
Popular Protest in Early New Plymouth: 
WHY DID IT OCCUR? 

ON THE NIGHT of 28 October 1843 the tiny settlement of New Plymouth was 
rocked by a disturbance outside the home of the Reverend Horatio Groube. 
That afternoon Groube, a Congregationalist minister who had sailed to 
New Zealand in 1842 on the Timandra, had married his domestic servant, 
Sarah Good. Sarah had travelled to New Plymouth on the same ship as 
Horatio and under his care. At the time of the marriage she was pregnant, 
sufficient cause in itself for gossip and scandal. Indeed when their child was 
born less than eight months later one settler confided to his diary 'Mr. 
Groube's wife confined with a daughter. N.B. Married 28th Octer 43 — 
rather too soon.' That, however, was not all there was to the story. 

A month or so prior to the wedding two women out walking had ob-
served Horatio through the window of his house 'stripped stark naked, 
standing in a footbath in his kitchen' while Sarah washed and rubbed 'his 
posteriors'. Despite rigorous cross questioning, by whom is not very clear 
but possibly by Henry King, the Chief Police Magistrate, the women stuck 
to their story. Groube privately protested that he had been wearing his 
trousers, but he refused to ask for a public enquiry at which he might have 
defended his innocence. The incident was sufficient to make the New 
Zealand Company agent, John Wicksteed, who had been in the habit of at-
tending Groube's sermons, stay away from church. Shortly after this event 
it became known that Groube's 'intended', a Miss Humphreys, had arrived 
at Nelson from England. With a fiancee whose arrival was imminent and a 
pregnant domestic servant who, according to Wicksteed, 'swears she has 
the best right to be the lawful wife, having been repeatedly promised mar-
riage; and will not vacate bed or board', the unfortunate Groube was in a 
quandary. After hearing that things were not as they should be in New 
Plymouth, Miss Humphreys resolved the dilemma for him by leaving her 
ship and remaining in Nelson. When she failed to arrive Horatio and Sarah 
were hastily married, with William Lakeman, the settlement's storekeeper, 
as their best man and the Wesleyan missionary, John Skevington, carrying 
out the ceremony. 

Some members of the community strongly disapproved of the pro-
ceedings and demonstrated their feelings in the disturbance outside 
Groube's house. At least two New Plymouth settlers recorded the incident. 
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John Newland, the gaoler, noted in his diary that after the wedding 'the 
populace were very indignant and expressed themselves in a very vociferous 
manner.' And Wicksteed wrote to William Wakefield, his superior officer 
in Wellington, that 'many blackguards, with a sprinkling of "aristocracy" 
kicked up a row about the house on the (stale) wedding night.' Just exactly 
what happened, apart from a lot of noise, and just who took part, we will 
probably never know, but it seems from these accounts that New Plymouth 
was witnessing, in a vestigial form, the old custom of charivari.1 

The charivari as a traditional expression of popular disapproval was 
usually directed at couples who violated accepted codes of moral 
behaviour, especially when such violations involved incongruous sexual 
liaisons. In its most elaborate form the charivari involved street theatre, 
processions and even physical chastisement of the offenders. In its least 
elaborate form it was a public shaming, involving a lot of noise and 'rough 
music', the banging of pots and pans and an unholy din of varied musical 
instruments.2 Horatio and Sarah were being punished for their cross-class 
marriage, for their co-habitation, and for Horatio's infidelity. 

The charivari was intended to mock and shame. It was also a festive 
occasion when, as Wicksteed noted, 'blackguards' could mingle with 'aris-
tocracy' in having a bit of fun at someone else's expense and community 
tensions could be relaxed. The fact that the victim was a clergyman was a 
reminder that all men could err and reversed the usual patterns of social 
hierarchy and moral order. 

The ritual would not have been at all strange to the New Plymouth set-
tlers. More than anything else its appearance in New Zealand demonstrates 
that the cultural baggage of the emigrants contained not only religious 
beliefs, a political and legal system, literature, art and music, but also a set 
of popular values and a repertoire of popular protest. The New Plymouth 
settlers, coming from a predominantly agricultural, pre-industrial area of 
Britain, perhaps retained these traditions more fully than other settlers, but 
that has yet to be proved. There are however enough instances of popular 
protest among the New Plymouth settlers to argue for a strong retention of 
tradition during migration and the early years of settlement. This is not 
suprising. People do not alter their behaviour overnight or because they 
decide to migrate. However, because the major disturbances in the early 
settlements were over employment and wages, historians have looked to 
local conditions for their explanation.3 While such conditions were impor-

1 The details of these events come from the letters of J. T. Wicksteed to William Wakefield, 
18 September, 20, 31 October 1843, Confidential Correspondence of the Plymouth Company 
and the diary of John Newland, both in the Taranaki Museum, MS 072/0 and MS 016/0. The 
details of the departure of Sarah Good and Horatio Groube from England are recorded in 
Anne Flight's Diary and the birth of the Groubes' child is recorded in Josiah Flight's Diary. 
Both diaries are in the Taranaki Museum, MS 201/0 and MS 002/2. 

2 E. P. Thompson, '"Rough Music": Le Charivari anglais', Annates, XXVIle annêe 
(1972), pp.285-312; Martin Ingram, 'Ridings, Rough Music, and the "Reform of Popular 
Culture" in Early Modern England', Past and Present, CV (1984), pp.79-113. 

3 John Miller, Early Victorian New Zealand, London, 1958, pp.126-7; R. G. Wood, From 
Plymouth to New Plymouth, Wellington, 1959, pp. 125-34. 



POPULAR PROTEST IN EARLY NEW PLYMOUTH 5 

tant, it needs also to be recognised that even the reaction to wage cuts and 
reduced employment was fuelled by more than anger at a worsening of liv-
ing standards and was shaped more by practices brought to New Zealand 
than by those developed here. When confronted on the voyage and in the 
settlement with what they believed to be infractions of community stan-
dards, infringements of their rights and liberties, and the breakdown of 
contractual obligations, the emigrants responded in customary ways. This 
can be seen most clearly in the early 1840s when broken promises, economic 
hardship and social tensions reproduced some of the conditions of the 'old 
world'. The responses were correspondingly 'old world'. 

Most of the early settlers travelled to New Plymouth under the auspices 
of the Plymouth Company of New Zealand, an 'auxiliary' to the New 
Zealand Company, formed early in 1840 by Thomas Woollcombe, friend 
and solicitor of the New Zealand Company director, Sir William 
Molesworth. The two companies merged at the end of 1840 but the West of 
England Board, under Woollcombe's management, continued to direct 
land purchases and emigration from the south-west to the new settlement." 
The counties of Cornwall, Devon and Dorset proved rich recruiting 
grounds for emigrants, and especially for emigrants to an agricultural set-
tlement. Farming in the south-west was depressed, farmers, agricultural 
labourers and rural artisans alike hard pressed.5 Trying to make a living 
from marginal land brought into production during the years of high prices 
before 1815, farmers had suffered from low prices and high rents for years. 
Men in ancillary businesses, such as Henry King who led the New Plymouth 
settlers in 1841 and who had operated a company transporting lime sand on 
the Bude Canal, were also going through difficult times. They belonged to 
Wakefield's 'uneasy classes' for whom cheap, fertile land and a less expen-
sive life style in a new country were powerful attractions. 

Agricultural labourers in the three counties were among the worst paid 
and the least secure in the whole of England. In most agricultural villages 
there was a surplus of adult male workers, needed at haymaking and 
harvest time, and unemployed, or at least under-employed, for the rest of 
the year.6 When the assistant Poor Law Commissioners toured the region in 
1832 they discovered that almost every parish paid agricultural labourers 
allowances out of the poor rates in aid of wages. In most cases these 

4 T. Woollcombe to J. Ward, 25 December 1839, Colonial Office (hereafter C.O.) 208/3, 
Public Record Office, London; Ward to Woollcombe, 15 January, 20 March 1840, C.O. 
208/148; minutes of the Committee on the Plymouth Company, 2 October 1840, 3 February 
1841, C.O. 208/186; minutes of the Finance Committee, 19 September 1842, C.O. 208/187; 
Earl of Devon to Ward, 10 February 1843, C.O. 208/38. 

5 J. H. Clapham, An Economic History of Modern Britain. The Early Railway Age 1820-
1850, Cambridge, 1964 ed., pp.450-75; J. D. Chambers and G. E. Mingay, The Agricultural 
Revolution 1750-1880, London, 1966, pp. 126-47. 

