
The West Coast Railways and 
New Zealand Politics, 

LONG BEFORE the New Zealand Midland Railway Company had 
driven its first spike, the railways proposed to link the West Coast 
with Nelson in the north and Canterbury in the east had been con-
demned several times as an unfinancial prospect. As early as 1873 
Thomas Calcutt, Railways Lands Assessor, had pointed out that land 
along the projected Nelson route was unsuitable for farming.1 Two 
years later, in 1875, John Carruthers, Engineer-in-Chief of Public 
Works, concluded from survey reports that any such Nelson-West 
Coast line would be unjustified.2 In 1879, after further surveys, W . 
N. Blair, Engineer-in-Chief for South Island Public Works, sum-
marised his Department's findings.3 The Nelson line, said Blair, would 
neither pay expenses nor produce any collateral advantages; and 
while the Canterbury-West Coast line would do much to develop 
industry and trade, the advantages were not worth the enormous 
cost of construction and the expected loss in working-costs. An 1880 
Royal Commission on New Zealand Railways recommended that 
neither line be constructed.4 The following year a commission of 
members of the Christchurch Chamber of Commerce reiterated that 
the trans-alpine line would not pay expenses.5 Two years later, in 
1883, a West Coast Railway Commission, after examining no fewer 
than fourteen alternative Canterbury-West Coast routes, confirmed 
this viewpoint.6 

Yet, in 1884, Julius Vogel, Colonial Treasurer in the Stout-Vogel 
ministry, introduced a Bill enabling the New Zealand government 
to contract with a company to build railways from the West Coast 

1 AJHR, 1873, E-8, p. 2. 
2 AJHR, 1875, E-3, p. 34. 
3 AJHR, 1879, Session I, E- l , Appendix K. 
* AJHR, 1880, E-3, p. xvii. 
5 Executive Committee of the Railway League, East and West Coast and 

Nelson Railway/History of the Efforts, Christchurch, 1886, pp. 79-81. Subsequent 
references: History of the Efforts. 

e AJHR, 1883, D-2A, p. 13. 
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to Nelson and Canterbury in return for land valued at £500,000 and 
£750,000 respectively. Within a further four years, a company had 
been found to build both lines, and a contract negotiated and sealed. 
That the lines should have been so consistently disparaged, yet now 
authorised for construction and a contractor found, calls for explana-
tion. This explanation lies in the peculiarities of late nineteenth-cen-
tury New Zealand politics. 

It is intended, in following the course of the West Coast railways 
during the critical period, 1878-1888, to illustrate some of the basic 
characteristics of New Zealand politics of that time: the weakness, 
in the face of regional covetousness, of party politics based on sec-
tional interests; the use of political power for private ends; and the 
hardy belief that the government should operate or subsidise un-
economic concerns. In particular, it is hoped to throw new light on 
the record and tenure of office of that most unusual political com-
bination, the Stout-Vogel ministry, and on the circumstances sur-
rounding one of New Zealand's earliest and most successful pressure 
groups, the East and West Coast Railway League. 

It was not until 1878 that either of the two lines to the West Coast 
became a serious possibility. In August, a deputation of Canterbury 
and West Coast members of the House of Representatives extracted 
a promise from the Minister of Public Works that a trans-alpine 
railway would be built. Political pressure had been slow in building 
up. The people of Nelson had made several unsuccessful attempts to 
secure rail connection with the West Coast after the Nelson Pro-
vincial Council failed in 1863 to obtain the Colonial Government's 
sanction for a loan to construct a railway into the hinterland of the 
province.7 A Canterbury-West Coast railway had been mooted 
briefly in the Christchurch newspapers during 1865, when the road 
linking the two areas was under construction.8 Residents of the West 
Coast, proclaiming that a railway to Canterbury was 'pregnant with 
incalculable advantages to the Colony', in 1873 petitioned parliament 
to hasten in building one.9 Neither line was, however, likely to be 
considered seriously until Canterbury became interested. Nelson and 
the West Coast, always in favour of the schemes, lacked the political 
weight both separately or in combination to force their railway 
schemes to the forefront in the hurly-burly of colonial politics. As 
the Nelson Colonist lamented, it was only to be expected in the 
scramble for public works taking place in the seventies that 'the 
weakest will inevitably come off worst.'10 Certainly the provinces 
with the most members of parliament secured the biggest share of 

7 The Nelson province extended as far south as the northern banks of the 
Grey River and its tributary, the Arnold River. 

8 Lyttelton Times, 5 and 7 September 1865. Press, 9, 11 and 13 September 
1865. 

9 AJHR, 1873, J-l. 
Colonist, 23 October 1877. 



36 G. J. ROSANOWSKI 

public works expenditure.11 A railway to the West Coast was un-
likely to be built unless it was either sure to pay well or there was 
strong pressure for it in parliament. Since the former was highly 
improbable, success for any scheme depended on the support of 
Canterbury. 

Before 1878, Canterbury showed little desire for rail connection 
with the goldfields of the West Coast. Discussion of such a scheme 
during the sixties had proved short-lived, owing to the failure of 
the Otira road to divert the goldfields' trade to Christchurch.12 Even 
the 1878 interest in the trans-alpine line, inspired mainly by a dog-
in-the-manger attitude towards Otago,1 3 was half-hearted. The Can-
terbury members of parliament had already made the customary 
representations to the Public Works Minister before his annual state-
ment. The Canterbury interior main line, the Opawa branch extension 
and the Upper Ashburton branch line were to be provided for during 
1878. To prevent any West Coast-Otago demand for a Haast Pass 
railway gaining momentum, the Canterbury members formed a 
deputation with their West Coast counterparts to meet James Mac-
andrew, the Public Works Minister. Macandrew's ready acquiescence 
to their demand for a trans-alpine railway was the first of several 
occasions between 1878 and 1888 when the ministry gave way in the 
face of pressure concerning this railway issue rather than jeopardise 
its other plans. In 1878 Macandrew could not afford to alienate a 
large number of members. While West Coast requests could be 
ignored with impunity,14 Canterbury demands were a different 
matter. Macandrew was planning a vast scheme of railway construc-
tion which would cost £8,345,000 over five years. For this plan to be 
accepted Macandrew realised that the general support of the House 
was necessary. 

How lukewarm the desire in Canterbury was for a West Coast 
railway is seen in the manner in which the scheme was allowed to be 
shelved. Macandrew had expected land sales to finance much of his 
railway construction but, in late 1878, a recession depressed the land 
market. The loss of confidence was not confined to financial and 
commercial circles; it spread also into politics. A new ministry, led 
by John Hall, was determined on retrenchment. Faced with the 
problem of adjusting the colonial finances and the public works pro-
gramme to the new level of land revenue and other manifestations of 

11 Canterbury, for example, had in 1873 some 31 miles of railway. Within 
five years the total had become 333 miles, thirty-nine per cent of the total 
colonial mileage. 

