
The Struggle for £1 

THE EMERGENCE OF THE SHEARERS' 
UNION IN THE 1870s 

LABOUR HISTORY in this country has focused virtually entirely on urban-based 
conflict, strikes, and trade unionism. There has been little consideration of rural 
labour history. This is in spite of the fact that the rural sector has historically 
underpinned the economy as a whole and that the Shearers' Union emerged as 
one of the earliest and most significant trade unions. