
What's wrong with Emma? 
THE FEMINIST DEBATE IN COLONIAL AUCKLAND 

'THIS SO called advocacy of women's rights is doing an infinity of mischief', 
the Auckland correspondent of the Hawkes Bay Herald claimed in 1871.1 

A friend of his, he said, had been made perfectly miserable ever since the 
lamented hour in which he took his wife to hear Polly Plum. 'The poor 
fellow told me yesterday, with tears in his eyes, that he "couldn't for the 
life of him tell what had come over Emma" '. His domestic felicity was no 
more. His wife now sat around crying half the day, and when asked what 
was the matter, sobbed that she wanted her 'rights'. The children, hitherto 

. so devoted, now looked on him as a monster who was killing their mother. 
Nor, the correspondent assured his readers, was this the only such case 
he could mention. 

'Polly Plum' was the nom de plume of a remarkable woman, Mrs. Mary 
Colclough.2 Her outspoken attacks on the contemporary position of women 
in Auckland in the early 1870s caused the whole issue to become one of 
heated public controversy. She came into public view in 1870, kept up 
the fight for two years, and left for Australia in 1874. As quickly as it had 
flared up the debate died away. Essentially, Polly Plum had been a 'one 
man band'. 

Mary Colclough was an English widow, with two children, who had 
spent fourteen years in the Auckland Province, mostly in rural districts, 
before becoming an active feminist. She owed her 'conversion', she said, 
to the writings of John Stuart Mill.3 As a well-qualified and experienced 
teacher, she ran her own school for girls in the city during 1871 and 1872. 
Her subsequent salary in a teaching post at Kauaeranga, near Thames, 
was indicative of her high professional standing — £200, an unusually 
good income for a teacher at this time. Her interest in social reform spread 
far beyond the important one of female education. She was an active 
supporter and speaker in the temperance movement. As a prison visitor, 
she worked personally for the rehabilitation of female ex-prisoners and 
prostitutes, ardently defending their interests in a society that would make 
them perpetual outcastes. Her departure from the city to take up a 
teaching position in Tuakau in September 1872 was the occasion of a 
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public farewell concert in her honour, organized by a group of Auckland 
citizens — a mark of the high esteem in which she was held. It was, 
however, her bold stand in the feminist debate that made her such a public 
figure, some would have said, a notorious one. She carried on an exhaustive 
public correspondence in the New Zealand Herald and Daily Southern 
Cross, taking on both editors and private correspondents. She wrote well. 
She was informed, forceful, and outspoken, and she showed an admirable 
good humour even when under severe provocation. She became an 
accomplished public speaker. Her first public lecture was at Auckland in 
June 1871, and she subsequently addressed audiences in Otahuhu, Thames, 
Ngaruawahia, and Hamilton. 

What was woman's position in Auckland at this time? Some idea can 
be gained by a brief look at three important aspects of her life: her 
expectations of marriage, the material conditions of her domestic round, 
and her opportunities for paid employment. 

In this pioneering society with its characteristic imbalance in the sexes, 
women had no difficulty in finding a husband. Among adults 20 years of 
age and over, men outnumbered women two to one in the colony as a 
whole, though in Auckland city and suburbs, the sexes were much more 
evenly balanced,4 due to the draining of men into gold mines, timber 
mills, and gumfields. In 1874, three out of every four women in New 
Zealand, aged 20 and over, were married.5 Moreover, the country had an 
exceptionally youthful population — in 1874, over 83 per cent were under 
the age of 40 — and since four out of every five women were of child-
bearing age, i.e. under 45,6 it is not surprising that the colony enjoyed an 
unusually high birth-rate. In 1873, for every 1000 persons living, there 
were 37.78 births in the Auckland Province, and 38.99 in the colony. 
The following year, the colonial figure reached just over 40 per 1000.7 

This was noticeably higher than the equivalent figure for England and 
Wales at the same period, namely 35.5, which, moreover, represented the 
highest point in the recorded British birth-rate.8 Not only were proportion-
ately more babies born, but more survived the first vital twelve months of 
life. In 1873, mortality of colonial infants in the first year amounted to 
10.81 per cent, compared to the 1870 British rate of 15.97 per cent.9 

Chronic indigestion, due to misfeeding, and the practice of frequent dosing 
with laudanum or gin to keep the infant quiet, especially if it were farmed 
out by the day while the mother worked, were important factors in the 
high British mortality figures.10 In turn, the smaller proportion of women 
at work in New Zealand and the higher standard of colonial infant 
nutrition, help explain the better colonial record. 

