farmers needed many small service 
centres close at hand . " Such towns, once established, were dependent on 
the country and grew only as its needs expanded. 

8 Good studies of the history of sawmilling villages may be found in Hawkins, 
pp.178-97, and O . A . Gillespie, South Canterbury. A Record of Settlement, 2nd ed., 
T imaru , 1971, pp. 185-94. 

9 H . C . M . Norris, Armed Settlers. The Story of the Founding of Hamilton, New 
Zealand, 1864-1874, 2nd ed. , Hami l ton , 1963, and Settlers in Depression; a history of 
Hamilton, New Zealand, 1875-1894, Hamil ton , 1964. P . J . Gibbons , Astride the River. A 
History of Hamilton, [Christchurch?], 1977. E. Beer and A. Gascoigne, Plough of the 
Pakeha, Cambridge , 1975. 

10 For examples see G . W . G r a h a m and L . J .B . Chappie , Eltesmere County. The Land, 
The Lake, and The People 1864-1964, Ellesmere, 1965, pp.44, 46; A. Eccies and A.H. 
Reed, John Jones of Otago; Whaler Coloniser Shipowner Merchant, Wellington, 1949, 
pp.68-70; Hawkins , pp.74-79. 

11 For an example of what settlers looked for in a town see A.D. Mcintosh, ed., 
Marlborough, A Provincial History, Blenheim, 1940, pp. 173-4. 
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This lack of independence was accentuated by the initial inability of 
most towns to achieve that clear-cut demarcation from the countryside 
which, for instance, the way in which towns were planned — in distinct 
gridiron patterns — and land in towns was sold suggested should 
characterize them. Instead their predominant characteristic seemed to be 
an atmosphere of rus in urbe. C. Hursthouse wrote of the 'little New 
Zealand towns': ' " rus in urbe" is the dominant character, and the corn-
field and the dairy farm almost border on the warehouse and the 
wharf ' . '2 What A.L. Strauss has written of the American frontier is 
equally true of New Zealand: the actual and symbolic boundaries 
between farm and town were much blurred." There were various reasons 
for this. One was the vast scale on which towns were laid out. The 
dispersal of a small population over a large plan meant that there were 
many vacant, unkempt sections on which weeds and bushes flourished. 
This feature was accentuated by the fact that often many even of the 
sections that were sold in a new town were purchased as a speculation 
and therefore left unoccupied and unimproved. There was also the effect 
of topography having been ignored when towns were laid out. It had a 
habit of reasserting itself in the way in which a town developed, at least 
until the advent of earth-moving machines. People avoided those areas 
which could not be used, and so 'nature 's ' pattern would begin to 
become visible within, and even to overlay and supersede, the plan 
decided on by man. An example is Christchurch whose plan was imposed 
on a very swampy, poorly drained site. Early settlers therefore chose the 
more elevated and drier areas, and vast areas remained in a state of 
nature amongst the irregularly scattered dwellings.14 

In the early days of most towns, as photographs of them testify, forest 
and fields came in very close and obtruded very visibly on the 'urban ' 
scene. Such villages were often hacked out of the forest and for a long 
time continued to look as if they had been. Many towns looked like very 
recent and still precariously established intruders into an alien landscape. 
In so many ways 'nature ' made its presence felt. Stock wandered or were 
driven through the streets, there was mud everywhere, fires that swept 
through forests sometimes engulfed towns as well. In terms of occupa-
tion the distinction between farmers and townsfolk was very blurred. 
Sections in town were often used for raising stock and growing 
vegetables, fruit, and wheat. There were farms in Christchurch for many 
years. In 1867 there were within the town boundaries of New Plymouth 
481 cattle, 2808 sheep, 44 goats, 298 pigs, and 4297 poultry. There were 
market gardens and regular wheat crops. Rollo Arnold writes of these 

12 C. Hurs thouse , New Zealand, the "Britain of the South": With a Chapter on the 
Native War, and Our Future Native Policy, 2nd ed., London , 1861, p. 148. 

13 A.L. Strauss, The Contexts of Social Mobility. Ideology and Theory, Chicago, 1971, 
p.33. 

14 J .P . Morrison, The Evolution of a City. The Story of the Growth of the City and 
Suburbs of Christchurch The Capital of Canterbury in the Years from 1850-1903, 
Christchurch, 1948, pp.9, 10, 22. 
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town dwellers: 'their husbandry merged imperceptibly with that of the 
small farmers outside the t o w n ' . " Cows were allowed to wander about 
the streets and then were tethered to fences at night. One frequently reads 
of complaints by people who, returning home in the dark, perhaps from 
the pub, tripped over these recumbent beasts. '6 In 1886 the Roads Board 
was urged to put up lights in the streets of the nine-year old township of 
Takapau 'so that unsuspecting wayfarers may avoid horses, cows, calves 
and pigs that roam' . ' 7 The combination of urban and rural occupations 
was common. Towns were at first not capable of sustaining many people 
full-time in urban occupations. Hursthouse in his advice to migrants 
recommended anyone who 'chose to settle in some one or other of the 
new villages or townships' to acquire 100 acres or so and then 'attend to 
both shop and farm — wife and daughter looking after the one, son and 
self to the other ' . ' 8 

From time to time efforts were made both by governments and by 
associations organizing settlements to evolve a new form of community 
that would represent, in a more conscious and planned way, this 
seemingly basic feature of New Zealand town life. This was the 'village 
settlement', intended to combine a 'village' type of community with 
occupation by the inhabitants of sections of 10-20 acres on which they 
were expected to be able to subsist and to work when not engaged in paid 
employment in the district. 'Village settlements' were not a success. They 
proved to be neither economically nor socially viable in New Zealand 
conditions. Although designed to be an amalgam of ' town' and 
'country ' , they usually did go one way or the other and in the end became 
either the basis for a small country town or else absorbed into the 
countryside as sections in them were acquired by adjacent landowners or 
amalgamated into larger f a rms . " 

