
The Orderly Frontier: 
THE WORLD OF THE KAURI BUSHMEN 1860-1925 

THIS ESSAY1 sets out to examine Miles Fairburn's arguments about the absence 
of social organization amongst European men on the rural frontier during the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Fairburn has argued that the frontier was 
in 'chaos' because of weak social organization and high levels of transience, 
isolation, drunkenness, and violence. These conditions were endemic amongst 
the many single European men on the frontier.2 

Fairburn has rejected the argument that these men compensated for the 
absence of kinship and community bonds by forming peer groups based upon a 
distinctive male sub-culture of 'mateship' ,3 He has concluded that 'New Zealand 
offered few settings in which groupings of this sort could flourish', and has 
asserted that 'it is difficult to see ho w lower-strata males on the frontier produced 
let alone reproduced a culture of roughness and solidarity; what they lacked were 
the group pressures, the power, to induce one another to live up to this rebel 
code'.4 

The kauri bush frontier of Auckland province is one setting in which such a 
mateship culture flourished. The kauri bushmen were drawn together by the co-
operative nature of their work and the dangers of it. Living together for months 
in remote bush camps, the men formed social groups that were close-knit, well-
ordered and highly conformist. A common culture derived from work and social 
practices was universal in the kauri bush, and provided the bushmen with a 
distinct sense of place and identity. This culture was resilient enough to be 
reproduced intact as late as the 1920s in the final outposts of the kauri bush 
frontier. 

The kauri frontier was confined to Auckland province, which was the natural 

1 This essay is based on ray larger study, Working the Kauri: A Social and Photographic History 
of the Kauri Bush Workers, forthcoming, Random Century, Auckland, November 1991. 

2 M. Fairburn, 'Local Community or Atomized Society? The Social Structure of Nineteenth-
century New Zealand', New Zealand Journal of History, XVI, 2 (1982), pp.146-67; M. Fairburn, 
'Vagrants, "Folk Devils" and Nineteenth-Century New Zealand as a Bondless Society', Historical 
Studies, XXI, 85 (1985), pp.495-514; M. Fairburn, The Ideal Society and its Enemies. The 
Foundations of Modern New Zealand Society 1850-1900, Auckland, 1989, pp.116-58,191-235. 

3 M. Fairburn, The Ideal Society, pp. 142-55. The argument has been advanced in J. Phillips, A 
Man's Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male: A History, Auckland, 1987, pp. 11 -38. 

4 Fairburn, The Ideal Society, pp. 155-6. 
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growing area for the species. A small-scale trade in logs and sawn timber was 
under way by the late 1820s, but the opening up of the kauri frontier did not begin 
in earnest until the late 1860s, when the expansion of European settlement here 
and in Australia boosted the demand for timber. Kauri timber quickly became 
a major industry in Auckland province. More than 1,000 European men (and a 
good number of Maori men) were employed as kauri bushmen from the 1870s 
through to the 1910s, by which time the major forests were exhausted. Logging 
occurred in many parts of Auckland province, but was heaviest on the west coast 
of Northland, and the Coromandel peninsula. After World War One, several 
hundred bushmen logged some of the last big stands of kauri, which were on 
Great Barrier island and in the Kauaeranga valley, near Thames.5 

The bushmen were always located at the furthermost edge of the kauri 
frontier. They soon exhausted the easily accessible coastal forests and had to 
penetrate into remote, rugged parts of the country. This isolated the bushmen 
from the sawmilling settlements, which remained on the coasts so that ships 
could load timber easily. The bushmen lived for weeks or months in bush camps, 
and had insufficient time at the weekend to travel out of the bush. All the supplies 
and equipment they needed were ferried into camp by teams of pack-horses. 
Many of the men were single and foreign-born, and the isolated conditions gave 
them little opportunity to form close links with people outside their work gang.6 

For many of the bushmen, home was a series of bush camps, and bushmen who 
were married often spent long periods away from their families.7 

This pattern of work in the kauri bush fostered solidarity rather than 
atomization. Fairburn has argued that frontierpartnerships were often short-term 

5 M. Roche, Some Estimates of Kauri Timber Production 1794-1920, New Zealand Forest 
Service Working Paper 87/1,1987, Tables 1-6 and Appendices, pp. 12-19; Russell Stone, Makers of 
Fortune: A Colonial Business Community and its Fall, Auckland, 1973, pp.25-28, 93-111; 
Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives, 1877, C3, pp. 1-53; 1886, C3, pp.20-5; 
Results of a Census of New Zealand, 1874-1926, Industrial and Occupational Sections. There is no 
comprehensive record of the total number of men employed in the kauri bush, and I have made a 
conservative estimate based on census returns of the number of bushmen employed in Auckland 
province (1874-1911), where kauri was the principal timber cut. 

