
The Seamen's Union 
and Industrial Militancy, 1908-13* 

I N D U S T R I A L militancy swept the world in the years before the Great War. 
In Europe syndicalists and anarchists; in North America the Wobblies, 
members of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW); and in 
Australasia Red Feds and Wobblies — all preached class struggle, direct 
action, industrial unionism, and One Big Union as the way to achieve 
revolutionary socialism. Throughout the Old and New Worlds the 
rhetoric of revolution helped to mobilize first the miners and then many 
of the unskilled. In one part of the world after another, rank-and-file 
movements erupted, finding their slogans and ideas in the ideological 
arsenals provided by anarchists, syndicalists, and revolutionary in-
dustrial unionists. These men regarded leaders as potential opportunists, 
gloried in rank-and-file spontaneity, and favoured negotiation with the 
class enemy at the point of production. As Louis Fraina remarked, 'The 
great expressions of mass action in recent years, the New Zealand 
General Strike, the Lawrence strike, the great strike of the British miners 
. . . all were mass actions organized and carried through in spite of the 
passive and active hostility of the dominant Socialist and labor organiza-
tions. Under the impulse of mass action, the industrial proletariat senses 
its own power to act . . . . " In New Zealand this world-wide uprising 
took institutional form in the 'Red' New Zealand Federation of Labour 
(1909-15). 'Institutional' is the key word, for while the unskilled poured 
into unions for the first time, the most remarkable development was the 
contagious mood of ferment and excitement.1 

During 1911 and the first months of 1912, as the Red Federation moved 
from success to success, the ferment mounted. Even unions which rejected 
the Federation's distinctive demands found the new sense of power ex-
citing and, if denied anything by the Arbitration Court (under which 

* An earlier version of this paper was read to the New Zealand Historical Association's 
1983 Conference. 
1 The quotation is from Louis Fraina, Revolutionary Socialism, New York, 1918, p.301. 

See Bob Holton, British Syndacalism, 1900-1914: Myths and Realities, London, 1976; 
Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall Be All: A History of the Industrial Workers of the World, 
Chicago, 1969; Larry Peterson, 'The One Big Union in International Perspective: Revolu-
tionary Industrial Unionism, 1900-1925', Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (Spring 1981), 
pp.41-66; and for Australia, Ian Turner, Industrial Labour and Politics, Melbourne, 1965. 
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almost all unions were registered in May 1908), threatened to de-register 
and affiliate with the Red Federation. By 1912 most miners' unions, the 
largest watersiders' unions, the shearers, and several unions in Auckland 
had de-registered; their success in obtaining substantial wage increases by 
ignoring the Arbitration Court only inflamed the excitement.2 Yet, 
ironically, the Federated Seamen's Union of Australasia (FSU), renowned 
for its militancy between the 1880s and the 1950s, took no part in this 
uprising until, in the course of the 1913 strike, the union finally abandoned 
its previous strategy of aloofness. The union's official historian, Conrad 
Bollinger, recognised that the FSU had remained aloof but argued, 
wrongly, that the rank and file sympathised with the truculent strategies of 
the Red Feds but were thwarted by a small coterie of officers loyal to the 
Liberal Government.3 Yet if Bollinger erred, he intuitively recognized the 
existence of a problem; it is unclear why the FSU stayed aloof, and then, 
on the eve of disaster, joined in the 1913 strike. 

The paradox is deepened because, according to the sociological ex-
planation for industrial militancy, the seamen ought to have joined the 
Red Federation early. Together with most unskilled workers, seamen 
faced low wages and intermittent unemployment, their work was 
dangerous and accidents were frequent, they often put up with poor con-
ditions and cramped accommodation, and they worked in isolation from 
other social classes. Moreover, a sailor worked and lived under a tightly 
organised system of command, disobedience being fraught with severe 
penalties. It is true that colonial sailors had achieved conditions and 
incomes superior to those prevailing in the British merchant marine, yet 
the degree of superiority is not clear, nor is the relevance of the com-
parison. The laws and customs governing life aboard had been trans-
mitted from Britain. Unlike shore workers, sailors and firemen could not 
simply walk off the job, even when the ship reached port. Sailors and 
firemen signed legally binding and enforceable articles which governed 
their employment. Nor was the work considered skilled (no appren-
ticeship had to be served although experience might bring promotion). 
Other workers who fit this profile, here and elsewhere, have long been 
considered innately responsive to the contagion of militancy. Yet the 
seamen were not between 1906 and 1913.5 

2 See E. Olssen, The Red Feds: Revolutionary Industrial Unionism and New Zealand's 
First Federation of Labour, Oxford University Press, forthcoming. 

3 Conrad Bollinger, Against the Wind: The Story of the New Zealand Seamen's Union, 
Wellington, 1968 pp.88-90, 92-102. 

4 See Clark Kerr and Abraham Siegel, 'The Interindustry Propensity to Strike', in 
Arthur Kornhauser, ed., Industrial Conflict, New York, 1954, pp. 189-212. For a summary 
of the literature at the end of the 1950s see S. M. Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of 
Politics, New York, 1960, ch.4. 

5 For a description of the seamen's working conditions on board see William Belcher to 
editor, Otago Daily Times, 2 January 1911 and 23 June 1911, in Belcher's Letterbooks, 
p.280-1 and 298, Federated Seamen's Union of Australasia Mss., Alexander Turnbull 
Library. For accidents to seamen see 'Returns Showing Amounts Paid to Sick and Disabled 
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It would be reasonable to protest at the vagueness of the previous pro-
file. Little is known about seamen and it is clear that the introduction of 
steam created new patterns of work. Firemen and stokers, for instance, 
became more prominent even though they played little part in the life of 
the union. Like the coal workers on the waterfront, however, they often 
formed a distinct, clannish, and stroppy group. Even above deck matters 
were not simple. The size of the deck differed. On larger ships a complex 
world of bosuns, lamptrimmers, watchmen, donkeymen, stokehold 
hands, firemen, and seamen existed. Men working on Auckland's in-
numerable scows, on the other hand, probably lived with the possibility 
of owning their own small vessel and employing one or two hands. 
Indeed, when the Union tried to organise these men, their employers 
sometimes offered them shares in the scow in order to alter their status 
and remove them from the jurisdiction of the Arbitration Court. On 
many small coastal traders a sense of community may have linked the 
owner-captain and the hands. Throughout the colony, and especially in 
Auckland, smaller companies flourished and industrial relations may 
have been mediated by a sense of community (this is not known but is 
consistent with a widespread assumption that the smaller the number 
employed the less likely it was that political radicalism or industrial 
militancy would flourish).6 But most sailors worked for one company, 
the Union Steam Ship Company (USS Co.), which dominated coastal 
trade by the 1880s and enjoyed a virtual monopoly in inter-colonial trade 
by 1900.7 Unfortunately, even the Union Company's archives do not 
indicate how many sailors, firemen, and stokers were employed. But 
there may have been movement between the Company boats and the 
smaller ones although even if considerable transience occurred it is not 
clear what implications that would have had. 

Not only was the seaman's work dangerous, hard, irregular, isolated, 
and of low status; not only did most of them work for one large 
company; but they also had a proud tradition of unionism and militancy. 
According to Barrington Moore a sense of corporate identity and a tradi-
tion of unionism may well have been the key determinant of whether men 
chose militant strategies.8 According to Charles Tilly and Edward 
Shorter the degree of organisation and the stability of membership are 

Seamen Under Section 119 of the Shipping and Seamen's Act 1908 for Year Ended 31 
March 1911', Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives, (AJHR) H-15, 
1911, pp.22-24. Over that period there were 109 accidents deemed worthy of compensa-
tion, ten of them fatal. For a polemical description of a stoker's life see Jack Desmond, 
'The Stoker', Maori/and Worker, 11 August 1911, p. 1. 

6 The history of French unionism (and artisan radicalism) belies this once-conventional 
assumption. See F. F. Ridley, Revolutionary Syndicalism in France: The Direct Action of 
its Time, Cambridge, 1970. 

7 See Gavin McLean, 'The Southern Octopus: The Rise of the Union Steam Ship Com-
pany, 1876-1917', PhD thesis, Otago University, 1983. 