The most important consideration governing the domestic round of 
colonial women at this period was that they kept house in a society which 
enjoyed the highest per capita income in the world. In the 1860s the New 
Zealand figure reached £78, which was well over twice that of England, 
more than five times that of Ireland and Germany, and significantly higher 
than that in either Australia or the United States of America.11 The 
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economist, J. A. Dowie, claims that even allowing for discrepancies in 
purchasing power, the differences are so great that there seems little doubt 
that New Zealand enjoyed a living standard unsurpassed, if even matched, 
by that of any other country.12 This made possible the better housing and 
diet enjoyed by the average colonial family compared to its counterpart 
in Britain. In Auckland city and suburbs, for example, where the average 
number of persons to a house was just under five, nearly 45 per cent of 
dwellings had three to four rooms, and a further 44 per cent, five or more 
rooms.13 Nor was home ownership confined to the middle-classes. There 
was a high daily consumption of protein and fresh vegetables, for such food 
items were well within the range of typical artisan and working-class 
incomes.14 

Detracting from this favourable picture was the crude state of Auckland 
sanitation and the chronic shortage of water.15 The Herald described the 
condition of the city drainage as 'simply hideous'.16 The earth cesspool 
and the overrunning privy were all too common in the domestic arrange-
ments of Auckland citizens, while open sewers in the downtown area 
added to the pollution of the atmosphere. The stench in summer was 
appalling. Severe shortcomings plagued the city's water supply till the 
turn of the century. Not only were important public and commercial 
requirements frequently unmet, but private homes lacked adequate 
supplies, even for drinking. Only a minority of households were connected 
to the water pipes pumping water from the Domain reservoir. Water was 
either carried home laboriously from the public outlets within the city, or 
obtained from rain water tanks and wells, though the purity of well water 
was often endangered by the proximity of cesspools and leaking sewers. 

Such a lack of basic amenities placed a burden on the Auckland house-
wife, and this was aggravated by the serious shortage of efficient domestic 
servants. As a contemporary booklet for emigrants' wives warned, 'Of all 
the many desirable things which it is difficult to obtain in a young colony, 
domestic service is unquestionably the most beyond ordinary and reliable 
reach.'17 

The servant shortage which was the bane of the housewife, however, 
operated to the great advantage of women at work, the majority of whom 
were employed in domestic service. The working woman was a more 
typical figure in Britain than in New Zealand. This was probably due to 
the greater economic pressure on married women to augment the low 
family incomes, and, on the other hand, to the need for economic inde-
pendence on the part of the many single women in view of the shortage of 
marriageable men.18 In 1871, nearly 45 per cent of women and girls in 
England and Wales, aged 15 and over, were in paid employment.19 

Unfortunately, the New Zealand Census at this period does not relate 
age to occupation in this way, and, therefore, an equivalent colonial 
figure cannot be calculated with accuracy. However, some impression can 
be gained. In the Auckland Province, the female work force totalled 2,944. 
This was approximately 18 per cent of all females aged 15 and over.20 
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However, child labour was not uncommon,21 and many girls under 15 
would no doubt have been included in this 2,944. Consequently, the 
proportion of women, as opposed to female children, employed in the 
Province would have been even lower than 18 per cent. 

Approximately three out of every five Auckland working women were 
employed in domestic service or allied occupations. Every day the Herald 
advertized vacancies for cooks, general servants, housemaids, and nurse-
maids, while registry offices sought to fill positions in city and suburbs, 
and as far afield as Thames and the Waikato.22 The arrival of an immigrant 
ship, the Herald claimed in 1873, was the signal for the matrons of Auck-
land to rush in hot haste to the immigration depot, there to make them-
selves as agreeable as possible and to submit to close cross-examination 
by their prospective employees.23 The previous year, an 'anxious mother', 
who advertized for a domestic position for her young, untrained daughter, 
was besieged at her home by thirty ladies within the first day. Their names 
and addresses were recorded for subsequent consideration, and, as the 
Herald remarked, 'Nothing could furnish a stronger comment on the 
relative positions of mistress and maidservant in the colony than this.'24 

