
Yeomen and Nomads: 
NEW ZEALAND AND THE AUSTRALASIAN 

SHEARING SCENE, 
1886-1896 

WHEN the spring of 1894 brought in the shearing season in the Bourke 
district of the wide inland sheep country of northern New South Wales, 
the whole region erupted in a great industrial conflict between squatters 
and shearers. One little campaign in this war was fought at Weilmoringle 
Station, where the squatter had determined to ignore the shearers' union 
and shear under the new 1894 agreement worked out by Australia's 
pastoralists.' The shearers who turned up for Weilmoringle's advertised 
starting date repudiated the new agreement, and rode off to set up a 
camp of 107 men, elect an able committee, and stake out the station. The 
union's history describes how 

The cook and his assistants took charge of their department, and the rest were 
divided into gangs, each of which was responsible for what it undertook. Of 
course the station was picketed, and scouts were sent out — sometimes as far as 
35 miles, when they would be away a week at a time. One gang got all the 
firewood for the camp, another did the fishing in the river, a third formed the 
forage gang. The big selectors in the district readily supplied meat, flour etc., and 
the forage gang had simply to call round and carry it to camp.2 

A first attempt to break this blockade failed, so the squatters and police 
planned a more determined expedition, involving a party of 54 free 
workers who had cut out at Warraweena Station near Bourke, about 
100 kilometres from Weilmoringle. This party may have been mainly 
New Zealanders: certainly the police reports of what happened are ac-
companied by depositions from three 'free' shearers, all of whom have 
been traced to New Zealand.3 Their presence as strike breakers in the 

1 The account which follows is based on W. G. Spence, History of the A. W. U., Sydney, 
1911, pp.93-94; and Police Reports on Shearing Disturbances, Archives of Colonial 
Secretary, 1894, Files 94/871 and 94/1340, State Archives of N.S.W. 

2 Spence, History of A.W.U., p.93. 
3 George Gray, Samuel Hatfield and Henry Isaac Greaves, traced through Inwards 

Passenger Lists 1894, Reel 522, S.S. Wakatipu . . . arrived Sydney 16 August 1894, State 
Archives of N.S.W. 
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New South Wales sheep country, along with that of hundreds of other 
New Zealanders, was part of a campaign being directed from Sydney by 
an able servant of the pastoralists, a New Zealander born and bred. Their 
recruitment in New Zealand had been overseen by a New Zealand 
business leader, the managing director of the Union Steam Ship 
Company. But before we see how these things had come about, we must 
continue the story of the battle of Weilmoringle. 

On Friday morning, 31 August 1894, the 54 free workmen set out for 
Weilmoringle in four coaches, guarded by eight police and a tracker. All 
went well until the Sunday mid-day halt within 24 kilometres of 
Weilmoringle when a mounted party of unionists appeared and asked to 
interview the 'scabs'. The police refused, so the unionists rode off for 
reinforcements. The police got the coaches under way again, and when 
the strikers returned a running battle ensued. With much hooting, yelling 
and throwing of sticks, the strikers tried to halt the coaches, while the 
police urged the drivers to keep at the gallop. Daring strikers got right 
among the coach horses and had some success in interfering with bridles 
and unbuckling reins. The police drew their revolvers but did not fire. 
Some men left the coaches and joined the unionists, who provided them 
with horses. The boundary gate five kilometres from Weilmoringle was 
found wired up and under union guards. While the police cut the gate 
down the non-union men held a meeting, and then promised the 
unionists a decided answer in the morning. They proceeded to the 
Weilmoringle huts unhindered. Next morning the squatter and police 
foiled a unionist attempt to rush the huts. Meeting thus unmolested, the 
new arrivals decided against the 1894 agreement. The owner then refused 
their services and they left without further disturbances. For the strikers 
this was only a temporary victory, and a costly one at that. Gaol 
sentences totalling over eleven years were imposed on six of them for 
their part in these disturbances. 

This incident of industrial conflict brings into the spotlight the 
migratory labour which formed an indispensable, but poorly recorded, 
aspect of the Australasian wool industry. The 1886 flocks of the seven 
colonies totalled some 90,000,000 and the annual clip provided the main 
export commodity on both sides of the Tasman. As Table I shows, sheep 
were outpacing colonists in population growth. The steadily rising ratio 
of sheep to men was to peak in the early 1890s, when Australian sheep 
numbers began to tumble in a cruel decade of drought. But in 1886 the 
Australian Sheep Kings were marching confidently forward while the 
shearers, their industrial position strengthening as the flocks multiplied, 
stirred to demand a better day. 
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TABLE I 

AUSTRALASIA — SHEEP AND MEN, 1861-1891 

Year 
Population 
(1 January) Sheep 

Sheep per head 
of population 

1861 1,221,274 23,741,706 19.4 
1871 1,898,871 49,773,584 26.2 
1881 2,730,312 76,063,426 28.6 
1891 3,785,133 124,547,937 32.9 

Source: T. A. Coghlan, A Statistical Account of the Seven Colonies of Australisia, 
1897-8, Sydney, 1898, pp.v, viii. 

As Table II shows, the sheep to man ratio varied widely from colony to 
colony. These gross statistics illustrate one important fact of pastoral life 
in the 1880s: of the five main sheep colonies, only Victoria had the 
shearers to clip its own flocks. The other four all depended to a greater or 
lesser extent on intercolonial shearer migrations. The Australasian shear-
ing season made a slow start in Queenland's Eastern Highlands through 
most of the first half of the year. In July the pace quickened greatly as 
the flocks of vast areas of inland Queensland were brought into the sheds 
so that both sheep and men could benefit from the cooler dry weather of 
mid-winter. Soon after, sheds in the inland of northern New South Wales 
began, and then the general pattern was that shearing moved south, with 
the Riverina getting into full swing in September and the Victorian sheds 
in October. Most of the season's clip was off the Australian sheep by 
November, just as the New Zealand season was getting into its swing. 

TABLE II 

SHEEP AND RURAL WORKERS, 1891 

Rural Workers per 
Colony Sheep Rural Workers 100,000 sheep 

N.S. W. 61,831,416 110,862 179 
Queensland 20,289,633 54,284 268 
N.Z. 18,570,752 69,533 374 
Victoria 12,928,148 100,762 779 
S. Australia 7,745,541 34,179 441 
Source: T. A. Coghlan, Statistical Account, 1897-8, pp.306-7, 333. 
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Many Australian shearers therefore crossed the Tasman, the fortunate 
ones finding work until early February when the last of the South Island 
high country runs cut out. The spring and summer shearing in each 
district of the southern colonies was carefully timed to come when the 
danger of losing shorn sheep in inclement weather had passed, but before 
the unshorn wool had lost value by collecting seeds from the new 
season's herbage. Thus each station in the great stretches of sheep coun-
try from Queensland's Gulf of Carpentaria to New Zealand's Foveaux 
Strait had its own optimum period, often of only a few weeks, when a 
shearing team several times as large as the small permanent labour force 
needed to be signed on if the full profits of the year's wool harvest were 
to be reaped.4 

The New Zealand wool industry began largely as an extension of 
Australia's, with men, stock and techniques crossing the Tasman from 
the early 1840s. The coincidence of the founding of Canterbury with its 
well-watered plains, and a prolonged drought in New South Wales and 
Victoria in the early 1850s, brought the first major influx of squatters — 
the Australian 'Shagroons' as they were nicknamed.5 The origin of the 
seasonal movement of labour across the Tasman is not easy to docu-
ment, but it may well date from this time. Strong links between the shear-
ing labour of Victoria and the South Island may also owe much to the 
gold rush movements of the 1850s and 1860s. Men are reported to have 
moved easily between the goldfields and the shearing sheds in Victoria,6 

and doubtless this also happened in New Zealand. Over the following 
years the New Zealand press repeatedly mentions influxes of Australian 
shearers.7 In the late 1880s Edward Wakefield writes of these Australian 
nomads as an established feature of New Zealand rural life. 