8 Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt, White Plains, New York, 1978. 
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THE PROPORTION OF SEAMEN IN THE UNION 

1 
Union Membership: 
seamen, shipmasters 
Merchant Service Guilds 
Mercantile Marine Officers 

Seamen Only Figures from census: 
seaman, officer, 
shipmaster (merchant 

service) 
% of column 3 % of column 3 

1901 1171 44 1141 43 2682 
1906 2332 80 1891 65 2914 
1911 2611 83 2213 70 3141 
1916 3382 115 3000 102 2931 
1921 4462 143 3884 124 3124 

Source: AJHR 1901, 1905, Census: 1901-21. 
1911 H-11A, 1916, 1921 H - l l . 
Notes: 

Unions 
1. Gives membership of unions registered under IC & A Act. 
2. Dated at 21 December of previous year (except 1901: date not stated). 
3. Wellington Merchant Service Purser's Association (43 members) not included in 1921 

figures (the only year it appears). 
Census 

1. Figures include only wage/salary earners + unemployed wage earners. Employers, those 
employed on own account, and relatives assisting without pay have been excluded. 

2. Census dated various times during year: 1901, 1906, 1911, 1921 in March and April; 
1916 in October. 

3. 1916 says 'excluding Maoris'. 
4. 1921 census gives a different description. Figure here includes: 

(a) 'sailor, seaman, mariner' (all waged/salaried). 
(b) waged/salaried and unemployed captains/master mariners. 
(c) 'mate (ship's officer)'. 
All other years use the description given at top of column. 

the keys to explaining industrial militancy.9 On both counts one might 
expect the seamen to be Red Feds (as Table I makes clear they had a 
stable membership and a strong organisation). The Seamen's Union had 
been in existence in New Zealand since the 1870s and had long boasted a 
sizeable membership. During the 1880s this union, centred on Port 
Chalmers (the headquarters for the fast-growing Union Steam Ship 
Company), successfully expanded throughout the colony, defeated the 
Northern Steam Ship Company, and took the initiative in establishing 
the Maritime Council and in fighting the 1890 strike.10 The defeat of that 
strike led to the union's virtual demise. Only the Arbitration Act allowed 
seamen again to form unions and compelled the USS Co. to recognize 

9 Strikes in France, 1830-1968, Cambridge, 1974. 
10 Bollinger, Against the Wind, chs.2-4, and I. A. Merrett, 'The Maritime Strike of 1890 

in the South Island', MA thesis, University of Canterbury, 1970. 
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them." Yet the same was true of the coal miners and they led the 
resurgence of the years between 1908 and 1913.12 Defeat and disruption 
alone do not explain the paradox. 

To compound the puzzle the major irritant for unionists after 1900 
also irritated the seamen. Historians have long identified discontent with 
the Arbitration system as the key to the rise of militancy and the erosion 
of the Liberal base in working-class communities.'3 Yet the seamen 
became disillusioned with arbitration if not the Liberals as early as 1906. 
The New Zealand Branch Council of the FSU had prepared new claims 
in 1903 and had referred them to the three branches (Auckland, 
Wellington, and Dunedin), to take up with their local owners' associa-
tions in their own industrial districts. Delays in securing hearings before 
Conciliation Boards generated considerable irritation. In January 1905 
the Council decided to insist that the dispute be referred directly to the 
Court.'4 Delays continued. In November the Wellington branch wanted 
the case withdrawn, believing justice could not be expected from F. R. 
Chapman, the Supreme Court judge who presided over the Arbitration 
Court. 'Big Bill' Belcher, secretary of the Dunedin branch and the 
National Council, opposed: 'impeaching a judge of the Supreme Court', 
he warned J. K. Kneen, the secretary of the Auckland branch,'. . .is not 
a thing to be entered upon lightly'." Belcher's letters to Kneen reveal 
both the astonishing complexity of a seamen's case and the mounting 
frustration. In the winter of 1905 Belcher launched a public attack on the 
Court. But with spring the Court began to take evidence and the discon-
tent subsided. The decision, announced in January 1906, roused anger to 
a new pitch, however, for it gave the Union almost nothing that it had 
sought. Labour papers such as the Otago Liberal and Auckland's New 
Zealand Worker thundered dire warnings.'6 

The Wellington Branch promptly resolved in favour of cancelling its 
registration. Belcher told his old crony Kneen that he could understand 
this demand but pointed out 'that we are bound by the infamous award 
for two years'. '[T]he cancellation of registration', he added, 'should be 

11 Shelley Griffiths, 'Compulsory Arbitration and the Unions, Dunedin 1895-1898', 
research essay, Otago University, 1975. 

12 H. O. Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand: Past and Present, Wellington, 1973, 
pp.9-24, provides a useful summary of developments. 

13 See D. J. Crowley, 'The New Zealand Labour Movement, 1894-1913', MA thesis, 
University of Otago, 1946; G. D. H. Cole, 'New Zealand', A History of Socialist Thought, 
Vol.Ill, Pt.2, The Second International, 1889-1914, London, 1956, pp.885-908; R. T. 
Shannon, 'The Decline and Fall of the Liberal Government; a study in an aspect of New 
Zealand's political development, 1908-1914', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1953; 
and R. K. Newman, 'Liberal Policy and the "Lef t Wing", 1908-1911', MA thesis, Univer-
sity of Auckland, 1965. 

14 Belcher to Kneen, 4 and 15 January 1904, Auckland Branch, Federated Seamen's 
Union Mss, Box 9, Auckland University Library (hereinafter Auckland FSU). 

15 Belcher to Kneen, 4 November 1904, ibid. 
16 New Zealand Worker, 21 February 1906, p.2, and Otago Liberal, 1 April 1906, p.8. 



THE SEAMEN'S UNION, 1908-13 19 

the last resource [sic]."7 But at the union's 1906 conference the three 
branches damned the Court for ignoring equity and justice and the 
Executive Council endorsed the protest.18 When the Australian Seamen 
won sizeable increases in wages 'the disgust felt at the manner they were 
treated here would hardly be printable. . . . ' " The sequence of events is 
unclear but, probably in response to the Australian award, the Executive 
Council decided to conduct a ballot of all members on whether to cancel 
registration under the Arbitration Act. If the sailors voted to de-register, 
the Executive resolved to keep the result secret until 1908 while seeking to 
institute some system of collective bargaining. Before a ballot was held 
two developments defused the crisis. First, the Prime Minister appointed 
the ex-secretary of the union, John A. Millar, to be the Minister of 
Labour and Marine. The leaders of the union, and especially his old 
crony, Belcher, took great comfort from this decision. Second, on the 
final day of the Executive meeting, the Chief Justice, Sir Robert Stout, 
announced that the Court of Appeal had decided that all vessels owned 
or registered in New Zealand, regardless of where they sailed, were 
bound by awards issued in New Zealand. This represented a victory over 
the USS Co., and the union's officers were doubtless well pleased.20 

Partly because of these developments Belcher had second thoughts 
about the wisdom of de-registering. As he told Kneen, if the Seamen's 
Union de-registered it would permit 'Jones and his crowd' to form a 
union, apply for registration, and obtain an award.21 Belcher's anxiety 
must have struck responsive chords, especially in Wellington, because 
'Jones and his crowd' still maintained a small but active presence in the 
capital. William Jones, secretary to the Wellington Branch during the 
1890s and a close friend of Robert Stout's, had led his branch out of the 
FSU in 1898 because of political differences with Belcher and the 
National Council. Only with difficulty had the FSU re-established a 
presence in Wellington, and even in 1906 the Jones union still existed and 
threatened to exploit any local hostility to the FSU.22 Thus Belcher, 
Kneen, and the secretary of the Wellington branch of the FSU, W. T. 

17 Belcher to Kneen, 10 April 1906, Auckland FSU, Box 9. 
18 Minutes of the Executive Council Australasian FSU, 1906, pp.3-4, Australasian FSU 

Mss, Alexander Tumbull Library. 
19 Belcher to Kneen, 23 September 1906, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. 
20 Minutes of the Executive Council Australasian FSU, 16-24 October 1906, AFSU Mss 

and the copy of the Judgement of the Court of Appeal, 24 October 1906. Bollinger, Against 
the Wind, pp.83-84, cited a letter from Belcher (which I did not find), from which he infer-
red that the Executive intended calling a rolling strike to reinforce its bargaining position. 
Bollinger claims that Belcher sabotaged this strike. 
21 Belcher to Kneen, 21 August 1907, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. 
22 The surviving circulars and broadsheets relating to this secession and the FSU's victory 

are in the papers of the Australian FSU, Box 25, folder 3, Archives of Business and 
Labour, Australian National University. See especially the circular issued by A. H. Hind-
marsh (President) and William Jones (Secretary) of the Wellington branch, 'To the 
Members of the Wellington Branch . . . ' , [1898], and Belcher's 'Circular to Members', 
[1898], issued by the Federated Seamen's Union of New Zealand. 
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Young, had good reason to fear the consequences of de-registration. Yet 
Belcher's insight is little short of astonishing, for the wily old sailor had 
foreseen the most fateful consequence of de-registration. Only six years 
later, after a series of defeats, did the leaders of the 'Red' Federation 
recognize the validity of Belcher's view. Their recognition came too late 
to save their Federation, and the most powerful affiliates of the Red 
Federation paid a high price in 1912-13 for de-registration.23 