It was, indeed, a seller's market. Predictably, wages were high — 
Auckland housemaids averaged about £30 a year, plus keep, good 
general servants, £30 to £40, and cooks, £30 to £45, or even more.25 Such 
wages were more than double those enjoyed by British domestics. 
Advertisements in The Times during the 1860s, for example, showed that 
cooks in London averaged 'somewhere over £19' a year and housemaids 
from about £11 to £14.26 

Such a strong bargaining position gave colonial servants an independent 
and self-confident spirit — often referred to as 'servantgalism' — un-
thinkable in the British context, and a source of much irritation to those 
accustomed to the deferential service back home. A letter to the Herald in 
1870 by an irate 'Head of a Family', on the independence and insolence 
of colonial domestics, produced an outraged response from local house-
maids, published in the correspondence columns of the press the following 
morning.27 Employment was a business arrangement, in which both parties 
had equal rights to protect their own interests. Was 'Head of a Family' 
completely ignorant of the principles of political economy? asked 'House-
maid', adding that 'a servant girl's labour is as much her capital as his 
money is his'. 'Housemaid' charged this paterfamilias with old world 
notions of keeping people in their proper place. 'My poorer sisters, stick 
up for your rights and maintain your independence,' she ended. 'We all 
come here to better our fortunes — most likely your employers have 
bettered theirs'. 

High wages and an insatiable market ensured that the colonial servant 
had the upper hand. The life of a British servant was as pleasant or as 
unpleasant as her employer chose to make it, but, as the Herald aptly put 
it, 'Mary Jane is mistress here'.28 

Industry, mostly the clothing trade, the second largest category of 
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female employment, absorbed nearly one out of every four working 
women in the Auckland Province. There was a firm demand for such 
workers. One Auckland firm, for example, advertized for three con-
secutive months in 1870 for 50 young girls as tailoring apprentices and 
machinists.29 In 1873, Auckland dressmakers averaged 25/— a week, and 
milliners, 30/—,30 though seamstresses and machinists, with more routine 
work and less responsibility, would have earned less. 

The Employment of Females Act, 1873,31 attempted to exercise through-
out New Zealand some control over the conditions of female workers in 
industry. The Act, covering all women and girls in factories and work-
rooms, specified a maximum eight-hour day, 2 p.m. closing on Saturdays, 
and four paid holidays over Christmas, New Year, and Easter. Breaches 
under the Act could incur a fine of up to £50 for each offence. On paper 
it was impressive, but the problem lay in uniform enforcement. Un-
scrupulous employers could always find loopholes, the easiest of which 
was to put the women on to piece-work, thus removing them from the 
scope of the Act. The Herald stated in 1873 that this practice had been 
introduced to get around the law in Auckland, Wellington, and Christ-
church.32 

However, the overall impression is not a harsh one. In the great depres-
sion of the late 1880s and 1890s many of the city's establishments were 
to reach a par with the worst sweating dens of London;33 but this lay in 
the future. 

The professions accounted for nearly one in ten working women in the 
Auckland Province. However, this category was artificially swollen by the 
large number of school teachers at a time when teaching enjoyed a very 
dubious professional status, and much of the work was little more than 
child-minding. In fact, well over half of all school teachers in the Province 
and throughout the colony were women. 

The 'bargain basement attitude to education'34 during these years 
resulted in very poor conditions for teachers.35 Salaries were low — 
carpenters and goldminers earned half as much again. Arrears in payment 
were not unknown, and there was often scant security of tenure. There 
were no facilities for teacher training, and the organization of the profes-
sion, with rigorous standards and assured status, was in its infancy. The 
Herald referred to the profession as 'a refuge for the destitute' to which 
people will flee when all else fails and from which they will flee when 
anything better offers.36 However, for all the shortcomings, teaching 
offered to many women a welcome alternative to the drop in social status 
that went with domestic service or the workroom. 

This, then, was the context: high expectation of marriage and frequent 
child-bearing; housekeeping with the highest per capita income in the 
world; very favourable employment opportunities in domestic service, 
though poorer prospects in the factory and schoolroom. Taken as a 
whole, it seemed to offer a life of real advantage and opportunity. On what 
grounds, then, did Mary Colclough take contemporary society to task ? 
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Her battlefield was the drastic change that occurred in a woman's 
legal status on marriage. She lost her independence in ways which vitally 
concerned her. She became a third-class citizen. A woman's legal sub-
jection prevented her from enjoying to the full the many advantages that 
colonial life had to offer — 'I am a woman's advocate, because I am 
convinced that women are placed in an unjust position by law', Mary 
Colclough wrote in 1871, 'and because I have experienced, and do still 
experience, many of the evils that position entails'.37 Since more than three 
out of every four women were married, an attempt to improve their legal 
status had significance for the great majority of New Zealand women. 