As time went on, both ' town' and 'country' began to assert their 
independence of each other. As communications improved, fewer towns 
were needed. Rural settlement began to be planned without the provision 
of a town or 'village' — hitherto regarded as a sine qua non for any 
scheme of subdivision and settlement.20 

As for towns, the critical problem is to determine when they cross what 
Stuart M. Blumin has called 'the urban threshold'.21 What would this be 

15 R.D. Arnold , 'The Opening of the Great Bush, 1869-1881. A Social History of the 
Bush Settlements of Taranaki , Hawke ' s Bay and Well ington ' , P h D thesis, Victoria Univer-
sity of Wellington, 1971, pp.38-39. 

16 e.g. G . C . Petersen, Palmerston North, A Centennial Historv, Wellington, etc., 1973, 
p.156. 

17 W. Bayliss, Takapau — The Sovereign Years 1876-1976, [Takapau], (1975), p.50. 
18 Hurs thouse , p.252. 
19 Gillespie, pp.316-7. A .G . Bagnall, A History of Carterton. The Story of the First 

Hundred Years of the Settlement of Carterton 1857-1957, Car ter ton , [19571, pp.8, 9, 24, 
31, 32, 37. 

20 e.g. some of the post-1891 subdivisions of estates. 
21 Stuart M. Blumin, The Urban Threshold. Growth and Change in a Nineteenth-

Century American Community, Chicago and London , 1976. 
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as far as New Zealand is concerned? How do we measure it? A crude 
population level is obviously not sufficient. There must come a point at 
which the population in terms not only of size but also of wealth and that 
less t ang ib le e l emen t , ' q u a l i t y ' ( f o r e x a m p l e , i n d i v i d u a l 
entrepreneurship) is generating its own internal market and needs at a 
level capable of sustaining a substantial proportion of the work-force in 
satisfying them. It is the point at which the needs of the rural 
community, while still important, are no longer vital in giving the town 
its purpose for existence. G.L. Buxton has defined a town with 'a life of 
its own' as a place in which values, status, and opportunities for invest-
ment differ f rom those of the countryside where land remains the 
ultimate status symbol.22 In his history of Hamilton, P . J . Gibbons 
concludes that that town 'was not large enough nor prosperous enough, 
in the nineteenth century to have a significant social existence indepen-
dent of the rural areas and the metropolis [Auckland]' but that in the 
twentieth century it became 'much more distinctly " u r b a n " and less 
" ru ra l " '. He measures these distinctions partly in terms of the quality 
and independence of the 'commercial group' in the town and partly 
through an analysis of cultural institutions which changed f rom being 
'dominated by rural interests' to 'belonging to the township' and being 
distinctively 'urban' .2 3 A.G. Bagnall in his study of the Wairarapa has 
analyzed the occupations of the population of towns in the late ninteenth 
century and has noted the declining proportion of 'settlers' and people 
with 'rural service'-type occupations and the increase in people with 
essentially 'urban ' vocations.24 This kind of occupational analysis has 
been carried out by Blumin and other American urban historians but it is 
very dependent on the quality of census and other data concerning 
occupations and there will obviously be considerable problems about 
deciding on the amount of ' rural ' and 'urban ' significance to be attached 
to particular, sometimes vaguely described, occupations at particular 
stages in a town's history.25 

There are various other ways in which we might attempt to define the 
'urban threshold'. One would be the development of industry which 
caters not for the needs of the surrounding rural district but for a wider 
non-local export market. Secondly, we could study the break-down of 
the classical concept of the 'colony', which underlies so many nineteenth-
century New Zealand settlement schemes — the assumption that settlers 
will cultivate their land by day and live in the villages at night. In terms of 
size there would come a point at which towns could no longer be satisfac-
torily used in this way as bases and people with ' rural ' occupations would 

22 G.L . Buxton, The Riverina 1861-1891. An Australian Regional Study, Melbourne , 
1967, p.99. 

23 Gibbons, pp.116-7. 
24 A.G. Bagnall, Wairarapa. An Historical Excursion, Master ton , 1976, p.305. 
25 These difficulties are discussed in M. Williams, The Making of the South Australian 

Landscape. A study in the historical geography of Australia, London and New York, 1974, 
pp.375-7. 
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have to move out of them. Herein may lie the explanation for the trend 
observed by Bagnall in Wairarapa towns, but it is very doubtful whether 
the 'colony' concept ever worked in New Zealand conditions, and what 
happened in the Wairarapa is probably more a reflection of the break-
down of the 'village settlement' model, on which so many of the towns 
there were founded, and the resultant redistribution of population. 
Thirdly, an index of at least the assertion of independence from the 
'country ' would be action taken by towns to clear livestock from the 
streets,26 to provide alternative by-pass routes for stock being driven 
through the district, and to have sale-yards and railway stations where 
stock were loaded located on the outskirts rather than in the centre of the 
town. 

The change in the relationship between ' town' and 'country' was not, 
however, just a matter of each going its own way. Gradually the balance 
between them seemed to shift and the towns acquire a dominance over 
the countryside. How did this happen? 