6 The oral evidence strongly suggests that the bulk of the nineteenth-century European bushmen 
were single, foreign-born men. Censuses show that there was a high number of foreign-born, single, 
adult men in areas where kauri logging was a predominant industry and where there was no other 
major industry, such as gold, to attract transient men. This is the case, for example, in Whangaroa 
Riding, Mongonui County in the censuses of the late 1870s and the 1880s. Around 25% of the adult 
men in this riding worked in the bush, according to the occupations listed in the 1887 electoral roll, 
with a smaller percentage working in the timber mills. 

7 Paparoa-Matakohe Centennial, 1962, p.71; Reg Poyner, interview with author, Paparoa, 
Northland, 25 January 1991; Jack Murray, interview with author, Kerikeri, 28 January 1991. Reg 
Poyner was born in 1905. His father and uncles began working in the kauri bush in the Northern 
Wairoa district in the 1880s, and taught him bush work and bullock team driving. Jack Murray was 
born in 1910 and spent his childhood in the kauri bush, where he began working at the age of 12, 
alongside his father, George. George Murray began working as a kauri bushman in the early 1890s, 
after spending much of his childhood on the kauri gum-fields. 
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arrangements between strangers.8 However, a contract to fell a block of kauri 
forest and deliver the logs to the mill would take at least several months, and 
sometimes as long as several years. Contractors regularly formed partnerships 
with colleagues to spread the financial risk and raise enough capital to run the job. 
On a large contract, the main contractor would take on sub-contractors, usually 
men whom he had worked with before.9 Partnerships lasted through changes in 
location. From 1885, Frank Mander, a prominent Northland bush contractor, had 
a number of large contracts in different parts of the north, in a partnership with 
Samuel Bradley which lasted 20 years.10 

The bulk of the kauri bushmen were employed as waged labour, however, and 
were not tied to a specific job as contractors were. Fairburn has argued that most 
rural work gangs were largely comprised of temporary groups of strangers and 
transients, who went their separate ways when the job was over.11 No doubt there 
was some turnover amongst the bushmen working on a particular contract, 
especially if the job ran for a few years.12 However, there is a body of evidence 
to suggest considerable stability in kauri work gangs. Harold Seccombe, a 
bushman in the 1910s, wrote in his recollections that some men had been with 
his employer, Tommy Hawkins, for 15 and 20 years. Jack Murray remembered 
that some of his father's men stayed with him for 30 years, from the late 1890s 
into the 1920s.13 

Other evidence suggests that bushmen stayed together in small groups as they 
moved from job to job. There are a number of cases of men from the same family 
working together in the late nineteenth century. Bill Poyner, of the Matakohe 
district in Northland, began working in the kauri bush around the late 1880s with 
his brothers, Mont and Jim.14 The Gibbons brothers — Fred, Bob, Arthur, Ebb 
and Darcy — worked together, and separately, in the kauri bush in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.15 Some men who were not relatives, but 

8 Fairburn, The Ideal Society, pp.135-41,148-55; Fairburn, 'Vagrants, "Folk Devils'", pp.498-
9. 

9 Jack Murray, interview; B. Hayward, Kauaeranga Kauri: A Pictorial History of the Kauri 
Timber Industry in the Kauaeranga Valley, Thames, Auckland, 1978, pp.3-10. Hayward gives 
details of the contracts let in one of the largest bush workings on the Coromandel from the 1870s to 
the 1920s; A.H. Reed, The New Story of the Kauri, Wellington, 1964 ed., pp.92-5,298,336-7. Reed 
provides oral evidence of some contracts and partnerships amongst bush contractors. 