6 N. Gash, 'Rural Unemployment, 1815-34', Economic History Review, VI (1935), pp.90-
93; E. L. Jones, 'The Agricultural Labour Market in England, 1793-1872', Economic History 
Review, Second Series, XVII (1964), pp.322-38. 
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allowances were paid when there were three or more children in the family, 
and, so standard had they become in parts of the area, that prospective reci-
pients notified the overseers of the Poor Law as soon as their wives became 
pregnant. Many parishes were accustomed to employing men on road con-
struction when there was no other work available. Wages for agricultural 
labourers were between 9/- and 11/- a week and it was customary to receive 
a portion in kind — cider, fuel, housing or a plot of ground for potatoes. 
The diet of labourers was commonly barley bread, potatoes, a little bacon, 
and, in Cornwall, fish. The children of families who received help from the 
poor rates could still be compulsorily 'bound' from the age of nine as ap-
prentices to farmers or manufacturers.7 When the New Poor Law was in-
troduced in 1834 the situation in these rural areas scarcely changed. Under 
the new Act the re-organized Poor Law Unions were prohibited from giving 
'outdoor relief' to able-bodied adults. Such recipients of aid were to be 
helped only within the workhouse. However, while under-employment and 
low wages continued most local unions ignored these prohibitions and there 
were few workhouses in the south-west.8 

Devon, Cornwall and Dorset all experienced economic distress in the 
two decades before the Plymouth Company was established. They were 
also, traditionally and recently, counties with experiences of popular pro-
test and community action. Dorset was one of the major counties where 
'Swing' riots — uprisings of agricultural workers protesting against the in-
troduction of threshing machines, low wages and unemployment — took 
place in 1830-1. In Devon there were scattered disturbances and riots dur-
ing those bitter months but Cornwall, where alternative employment in 
mining kept agricultural wages slightly higher, was spared. The typical 
eighteenth-century protest, the food riot, had been prominent in the south-
west. Although village and town artisans were more likely to participate in a 
food riot than agricultural workers, the food riots spilled out of the towns 
into the countryside. They were still occurring in Cornwall as late as the 
1840s. Other forms of rural protest — rick-burning, animal maiming and 
destruction of property — occurred sporadically.9 In a sense emigration 

7 See reports of D. O. P. Okeden (Dorset), Captain Chapman (Cornwall, South Devon) and 
C. P. Villiers (North Devon) and Answers to Rural Questions, Poor Law Report, Appendix A, 
Parts I and II, Appendix B, Parts I to V, Parliamentary Papers, 1834 (44), XXVIII to XXXIV. 
See also Mark Blaug, 'The Myth of the Old Poor Law and the Making of the New', Journal of 
Economic History, XXIII (1963), pp.160-77 and 'The Poor Law Report Re-examined', Jour-
nal of Economic History, XXIV (1964), pp.229-45. 

8 Anne Digby, 'The Rural Poor Law', in Derek Fraser, ed., The New Poor Law in the Nine-
teenth Century, London, 1976, pp. 149-70; Michael E. Rose, 'The Allowance System under the 
New Poor Law', Economic History Review, Second Series, XIX (1966), pp.607-20. 

9 E. J. Hobsbawm and George Rudê, Captain Swing, Woking, 1969; R. B. Rose, 'Eigh-
teenth Century Price Riots and Public Policy in England', International Review of Social 
History, VI (1961), pp.277-92; George Rude, The Crowd in History, New York, 1964; E. P. 
Thompson, 'The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century', Past and 
Present, L (1971), pp.76-136; J. Stevenson, 'Food Riots in England, 1792-1818', in R. 
Quinault and J. Stevenson, eds., Popular Protest and Public Order, London, 1974, pp.33-74; 
Roger Wells, 'The revolt of the south-west, 1800-1801: a study in English popular protest', 
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was also a protest, perhaps the ultimate, in which the emigrant family 
finally cut ties with its home and boarded a ship to sail half way round the 
world in the hope of finding a better life. 

The free emigrants who sailed to New Plymouth had recourse to their 
tradition of protest before they set foot on New Zealand soil. The closed 
system of the emigrant ships created an environment in which the least 
cause for complaint could develop rapidly into quite a serious protest. 
When between one and three hundred people were cooped up for at least 
three months in the uncomfortable, dark, dreary hold of a small sailing 
ship, subjected to gales and storms and stifling heat, fighting against 
seasickness, watching their children die from nineteenth-century killer 
diseases and disorders such as measles and diarrhoea, their food becoming 
more sparse and their water more foul, tensions were bound to arise. Order 
on board these ships depended to a considerable degree on the emigrants' 
willingness to submit to the authority of captains, surgeons and cabin 
passengers and, in turn, the ability of such individuals to judge when they 
should exercise tolerance and when control, and in each case how much 
they should apply. 

Of the early voyages to New Plymouth the most difficult was un-
doubtedly that of the Tirnandra on which Horatio Groube sailed with a 
small group of friends and some of his congregation, hoping 'to establish a 
place of worship for themselves' in New Plymouth.10 Although Groube was 
the religious leader of the group its real leader was forty-one year old Josiah 
Flight, an impoverished flax manufacturer from Bridport who, with his 
wife Anne and young daughter, and Anne's brother and sister, William and 
Sarah Devenish, had purchased land in the new settlement. 

The Tirnandra, with its complement of ten cabin passengers and 95 
adults and 107 children in the steerage, left Plymouth on 2 November 
1841." It was less than two weeks at sea when trouble arose. The surgeon, 
George Forbes, whose responsibility it was 'to preserve order', found he 
could not control the emigrants.12 They refused to get up in the mornings, 
turned up for their rations whenever they felt like it and abused anyone who 
tried to exercise authority. The 'tween decks 'became a little Ireland or hell 

Social History, VI (1977), pp.713-43; John Bohstedt, Riots and Community Politics in 
England and Wales 1790-1810, Cambridge, Mass., 1983; A. Charlesworth, ed., An Atlas of 
Rural Protest in Britain 1548-1900, London, 1983. 

10 W. Bridger to W. Wakefield, 1 November 1841, Confidential Correspondence of the 
Plymouth Company (hereafter C.C.P.C.). 

11 Ship's list, New Zealand Company Records, 34/2, National Archives, Wellington 
(hereafter N.Z.C.). 

12 Instructions to the Surgeons-Superintendents on Board the Emigrant Ships of the New 
Zealand Company of Plymouth, New Zealand Company Papers, Taranaki Museum, MS 
069/3. These intructions were the same as those given to surgeons on the parent New Zealand 
Company ships. 
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of swearing, filth, theft and pilfering'.13 Eventually Flight and Forbes 
organized a meeting of the cabin passengers and it was decided that Forbes 
should issue a proclamation against obscene language and insubordination 
and that Flight and Devenish would start a school so that the emigrants and 
their children could spend their time more usefully. The next day many of 
the emigrants refused to attend the church service held by Groube. One 
reason for the boycott was that the emigrants belonged to the Church of 
England and objected to Groube's non-conformist services. However, 
another was that Groube was associated with the censorious Flight and the 
emigrants were offended by the criticism of their behaviour and by the at-
tempt to regulate their comings and goings. The following Saturday they 
asked Forbes to read the Anglican service, as he was required to do by his 
instructions. After Forbes refused and when, on Sunday, Groube was 
about to begin preaching to a small congregation, a disturbance among the 
steerage passengers put an end to the proceedings. His later services were 
poorly attended. A denominational split had emerged, paralleled by a con-
flict over the emigrants' behaviour, that set a large group of the emigrants 
against the cabin passengers and the surgeon early in the voyage. 