An important aspect of the shifting balance between town and country 
was the changing significance of the services which the towns originally 
appeared to be providing for the benefit of the settlers. For instance, 
there is the assumption that towns were needed to provide basic cultural 
facilities such as schools, churches, libraries, and institutes. These were 
services for settlers but, especially when linked more or less consciously 
with notions about the unsophisticated and 'uncivilized' nature of 
pioneer life, could easily come to seem to embody the superiority of 
urban values.27 Then there is the role of the country storekeeper, a very 
under-explored subject as far as New Zealand is concerned. To what 
extent did his initial dependence on the settlers for custom turn into their 
dependence on him through the operation of credit and loan 
arrangements? The evidence is that storekeepers advanced goods to 
settlers on credit, on the understanding that the debts would be cleared 
after harvest or payment for the wool-clip. Many settlers must have 
fallen deeply into debt with storekeepers as a result, especially in bad 
seasons. Storekeepers were an essential source of short-term but very 
expensive credit for struggling settlers who often needed loans to tide 
them over difficult times. D.B. Waterson has suggested that on the 
Darling Downs this gave storekeepers a considerable hold over the 
selectors and that some used this for political purposes.28 One would like 
to know far more than is known at present about debtor-creditor 

26 Gibbons at taches significance to the clearance of cattle f rom Hamil ton ' s main streets 
in 1907. Gibbons , p. 117. For another example s e e R . W . Logan, ed., /1 Brief History of the 
Township of Otane Compiled to commemorate the occasion of the Centennial of the 
Village 1874-1974, Otane , 1974, p.15. 

27 For comment on this see Strauss, p.27. 
28 D.B. Waterson, Squatter, Selector, and Storekeeper. A History of the Darling Downs 

1859-93, Sydney, 1968, pp. 168-70. For country storekeepers see also M. Curti et al., The 
Making of an American Community. A Case Study of Democracy in a Frontier County, 
Stanford , 1959, p.226. 
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relationships between settlers and storekeepers in New Zealand. 
In addition to all this, the time came when many towns began, in the 

interests of their own survival and growth, to clamour for changes in the 
way in which the land surrounding them was used. Their particular 
indignation was directed at large estates, especially sheep-runs. Towns 
surrounded by or adjacent to these complained of being 'blighted' or 
'stifled' by them.29 Towns always favoured closer settlement of the land 
because this created many more customers. It was evident that country 
towns flourished if there were many small farmers in the neighbourhood 
and stagnated if two or three landowners monopolized the territory.30 

What exactly was objectionable about pastoralists? They were, after 
all, usually wealthy men whose custom might have been expected to be 
worth that of large numbers of poor, struggling settlers. One answer to 
this is that many towns owed their initial growth and even their very 
existence to pastoralists who often heavily endowed local villages with 
churches and schools and patronized local shows and cultural activities. 
As a result, some of these places came to be known as 'squire townships', 
conceived and fostered as English-type villages under the benevolent but 
semi-'feudal' dominance of the local large landowner.31 In time this rela-
tionship began to be resented by the townsfolk. Furthermore, the 
runholders, having done so much to foster the growth of towns to a 
certain point, seemed incapable of taking that growth any further. There 
was a high failure-rate amongst townships promoted by runholders 
because they almost never linked their promotions with the subdivision 
of adjacent portions of their runs for closer settlement.32 Paternalism 
was not enough to guarantee a town's survival. One problem was that 
too little of the pastoralists' wealth seemed to end up in the pockets of 
the local shopkeepers. They and their wives and families preferred to do 
their shopping in the larger towns which had more specialist shops, 
where stores had a wider range of goods, including luxury items, and 
where were the clubs and the head offices of banks and stock and station 
agencies with which they transacted much business.33 The small settler, 
by contrast, stayed close to home and required the more basic 
commodities — and the smaller loans — which the country-town stores 

29 For examples see B.J . Bentley, ' Pah i a tua borough: the format ive years (1881-1892)', 
M.A. thesis, Massey University, 1973, and J .C . Andersen, Jubilee History of South 
Canterbury, Auckland, 1916, pp.346-7. 

30 Arnold , pp.25-26, gives the contrast ing examples of Turak ina and Foxton . For a 
comment on a similar phenomenon in the United States see S. Elkins and E. McKitrick, 'A 
Meaning for Turner ' s Frontier: I: Democracy in the Old Nor thwes t ' , Political Science 
Quarterly, L X I X , 3 (1954), p.341. 

31 M . D . N . Campbel l , 'The Evolution of Hawke ' s Bay Landed Society, 1850-1914', 
P h D thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1972, pp.362-3. 

32 This is demonstra ted by the history of numerous Hawke ' s Bay township promot ions . 
Cf. also R. Meredi th 's comments on the failure of the Waikari township of fe red for sale by 
G . H . Moore on the Glenmark estate. New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD) , 81 
(1893), 24. 

33 Campbell , p.346. Cannon , pp.241-2. 
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were best suited to supply. 
The result was that by the 1890s there was something close to a state of 

war between the country towns and the runholders in their vicinity. 
There was a mounting volume of demands from the towns for the State 
to intervene and to secure, by one means or another, the subdivision of 
the estates. This reached its peak in the Liberal era, 1891-1912. Towns 
mobilized their forces to demand that the State act to alter the use of this 
land in the interests of their own survival. The State responded, and 
where action was taken under the Lands for Settlements Acts it is 
remarkable how often one finds such pressure as the inspiration of it.34 

The channel through which this pressure was directed on to the govern-
ment was usually the Liberal M.H.R. To the forefront were such men as 
W.C. Smith, the Waipukurau storekeeper, who defeated the runholder, 
J .D. Ormond, for the Waipawa seat in 1881 on a programme of the 
subdivision of large estates and the imposition of a graduated land tax 
with penal rates for absentee owners and owners who did not improve 
their properties.35 Supporting the Land for Settlements Bill in 1891, 
Smith said: 