These form a distinct branch of the human family, not by any means unlike the 
Gypsies. They earn their money honestly; but they are queer characters, and from 
a kind of conceit or vanity they like to make themselves out queerer and worse 
than they are. They are very rough, and some of them are very great blackguards. 
They use shocking language — they have, moreover, a positively aggressive air of 
independence, and of antipathy to all conventionality, especially to the 'blooming 
swells', as they call the upper classes. Many of them are social outcasts and utter 
Bohemians, and it is these also who set the example and keep up the tradition of 
class animosity. By degrees, as the country becomes more settled, this travelling 
labour diminishes. Farmers' sons supply the place of the nomadic shearers, and 
the old wildness passes away. The wages paid for shearing, amounting often to a 
comfortable provision for half the year, enters into the economy of the farm 

4 Sources for this seasonal pattern will become apparent as this paper proceeds. For its 
broad outlines see Spence, History of A. W. U., p. 17, B. R. Davidson, European Farming in 
Australia, Amsterdam, 1981, p. 148, and Lee Kelly, ' "Knights of the Blade": Shearers in 
1888', Australia 1888: Bulletin, 8 (September 1981), pp.51-64. 

5 W. J. Gardner, ed., A History of Canterbury, Christchurch, 1971, 11, pp.32-33. 
6 Davidson, European Farming in Australia, p. 120. 
7 E.g. N.Z. Mail, II November 1876, p.21; 25 November 1876, p.21. 
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instead of being knocked down in a few days' debauch at the nearest 
accommodation house.8 

The steadily growing New Zealand flocks continued to draw on the 
Australian nomads to the end of the century and beyond. At least from 
the 1880s on they seem to have worked largely in the South Island, more 
particularly in districts remote from yeoman settlements.9 

There was a return seasonal flow to Australia. The reminiscences of 
Mick Laracy, who began shearing in Australia in the late 1880s, tell of 
New Zealanders joining the Victorians, who moved north each year to the 
early sheds of the Riverina. They would then have worked south, to cross 
for the New Zealand season after two or three months of work in 
Australia.10 South Australia also drew on New Zealanders as well as Vic-
torians. The Pastoralists' Federal Council was told in 1895 of a system 
which had been operating in South Australia for thirty years whereby 
shearing agreements were finalized by mail with 'men coming from all 
parts, New Zealand, Tasmania, Victoria and other places'." 

If we sketch an Australasian overview of the annual shearing migra-
tions, the broad picture is shaped by the interaction between the north to 
south seasonal rhythm of shearing dates, and the outflow and returning 
ebb of labour from Victoria, the main reservoir of shearers. In the 
mid-1880s Queensland flocks were shorn mainly in the late winter by 
bands of far-ranging professional nomads. As these men moved south in 
the spring to the New South Wales sheep districts they met and mingled 
with a larger flood made up of streams pouring inland from the 
coastlands and highlands of New South Wales, and a wave sweeping 
across the Murray from Victoria, bringing with it a sprinkling of men 
from Tasmania and New Zealand. Meanwhile a stream of Victorians, 
with a mingling of Tasmanians and New Zealanders, was moving west to 
the South Australian sheds. These flows then ebbed back into Victoria 
where they joined with local labour,12 making quick work of the Vic-
torian sheds, before packing the stands to make the Melbourne Cup a 
fitting 'harvest home' celebration. The majority would then have re-
traced their steps, some to their own farm holdings, others to labouring 
work and some to other callings. But the New Zealanders would return 
to the shearing in their home colony, accompanied by an Australian 
contingent, mainly Victorians. 

8 Edward Wakefield, New Zealand after Fifty Years, New York, 1890, pp. 154-7. 
9 E.g. see Australasian Pastoralists' Review, 15 January 1894, p.529 (the Amuri); Ap-

pendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1894, H-26, p.l (Upper 
Waitaki); A. L. Kennington, The Awatere, Blenheim, 1978, p. 112 (Flaxbourne, 1890). 

10 E. & H. Laracy, 'Mick Laracy: Shearer and Unionist in Australia and New Zealand', 
Labour History, xxxviii (May 1980), p.41. 

11 Pastoralists' Federal Council of Australia, Minutes and Proceedings, Vol.V, 1895, 
p.57, Archives of Graziers' Association of N.S.W., Sydney. 

12 See A. G. Serle, The Rush to be Rich, Melbourne, 1971, p.114, for local workers 
dominating the Victoria sheds. 
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The squatters who tamed the insland were a tough breed, hardened by 
years of rough living, hard work, worry and loneliness, before breaking 
through to an often insecure prosperity. Their isolated stations were of 
necessity almost as self-sufficient as ships at sea, requiring a strong, 
authoritarian hand for effective management. The squatter, or his 
manager, had every reason for keeping a tight grip on the crucial weeks 
of the shearing season. Once the shed was fully manned on the advertised 
starting date, every persuasion was used to keep the team intact and effi-
ciently at work until the task was done. Poor morale, quarrels, drunken-
ness, malingering, men 'sloping o f f , or taking time out for sprees and 
recreation, all meant poorer quality fleeces and deteriorating flocks 
eating out the home paddocks. So the squatter held on to the shearers' 
cheques until the shed was cut out, replaced malingerers and trouble-
makers with ruthless alacrity, and not uncommonly penalized poor 
shearing by raddling any sheep badly done, and refusing to pay for any 
sheep in that pen. Wet sheep were a common cause of dispute. For the 
shearers they meant discomfort and possible rheumatism, and men fagged 
out by weeks of shearing welcomed the odd day's respite. But the squat-
ter, anxious to keep to his timetable, often had a different definition of 
'wet sheep'. Poor quality accommodation and poor food also caused 
resentment. The squatter had often himself spent some years in a bark 
humpy and saw no reason to provide lavishly for itinerant workers. With 
mutton going begging on the station he saw little point in meeting the 
heavy cost of having a variety of 'luxury' foods carted in; instead he sold 
these extras from the station store, often making a handsome profit by 
charging excessive prices. Among the shearers of the mid-1880s there was 
a growing resentment about these matters, partly because they could see 
the increasing comfort of the squatters, and partly because the homes 
they left to go shearing were themselves steadily improving. 

The rise of the Amalgamated Shearers' Union is a well known story.13 

The A.S.U. was formed in 1886 when a young gold-miner and part-time 
shearer, David Temple, of Creswick, Victoria, approached a fellow 
townsman, the miners' union pioneer William Guthrie Smith, for advice 
on countering a squatter plan to reduce shearing rates. Spence agreed to 
organize the shearers, guiding the A.S.U. initially along moderate lines, 
aimed at gaining squatter co-operation. Essentially he seized the 
initiative in modernizing shearing arrangements. The wasteful customary 
practice had seen the squatter sorting his team from the heterogeneous 
mob that rolled up on his advertised starting day. With rising literacy 
some squatters were shifting to individual engagement by mail. The 
A.S.U. offered to the co-operative squatter a labour bureau which would 
send him just the men he needed on his starting date. To the shearer the 

13 E.g. Serle, pp.112-15; G. Blainey, A Land Half Won, Melbourne, 1980, pp.264-8; 
Cambridge History of the British Empire, VII, Cambridge, 1933, Part 1, pp.372-3. 
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A.S.U. offered an orderly programme of assured sheds and work on 
carefully agreed conditions, monitored by the union's shed committee. 
The unco-operative squatter might find his shed picketed for weeks. 
Should he smuggle men in, their abduction in a night raid was likely to 
follow, and a visit with the police to the union camp usually found them 
converted to unionism — a process commonly expedited by the threat of 
being dipped for scab in the billabong. 