12 See P. R. May, The West Coast Gold Rushes, Christchurch, 1962, pp. 
392-95. 

13 A public meeting in Hokitika had resolved in favour of a railway to Otago 
via the Haast Pass. The Canterbury MHRs were afraid the scheme might become 
popular. West Coast Times, 1 August 1878. 

14 He had had no compunction in telling four West Coast members some 
weeks before that the line could not be built because 'funds were wanting.' 
Inangahua Herald, 27 July 1878. 



WEST COAST RAILWAYS AND NEW ZEALAND POLITICS 3 7 

the sharp fall in economic activity, the Hall ministry had a Royal 
Commission set up to make recommendations on future railway con-
struction. Together with many other schemes, the Canterbury-West 
Coast railway was discontinued as requiring too large an outlay of 
capital for the small amount of traffic it would carry.15 The Canter-
bury members showed their lack of interest in the line by their 
casual acceptance of its being shelved. What could be effected by 
regional solidarity in a demand for a public work was seen in the 
contrasting treatment given the Otago Central railway. Described 
by the Royal Commission as uncalled for', this line was nevertheless 
voted £68,000 in the 1880 Public Works estimates, because of the 
support it commanded. The Canterbury members, however, generally 
supported the policy of retrenchment. A railway to the West Coast 
was unacceptable if it entailed a general loan policy. This would not 
reduce government costs or restrain taxation. 

While the depression had delivered a major setback to the Canter-
bury-West Coast railway scheme, it was the depression nevertheless 
which was to lend intensity to the pressure for the line. This pressure 
was to increase as the depression worsened, because railway con-
struction had long been associated in Canterbury with the advent of 
economic boom. Because it was easier policy for the banks to restrict 
discounting and business loans than to reduce the long-term accom-
modation necessary to keep the runholder afloat, the businessmen 
in the colony were those most sharply affected by the contraction of 
bank credit during 1879-80.16 It is not surprising therefore to find 
that the suggestion to form a company to construct a railway to the 
'Coast' found favour with many Christchurch businessmen. Such a 
railway, it was hoped, would not only revive commerce and industry 
but also stimulate land values.17 Although an Act was passed in 1881 
enabling the government to contract for the construction of railways 
by private companies in return for land-grants to the value of 3 0 % 
of construction costs, no company was formed to connect Canterbury 
with the West Coast by rail. Ironically, a publicity stunt that back-
fired was the cause. A three-man commission of the Christchurch 
Chamber of Commerce which had been expected to commend the 
prospects of such a company reported that in fact it would have no 
reasonable hope of paying its way! 

is AJHR, 1880, E-3, pp. x-xi. A Nelson-West Coast railway which the Hall 
ministry had conjured up to cement the support of the Nelson members during 
1879 was also conveniently disposed of by the Commission. 

is Keith Sinclair and W. F. Mandle, Open Account, Wellington, 1961, p. 87. 
Between 1878 and 1881 mortgages on land in Canterbury averaged £3,100,000 
yearly. Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand, 1878-81. 

17 Thirty-one of thirty-nine promoters of this company scheme who could be 
identified had at least £1,000 in land; eighteen of these held land valued at a 
total of £5,000 or more; and, of these, no fewer than twelve had over £20,000 
invested in land. Two of these promoters, Sir John Cracroft Wilson, a run-
holder, and H. W. Packer, a brewer, owned land valued in excess of £100,000. 
A Return of the Freeholders of New Zealand, 1882, Wellington, 1884. 
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This commission recommended, nevertheless, that the government 
construct the line.18 Reefton's daily newspaper, the Inangahua 
Herald, learning the failure of the company project, now insisted 
that it was the government's 'duty' to construct the line.19 The 
steadily-increasing group pressing for a Canterbury-West Coast rail-
way began to turn their eyes again towards Wellington. Even in the 
early eighties New Zealanders were expecting the government to take 
over schemes which were likely to run at a loss. Lack of solidarity 
amongst the members whose electorates would benefit from a Canter-
bury-West Coast railway meant, however, that the line was over-
looked in the 1882 Public Works estimates.20 A caucus of over twenty 
West Coast and Canterbury members had asked for the line, amongst 
others, as their 'share' of the proposed £3 million loan.21 But, of the 
Canterbury members, whose support was vital, only a handful22 were 
fully determined on the construction of a trans-alpine railway. The 
Grey River Argus reports that the groups of members who pressed 
for the construction of the North Island Main Trunk, and the Otago 
Central railways, on the other hand, were united in their respective 
demands and had made strong and successful deputations to the 
ministry on behalf of their schemes.23 The Lyttelton Times, which 
by this time had taken up the cause of a West Coast railway, became 
so disgruntled at the trans-alpine line's omission from the estimates 
that the leader-writer suggested that Canterbury disown its represen-
tatives, so little good did they do the province.24 The essential reason 
for the line's omission was, however, that the Canterbury electorates 
were not yet clamouring for its construction. But the pressure for 
the line was increasing with the continuation of depression. 

In fact, the omission of the trans-alpine railway from the 1882 
Public Works estimates proved to be a turning point in the move-
ment to obtain the line's construction. It showed clearly the need to 
establish an organisation to mobilise Canterbury in favour of the line. 
The impetus came from the West Coast where the residents of Reef-
ton had recently set up a Railway League to promote a railway to 
Canterbury. It was in response to correspondence from this body that 
the Christchurch City Council called a convention to set up a Railway 
League in Christchurch. The demand for the line was already grow-
ing. The Canterbury Industrial Association had earlier in 1882 de-
clared that the trans-alpine line was of 'paramount importance'.2^ 

is History of the Efforts, p. 81. 
!» Inangahua Herald, 28 January 1882. 
2 0 It was the Whitaker ministry which omitted the line in 1882, not Hall's, 

as stated in error in Keith Sinclair, William Pember Reeves, Oxford, 1965, p. 52. 
21 Lyttelton Times, 10 July 1882. 
22 See PD, XLV (1883), 567-68; History of the Efforts, p. 105. 
23 Grey River Argus, 14 June 1882. A disagreement within the Whitaker 

ministry whether to raise a substantial loan is said to have been settled by 
these deputations. 