In 1907, aware of the dangers of de-registration, Belcher, Kneen, and 
Young worked to establish an alternative strategy. Millar's co-operation 
was essential. So were the rank and file. In February and March 1908 
Belcher visited the main ports to convince the men. He told the 
Wellington branch, for instance, 'that in the past the members had not 
received justice from the Arbitration Court, & asserted that during the 
past few years the Court had put back the cause of our members and 
seamen generally. . . . 'He then proceeded to discuss de-registration 'and 
the many intricate points involved'.24 The members apparently agreed to 
see if they could obtain collective bargaining within the arbitration 
system. The strategy worked. Millar presided over a meeting of 
shipowners and union officials. The union contended for a wage increase 
of 10/- a month (which the Australians had won in 1906), over-time rates 
for handling cargo, a preference clause, and a Saturday half-holiday for 

. firemen, greasers, and trimmers. The shipowners rejected preference but 
accepted the other demands on condition that the men took only eight 
hours off for a ten hours watch. The FSU negotiators agreed. Under 
Millar's skilful chairmanship the conference also removed many 
troublesome ambiguities from the existing award.25 The rank and file 
voted to accept the new agreement, 869-173, and the Government agreed 
to observe the new conditions on its three vessels.26 Ironically, in the very 
month that the FSU successfully engaged in collective bargaining within 
the arbitration system, the miners at Blackball began their flamboyant 
strike. Victory for the strikers made de-registration attractive; in the next 
eighteen months most miners' unions left the arbitration system. But the 
FSU did not deviate from its course.27 

23 See J. A. Gale, 'The First Arbitrationist Trade Union [for Auckland's General 
Labourers]: The Formation of the Auckland and Suburban . . . Labourers' Union . . .', 
MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1953, and F. M. Irvine, 'The Revolt of the Militant 
Unions; a survey of the Trade Union Revolt Against the Arbitration System in New 
Zealand . . . ' , MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1937. 

24 Minutes of a General Meeting of the Wellington Branch of the AFSU, 3 March 1908, 
Wellington FSU Mss, Alexander Tumbull Library. 

25 Belcher to Millar, 11 March 1908, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9, and minutes of the 
Executive Council of the AFSU, 24 March 1908, AFSU Mss. 

26 Minutes of the Executive Council of the AFSU, 31 March 1908, ibid., Wellington FSU 
Mss, and Minutes of a General Meeting of Wellington AFSU, 24 March 1908. 

27 The speed with which the Arbitration Court proceeded to Greymouth to investigate the 
strike annoyed Belcher: 'I wonder if the Court will be as prompt in settling our affair as 
they were to visit Blackball!' Belcher to Kneen, 29 March 1908, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. 
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Following the FSU's new agreement many problems emerged. Belcher 
told Kneen: 'numerous knotty and intricate questions are being asked as to 
when the 1/3 rate for overtime begins and ends. Bosuns and lamptrimmers 
want to know if providing lights and gear for cargo brings them within the 
higher rate, and donkeymen and other stokehold hands are anxious to 
know if raising steam for shifting ship and lighting purposes while coal 
. . . is taken aboard puts them in the same category.' Watchmen were par-
ticularly unhappy and all members, Belcher complained, were impatient, 
food being the common target for protest.28 More worrying, numerous 
small employers had not taken part in the discussions and refused to abide 
by the agreement. Besides, there was no machinery for enforcement. Thus, 
in September the Executive Council agreed to the USS Co.'s request that 
they jointly seek to have the agreement registered as an award.29 The Court 
agreed. This did not solve all problems. Employers neatly evaded some 
parts of the agreement by dispensing with occupations not required by law, 
such as lamp-trimmers, and in Auckland scow owners gave shares to 
workers and declared them self employed. For the time being, however, 
the officers of the FSU were content.30 

Despite this satisfactory result there were a few signs of militancy 
within the FSU, and in the Wellington branch especially. Unemployment 
may have been the catalyst. 'Neptune' reported in the Weekly Herald 
that 1909 was the worst year since the 1890s. Besides, militancy had 
taken root among the coal workers of the Wellington Watersiders' 
Union, and this may have proved contagious.31 Elsewhere little happened. 
Yet in 1909, for the first time since 1890, the FSU imposed a levy to assist 
strikers in another industry (the coal miners of Newcastle). This gesture 
may have been offered to head off more dramatic moves. In Wellington 
and Dunedin the branches defeated motions to stage sympathy strikes, 
but Belcher's trusted lieutenant, Kneen, urged that a strike ballot be held. 
'[T]ime is too short and legal issue too complicated', Belcher advised.32 

Although it is impossible to gauge the support for a sympathy strike, it 
seems that in general the seamen and firemen expressed their anger and 

28 Belcher to Kneen, 25 May 1908, Auckland FSU, Box 9. 
29 Minutes of Executive Council of AFSU, 8 September 1908. 
30 Belcher to Kneen, 25 May 1908, 16 March and 13 May 1909, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. 
31 'Neptune' wrote a weekly column about the port. See Weekly Herald, 24 April 1909, 

p.l , and Belcher to Kneen, 7 and 20 February 1910, Auckland FSU Mss. Box 9. 
32 The strike of the Newcastle miners had an effect in New Zealand comparable to that of 

the Blackball strike. For the excited response of seamen see Minutes of the Executive Well-
ington FSU, 22 November 1909, and Belcher to Kneen, 2 and 23 November 1909 and 9 
January 1910, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. Belcher too was moved to write the leader of the 
Newcastle strikers a very warm letter in which, among other things, he said that 'we can't 
very well stick up our intercolonial boats officially. But I am fairly confident that if the men 
are called upon to do anything detrimental or derogatory to the interests of your men that 
they will take the individual responsibility of refusing.' Belcher to Peter Bowling, 25 
November 1909, Belcher Letterbook, pp.52-53, AFSU Mss. 
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truculence in private ways.33 Disciplinary problems multiplied in 1911. 
The crew of the Maheno became notorious, for example, because of 
theft, drunkenness, and insubordination.34 

The officers of the FSU became more truculent, but it is hard to tell 
whether they were responding to the changing mood within the larger 
labour movement or their own rank and file. In 1909, for instance, 
Belcher attacked the Judge of the Arbitration Court. In Wellington the 
Superintendent of Mercantile Marine, Capt. G. G. Smith, became the 
focus for complaint because of his autocratic behaviour and his attacks 
on the men's rights under the Shipping Act.36 The agents of the shipping 
companies, who hired crews, also became the targets for more and more 
virulent complaints.37 Yet these signs of tension were not peculiar to 
seamen. Throughout the so-called unskilled occupations similar issues 
had become more important, men became more truculent, and union 
officials, whether leading the charge or bending with the wind, became 
more vehement in defending the rights of workers. What was unusual, of 
course, was the unique way in which the Seamen's Union maintained its 
own course. The FSU continued to play an active part in the Trades and 
Labour Councils, ignoring (or criticizing) the Red Federation, tightening 
its links with the Australian Seamen's Union and even de-registering. 
There is no evidence in the union's archives to suggest that militants or 
Red Feds forced this new strategy upon their officials. 

To a greater extent than any other sizeable body of workers, seamen 
worked within an Australasian labour market. By 1910 it had become 
clear that conditions in New Zealand tended to follow conditions in 
Australia. The minutes of the USS Co.'s Board of Directors make it clear 
that once Justice H. B. Higgins, the President of the Australian Arbitra-
tion Court, had brought down an award, they resigned themselves to 
conceding the same conditions within New Zealand. The USS Co.'s 
Directors were not always happy about this, but they occupied a relatively 
weak position. The 'deep sea' companies, trading between Britain and 
Australasia, preferred to meet demands made in Australia and New 
Zealand rather than face any interruption to their international trade. In 
these years the Australian FSU made the running. Thus in 1910 the 
officers of the New Zealand FSU found ready acceptance of their pro-
posal to tighten the bonds linking their own union to the Australian one 

33 'Southern Octopus', pp.227-8. Gavin McLean concluded that 'alcoholism troubled 
[the Company] more than socialism until well into the 1900s'. 
34 For the Maheno, Sir James Mills to Charles Holdsworth, 21 January 1911, Mills Mss, 

Box 95, Union Steam Ship Company Mss. I consulted these records in the Company's ar-
chives. They have since been transferred to the Hocken Library. See too A. B. Irvine to 
Holdsworth, 1 August and 2 November 1911, Mills Mss, Box 106. The AFSU's volume of 
correspondence with the USSCo is also full of complaints and grievances. 