At Waipawa, and near other townships in the district, there is no land to be 
obtained for settlement purposes, and consequently the places are not advancing, 
but are languishing for want of population. The towns are going backward 
instead of forward. We have a large number of absentees owning estates, and 
they do nothing for the place . . . I have been living in one locality for about 
twenty years, and I can say that that township has not advanced in the way it 
should have done these twenty years. It is a good centre, several roads converge to 
it . . . but there is a want of population in the district, and the reason for that is 
that the open land in the district has got into the hands of three or four people, 
nearly all of whom live out of the country. If under this Bill some land were 
purchased and thrown open for settlement the place would advance rapidly 36 

But action was slow to come, and in 1898 J. O'Meara, member for 
Pahiatua, spoke of ' the small town of Waipawa, in Hawke's Bay, which 
I recently visited'. 'The people in that town', he said, 'have hardly 
breathing-room. It is a little village surrounded by large estates . . . . '37 

These views were endorsed by S. Carnell, member for Napier, who, in 
supporting the 1894 Land for Settlements Bill which included the power 
of compulsory acquisition, claimed that: ' there are towns in the interior 
at this moment in the same position as, or even a worse position than, 
they were in twenty years ago. And why? Simply because the large runs 
surround them, and come down even to the very railway-station.'38 

It was not only from Hawke's Bay that pleas came for the remedying 
of this kind of situation. A.W. Hogg was indefatigable in transmitting 
requests from the people of Masterton and other Wairarapa towns for 

34 Examples may be found in Gillespie, p.314, and Bagnall, Wairarapa, pp.369, 375. 
35 Arnold , pp.693-6. Campbel l , pp.405-6. 
36 N Z P D , 74 (1891), 445. 
37 N Z P D , 101 (1898), 33. 
38 N Z P D , 84 (1894), 182. 
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the acquisition of estates in their vicinity.39 T. Duncan made the case for 
Oamaru, Waimate, and Timaru, all 'surrounded by large holdings up to 
the town boundary'.4 0 The Minister of Lands, John McKenzie, declared 
that 'the very existence of those cities depends upon the people having 
more land for settlement', for ' the cities must live on the people who go 
there to obtain all the things which are necessary for colonisation 
purposes'.41 

The political aggressiveness of towns in the late nineteenth century 
derived not only from this need to influence the use of the country 
surrounding them but also from their competition with one another. This 
incessant competition was the result partly of the fact that an excessive 
number of towns was originally laid out — by governments, seeing the 
sale of town lots as a valuable source of revenue, and by speculators, 
anxious for profit . That some were not needed soon became evident. The 
question was which would survive. Then there was the improvement of 
communications. Some towns would be rendered redundant by this. 
Others would benefit from it by being able to attract people from a wider 
region, perhaps through providing a more extensive and attractive range 
of amenities and facilities. Again the question was which. 

In studying which towns survived and grew and which stagnated or 
disappeared, we need to be aware of the critical role of the 'booster ' in all 
his manifestations. He is a well-known type in the history of country 
towns. Analysts of the growth of towns in Australia and the United 
States acknowledge his importance in ensuring that towns 'went-
ahead'.42 We need to know more about his role in New Zealand. To 
begin with, we should look at the character of the local business 
community, although overseas studies suggest the importance of the 
individual entrepreneur who precedes the formation of a 'community ' 
and is in effect a substitute for one. The emphasis here is on versatility. 
Such men would engage in a wide range of activities and if they saw that 
the town needed a certain facility such as a bridge or a flour-mill 
promptly set about providing it.43 These would be men with a 
considerable financial stake in the town's growth and might even be its 
creators.44 As Bagnall has indicated, the businessmen of some towns 
seem to have been more enterprising than those in others, and this was 
obviously important in determining which towns grew and which did 
not.45 

39 e.g. N Z P D , 100 (1897), 612-3. 
40 N Z P D , 74 (1891), 447-8. 
41 ibid., p.438. 
42 D. H o m e , Money Made Us, Harmondswor th , etc., 1976., Chapter 8. Meinig, 

pp. 189-90. Williams, pp.378-9. S. Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History 1788-1900, 
2nd ed., Melbourne, etc., 1975, p.31. Elkins and McKitrick, pp.342-51. R .A. Bartlett, The 
New Country. A Social History of the American Frontier, 1776-1890, New York, 1974, 
pp.417-22. 

43 e.g. Buxton, p.68. 
44 Cf . Bentley, pp.18, 19, 29, 35-37. 
45 Bagnall, Wairarapa, p.304. 
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Whether this means that growth was largely a matter of luck, of a 
town just happening to have amongst its inhabitants men of dynamic and 
versatile character, or whether such men tended to be attracted to towns 
with exceptionally good sites and other exploitable advantages is 
debatable. But one does sense the importance of the possession by a 
town's leaders of what might be called a 'metropolitan vision', that is a 
vision of a future of the town which would associate it with a wider 
region in such a way as to make it the 'capital' of that region. Also 
needed would be an undestanding of how to go about realising that 
vision and sufficient drive to carry through the appropriate programme 
of action.46 

There are two kinds of town 'booster ' who deserve special study. The 
first is the newspaper editor-proprietor. A feature of nineteenth-century 
country towns in Australia, the United States, and New Zealand was the 
large number of newspapers produced in them.47 Editors had to 'boost ' a 
town because the survival of their newspapers depended on the town's 
economic well-being.48 

Second is the politician — and this means in New Zealand the Liberal 
politician in particular. The image of the Liberal politician as small-town 
'booster ' may be a rather novel one but it is, in my opinion, one that 
needs emphasizing probably at the expense of the image of the Liberal as 
doctrinaire reformer. Very often one finds that the Liberal member of 
Parliament is at least one of the other kinds of 'booster' as well. 