24 Lyttelton Times, 23 August 1882. 
25 History of the Efforts, p. 104. 
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The Christchurch Working Men's Political Association had even 
placed the line's construction in its 1882 programme alongside 
demands for an eight-hour day, a land-tax and an elective upper 
house. On 6 November 1882, the representatives of some six local 
associations and at least forty-two local bodies of Canterbury, per-
turbed that no provision had been made for a railway to the West 
Coast, formed the East and West Coast Railway League. Leadership 
was in the hands of the businessmen. J. G. Ruddenklau, flourmiller 
and Mayor of Christchurch, was made president, William Chrystall, 
a merchant, was elected chairman and T. B. Craig, an accountant, 
secretary. 

Over the summer of 1882-83, the East and West Coast Railway 
League popularised its views in and around Christchurch. Detailed 
statistics revealing the far-reaching benefits of a trans-alpine railway 
were compiled and disseminated at large public meetings. The gloom 
of depression seems to have intensified provincial cupidity. There was 
now no doubt for instance, that, as its share of the various loans 
raised since the abolition of the provinces, Canterbury was entitled 
to an expenditure on public works of no less than £2,500,000.26 

People believed that a line to the West Coast was less than justice 
to a much ill-used Canterbury. 

The outcome of the League's agitation throughout Canterbury was 
the appointment of a Royal Commission which produced yet one 
more adverse report on the proposed Canterbury-West Coast railway. 
The Commission, having spent two months investigating fourteen 
alternative routes, favoured the more direct Arthur's Pass route, but 
concluded that there was no prospect of the traffic paying' more than 
working expenses.27 In the 1883 Public Works statement the trans-
alpine railway was once again overlooked. This time there was the 
semblance of a protest from the Canterbury members. On 4 and 5 
July caucuses were held by the West Coast and Canterbury parlia-
mentarians. Strongly-worded resolutions calling for detailed working 
surveys of three trans-alpine routes were presented to the ministry. 
But the outward display of determination did not betoken any change 
of attitude towards the railway. These representations to the minis-
try were for all but a few of the members simply a gesture to their 
constituents' desires.28 Most of the members were pessimistic about 
the benefits of railway construction and supported the ministry's 
policy of restraining expenditure especially on public works. 

Yet these members were no longer in tune with their electorates. 
The depression in Canterbury had deepened. The price of wheat had 
fallen further, bankruptcies had increased and unemployment was 
now serious. The solution, it was believed in the provincial towns, 
lay in the absorption of labour into public works and the expansion 

26 History of the Efforts, p. 120. This was a claim frequently made. 
27 AJHR, 1883, D-2A, p. 13. 
28 See Lyttelton Times, 8 July 1883; PD, XLIV (1883), 570-71. 
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of markets. At one Christchurch meeting of the unemployed, a voice 
from the crowd exclaimed: 'Set the West Coast railway moving.' 
The chairman replied: 'Wait until they have got that under way, 
and they would not have to cry out for work.'29 As a result of the 
efforts of the Railway League and the Lyttelton Times in publicising 
the benefits expected from the trans-alpine railway, the line was com-
ing to be regarded as a panacea for Canterbury's ills. 

It was in these circumstances that the 1884 elections were held in 
Canterbury. These elections were to make the construction of a 
Canterbury-West Coast railway a pivotal issue in politics for the next 
three years. The espousal of the cause by Julius Vogel was to assist 
him to political power and make him once again the dominating 
figure in New Zealand politics. Vogel aimed, for his own particular 
purposes, to return to an active part in the government of the colony. 
He had therefore allowed himself to be nominated for the Christ-
church North electorate by supporters of the West Coast railway.30 

Vogel's advocacy of the line was not, however, entirely opportunistic. 
He had spoken of its prospects as early as 1873, and the grandiose 
nature of the scheme was in keeping with his sanguine temperament. 
Vogel showed his usual political acumen by simultaneously pro-
fessing a need for retrenchment while proclaiming that the country's 
ills could be cured by a liberal application of 'confidence and 
capital.'31 

Intensive campaigning by the Lyttelton Times and the East and 
West Coast Railway League (which asked each Canterbury candi-
date to pledge himself in writing to the construction of the railway), 
together with Vogel's reputation as the apostle of prosperity, were 
the influences which decided the elections. Twenty-six of the forty-
two candidates north of the Rangitata River32 declared themselves 
Vogel's supporters. Thirteen of the seventeen successful candidates 
were staunch Vogelites. There was even greater agreement on the 
railways issue; none of the forty-two candidates opposed the work, 
while at least thirty-five made it a plank in their election platforms. 
All seventeen of the successful candidates were united in the demand 
for a Canterbury-West Coast railway.33 Together with the four mem-
bers returned by the West Coast electorates, they formed a solid 
phalanx of members whose demands would have to be taken seriously 
when parliament met. 

29 Lyttelton Times, 14 July 1884. 
30 J. T. Matson, who arranged Vogel's candidature, was not however 'a leading 

member' of the Railway League as stated in Sinclair, Reeves, p. 53. Matson was 
not in fact a member of the League until August 1885. 

31 Lyttelton Times, 14 June 1884. 
32 This river divides Canterbury proper from South Canterbury which had 

(and has) preserved its own identity as a socio-economic region. D. P. Millar 
shows in his unpublished M.A. thesis, 'The General Elections of 1884 in Can-
terbury', Canterbury, 1960, that election issues differed north and south of this 
river. In parliament, however, a Canterbury bloc was formed. 

33 These figures are compiled from figures taken from Millar, p. 249, Lyttelton 
Times, July 1884 passim, and History of the Efforts, pp. 169-175. 
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D. A. Hamer has shown that the bizarre combination of Robert 
Stout and Julius Vogel was due to a common interest in saving from 
bankruptcy the New Zealand Agricultural Company.34 This company 
had been formed in 1878 to sell the rabbit-ravaged Waimea Plains 
to unsuspecting British investors. To enhance the value of the land, 
another company had been formed, under the 1877 District Railways 
Act, to construct a line across the Plains. By 1884, however, both 
companies were in financial difficulties. The Agricultural Company 
owed the ailing railway concern a large sum in rates which it could 
not pay. Vogel, who stood to lose a substantial amount of money if 
the former company went into receivership, believed that the only 
solution was to have the Waimea Plains Railway Company wound 
up and its railway purchased by the New Zealand government. For-
tunately for the ministry, the other lines built under the 1877 Act 
were also causing hardship to their ratepayers. Vogel's proposal that 
the government purchase all of these District Railways could there-
fore be disguised under the cloak of philanthropy. Hamer has shown 
that the purchase of the Waimea Plains railway was the point of 
unity between Stout and Vogel, and has suggested that the legisla-
tive history of the years 1884-87 should be seen in the light of Stout's 
and Vogel's desire to save the New Zealand Agricultural Company. 

