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Obituary 
ELSIE LOCKE, 1912-2001 

ELSIE FARRELLY was born on 17 August 1912 in Hamilton, the youngest of 
six children. She attended Waiuku District High School and was the only one of 
her family to complete secondary school — indeed, for the last two years of her 
schooling she was the only student in her class. 

She attended Auckland University College and graduated with a BAin 1933, 
the same year that she became a member of the Communist Party. Elsie's 
daughter, Maire Leadbeater, recalls that the sight of unemployed men marching 
down Auckland's Queen Street in 1932 was a major influence on her future 
political thinking and activity. Her one volume of autobiography, Student at 
the Gates (1981), deals with her life as a student and her job at the Parnell 
Public Library where she worked to support her studies. With Freda Cook and 
Connie Birchfield, Elsie organized a Working Women's Convention in 1932 
and was the national organizer for the Working Woman's Committees, which 
arose out of the unemployed workers' movement, in 1934. These committees 
were formed to support the establishment of the feminist periodical, The Working 
Woman. She was on the editorial boards and wrote for both The Working Woman 
and Woman To-day. 

After university she moved to Wellington and in 1935 married Fred Freeman. 
Her eldest son, Don, was born in 1938. In 1936 Elsie was a founder member of 
the Sex, Hygiene and Birth Regulation Society, the forerunner of the Family 
Planning Association. In 1941 she stood for the Wellington Hospital Board in 
the local body elections in Lower Hutt. 

Her marriage to Fred Freeman ended in divorce, and in November 1941 she 
married Jack Locke whom she had met through the Communist Party. In 1944 
the couple moved to Christchurch, to 392 Oxford Terrace, her home until her 
death. Between 1946 and 1948 Elsie was in hospital with spinal tuberculosis. 
For her it was a time of great reflection and she spent it reading and thinking 
about social and political issues. 

Elsie had long had an ambition to be a writer, but did not begin in earnest 
until the 1950s. In 1958 she received the first Katherine Mansfield Award for 
non-fiction for her article 'Looking for Answers' published in Landfall that 
year. It was an account of the reasons that she joined, and left, the Communist 
Party. Her first historical novel for children, The Runaway Settlers, was published 
in 1965 and is still in print, and her last novel for children, Joe's Ruby, based on 
a story told to her by an old friend, was published in 1995. In 1992 she was 
given the Children's Literature Association's Award, and in 1995 she won the 
Margaret Mahy Award for her significant contribution to children's literature, 
publishing and literacy. In 1999 she won the inaugural Gaelyn Gordon Award 
for a Much-Loved Book for The Runaway Settlers. 

In 1987 Elsie was awarded an honorary DLitt by Canterbury University and 
a Distinguished Alumni Award by the University of Auckland in 1996. 
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Elsie Locke was an internationalist. It was this that drew her into the 
Communist Party and ultimately made her leave it, in 1956. She left partly as a 
result of the brutal suppression of the Hungarian revolution, partly in reaction 
to the excesses of Stalinism. She did not, however, become disillusioned with 
the ideals of socialism. Internationalism and her profound interest in humanity 
were also the reasons for her involvement in the peace and disarmament arenas. 
She was a founder member of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in New 
Zealand, and in 1992 published Peace People: A History of Peace Activities in 
New Zealand. The book is as comprehensive a study of events, and of 
organizations and the people involved in them. Her involvement in peace 
activities was great and covered a wide range of issues from opposing the 
American war in Viet Nam to participation in annual Hiroshima Day 
commemorations. She was not, however, a pacifist, believing that armed struggle 
for freedom and justice could be justified. 

Elsie had a deep interest in the history made by ordinary people and a strong 
interest in race relations and bi-culturalism. Between 1962 and 1968 she wrote 
a series of booklets on this country's history from 1840-1920 for the School 
Publications Branch of the Department of Education. In the process she realized 
her lack of knowledge about Maori history. As a result, she enrolled in a Maori 
language course and tried always to incorporate a Maori point of view in her 
children's books. The School Publications Branch booklets were published in 
1984 as The Kauri and the Willow. She re-established links in her later life with 
Ngati Te Ata, the tangata whenua of Waiuku where she had grown up, and 
carried out some Waitangi Tribunal research for them. Her lecture in 1988 for 
the New Zealand Foundation for Peace Studies was on the topic of race relations 
and was published by the Foundation as Co-operation and Conflict: Pakeha 
and Maori in Historical Perspective (1988). 

Elsie was generous with her knowledge. She and I shared an interest in the 
activities of Wilhelmina Sherriff Bain, a founder delegate to the National Council 
of Women in 1896 and woman of peace. While I never met Elsie, we 
corresponded about Bain and swapped information over a number of years and 
I am tremendously grateful for her generosity. She did the same for many others 
— historians, peace activists, students, anyone who asked for assistance with 
their research. 

Elsie Locke died in Christchurch on 8 April 2001 aged 88 years, four years 
after her beloved Jack. She is survived by her four children, two daughters and 
two sons. 
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