10 D. Turner, Jane Mander, New York, 1972, pp.20-1. 
11 Fairbum, The Ideal Society, p.149; Fairburn, 'Vagrants, "Folk Devils'", pp.499-500. 
12 I have not yet had the opportunity to cany out a detailed investigation of the extent of this 

turnover. A study of wage books, for example, would indicate the level of stability amongst the 
bushmen on a certain job. 

13 J. Murray, interview; notes by H. Seccombe in A.H. Reed, p.269. 
14 R. Poyner, interview. 
15 Reed, pp.286-330. Written and oral evidence given to Reed by elderly bushmen in the 1950s 

includes lists of men working on different contracts. The lists reveal a number of father/son or brother 
groupings, such as on Mander and Bradley's very large Puhipuhi forest contract (near Whangarei) 
which began in 1900. The membership list of pre-World War One Kauri Bushmen's Association 
(Reed, Appendix VI) reveals a similar pattern. 
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were good mates, also stuck together. Harold Seccombe told of two close-knit 
men, known by their nicknames as Big John and Deaf Charlie. 'These two had 
been mates for many years; one would not take ajob without the other. They were 
getting along in years — each nearly three-score, but tough men.'16 

Several factors would have encouraged stability within the kauri bush gangs. 
Firstly, membership was selective, and casual wayfarers were not necessarily 
accepted. A man wanting ajob in the kauri bush had to be physically tough. The 
men did hard physical work for 58 hours a week, and often walked several 
kilometres each day, in their own time, between camp and worksite. Throughout 
the day they carried timber jacks weighing around 3 8 kilograms, which they used 
to move logs. Toughness involved working in all weathers. Reg Poyner remem-
bered a boss who described his men as 'made of sugar', because they stopped 
working in heavy rain.17 

Toughness also involved tolerating physical pain. Despite the skill of the 
bushmen, accidents were common and the men were usually many kilometres 
from the nearest doctor. Axe wounds and cuts were stitched in camp without 
anaesthetics, and men often returned to work after being stitched.18 When a 
bushmen was seriously injured he was expected by his peers, and by himself, to 
bear his pain stoically. Wellsford bushman Bill Armour related how a bushman, 
Joe Meale, gashed his leg badly with a broad axe. 'Those who helped carry him 
out say that between twinges of pain he hummed tunes.'19 George Murray 
refused to leave a bush site he was in charge of, after his ribs were smashed in 
an accident. He strapped up his torso with ammunition belts for six weeks till the 
pain abated20 

Bush bosses rejected men who they thought were not capable of working in 
the bush. In Jane Mander's novel, The Story of a New Zealand River, which was 
set in the Northland kauri bush, two swaggers looking for work were told by the 
camp foreman that, 'you could not last a day at our job'.21 Robert Sterling, an 
Australian who arrived here in 1877, was rejected for a job by a bush boss in the 
Hokianga because he was dressed too smartly. The boss told him, 'Never seen 
a bloke in a rig like yours that was any good in the bush'. Sterling was accepted 
for work only after he proved he had some practical ability — he knew how to 
shoe horses.22 

16 Notes by H. Seccombe in Reed, p.301. 
17 R. Poyner, interview. 
18 J. Murray, interview. 
19 W. Armour, bush recollections, two page typescript, 'Notes by Kauri Bushmen' collection, 

Otamatea Kauri and Pioneer Museum, Matakohe, Northland (OKPM). Armour's typescript is 
undated, but both he and Meale were members of the pre-World War One Bushmen's Association, 
and it is likely they were working as young men in the 1890s. 

20 J. Murray, interview. 
21 J. Mander, The Story ofaNew Zealand River, Christchurch, 1960 ed.,p.58. Mander, bom 1877, 

was raised in and near kauri bush camps. Her father, Frank Mander, was a prominent contractor. The 
novel is set in the Pukekaroro bush, near Kaiwaka, where her father ran a big contract. 