But Hamer's article goes only part of the way in explaining the 
Stout-Vogel ministry. Hamer fails to acknowledge the full importance 
of the West Coast railways issue to this ministry and misconstrues 
the significance of much of the ministry's first year of legislation. 
While it is indisputed that it was the Agricultural Company affair 
which kept the ministry intact in the earlier stages, it was however 
the West Coast railways issue which kept the ministry in power. In 
several crucial divisions during 1884-87, it was only solidarity amongst 
advocates of these lines which prevented the ministry from being 
obliged to resign. Indeed, it was the defection from the ministerial 
lobby of certain of these members which tipped the balance against 
Stout and Vogel on the question of a customs duties Bill, the failure 
of which precipitated the 1887 general election. 

Hamer says that: 'A study of Vogel's letters during 1884 reveals 
that, with the exception of the East and West Coast and Nelson 
Railway and the expansionist policy in the Pacific, which were de-
signed to satisfy the ministry's Canterbury and Auckland supporters 
respectively, practically all the major policies associated with the first 
year of the government had the basic but carefully concealed pur-
pose of rescuing the Agricultural Company.'35 In excepting the West 
Coast Railways measure, and claiming that Vogel relied on the 
'omnibus character of the (District Railways Purchasing) Bill' to 
secure enough votes for its passage, Hamer fails to detect a clever 

s i D. A. Hamer, 'The Agricultural Company and New Zealand Politics, 1877-
1886', Historical Studies Australia and New Zealand, X, 38 (1962), 141-164. 

35 Hamer, p. 155. 
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parliamentary stratagem. Vogel's 1884 financial statement had been 
designed to cement the confidence of the House and the country. A 
substantial, if temporary, reduction in the property tax had been 
engineered and provincial appetites for public works expenditure 
had been whetted by the proposal to raise a £1,500,000 loan. The 
Public Works statement — which would tell how the loan was to 
be apportioned — was, however, delayed until three certain 'policy 
measures' of the ministry had been passed by parliament. The three 
measures were the District Railways Purchasing Bill, the East and 
West Coast and Nelson36 Railways Bill and the West Coast Harbours 
Bill. By making these measures ministerial questions37 and holding 
up the allocation of the loan, Vogel was virtually blackmailing the 
House into passing all three. 

Vogel's ruse did not stop there. The order in which the three 
measures were steered through parliament reveals that the ministry's 
supporters were also being forced to accept the District Railways 
measure. Step by step, reading by reading, the District Railways 
Bill preceded the West Coast Railways Bill and the Harbours Bill.38 

This careful handling of the West Coast railways measure indicated 
how important Vogel considered the issue.39 The Harbours Bill, 
which Hamer sees as part of the ministry's policy of developing the 
country's resources, in fact appears to have been designed to ensure 
the passage of the District Railways measure through the Legislative 
Council.40 A number of substantial shareholders in the Westport 
Colliery Company, which would benefit greatly from harbour de-
velopment on the West Coast, sat in the upper house. Ironically 
enough, the Legislative Council graciously accepted the other two 
Bills but so amended the District Railways measure that a separate 
Bill would still have to be passed to authorise the purchase of each 
railway. Vogel's main object had not yet been achieved. 

The 1884 'East and West Coast (Middle Island) and Nelson Rail-
ways and Railways Construction Bill' conceded land valued at 
£750,000 and £500,000 respectively to any company which would 
construct a Canterbury-West Coast or a Nelson-West Coast railway. 
The contradiction between bringing down one Bill to end certain 
private railways and another to institute yet two more did not escape 
the attention of the House. Nor did the West Coast Railways Bill 

36 In order to consolidate the support of the four Nelson members, Vogel 
decided to give a Nelson-West Coast railway separate but equal footing in the 
bill. A contractor could build either or both. 

37 PD, XLIX (1884), 184, 359, 384. 
38 The order was: District Railways Purchasing Bill, 1R (First Reading) 10 

September 1884, 2R 30 September, 3R 14 October; West Coast Harbours Bill, 
1R 10 September, 2R 3 October, 3R 20 October; East and West Coast and 
Nelson Railways Bill, 1R n.d., 2R 10-13 October, 3R 20 October. See PD, 
XLVIII & XLIX (1884), passim. 

39 Indeed, events were to lead some contemporaries to believe that the West 
Coast railways were the raison d'etre of the Stout-Vogel ministry. See, for ex-
ample, the editorial in the New Zealand Herald, 8 June 1888. 

See PD, LIX (1884), 185. 
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escape criticism on other grounds. Some members refused to believe 
that the lines could compete with sea-traffic. But the chief objection 
concerned the granting of such a large area of the public estate to 
a syndicate. The Bill's opponents could not, however, persuade a 
majority of the House to reject the measure. It was a ministerial 
question, and, besides, there were twenty-six members from Canter-
bury, Nelson and the West Coast who were clearly united in their 
determination to have provision made for their railways. If the Bill 
were defeated, the prospect was for ministerial instability until a 
similar measure, or worse, a special loan act, was passed. 

In this way the Bill was passed authorising the construction of 
two major railway projects neither of which, according to expert 
opinion, seemed likely to pay. This was only one factor against find-
ing a contractor to build either line. In addition, the land con-
cessions were not so valuable an incentive as they seemed. To begin 
with, the land was of little agricultural or pastoral value; its specu-
lative value was further reduced by the section of the Act excluding 
auriferous land from the land grant. Finally, a minimum price, set 
at 10s. per acre, effectively limited the amount and quality of land 
any company could acquire in building the lines. It is thus necessary 
to explain how and way the New Zealand government came to find 
a contractor for the project. Once again the schemes were dealt with 
because ministries could not afford to alienate the support the lines 
commanded. 