35 Belcher to Kneen, 20 August 1909, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 9. 
36 Weekly Herald, 31 July 1909, p.3, and 3 September 1910, p.7. 
37 This issue appears to have been resolved as far as the FSU was concerned when in 1910 

the union-hiring system was introduced by amending the Seamen's Act of 1908. 
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in order to achieve parity. Early in 1911 the members of the New Zealand 
union voted 785-26 to amalgamate.38 Armed with this prospect of trans-
Tasman unity, the Executive Council met in September to discuss the 
new industrial agreement that they hoped to win. Most important, the 
Executive Council wanted an Australian-New Zealand award for all but 
coastal shipping and a law empowering the New Zealand Court to give 
dominion awards. But the Council hoped to repeat its victory of 1908 by 
waiting for the Australians to come to an agreement with their 
employers, persuading the New Zealand companies to follow suit, and 
then registering this fait accompli with the Court. While awaiting the 
Australians the FSU sought various amendments to the Workers' Com-
pensation Act and the Shipping and Seamen's Act, and despatched a 
delegation to seek Millar's assistance.39 

In January 1911, after long negotiations, Australian employers 
granted increased wages and conceded preference to unionists. Sir James 
Mills informed Charles Holdsworth that, despite his dislike for 
preference, New Zealand's seamen would soon have to be given 'the 
benefit of the new award'. Mills's position was clear enough: 'un-
doubtedly the employees throughout have "the ball at their feet" at the 
present time; and so long as profits permit it, or we can pass it on to the 
public, we are not, I think, called upon to risk a strike and a consequent 
dislocation of trade.'40 

The FSU promptly demanded unconditional preference, a wage in-
crease of 10/- a month, and an increase in the rate of overtime of 3d an 
hour. The employers tried to settle for conditional preference, but the 
union's delegates walked out.41 Meanwhile, in comparative secrecy, the 
union's members voted to de-register. At the first ballot too few 
members voted, but in December a majority of each branch voted, and a 
majority favoured de-registration. In Dunedin, where the Lib-Lab tradi-
tion was strong, the men voted 450-5. In Wellington, where the union 
supported the first New Zealand Labour Party, the vote was 572-29. But 
in Auckland, where neither strategy found much favour, the vote was 

38 Minutes of the Executive of the Wellington FSU, 20 March 1911, and Belcher to 
Kneen, 8 March 1911, Belcher Letterbook, pp.337-40, AFSU Mss. Belcher wrote, ' I 'm 
somewhat astonished at the unanimity of thought. . . . This of course shall mean that we 
shall become part of, and be governed by, the Executive Council in Australia. Personally I 
think they will . . . as we shall be able to secure a uniform set of conditions throughout 
Australasia. . . . The crews of intercolonial vessels are changing so frequently at both ends 
that it is impossible to get them to understand the different conditions obtaining in both 
countries and there is no end of trouble. . . . ' 

39 Minutes of the Executive Council of AFSU, 20 September - 11 October 1910. Belcher, 
in his letter to Kneen of 8 March 1911, Belcher Letterbook, p.340, had remarked that 'we 
may be able to get the great and mighty Judge Sim [President of the Arbitration Court] in a 
curious corner it if should be necessary to go before him for he will have to recognise that 
other judges take a broader view . . . . ' 
40 Mills to Holdsworth, 1 January 1911 and 25 April 1912, Mills Mss, Box 97, USS Co. 

Mss. 
41 Minutes of the USS Co.'s Board of Directors, 10 November 1911, USS Co. Mss. 
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169-29.42 Confronted by this unexpected turn of events, and Higgins's 
decision to grant the Australian agreement of January the status of an 
award, the New Zealand employers, led by the USS Co., came to terms. 
In January 1912 the union won the largest increases of its history. The 
new exercise in collective bargaining had gained the eight hour day for 
deck hands, payment for holidays spent at sea, a clear definition of meal 
hours for vessels in port, unconditional preference, an increase of £1 a 
month in wages, and higher over-time rates for certain classes of work. 
According to the Weekly Herald there was much 'boasting and beating 
of drums. . . Most remarkable, the FSU, armed with unconditional 
preference and the USS Co.'s control over almost all coastal trade, no 
longer needed to have the agreement registered as an award.44 

These new and spectacular improvements, together with those won by 
the Red Federation for the watersiders, loosed a veritable storm of 
wildcat strikes.45 Yet the FSU and its branches remained aloof from the 
Red Federation. In Belcher's home town, Dunedin, the union had sup-
ported Millar in the elections of 1911, as it would in 1914, and the returns 
for seamen indicate that this policy commanded rank and file support.46 

In Wellington, even as the Watersiders voted decisively to affiliate with 
the Red Federation and de-register, Young refused to follow suit. Indeed 
the Wellington Branch gave £25 to the striking miners at Reefton on con-
dition that the money was not used to assist the striking miners at Waihi. 
When the money was returned, Young publicly challenged the Red Fed 
Executive 'to publish in daily press all conditions of gift specified. 
. . .'47 Yet some sympathy for the Red Feds existed within the Well-
ington Branch. While the decision to help the Reefton miners passed by 
41-0, a motion to make a donation to the Waihi miners was ruled out of 
order and the meeting supported the President, 18-11.48 In July 1912 

42 Maori/and Worker, 15 December 1911, p.13. See also Minutes of General Meeting 
Wellington FSU, 13 November and 27 November 1911, Lyttelton Times, 26 January 1912, 
p.7, c.7, and Christchurch Press, 27 January 1912, p.2, cc.4-5. 
43 Weekly Herald, 31 January 1912, p.3; Memorandum of Agreement, Wellington, 1912; 

Minutes of a Special Meeting of Wellington FSU, 25 January 1912; and USS Co., Circular 
to Masters, No.2/1912, Dunedin, 10 February 1912. The agreement was signed by 
representatives of the FSU eight companies on 24 January 1912. A provisional agreement, 
broadly similar, had been reached in November 1911. 
44 The successful infiltration of the Jones Union undoubtedly contributed to the con-

fidence. Minutes of Executive Wellington FSU, 20 March 1911. Even under the conditional 
preference clause conceded in November 1911 the Wellington branch recorded a growth in 
membership of 106 for the first month. 'Report of Secretary', Minutes of General Meeting 
of Wellington FSU, 11 December 1911. 

45 David Aitken to Mills, 25 April and 26 July 1913, Mills Mss, Box 109. 
46 Belcher considered contesting Millar's seat, but decided against. Belcher to Dave 

[McLaren or Cooper], 14 March 1910, Belcher Letterbook, pp. 110-11, and to S. Brown, 29 
August 1914, ibid., pp.700-1. For Millar's support see 'The General Elections, 1911', 
AJHR, 1912, H-12A. 

47 Minutes of General Meeting FSU, 1 July 1912. 
48 ibid., 17 and 24 June 1912. 
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Young successfully moved to expel the most articulate Red Fed from the 
branch, and the same meeting required wharfies to give one week's 
notice before transferring and barred them from attending meetings of 
the Seamen's Union for one month after their transfer had been 
effected.4' Early in 1913 the Wellington branch refused to put up a 
subscription list for the widow of the enginedriver killed at Waihi, the 
vote being 27-10.50 It was in the nature of the seamen's work that few 
members could attend meetings, and it is clear that the officers exploited 
this situation to maintain their own control and to oppose the Red Feds. 
But if, in a branch with over 1,000 members, the Red Feds could only 
mobilise ten men, we must conclude that they lacked muscle. However 
stroppy the crews became, the inability of the handful of Red Feds to 
capture control of the Wellington branch — for they had no presence in 
Auckland or Dunedin — ensured that the spirit of militancy remained in-
choate, disorganised, and without political purpose. 

In January 1913 Charles Holdsworth of the USS Co. reflected upon 
the situation. The firemen and stokers on board the Maori had been 
drunk and insubordinate for the first four days on the journey to Samoa: 
'At the base of it is the shortage of men. When all our ships are running, 
there is practically no margin and we are forced to employ unsuitable 
hands, particularly in the stokehold. A large section of the worst 
characters are now employed and it does not seem possible to do without 
them. For a long time the men have realised and they are now being 
openly advised by their secretaries of their power to stick up a ship. 
. . Holdsworth thought the union's success in establishing control 
over the hiring process crucial. He may have been correct, although that 
hardly explains the strike of the Merchant Guild Service. In any case, one 
settlement only led to another demand. Early in the year the engineers, 
emboldened by yet another Australian award, had demanded the same 
terms, including the eight hour day. Despite having William Massey, the 
new Prime Minister, in the chair, the Company had to concede the 
engineers' demand.52 Then the Cooks and Stewards, although still 
registered under the Arbitration Act, 'put before us proposals for very 
large increases in pay and privileges throughout'. These men complained 
that tips had fallen off, that Australian cooks and stewards earned more, 
and that other sea-going workers had secured 'considerable increases'.53 

The Company gave in. But when, in June, the Westport Coal Company 
warned of impending conflict with the miners, the Board replied that, 'if 
our wharf labourers . . . assumed the aggressive we would look upon the 

49 ibid., Interchangeable memberships between the two branches were apparently agreed 
to in 1909; ibid., 29 June 1909. 
50 ibid., 6 January 1913. The Auckland branch gave £35. Kneen to J. Glover (Sec. 