22 Family story recounted in Paparoa-Matakohe Centennial, p.88. 
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It was essential for a kauri bushman to have practical ability and skills. For 
example, a bushman had to be able to chop both right-handed and left-handed 
with his axe. Jack Murray said that when his father used a broad-axe to shape a 
piece of construction timber, 'you used to think a plane had gone over it, just as 
smooth as could be'.23 The kauri bushmen were skilled engineers and builders. 
They built large wooden dams across rivers, as a way of transporting logs to the 
sawmills. The water was released in a sudden flood, through a gate in the dam, 
to wash rafts of logs downstream to the mills. The dams were strong enough to 
withstand the pressure of thousands of tonnes of water and logs. The gated river 
dam was developed by kauri bushmen in the 1850s, and possibly as many as 1000 
dams were built during the course of the kauri logging boom. The largest known 
dam was built around the turn of the century and was 400 metres wide.24 

Bushman Jack Murray said that the knowledge of how to build kauri timber dams 
was not picked up casually, and was acquired only through patient learning from 
experienced, older men.25 

The bushmen also built numerous tramways and railway lines. Antonio 
(Tony) Gasparich, an Italian who migrated here in the late 1860s, was a tramway 
builder in the kauri bush, although he had no formal training in engineering. One 
of his biggest jobs was at the Siberian Bush, near Kaihu, in the 1890s. His son, 
Joe, said that the trams were pulled over a hill range on a cable, driven by a 
stationary engine. The tramline wound around a number of corners and up 
considerable inclines. 'This of course required sturdy construction, and accurate 
cambering of the track, as well as the use of massive open pulleys, securely fixed 
on solid blocks, to hold the heavy wire cable in the middle of the line between 
the rails. The strain when hauling a heavy load of seven or eight thousand 
(superficial) feet of green timber must have been terrific '26 The route ran 
across a wide gully and the bushmen constructed a bridge that was 137 metres 
long and 19 metres above ground level at its highest point. It sloped at an angle 
of 30 degrees above horizontal. It was built by bushmen, working under Tony 
Gasparich's supervision. 'All the stringers, struts, uprights and head-pieces and 
bases for this work were prepared from trees found in the vicinity, under the 
supervision of my father, who worked out all the necessary measurements and 
designs. The only materials not found on the job were the necessary iron bolts 
and angles to secure the woodwork. All the essential parts were placed and 
secured in position by manual labour, using only wire cables and hand winches, 
as well as hand-jacks and a system of pulleys.'27 

Their skills and resourcefulness gave the bushmen not only self-esteem but 

23 J. Murray, interview. 
24 J. Diamond and B. Hayward, Kauri Timber Dams, Auckland, 1970, pp.5-6, 30. 
25 J. Murray, interview. 
26 J. Gasparich, unpublished family memoirs, OKPM, n.p. 
27 ibid. 
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also a sense of identity. Jack Murray said of the older bushmen he encountered 
as a young man: 'No matter what turned up they could do it. But when I went 
to the King Country [bush], there were people that could do a certain job but they 
couldn't do anything else. Like if people were cross-cutting, they could cross-
cut, but if you asked 'em to pick up a timber jack, you'd think they were handling 
a baby or something! They didn't know how to.'28 

Hard physical work was another source of satisfaction for the men. Bert 
Collins spoke of a bushman called David Castles, who worked for two years for 
a contractor who could not pay him. 'He never expected any return, he was happy 
if there was plenty of work to do.'29 A particularly skilled man was 'honoured and 
respected' by his peers,30 and the bushmen were often competitive in their work. 
It was not unusual for men to keep tallies of how much timber they had cut each 
week. A bushman's skill and his work effort were also important because they 
determined how much he was paid. However, it was equally important that a 
bushman was a good team-worker. Because of the enormous bulk and weight of 
the kauri logs, nearly every task required at least two men, and usually more, to 
work together. Because of the danger of the work they needed to have confidence 
in and to trust one another. By the 1880s, the bushmen were using specially-
designed saws to fell the wide kauri trees. Teams of two, four or six men were 
needed to operate the saws. With a six-man saw, three men worked at each end 
— one pulling on the handle, and the other two pulling on a rope tied to the 
handle. Men who were cross-cutting had to work as a close, highly co-ordinated 
team to produce a smooth, even pull, and to prevent the blade sticking or twisting. 
As a result, the bushmen on a contract preferred to work with the same group, or 
partner, each day, rather than swap around. A 'new chum' or a man not taking 
his share of the pull was derisively called a 'jockey', for 'riding' the saw.31 