The West Coast railway schemes were unlikely to be financed in 
New Zealand, yet there was no reason why a contractor could not 
be found in Britain. By early December 1884 a group of Christchurch 
businessmen was planning to send delegates to England to assign the 
contract for the construction of a trans-alpine line. These company 
promoters, or 'guarantors' as they came to be known, did not expect 
to make anything directly out of transferring the contract; their fee 
was to be restricted to an amount sufficient to cover expenses.41 

Their interest in the scheme was to stimulate industry, commerce 
and, not least, land values. There is reason to believe that the lead-
ing guarantors were in financial difficulties and believed their only 
salvation lay in a new boom. In a private letter to Sir John Hall, 
William Rolleston, a consistent opponent of the scheme wrote: '. . . 
my belief is that two years hence when the bankrupt crowd find that 
their overdrafts remain the same — and that there is no immediate 
relief from the depression — all connected with the swindle will be 
execrated'.42 Two of the guarantors' committee, J. T. Ford and J. T. 
Matson, both stock and station agents, had suffered heavy losses in 

41 Lyttelton Times, 7 January 1885. 
4 2 Rolleston to Hall, 20 June 1886, Hall Papers, January-June 1886, General 

Assembly Library, Wellington. 
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land speculation. Most of the guarantors are known to have specu-
lated in land.43 

Two of the guarantors, A. D. Dobson and H. A. Scott, were asked 
to put the contract for the trans-alpine line on the London market. 
Scott, a member of the English bar, was conversant with the legal 
aspects of the scheme. Dobson, the discoverer of Arthur's Pass, was 
a civil engineer with a wide experience of alpine Canterbury. When 
it was found that Nelson was planning a similar venture, the two 
schemes were amalgamated and C. Y. Fell, a Nelson solicitor, accom-
panied the two Christchurch delegates. On board the SS. Tongariro, 
the three compiled a memorandum on the lines from the various 
government and Railway League statistics. This report is a piece of 
monumental optimism. Whereas the Nelson line had been invariably 
condemned and the 1883 Royal Commission could not envisage the 
trans-alpine line paying working costs, the three delegates compiled 
figures that showed that the two lines together would return a net 
annual profit of £72,000! There is no doubt that this memorandum 
misrepresented the prospects of the project.44 

In July 1885, the delegates received their first firm offer. The 
reaction to it in New Zealand reveals the strength of feeling on the 
West Coast railways issue and illustrates the nature of the ministry's 
grip on office. During 1885 it had become clear that the Stout-Vogel 
financial policy did not command the support of a majority of the 
House. Because the financial chicanery of 188445 could not be re-
peated, Vogel had sought additional revenue early in the 1885 session 
by increases in the property-tax and customs duties. The divisions 
in committee, which struck out or reduced the proposed tariffs on 
all but wine and spirits, augured badly for the ministry's future. 
Clearly the united support of all but three46 of the Canterbury, West 
Coast and Nelson members depended basically on the ministry's pro-
vision for their railways. During the tariff debate, twelve of the 
twenty-six members of this 'party' had shown they were not entirely 
in favour of the ministry's financial policy.47 It was in deference to 
these supporters that the ministry had even struck the borrowing 

43 Of the eleven members of the guarantors' committee, only three are not 
listed in 1882 as landholders. They were William Chrystall, a merchant, E. W. 
Parker, an agency manager, and H. A. Scott, a solicitor. Together, the other 
eight owned land valued in excess of £68,000. A Return of the Freeholders, 
1882. 

44 The memorandum is printed in the History of the Efforts, pp. 276-81. 
45 The 1884 contribution to the Sinking Fund had been absorbed into the 

Consolidated Fund to produce a surplus which enabled Vogel to make a sub-
stantial but temporary reduction in the property tax. AJHR, 1884, Session II, 
B-l . 

4 6 The three who regularly opposed the Stout-Vogel ministry were William 
Rolleston (Geraldine), J. H. Sutter (Gladstone), and Edward Wakefield 
(Selwyn). 

47 PD, LI (1885), 482-94. 
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clauses from the Local Bodies' Finance and Powers Bill.48 The 
ministry was therefore committed to making a good showing for 
these supporters when the delegates received the firm but burden-
some offer to construct the West Coast railways from Meiggs & 
Sons, South American contractors and financiers. Attracted no doubt 
by the delegates' memorandum and probably by their assurance that 
the West Coast railways faction held the ministry captive, Meiggs & 
Sons held out for, in addition to the land-grants, £97,000 annually 
for twenty years after the railway's completion. 

The Meiggs offer caused a twelve-day uproar throughout the 
colony. In the districts which would benefit from the West Coast 
railways scheme, the local bodies, associations and general public 
held meetings pressing for acceptance of the offer.49 Even the Bishop 
of Nelson spoke publicly in favour of the scheme. Outside these areas, 
however, the reaction to the Meiggs offer was different. The South-
land Times called the West Coast railway 'a gigantic folly'.50 Auck-
land's New Zealand Herald proclaimed the business to be nothing 
short of wild speculation'.51 It saw the proposals as 'political gamb-
ling' and hoped they would be treated accordingly. Nowhere was 
the opposition more fierce than in Wellington. J. T. Matson, the West 
Coast railways advocate, in Wellington during these 'July days' said 
later: 'There is no doubt the city of Wellington is in flames from 
hatred and fear of the south. The men there are so excited that they 
would almost knife you over this question'.52 The New Zealand 
Times led the protest in the capital with scorching editorials on 
successive days. 

Any intention of making the acceptance of the Meiggs offer a 
ministerial question was soon removed from the realms of practical 
politics. Vogel learnt that not only were any profits of working the 
lines not to be deductible from the £97,000, but the New Zealand 
government would also have to pay any loss in working, besides 
meeting the annual payment. The ministry therefore changed its 
resolution accepting the offer to a motion to set up a select committee 
which would consider methods of constructing the railway. Vogel 
put this motion to the House of Representatives on 4 August 1885. 
After a vituperative two-day debate in which the opposition took the 
motion to entail a limited acceptance of the Meiggs offer, the motion 
was defeated twenty-seven to thirty-four.53 The division closely 
followed the lines of regional interests. The Canterbury, West Coast 

« Lyttelton Times, 10 July 1885. 
49 Colonist, lnangahua Times, Grey River Argus, West Coast Times and 

Lyttelton Times, 22 July-3 August 1885, passim. 
50 Quoted lnangahua Herald, 28 July 1885. The Ashhurton Guardian, retort-

ing petulantly to this charge, said that the Otago Central railway was 'one of 
the grossest political jobs that has defaced our Public Works Policy'. 

51 22 July 1885. 
52 Lyttelton Times, 7 August 1885. 
53 PD, LII (1885), 490 (13 pairs). 



46 G. J. ROSANOWSKI 

and Nelson members were almost entirely54 in favour. Otago, which 
could benefit no more than indirectly, on the other hand provided 
seven supporters and thirteen opponents. Of the thirty-three North 
Island members who voted twenty-eight opposed the motion; and 
two of the five in favour were members of the ministry. Clearly, 
bold and cautious attitudes towards government expenditure could 
evaporate in the presence of provincial partiality. 