Federation of Labour), 8 March 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 1. 
51 Holdsworth to Mills, 9 January 1913, Mills Mss, Box 109, USS Co. Mss. 
52 Mills to Holdsworth, 6 March 1913, Mills Mss, Box 109. 
53 Mills, 'Memo: Board', 8 September 1913, ibid. 
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existing agreements as cancelled and would insist that future agreements 
should be registered under the Arbitration Court'.54 The employers' 
mood was changing. 

Militancy on the ships still lacked the ideological dimension possessed 
by militancy in the mines and on the wharves. Whereas the Industrial 
Workers of the World achieved considerable power on the Wellington 
wharves, in Huntly, Waihi, and Auckland, militancy on the ships 
appeared to be a function of Australian developments, a favourable 
bargaining position for labour, and success. For the most part success 
generated the most extreme demands. Yet the major turns in the 
seamen's history, such as the vote in favour of de-registration, took place 
for tactical reasons. So too did the decision to amalgamate with the 
Australian union (a decision which ran into complex and insoluble legal 
difficulties). It was not that the officers conspired to thwart rank and file 
radicalism: there is little evidence of radicalism. To a greater extent than 
most unions the Seamen were enmeshed in the law, both domestic and in-
ternational; they had a vivid memory of industrial warfare; and, better 
than most, they understood that arbitration had conferred what they 
lacked the power to extract from their employers, recognition. Only after 
obtaining preference did they vote to de-register, and even then they were 
willing to use the Court to ratify the fruits of collective bargaining. 

It is possible to portray Belcher's canny pragmatism as an aspect of 
his commitment to the Lib-Lab tradition. Yet he broke with Millar in 
1911 and strongly supported an independent labour political presence. 
Certainly, the branches of the FSU had by 1908 become akin to adjuncts 
of the Liberal Government and even after that the members of the House 
who represented the main ports had close links to the FSU and paid their 
political debts. Yet the FSU cautiously — for it had more political in-
fluence to lose than most unions — supported the New Zealand Labour 
Party (1909-12) and the United Labour Party (1912-13). In Dunedin, the 
headquarters for the union and Belcher, the unions had enjoyed con-
siderable political influence since 1890 and political influence, it can be 
argued, acted as a prophylactic against Red Fed ideas. But political in-
fluence alone does not explain the remarkable unanimity of thought 
which united seamen, and which Belcher voiced. That unanimity 
reflected the shared experience of a generation. Over 65% of all New 
Zealand seamen were at least 45 years old in 1911 (there was, and still is, 
no retirement age for seamen). A majority had been comparatively 
young men during the great mobilisation of 1888-90, they had pushed 
the FSU into the Maritime Strike (despite their leaders), and they had 
spent the better part of ten years tasting the fruits of their thrashing. Like 
the older generation of coal miners in the Buller, who remained sus-
picious of the Red Fed gospel of direct action, the seamen had learnt too 
much too painfully. Only 16.4% of all miners, however, were older than 

54 Minutes of the USS Co. 's Board of Directors, 19 June 1913. 
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45 in 1911. The FSU had oldest membership in the country. They had a 
clear and realistic sense of what a union could achieve." 

Belcher's health declined in 1911-12 — 'and, worse luck, my eyes are 
going bung'.56 The character of the FSU changed too. In 1911-12, for 
the first time, men born in 1890-91 began joining the union (although 
only 9.5% of all seamen and officers were younger than 25 years old and 
only 0.2% were younger than 20). As John Millar sadly said, 'a new 
generation seems to have arisen', ignorant of past lessons. In December 
1912 the Red Federation's Maoriland Worker published a vehement 
attack on the leadership of the FSU by one Readman, a seaman. Belcher 
sent a telegram to Young: 

Confidential meeting last night broke up in disorder [,] Readman 
narrowly escaping a thumping [.] officers here utterly disgusted with 
some peoples tactics [.] possibility they may all resign and let Readman 
and other mad men look after things.57 

The crews of some ships attempted to nominate candidates in the FSU 
elections more sympathetic to the Red Federation, but their ignorance of 
the union's rules frustrated their intention, all nominations being 
declared irregular.58 When the executive of the Red Federation, con-
fronted by the complete failure of its previous strategy and the rapid 
growth of the Industrial Workers of the World, swung right and preached 
the need for unity with those they once had damned, the FSU quickly 
moved. It may be that the FSU had only been able to follow its own 
course because of the divisions within the New Zealand labour move-
ment; it may also be that as class tensions became inflamed during 1912 
the ordinary seamen, led by the growing numbers of young men, began 
to question aloofness. In any case the officers of the FSU, led by Belcher 
and Young, attended the Unity Conference in January 1913 and both 
men were elected to the Unity Committee. Belcher, too old and ill, if not 
too cynical to play much part, may only have wanted to keep his eye on 
Young. The evidence says nothing.59 

55 'Occupations . . . Ages', Census, 1911, Table X, pp.453-90. The importance of 
political influence is difficult to weigh precisely, but the implications for Dunedin's workers 
I have explored more fully in A History of Otago, Dunedin, 1984, ch.8. The age structures 
of occupations change over time, even when the industry does not enjoy rapid growth. Bet-
ween 1913 and 1923 the age structure of seamen became younger. Coalminers by the 1920s 
were a relatively old group. I am indebted to Dr Len Richardson for the information on 
coalminers. For further confirmation of the importance of age and experience see Pat 
Hickey, 'Red Fed' Memoirs, Wellington, 1925, pp.7-8, 14. 
56 Belcher to Havelock Wilson, 19 August 1910, Belcher Letterbook, p.229. 
57 For Millar see his letter to Kneen, 18 November 1911, J. A. Millar Mss, Alexander 

Turnbull Library, and Belcher to Young, 20 December 1912, Belcher Letterbook, p.543. 
58 Belcher to Young, 13 December 1912, ibid., p.539; to Young, 17 December 1912, 

p.540; to Kneen, 18 December 1912, p.541; and to Young, 20 and 27 December 1912, 
pp.543, 545. 
59 For the events of 1912 and the Unity Conferences see my forthcoming study of The 

Red Feds, ch.7. 
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Whatever Young's intentions, his prominence within the Unity Com-
mittee, which he chaired, strengthened his position within the FSU. At 
the July Unity Conference the delegates elected him President of the new 
industrial organisation, the United Federation of Labour. Immediately 
the July conference ended the leaders of the FSU — Belcher, Young, and 
Dan Donovan, president of the Auckland branch — issued a circular in 
support of affiliation. If they joined the Transport Workers Department 
(their section of the new Federation), they held, strikes would become 
less likely and their ability to deal with the newly-formed international 
Shipowners' Federation would be increased.60 In Auckland opposition 
emerged. Edward Mackie, one of the Auckland branch delegates, issued 
'The Other Side of the Story' and warned, 'The benefits . . . is pro-
blematical, the cost is certain', and the FSU's autonomy would be sur-
rendered to the men 'who engineered the Waihi fiasco and the Auckland 
General Labourers debacle . . . .' More damaging still, he pointed out 
that the FSU's members had already voted to join the Australian FSU 
and that a majority of the FSU's delegates to the July conference opposed 
affiliating with the new United Federation. Belcher, he added (rightly), 
had represented the Alexandra branch of the United Labour Party.61 

Young campaigned vigorously in favour of affiliation and kept up a 
barrage of letters to Belcher and Kneen. 'It is essential', he believed, '. . . 
that the workers should be bound together in brotherhood as closely as it 
is possible to bind them.'62 Kneen, who had been in poor health since 
1910, threw his weight and influence to the opposition (and it is difficult 
to believe that Belcher did not approve, if he had not actually asked 
Kneen to do this). Kneen stressed the threat to Australasian unity. Young 
expostulated that the link with Australia was a fiction.63 To quiet the fear 
that the 'wild men' of the Red Federation would lead them to disaster, 
Young retorted that seven members of the twelve-man executive of the 
United Federation had 'never had anything to do with the Maori/and 
Worker or the old Red Federation of Labour'.64 The FSU split. In a 
heavy ballot the members rejected affiliation to the United Federation, 
845-615, but the branches disagreed. Young's branch, Wellington 
(which included Lyttelton), voted in favour of affiliating with the United 

60 'Circular Re National Ballot . . . on the Proposed Amalgamation with the New Bodies 
Created by the Unity Congress', 19 July 1913, AFSU Mss. 