The most serious conflict on the Timandra arose over attempts by 
Forbes to carry out post-mortems on the bodies of people who died on the 
voyage. Post-mortems have become an accepted accompaniment of death, 
but this was not the case in the first half of the nineteenth century. Dissec-
tion of corpses aroused a maelstrom of fears and emotions that could easily 
erupt into violent protest. During the eighteenth century, when the bodies 
of convicted felons were the only legal sources of corpses for the medical 
colleges, prisoners pleaded with their families and friends to rescue their 
bodies from the gallows so that they would not fall into the hands of the 
physicians. Riots and protests routinely took place at Tyburn as the crowd 
and the physicians' agents disputed possession of bodies cut down from the 
hangman's noose.'4 

Dissection in the eighteenth century was the fate of criminals and 
especially of murderers. The 1752 Murder Act added dissection to the 
sentence for murder in order to confer on the punishment a 'further Terror 
and Mark of Infamy'. However, in the early nineteenth century, as the ex-
panding anatomy schools became desperate for corpses, dissection became 
a fate of the poor. The bodysnatchers did most of their work in pauper 
graveyards where the bodies lay in shallow graves, often several in one site. 
The 1832 Anatomy Act specifically singled out the poor for dissection by 
allowing the physicians to take unclaimed pauper bodies from workhouses 
for teaching and experimental purposes. It has been claimed that this piece 

13 Forbes to Woollcombe, 26 December 1841, C.O. 208/26. The following account of the 
voyage is pieced together from this letter, from the diaries of Anne and Josiah Flight in the 
Taranaki Museum and the log of the Timandra kept by the first mate, deposited in N.Z.C. 
34/10. 

14 P. Linebaugh, 'The Tyburn Riot against the Surgeons', in D. Hay et al., Albion's Fatal 
Tree, Penguin ed., 1977, pp.65-117. 
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of legislation made poverty itself a crime." 
Resistance to dissection was deeply rooted in the beliefs and rituals that 

surrounded death. Among the working-class there was still a literal belief in 
the physical resurrection of the body and a horror of physical mutilation. It 
was not unknown for persons who had amputated limbs to be buried with 
the amputated pieces in the coffin with them. The dread of mutilation was 
reinforced by the association of dissection with the fate of murderers and 
paupers. Death, notwithstanding its constant presence in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, was a disturbing event. People who had lived tur-
bulent, difficult lives valued a decent Christian burial which would ensure a 
peaceful transition to the next world.16 

Given the powerful passions that dissection could arouse, it is somewhat 
surprising that the instructions to the surgeons aboard the New Zealand and 
Plymouth Company ships specifically enjoined them 'to lose no oppor-
tunity of making a post mortem examination' if a death took place and if 
the ship provided the facilities. As there is no reason to believe that 
surgeons on other emigrant ships of the time were expected to carry out 
post-mortems, it seems that the explanation for this lies in the utilitarian 
views of Edward Gibbon Wakefield. Utilitarians had long advocated post-
mortems, believing that they were essential, as indeed they were, for the ad-
vancement of science and medicine. Wakefield had personally supported 
post-mortems in his 1832 work Facts relating to the Punishment of Death in 
the Metropolis where he had argued that not only should the rich 'set an 
example of rational conduct to the poor' by bequeathing their bodies to 
science but also that the body of every person who received over a certain 
sum from the public purse should 'be liable to be claimed for the public 
good'.17 By instructing the surgeons to carry out autopsies the Companies 
were over-riding the natural fears and hostility of the emigrants in the cause 
of reason and progress. 

The first death on the Timandra was that of the infant son of Mary Ann 
and Peter Norman, born on board on 8 November and dying nearly three 
weeks later. On this occasion Forbes began a post-mortem without inform-
ing the parents. When the distraught father heard what was going on, he 
went to Flight for help, protesting against the post-mortem and claiming 
that he had a right to be present if it had to be carried out. Flight eventually 
persuaded him that his presence would do no good and Norman 'seemed 
convinced & did not attempt to interfere'.18 

Within the next fortnight three more children died. It is not clear 

15 R. Richardson, 'A Dissection of the Anatomy Act', Studies in Labour History, I (1976), 
pp. 1-14. 

16 Linebaugh, 'The Tyburn Riot', p. 115; Michael Durey, 'The Survival of an Irish Culture in 
Britain, 1800-1845', Historical Studies, XX (1982), pp.14-35; Michael Durey, The Return of 
the Plague, Dublin, 1979, pp. 155-84. 

17 Edward Gibbon Wakefield, Facts relating to the Punishment of Death in the Metropolis, 
London, 1832, Appendix, p.212. 

18 Anne Flight's Diary, 28 November 1841. 
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whether or not Forbes attempted post-mortems on the first two, but on the 
death of three-year-old Jane Parsons he was instructed by Captain Skinner 
to carry out an autopsy. By this time the steerage passengers were in a state 
of distress over the deaths, widespread illness among the children, the 
church services and also the quality of the water they were given to drink. 
(On 11 December Flight recorded in his diary that there had been a 'Petition 
alias Demand from Emigrants for Spirits'.) The parents of the child ob-
jected to the post-mortem and the majority of the emigrants supported 
them. Flight advised Forbes to abandon the operation and the child's body 
was dropped overboard without its being carried out. On the same day the 
Captain agreed to give the passengers their first ration of rum. 

Within two days the post-mortem issue flared up again. On 15 December 
seventeen-year old Mary Ann Norman died from complications arising out 
of her pregnancy. Peter Norman had seen first his son and now his young 
wife die. He had not been able to prevent his son's body from being 
dissected, but he was determined to stop Forbes, whom he blamed for the 
deaths, from cutting up his wife. He had the backing of the entire steerage. 
When Forbes insisted that he carry out a post-mortem the emigrants re-
belled: they gathered under the poop and declared to the Captain 'that they 
had made up their minds that the body should not be touched. To use their 
own words they said that not one of them would have come on board if they 
had known those who died on board would have been cut up and dismem-
bered in such an awful way. '" Faced with such 'direct resistance, or 
mutiny', as Forbes described it to Woollcombe, Captain Skinner told the 
surgeon he could not guarantee his safety in the event of the post-mortem 
being carried out. Forbes decided that discretion was the better part of 
valour. The body was handed over to the emigrants who conducted the 
funeral themselves. John Prout read the prayers and the body, sewn in can-
vas, was lowered into the sea while the emigrants sang a hymn. Anne Flight, 
who watched the proceedings, considered that a funeral held in 'such a 
spirit' was 'a disgusting sight', but the emigrants doubtless felt that it was 
more in the Christian spirit than the committal of a mutilated body by the 
non-conformist Groube. Three days after Mary Ann Norman's death two 
more children died. There were no further attempts at post-mortems and 
the funeral services went off peacefully, Forbes performing one and 
Groube the other. 

It was probably as well that shortly after this Christmas Day was 
celebrated with better food and 'relaxation of rules'. Then the Tirnandra 
called at Capetown. The emigrants were allowed ashore and the tension 
that had built up was relieved. After the voyage resumed there were plenty 
of complaints about food but only one further major disturbance. It occur-
red when the first mate, Thomson, tried to sprinkle chloride of lime in the 
steerage, a disinfectant measure stipulated in the rules of the Company and 
so far carried out without incident. On this occasion however the emigrants 

19 ibid., 16 December 1841. 
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complained that the lime burned their clothes and tried to stop Thomson. A 
scuffle broke out and one of the emigrants, a blacksmith named Samuel 
Joll, hit Thomson. Thomson immediately departed to get the handcuffs. A 
great agitation among the emigrants followed. As soon as he was able, the 
Captain called the emigrants on to the deck, facing the sailors lined up on 
the poop, and read out the ship's rules. He then asked Joll to apologize to 
Thomson or submit to being put in irons. Joll rejoined that he would die 
before apologizing, at which the Captain, ignoring the objections of the 
other emigrants, clapped him in irons until he recanted in the evening. It 
must have been with a sense of relief to all that Mount Egmont and the 
Taranaki coast came into sight eleven days later. 

The adversary situation which arose between the steerage and cabin 
passengers on the Tirnandra touched Horatio Groube closely and is pro-
bably not unrelated to the later events in New Plymouth. Groube was not 
only one of the opposition as far as the steerage passengers were concerned, 
but also the cause of some of the conflict. A rather ineffectual young man, he 
was unable to command the attention or respect of the passengers. He 
represented a religious denomination few of them followed and seemed to 
stand in the way of their having their own services. Sarah Good, his future 
wife, had also distanced herself from the steerage passengers, although 
belonging with them by class. She had travelled with Groube and the Flights 
to Plymouth and acted as Anne Flight's servant and nursemaid during the 
voyage. The charivari marked publicly the transgressions of a couple who 
were already unpopular. It was the result of personal and cultural tensions; 
however, when the context of the event is studied, it becomes clear that it was 
only one of a series of disturbances in a volatile and insecure community. 

