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Crown, which led to the defining of Treaty principles, and stopped the transfer of land 
and other assets to the new government corporations until the case was heard by the 
Court of Appeal.
 Strict adherence to chronology, on the other hand, creates problems for the book’s 
logical flow. The narrative approach conveys a sense of Palmer’s diary and punishing 
schedule. But key themes receive disjointed coverage because the text jumps between 
pieces of legislation, Palmer’s diverse activities and political developments. Likewise 
some judicious editing of detail might have been kinder to readers. Nor is the concluding 
assessment entirely consistent with claims made in the book’s opening pages. By the 
end, Palmer ‘led the decision’ to deny port access to the USS Buchanan (p.398), which is 
not as strong as the opening endorsement of Richard Prebble’s claim that Palmer ‘made’ 
New Zealand nuclear-free (p.30).
 That said, this is an important contribution to the field of contemporary political history 
in this small country. Until now political scientists and economists have dominated 
writings on the political and economic ruptures in late twentieth-century New Zealand. 
This is a welcome, scholarly intervention by a historian that opens fresh lines of inquiry 
for the future. 
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IN JANUARY 1903 the town of Wanganui turned out in force to farewell Samuel Austin, 
a respected citizen for more than half a century. His coffin, borne on a gun carriage, was 
escorted through the streets by the Wanganui Rifles, who also supplied a firing party 
as he was laid to rest. Born in Tandragee, County Armagh, Austin had seen service in 
New Zealand with both the imperial forces and local contingents. A sometime settler 
recalled to the ranks in the 1860s, he had been the recipient of a New Zealand Cross, 
one of only 23 awarded, a decoration deemed second only to the Victoria Cross. Yet, if 
widely respected in his time, Austin soon faded from general historical consciousness.
 Studies of nineteenth-century immigration to New Zealand have to date paid 
comparatively little attention to the role of the imperial regiments as vehicles for the 
transfer of potential migrants. Over the three decades from 1840, 14 imperial foot 
regiments were at various times posted to the colony. While understandably the numbers 
fluctuated, by the mid 1860s around 10,000 professional soldiers were in the field. Yet 
their names do not appear as arrivals on shipping lists, nor, officers apart, do they feature 
in contemporary newspaper columns. As individuals, they were near invisible. Over the 
same 30 years, however, more than 3600 took their discharges in the colony, Samuel 
Austin being one of them.
 Austin, aged 13, enlisted in the 65th (2nd North Yorkshire Riding) Regiment of 
Foot at Banbridge in August 1844. There was nothing incongruous in this. Regardless 
of nominal county affiliations, in most regiments Irish were heavily over-represented, 
being regarded as a handy augmentation pool for maintaining corps strength. Quite what 
impelled Austin to take the shilling is unclear, but a family record of army service and a 
youthful taste for adventure may have played a part. From training at the 65th’s principal 
Irish depot at Mullingar, the regiment was ordered to Chatham 12 months later, thence 
to New South Wales as escorts on convict ships. Austin was in a detachment of 35 who 
embarked for Norfolk Island in December 1845. Travelling on to Sydney, they joined a 
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substantial force being assembled to quell disturbances in the Cook Strait districts.
 Landed near Porirua, Austin and his companions were just in time to participate in the 
mid 1846 bush engagements with Te Rangihaeata near Pauatahanui. Thereafter, men of 
the 65th constituted the Paremata garrison, assisting with the construction of barracks 
and the building of a military road to Wellington. When the conflict spread north to 
Wanganui, 150 soldiers of the 65th were deployed to that district in June 1847. It was 
to become Austin’s home base for the rest of his life. When the fighting terminated he 
remained as part of the Wanganui garrison, marrying in 1851 and starting a family. In 
all, Austin served 14 years with the 65th in New Zealand. While his roots were firmly 
put down in Wanganui, in the 1850s there were deployments to Wellington, the Bay of 
Islands and Napier, before, with the rank of sergeant, he took his discharge in July 1859.
 As with many others taking discharges, Austin sought land in recognition of his service, 
but two years were to elapse before he was allocated 84 country acres about nine miles 
to the north-east of Wanganui. The land was rugged and bush clad, but it promised future 
security for Austin and his family. By this time, however, hostilities had once more broken 
out in neighbouring Taranaki, and the fighting threatened to swirl further south. Given his 
experience, Austin was elected an officer of the Wanganui Rifle Volunteers, a not unusual 
occurrence with former professional soldiers, but he soon resigned his commission, 
preferring to become the district’s senior NCO. With regular troops based in Wanganui, 
his contributions were at first sporadic, but the murder of a close-by settler in early 1865 
led him to transfer his family to the town, the farm effectively being abandoned. In June 
1865 Austin transferred as Quartermaster Sergeant to the Wanganui Native Contingent 
led by Te Keepa Te Rangihiwinui Taitoko (Major Kemp).