Good co-ordination and close familiarity were also needed for pit-sawing. 
Pit-sawing was an essential skill in the kauri bush and was still in use in the 1920s. 
Two Northland pit-sawyers, the Phillips brothers, began work as pit-sawyers 
around the turn of the century, learning the craft from their father and uncle. The 
brothers told how a pit-sawyer was totally familiar with the sawing stroke of his 
partner: 'As soon as you get a new chum on one end of the saw, well itjust doesn't 
go. But when you've sawn together, well it doesn' t matter how long you' re apart, 
you can just get to work, one on each end of the saw and away it goes.'32 The men 
generally stayed in the same position, as the particular stroke for working above 

28 J. Murray, interview. 
29 Bert Collins, interviewed by A.H. Reed and Tudor Collins, 12 November 1961. Edited 

transcript held OKPM, 'Notes by Kauri Bushmen'. (Bert Collins began as a bushman in 1897.) 
30 Joe Gasparich, in A. Owen and J. Perkins, Speaking for Ourselves. Echoes from New Zealand's 

Past from the award-winning 'Spectrum' radio series, Auckland, 1986, p. 150. 
31 J. Murray, interview. 
32 'Memories of pit-sawing in Northland', Radio New Zealand Sound Archives, Timaru, No. 

T253, 1960s recording. 
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or below the log was different, and difficult to learn. 'For instance if I was to 
change with my brother and take the pit, well then I wouldn't be able to saw, not 
for some time. We have tried it, but we much prefer to keep our own end ' " 

Egalitarianism was an important feature of the teamwork. The bushmen only 
gave their respect and loyalty to a boss who earned it by the quality of his 
leadership, personality and work.34 Tudor Collins, a bush worker in the 1910s, 
said: 'there were very few orders given by any one particular bushman. Bushmen 
in a way did not like getting orders from his mate. They all seemed to know just 
what to do. They were very, very touchy in this respect. I don't know [why], it 
had been going on for 50 years before I got there.'35 

In summary, kauri bush work fostered skill specialization, and homogeneity 
and interdependence amongst the men. This pattern was reinforced by the social 
organization of the bush camps. The bushmen looked after each other when 
injured or sick. In every bush camp, the signal of trouble or injury was a sharp 
blast on the cook's bullock horn. 'Everybody downed tools and went to help, and 
I've known them walk all night and next day through a trackless bush carrying 
an injured man on an improvised stretcher. . . . A team of eight would set out, 
four men at a time to the stretcher, and they would work in relays until they got 
the man out.'36 An injured man taken out of the bush would not be forgotten by 
the men at camp. Nor was his widow if the accident was fatal. Bert Collins said 
the bushmen would pass a pocket book round the table in the bush shanty, and 
write down a donation, to be deducted from their pay, for the injured man or his 
widow. 'Around it went, then the boss would count it up, charge you with it and 
send a cheque away.'37 

It was a tradition that the bushmen protected their mates from the police. Jack 
Murray said the police visited bush camps to find wanted men: 'They'd ask you 
if somebody was there. "No, don' t know him." But if he produced a photograph 
and the joker was there alright — well if you liked him you'd say, "Oh, don't 
know him", but if he was a no-hoper, well, "Yeah, he's up the bush there." But 
there were very few no-hopers.'38 

The living arrangements of the kauri bush camp reinforced closeness amongst 
the bushmen. In the smallest bush camps, three or four men would live in a small, 
one-roomed hut, known as a 'nikau whare', whether built of nikau branches or 
not. On a larger contract, 10, 20, or up to 30 men would live in a large, one-
roomed shanty. The design of the bush shanty was universal — a big, open 

33 ibid. 
34 J. Murray, interview; Reed, pp.92-5. 
35 T. Collins, unpublished transcript of recollections, held by his son, Brian Collins, Taupo, n.p. 
36 Joe Gasparich, in Owen and Perkins, p. 150. 
37 B. Collins, interview. 
38 J. Murray, interview; notes by W. Armour in Reed, p.306; Notes by Logan Balderson of 

Kaiwaka, held in OKPM file 'Notes by Kauri Bushmen'. Balderson wrote of a bushman in the 1870s 
who evaded the police by moving from camp to camp. 
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fireplace occupied the full width of one end of the building. In front of it was the 
cook's bench. A long dining table ran the length of the room, and bunk beds 
ringed the walls. Physical closeness was unavoidable — here the men ate, 
smoked, played cards, read, dried their boots and clothes, rested, and slept. 