During the early 1840s the emigrants from the Tirnandra and the other 
first ships struggled to establish themselves on the isolated Taranaki site. 
The problems were immense. There was no harbour. The open sea pounded 
in on the rocky coast line. Captains, aware of the enormous difficulties in 
unloading emigrants and cargo, were reluctant to call at Taranaki. When 
the second emigrant ship, the Amelia Thompson, reached the coast in 
September 1841 it drifted about for several days before coming in to put 
down its anchors. Henry King, anxious to see his new home, left the ship 
early one morning and rowed himself some twenty miles to Ngamotu. Six 
days later the.4/?7e//tf Thompson finally anchored so late at night that fires 
had to be lit on the beach to guide the emigrants in to shore. After ten days 
of wind the ship had still not unloaded and the captain sailed away and did 
not return until early October.20 In November the Regina, a supply ship, 
was wrecked on a reef and the Oriental dragged its anchor and was nearly 
smashed on the rocks.21 Emigrants were frightened and distressed at the 

20 Henrv Weekes's Journals. Taranaki Museum, MS 022/1; Carrington to Woollcombe, 22 
September 1841 and journal following, C.O. 208/91. 
21 Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 20 November 1841, C.O. 208/91. 
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strange environment. Sarah Harris, who arrived on the William Bryan with 
her husband and three children in March 1841, wrote home: 'The forest is 
behind me and the sea in front, but I dare not venture in the former for fear 
of losing myself and the beach is often too exposed to high winds making 
you almost blind with the iron sand and the great waves of the Pacific 
Ocean dashing against the rocks.'22 The settlement was cut off from Well-
ington, 200 miles to the south, and Auckland, 200 miles to the north, by 
hills, gullies and dense bush. Once you got to Taranaki, Francis Liardet, a 
former naval captain sent out by the New Zealand Company as its agent in 
mid-1841, claimed, you 'might just as well live on a solitary rock in the 
middle of the ocean as be here, for we have not the slightest communication 
with any part of the world except by chance'.23 

Despite the fact that New Plymouth was regularly described as the 
'garden of New Zealand', it took time to establish crops and for the settle-
ment to become even partially self-sufficient in food. There was a good 
harvest of root crops, potatoes especially, and vegetables in 1843, but the 
first grain was not harvested until 1844. Even then it was reckoned that the 
settlement produced only twenty tons of flour when its annual requirement 
was 120 tons.24 Unlike some of the other early settlements, New Plymouth 
could not rely on the agriculture of a local Maori population. The local 
tribe, the Atiawa, had been displaced from their home several years before 
by warring Waikato people and only a few remained in the region.25 This 
led to food shortages and high prices. In August 1841 the provisions 
brought by the first emigrants were almost exhausted and there was talk of 
eating fern roots — a diet that the doctor, Henry Weekes, thought might be 
adequate for the natives but 'would cause that beef-eater, John Bull, to 
look very long-faced and small-waisted in less than a week'.26 This 
catastrophe was averted by the arrival of the Amelia Thompson, but stores 
were nearly out again in late September, early October, late December and 
early January 1842. 

The leadership of the settlement was initially weak and divided. The men 
who ran New Plymouth were the agents of the Company, first George Cut-
field, then his brother-in-law Henry King, followed by Francis Liardet and 
John Tylston Wicksteed. Cutfield sailed in charge of the first party but was 
merely a caretaker. He handed over to King, a former naval officer, aged 
58, in September 1841. King brought a large party, including several men 
employed in his transport business, from his home village of Holsworthy in 
North Devon. He was an irascible, domineering autocrat whose position as 
a major landowner and, from 1842, police magistrate gave him con-

22 Sarah Harris to her father and sisters [June 1841], Emily Cumming Harris Papers, 
Taranaki Museum, MS 151/0. 

23 Liardet to Wakefield, 28 November 1841, C.O. 208/91. 
24 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 20 January 1844, N.Z.C. 105/3. 
25 K. Sinclair, The Origins of the Maori Wars, Wellington, 1957, p. 112. 
26 Henry Weekes's Journals, 26 August 1841. See also Diary of Richard Chilman, 21, 28 

August 1841, New Plymouth Public Library. 
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siderable influence in the settlement. He was, however, replaced as agent by 
Francis Liardet when the Plymouth and New Zealand Companies merged. 
Liardet disliked New Plymouth on sight and was delivered from his fate 
when, trying to fire one of the cannons from the wrecked Regina, he 
accidentally exploded it in his face and blinded himself. From then until his 
departure in March 1842 he left the running of the settlement to Cutfield 
and King.27 At this point a successor, Wicksteed, was chosen from among 
the Wellington settlers.28 To the New Plymouth land purchasers, already 
angry over the choice of site, delays to land surveys and land distribution, 
Wicksteed was an interloper. As the Company agent he became the focus of 
their anger and frustration. Meetings were constantly held to discuss the 
shortcomings of the site, of the Company and of its agent. These 
grievances, because they found their way back to England and affected 
land sales, were of concern to the Company. However, a more serious 
source of discontent arose out of the failure of the Company to keep its pro-
mises to the free emigrants. 

In their desire to fill the steerage quarters of the ships that travelled to 
New Zealand, the New Zealand and Plymouth Companies had held out 
prospects to agricultural labourers and village artisans that were hard to 
resist. As well as the free passage offered to working men and their families, 
the Companies promised secure employment all the year round at good 
wages. Clause 15 of the original 'Regulations for Labourers Wishing to 
Emigrate to New Zealand' promised that 

On the arrival of the Emigrants in the Colony, they will be received by an officer 
who will supply their immediate wants, assist them in reaching the place of their 
destination, be ready to advise with them in case of difficulty, and at all times to give 
them employment in the service of the Company , if f r om any cause, they should be 
unable to obtain it elsewhere. The emigrants will, however, be at perfect liberty to 
engage themselves to any one willing to employ them, and will make their own 
bargain for wages. 

These Regulations were published in the first issue of the New Zealand 
Gazette and reissued in December 1839. Posters and handbills distributed 
by the Company agents displayed Clause 15 prominently, sometimes 
quoting it in full or printing extracts from it in bold letters. One poster, used 
in Axminster, was headed 'PERMANENT EMPLOYMENT A N D GOOD 
WAGES'.29 

Above everything else it was these promises that induced working people 
to leave the south-west.30 Prospective migrants quizzed Company agents on 
the promises. It was usual for agents to reply by quoting clause 15 and it 
27 Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 8 February 1841, C.O. 208/91. 
28 Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 28 April 1842, C.O. 208/91. 
29 See C.O. 208/291. 
30 This point is also made by Michael Turnbull, 'New Zealand Labour Politics, 1840-1843', 

Political Science, IV, 2 (1952), p.32. 
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seems likely that they often went beyond this, or at least the emigrants 
thought they had. Among the New Plymouth emigrants there was a wide 
range of beliefs about the wages they were to receive. £1 a week and rations 
was the common view although some people believed they were to get as 
much as 10/- a day and others expected 7 /6 or 5/-.31 Other sources gave the 
same impression. On the occasion of the William Bryan leaving Plymouth, 
the Plymouth and Devonport Weekly Journal claimed that in New Zealand 
labourers could earn 30/- a week, a wage that would soon enable them to 
purchase fifteen to twenty acres of land.32 The New Zealand Journal, 
published in London as the mouthpiece of the New Zealand Company, 
reported in January 1841 that the company agent at Port Nicholson had 
given notice that he would employ labourers who could not find jobs at £1 a 
week 'so that the settler who quits this country has the assurance that he will 
not remain unemployed for a single day'. The Journal claimed, further-
more, that private capitalists were willing to pay labourers 28/- to 30/- a 
week. Anyone going to New Zealand would have to adjust to a totally new 
wage scale, 'not so much because the labourer gets a larger share of the pro-
duce, as because there is absolutely a greater nett produce to divide. The 
labourer, it is true, gets more wages, but the capitalist gets more profit.'33 

In October 1841, addressing the emigrants on the Timandra, Woollcombe 
read extracts from letters written by emigrants already in New Zealand 
claiming that wages averaged 36/- a week for labourers and £3 for 
mechanics.34 

Although the recruiting literature and the recruiting agents gave the 
impression that wages would be more than adequate, the Company did not 
intend to provide a high standard of living. In September 1839 Daniel 
Riddiford was told, on his appointment as emigration agent at Port 
Nicholson, that he was to help emigrants 'obtain employment from Set-
tlers, but if such employment cannot be procured you are then to apply to 
the Company's principal Agent to provide them with what is necessary for 
their subsistence, and to employ them in the Service of the Company, or for 
public purposes. The principal Agent is instructed to take care that no 
labouring Emigrant falls into a state of Destitution, but that you will at the 
same time acquaint the Emigrants that they are not to expect more from the 
Company than a bare subsistence.'35 

Although the Company constantly presented emigration as an escape 
from the trammels of the Poor Law, it is clear that the Poor Law was itself 

31 Petition to Wicksteed, 14 May 1842, N.Z.C. 308/1; affidavits sent by William Turner to 
F. S. Tollemache, 4 July 1843, C.O. 208/43. 