What was the legal position? The law governing the marriage relation-
ship during the second half of the nineteenth century closely paralleled 
that of Britain, and the overwhelming legal advantages enjoyed by the 
British husband were duplicated in the colony.38 

Marriage was a union for life, in which the wife merged with the husband 
to form one financial, legal, and social entity, of which the husband was 
complete master. All a wife's property, acquired both before and after 
marriage, passed into the absolute control of her husband. She had no 
separate legal existence — she could not even make a will without her 
husband's prior written consent.39 He was sole guardian of the children 
and held full financial and legal responsibility for his wife and children. 
If she chose to leave the home he had provided she would lose both 
children and maintenance. Notices by husbands appeared from time to 
time in the local press, disclaiming all responsibility for debts contracted 
by wives who had left home without permission.40 

There were two avenues of escape from this union under the Divorce 
and Matrimonial Causes Act, 1867: judicial separation and divorce. The 
former could be obtained by either partner on grounds of adultery, cruelty, 
or desertion. Provision was made for their separate and independent 
domestic life. Under such a separation the wife gained feme sole status, 
that is, she was relieved of all the restrictions placed on her at marriage, 
and resumed the legal status of a single woman in her control over her 
own property and her independent legal and financial existence. 

Divorce was another matter altogether, involving the dissolution of a 
lawful marriage and the right to re-marry. The husband could petition on 
grounds of his wife's adultery alone; the wife had to prove an adulterous 
husband guilty of cruelty or desertion, or the unsavoury alternatives of 
bigamy, incest, rape, sodomy, or bestiality. A divorced wife gained feme 
sole status, and the court decided the issues of alimony, and the custody, 
maintenance, and education of the children. 

It was clear that the extreme authority exercised by the husband within 
marriage was open to grave abuse. The Married Women's Property 
Protection Acts of 1860 and 1870 allowed for the protection of wife and 
children in such circumstances. Proof of a cruel, habitually drunk, publicly 
adulterous husband, or one persistently failing to provide for his family 
without reasonable cause, could obtain for the wife a court order, giving 
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her feme sole status, and the right to apply for exclusive custody of her 
children. 

The crucial question was — to what extent did this legislation, in fact, 
protect the interests of married women in the early 1870s? The Herald 
claimed in 1872 that wives had the best of the marriage contract under 
existing legislation — their property at marriage could be secured under a 
settlement, while, under the Acts of 1860 and 1870, abused wives could 
gain legal protection for themselves and their children.41 However, the 
reality was quite different. The marriage settlement did not cover property 
obtained after marriage, and was a device associated with the rich, who 
had always dealt with the problem of securing the fortune of an heiress 
from the profligacy of an otherwise all-powerful husband. Such a provision 
was remote from the world of the milliner, the shopkeeper, or the domestic 
servant. 

Of much greater importance were the grievous burdens placed on the 
wife who sought redress under the existing laws. In the first place, she had 
to know her legal rights and possess the initiative and toughness to 
proceed with legal action against her husband, though she herself was 
generally poorly educated, was financially dependent, and had been 
reared in a tradition of male supremacy. Whether she sought protection 
or divorce, success demanded exposure to publicity of the most personal 
and unsavoury kind — the production of evidence in court of her 
husband's cruelty, his habitual drunkenness, his adulterous relations. In 
divorce cases, all the sordid and intimate details were given the most 
comprehensive, even prurient, coverage in the press.42 Mary Colclough 
referred to 'the cruel grave or the scarcely less cruel and more shameful 
Police Court', as the only escape from a wretched marriage.43 Such was 
the social disgrace of divorce in Britain, that anyone who had ever been 
connected with a case was ipso facto prevented from ever getting near the 
Queen.44 In fact, the Herald reported only two divorce cases in the colony 
during the five years from 1870 to 1874,45 indicating that this was an 
escape for the very few. 

The great majority of New Zealand women had high marriage expecta-
tions, but in fulfilling these they suffered a severe loss of freedom. They 
had many children and more of them survived than was the case in the 
old country, but as mothers they exercised no legal guardianship over 
their own children. The per capita income was very high, but the mother 
of the household had no legal say in the control of that income. Finally, 
wages were good for most working women, but this was small comfort if 
such wages and all previous savings were the sole property of the husband. 

