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during the next two years. On the waterfront, in 1940, a Commission was set up 
using union officials in a contract system, which gave more money for quicker 
work. The winches whined round the clock if needed, with enticing pay outside 
the normal hours. Average weekly earnings at the four main ports doubled from 
£6.5s. in 1939 to £12.8s. in 1944. It was a boom time, with fewer and shorter 
strikes. 

This left meatworkers and coal miners to express their resentment against the 
overtime orders of December 1941, the manpower freeze, and judicial penalties 
against strikers. In these measures they saw strong advantages for employers, 
and resented the government's handing them over to their ancient foes, the 
bosses. In 1942, 51,000 working days were lost in strikes, nearly double those 
lost in 1941; 97% were in meatworks and coal mines. On 26 January 1942, just 
after a short partial strike at the Auckland abattoirs, regulations imposed on 
persons who had gone, or in future would go, on strike a £50 fine or up to three 
months' jail. Forthwith, 159 meatworkers were convicted, to come up for 
sentence within 12 months if they gave more trouble. Although suspended, this 
was retrospective punishment, high on the scale of offences against human 
rights. In March more than 2000 meatworkers struck over intrusion in union 
affairs; in September 1300 Huntly miners struck over a claimed breach of their 
award. There were more mass trials: 360 meatworkers packed into the Auckland 
Town Hall's concert chamber heard the magistrate say: 'What does it matter if 
we lose every principle for which trade unionism has fought if we lose the war 
while doing so?'18 Magistrates punctiliously sentenced hundreds of essential 
workers to a month in jail, and the government found means to get them back to 
work instead. It was clear that prison sentences were counter-productive, 
disrupting industry and strengthening sympathetic strikes. Unionism held its 
ground. 

Now to consider women. At that time limited domestic technology made 
home-keeping much more laborious than it is now. Washing machines, vacuum 
cleaners, refrigerators were not yet common; open fires were. Electric driers, 
freezers, dishwashers, stainless steel, formica, polyurethane had not arrived, nor 
had nylon, Napi-san, Treasures, or the Pill. Outside the home, child care was 
minimal. Choices of work were limited. Often daughters of the well-to-do 
stayed at home, waiting for Mr Right. The main careers were teaching, nursing, 
clerical work, and typing. At universities, academic girls with supportive parents 
sought degrees, mainly for teaching. There were shops and factories — mostly 
clothing, woollen mills, footwear, biscuits and sweets, hosiery, publishing. 
Women usually left work after marriage. Social pressures were reinforced by 
unions, which disapproved of married women in the work force, taking the jobs 
of men and of single women and possibly accepting lower pay. 

The war opened jobs for women, married and single. Their existing factory 
jobs — clothing, footwear, woollen mills — quickly became war industries. 
Married machinists were welcomed back to the factories. During 1940 and 1941, 
before manpower direction began, women workers in larger factories increased 

18 New Zealand Herald, 24 March 1942, p.6. 
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by about 7000; thereafter, the rate of accretion was less, though numbers were 
highest in 1943-44. Apprentice conditions were eased so that women out of their 
teens could afford to acquire skills; even older women, such as those used to 
sewing, found places. Before 1942 they worked, not because they were pushed, 
but for patriotism and/or pay, wanting to share in the general effort and to earn 
money clear of social pressure. They were not shaming their husbands nor 
offending unions; they were doing their bit. From the early months, women 
found places in banks, insurance companies, offices and, notably, government 
departments, as war emptied men' s desks. Most of these women were untrained 
— apart from those with typing and bookkeeping skills—but as the men whom 
they replaced were young it was not too hard to learn on the job. Higher-placed 
men under 41 years were more likely to be physically unfit or to be withheld from 
military service in the public interest. It was legally established, and accepted 
as right, that men who served would get their jobs back when they returned. 
Obviously not all would return, but there was so much life and death uncertainty 
about the future that it would have seemed irrelevant, or paranoid, to worry 
openly about job permanence or promotion. 

Women were paid less than the men they replaced. Most of them accepted, 
or were easily cajoled into accepting, that this was acceptable. Traditionally, 
women had always been paid less. The basic wage set by the Arbitration Court 
in 1936 was 76s. a week for an adult male, 36s. for an adult female, and the 
difference ran through awards and salary scales; in 1939 a male boot-operative 
got 92s., a woman 51 s. If women had demanded pay equal to that of the men they 
replaced they would have upset the whole wage scene and drawn gritty comment 
from the women-folk of those men. In terms of today, women were unfairly paid, 
but today's terms had not arrived. Many women relished extending their fields, 
taking new responsibilities, and did not press for extra pay. They thought more 
of opportunities than of rights. In the oral history, Women in Wartime, edited by 
Lauris Edmond, women tell repeatedly, with satisfaction and no resentment, 
how their work was extended with little concern for cash returns. Edmond 
comments: 'women not only endured with few complaints such injustices as 
getting lower pay for doing a man's job while he was away, and then losing it 
when he returned, they actually felt honoured by their inclusion in the national 
drama . . . . Later, of course, and rightly, women came to demand more for 
themselves from a society which had always taken their sacrifices for granted, 
but there is little evidence that this concerned them while the country was at 
war.'19 

Some were conscious of long-term injustice, especially in the Public Service, 
where the more militant formed a branch of the PSA. Initially, most effort went 
towards arousing other women. The tramways union in particular became 
notable for insisting on equal pay when women tram conductors appeared in 
1942. Their award did not say that tram conductors must be male, therefore to 
pay women less would be a breach of the award. Tramway men were not white 

19 Lauris Edmond, ed., Women in Wartime, Wellington, 1986, foreword, n.p. 