32 5 November 1840. 
33 2 January 1841. The Journal's views on wages and profits came directly from E. G. 

Wakefield's idea that where the 'field of production' is large in proportion to both capital and 
labour, high wages and high profits rule. England and America, London, 1833, reprinted in M. 
F. Lloyd Prichard, The Collected Works of Edward Gibbon Wakefield. Glasgow, 1968, 
pp.366-76. 
34 New Zealand Journal, 30 October 1841. 
35 Ward to Riddiford, 12 September 1839, N.Z.C. 102/1. 
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the model for its employment policy. Poor Law rhetoric was a constant 
reference for Company officials when discussing employment. The concept 
of a 'bare subsistence' is one example; company wages were referred to as 
the 'poor-rate' and the phrases 'able-bodied' and 'the prevention of destitu-
tion', used by company agents, were classic poor law terminology. But 
what we see in New Zealand is an amalgam of the principles and practices 
of the old and new Poor Laws. In recognizing a responsibility to provide 
work for those who had no hope of finding it elsewhere, the Company 
followed the practice of the old Poor Law. Company employment was 
necessary, as were relief payments from the poor rates, to retain the 
workforce in the settlements until their labour was required by private 
employers. But Company employment was to be given, as was parish relief, 
only to prevent destitution and suffering, and it was to provide the recipient 
and his family with a 'bare subsistence', a less 'eligible' condition than he 
would enjoy if he worked for wages in private employment. Such a policy 
aimed at driving the labourers 'to be earnest in seeking employment upon 
better terms from private capitalists' — one of the aims of the Poor Law 
reformers in the early 1830s.36 

The initial promise of the Company to provide employment when it 
could not be found elsewhere created among the emigrants high expecta-
tions and a belief that the Company would look after them. However, in 
practice the bond formed between the Company and the emigrants was 
soon under strain. By October 1841 William Wakefield, the chief agent at 
Wellington, was concerned that, by offering to employ men who could not 
get work elsewhere the Company was drawing labour away from private 
employment. An incident on the Petone road works when labourers re-
fused 30/- a week from private employers, preferring the security of the 
Company's £1 a week plus rations, forced Wakefield to recognize that the 
level of wages was being set by the Company rather than by supply and 
demand. He reacted by reducing Company wages to 14/- plus rations, a 
package which he considered adequate 'to prevent destitution'.37 

Furthermore, as the Company slid into financial trouble it was unable to 
continue its employment promises. In July 1842 the pledge of employment 
was withdrawn from the free passage regulations and Company adver-
tisements.38 The following September it was decided that if a free emigrant 
became unemployed after working for a private employer the Company 
would not feel bound to give him work. Wakefield was instructed that 
Company employment was 'to be confined to the destitute'; any other prac-
tice harmed the interests of the capitalists 'by creating an unnatural com-
petition for labour', in addition to the heavy financial burden it imposed on 

36 Ward to Wakefield, 22 June 1843, N.Z.C. 102/11. 
37 New Zealand Gazette, 16 October 1841; Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 12 October 1841, 

C.O. 208/99. 
38 Minutes of Land and Emigration Committee, 15 June, 21 July 1842, C.O. 208/187; 

minutes of Court of Directors, 14 July 1842, C.O. 208/181; Ward to Wakefield, 13 April, 30 
Julv 1842, C.O. 208/166. 
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the Company." 
In New Plymouth Cutfield and King found their instructions not to 

'enter into competition with individuals in the labor market' and to provide 
employment 'at a scale of remuneration below the current rate of wages' 
largely irrelevant. The Company was by far the largest employer in the 
settlement and the wage rate was struck by Cutfield at a meeting with the 
emigrants a few days after the first ship arrived. The meeting was stormy as 
the men expected more than Cutfield had 'any intention or inclination to 
give'. However after a long debate it was settled that mechanics should get 
7/- and labourers 5/- a day. Shortly after this the carpenters demanded and 
got an increase to 7/6. In July when the price of flour and other provisions 
rose slightly the labourers struck for a wage increase but Cutfield remained 
firm and the strike rapidly collapsed.40 The Company employed nearly all 
the free emigrants on road construction, 'cutting the line', transporting 
stores and building. As a result, when Liardet arrived in October he found 
the Company 'very much in debt' and appealed to Wakefield for advice.4' 
In reply Wakefield instructed him to place employment on 'an economical 
and sound footing as any extravagant wages or indiscriminate employment 
by the Company must deprive the proprietors of land of the advantages 
they reasonably expected to find arising out of the Emigration fund and 
ultimately be most injurious to the settlements'. Liardet was to 'reduce the 
wages of labour to the extent not to encourage general application to the 
Company for employment and to enable the proprietors to procure 
labourers readily and at moderate wages'.42 

Wages in New Plymouth, however, remained high for a few more 
months. After Liardet's accident Cutfield ordered a temporary reduction 
but very soon the Company was paying as much as before.43 A batch of let-
ters written by settlers and subsequently published in London in the New 
Zealand Journal show that in February-March 1842 most of the men were 
employed by the Company on high wages and were very satisfied with both 
wages and conditions. 

For instance John French, a sawyer who had a free passage with his wife 
Ann and one child on the William Bryan, wrote that he now had a 20 by 12 
foot cob house, a garden with potatoes, cabbages, pumpkins and onions 

39 Minutes of Land and Emigration Committee, 22 September 1842, C.O. 208/187; Ward to 
Wakefield, 30 September 1842, C.O. 208/166. 
40 No signature to King, 14 March 1841, N.Z.C. 302/1; Cutfield's Journal 3, 12 April, 19, 

20, 21 July 1841, C.O. 208/27. William Wakefield considered that Cutfield regarded the 
establishment at New Plymouth 'more in the light of a Company's factory than as the instru-
ment of founding a free colony'. Wakefield to Ward, 28 April 1842, C.O. 208/91. In January 
1842 the Company employed 95 males out of a total of 104 men and 29 'lads' residing in the set-
tlement. Cutfield to Wakefield, 8 January 1842, Plymouth Company Papers, Taranaki 
Museum, MS 072/0. 
41 Liardet to Wakefield, 28 November 1841, N.Z.C. 3/21. 
42 Wakefield to Liardet, 29 December 1841, N.Z.C. 3/21. 
43 Cutfield to Wakefield, 17 January 1842, Plymouth Company Papers; Wakefield to Cut-

field, 24 March 1842 enclosed in Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 28 April 1842, C.O. 208/91. 
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and 'a good four post bedstead'. He had worked most of the time for the 
Company, first at 30/- a week but more recently at £1 with weekly rations 
of 10 lb. of meat, 10 lb. of flour, 14 lb. of tea and Vi lb. of sugar. James 
Shaw, a shipwright from the Devonport dockyards, who also worked for 
the Company, had bought a small section of land. Thomas Henwood, who 
wrote that he had 'got a very good situation', was foreman of the Com-
pany's carpenters, earning, he said, the prodigious wage of £150 a year. 
Simon Andrews, an emigrant by the Timandra, had just arrived in New 
Plymouth when he wrote to his parents. On the second day after landing he 
joined an old friend, John Lye, who had been in New Plymouth since 
March 1841, both men working for the Company.44 

This situation altered in March 1842 when William Wakefield visited the 
settlement. Wakefield, under pressure from London to reduce expenditure 
in New Zealand, was dismayed to find that the costs of the Company in 
New Plymouth had not been reduced at all, that labourers employed by the 
Company were doing very little and that the leadership of the community 
had almost collapsed. He took immediate steps to reduce costs. Men 'cut-
ting the line' on contract were given three months' notice, all the artisans 
employed by the Company were discharged, and he gave an instruction that 
the Company should employ only labourers who would otherwise have no 
work at all, and then, from the beginning of May, at the reduced wage of 
16/- a week and rations. Boys and 'inefficient' workmen were to be paid 
less.45 

The implementation of the wage reduction was carried out by 
Wicksteed, who arrived in May to take up the position of resident agent. 
The reduction was a great blow to the labourers, most of whom had 
families to support and had looked forward to a period of sustained 
employment on wages that would enable them to save to buy land. It caused 
a great deal of discontent, many threats to leave the settlement, and a good 
deal of abuse directed at Wicksteed. It was the beginning of a long series of 
protests at the failure of the Company to keep its promises and at the 
breakdown of what E. P. Thompson has termed the 'moral economy' as it 
had been established in New Plymouth.46 For three years the working men 
of New Plymouth faced unemployment, declining wages and economic 
hardship. Their situation was not much different from what it would have 
been at home. They responded in ways they were used to — by petitioning 
for redress of their grievances, by holding protest meetings and, in the last 
resort, by attacking property and livestock. 