Obviously, some wives were treated as valued and equal partners. Such 
equality, however, was a generous concession on the part of the husband— 
it was in no way a right guaranteed under the law. In short, marriage in 
the 1870s was characterized by the crippling subjection of the wife to the 
husband, which deprived the wife of her place in the colonial sun. It was 
this enforced inequality which Mary Colclough fought so hard against. 
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She wrote to the Cross in 1871 that 'it is the tremendous and unfair legal 
jurisdiction over themselves, their children, and their property' that was 
women's main complaint.46 'I hold it to be iniquitous', she stated in the 
Herald a few months later, 'that in a Christian country, anyone, male or 
female, should have it in their power to wrong and oppress others, under 
the shelter of the law'.47 Men feared women's emancipation, she believed, 
in case women should treat them with the same injustice that women 
themselves received at their hands. 'I will ask any young man just entering 
on life if he would like to contemplate this fate', she wrote. 'That all he 
has, or can have, or can earn, shall be absolutely at the disposal of his wife, 
that it shall be in her power to take away from him those dear children . . . 
that she shall be able to do all this, to force him to obedience, to keep him 
poor if she pleases, while she has plenty, and leave him penniless if she 
dies first and it pleased her to do it.' No, she said, men would never endure 
it, but women were supposed to be used to it 'as eels are to skinning'.48 

This view was confirmed, with unintentional irony, by W. W. Johnston, 
Member for Manawatu, during an 1872 debate in the House of Repre-
sentatives on the Licensing Bill. The point at issue was the proposal to 
grant both male and female householders the power to ban public houses 
in their locality through the exercise of the vote. He was appalled at the 
idea that women should gain legal powers enabling them to exercise a 
controlling authority over men. 'To his mind, armed with those powers, a 
wife would be too formidable a consort to be irrevocably bound to, and 
he was of opinion a man would certainly hesitate before he united himself 
for his whole existence to a permanent police agent'.49 

Mary Colclough herself spoke from bitter personal experience. Her own 
husband, she said, had not been unkind, nor had he ever willfully wronged 
her in any way, but he was a thoroughly unbusinesslike, unenergetic man, 
who 'spent pounds and pounds of his wife's earnings in profitless, and 
even in ruinous speculations'. On one occasion, she and her two children, 
both under two years of age, 'were left on the bare floor', all the household 
furniture which she had bought with her own earnings being seized 
through her husband's mismanagement.50 As she wrote to the Herald: 
'The fault was just this: I was breadwinner, whilst he had all the bread-
winner's powers and privileges.'51 

The Herald claimed that Polly Plum was a woman with a grievance,52 

implying that her experience was in no way typical. One male adversary 
asked her if she knew of six married women in Auckland who were 
dissatisfied with their present legal position. Polly replied that, on her own 
veracity, 75 per cent of her married women friends were opposed to the 
present law, but that many were not sincere with their husbands in this 
regard, fearing to offend. As Thackeray said, she added, 'you dont 
expect sincerity and subservience'.53 

There were other important legal restrictions over women,beside those 
within marriage. The obvious one was the exclusion from all political life. 
Women were not specifically barred from voting as property-owners in 
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local government elections under the Municipal Corporations Act, 1867, 
but this opportunity to vote was not uniformly accepted throughout the 
colony until 1875.54 Since women lost all property at marriage, the great 
majority, it could be argued, were open to the charge of failing to meet 
the property qualification, a prerequisite for exercise of the vote at this 
time. Mary Colclough maintained that the right to vote was a question of 
equity, and pointed out the great injustice of women being subject to 
laws in the making of which they had no voice.55 

Public office-holding, of course, was completely out of the question, 
even at the local level. In fact, under the Municipal Corporations Act all 
colonial women were classed together with bankrupts, felons, and those 
convicted of treason, perjury, or any infamous crime, as being ineligible 
for election to City Councils.56 'Men themselves admit their own weak 
tenure of superiority', Mary Colclough claimed, 'when they dare not 
remove one legal prop that bolsters up their assumed position'.57 Another 
woman, writing to the Herald, was more blunt: 'You dont legislate to 
prevent horses and dogs from assuming human functions. If the negro 
can rival the white, if the woman can do the man's work, they have a 
natural right to do it.' There was no fear of any trespass where nature had 
assigned a real difference.58 

The role of women in contemporary society was the second main issue 
in the debate. Mary Colclough never queried the importance of women's 
maternal and domestic role. Her own home and children, she stated, 
must take priority over her other activities.59 Several clergymen had, in 
fact, approached her with the view to starting a school for the training of 
girls in domestic duties and household management, and she agreed that 
there was a special need for this in the colony.60 It was the forcing of 
women into a dependent domestic role, to the exclusion of all others, that 
she so strongly resisted. 