61 'The Other Side of the Story', 31 July 1913, bound in a volume of circulars, Auckland 
FSU Mss. 

62 Young to Kneen, 12 July 1913, Wellington FSU Letterbook, p.406, and Young to 
Belcher, 17 July 1913, ibid., p.416. 
63 Young to Kneen, 12 and 23 August 1913, ibid., p.446 and np. The attempt to 

amalgamate had run into legal obstacles which in the end proved insuperable. New rules 
had been worked out at the Council. Minutes of Executive Council AFSU, 20-29 August 
1912. The Minutes for 27 August 1913 record that the new rules were signed and that the 
new union would register under the Trade Union Act. The strike presumably led to a 
change in policy because there is no evidence that they ever did register. 

64 Young to R. Gordon (Auck.), 6 September 1913, Wellington FSU Letterbook, p.493. 
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Federation. Dunedin and Auckland opposed.65 Since 1910, however, the 
Wellington branch had been the largest in New Zealand, and not much 
smaller than the other two combined. Although the national decision 
prevailed and the Wellington branch remained outside the United 
Federation, Young continued to act as President. It seems likely, 
although there is no evidence, that he and his Wellington lieutenants also 
began working to reverse the FSU's decision.66 They found in the 
rhetoric of class struggle a ready-made fulcrum. 

Although ideological and tactical debates convulsed the New Zealand 
union movement in 1912-13 there is little evidence that the debates 
engaged the attention of ordinary seamen. But the strike of 1913, which 
began on the Wellington wharves and in the Huntly coal mine, forced the 
issue. At first the FSU remained aloof and its officers worked to prevent 
seamen from taking part (just as Young and the executive of the United 
Federation tried to contain the disputes).67 The Federation failed as most 
of the country's wharfies struck. When the shipping companies agreed 
'to obtain free labour [to work the wharves]', they recognised that 'this 
might be a signal for the seamen withdrawing . . . .'6S This possibility 
had alarmed Belcher and Kneen since the waterfront strike began, and 
Young's position within the FSU and the United Federation compounded 
their anxiety. Belcher urged Kneen to 'restrain men from ceasing work. 
. . . The spasmodic action of certain crews is up against everything ap-
pertaining to our agreement . . . . '69 On the same day the Dunedin 
branch resolved that Young should resign from the FSU or the UFL 
organisation and the Auckland branch followed suit. Even on 3 
November, with most of the country's wharves closed, Belcher hoped to 
keep members of the FSU at work, although he admitted that, if they 
were called on to work the wharves (and act as strike breakers), his 
strategy might fail.70 Events in Wellington now set the pace, however. On 
the 3rd some 545 Wellington seamen heard Paddy Webb, Bob Semple, 
Pat Hickey and a 'large number of watersiders', and unanimously resolved 

65 Kneen to Sec. Sydney Branch, AFSU, 19 August 1913 and Maxwell (Dun. Sec.) to 
Kneen, n.d: [July 1913?], Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2. 
66 Because a majority of the FSU were at sea on any date attendances were small at 

meetings. Union government was very personal, however, especially before 1911-12, and 
each branch secretary had an informal network of friends and contacts who represented 
him and the FSU on board the ships. As Wellington supplanted Dunedin-Port Chalmers, 
Young's potential network grew and Belcher's shrank. Belcher, however, had spent twenty 
or thirty years at sea before becoming a union official in 1893 and had friends everywhere, 
sometimes entire cells on a ship who stayed there for years. Belcher tried to have one 
unionist on each ship who kept the union's book, but none of these books have survived. 
Belcher only wrote to any of these friends or mates when they gave up sea-faring; e.g. 
Belcher to Munro, 31 May 1911, Belcher Letterbook, p.395. 
67 See Olssen, 'The Great Strike of 1913', New Zealand's Heritage, Vol.5., Pt.73, 

pp.2023-5. 
68 Minutes of the USSCo Board of Directors, 30 October 1913. 
69 Belcher to Kneen, 30 October 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2. 
70 ibid., 31 October and 3 November 1913. 
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that Young should 'hold both positions to the bitter end'. They also 
decided that 'should scabs [free labour] be employed working cargo or 
bunkering ships members are to immediately give 24 hours notice . . . .' 
At the end of the meeting the branch declared that it 'will not tolerate' 
any more demands for Young's resignation and cheered as he attacked 
Belcher — corrupted by love of luxury — and declared that the other 
branches were the puppets of employers.7' 

Young and the executive of the United Federation had already almost 
lost control of the strike. On 6 November the nation's miners were called 
out, largely because they could not be kept at work any longer. On 8 
November some fourteen unions in Auckland struck as a protest against 
the presence of 'free labour' and 'special police' on the wharves.72 

Seamen, firemen, and stokers were not immune to the contagion, 
especially now that many were stranded in Lyttelton, Wellington, and 
Auckland. The firemen especially found the situation to their liking. 
Always prone to wildcat strikes, and perhaps most susceptible to the 
heady gospel of class solidarity, by 4 November firemen in the main 
ports were almost uncontrollable. On the 4th the firemen on the Wahine 
refused their duty. On the 5th six of ten firemen on the SS Mapourika 
refused to work; the captain improvised a stokehold crew of sailors, but 
when the ship arrived in Wellington the next day the entire crew gave 
twenty-four hours' notice. On the 7th the crew of the SS Moana refused 
to work. It made little difference whether the men were signed on under 
Australian or New Zealand articles; only the crews of the deep-sea ships, 
engaged in the British and American trades, refused to become 
involved.73 The presence of large numbers of special police, the mayhem 
in the streets of Wellington, and the excitement, helped commit the 
ordinary seamen and stokehold hands to the strikers' cause. When the 
Government suspended the Shipping Act (which forced owners to hire 
qualified seamen), even the crews of the inter-island ferries, SS Hinemoa 
and SS Tutanekai, gave twenty-four hours' notice.74 Although the 

71 Truth, 8 November 1913, p.6 (only journalists from Truth and the Maoriland Worker 
were allowed into union meetings). See also D. Donovan and D. Currie (Pres. Wellington 
FSU) to Gordon (Pres. Auck.), 3 November 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2, and the nar-
rative '1913 Strike', Wellington FSU Mss. 
72 The most detailed available narrative of the strike's spread is in Crowley, who care-

fully used the Otago Daily Times. 'The New Zealand Labour Movement', ch.X. 
73 Harry Holland's son, Allan, provides a rare glimpse of what happened on ship. He 

had signed up in Sydney (under Australian articles) in order to get to Wellington. He sailed 
on the Moana. 'Free labour' (known as 'scabs') loaded her in Wellington and the crew 
walked off . The officers managed to get the ship into the stream and ordered the stewards 
to stand by. They hunted for the representative of the Cooks and Stewards who, calling the 
strikers 'a lot of damn fools', urged them to obey. Allan Holland abused him, calling him 
'scab', and a slanging match occurred, some stewards obeying and others not. Holland had 
to feign sickness to get ashore. Allan to Stella Holland, 9 November 1913, H. E. Holland 
Mss, Alexander Turnbull Library. 

74 The press rarely knew what had happened on board a ship. This detail is from W. T. 
Young, 'An Open Letter to Mr F. M. B. Fisher . . . ' , 24 November 1914, AFSU Mss. See 
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Directors of the USS Co. recognised that their seamen would almost cer-
tainly strike when free labour started working the wharves, Belcher and 
Kneen still hoped to avoid involving the FSU, and to assert their power 
over Young and their control over the FSU. The Wellington branch had 
to be forced into line. 