The A.S.U.'s success owed much to its use of paid organizers to travel 
around the sheds preaching unionism. Three men, including David 
Temple, were employed in 1886. The union aimed to be intercolonial 
with one subscription providing full Australasian membership privileges. 
The organizers began in the Riverina, followed the shearing south into 
Victoria, and then all three crossed to New Zealand where, according to 
Spence, they enrolled over 2,000 members, including many Maoris for 
whom the union rules were translated into Maori.14 The importance 
attached to New Zealand is shown by the fact that Spence himself and 
five other organizers toured the colony in 1887.15 

A conference of delegates held at Oamaru in mid-1887 adopted work-
ing rules for the New Zealand branch.16 It was hoped that the New 
Zealand branch would now be able to maintain itself. Instead, once 
Australian assistance was withdrawn it quickly collapsed. In May 1888 
less than two-fifths of the 1887 membership had renewed their subscrip-
tions. Looking back on these days, in 1902 a New Zealand contributor to 
the Australasian Pastoralists' Review explained the failure as being due 
mainly to the indifference of the farmers and farmers' sons who made up 
a large part of the shearing labour force, and in the North Island also to 
the Maori shearer who was 'the reverse of an ideal unionist ' ." There was 
more to it than that. The union's Australian successes owed much to con-
ditions of economic boom, buoyant labour demand, and steadily rising 
sheep numbers, all of which weakened the pastoralists' bargaining posi-
tion. In contrast, in New Zealand depression conditions had created a 
labour surplus, sheep numbers were practically static, and the rise of the 
freezing industry (not yet paralleled in Australia) was lessening the 
sheepmen's dependence on wool. In these circumstances, there may have 
been considerable potency in actions of the Amuri Sheep Farmers' 
Association which in 1887 circularized kindred organizations 
recommending a 'blacklisting' of the Shearers' Union, and investigated 
the cost of importing 'Kaffir ' shearers from South Africa.18 

Nevertheless, by 1890 the A.S.U. and its ally, the Queensland 
Shearers' Union, could look back on much worthwhile achievement. 

14 Spence, History of A. W.U., pp.22, 35. 
15 ibid., p.35. 
16 N.Z. Former, September 1887, p.271. 
17 'Pakeha' , 'Shearing Conditions in New Zealand', Pastoralists' Review, 15 April 1902. 
18 N.Z. Times, 14 July 1877, p.6. 
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Everywhere wage rates had been at least held; in some districts, par-
ticularly in Victoria, they had been considerably raised. Many long-
standing grievances about conditions of work had been resolved in the 
large proportion of sheds which now 'shore union ' ." On many stations 
the prices at the squatter's store had been slashed roughly in half by the 
union agreement.20 Important shifts were also taking place in the stature, 
self-image and morale of the shearers. Old limits set by the squatters on 
daily tallies had been abolished by the union. No longer limited to a tally 
of say 110, crack shearers could now benefit fully from their talents, 
becoming the pride of the shed and objects of public admiration. Thus in 
October 1892 at Alice Downs station in Queensland, Jacky Howe 
became a new folk hero when, after averaging 259 sheep over a five-day 
run, on the sixth day he blade-shore 321 ewes in less than eight hours. 

Alongside pride in such individual prowess grew a deeper spirit of 
group solidarity as unionism built on, and enriched, the tradition of 
mateship. New social and political ideas were abroad in the sheds, spread 
by the unions' own newspapers and other working-class literature. Con-
temporary observers reported a reaction against the former admiration 
for reckless drinking and gambling.21 In his The Australians: A Social 
Sketch, of 1893, Francis Adams recalls the popular picture of the shearer 
as a hard-drinking, loud-mouthed knockabout, and proceeds to disabuse 
his readers by describing the new unionist breed of shearer 

who arrives on a horse, leading another, and with his bank-book in his pocket. 
. . . At the different 'sheds' at which he works each year, in his more or less 
regular nomadic cycle, his letters and newspapers are awaiting him. . . . 
Many sheds are better provided with 'current literature' than town 'mechanics in-
stitutes' and 'schools of art ' , which are subsidised by the Government. 
The political discussion among the men when they have 'knocked of f ' work is 
perpetual, and its intelligence is yet more astonishing than its earnestness.22 

Clearly the union was a vehicle for a modernization of mental outlook 
that paralleled its modernization of structures within the industry. Suc-
cess brought growth, from 9,000 members at the end of its first season to 
20,000 by February 1890.23 

The Queensland flocks grew much more rapidly than those of the 
other colonies over these years, increasing from 13 million to 18 million 
between 1887 and 1890. Early in 1890 the Queensland shearers decided 
that the time was ripe to enforce the 'closed shop' and gained agreement 

19 In History of A. W.U., p.43, Spence claims 2,400 union sheds in Victoria, N.S.W. and 
S. Australia in 1889. 

20 'Notes from N.S.W. ' , Journal of Department of Labour (N.Z.), October 1894, p. 106. 
21 ibid., April 1894, p.92; Kelly 'Knights of the Blade', pp.59-60. Kelly maintains that 

union propaganda exaggerated the change, in promoting the image of the shearers as 
responsible skilled labour. 
22 Francis Adams, The Australians: A Social Sketch, London, 1893, pp.167-9. 
23 Spence, History of A. W.U., pp.22, 42-43. 
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from the wharf labourers that no non-union wool would pass through 
the ports. To bring the matter to a head the pastoralists had the Jon-
daryan Station shorn non-union. After much negotiation the 'Jondaryan 
affair ' was solved by compromise in June before the start of the main 
shearing season, but the unionists counted the outcome as a victory. 
Reading the signs of the times the New South Wales sheep-owners now 
moved, and at a large and representative meeting on 9 July 1890 their 
Pastoralists' Union was formed. F. S. Piggin has convincingly shown 
that initially the N.S.W. Pastoralists' Union was not unfavourable to 
trade unionism, and was concerned with defending the pastoralists' in-
terests through conciliation and negotiation, not with crushing the 
shearers' union.24 But actions of the A.S.U. were quickly to convince the 
pastoralists that they were up against an arrogant and irresponsible 
movement with which negotiation was impossible. Only three days after 
the new Pastoralists' Union was formed, Spence issued a manifesto call-
ing upon all Australian unionists to assist the A.S.U. by drawing 'such a 
cordon of unionism around the Australian Continent as will effectively 
prevent a bale of wool leaving unless shorn by union shearers'.25 

Pastoralists co-operating with the union and shearing 'union' in the 1890 
season had good reason to reconsider their position by September. In the 
midst of the maritime strike the strikers called upon the shearers to show 
the same solidarity as they had been asking for from the wharf labourers. 
Spence had little option but to call out his men and 16,500 responded.26 

Though the call-out lasted only a week, it damaged irreparably relations 
between the A.S.U. and the Pastoralists' Union. Pastoralists who shore 
non-union were vindicated — their shearing went on while the con-
ciliators suffered. But for these decisions by Spence, the Pastoralists' 
Union would probably have been prepared to phase in the 'closed shop' 
over the next season or two. Now they firmly resolved to organize the 
sheep industry without the A.S.U. In F. S. Piggin's words, 'After the 
call-out the Pastoralists' Union levied a fighting fund, formed the 
Pastoralists' Federal Council by linking pastoralists' unions at an inter-
colonial level, produced a shearing agreement of its own, and con-
templated forming its own Shearers' Union. Indeed it prepared itself in 
every way, right from the end of the call-out, to shear non-union in 
1891.27 In other words the pastoralists determined to seize from the 
union the control of the modernized structures that it had been creating. 