First, there was the practical argument. It was absurd to talk of educating 
women purely for the domestic sphere, she wrote to the Cross. Many 
would remain single and need to support themselves; many more would 
be widowed or married to improvident husbands.61 The remedy lay in 
making women self-reliant and self-helpful. 

Second, there was the question of the use of potential talent. There 
should be no legal barrier to women rising in the world as high as their 
talent would take them, she wrote.62 Women should be enabled to make 
careers for themselves, she told a public audience in Auckland in 1871, 
and the great road open to them in the earning of their own living was 
education. They were moving into fields other than teaching, she said, and 
their presence in the learned professions gave a denial to the claim that in 
practical matters women were inferior to men. Let them have fair field and 
no favour.63 Such an argument rejected the conventional role of the period 
— of women solely as wives and mothers, the source of moral elevation 
and the providers of domestic comfort. To try to move outside this 
prescribed field, to compete with men, seemed to many a travesty of the 
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natural and divine order. Inevitably, Polly drew forth strong opposition. 
Education was a central issue. A typical view was expressed by a 

correspondent who claimed that Polly misunderstood where women's 
true and most effective power lay, namely, in the influence they exercised 
in the home. 'I say educate women so that they may be like the good 
ground that brings forth fruit an hundred fold', he wrote. 'How soon does 
the mind of an intelligent boy extend beyond the limits of his ill-educated 
mother?'.64 This was the line taken by Mrs. Shayle George, a well-educated 
and experienced school mistress, who crossed swords with Mary Colclough 
on a number of occasions. In an address she delivered to the newly-formed 
Auckland Teachers' Association in 1874, she stated: 'Our object should 
not be to educate our females to become the rivals of men, or to jostle 
with them for place and station among the highways of the world.'65 She 
emphasized the same point two years earlier in a lengthy letter to the 
Herald: 'a woman's sphere is not the world, nor to govern the world — 
but to purify it; to be the leading principle of good order, peace and 
refinement in man's sole remaining Paradise, his own Home.'66 

The Herald went further. 'Whatever may be said to the absurd and 
demoralizing theories of many of those female lecturers, the right of 
woman to equal opportunity of intellectual development with man cannot 
be gainsayed. Yield this point, and the advocates for women's rights have 
all fair ground of complaint removed.'67 The right to a good education for 
its own sake was thus conceded, but for the woman it was to lead nowhere. 
There was particular hostility to the idea of women in the medical pro-
fession. One woman wrote to the Herald that not only was a political 
woman 'a "female monstrosity"', but the very idea of a woman doctor 
was 'repulsive'.68 An article from the British Saturday Review, reprinted 
in the local press, referred to 'an unsexed ambition', and described as 
'monstrous' the attendance of women students at medical schools.69 

Attempts to justify female subjection by reference to the scriptures were 
very common at this time. It was the divinely appointed law of nature that 
the woman should be subject to the man, a Herald leader proclaimed in 
1871, adding that if women's rational subjection were obliterated, not 
only would the poetry of life be destroyed, but all harmony, social 
amenities, and refinement as well.70 The Lord 'always shows a marked 
preference for the male portion of the community,' wrote 'Nemo', one of 
Polly's most hostile opponents. Did he not say 'Blessed is every male 
child that openeth the womb?' The portion of men and women, as set 
down in Holy Writ, was never one of equality, he claimed.71 

E. Stephens, a hell-fire fundamentalist from Mahurangi, drew up a list 
of women's rights for Polly's edification, each supported by chapter and 
verse: a right to be subject to her husband in everything not opposed to 
the express will of God: Ephesians V, verse 24; a right to remember that 
the man was not created for the woman, but the woman for the man: 
1st Corinthians XI, verse 9, and so on.72 Polly retaliated. Why quote 
Scripture on the subject, she asked: 'The advocates of slavery found as 
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strong arguments in favour of their theories from St. Paul's epistles as the 
men of the present day do for their marital theories.'73 

The feminist debate did not divide along sex lines. Both men and 
women joined the ranks of supporters and opponents of Mary Colclough, 
and both sides entered the fight with vigour. 