On the day that Belcher demanded a meeting of delegates from each 
of the three branches, the firemen and seamen at Lyttelton unanimously 
demanded that the FSU call out its members in 'unity with the waterside 
workers of New Zeland'.75 By the 8th Belcher was frothing because of 
rumours that Young intended to call a general strike. Class solidarity, its 
instrument the sympathy strike, had become the defining characteristic 
of the unrest around the world.76 Belcher and the other Dunedin 
delegates learned this at first hand on their way to Wellington for the 
National Council meeting. At Lyttelton 'an extremely hostile crowd of 
wharf labourers and others', including a 'sprinkling' of seamen, 
roughed-up Belcher. The men of the FSU were no kinder. Belcher spoke 
to the crews of the SS Maori and the SS Maunganui '& our Secretary 
received a very rough handling and only for police protection the results 
would have been much more serious'. 'Although no demonstration was 
made [in Wellington], mutterings denouncing us and our actions in 
Dunedin were plainly heard', and they were treated with 'scant 
courtesy'.77 Young refused to meet the visitors ('Belcher laid up through 
rough handling . . .'), but his position was now almost impregnable. On 
the Saturday, as Belcher tried to cajole the men at Lyttelton, 460 seamen 
in Wellington had resolved that they would not listen to any represen-
tative from Auckland or Dunedin and, having heard Young explain the 
latest developments, they voted unanimously to give twenty-four hours' 
notice and stop work. When a reporter from Truth interviewed the bruised 
Belcher he said that he wanted to keep the inter-island ferries operating 
and achieve peace within the FSU.78 

Belcher fibbed, for he still wanted Young's resignation and hoped to 
avoid having the FSU call its members out. Before the Executive Council 
met on the 10th, however, Young's victory became a mere formality. In 
Auckland, once Kneen and Gordon had left for Wellington, the men 
took matters into their own hands (despite orders to await instructions 
from Wellington). Employees of the Northern Steam Ship Company 
began giving twenty-four hours' notice on 8 November. On the 10th 
Mackie, who had suddenly become the acting leader, wired to Well-
ington that the Auckland branch had decided to give twenty four hours' 

also Minutes of USS Co. Board of Directors, 6 November 1913, and D. Aitken to Mills, 11 
November 1913, Mills Mss, Box 109, for further information on the inter-island ferries. 
75 Belcher to Gordon, 4 November 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2. 
76 James E. Cronin, Industrial Conflict in Modern Britain, London, 1979, p. 100. 
77 F. C. Smith and W. Clark, 'Delegates to Wellington, 1913', Wellington FSU Mss. 
78 'Seamen's Sederunt', Truth, 15 November 1913, p.5 and 'Belcher Interviewed', ibid., 
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notice.7® The delegates met on 10 November but faced a fait accompli. 
After Belcher ventilated his grievances and Young accused Auckland and 
Dunedin of collusion, the delegates discussed the difficulty of keeping 
the men on their ships and the pressure on the FSU. Rather than risk see-
ing the union split they unanimously agreed that 'Time has arrived when 
members . . . give twenty four hours notice . . . .'80 Even before this, 
however, the position was much the same as if they had taken this course 
because 'majority of the crews had been paid off, . . . while the crews of 
those vessels which remained in commission . . . refused to work with 
other than Union labour . . . The FSU's leaders had not yet resolved 
all their differences. Those least happy with the decision to strike wanted 
the FSU immediately to seek an award to protect themselves against any 
secessionists using the Arbitration Act to establish a rival union. Belcher 
saw the wisdom of this, but Young strongly opposed.82 Belcher made no 
secret of his belief that 'Men will look back to 1913 as they looked back 
to 1890 . . . now I am only sorry, sorry for Labour'. Despite his efforts 
to get the FSU out of the strike, Belcher could do little even after the 
Police arrested Young for sedition on 12 November. Belcher still could 
not reverse the tide and, on 3 December, suffered the humiliation of 
having his own branch reject his advice. Even the Union Steam Ship 
Company was conciliatory.83 

Unless the Australians acted to boycott all New Zealand shipping it 
was clear by December that the strike had been broken. 'Work was now 
going on at all New Zealand ports with new labour under police protec-
tion', although Sydney's wharfies were refusing to handle New Zealand 
cargo.84 Still the FSU held solid and on 4 December, released from gaol, 
Young received a hero's welcome. Around 7 December, however, the 
FSU's situation deteriorated when a rump of discontented Auckland 
seamen formed a new union and successfully applied to the Registrar of 
Industrial Unions to be registered under the Arbitration Act. Belcher 
dashed off a furious letter to John Lomas, the Registrar (and a key union 

79 Mackie to Gordon, 8 and 10 November 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2. This marked 
the beginning of Mackie's rise. 
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84 Minutes of USS Co. Board of Directors, 27 November 1913. 
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leader in 1890), and the Dunedin officials immediately sought a con-
ference with the leaders of the USS Co. Mills and Holdsworth agreed to 
ignore the new Auckland union, re-instate members of the FSU, and 
sack any 'scabs'. They were also willing 'to extend agreement until ex-
piration of Judge Higgins award. . . . '85 Young had also moved. On the 
8th he convened a conference of delegates from each branch. It met on 
the 12th. News that the FSU might end their strike had already caused 
some seamen to seek work, and the delegates agreed to seek a settlement 
based on five points: first, that the members of the FSU be free to return 
to work; second, that the steamship owners accept them back without 
victimisation; third, that the Shipping Act be re-instated; fourth, that the 
Australians be asked to lift their embargo; and finally that the owners 
not recognise the new Arbitration union at Auckland. News that the 
wharfies were returning to work and 'manning the ships' lent impetus to 
the FSU.86 

The officials and activists within the FSU were unanimous that at all 
costs the FSU had to maintain its unity. On 15 December, when FSU 
delegates met representatives of all the owners except the Northern 
Steam Ship Company, the union was in danger of fragmenting. At five 
ports the men were still solid; at three, including Auckland and 
Wellington, they were still out but wavering; at five ports, including 
Dunedin and Onehunga, a minority had gone back to work; and at seven 
small ports the 'rats' were ascendant.87 The USS Co. shared the FSU's 
desire for an orderly settlement, the Union Company being happy, it 
seems, to give priority to ending the Australian troubles. Their main con-
dition, in part designed to keep faith with the Employers' Association 
and the various Citizens' Committees, was that the branches of the FSU 
register under the Arbitration Act and agree to register all future 
agreements under that act. They also insisted that qualified men who had 
signed on during the strike be allowed to remain at work, so long as they 
joined the FSU and that the 1912 agreement was extended for three 
years. 

The amity ended when, on the 17th, the two representatives for the 
Northern Company arrived. They refused to meet with Young. The FSU 
delegation refused to talk unless Young was present (his presidency of the 
United Federation being the issue). Young finally persuaded his colleagues 
to proceed without him but, in return, the owners asked the representative 

85 Belcher to Lomas, 9 December 1913, Belcher Letterbook, p.646; McKenzie (Pres. 
Dun.) to Kneen, 9 and 10 December 1913; and Belcher to Kneen, 11 December 1913, Well-
ington FSU Letterbook, pp.648-9. 

86 Young to Gordon, 10 December 1913, and James Jack to Gordon, 13 December 1913, 
Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2; and Young, 'Statement of Incidents Leading up to the 
Termination of the Recent Industrial Trouble of Seamen', 8 August 1914, AFSU Mss. For 
the actions of the wharfies, see Young to Belcher and Young to Gordon, both dated 13 
December 1913, AFSU Mss. 
87 This analysis was attached to 'Suggestions for Settlement', AFSU Mss. 
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of the Employers' Association, William Pryor, to leave. He did so. There 
must have been many suppressed smiles around the table! The industry, 
having been sucked into the dispute, had rid itself of outsiders and quickly 
came to an agreement. The FSU failed, however, to persuade the Northern 
Company to abandon the 'scab' union, the Auckland Seamen's and 
Firemen's Union. But the representatives of the Northern Steam Ship 
Company did agree to re-employ members of the FSU.88 

Although the members of the Wellington branch were unhappy about 
a decision which left the miners to fight on alone, mass meetings of the 
other branches promptly ratified the new agreement. And, within a couple 
of days, the men at Wellington fell into line.89 There were no more than 
twenty dissenters throughout the country, for all recognised, as Jack told 
Gordon, that the settlement was 'the only way to save our organisation'. 
Even at Auckland, where many of the FSU were upset at the concession 
made to the 'scab' outfit, the 500 at the meetings 'adopted and received 
[the report] with acclamation'.90 Rumours and anxieties continued to 
maintain a certain level of unrest, especially when the Northern Com-
pany, clearly reneging on the decisions accepled on 17-18 December, 
made clear its resolve to deal only with the rival and local Seamen's and 
Firemen's Union. Holdsworth had to reassure Belcher that the Union 
Company 'had no intention of forming a rival union. . . .' The FSU, 
outraged by the development in Auckland, early in 1914 persuaded the 
southern owners to despatch a delegation north to bring pressure to bear 
on the owners of the Northern Company. The delegation failed. The 
Northern Company continued to give preference to members of the 
Seamen's and Firemen's Union. It took the FSU another two years to 
destroy their rival and force the Northern Company to surrender the 
point. In this struggle, as throughout the previous fifteen years, the 
members of the FSU instinctively understood the imperative importance 
of solidarity and unity. Their on-going experience as unionists reinforced 
their knowledge.91 

The orderly evacuation of an untenable position did not mean that the 

88 Mackie to Robertson, 15 December 1913; Belcher to Gordon, 16 December 1913; and 
Jack to Gordon, 16 and 17 December 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2, and David Aitken 
to USS Co. Board of Directors, 17 December 1913, reported in Minutes of USS Co. Board 
of Directors, 18 December 1913. 