 Without question, the most compelling chapters in the book are those outlining Austin’s 
five years with the Native Contingent. The campaigns, ranging from the North Island west 
coast to the Bay of Plenty, with sorties into the volcanic interior, have previously been 
detailed by writers from Cowan to Belich, but rarely with the rawness and immediacy 
of the account based on Austin’s diary. The savagery of the conflicts, what the author 
terms ‘brutal indiscriminate guerrilla warfare’, still disturbs. And the savagery was far 
from one-way. Whether in dealing with the Titokowaru outbreak, or in the relentless, 
but ultimately unsuccessful, pursuit of Te Kooti, what were essentially colonial punitive 
expeditions were marked by a scorched-earth approach, widespread looting, even by the 
offer of bounties for ‘insurgent’ ears and heads. Austin was a central figure in all of these 
actions, held in high regard by Keepa and by the rank and file kupapa. His bravery in the 
1866 engagements at Putahi Pa and Keteonetea ultimately led to the award of his New 
Zealand Cross.
 Austin’s eventual return to civilian life was to be difficult. Even before he was properly 
settled back in Wanganui his wife of near 20 years died in childbirth, leaving four children. 
Though he was to remarry in 1879, and progressively double his family size, an ongoing 
restlessness was apparent. Perhaps, as his biographer suggests, he remained a soldier at 
heart. Money was to be a concern for the rest of his days, but he left the country acres for 
his son to farm, taking on instead labouring work on others’ properties. The comparative 
thinness of the account of his later years suggests the paucity of sources. But his pivotal 
role in establishing the Orange Order in Wanganui, previously noted by Gerard Horn in 
his impressive 2010 doctoral thesis on the Protestant Irish in Wellington Province, merits 
comment. There is prima facie evidence that the seed was sown when the 18th (Royal 
Irish) was stationed in Wanganui. Whether or not Austin had a prior association with 
the Order is unknown, but by 1876 he was Wanganui’s Worshipful Master. The extent 
to which the Irish in the regiments brought with them the mindsets of home, attempting 
to transplant them in colonial soil, remains to be probed.
 Austin’s good fortune has been to have a great-great niece with the tenacity and 
the historical research skills to recover and record his story. Barbara Mabbett is to be 
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congratulated on her 30-year commitment to the project. It provides a valuable additional 
building block for both military historians and those interested in the New Zealand 
Irish. The bedrock is Austin’s own diary, or rather his memoir, Mabbett noting that it 
is essentially ‘a brief retrospective account of Austin’s deployments and engagements, 
drawing partly on memory, and for the latter years probably field notes’. To contextualise, 
she has fossicked widely amongst New Zealand and Irish sources. Even so, it has 
sometimes been necessary to generalise, to speculate, but for the most part the suggestions 
are convincing. Inevitably, there are a few minor errors — for instance George Grey’s 
biographer was James, not John, Rutherford, while Wanganui’s foremost merchant house 
was headed by William Hogg Watt, not Watts, but such quibbles are minor. The writing 
is crisp, clear, often engaging. And a commendation is also due the publisher, Steele 
Roberts Aotearoa. Nicely designed and well illustrated, the book lives up to the firm’s 
usual high production standards.
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IT IS ONE of the truisms of reviewing that biographies and memoirs are often of lives that 
would be deemed fantastical if rendered within fiction. Yet like all clichés the elements of 
truth contained within them should also cause us to reflect just what we are encountering. 
Such is the case with this book. Created out of a combination of memoir, oral history and 
secondary research, The Violinist reads as a combination of all three — but is both more 
than and less than a sum of its parts. This is due not only to the combination of genres 
used and the life lived, but also because it is a book that seems unsure of what it is meant 
to be, what type of story it is meant to tell, and how that life is to be told. Is this a war 
survivor history, a violinist’s life history, a history and memoir of émigré life in New 
Zealand, or a cultural and social history? It is all and none of these because it is written 
by two different people — the memoirist and subject, and the oral historian and author.
 Perhaps these are issues only for those, like me, who are not the intended reader? 
For this is not a book written for academics; it is not written for those who look for an 
engagement with wider cultural theory and scholarship beyond the descriptive. Those 
who are academics will already know much of the periods under review and so will want 
more than what is primarily an introductory narrative to the times. But that is also to 
expect too much of both the life and the author. If I could suggest a possible audience, it 
would be a book group; for it is the type of lower-middlebrow text that would make such 
readers feel ‘informed’. (Another possible — and important — readership is suggested 
at the end of this review.) 
 The life lived is really the multiple lives of a single person. For this book is a three-
part story of how a young Jewish girl known as Klari, who grew up in pre-war Hungary 
and studied music, managed — along with her aunt Roza — to survive Auschwitz and 
slave labour in a munitions factory, followed by a death march across Europe. Post-war, 
they found their way to New Zealand, whereupon Klari (now known as Clare) joined the 
fledging New Zealand Symphony Orchestra (NZSO). Therefore we read a history of the 
Jewish population in Hungary, a story of how a form of protection that existed until 1944 
was devastatingly ended within the focused application of the final solution. Then we 
read a harrowing account of life in the Shoah, of life and death in Auschwitz, and then 
the far lesser known story of slave labour camps, in this case a massive, camouflaged 
munitions factory in the German countryside. The interlude of the death marches at the 