Ridicule was a powerful weapon in the hands of the opposition. The 
question of women's rights was a subject, one correspondent declared, 
'the mere mention of which excites the risibility of one and all'.74 As Mary 
Colclough herself said, custom was a hard taskmaster and the sting of 
ridicule was often hard to bear. It was this, she believed, that prevented 
women from getting up at public meetings, or giving lectures.75 She had 
been very nervous at her first public lecture, and said she realized that her 
appearance on a public platform would offend many, including her 
personal friends.76 A frequent charge was that of impropriety of conduct. 
It was most unseemly for a woman to become involved in public debate. 
This 'modern female fanatic', one male correspondent claimed, referring 
to Polly, was totally destitute of those two female characteristics, docility 
and modesty.77 This was a criticism often made by female opponents. 
Polly's activities were an offence against all the precepts of 'retiring 
modesty, . . . that gem of the female character', 'A Grandmother' of 
Mauku proclaimed, 78 while Mrs. Shayle George referred to the 'un-
blushing effontery which produces female lecturers'.79 

Advocates of the feminist cause were just as vocal and outspoken. The 
most valuable support came from members of the Protestant clergy. The 
Anglican vicar, the Rev. Vicesimus Lush, chaired Mary Colclough's 
meeting at Thames, while the Rev. J. Mackay of the Presbyterian Church, 
gave similar help in Otahuhu.80 The Rev. Samuel Edger, however, was 
her most important ally, and an interesting example of the kind of radical 
male drawn into the cause of the emancipation of women. A graduate of 
London University, and a Baptist minister, he had, while still in his 20s, 
become convinced that all sectarianism, institutionalism, and theology 
were hindrances to true Christianity. Feeling that he would never succeed 
in bringing about change in the face of deep-rooted English prejudice, he 
decided to emigrate to the freer atmosphere of the colonies, and arrived at 
Port Albert in 1862. Four years later he took up permanent residence in 
Auckland city.81 

He was a non-conformist in every sense of the word, taking a radical 
stand against contemporary popular opinion on such sensitive issues as 
religion, war, and the place of women. As an outspoken radical in all 
religious matters, he made scathing attacks on the hypocrisy that often 
lay behind fashionable church-going.82 His liberal services in various city 
halls drew worshippers of all denominations, as well as those of no 
previous religious affiliation. He was an uncompromising pacifist in an age 
of strong militarist sentiment. War, he claimed, was dishonourable, 
essentially cruel and cowardly, and 'wholly and always anti-Christian'.83 

He preached forcibly in support of the early closing campaign to protect 
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employees from excessive working hours.84 He was active in the temperance 
movement.85 And he was a staunch advocate of women's rights. The spirit 
of justice, he wrote to the Cross in 1871, was far from being embodied in 
the inequalities of the social and legal relationship of men and women, 
adding, in reply to E. Stephens, that 'They are the worst enemies of the 
Scriptures who would degrade them into a patron of ignorance and 
despotism'.86 He was so impressed with John Stuart Mill's The Subjection 
of Women, that in 1871 he bought up all available copies in the city so 
that he could lend them out to interested readers.87 Female education was 
of particular concern to him, and in 1874 his daughter Kate was admitted 
to the Auckland branch of the University of New Zealand, graduating BA 
three years later.88 This was the man who chaired Mary Colclough's first 
public lecture in Auckland.89 

Women supporters could be surprisingly outspoken. 'My purpose is, to 
change the tone of public opinion, as to the right of women tamely to 
submit in silence to indignities heaped upon them,' proclaimed 'A 
Woman' ,9 0 whose letters appeared frequently in the local press. Men who 
claimed a superiority inherent in their sex she dismissed as 'two-legged 
bipeds who trust to their broadcloth because they have nothing else to 
stand in'. In the same letter she took contemporary women to task for 
making the pleasure and flattery of men their sole aim. 'When I look into 
their faces I want to say, ye poor miserable pitiful dolls, be women — find 
a beauty and purpose in life nobler, better than making popinjays of 
yourself'.91 A few days later, she wrote: 'Ah me! I wish I was nearing 
eighteen instead of eighty'.92 