Shortly after the founding of their union, the New South Wales 
pastoralists appointed the New Zealander, Whiteley King, as their first 
permanent secretary. They thereby not only secured an exceedingly able 

24 F. S. Piggin, 'New South Wales Pastoralists and the Strikes of 1890 and 1891', 
Historical Studies, XIV, 56 (April 1971), pp.546-60. 
25 ibid., p.555. 
26 Spencer, History of A.W.U., p.43. 
27 Piggin, p.556. 
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organizer and propagandist for themselves, but also a skilled negotiator 
with the necessary talents to marshal the battle against the unions on a 
larger intercolonial stage. Because of his strong New Zealand connec-
tions they also ensured that that colony would be deeply involved in the 
struggle. Whiteley King was born in New Plymouth, a grandson of the 
'martyred' pioneer Wesleyan missionary, the Reverend John Whiteley. 
As a journalist he was for some time part owner and editor of the 
Taranaki News, and he also had had years of experience in Wellington as 
a prominent member of the parliamentary press gallery.28 

In the closing months of 1890 the battle was prepared. The pastoralists 
were determined not to remain on the defensive. Against the unionist 
'closed shop' they set their own principle of 'freedom of contract' — the 
right of the employer to negotiate for labour with whomsoever he pleased. 
To face federated labour the pastoralists formed their own federation. 
The Pastoralists' Federal Council was shaped up at intercolonial con-
ferences held in Melbourne and Sydney in November 1890. At these con-
ferences the pastoralists drew up their own shearing agreement to replace 
those which the unions had been imposing. The crux of the strategy needed 
to win the struggle ahead was clearly put by one of the Victorian 
pastoralist spokesmen, E. M. Young. He told the Melbourne Conference 
that their battle must be directed by a 'supreme Council' with 'control of 
the Universal purse' because 'the fight of the early sheds in Queensland is 
really a fight in Victoria', and he urged that 'we living in comfort down 
South must put our hands in our pockets to help these distant people to 
fight their battle, and if they win, we won't have to fight at all'.29 The 
season began where the unionists were in the strongest position, in 
Queensland and northern New South Wales, districts heavily dependent 
on the highly unionized nomadic labour. If the pastoralists of the other 
colonies could provide their northern colleagues with enough money and 
men to win this opening round, they should have little difficulty in 
winning the rest of the campaign further south, where Victoria's great 
reserves of rural labour came into play. The question that would be 
answered before 1891 was out was whether the squatters, traditionally 
strong individualists, were sufficiently committed to making common 
cause and to match effectively the already demonstrated determination 
of the unions. 

As secretary of the Pastoralists' Union of the leading sheep colony and 
a key servant of the Pastoralists' Federal Council, Whiteley King held a 
strategic position. If Queensland was to be won, a large part of the 
money would have to come from New South Wales, and the 'free' labour 

28 N.Z. Free Lance, 14 September 1901, p.4, and 6 January 1906, p.l (obituary); Hawera 
Star, 22 December 1891, p.2. 

29 Pastoralists' Union of N.S.W., Minutes and Proceedings, Minutes and Proceedings of 
Melbourne Conference, November 1890, 3 November 1890, Archives of Graziers' Associa-
tion of N.S.W., Sydney. 
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which it bought and moved would have to be found mainly in Victoria 
and New Zealand. As New South Wales would also be caught up in the 
conflict at an early stage, that colony's own campaign needed to be well 
prepared. Assisted by members of the Pastoralists' Union executive, 
King travelled the local sheep districts, enrolling new members and pro-
moting district committees. King advised that shearing should be 
systematized to cover the country with a much reduced number of men. 
His office became a registry where shearers and rouseabouts willing to 
shear on the pastoralists' terms could enrol.'0 The launching of the 
monthly Australasian Pastoralists' Review31 early in 1891 provided him 
with a fine propaganda tool. The new organization gained steadily in 
strength, funds built up, and it became realistic to plan to import 'free' 
shearers in large numbers from Victoria and New Zealand. 

The 1891 strike in Queensland started quietly in January, as the first 
sheds in the central district began the long slow build-up of the new 
season. Men refused to sign the pastoralists' new agreement, and went 
into camps. The pastoralists made it known that they would if necessary 
import labour from the south, and allowed a little time for the men to 
reconsider. A first ship-load of free labourers, nearly 200 strong, under 
guarantee of six months' work, sailed from Melbourne for Rock-
hampton on 4 February.52 Other Victorian shearers were said to be com-
ing north on their own account.33 Behind the scenes the pastoralists were 
pressuring the government for support, and on 23 February it showed its 
hand with a proclamation which outlawed assembly under arms for the-
purpose of intimidation and ordered the union men to disperse and lay 
down their arms. They did not comply, despite the growing forces of 
police, special constables and military in the shearing districts. Never-
theless, over the first two months the conflict was kept almost entirely at 
a propaganda level. 

In March the atmosphere changed. To demonstrate their deter-
mination the pastoralists called their Federal Council to Brisbane on 
16 March and spent four days planning the breaking of the strike.'4 As 
more unionists moved to the shearing districts the strikers camps grew 
and multiplied until they had up to 9,000 men organized in 28 camps.35 

But with the Melbourne boom collapsing and the advent of harder times 
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for labour throughout Australia, it must have been already becoming 
clear that free labour would be all too plentiful. The squatters' deter-
mination and their dominance in the government's counsels was further 
demonstrated by the despatch of 1,000 troops to reinforce the police in 
the disturbed districts. Worried by the plenitude of 'scab' labour and em-
bittered by the government's lack of even-handedness, the strikers began 
to hit out, only to be goaded to a deeper anger by unexpectedly harsh 
court sentences as the authorities brought into use a repressive English 
statute of 1824, repealed there not many years later. Further parties of 
'free' labour were still being recruited by the Pastoralists' Federal 
Council and despatched by steamer from Melbourne to Sydney, and over 
the Queensland border from country districts of New South Wales. The 
events between early March and mid-June 1891 were summarized by the 
pastoralists in their submissions to the English Royal Commission on 
Labour in these terms: 

These shearers, many of them members of the A.S.U., were drawn largely from 
the country districts of Victoria, and in every case of a request for men being 
made it was found that the requisite number could be procured. . . . These im-
portations of free labour were violently resisted by the Queensland unionist 
shearers. Attempts were made to stop their passage by train by placing obstacles 
on the railway line, and bridges, over which it was known trains with free 
labourers would pass, were weakened by sawing the timbers; armed mobs of men 
travelled about the country burning and destroying the property of pastoralists; 
on one occasion the officers of the United Pastoralists' Association were sur-
rounded by a mob of over 200 infuriated men and insulted in the most outrageous 
manner; the use of the 'fire-stick' was publicly advocated, and armed revolution 
was openly threatened. . . . 

It will appear almost incredible to English readers that the men were able to 
hold out for such a long period as five months; but this ability to remain in 
idleness so long is due to the system established by the bush-workers of forming 
'camps' in different parts of the country where, free from the cost of house rent, 
etc., the men are able to live for a few shillings per week per head ." 

Later in the year the Pastoralists' Association printed a diary of events 
for the five months of the strike. It is not unlike an account of guerilla 
warfare, with its almost daily reports of forced marches by flying 
columns of military and of police raids and arrests in response to arson, 
abduction, intimidation and horse-throat cutting by the strikers.37 At last 
in mid-June the union leaders told their men that there were no more 
funds and advised them to break up the camps and go to work, but not to 
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recognize freedom of contract. With so much of the work already com-
mitted to 'free' labour brought in under contract, the unionists cannot 
have had much of a season. Among those who edged them out would 
have been 200 New Zealand shearers landed at Rockhampton and 
Townsville early in July by a specially chartered steamer. Their contracts 
under the pastoralists' agreement were for periods of four to six months, 
and when one part of 74 of them passed through Rockhampton in 
November, they were reported to be taking £6,200 home with them.38 

Many more New Zealanders were involved when the conflict moved 
south to New South Wales, where the A.S.U. had advised its men to stay 
home as long as the pastoralists sought to impose their new agreement. 
Having had no response to months of advertising for shearing labour in 
the western papers, the pastoralists despatched their first party of outside 
labour on 6 July, 131 men on a special train from Sydney to Bourke.3' 
Although there were 700 or 800 unionists at Bourke, they offered no real 
opposition, and the free labour was got out to the sheds with only five 
desertions. The next party of 278 men despatched on 13 July met a dif-
ferent reception at Bourke. The unionists mobbed them as they carried 
their swags from the railway station to the river, where a steamer awaited 
them. As Spence describes it, each 'scab' was set upon by a unionist, who 
grabbed his swag to carry it for him, while using moral suasion to get him 
to join the union camp. At the first sign of weakening the swag was tossed 
into one of the eleven cabs the unionists had hired for the purpose. 'Very 
soon', Spence explains, 'the scabs and unionists were all mixed up 
together, and some lively work was put in, the cabs being kept busy carting 
away swags and scabs as well.'40 Whiteley King described it differently: 
'Our men were mobbed, many of them were dragged forcibly away and 
others were so intimidated that, out of 278, only 150 mustered aboard the 
steamer that was to convey them down the river.'39 The larger part of this 
remnant had a long tramp ahead of them, accompanied by a camel team 
with their swags and rations, out to sheds on the Paroo River. 