The failure of the Meiggs/Select Committee motion had the effect 
of heightening the desire for the West Coast railways, and provided 
one of the high points of overt provincialism in New Zealand. The 
agitation for the lines now took on an irrational intensity. On 5 
August 1885, J. T. Matson declared: ' W e must keep the agitation 
going. W e must have that railway, sir, or burst.'55 There was general 
agreement in Canterbury that it was now up to the government to 
undertake the construction of the railway.56 The Railway League 
and a caucus of the West Coast railways 'party' both presented 
ultimatums to the ministry, demanding that a sum be allocated for 
the commencement of the line. Aware that a refusal would bring 
it down, the ministry complied. In the Public Works statement of 
25 August 1885, Vogel proposed that £150,000 of the £1,500,000 loan 
be appropriated to the construction of the East and West Coast and 
Nelson railways. This amount appears to have been the sum Vogel 
considered to be the maximum the House, and the minimum the 
West Coast railways faction, would accept. 

The consensus of opinion in Canterbury was, nevertheless, that the 
sum was insufficient. But few were sure that it should be rejected. 
Was half a loaf worth accepting? The effect of this perplexity and 
the general sense of frustration is seen in the decision to hold a 
'monster' demonstration in Christchurch. The aim was not to protest 
about the rejection of the Meiggs offer; nor was it to protest about 
the size of the proposed allocation. T. S. Weston, a retired solicitor 
and a company 'guarantor', summed up the objectives of the demon-
stration by saying that it was intended to show conclusively that 
'it is the decision of the Canterbury people at large to have the rail-
way constructed'.57 

Wednesday, 2 September 1885, the day chosen for the demonstra-
tion, was proclaimed a public holiday by the Christchurch City 
Council. A procession was held, followed by an open-air meeting in 
Hagley Park. The demonstration met with widespread support. 
Virtually every club, association, local body, and trade union in the 
area was represented. The general frustration is seen in some of the 
unlikely combinations which took part. Members of the Protestant 
Alliance rubbed shoulders with the Hibernian-Australian Catholic 

Only the regular Oppositionists, Rolleston, Sutter and Wakefield, opposed 
the motion. 

55 Interview, Lyttelton Times, 7 August 1885. 
56 Lyttelton Times, 19, 21 and 28 August 1885. 
57 ibid., 1 September 1885. But cf. Sinclair, Reeves, p. 55. 
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Benefit Society.58 The Foresters, the Druids and the Oddfellows 
turned out in full regalia; so too did the local Fire Brigades and the 
Cabmen. Temporarily submerged were differences of free trade and 
protection, capital and labour. The Lyttelton Lumpers' Union and 
the Builders' Labourers were found associating with the Tradesmen's 
Society, the Industrial Association and the Chamber of Commerce. 
Four brass bands played simultaneously. Estimates of the crowd in 
the procession vary between 8,000 and 30,000, but 23,000 were said59 

to have been counted entering Hagley Park for the inevitable 
speeches. The demonstrators were addressed by local notables and 
leading members of the Railway League from the top of a huge 
furniture van. The entire proceedings amounted to an overwhelming 
vote of confidence in the Railway League and its objects. 

This outburst encouraged the West Coast railways faction to take 
the firm line of action which was to provide the Stout-Vogel ministry 
with its second major humiliation for 1885: the reduction, by half a 
million pounds, of the ministry's Public Works estimates. Towards 
the end of the 1885 session, it had become quite obvious that a 
majority of the House opposed the ministry's expansionist financial 
policy. Most of the members had decided that expenditure should 
be curtailed and taxation restrained until the depression lifted. 
Atkinson had already tried to persuade this majority to remove Stout 
and Vogel when he put a motion of no-confidence in the ministry 
to the House following the 1885 Public Works statement. Twelve 
of the West Coast railways 'party' had shown in their votes on the 
tariffs that they were unenthusiastic about further taxation. Atkinson 
hoped to take advantage of the ministry's failure to secure the 
Meiggs' offer by inducing enough of these members to 'cross the 
floor' and force the ministry's resignation. With the exception of 
William Montgomery (Akaroa), the railway faction had held together. 
The motion was lost by only four.60 Provincialism would not permit 
the functioning of politics based on sectional interests. F. J. Garrick 
(St. Albans), one Canterbury member who preferred retrenchment to 
expansion, commented that: '. . . the East and West Coast Railway 
must be set at rest before there can be any successful government 
of the colony . . . . The thing must be in some way put down; and 
yet I recognise that the position of the Colony in the matter of finance 
is the higher question, one much more worthy of our deliberation 
. . . . '61 But the majority was to have its way with public works 
expenditure in 1885. 

It has been stated too simply elsewhere that it was the 'Opposition' 

58 The two groups were in fact separated in the procession by a body of 
members of the Plasterers' Association. 

5a The details of the demonstration are taken from a seven-column report in 
the Lyttelton Times, 3 September 1885. 

so PD, LIII (1885), 
6i ibid., 643. 
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which reduced the 1885 Public Works estimates.62 The impetus for 
this emasculation of the ministry's public works programme came in 
fact from the ministry's staunchest supporters, the Canterbury, West 
Coast and Nelson members. These members decided that if they 
were to be denied their public works then their opponents should 
also be disappointed. Richmond Hursthouse (Motueka), a relative 
and friend of Atkinson, was commissioned to inform the Opposition 
that the West Coast railways supporters would vote for a motion to 
reduce the estimates.63 W . R. Russell's subsequent motion was car-
ried by the substantial majority of fifteen.64 All the Canterbury, West 
Coast and Nelson members, except R. J. Seddon (Kumara) and 
Daniel Reese (Stanmore), voted in favour of the reduction.65 When 
the individual reductions took place, the West Coast railways group 
assisted enthusiastically. The appropriation for the East and West 
Coast and Nelson railway was reduced to a ridiculous £1,000. 

The 1885 reduction of the estimates was a big step towards the 
withdrawal of support from the Stout-Vogel ministry by the pro-
moters of the West Coast railway projects. During the summer par-
liamentary recess of 1885-86 the Christchurch Railway League was 
preparing for a general election. It was widely believed that the 
1886 session would bring a dissolution of parliament. Few ministries 
before or since have suffered humiliations such as the 1885 tariff and 
estimates debdcles without either resigning or appealing to the elec-
torate. The Railway League had therefore been paying considerable 
attention to the registration of electors. It had, in addition, been 
coming around to the viewpoint that the Stout-Vogel ministry need 
not be supported to achieve the railway. In October 1885, John 
Holmes (Christchurch South) had made it clear that many members 
were prepared to sacrifice the ministry if necessary to obtain the 
line.66 A. G. Howland, coach builder and vice-chairman of the Rail-
way League, said he believed the League would support any ministry 
which would build the railway.67 The Railway League had even 
been considering entering the expected elections as a political party 
promoting a policy designed to strike a compromise on the retrench-
ment-expansion question. Members were contemplating that the 
League might set up a colony-wide organisation which would cam-
paign for the completion of the three major railways — the North 
Island Main Trunk, the Otago Central and, of course, the East and 

62 See W. H. Scotter, A History of Canterbury, III, 140, and Sinclair, Reeves, 
p. 55. 

63 Lyttelton Times, 14 October 1885. 
6* PD, LIII (1885), 733-34 (7 pairs). 
6 5 Seddon, it was well known, had hopes of the Ministry of Mines, and 

Reese is believed to have been currying favour with his electors. See Lyttelton 
Times, 14 October 1885. 