One of the most outraged responses was triggered off by the official 
reception given to the Nevada, the first American steamer to arrive on the 
newly-opened San Francisco-Auckland mail route in May 1871. The city 
fathers, the Governor, and 150 leading citizens entertained the captain 
and officers to a luncheon, to which no female guests were invited. The 
ladies, however, were permitted to witness the proceedings from a gallery 
above. A greater insult was never offered to women, 'Nell' proclaimed in 
the Cross. Like 'pretty little chicks', to be seen and not heard, they were to 
watch 'the lions feed'. What a treat for them! They will live on the excite-
ment of it for a month. Will the Lords of Creation be gracious enough to 
throw them a tit-bit? 'Everyone will say "well done; very becoming, very 
womanly indeed" . . . what capital our guests will make out of it, will 
laugh in their sleeve . . . .My cheeks burn with shame. . . . I rejoice in the 
new postal arrangements; we shall quickly become Americanized — 
humanised. Our mock modesty and mock humility will disappear'.93 

The Auckland press generally disapproved of the feminist stand, yet it 
is difficult to find a consistent, sustained line of argument, for it swung 
from anger to ridicule to outright admiration for Mary Colclough 
personally. The Herald referred to 'the absurd and demoralising theories 
of many of those female lecturers' and 'would-be-champions of so-called 
"women's rights" '.94 There was much anger at Mary Colclough's letter to 
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The Times in London in 1873, warning young female prospective emigrants 
against entertaining exaggerated hopes of life in the colony.95 It is 
important to remember, however, that the press at this period showed an 
extravagance of language, an aggressiveness and lack of restraint, in the 
expression of opinion, unusual today. All controversial issues tended to be 
fought out at an intense level. 

Typical, too, was the patronizing stand, well expressed by a male 
correspondent to the Herald in 1871: 'The vessel of a woman's mind 
possesses admirable sailing powers, but not sufficient ballast to be safe in 
a storm without a firm hand at the helm.'96 The frequent reference in press 
reports to 'our fair correspondent' and 'the fair lecturer' showed a reluc-
tance to take Polly seriously and accept her as an equal.97 Yet the press 
never denied her ability, describing her as fluent and forceful, 'a very 
talented lady'.98 When she moved to Tuakau in September 1872, the 
Herald wrote most warmly of her benevolent work in the community, 
adding: 'She will not achieve greater success than her friends (and we 
count ourselves among them) wish her.'99 

The last news of Mary Colclough is from Melbourne at the end of 1874. 
She had become an 'advanced thinker' on the subject of marriage, the 
Herald reported. She was lecturing in the city, and had roused a storm of 
correspondence in the press. She had attacked the marriage ceremony 
itself and appeared to be ignoring the absolute necessity of the conjugal 
tie, according to the Herald. Women, she had said, should not be bound 
down all their lives by a set of doctrines they did not believe in.100 Let 'all 
my opponents muster strongly and dispute with me face to face when I 
lecture next week,' she challenged the Melbourne public.101 She had 
come a long way from her first nervous appearance on a public platform 
in Auckland. 

The feminist debate in Auckland in the early 1870s was due very much 
to the drive and initiative of this one woman. The controversy coincided 
almost exactly with her two-year sojurn in the city. Other women gave 
vigorous support but once she had gone the issue died away, and little is 
heard of 'women's rights' for some years. The controversy cannot, there-
fore, be considered a reflection of widespread agitation at this time among 
Auckland women as a whole. 

The real breakthrough was to come in the following two decades. In 
1882, the Married Women's Property Act gave the British wife complete 
financial and legal equality with her husband, both as to rights and 
responsibilities. British legislative precedent had always exercised a 
powerful influence in the colony, and two years later, almost identical 
legislation passed on to the New Zealand Statute books.102 It was a giant 
step, the realization of Mary Colclough's main objective. By the 1880s, 
women throughout New Zealand were voting for city and borough 
councils, school committees, hospital and charitable aid boards, and 
licensing committees. By the 1890s, they were pushing their way into the 
legal and medical professions, and enrolling in substantial numbers at 
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university. The founding of the Women's Christian Temperance Union in 
1885 provided the spearhead in the final battle over women s suffrage, 
achieved at last in 1893.103 

Mary Colclough did not found a movement. She made no attempt to 
build up organized support. Hers was one of the solitary voices in the 
vanguard. But in her bold and outspoken advocacy of women's rights 
she must share in that final victory. 

JUDITH ELPHICK 
University of London 
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