With almost half of Australia's sheep, New South Wales required 
many thousands of shearers (the unionists' figure was 12,000)."' To con-
serve funds the A.S.U. was encouraging its members to stay home, but 
enough men had gone into camps out west to provide a hot reception for 
parties of scab labour. The Pastoralists' Union's members owned three-
quarters of the colony's sheep; but they would only be held united behind 
their new agreement as long as their executive could guarantee men to 
shear their sheep. There may well have been some forebodings on this 
score. Already Victoria and New South Wales had been drawn upon 
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heavily for shearers for Queensland, and most of these were still com-
mitted on contracts for months ahead. Meanwhile the A.S.U. continued 
to discourage scabbing by the southern shearers, and accounts of the 
conflict in Queensland would by now have made these men aware of the 
gauntlet they were likely to have to run. Partisan government support 
had been a major factor in the Queensland squatter victory, but the New 
South Wales pastoralists were aware that their government would take a 
more even-handed position. Everything pointed to a tough fight and the 
New South Wales pastoralists organized accordingly. Throughout the 
conflict their operations were directed by an executive in Sydney sitting 
daily at 10 a.m., often throughout the day and sometimes far into the 
night. At Bourke, the centre of the district where the first and toughest 
battles could be expected, a local executive sat to oversee operations. 

The decision to recruit New Zealand labour was made by the Sydney 
executive on the evening of 11 July.42 The Tasman crossing made New 
Zealand labour the most expensive, so the executive must have weighed 
carefully their information on the free labour offering in Australia and 
assessed the intransigence of the unionists, and have decided that the 
expenditure was necessary. Whiteley King had arranged for two good 
agents in New Zealand. After consultation with the Wellington stock and 
station agents, Murray Roberts and Co., he had appointed Henry 
Wright, secretary of the Wellington Employers Association,43 who had 
earlier been a pioneer manager of the Wellington frozen meat industry.44 

On the recommendation of James Mills, managing director of the Union 
Steam Ship Co., he had appointed as the other agent a Dunedin executive 
of that company, J. R. Scott.43 Both men were to receive payment for all 
expenses and fifteen shillings for each man engaged. No doubt they used 
sub-agents to find the men. 

The first New Zealand party was collected by the steamer Waihora, as 
it called at Port Chalmers, Timaru, Lyttelton and Wellington, towards 
the end of July. Recruitment reports led the line's management to believe 
they could fill the ship's steerage capacity of 200 with shearers. They 
decided to book no other steerage passengers lest union agents should get 
aboard and tamper with the free labour. In the event not all the shearers 
turned up. The Waihora left Wellington with 177 in the party, leaving 
behind a deck load of horses which one shipper was anxious to reject, 
fearing that the loading of them would provide opportunity for 'some of 
the labour party' to 'raise a good deal of trouble' about the shipping out 
of 'free' labour.4 ' This touchiness about the Waihora's steerage 
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passengers was repeated in Sydney harbour on 30 July. In a move not 
contemplated by the line's management in New Zealand,46 the 
Pastoralists' Union had her anchored out in the stream in Neutral Bay 
for 24 hours to prevent the unionists getting at them.47 They were then 
landed and put aboard a special train for Bourke, together with local 
recruits, making a total party of 320. The New Zealanders were heading 
towards a countryside where the rural conflict had been intensifying. 
Thus on 20 July 72 'free' labourers had been pulled out of Dunlop shed 
and held prisoner in a union camp near Louth. A few days later the 
strikers held up the steamer Rodney bringing men recruited by the 
Pastoralists' Union of Victoria up the Darling River, and 90 men were 
forcibly removed. Using the evidence of these and other occurrences the 
pastoralists at last succeeded in prodding the Parkes government into 
reinforcing the police in the disturbed districts, and the authorities 
secured the release of the men held prisoner in the camp at Louth. It is 
not too surprising, therefore, that the train carrying the New Zealanders 
was attacked as it neared Bourke. It was met by unionists at Byrock, 
carriage windows were smashed with road metal, and some half-dozen 
men dragged out of the carriages and carried away. The police eventually 
brought the riot under control and took proceedings against some of the 
ringleaders. At Bourke the pastoralists were by now prepared for any 
eventuality. The men were safely disembarked under police protection 
and taken through the town to the Darling River where the steamer 
Excelsior, purchased by the pastoralists for this purpose, distributed 
them to various sheds down the river. 

From newspaper accounts it seems that the Waihora party were not the 
first New Zealanders to reach the Darling sheds for the 1891 shearing. A 
Bourke report tells of 55 New Zealand shearers joining the union camp 
on 25 July.48 They must have made their own way across the Tasman, 
but may well have been sent up country through the pastoralists' Sydney 
registry on their special trains. This seems to be the only report of a large 
group of New Zealand shearers throwing in their lot with the unionists. 
The Waihora party was followed by a further 130 on the Rotokino which 
left New Zealand on 29 July, and a third party of 50 were on their way 
when the pastoralists and strikers reached agreement early in August. 
The agreement prohibited further labour being brought from outside the 
colony, but those already on their way were to work out their contracts 
which provided for up to six months' shearing. New Zealand must 
therefore have made a considerable contribution to Australia's 1891 
shearing season. With the earlier party to Queensland, the total number 
brought over by the Pastoralists' Unions adds up to 557. Besides these, 
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Whiteley King reported that a 'large number' went over on their own 
account. He was probably basing his statement on the records of his 
Sydney registry, and the 55 who sided with the union at Bourke must 
have been far outnumbered by those who had crossed the Tasman on 
their own account and remained loyal to the pastoralists. King was pro-
bably not conscious of the long-established sprinkling of New Zealanders 
among the annual migrations from Victoria to the Riverina and South 
Australia sheds. New Zealand's total contribution of labour to the 
Australian 1891 season may well have exceeded a thousand. 

The outcome of the 1891 conflict was a victory for the pastoralists in 
that their principle of freedom of contract was written into the agreement 
thrashed out in the conference between the A.S.U. and the Pastoralists' 
Federal Council on 7-8 August. The A.S.U. was able to save face in that 
the actual term 'freedom of contract' was avoided, and on most other 
issues the pastoralists accepted the practices the union was advocating. 
The shearing of the 1892 and 1893 seasons was regulated by this 1891 
agreement. However, each of the parties was suspicious that the other 
might renew the conflict, and the use of New Zealand labour was much 
in their thoughts. It soon became evident that the increased flow from 
across the Tasman would continue. The pastoralists obviously had an in-
terest in keeping their links with this fine source of non-union labour; the 
shearers' union felt a corresponding urgent need to get the New 
Zealanders into union. Accordingly, late in 1891 both sides sent 
representatives to work in New Zealand. 