66 History of the Efforts, p. 321. 
67 Press, 22 December 1885. 
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West Coast and Nelson line — and the subsequent cessation of all 
further borrowing for public works.68 

Such policy, grandiose and impractical as it may seem, would 
undoubtedly have meant the demise of the Stout-Vogel ministry. 
Vogel realised that he would have to make some provision for the 
construction of the West Coast lines or the Waimea Plains railway 
would remain unpurchased. There is good reason to suspect that 
Vogel was considering countering the Railway League's actions with 
a huge 'do-or-die' public works scheme designed to boost the minis-
try's flagging support.69 It was doubtful nevertheless that the money 
market would stand a loan as large as £5 million.70 The ministry's 
best hopes for survival lay in the West Coast railways being taken 
up by private enterprise. 

These circumstances caused Vogel to go to irresponsible lengths 
to encourage a new offer to construct the lines which the delegate 
H. A. Scott had just received in London. Vogel ignored the unplea-
sant facts that the syndicate, which was soon formed into the New 
Zealand Midland Railway Company,71 not only expected to receive 
many concessions but also was vastly undercapitalised. The Midland 
Company had proposed to fix share capital at £1,000,000, half of 
which was to be put on the market.72 After some months of strenuous 
efforts, only £250,000 was raised.73 The cost of constructing the rail-
ways had been set down in the 1884 Act at £2,500,000, and even 
this was known to be an underestimation.74 But the offer had to be 
secured. Once again political exigencies were conspiring to further 
the possibility of the construction of this huge railway scheme. Vogel 
instructed the Agent-General for New Zealand in London, Sir Francis 
Dillon Bell, to assure the Company of liberal treatment. As a result, 
generous promises were made that the contract would be amended 
to include the desired concessions.75 

The loss of faith in the ministry was therefore restored and Vogel 
was able to stave off yet one more vote of no-confidence which 
followed the 1886 Financial Statement.76 The members of parliament 
belonging to the West Coast railways faction were still not prepared 
to allow their private opinions on financial policy to decide their 
political allegiance. For, while the contract had been granted to the 
Midland Company on 30 April 1886, legislation was still necessary 
to amend the contract as promised. Soon after the failure of the 

68 History of the Efforts, p. 324. 
69 This is evident from a letter, P. Julyan, N.Z. Loan Agent and F. D. Bell, 

N.Z. Agent-General in Britain, to Vogel, 18 May 1886, Treasury Records, T17/7. 
70 loc. cit. This letter was written to confirm that doubt. 
71 There was no connection between this company and another operating 

under a similar name in Britain. 
7 - Agent-General to Colonial Treasurer, 9 April 1886, AJHR, 1886, D-2A. 
™ The Times, 20 November 1886. 
74 C. Y. O'Connor to Agent-General, AJHR, 1889, D-2A, No. 6. 
« AJHR, 1886, D-2. 
76 PD, LIV (1886), 290-91. 
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no-confidence motion, a Bill was introduced to effect these amend-
ments. Opposition to the Bill was vociferous, but numerically weak. 
The whole affair was looked on as a 'political bugbear', and better 
settled as soon as possible. As William Rolleston complained to Sir 
John Hall: 'That cursed West Coast Railway has been a sad obstacle 
in the way of good government'.77 It is doubtful, besides, whether 
many members were prepared to allow the public works estimates 
to be cut for the second year running. 

The new contract with the Midland Railway Company nevertheless 
proved to be far from settled. The original contract was an agree-
ment to construct a 235-mile railway from Springfield to Brunnerton 
via Arthur's Pass, thence to Belgrove via Reefton.78 In return, the 
contractors were to receive the concessions of land under the 1884 
Act which authorised construction. The New Zealand Midland Rail-
way Company had, unfortunately, secured little financial support 
despite a prospectus which made the astounding claim that it would 
be 'very difficult, if not impossible, to fix any limit to the growth 
of dividends'.79 Having raised only half the intended capital in 
shares, the Company decided to obtain more capital by the issue of 
debentures on the security of the Company's assets. The Company's 
board of directors asked for several minor amendments which would 
ease the terms of contract and show the New Zealand government's 
good disposition towards the project. In addition, the directors opened 
negotiations with the New Zealand Agent-General for a financial 
guarantee of the land-grant.80 Under the original contract the Com-
pany was entitled to 10s. worth of land for every pound of the 
estimated statutory cost of construction. The Company was uncertain 
that the total area would realise this £1,250,000 when earned and 
sold. Bell replied that a financial guarantee was not possible. The 
lesson of the Meiggs brouhaha left no doubt as to the attitude of the 
New Zealand parliament to such a proposal. In August 1887, the 
Company found investors who were prepared to supply the balance 
of the fixed share capital and take up sufficient debentures to com-
plete the railway. The rub was that these 'financial friends' of course 
required certain modifications in the terms of the contract. The Com-
pany drafted a revised contract to meet these demands. The minor 
amendments it suggested were designed to lessen the costs of con-
struction. The most important amendment was a written stipulation 
that the total land-grant would be an area of no less than 2,034,000 
acres. The intention here was to make the issue of debenture more 
attractive and seem more secure. The draft contract arrived in 
Wellington during the election campaign of September 1887 and was 

77 Rolleston to Hall, 20 June 1886, Hall Papers, January-June 1886. 
78 The original contract is printed in full in AJHR, 1885, D-4. The three 

points were the government rail-heads in Canterbury, the West Coast and Nelson 
respectively. 