The first protest was led by Thomas Shute, a Plymouth man who had 
arrived in November 1841 on the Oriental. Ironically Shute had earlier 
written to his parents in a confident frame of mind: 

44 New Zealand Journal, 3, 17 September, 15 October 1842. 
45 Wakefield to Cutfield, 24 March 1842, N.Z.C. 3/21. 
46 Thompson, 'The Moral Economy', p. 136. 
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I would advise any young man to come here, or any married sober man will do well 
here without any parish [by which he meant assistance f rom the parish under the 
P o o r Law]. It is not my intention to write one thing different f rom the t ruth to in-
duce any one to come here. All I can say is this, I am more comfor table here than 
ever I was in England. . . . I last week earned 10 shillings overtime earnings (more 
than I should get at h o m e in a week) in addit ion to my 1£ 10/-, making 2£.47 

Faced with a reduction in his wages, Shute organized a petition ad-
dressed to Wicksteed and a public meeting which resolved to petition the 
Governor for aid in leaving New Plymouth. The petition, signed by 22 free 
emigrants, showed both the expectations of the men and their dependence 
on the Company. It ran: 

We the undersigned Labourers of this settlement having left our native land with a 
view of improving our condit ion and that of our families by reason of promises held 
out to us by the acting agent of the then Plymouth C o m p a n y of New Zealand that 
the wages we should receive on our arrival here would be 1 Pound Sterling and 
rations per week f rom the company if no better could be obtained. 

W e therefore beg to lay before you our sad and serious disappointment that 
instead of 1 P o u n d with rations it is only 16 Shillings and rations which on taking an 
average of the families of Labourers to be 4 children coupled with the high rents 
clothing tools and medical aid places the Labourer in worse circumstances than in 
England. 

W e most earnestly hope that by your kind interferance [sic] which we humbly 
entreat [you] may save us f rom approaching distress and that by leaving the case in 
your Hands we may gain redress and be enabled to live in credit and respect rather 
than penury and want . 4 ' 

The language of the petition was deferential, the 'language of pater-
nalism' which, Andrew Charlesworth has argued, was designed 'to shame 
those in power into acting as they professed to behave'. It was a language 
common to hundreds of letters written to farmers and landlords in Britain 
in the 1830s asking them to remember their duties to their men.49 The 
deference, however, did not conceal the basis of the claim. First there were 
the promises made in England, promises the men regarded as legally bind-
ing. In 1843 a similar petition was sent to England accompanied by legal af-
fidavits attesting to the commitments entered into by the agents of the 
Company. Second, a list of prices was attached to the petition to support 
the contention that the emigrants were worse off in New Plymouth than 
they had been in England. Food prices were not the real problem for, 
although these were high, the men employed by the Company received 
weekly rations from the Company store. Their concern was more with high 
rents (5/- a week for a small cottage), high prices for shoes, clothing, 
medical advice and treatment, tools and small household items such as 

47 New Zealand Journal, 3 September 1842. 
48 Petition to Wicksteed, 14 May 1842, N.Z.C. 308/1. 
49 Charlesworth, Atlas, p. 144. 
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soap. These costs were said to be 'very high', 'double' the cost in England, 
'very expensive'. Not yet amounting to a wage claim based on the cost of 
living, the petition represents a transitional stage between the humble en-
treaties of the past and the wage claims of the future. 

The labourers' petition fell on deaf ears. Wicksteed refused to believe 
that anyone in New Plymouth was actually in a state of want and main-
tained that the emigrants 'must continue to pine away on a pittance which 
would feed thrice their number in their native land'.50 After a second 
meeting Shute wrote again to Wicksteed, this time using less conciliatory 
language. He threatened an exodus of labour and an approach to the 
newspapers so as to warn others thinking of emigration 'that the Poor may 
not be entrapped in the eviles [sic] of approaching ruin and present oppres-
sion in this strange land'. However, in the absence of alternative employ-
ment and because of the nigh impossibility of getting away from New 
Plymouth, he was obliged to fall back on recriminations: 'I could have 
scarcely thought that those I term my neighbour at home would have in-
duced Honest men to come here to live under the Iron Hand of oppression 
and Tyranny as if Transported Felons.'51 

The real trouble in New Plymouth, as in the other settlements, was that 
the Company had been unable to persuade enough capitalists to emigrate. 
Of the 313 males over the age of 15 who sailed to New Plymouth on the first 
six ships only 64 travelled as intermediate or cabin passengers and 15 of 
these 64 got off the ship in Wellington.52 In the June 1843 census only 34 
capitalists were returned as farmers and of these only 15 employed labour. 
The statistics of cultivated land and livestock present a picture of slow 
development. Only 251 acres were under cultivation, 41 of these being 
planted in vegetables. The settlement had 849 sheep, 102 'grazing cattle', 43 
working oxen and five farm horses. In other words the farmers had an 
average of just over one working ox each, three cows and most did not own 
a horse. Most of the sheep probably belonged to two farming partnerships 
— King and Cutfield who had introduced Merinos from New South Wales 
and Flight and Devenish who had brought a flock of Southdowns from 
England.53 

These men of capital simply could not afford to offer employment to 
working men on any scale. Their first priorities were living quarters, follow-
ed by land clearances, planting and stocking the land. While this went on 
they lived on their capital, a commodity that could disappear rapidly. 
Clearing the land was expensive and proceeded slowly. In 1843 it was 
estimated that bush land cost £10 an acre to clear and fern land £2 to £5. By 
1846, according to Wicksteed, the cost had not declined much. Two years 
later, after burning off became more common, Charles Hursthouse claim-

50 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 17 May 1842, C.C.P.C. 
51 Shute to Wicksteed, 22 May 1842, N.Z.C. 308/1. 
52 These figures are calculated from the ships' passenger lists in N.Z.C. 34/1 and 34/2. 
53 1843 Statistical Returns, enclosed in Wicksteed to Wakefield, 23 June, 22 August 1843, 

N.Z.C. 3/22. 
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ed that it cost £3.10/- to break in an acre of fern land and £4.10/- for 
timbered land. After the land was cleared the first crop could be planted, 
but on bush land the surface roots had to be hacked off in the second year 
and the soil raked — an operation which could cost the farmer another £5-6 
an acre. Neither Wicksteed nor Hursthouse saw much profit in farming in 
the 1840s. Hursthouse thought Taranaki had a fine future as an agricultural 
district but farming had 'not generally been a lucrative pursuit'. Labour 
costs, the cost of clearing land, the price of implements and stock all 
'pressed heavily on the "pioneer" farmers'.54 

For these reasons the labour situation was only somewhat eased as the 
land purchasers selected their lands and began clearances. The situation 
worsened in the summer of 1842-3 when first the Blenheim and then the 
Essex arrived bringing more working-class emigrants, among them sixteen 
Cornish miners and their families who had migrated on the basis of reports 
of rich mineral resources in Taranaki and who could find no work at all. A 
further wage reduction in November 1842 resulted in considerable opposi-
tion which Wicksteed tried to quieten by reducing the price of flour.55 