That Liberalism was the first self-consciously 'democratic' political 
movement in New Zealand is well known. American studies have 
demonstrated the small-town roots of this type of 'democratic' 
politician.4 ' In New Zealand the advent of Liberalism coincided with a 
critical stage in the struggle of country towns for survival and for 
regional dominance. Electoral studies demonstrate the very high level of 
support for the Liberals in the towns and the pivotal, indeed 'king-
making', significance of their vote in many electorates.50 And it was the 
country-town notables and 'boosters' turned Liberal politicians who 
supplied leadership and promotion for the most fundamental feature of 
Liberal policy, what remained when all else was fragmented and 
confused — the campaign for the breaking up of large estates and the 
promotion of closer settlement. These men, unlike their city counter-
parts, tended to remain in Parliament for very long periods. Although 

46 Cf . Gibbons , pp.90-92, for the case of W.A. G r a h a m . 
47 On New Zealand see J .S . Duncan, 'The Evolution of Settlement in New Zealand. A 

Study in Historical Geography ' , P h D thesis, University of London , 1960, p.235. 
48 Cf . Buxton, p.71; Meinig, p.193; and, for New Zealand, Hawkins, p.198, and 

Gibbons , p.82. 
49 Elkins and McKitrick. 
50 R. C h a p m a n , 'The Decline of the Liberals ' , in R .M. C h a p m a n , ed., Ends and Means 

in New Zealand Politics, Auckland , 1961, p.22. B.S.E. Bellringer, 'Conservatism and the 
Farmers . A Study in the Political Development of Taranaki -Wanganui Between 1899 and 
1925', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1958, pp.78, 102, 123. 
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they did not often hold office, they have a good claim to be regarded as 
the very 'backbone of Liberalism'. 

What is so striking is the dominant role played by storekeepers and 
newspapermen in the making of policy concerning land use. They gave 
the lead in land policy, and for a long time the settlers seemed content to 
follow. It has often been noted how few farmers there were amongst 
Liberal members and candidates." This phenomenon can also be 
observed in Australia and the United States. D.B. Waterson has studied 
the role of the storekeepers in Queensland politics — how they led the 
attack on the squatters in the name of the selectors and even took a 
leading role for a long time in agricultural and horticultural societies." 
Similar impressions emerge from studies of rural politics in the American 
West ." What these studies bring out is that the entrepreneurship and 
'boosting' associated with the creation of towns and with their struggle 
to survive and to predominate regionally generated a momentum that 
spilled over into politics and provided the fuel for a confident, dynamic 
'democratic' style. By contrast, the pioneer settlers were at first quite 
unable to match the townspeople's ability to organize and lobby. What 
they had to accept was a leadership that appeared to be pro-farmer but 
that filtered issues through urban attitudes and interests. 

What we need to know more about is the point at which, and the 
reasons why, this relationship between farmers and country-town 
politicians changed. In New Zealand it is clearly a change that had a 
great deal to do with the decline of the Liberal party and the rise of the 
Reform party. 

Farmers could travel with storekeepers and country-town 'boosters' so 
far along the same road, but at a certain point their interests began to 
diverge. A would-be settler will want to be helped to get on to the land, a 
farmer will welcome help that will enable him to stay on it. Thus far 
' town' and 'country' can share a programme — promotion of closer 
settlement, and policies such as Advances to Settlers and provision of 
schools, telephones, roads and bridges, and other facilities that would 
enable or encourage settlers to remain on their farms and therefore 
remain in the districts as customers for the storekeepers. But beyond this 
common ground two basic causes of divergence came into view. The first 
is that the main objective of the towns was to have many settlers on the 
land, many customers. They therefore continued to place at the forefront 
of their programme policies that would promote this, such as the sub-

51 For a thorough analysis of the backgrounds of Liberal M . H . R . s see R.K. Newman, 
'Liberal Policy and the Left Wing 1908-1911. A Study of Middle-Class Radicalism in New 
Zealand ' , M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1965, pp.22-27. Cf . also J .D . Prince, 
'Northland Politics 1899-1929', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1966, p.186. 

52 Waterson, pp.21-23, 204, 207. 
53 Page Smith, As a City Upon a Hill. The Town in American History, Cambridge , 

Mass., and London , 1966, pp. 119-21. S.B. Parsons, The Populist Context. Rural Versus 
Urban Power on a Great Plains Frontier, Westpor t , Connect icut , and London , 1973, 
pp.40-42, 48, 59. 
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division of estates and the retention of some land under perpetual 
leasehold to prevent reaggregation. But such an objective and therefore 
such policies were of little interest to the ordinary settler who was 
concerned with developing his own land and having a chance to add to it 
and did not care about having more neighbours, indeed might resent 
them as limiting his prospects for increasing the size of his holding. 
Secondly, there was no reason why settlers, once established on the land, 
should continue to share the extreme, almost doctrinaire antagonism to 
the owners of large estates which characterized many urban Liberals. 
These large land-owners represented no specific menace to the small 
settler — as distinct from the would-be small settler — and, indeed, their 
wealth made them a welcome provider of additional income for seasonal 
and contract work. The Liberal government recognized this by its refusal 
to implement a doctrinaire policy of breaking up all large estates. John 
McKenzie made it clear that he saw a continuing place for the larger farm 
in the overall policy of land settlement and that one of the reasons for 
this was the aid which wealthy farmers could give to the smaller settlers.54 