89 Jack to Gordon, 17 December 1913; Belcher to Gordon, 17 December 1913; Jack to 
Gordon, 19 December 1913; Mackie et at. to Gordon, 19 December 1913, Auckland FSU 
Mss, Box 2; and Mackie et al. to Belcher, 19 December 1913, Wellington FSU Mss. 

90 Jack to Gordon, 19 December 1913, Auckland FSU Mss, Box 2; and Jack to Young, 
22 December 1913, Wellington FSU Mss. 

91 'Memo: Re Seamen's Union', 22 November 1913, Mills Mss, Box 109, USS Co. Mss; 
and Young, 'Statement of Incidents', p.8. For the disgruntled Auckland branch, see 
Kneen's 'Circular', 20 July 1914, FSU Circulars, and 'Record of Proceedings of Con-
ference of Branch Delegates Held at Auckland on 20 July 1914', AFSU Mss; Executive 
Council FSU, 'Circular', 28 September 1915; and 'Secretary's Half Yearly Report, 24 
November 1913 to May 31 1914', in which the Arbitration union claimed 337 members, in 
Box 65, AFSU Mss. 
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differences which first appeared following the July Conference of 1913 
had been resolved. Far from it. The settlement merely allowed battle to 
commence over the form of the new FSU and who would be in control. 
Belcher and Young were now sworn enemies, but, like other struggles 
within this union (and the larger labour movement), considerations of 
geography, ideology, and personality were interwoven in complex ways. 
Any full explanation must recognise the partial autonomy of each. 
Belcher and Young were contending for control. It represented a conflict 
of two generations. Belcher had borne the brunt of 1890 and the sub-
sequent lean years; Young had been only twenty years old in 1890. But 
Belcher also represented the supremacy of Dunedin and Port Chalmers 
within the FSU. As the tide turned against Dunedin in the 1890s Belcher 
had used his close connection with the Australian FSU to defeat Welling-
ton (members of the secessionist Jones union were banned from signing-
on to ships under Australian articles). Wellington, the smallest of the 
four main towns in 1880, had grown rapidly and become the Dominion's 
major port. More to the point, Wellington was the capital and, as 
national issues supplanted local issues in importance, most national 
organisations shifted their headquarters there. As government expanded 
its power and influence those who aspired to national leadership had to 
base themselves in Wellington. In 1906 the New Zealand Employers' 
Federation grasped the point and shifted their head office to Wellington, 
and in 1921 even the USS Co. followed suit. The leaders of the Red 
Federation had also grasped this truth. No local stage, not even an 
alliance of Auckland and Dunedin, exceeded the potential power of 
Wellington. Quite literally, Young had found himself at the centre of 
events.92 

Belcher may have recognised this fact, for he spared no pains and no 
vituperation in trying to force Young into resigning either as secretary of 
the Wellington branch or president of the United Federation. Young 
refused. As president of the UFL he had greater mana within the labour 
movement than Belcher, and events since 1908 had made such mana 
decisive. Moreover, Young's position within the United Federation 
allowed him to tour New Zealand 'to work up solidarity'. Belcher refused 
to see him in May 1914 and urged the Auckland officials to ignore him. 
Relations deteriorated. In June Young again visited Dunedin. Belcher 
roared at his unwanted visitor and chased him from the office with a 
ruler. 'I'm more than sorry to tell you', he informed one friend, 'that the 
"gloves are now of f " as between Dunedin and Wellington, and as far as 
I'm concerned it's going to be a fight to the finish'.93 Belcher burst into 

92 The various miners' unions, such as that at Denniston, completely underestimated the 
potential of national leaders. See V. J. Smith, 'Gospel of Hope or Gospel of Plunder: 
Socialism from the Mid-1890s up to and including the Blackball Strike of 1908', BA Hons, 
thesis, Massey University, 1976. 
93 Belcher to Gordon, 15 May 1914; Belcher to Gordon, 26 May 1914, Belcher Letter-

book, pp.687, 689; and Belcher to Arthur Cooper, 17 June 1914, ibid., p.692. 
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print. He claimed that Dunedin had been more solidly for the strike than 
Wellington. He accused Young of interfering in the elections of the 
Dunedin branch. Young gave as good as he got, mocking Belcher as an 
old fool, corrupted by love of luxury (and especially motor cars). He also 
pointed out, as he had in early November 1913, that the president of the 
Dunedin branch was a foreman for a Dunedin brewery while the 
secretary was the Registrar of Births, Deaths, and Marriages! In these 
ways did seamen discuss what the Red Feds called class loyalty. As usual 
it is impossible to know what was happening on the ships, but Belcher 
complained that every vessel registered in Dunedin harboured a Welling-
ton spy; that members of the Dunedin branch were being signed up as 
members of the Wellington branch; and that Young had come to deal 
with the Australian FSU.94 

The ideological currents of this period, given institutional form first 
by the Red and then the United Federations of Labour, played their part 
but were never decisive. To some extent, among the older men and the 
leaders, ideology simply afforded them yet another weapon in the battle 
for local advantage (as it had among the miners unions in 1908-9). 
Although Young remains an obscure figure (remarkable given the 
volume of archives generated within the FSU), in retrospect it seems clear 
that in 1912-13 he realised that his and Wellington's supremacy within 
the FSU lay in leading the rejection of separatism. Young never spoke 
the language of the Red Feds or repudiated his commitment to reformist 
politics. But he sensed that issues of class had replaced those of occupa-
tion and that the national stage had pre-empted in importance any local 
stage. He saw, too, that with these issues he could wrest control of the 
FSU from Belcher and his ageing Auckland allies. 

When the FSU forged a new set of rules, registered in 1915, they bore 
the complex imprint of past lessons. First, unity and uniformity were im-
perative. As they had done in 1898, the FSU created three branches, each 
(as the law required) registered as a separate union under the Arbitration 
Act, but prior to that the delegates from each port had standardised their 
rules. Through collective bargaining, ratified by the Court, they proposed 
to achieve uniform conditions throughout New Zealand. But the new 
realities also found expression. Wellington became the headquarters for 
the union. The power of the rank and file was strengthened, provision 
being made for plebiscites on important issues. Drafts of all agreements 
had to be distributed and none could bind a branch unless ratified. 
Lawyers were barred from representing the union before Conciliation 
Councils or the Arbitration Court. The universal clearance card was in-
stituted. The Central Executive were empowered to impose levies of all 
members. And the clauses governing affiliation and withdrawal from 

94 The battle can be followed in the FSU's volume of Circulars. See too Otago Daily 
Times, 18 June 1914, p.3; and Belcher to Arthur Cooper, 17 June 1914, Belcher's Letter-
book, p.693. 
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other bodies were made much simpler. The new rules, interestingly, were 
consistent with those of the Australian FSU.95 

Each year now altered the age structure of the FSU, but the strike of 
1913 had taught New Zealand's seamen yet again the cost of industrial 
warfare. Yet whereas they had been routed in 1890, and had only 
recovered slowly until the Arbitration Act provided protection, in 1913 
they negotiated an orderly withdrawal, retained recognition, grew in 
strength, and did not revive the strategy of separatism. Yet that strategy, 
in fairness, had been born of the fact that the FSU recovered far more 
rapidly than its allies in 1890, and, moreover, recovered as a national 
organisation. Only in 1908 did the miners form another national 
organisation. Only in 1910 were the watersiders as powerful as they had 
been in 1890. The old men of the FSU kept their own counsel and followed 
their own course. But the new generation which began to arrive in 1910— 
11, the men who had no memory of 1890, helped, together with the 
cataclysm of 1913, to forge a larger sense of class. Had Young not moved 
in November 1913 it was clear that many crews would simply ignore their 
officials and their agreement. In the ports especially — for the water-
siders were in the storm's centre — only ships anchored in the stream 
could insulate their firemen and sailors from the contagion. The 
sympathy strike, an expression of class solidarity, was the principal 
successful legacy of this second great wave of industrial militancy. That 
the seamen and the FSU finally threw in their lot with the strikers 
demonstrates clearly that, largely because of events outside that industry, 
the seamen could not remain immune to the contagion of class. As 
Charles Holdsworth told various partners in the Union Company, 'the 
recent strike was not one for wages, so much as an incipient class war'.96 
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