By the beginning of 1843 the Company was still employing more men 
than it could afford and in March Wakefield visited New Plymouth in 
another attempt to reduce Company expenditure. He took Francis 
Molesworth, younger brother of Sir William and a Wellington settler, 
along with him, perhaps hoping that a fellow Cornishman would inspire a 
feeling of goodwill in the hearts of the emigrants. If this were so it was an 
unsuccessful ruse, for nothing could reconcile the labourers of New 
Plymouth to Wakefield's mission. On seeing the situation in New 
Plymouth Wakefield had to admit that Wicksteed had had little alternative 
but to employ the emigrants on Company projects. Nevertheless the Com-
pany could not continue the same level of support and Wakefield gave 
notice to the surveyors and storekeeper and announced that the distribution 
of rations would stop. To offset this effective cut in wages he promised that 
each labourer who had been working for the Company would be allotted a 
quarter-acre section rent-free for two years with the opportunity of pur-
chasing the land at the end of that time.56 

This promise did little to assuage the anger of the men. Their immediate 
reaction to Wakefield's announcement was 'threatening and violent' and, 
as Wakefield was about to leave the settlement, a group, described by 
Wicksteed as a 'brutal rabble', gathered on the beach shouting abuse at 
him. That evening the same group demonstrated noisily outside 
Wicksteed's house and Molesworth's horse was attacked. This was the 
third, and the worst, outburst of protest at wage reductions since Wick-
steed's arrival ten months previously. He claimed to take little notice of the 

54 Statistical Return No. l l , Wicksteed to Wakefield, 22 August 1843, 20 May 1846, N.Z.C. 
3/22, 105/5; Charles Hursthouse, An Account of the Settlement of New Plymouth, London, 
1849, pp.91-101, 112. 
55 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 30 November 1842, N.Z.C. 105/1. 
56 Wakefield to N.Z. Company, 31 March 1843, C.O. 208/101. 
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fury of the 'mob', many of whom he believed had come to New Plymouth 
straight from the workhouse, but he was increasingly concerned that the 
Company appeared to have deceived 'the more decent folk' among the 
emigrants and he moved quickly to allocate the quarter-acre sections. Sixty-
seven men, including almost all the married men from the Blenheim and the 
Essex, received land. However, the landpurchasers did little to support 
Wicksteed, seizing the opportunity to combine and announce a reduction in 
the wages they paid.57 

After the outburst of anger in March, the working men turned again to 
petitioning as the means of expressing their grievances. During May a 
second petition was produced and signed by 94 men, over half the male ar-
tisans and agricultural labourers over 19. The petition, addressed to the 
Board of Directors of the New Zealand Company, set out the men's com-
plaints and requests. The main grievance was that the emigrants, having 
allowed 'themselves and Families to be transferred from their Native Soil to 
the shores of this remote and isolated portion of the Globe solely on the 
faith of certain promises', now found that these promises were not to be 
kept. The reductions in wages had thrown the settlement into an 'alarming 
state of excitement and discontent', and to restore 'this fertile and beautiful 
D i s tr i c t . . . to its pristine state of tranquillity and content' the memorialists 
sought 'the strictest and most careful investigation' into the promises of 
employment and wages. They also requested the Board to construct a 'safe 
and commodious Harbour' and to being mining operations.58 

The petition signalled the beginning of a miserable winter for the free 
emigrants. Although some of the men began work on their allotments of 
land their crops were only just being planted and they needed paid work to 
sustain them and their families. This work was simply not available. 
Wicksteed found that even without the inducement of rations many men 
still came to him seeking work and he had to resort to other expedients to 
lower his wage bills. The main deterrent he devised was employment of the 
men on unpleasant, heavy road work, miles from their homes so that they 
could only return at the end of the week, and in places where there was no 
shelter and where they had to forage for their own food. This had a very 
adverse effect on health and morale. Some of the men returned home sick 
and claimed medical relief from the Company; others 'commenced the 
trade of pig and sheep stealing'. They began meeting at the house of 
William George, a free emigrant who had made money as a sawyer and had 

57 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 March, 10 April 1843, N.Z.C. 105/2, C.C.P.C.; see also 
Josiah Flight's Diary entry for 27 March 1843 where he recorded his attendance at the meeting 
of landowners. They agreed to pay labourers at a maximum of 3/6 a day for a day beginning at 
7 a.m. and ending at 5 p.m. However, on 4 April Flight recorded that William Devenish had at-
tended a meeting of labourers and employers 'to settle what wages should be paid for them' 
when it was agreed to pay 4/-. Wicksteed claimed that 4/- was a maximum, with 21/- being the 
usual weekly wage. 

58 Petition and affidavits enclosed in William Turner to F. S. Tollemache, 4 July 1843, C.O. 
208/43. 
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built 'a very decent tavern'.5' By the end of August Wicksteed had decided 
to try a different tack — that of subsidizing wages. He offered to pay 6/- a 
week for married men and 2 / - for single men provided that employers made 
up their wages to the level of the Company wage of 16/- and 8/-. The land-
owners leapt at this variant on the old Speenhamland system, so con-
demned in England in the early 1830s, and within a brief time 50 men 
previously employed by the Company were working on the land on sub-
sidized wages.60 

The practice of subsidizing the wages of labourers brought the wrath of 
another group of workers down on Wicksteed's head. In the winter of 1843 
it was as difficult for artisans as for labourers to get work. Of 99 men 
returned as artisans of various sorts in the census taken in June 1843 fully 
one-third, the miners prominent among them, could not find employment 
at their own trades. However, it was the carpenters, blacksmiths and 
sawyers, previously in some demand, who in August claimed a wage sub-
sidy. When Wicksteed refused to pay this, except to men who would be 
destitute otherwise, on the ground that they had previously been employed 
on high wages and should have saved money for such emergencies, he was 
subjected 'to the fiercest storm of menaces and abuse' he had encountered. 
The men came in a body to his home on Mount Eliot, assailing him loudly 
and threatening to pull down the verandah of his house. After about an 
hour's 'parley' Wicksteed persuaded them to leave, which they did 'mutter-
ing vengeance' against him and his family, threats which Wicksteed 
thought they would execute by maiming his cows and killing his sheep and 
poultry.61 In the following months Wicksteed had his fences broken down, 
his potato crop was dug up and ruined, dogs were deliberately set on his 
sheep and goats, a bull calf was killed and another calf was attacked — all 
common forms of protest in rural England.62 

If any of these protests had got really out of hand it is difficult to see 
what Wicksteed could have done. The forces of law and order were almost 
non-existent. In 1843 New Plymouth was virtually in the same situation as 
in 1839 when the New Zealand Company had told its agents that 'a moral 
influence sufficiently powerful to repress crime, and maintain the usage of 
civilized society' and rules such as 'expulsion from an Association for 
Order, of which all the Colonists should at first be members, together with 
what is termed "Sending to Coventry" or exclusion from social inter-
course' would be the major means of maintaining law and order.63 In July 
1843, when it was rumoured that Waikato Maoris were on the march to 
Taranaki to battle with Atiawa who had returned to their ancestral lands 
following British settlement, the government-appointed magistrates had 

59 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 9 May 1843, C.C.P.C., I, 31 August, 31 October 1843, N.Z.C. 
105/2. 
60 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 August 1843, N.Z.C. 105/2. 
61 ibid.; and Wicksteed to Wakefield, 4 September 1843, C.C.P.C. 
62 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 October 1843, C.C.P.C. 
63 Ward to Wakefield, 14 November 1839, N.Z.C. 102/1. 
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sworn in over 200 special constables, but Wicksteed had pointed out that 
'the Chief Police Magistrate has not a single gun, sword or weapon of 
defence: and his position in a time of peril or alarm is pitiable'.64 The local 
magistrates had some petty powers of examination (the chief magistrate, 
Henry King, was himself examined in May 1842 on a charge of selling 
spirits without a licence)65 but anyone committed for trial had to be sent to 
Wellington.66 There was no organized police force before 1846 although 
there were a couple of part-time constables and a gaoler. 