At the same time as they became sensitive to these growing differences 
of policy and outlook between themselves and their country-town allies, 
the settlers found that it was no longer necessary for them to accept 
urban leadership in the determination of policy affecting the disposal 
and use of the land. Improvements in communications made it easier for 
farmers to come together and organize their own pressure-groups. In the 
United States, Australia, and New Zealand at much the same time 
farmers began forming their own 'alliances' and 'unions' which excluded 
non-farmers such as storekeepers from membership and which in spirit 
represented a reaction against town-oriented and town-led movements 
such as Populism and Liberalism. These farmers' organizations 
formulated policies to solve farmers ' problems and began to press these 
on governments and politicians. Often they did this very aggressively, 
employing slogans such as that ' farmers are the backbone of the 
country' . In New Zealand the Farmers' Union, founded in 1899, strongly 
influenced the revival of the Opposition and its metamorphosis into the 
Reform party, one of the main characteristics of which was the high 
proportion of farmers amongst its candidates and M.Ps as compared to 
the Liberals.55 

The anti-'city' rhetoric of the Farmers' Union is well known. It is 
clearly directed at large cities, of which four seemed to be emerging in 
New Zealand, and at evils associated with them such as 'socialism' and 

54 N Z P D , 83 (1894), 637. 
55 M.C . Brand, 'A study of conservatism, 1890-1911', M.A. thesis, Victoria University 

of Wellington, 1949, pp.102-12. For the Farmers ' Union see ibid., pp.91-9 and passim; 
R.J . Duncan, 'The New Zealand Farmers ' Union as a Political Pressure Group 1900-1912', 
M.A. thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1965; and L . J . Wild, The Life and Times 
of Sir James Wilson of Bulls, Chris tchurch, 1953. For American trends see Parsons, pp.47, 
59, 65, 66, 69, and for Australia B.D. Graham, The Formation of the Australian Country 
Parties, Canber ra , 1966. 
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trade unions. What has not yet been looked at is the relationship of the 
lesser towns to this trend in farmer opinion. Which side were they on, 
and which side did the farmers see them as being on? Were they forced to 
take sides in the politics of confrontation between 'country' and 'city', 
and if so how did this affect their role of initiative and leadership? 

Some country-town Liberal politicians, such as A.W. Hogg, adhered 
to a strong 'leasehold' position. Their doing so at once exposed the basic 
divergence between these politicians and the farmers. Hogg and others 
argued that lessees-in-perpetuity should not be given the right to the 
freehold because they could not be trusted to use it responsibly in the 
interests of the community. The result would be a recommencement of 
the aggregation of estates. Hogg would describe the desolation of the 
countryside that would follow, and his eloquence would be at its most 
powerful when he was referring to 'deserted villages'.56 But farmers 
could not accept, indeed were certain to resent and reject, this sort of 
argument, because it suggested that in the interests of townsfolk, limita-
tions had to be placed on their freedom to do what they wished with their 
own property which they had toiled so hard to improve. The majority of 
Liberals who represented non-city electorates nervously wavered from 
one position to another. Others capitulated and adopted the Farmers' 
Union platform. This enabled some country-town politicians to continue 
to represent settlers as Liberals, but it was at the price of acceptance of 
the primacy of the farming interest, for they were obliged to adopt and to 
enunciate in Parliament and in their constituencies the rhetoric that went 
with the extreme 'freehold' position. 

The collapse of the confidence of the country-town Liberals in 
Parliament was paralleled by a slump in the Liberal vote in the towns 
which, according to electoral analyses, was one of the major changes in 
the general elections of 1908 and 1911.57 It seems that this, much more 
than the decline in farmers' support for the Liberals, was the critical 
factor which led to the replacement of the Liberals by Reform as the 
governing party. Why did the towns decide to throw in their lot with the 
'farmers' party' and desert Liberalism into the formation of whose 
programme had originally been committed so many of their own 
interests and ambitions? 

In the first place, it may be suggested that the political trends of the 
early twentieth century reflect a growing awareness in the towns of 
certain social realities. Towns were the great 'over-reachers' of 
nineteenth-century frontier society. All accounts of town promotion and 
development, whether in Australia, the United States, or New Zealand, 
stress the vastness of the optimism involved, the remarkable over-

56 Goldsmith 's poem was of ten quoted in Par l iament . For examples of Hogg ' s views on 
the subject see N Z P D . 74 (1891), 885-6; 106 (1899), 291-2; 110 (1899), 610; 128 (1904), 
662-4; 129 (1904), 770; 147 (1909), 241; 148 (1909), 622. 

57 Bellringer, p.170. B.D. Graham, 'Waika to Politics. A Study in the Relationship of 
Local and National Politics in the Early Twentieth Century ' , M . A . thesis, University of 
Auckland, 1954, p.252. 
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estimation of the potential for growth to 'city' and 'metropolis' status of 
many of these tiny communities. We have seen that there were close 
connections between the Liberalism of the politics of these towns and the 
'boosting' which helped to produce this euphoric atmosphere. 
Hursthouse caught the mood of 'these little antipodal communities' very 
well when he commented that, on the one hand, there was in them 'a 
social variety, a vigour, boldness, and originality of character . . . which 
we should find little trace of in the small town populations of the mother-
country' and that, on the other hand, they contained far too many small 
shopkeepers.58 The present level of population could not justify or 
sustain these people but they had faith in their town's potential and a 
determination to do everything possible to achieve its realization. The 
Liberal programme, the demand for the subdivision of neighbouring 
estates, was in part a reflection of the continuing promotional drive of 
the country towns but it also contained an element of desperation, an 
awareness that the hopes were not being fulfilled. In the late nineteenth 
century towns tried to cross the 'urban threshold' and as a result 
discovered the unrealistic nature of their ambitions and shrank back into 
an acceptance of the status of dependence on the countryside. This 
process received its political expression in the switch from Liberal to 
Reform. 