The A.S.U. and the Queensland Shearers' Union had combined to 
send a delegate, J. R. McDonald, to New Zealand in July to do what he 
could to stem the flow of free labour. His efforts, including a broadsheet 
giving a quite lurid description of Australian living and working con-
ditions, seem to have had little effect. The A.S.U. sent him back to New 
Zealand when shearing began there in the spring, to work to revive the 
New Zealand union. There was some resentment in the A.S.U. at the 
continuing expenditure on New Zealand with so little to show for it. 
When this resentment surfaced at the A.S.U. 1892 annual conference, 
David Temple expressed what was clearly the majority view that 'if New 
Zealand shearers remain disorganised they form a standing menace and 
danger to the A.S .U. ' 4 ' 

In a memorandum presented to the Pastoralists' Federal Council on 
17 November 1891 Whiteley King proposed that he spend five weeks of 
the mid-summer slack period in Australian shearing on a visit to New 
Zealand to arrange 'a plan for drawing men from New Zealand during 
next season'. He advized that the A.S.U. would probably make another 
attempt to organize New Zealand shearers in their 1891-2 season and he 
felt that he could do good work through the New Zealand press 'whilst 
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YEOMEN AND NOMADS 133 

shearing is proceeding in that Colony by placing our position before 
shearers and by counteracting the organizing efforts of the A.S.U. ensur-
ing adherents for ourselves from the ranks of the shearers'.50 King's trip 
was approved and he succeeded admirably in his objectives. On arrival 
he was interviewed at length by the New Zealand Times and gave as the 
purpose of his visit a study of the frozen meat industry and the control of 
rabbits. When asked how the New Zealand free labour had turned out he 
replied: 'They did New Zealand credit. On all sides the New South Wales 
squatters are full of their praises, and many of them have agreed to take 
full boards of New Zealanders next season. Their work, intelligence, and 
character are spoken of as above average.'51 He spoke of the large earn-
ings of the New Zealand shearers, and estimated that over the previous 
six months they had brought back £30-40,000. King had 3,000 copies of 
this interview printed as a broadsheet for distribution throughout New 
Zealand to newspapers and to all the larger stock-owners for display in 
their sheds.52 He also reported fully on his New Zealand visit to his 
employers. He had gone armed with 'excellent credentials' from Sydney 
mercantile leaders associated with the pastoral industry. Besides his pro-
paganda campaign, he had had valuable discussions with pastoral and 
business leaders throughout New Zealand. Most had the utmost sym-
pathy for the Australian pastoralists in their labour difficulties. 

However, in Wellington and Hawke's Bay he noticed at first a little 
coolness towards the Pastoralists' Unions. He found that it was because 
in these districts shearing began in early November and the pastoralists 
feared that the recruitment of shearers on six months' engagements in 
Australia might leave them short of labour for their own sheds. For these 
districts he therefore suggested shorter engagements which he found 
many of the shearers also preferred.53 He was able to perfect a network 
of agents prepared to advertise for and engage men for the Australian 
pastoralists immediately a request was cabled. He negotiated a reduction 
of the rate of remuneration for New Zealand agents down to ten shillings 
per head, but advised against taking it any lower because 'it must be 
remembered that considerable odium attaches to this class of work, and 
it will . . . be advisable to pay agents well and so secure the services of 
men who will . . . select for engagement only such men as . . . give 
satisfactory proof that they are competent shearers.'54 A very significant 
part of these arrangements was the securing of the services of James 
Mills to supervise the work of the agents and handle all the shipping 
arrangements through his company.55 Mills also handled most of the 
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arrangements for King's short visit to Tasmania. He found little labour 
available there.56 

Meanwhile, McDonald was continuing his New Zealand efforts in the 
interests of the Australian unionists. He travelled incognito, introducing 
himself to the squatters as a New Zealand organizer. The squatters he ex-
plained, 'snap their fingers at local efforts, so long as "those fellows over 
the water keep away"'.57 He mentioned an interview with Whiteley King 
which King denied, but McDonald commented that he did not appear in 
'paint and feathers' when he came with the many who had paid their 
respects to King.58 He considered that he had had some success in his at-
tempts to revive the New Zealand union. He brought a number of new 
branches into being, and when an annual conference was held in 
Geraldine, there were more than 2,000 members.59 He also helped 
negotiate arrangements for an interchange of membership tickets between 
the New Zealand Union and the A.S.U. McDonald found considerable in-
terest in amalgamation or federation with the A.S.U. but nothing came of 
this.60 To further the education of the New Zealand shearer, arrangements 
were made for copies of the Brisbane Worker and similar literature to be 
sent to the sheds.61 

There is ample evidence that the increased flow of New Zealand 
shearers to Australia continued in 1892 and 1893. At the conclusion of 
the 1891 season King found that hundreds of the New Zealanders he had 
recruited were planning to return.62 On 1 March 1892 he circularized the 
New South Wales early sheds asking that the supply of shearers be placed 
in the hands of his registry, explaining that he had a large number of 
applications from the men he had engaged in 1891 who had been given to 
understand that if they gave satisfaction they would be given the first 
show the next season. He advised that: 
Already I have on hand quite 200 applications and every mail from New Zealand 
brings enquiries from men who say they are willing to engage for next season's 
shearing but only if the engagements can be effected through the Pastoralists' 
Union. Our Agent in New Zealand also advises that men are writing to him daily 
and that he could send 200 men at any time. He adds that some of the men inform 
him that they have been written to by individual squatters but they say they will 
not go independent of the Pastoralists' Union even if their passages are paid." 
Later in 1892 the Hawke's Bay Post criticized the Pastoralists' Unions of 
Australia for enticing well-to-do New Zealand workers to take the bread 
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out of the mouths of Australian unemployed, who were wandering the 
country in hundreds.64 But the New Zealanders continued to flock to the 
new districts opened up to them by the shearing troubles. In the 1893 
season, New South Wales shearers from the Gulgong area were returning 
home without finding a shed because the market was glutted with New 
Zealand and Victorian shearers.65 A lot of well-known New Zealand 
shearers were also reported in Queensland,66 and one Oamaru shearer 
wrote home from Queensland to say that a quarter of the shearers at his 
shed were New Zealanders.67 In 1894 a central Queensland corres-
pondent of the Australian reported the arrival in late February, some 
370 miles into the interior, of about a dozen New Zealand shearers, some 
of whom had shorn there every season since 1891, and one of whom told 
of shearing nearly 20,000 sheep in Queensland the previous season.68 The 
ready availability of amenable New Zealand labour was much in the 
minds of Whiteley King and the Pastoralists' Federal Council when in 
mid-April 1894 they moved to abrogate the 1891 shearing agreement, 
and to impose their new form of contract for the 1894 season. With a 
failing clip due to drought and falling wool prices, the pastoralists faced 
heavy retrenchments, and saw no reason why their shearers should not 
share in the cuts. Also, with a deeply depressed labour market, and a new 
government sympathetic to their interests in power in New South Wales, 
the time seemed ripe to crush the union and establish freedom of contract 
in its most thorough-going form. The new agreement was carefully 
calculated to ensure supplies of free labour, while humiliating the union. 
The hand shearing rate was maintained at 20 shillings a hundred, except 
for districts south of Murrumbidgee where it was to be 18 shillings. But a 
new rate of 17 shillings a hundred was introduced for machine shearing. 
Machine shearing had been spreading slowly since 1888, partly to 
counter unionism, as unskilled men could master it much more quickly 
than blade shearing. Due to hard times only a small minority of 
pastoralists had yet installed machines, but it was felt that they should be 
compensated for the expense with a lower shearing rate. In the prevailing 
conditions shearers had little ground for objecting to these adjustments. 
But the union was humiliated by the pastoralists' arrogant refusal to 
enter into any discussion and particularly by the imposition of clause 8 
of the new agreement which declared that 'the person in charge of the 
shed on behalf of the employer. . . . shall be the person to decide all 
questions arising under this agreement. . . . and his decision shall be 
final and conclusive'.69 This clause, and the pastoralists' rejection of all 
proposals for discussion or conciliation, left the union little choice but to 
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fight, and it issued a manifesto urging all shearers to decline engagement 
except in terms of the 1891 agreement. In Queensland, where neither 
pastoralists nor unionists had as yet formally joined their respective 
intercolonial federations, developments followed a similar course. 