79 AJHR, 1886, D-2B. 
80 Bell to Vogel, 23 August 1887, AJHR, 1887, Session II, D-2. 
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still under scrutiny when the Stout-Vogel ministry was forced to 
resign. The ministry had recently lost by four votes a division con-
cerning the tariff measure on which it had staked its existence. 
Notable amongst those who voted against the ministry were Harry 
Allwright (Lyttelton), Richmond Hursthouse (Motueka), W . F. 
Pearson (Ashley), and Daniel Reese (Stanmore), all of whom had 
supported it in the no-confidence motions of 1885 and 1886 when 
the West Coast railways issue was still far from settled.81 

Yet once more the West Coast railways progressed towards con-
struction because of pressing circumstances concerning the ministry 
and because of the support the scheme commanded. The 1887 elec-
tion confirmed the fall of the Stout-Vogel ministry and brought 
Atkinson to power with a mandate for retrenchment. Canterbury, 
the West Coast and Nelson returned members who favoured re-
trenchment; but, largely because of a fear that Atkinson was un-
sympathic towards the Midland railway, these members supported 
Vogel.82 It soon became apparent that these fears were groundless. 
The continuation and completion of the West Coast railways had 
become practical politics for Atkinson. The elimination of loans was 
an integral part of Atkinson's 1887 retrenchment policy. He recog-
nised, however, that because public works were the source of em-
ployment for a good proportion of the country's hard-pressed workers, 
the sudden cessation of borrowing would lead to widespread dis-
tress.83 The infusion of private capital to finance the construction of 
the Midland railway would help offset some of the adverse effects 
of the reduction in public works expenditure. A favourable attitude 
towards the railway was also practical because the Atkinson ministry 
— called by its opponents 'the Scarecrow Ministry' — was considered 
to be weakly based in the House of Representatives. The Canterbury, 
West Coast and Nelson members pressing for a settlement with the 
Midland Company were a potential source of discomfort if Atkinson 
refused to come to terms with the Company. Had not all but three 
of these members been elected to safeguard the Midland railway?84 

On the other hand, virtually all of them were agreed on the need 
for retrenchment, and Atkinson could turn their votes to good ac-
count if they were not aroused. Furthermore Atkinson was particu-
larly concerned with New Zealand's poor reputation on the London 
money-market. If the Midland Company, which had meanwhile 
commenced construction, were allowed to collapse, the affair would 
be yet one more severe blow to the colony's credit. 

It was for these reasons that a change in ministry did not lead 

»1 cf. PD, LIII (1885), 361-62 and LIV (1886), 290-91, with LVIII (1887), 
535. 

82 In Nelson, for instance, the Colonist had asked: 'Where would our railway 
have been without the Stout-Vogel government? Where will it be if they are 
turned out?' Colonist, 21 September 1887. 

83 PD, LVIII (1887), 101. 
8« Lyttelton Times, 27 September 1887. 
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to a change in policy towards the Midland Company. On 4 November 
1887, Atkinson moved resolutions in the House of Representatives 
authorising the government to complete the contract negotiations. 
The Company was to be allowed the concessions it desired. In par-
ticular, it was to be entitled to choose further blocks of land within 
the reserved area if the total land grants did not realise the statutory 
£1,250,000.85 The Midland Company was aware that the government 
wished to clinch the contract and possibly was under the impression 
that the railway lobby still held the balance in the House. Having 
received the concessions, the Company now demanded several more. 
Since it had been required under the contract to begin construction 
at the Nelson and Canterbury railheads as well as on the West Coast, 
the Midland Company asked that rail traffic be run on these two 
isolated sections by the New Zealand government for five years. This 
gained, the Company asked for three further concessions, without 
which, it was claimed, it would be 'fatal' to issue debentures.86 

The government must make clear that the Company had access to 
the Nelson and Lyttelton ports on the government lines but exclusive 
use of its own. The Company's freight rates must not be reducible 
by the New Zealand government. The Company also asked that the 
contract be further amended to allow Arthur's Pass to be crossed by 
means of the Abt system87 instead of by tunnel. 

Atkinson was on the point of asking the Midland Railway Com-
pany to accept or reject the contract forthwith. Undoubtedly the 
Company would have had to take the latter course, as its finances 
then stood, and the Midland Railway would have remained un-
finished. But Atkinson found that he could not allow the Company 
to collapse. Circumstances were against this course. So too was 
Atkinson's mentor, Sir John Hall. While Hall, the Hororata run-
holder, held no financial interest in the Company,88 he was in full 
favour of the line being built. The Hall correspondence shows that 
it was Hall who had reassured Atkinson when he was on the point 
of exasperation at the Company's repeated request for concessions. 
H. A. Scott, who had joined the Company, even credits Hall with 
preventing the Midland Company's plant and materials from being 
listed in the final schedule of the 1888 Duties Bill.8*» But the most 
important reason for the West Coast railways being continued is to 
be found in the circumstances surrounding the Customs Duties Bill 
itself. The final contract negotiations with the Company were going 

85 PD, LVIII (1887), 101. 
80 Agent-General to Premier, 7 and 16 May 1888, AJHR, D-6A. 
87 The Abt system was the toothed centre-rail system of locomotion used in 

the European Alps. 
88 Even in 1891 there were only eight New Zealand shareholders in the 

Midland Company. Form E, dated 14 January 1897, N.Z. Midland Railway Com-
pany Papers, (Board of Trade File, London). The size of this figure is a good 
indication of the lack of confidence in New Zealand of the scheme making a 
profit. There were many, of course, who would make a profit out of the scheme. 

8i) Scott to Hall, 28 June 1888, Hall Papers, January-July 1888. 
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on simultaneously with the debates on this Bill. While Atkinson saw 
the customs measure simply as a means of revenue, a significant 
number of his usual supporters opposed it on free trade principles. 
Atkinson could not therefore afford to offend the Canterbury, Nelson 
and West Coast members of the Opposition on whose support he 
relied for the successful passage of his Bill. The concessions were 
made, but Atkinson warned the Company that it would be advisable 
to agree to the contract. On 3 August 1888, the New Zealand Midland 
Railway Company affixed its seal to the contract. 

It was of course only a matter of time before the Midland Com-
pany's financial weakness was to bring about a halt in construction. 
That such a company was allowed even to commence the construc-
tion of such a vast railway undertaking is difficult to comprehend, 
except in terms of contemporary politics. Later, on 25 May 1895, the 
New Zealand government found it necessary to take over the lines 
in order to gain the upper hand in legal proceedings instituted by 
the Midland Company. Because this sequestration was on the grounds 
of the Company's delay in building the line, the government found 
itself obliged to continue construction, at least while the matter was 
sub judice. The litigation dragged on until 1900 when the Privy 
Council disallowed the Company's action and the line became vested 
in the Crown. By this time, Seddon and other interested members 
had seen to it that the Canterbury-West Coast line had been extended 
to such a point that the government was now committed to its com-
pletion. Even so, because of engineering and labour problems, the 
'Otira' railway was not completed until 1923. The Nelson-West Coast 
railway was subsequently abandoned.90 Lack of political weight has 
always been a drawback in securing government expenditure. 

G. J. ROSANOWSKI 
Christchurch 

90 Little was added to this line after 1895. The rails which had reached 
Glenhope were pulled up in 1956. 