Page Smith's observations on American towns may help us to 
understand what had happened. He points to the extreme vulnerability 
of small-town industry, a critical factor in enabling a town to cross the 
'urban threshold' and attain independence from the 'country' . But, says 
Smith, towns survive, and they do so because agriculture and the needs 
of the surrounding farming community remain the real base of their 
economies.59 The towns' discovery that this was so has, I suggest, much 
to do with the acceptance by the towns of the Reform party and its 
Farmers Union-inspired programme and rhetoric. Furthermore, industry 
in towns brought with it a workforce, and that meant in the early 
twentieth century unions and even early signs of labour politics. This 
development both reinforced the nervousness of middle-class Liberals 
about crossing the 'urban threshold' and damaged the town's capacity to 
confront the 'country' as a united urban community, promoting a single, 
coherent urban interest. 

D.A. HAMER 

Victoria University of Wellington 

58 Hurs thouse , pp.147, 252. 
59 Page Smith, pp.86-87, 91. 
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COMMENTARIES 

I. While it is true that much of significance can be found in ' town-and-country' 
history, as Professor Hamer 's paper ably demonstrates, it does not follow that we 
would falsify town history by investigating it in an 'urban ' framework. It is a 
regrettably common practice to equate 'urban history' with the history of 
metropolitan «communities.1 New Zealand towns were not simply a mode of rural 
settlement, but were also and possibly more significantly examples of the growth 
of urbanism.2 As localities for commerce, postal services, railway facilities, 
hospitals, banks and other amenities they were locked into and were represen-
tative of the urban network. At the very least they had a 'mediating' role of the 
kind Ronald Lawson discerned in Queensland: 'While there is abundant 
evidence,' Lawson argued, ' that city influence — values, outlook, behaviour 
patterns — flowed from Brisbane out to the bush along the new communication 
links which joined them, there is little evidence that the reverse process was taking 
place." Furthermore, townspeople recognized the distinctions between ' town' 
and 'country' and they took great pains to signify them and develop them 
through the organization of boroughs and the promulgation of by-laws/ 

Professor Hamer says that 'we live in an age of large cities, and the country 
town or village is one of the forgotten subjects of New Zealand's social history'. 
My impression is that whatever historians may have forgotten, many New 
Zealanders have clung to their towns, and even when tempted to cities they have 
often preferred to organize city life after the pattern and values of the town. I 
wonder what 'urban threshold' Hamilton or Palmerston North or Hastings has 
crossed that Otorohanga and Ohakune and Taihape have not; and I wonder 
whether we might not find parts of the 'metropolitan' areas (like Mt Roskill) 
arranged like towns. Page Smith quotes Thorstein Veblen: 'The country town is 
one of the great American institutions; perhaps the greatest, in the sense that it 
has and had and continues to have a greater part than any other in shaping public 
sentiment and giving character to American cul ture." Perhaps it is in our 
perpetuation of a political culture based on towns that the history of New 
Zealand has in great measure diverged from that of Australia. In the towns the 
petit-bourgeoisie were dominant, not the rural leaders; and the petit-bourgeoisie 
used their dominance to give a particular and even peculiar twist to the urban 

1 Sometimes this equation is made implicitly. Thus Weston Bate, 'The Urban Sprinkle: 
County Towns and Australian Regional His tory ' , Australian Economic History Review, X, 
2 (1970), 204-17, and M. Cannon , Life in the Country, Melbourne, 1973, ch. 12, use the 
phrase 'country town ' — as much as a pejorat ive as a descriptive label. 

2 The 'urban world ' may not include the smallest hamlets. However most of the towns 
Hamer refers to seem to inhabit the urban world described by P. Sorokin and C .C . 
Zimmerman, 'Rura l and Urban Wor lds ' , in A.N. Cousins and H. Nagpaul , eds, Urban 
Man and Society, New York, 1970, pp.73-77. 

3 R. Lawson, 'The "Bush E t h o s " and Brisbane in the 1890s', Historical Studies, XV 
(1972), p.278. 

4 This argument is expressed in chapter XI of a thesis I am preparing at present. See also 
P . J . Gibbons, Astride the River, [Hamilton], 1977, pp.63, 68-69. 

5 Page Smith, As a City Upon a Hill, New York, 1966, pp.vii-viii. In addit ion to 
American studies noted by Professor Hamer , several ma jo r sociological works are 
summarised by D. Mart indale and R.G. Hanson , Small Town and the Nation, Wesport , 
Conn. , 1969, pp.3-10. 
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experience, as they imposed their values and attitudes.6 It might be argued that 
the hegemonic New Zealand values were generated and continue to be maintained 
in the towns.7 There is a good deal more to township life than an explanation for 
the fall of the Liberals and the rise of Reform, and if Professor Hamer ' s conclu-
sions were set in the widest social and political context they could help to explain 
how Main Street runs pretty well the whole length of New Zealand. 

P.J. GIBBONS 

University of Waikato 

II. It is difficult to dispute the case Professor Hamer makes for further investiga-
tion into the nineteenth-century township. It is true that New Zealand 
historiography seems to have ' forgot ten ' the medium-sized country town, either 
in its particularity or as a comparative study with its counterpart say in Australia 
or the United States. One admits that our historians have recognized the tension 
between town and country as an enduring feature of New Zealand society, but all 
too of ten this tension has been treated as an aspect of intellectual history 
preoccupied with the exent to which the pastoral myth was part of the pioneer's 
cultural baggage, or as a generalized political dichotomy that entirely overlooks 
the role of activists in country towns. But after reading this paper one can scarcely 
look at towns such as Masterton in quite the same way again. 