In the absence of any effective means for handling conflict Wicksteed 
had to exercise forbearance and caution in carrying out company policy. In 
October 1843 he received instructions from Wakefield to make further 
reductions in his establishment. Salaries were to be reduced, employees 
dismissed and free emigrants to be employed only if they were needed to 
complete surveys or if the Company had a positive liability towards them. 
No one who had previously been in private employment could be employed 
by the Company.67 Wicksteed did not dare make this change in policy 
public. He felt that 'nothing could be more injudicious than to tell an im-
portation of paupers that, if once they could get a job from a settler, they 
lost all claim upon the Company for employment. Scarcely one emigrant 
out of the 'Blenheim' or 'Essex' would have ventured to take work — even 
at a high rate — from individuals, at such a risk.' All of the emigrants held 
embarkation orders, signed by Woollcombe, promising them work if they 
could not find it elsewhere. If these promises were not honoured Wicksteed 
believed that the 'very valuable property here in houses, stores, boats &c 
. . . would assuredly be destroyed', and that the 'private houses and shops 
would also be plundered'.68 

Wicksteed and his wife did what they could to help families in distress, 
doling out their spare milk and food to 'an assemblage' that collected 
regularly outside their back door each morning, maintaining a medicine 
chest and supplying women 'in the straw' with linen. However, their charity 
was less humanitarian than an attempt 'to neutralize the ill will consequent 
upon my daily refusal of relief, on the Company's account, to good for 
nothing loafers, who besiege the office door with God knows how many 
brats, squalling in the genuine style of English beggars'.69 

The employment situation was at its worst in New Plymouth in the 
winter and spring of 1843. At first the summer months brought little respite 

64 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 July 1843, N.Z.C. 105/2. A similar helplessness was felt in 
Nelson where there was also labour unrest in the winter and spring of 1843. See Ruth M. Allan, 
Nelson: A History of Early Settlement, Wellington, 1965, pp. 183-90, 276-91, 354-65. 
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and Wicksteed made a further attempt to deter men from applying to him 
for employment by cutting the wage to men wholly employed by the Com-
pany from 16/- to 12/-.70 Another problem faced him early in 1844 as the 
settlement's supply of flour dwindled prior to the first harvest. On 
8 January a group of labourers held a noisy protest meeting against high 
prices near Edward Dorset's store.71 Wicksteed intervened quickly to avert 
further trouble by buying two tons of flour at the exorbitant price of £35 a 
ton. He proposed to sell the flour at a price that would undercut the private 
merchants and also appealed to the Wellington merchants to supply New 
Plymouth regularly, 'as it is impossible to keep down the rate of wages, if 
the price of flour and other almost equally indispensable articles is high and 
the supply capricious'.72 Whether as a result of Wicksteed's intervention or 
of some other event, the protest did not recur. However, when, in 
February, Wicksteed halved the subsidy in aid of wages, the labourers, 
unable to screw any more out of their employers, were considerably 
agitated and met to discuss a petition to the Governor asking him to compel 
Wicksteed to set a wage rate of 18/-. Wicksteed attended the meeting 
intending 'to spoil the fun by intruding myself among about a hundred and 
fifty unwashed Anglo Saxons, and putting down — one after another — 
the half tipsy liars, as they got up'.73 

The outcome of this meeting is unknown. No petition was received by 
the Governor so perhaps Wicksteed successfully defused the issue. Certain 
things were operating in his favour. A number of newly-arrived landowners 
had recently begun clearing land and offered employment; then the first 
grain harvest created a seasonal labour demand. Within two months 
Wicksteed was able to abolish all allowances in aid of wages and reduced 
the wage he paid to otherwise unemployed men to 10/- a week.74 

During the winter of 1844 wages remained low but most men were 
employed privately. Wicksteed rarely had to find work for more than three 
or four men and he paid them only 8/- a week. The men grumbled and peti-
tioned Wakefield at least once for an 'order' for a higher rate of pay but to 
no avail.75 In November they seized the opportunity of a visit by Governor 
FitzRoy to present their grievances to an outside authority. FitzRoy listened 
patiently to the catalogue of complaints about wages and under-
employment and at the end of a long meeting agreed to provide passages to 
Auckland for a dozen miners and their families and to employ any un-
employed labourers on public works at 2/- a day, five days a week.76 

FitzRoy kept his promise to the miners and they left New Plymouth in 

70 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 22 December 1843, C.C.P.C. 
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75 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 July 1844, N.Z.C. 105/3; Petition to Wakefield, 7 June 1844, 
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February 1845. Shortly afterwards a small group of labourers and artisans 
sailed to Adelaide. Emigration, combined with land clearances, better 
harvests and some new building, reversed the situation of the preceding 
years. At the end of January Wicksteed reported that there was a scarcity of 
labour; wages had risen to between 5/- and 6 /6 a day. In April he wrote that 
there was 'full employment for workmen of all descriptions — the 
mechanics being engaged on several buildings now in progress. It is indeed, 
with some difficulty that a good farm labourer can be procured at moderate 
wages.' By the end of the year he reported that labourers were combining to 
extort high pay rates from farmers and landowners, 'an evil which will not 
be diminished except by an importation of labourers'.77 

Work shortages and labour protests in New Plymouth were over by 
1845. The expansion of farming and outward migration had brought the 
supply and demand for labour into line. By 1852, when a census was taken, 
fewer than half the men who had signed the 1843 petition were still living in 
New Plymouth. Land acquisition, too, brought harmony. Of the 1843 peti-
tioners remaining in New Plymouth only seven were without land by 1852. 
Although a few owned only the quarter-acre section they had been given in 
1843, others had substantial acreages under cultivation.78 

Secure employment, rising wages and property acquisition seem to have 
ended the years of protest. The questions remain, however: if conditions 
had not changed would the settlement have continued to experience the 
same kinds of protest? Did the absence of protest mean that traditional 
forms had been forgotten? These questions cannot be answered. As far as 
we know there were no actual protests over post-mortems in New 
Plymouth. Peter Wilson, the Colonial Surgeon and coroner at New 
Plymouth, carried out several, although during the 1861 diphtheria 
epidemic he still encountered what he described as 'that silly prejudice 
against post mortem autopsy'.79 There is no evidence of further charivaris 
although the custom, shorn of its deprecatory element, survived in many 
places into the twentieth century in the form of 'tin-cannings' which greeted 
honeymoon couples on their return home.80 More violent conflicts were in 
fact soon to take place in New Plymouth. From mid-1842 the Maori owners 
of Taranaki land began to re-occupy their territory. Minor clashes between 
Maori and European settlers became frequent. In November 1844 the 
Governor decided to limit the boundaries of European settlement. A colli-
sion course was set between Maori owners wishing to retain their ancestral 
lands and European settlers wishing to expand their farming enterprises. 
The later Taranaki wars have led us to forget that initially the Pakeha settle-
ment was volatile and unstable. New Plymouth was in a very direct sense an 

77 Wicksteed to Wakefield, 31 January, 30 April, 31 December 1845, N.Z.C. 105/4. 
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outpost of rural England. Landless labourers and artisans brought with 
them pre-industrial forms of community action to which they resorted 
when threatened, when disappointed or when outraged. Their protests 
however were not blind responses to threats, disappointment or outrage. 
They were customary responses legitimated by notions of rights, morality 
and the due observance of contracts entered into freely. 

RAEWYN DALZIEL 
University of A uckland 

The Making of 
New Zealand 
A n E c o n o m i c H i s t o r y 

GARYHAWKE 
A c o m p r e h e n s i v e u p - t o - d a t e a c c o u n t of t h e e c o n o m i c h i s t o r y of N e w 
Zea land . T h e b o o k c o v e r s t h e p e r i o d s i n c e E u r o p e a n s e t t l e m e n t , w i t h 
pa r t i cu l a r e m p h a s i s o n t h e p o s t w a r e c o n o m y . It d e a l s w i t h t h e 
e c o n o m i c p r o b l e m s e n c o u n t e r e d in e s t a b l i s h i n g a t r a d i n g e c o n o m y in 
N e w Z e a l a n d a n d in m a i n t a i n i n g it a n d a d a p t i n g it t o t h e evo lv ing 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l e c o n o m y . It l o o k s c l o s e l y at t h e d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 
p e r f o r m a n c e of d i f f e r e n t s e c t o r s of t h e e c o n o m y , t h e i n f l u e n c e of t h e 
g o v e r n m e n t a n d t h e r e s p o n s e t o i n t e r n a t i o n a l e c o n o m i c c o n d i t i o n s . It 
a lso c o n s i d e r s t h e w a y in w h i c h N e w Z e a l a n d s o c i e t y has b e e n s h a p e d 
b y t h e p r o b l e m s e n c o u n t e r e d a n d b y t h e s o l u t i o n s t o t h o s e p r o b l e m s . 

3 76pp. 0 521 26226 7 Hard covers £30.00 net 
0 521 27869 4 Paperback£12.95 net 

Recommended retail prices in New Zealand: Hard covers $69.95 
Paperback $29.95 

Cambridge University Press 
The Edinburgh Building, Shaftesbury Road, Cambr idge CB2 2RU, England 