The 1894 struggle was longer and more bitter than that of 1891 with 
more widespread arson, violence and intimidation. In July a good many 
sheds got under way, some under the 1891 and others the 1894 agree-
ment, but the camps of striking unionists were larger, more numerous 
and more widespread than in 1891. Towards the end of July, with the 
strikers turning increasingly to violence, King moved to boost the flow of 
New Zealanders already beginning to cross the Tasman 'in large 
numbers' for the new season.70 He asked for 300 men to reach Sydney by 
mid-August and advertising began immediately.71 So important were 
these prized strike breakers that early in August King crossed to New 
Zealand to speed up the recruitment.72 Despite unionist efforts the 
campaign achieved its target. About 100 shearers reached Sydney on 
14 August by the Wakatipu, about 45 on the Rotomahana on 25 August, 
and about 150 on the Hauroto early in September.73 The unions appealed 
to working class solidarity and to the honour of New Zealand (probably 
an implied reference to the goodwill the country's Liberal government 
was already winning), and warned that 'the Australian Workers' Union 
has had men about the Pastoralists' offices for the past month and every 
shearer who has been there is known'.74 The New Zealand union even 
sent one of their officials, a Mrs Garmson, with the Hauroto party but 
her efforts persuaded only 16 men to break their agreements.75 

Australian unionists met each ship with similarly limited success.76 

These hundreds of New Zealand shearers were dispersed across a 
countryside which contemporary observers described as teetering on the 
brink of civil war.77 Large woolsheds were going up in flames, sometimes 
with the year's clip going too.78 Batches of non-union labour met violent 
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disturbances on their journeys upcountry. Once at work on the stations 
numbers of them were involved in shoot-outs and violent abductions. By 
the end of September 168 police had been stripped from other areas to 
reinforce the disturbed districts. The most notorious incident of the 
strike was the burning of the steamer Rodney on 26 August. It was tak-
ing a party of free labourers up the Darling and although it was tied up 
for the night at a carefully chosen spot, surrounded by swamps, it was 
captured by a large party of armed men in an early dawn raid, its crew 
and passengers ejected, and the ship itself destroyed by fire." Following 
this incident the N.S.W. Inspector General of Police prepared a 
memorandum for the Colonial Secretary suggesting that the disorders 
might well escalate beyond the resources of his force, enquiring as to the 
legality of the police dispersing union camps as illegal assemblies, and 
hinting at a possible need for parliamentary authority to use the military 
as police.80 Queensland's government, seeking to avoid the expense of 
using troops as in 1891 passed an act — against bitter Labour opposition 
— giving wide new powers to magistrates and police, including the power 
for magistrates to question witnesses before any charge had been laid, 
and the provision for suspected persons to be held for up to two months 
without trial. The strike collapsed before this act was put to use.81 

The pastoralists' victories were won by a rapid mastery of the tools of 
modernization. Union modernization had amounted to little more than 
creation of an effective labour bureau. The typical unionist was still a 
wandering Ishmaelite, a man on horseback camping by the billabongs. 
The much greater range of control quickly established by the pastoralists 
was convincingly demonstrated in their handling of New Zealand free 
labour. Recruited through agencies of New Zealand big business it crossed 
the Tasman in chartered steamers and moved up country on chartered 
trains, river steamers and coaches, at all stages under careful supervision. 
Only rarely, as at Weilmoringle, could the old style roving unionist break 
through the cordon to deliver his message. His frustrated anger found a 
Luddite-style expression in acts of railway sabotage. 

In both 1891 and 1894 the wild extremes of the strikers helped to 
destroy their own cause, yet the deep loyalty of mateship expending itself 
in a manifestly hopeless struggle has provided Australian unionism with 
materials of which mythologies are made. Thus Spence's account of the 
daring George Carter, alias 'Ned Williams', outwitting squatters and 
police in move after move, has the flavour of the Scarlet Pimpernel 
about it,82 and Australia's unofficial national anthem 'Waltzing Matilda' 

79 The Riverina Herald (Echuca), 28 August 1894, quoted in R. N. Ebbels, The 
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81 Kenway, 'Pastoral Strikes of 1891 and 1894', pp. 122-3. 
82 Spence, History of A. W.U., pp.85-88, 98. 
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appears to have had its origins in a strike incident in Queensland.83 

Working class poets at all levels from Henry Lawson down to the humble 
versifiers spoke out for the unionists in both the 1891 and 1894 strikes. 
One has to cut through much romance and myth but the material is there 
to document the consciousness of the strikers and to grasp something of 
its significance in the history of the Australian working class. 

But what of the outlook and motives of the New Zealand free labour? 
Blacklegs, of course, are not the stuff of which either poetry or legend 
are commonly made. The New Zealand migrants did not generate or 
inspire a strong flow of journalism. Yet an assessment of this decade of 
annual trans-Tasman excursions and of strong New Zealand involvement 
in Australian rural strife needs to include some account of the con-
sciousness of the men involved. From some scattered materials on 
individual experience, various contemporary comments, and inferences 
from reported attitudes and actions, something of a picture can be built 
up. All these sources emphasize the strong yeoman element in the New 
Zealand shearers' outlook. Reporting the experiences of 23 Auckland 
men recruited for New South Wales in 1891, the New Zealand Farmer84 

commented that most were either farmers or farmers' sons. A railway 
journey of 450 miles had taken them to Glenariff Station. They had been 
fully satisfied with conditions there and particularly impressed with the 
arrival each week of batches of newspapers, including the Auckland Star 
— an example of King's care and consideration. Their very substantial 
cheques they patriotically brought back with them to the land of their 
birth', leaving the pastoralists with 'golden opinions of them'. That these 
New Zealand contingents were rural labourers deeply imbued with a petty 
capitalist outlook is repeatedly confirmed in the records. A Sydney 
Bulletin85 writer commented in 1894 that 'Australian backblocks 
business people don't "cot ton" to the Maoriland shearer — who comes 
to Australia with the object of making a cheque and hanging on to it'. A 
Queensland correspondent of the Australasian reported in 1894 on a 
New Zealand shearing party in the inland after a long conversation with 
one of them, 'one of two brothers farming in the Waikato district'. Both 
were 'all-round farmers' from the Cambridge district, and the one inter-
viewed had sent home £100 the previous season. He said most of his com-
panions were temperance men, proof against temptations of the bush 
shanty.86 It is no wonder that the Sydney Bulletin87 commented that these 
New Zealand shearers were 'the best and most reliable non-union labour 
ever supplied in this country', or that an Australian squatter should have 
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described them to the Pastoralists' Review88 as 'the most decent lot of 
men we ever had to do with, so quiet and respectful and good shearers'. 
These men were from the heartlands of yeoman New Zealand, from the 
rural districts around such small towns as Cambridge in the Waikato, 
Turakina in the Rangitikei,89 Ashburton in Canterbury90 or Oamaru in 
North Otago, or from pioneer farming frontiers being peopled from 
these yeoman heartlands such as Ohakune91 or Peep-o'-Day on the upper 
Oroua.92 Such districts nurtured men whose economic and social 
assumptions were in tune with those of the Australian pastoralist. They 
saw the day-to-day problems of shearing, such as wet sheep,93 as much 
from his viewpoint as from that of the workman. Shearing, for them, 
was an episode on the way to the farm of their yeoman dreams. What to 
the Australian professional shearer were grievances darkening his future 
were to them passing inconveniences. Roughing it, whether in the 
Australian inland or on the New Zealand farming frontier, was the price 
willingly paid to achieve their ambitions. One more fully developed 
example will help to clarify the kind of men they were. 