As the enquiry is, as one hopes, taken further by Hamer and others perhaps the 
following points could be considered: 

First, I must underline the methodological problem that David Hamer has 
himself raised: how does one determine size and correct function of towns when 
the statistics, as the Registrar-general admitted in his 1901 Census Report, are so 
questionable? We must recall the Registrar-general's doubts about the borough 
returns, and even more so those of the smaller nuclei — ' the 683 plans of the 
nature of townships, villages, or small centres without boundaries ' . Clearly the 
researcher into country towns will need to resort to a wide variety of kinds of 
supplementary evidence: parliamentary rolls, street directories, photographs, and 
qualitative evidence (by no means overlooking the oral record) of various sorts. 

Second, who are the key figures in the country towns? Hamer rightly reminds 
us that the country storekeeper is 'a very under-explored subject ' . His power of 
credit and the social nodality of his place of business made him an influential 
local figure. Hamer also speaks of the newspaper editors and proprietors as local 
boosters, seeking to boost the region's growth and with it their papers' circula-
tion. The political function of the local press certainly needs to be further 
explored. The proprietors of ten saw their papers (take the Waikato Times, the 

6 Cf . G. Crossick, 'The Emergence of the Lower Middle Class in Britain: A Discussion', 
in G. Crossick, ed., The Lower Middle Class in Britain 1870-1914. London, 1977, p.14: ' In 
small towns without a resident bourgeoisie or wealthy professional groups . . . [the lower 
middle class] were the social elite, running the churches and local government ' . The matter 
is discussed fur ther by R.Q. Gray in the same volume. Other related points are made by F. 
Bechhofer et a!., 'The Petit Bourgeoisie in the Class Structure: the Case of the Small 
Shopkeepers ' , in F. Parkin , ed., The Social Analysis of Class Structure, London, 1974, 
pp.103-28. 

7 The outlines of a possible argument are given in chapter XII of my thesis draf t . 
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Thames Advertiser, or the Hawkes Bay Herald) as serving a primarily political 
purpose. This was a great Australian tradition, and an English one, too, in the 
mid-nineteenth century, according to Derek Fraser in his recently published 
Urban Politics in Victorian England. Are there other notables, less conspicuous 
perhaps, who must also be considered? Lawyers? Bank or loan company officers, 
a power in the district even when operating f rom a relatively distant regional 
capital like Wanganui, Blenheim, Napier or Ashburton? 

Third, we do need to know more of the roots of the reformers ' attitudes 
towards the large landholders. William Fox in the early 1880s wrote privately of 
how small settlers in the Rangitikei 'hungered and thirsted' for the large estates 
locked up in so few hands. I sometimes wonder whether it was the exceptional 
circumstances repeated in many parts of the colony in the eighties and nineties 
that was responsible for the support the Liberals drew f rom country towns in the 
years of their party 's ascendancy. Before and since, the smaller country town has 
reflected the ethos, and acted in the (generally) conservative political interest of 
the rural community it has serviced. Was rural-town liberalism an aberration, a 
never-to-be-repeated episode in New Zealand 's political life? 

Finally, though one hopes that ultimately a colony-wide picture of the political 
function of these towns will emerge, research in the earlier stages may well have to 
be of a grassroots kind, in the sense that it will be tied to particular towns or 
regions. Regional variations in the character of settlement can be surprisingly 
wide even within a small space, say between Hamilton and Cambridge in the 
1880s. Moreover, the function of the settlement greatly influenced attitudes and 
political stances. In social character, mining settlements on the Thames, the 
Clutha and the Grey, were immeasurably distanced, say in the 1900s, f rom 
Wanganui, Dannevirke or Gore. Perhaps an overall formulat ion will not be 
possible, But a typology soundly based will be preferable to the simplifications 
out of ignorance we at present are now inclined to make. 

RUSSELL STONE 

University of A uckland 

GENERAL DISCUSSION : Three principal themes emerged in the discussion of 
David Hamer ' s paper on the particular place of towns (as distinct f rom the main 
cities) in nineteenth-century New Zealand; the relationship of the towns to the 
countryside, their determination to survive, and their cultural life. 

Ambiguities in the town-country relationship were noted. Storekeepers might 
often be farmers or landowners as well, whilst in turn, large landowners, although 
they might be the objects of hostility amongst townsmen, also provided employ-
ment. Hostility was far more evident in the 1870s than in the 1880s when 
landowners were more on the economic defensive. In some cases the town never 
really defined itself apart f rom the country, remaining a statistical fiction. 

The struggle to survive as the dominant and distinctive concern of towns in this 
period received fur ther attention. Decisions about the location of banks and 
stock and station agencies could be influential in assuring a town 's success or 
failure. Mining towns, once the gold ran out , faced the same problems as other 
towns had faced from the beginning. Lawrence, for instance, reacted in a very 
similar way to other towns once its boom had ended. Prominent parliamentarians 
were seen as local boosters. Ballance was always closely involved in the for tunes 
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of Wanganui , whilst Seddon, when contemplating settling in the lower North 
Island, found many towns interested in acquiring him as a useful local asset. 

Although the towns were intensely local in their politics their interests were 
much wider ranging. Newspapers usually started off with predominantly local 
content, but this would change quite quickly — in the case of Taihape for 
instance, in the space of a few years before World War I. The recency of arrival in 
the settlements meant that in many cases there was a greater degree of contact and 
exchange of ideas with the outside world than in subsequent periods. The level of 
intellectual resources (e.g. books in libraries, lectures) available was in many cases 
high, although whether they were used is hard to answer. The frequency with 
which crazes (such as spiritualism) swept through the towns suggested a fairly 
limited level of intellectual sophistication. Yet that the towns has aspirations to a 
civic destiny was rarely in doubt . It was most clearly expressed in the town plans, 
which made so few concessions to local topography but sought from the start to 
establish the structure of an urban environment, man imposing himself on the 
natural landscape. 
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