The few women who lived in kauri bush camps were invariably married, and 
lived in separate quarters with their husbands. The only work available to women 
was cooking, and even this was traditionally seen as a man's job in the 
nineteenth-century bush camps. The bushmen's use of language indicates how 
women were distinct from the dominant male culture. Women were always 
addressed by their surname and the title 'Mrs', while the bushmen addressed a 
man by his first name or by his nickname. The bushmen also took care not to 
swear when women were in camp.39 

Bush camps commonly had a number of rules and customs to prevent tension 
and irritation developing in the cramped conditions. Drinking alcohol and 
gambling for money were said to be prohibited in almost every bush camp, 
because they were likely to lead to discord.40 The rule that lights were turned out 
at nine o'clock each night was universal. Rules were often meticulously detailed 
to stop petty friction developing between the men, and to keep the bush shanty 
tidy and hygienic. Bert Collins listed some of the rules he encountered when he 
began working as a young bushman in 1897: 

You never talked about the work done that day after six o'clock. You never left dirty 
clothes hanging around, or in the chimney. You were not allowed to talk about women, 
or spit on the floor or eat with your knife. 
If you ate with your knife they tied a bit of string on the handle of the knife, only long 
enough to let you to cut your food on the plate. If you ate with your knife it was called 
'sword swallowing'. They did not like you sword swallowing and then taking your knife 
and cutting the butter off with it, as there was no (separate) knife for cutting the butter. 
You washed all your clothes on a Sunday, and if you did not do it the older men would 
do it, but only once, and if you didn't do it again, you might as well get out of it.'41 

Collins's account suggests that the older bushmen acted as 'prefects', ensuring 
that the others adhered to the rules. They also derived status from their role. For 
example, at the evening meal, the men sat in an order of seniority, with the 
longest-serving man at the head of the table, and the newest chum at the foot of 
the table. 'You always sat in your own seat', added Bert Collins. He said that 
some of the rules had been set down 'by deserters from the British Navy man-

39 R. Murray, interview with author, Kerikeri, 26 January 1991. Ruth Murray was born in 1910 
and spent her childhood in Coromandel kauri bush camps, where both her parents worked. She 
worked as a bush cook and married a kauri bushman. 

40 T. Collins, interview; Tudor Collins recollections in Reed, pp. 147-48; J. Murray, interview. 
41 B. Collins, interview. 
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o-war ships'. Other late nineteenth-century bushmen reported that retired 
soldiers and deserters from the British military were amongst the ranks of the 
earliest bushmen, as well as deserters and retired sailors from commercial 
shipping.42 The presence of sailors and soldiers is one likely source of the 
discipline and order in the nineteenth-century bush camps. 

The bushmen frequently engaged in practical jokes, pranks and horse-play. 
These were ways of relieving tension in the confined conditions and of disciplin-
ing a man. As a teenager, Jack Murray was taught to obey the 'lights out' rule by 
an older man who played a trick on him by disguising a candle as a stick of 
gelignite and lighting the fuse. Reg Poyner said, 'one bloke wouldn't put it across 
another in a dirty way, it was all clean fun'.43 Jane Mander noted this practice in 
her novel of the kauri bush. 'The one thing the motley group would not stand, 
individually or collectively, the one thing its members could detect instantly was 
'side', and any man who arrived with affectations soon had them as effectually 
knocked out of him as he would in a big public school.'44 

Formal rules and informal social disciplining produced conformity amongst 
the men. One of the few female cooks in the kauri bush, Ruth Murray, implied 
that the bushmen were effectively a self-selecting group: 'If a person couldn't 
get on with them, he left. Well it got to the point where there was a certain — not 
exactly a tribe of them—but those men that would all get together and could all 
live together, even with their idiosyncrasies, some of them. They [men with 
idiosyncrasies] were pandered to — no, they weren't pandered to — they were 
laughed at behind their back, I suppose, more than anything. But they fitted in,-
and they were stable.'45 