William James Beard (1871-1955)94 grew up in small-town Rangitikei, 
at Marton. He began his working life with two or three years on the Main 
Trunk Railway construction between Marton and Mangaweka. At eigh-
teen he was successful in a land ballot, taking a bush section at 
Peep-o'-Day and naming it 'Hesley' after an ancestral property in 
Yorkshire. Over the next two seasons he felled bush on 'Hesley'. To 
build up capital he then went to Australia shearing in 1891 — most likely 
as one of King's recruits. He spent two years in Australia and while there 
took boxing lessons from the famous Larry Foley. After these two years 
he returned to 'Hesley', built a house from timber felled and pitsawn on 
the property, and married. In a long and commendable life Beard turned 
'Hesley' into a flourishing sheep farm and became a widely respected 
community leader, deeply involved in a wide range of sports, a church-
warden, and a Mason. 

The conflicts between the Pastoralists and the Shearers' Union were 
interwoven with a conflict of ideals among the shearers themselves, 
between yeomen like William Beard, and the professional nomads. The 
rift was not a simple Australia/New Zealand one for there seems to have 
been enough of the professional nomad element in southern New 
Zealand for unionism to get something of a foothold there, while the 
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yeoman outlook was strong in south-western Australia, with the result 
that Victoria and the Riverina were not deeply rift by the great strikes. In 
his regional history of the Riverina, G. L. Buxton comments thus on the 
events of 1890 and 1891. 
The mildness of events in the Riverina was largely the result of closer settlement. 
Just as many graziers and homestead lessees neglected to join the Pastoralists' 
Union, so many selector-shearers and others failed to join the A.S.U. . . . The 
Wagga Wagga Advertiser, generally fair to shearers, reported in August 1891 that 
the Kerarbury board was full and that plenty of non-union shearers were offer-
ing: 'They all express disapproval of Unionism', it stated, 'and say the "call-out" 
last year was utterly unjustifiable as were also the late lawless proceedings in 
Queensland and on the Darling' ." 

The nomadic shearers of the wide open plains had a variety of 'blacklegs' 
among their foes, but they seem to have sensed behind the tendency to 
scab the influence of alien rural environments. Thus W. C. Spence 
wrote: 'Members will remember Pat Casey. He was awaiting roll-call at a 
shed, and when it came and the boss simply called "Foster Smith and 
mates" — a gang of noted scabs — Pat saw it was hopeless, so he retired. 
"Smith and mates" came from the mountains, and one of the gang took 
sick, which caused Pat to remark: "I t ' s aisy to see ye been living on 
bears' meat; when ye get dacent tucker ye'er stomach can't stand it. 
When I seen ye putting water in the pan I knew ye'ed never seen a bit of 
f a t . " " 6 But the worst scabs came from New Zealand. Alongside tales of 
Australian poor whites from among the mountain men there circulated 
sardonic yarns about hitherto clean shearers' huts now infested with fleas 
and 'Scotch greys' which greeted one another with the Maori 
'nose-rub'.97 New Zealand blacklegs returning from the 1891 Queensland 
shearing were made well aware of unionist resentment at their inter-
vention. In support of the proposal for his 1891-2 midsummer visit to 
New Zealand King attached to it telegrams and news reports from 
Queensland, which he summed up as showing that it was 'evident inten-
tion of the Unionists to make it so unpleasant for the free men now leav-
ing the Colony that it will be difficult if not impossible to induce them to 
return to Queensland should another strike occur'. In one incident in the 
reports the returning men were attacked at Ilfracombe. They were stoned, 
struck with sticks, and followed into the railway carriages and maltreated 
there despite the efforts of the two constables present. Most such 
incidents would have gone unreported — for the pastoralists did not 
want to frighten off potential free labour recruits, nor the unionists to 
advertise their own lawlessness. But among the glimpses of the violent 
expression of these bitter feelings is an incident associated with the 1894 
New Zealand Benmore affair. 

95 G. L. Buxton, The Riverina 1861-1891, Melbourne, 1967, pp.263-4. 
96 Spence, History of A.W.U., p.98. 
97 The Hummer (Wagga), 6 February 1892. 



YEOMEN AND NOMADS 141 

Thomas Middleton, manager of the large Benmore Station on the upper 
Waitaki had a strong antipathy to unionists, so he arranged for Alexander 
McCallum, an Oamaru shearer also with anti-union sentiments, to engage 
shearers for him in Australia. McCallum appears to have been one of the 
Rotomahana party of New Zealand free labour in August 1894,98 and 
probably the intention was that he recruit mainly returning New 
Zealanders for Benmore. Anticipating trouble with local unionists 
Middleton applied for a police escort to the station. To the joy of unionists 
on both sides of the Tasman this was refused point-blank by Dick Seddon 
himself. According to the Pastoralists' Review of 15 January 1895, 
McCallum's party met their violence all right, but it began long before 
they reached New Zealand. 'It would really not be safe for a union 
delegate to come [to Benmore] without police protection and a strong 
force. Then many of the men were shamefully treated by the unionists in 
Australia, on board the steamer, and on the way up here. One of the 
skirters was set upon by a union mob on board the steamer, and had to 
draw his pistol to cow them. He was afterwards berthed in the saloon, 
after all his belongings had been thrown overboard by his assailants.' 
The overall effect of the trans-Tasman shearing migrations of these years 
would seem to have been an increased polarization of sentiment on both 
sides of the Tasman. The Australian pastoralists' intransigence can only 
have been strengthened by their links with New Zealand free labour. The 
New Zealanders must have helped to keep the local free labour in line, 
and so deepened the rift among Australian rural workers. According to 
the Pastoralists' Review, in the aftermath of the following years the 
Australian yeoman-type shearer largely withdrew from the industry, 
'deprived by something akin to intimidation of a legitimate means of 
earning a living'.99 That the polarizing effect of the conflict would 
strengthen labour as an Australian political force was predicted at the 
time,100 and has been accepted by historians since.101 As for New 
Zealand, it was through shearing that the 'new unionism' was first 
brought to the attention of the rural districts by means of the two-way 
migration across the Tasman. Again the effects were strongly polarizing. 
The emotional and physical strength of the rural reaction to the 
appearance of militant unionism in New Zealand in the early twentieth 
century is more easily understood when one considers how widespread 
must have been personal experience of unionists' mob violence among 
yeomen who had been free shearers in the inland in the 1890s. On the 
other side, the Australian propagandist and organizational efforts in the 
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New Zealand shearing sheds, though largely failing in their immediate 
objectives, helped to sow the ideas which flourished elsewhere to give rise 
to the 'Red' Federation of Labour. 

How the trans-Tasman shearing migrations have fared in the years 
since the great strikes has not as yet been elucidated by research. In the 
later 1890s and early 1900s, depression in Australia and the halving of 
the sheep flocks by drought seem to have largely augmented the flow of 
Australian shearers to comparatively prosperous rural New Zealand. The 
Pastoralists' Unions' registry system must have continued to channel the 
highly regarded New Zealand shearers to the Australian sheds. A 
Queensland complaint to the Pastoralists' Federal Council's 1895 Con-
vention that handling all New Zealand recruitment through the N.S.W. 
Pastoralists' Union office had resulted in that colony getting more than 
its fair share led to a unanimous resolution that each Association should 
do its own recruiting. In July 1895 there were 1,500 shearers and 2,000 
shed hands on the Sydney registry's books, and in July 1898 King had 
already received orders from the stations for 802 shearers and 183 shed 
hands for the season just then beginning,102 but there is no way of know-
ing how many of these were New Zealanders. With the other Associa-
tions also putting New Zealanders through their registries, and many 
squatters making their own individual arrangements with New Zealand 
shearers, it seems likely that hundreds of them continued to make the 
annual migration, and that the pastoral inland of Australia continued to 
contribute to the financing of yeoman farm development in New 
Zealand. But there is almost a century in the story of one of the world's 
most unusual annual rural labour migrations still there awaiting its 
historian. 
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