While they were stable in camp, the kauri bushmen were inclined to disorder 
when they left the bush at the end of a job, or for a holiday. Many men went to 
a hotel in the country or a town, where they embarked on a drunken spree.46 

Fairburn has argued that this type of drinking behaviour amongst single, 
transient men was a consequence of weak social organisation, while Phillips has 
suggested drinking was the 'most important and defining ritual of the male 
community' .47I would tentatively argue that the experience of the kauri bushmen 
involved both factors. Drinking reinforced the peer group, but it also kept the 
men isolated from the rest of European society, and excessive drinking may well 
have been a psychological response to that isolation. 

42 ibid.; Reed, p.78. 
43 R. Poyner, interview; J. Murray, interview. 
44 Mander, p.57. 
45 R. Murray, interview. 
46 E.W. Elkington, Adrift in New Zealand, London, 1906, pp.236-9; T. Collins, unpublished 

recollections; oral evidence of Mabel Andrews in E. Harrison, Kohukohu, Kohukohu, 1983, p.29. 
Correspondence between Union Steam Saw Moulding Sash and Door Company and Commissioner, 
Armed Constabulary, Wellington, 21 June 1878, in F. Bennett, Tairua A History of the Tairua-
Hikuai-Pauanui District, Pauanui, 1986, p.56. 

47 Phillips, p.35; Fairburn, The Ideal Society, pp.210-17. 
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Heavy drinking was certainly a part of the bushmen's mateship. It was a 
communal activity — the bushmen went to the hotel together, drank in a group, 
and looked after each other in fights.48 Jack Murray remembered the drinking of 
his bushmen peers, including the older men, when they went on holiday to 
Auckland in the 1920s. 'We used to stay at the British Hotel in Queen Street, or 
the Metropolitan. It was mostly drink beer all the time. Every now and again you 
would eat, but that cost next to nothing. But half the time you didn't know where 
you were anyway.'49 

It was quite common for bushmen to spend their whole pay cheque in one 
spree of drinking and gambling.50 They then had no option but to return to the 
bush to earn more money. Thus drinking perpetuated the bushmen's lifestyle of 
isolation in remote camps. Some of the men from the last of the kauri bush gangs, 
in the 1920s, managed to spend six months pay (80 to 100 pounds) in the first 
weekend of their holiday. However, according to Jack Murray, 'it didn't worry 
them in the world! They'd been doing it all their lives.' Reg Poyner remembered 
an old bushman he knew: 'He worked for donkey's years. All his life was bush 
work. I dunno what exactly happened to him in the finish — the last I saw him 
he was doing the cross-cutting on ajob way up Mangakahia there—but he must 
have been round about 70 or more then, but still working in the bush and still 
broke. Old Bert could drink when he got the chance.'51 

This cyclical pattern of working and drinking maintained the bushmen's 
marginal position in European society. The single, transient, foreign-born 
bushmen in the nineteenth century had few close links with people outside the 
bush peer group. The isolation of the bush gave them little opportunity to form 
and sustain significant relationships with women, and this was still largely true 
for the bushmen of the early twentieth century. As a result, bushmen spent their 
money on self-orientated pastimes, such as drinking and gambling, rather than 
saving up to marry and buy a home. 

J/ Instead, the transient, single, kauri bushmen found domestic stability in a 
series of interchangeable bush camps, which served as surrogate homes and 
families. The bushmen were drawn together by the demands of living and 
working together in confined, isolated camps, and they developed a rough 
culture of frontier solidarity. For the price of conformity, a bushman was 
integrated into a cohesive, protective group that provided him with a set of values 
and a sense of place. 

The presence of this male sub-culture in one of the largest industries in 
nineteenth-century Auckland province raises significant questions about 
Fairburn's model of the chaotic frontier. It also denotes the ability of at least some 

48 Elkington, pp.236-9; J. Murray, interview. 
49 ibid. 
50 T. Collins, unpublished recollections. 
51 J. Murray, R. Poyner, interviews. 
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of the most 'a tomized ' individuals on the frontier to forge social bonds which 
provided them with security and stability, and which compensated for their 
isolated position in colonial European society. 
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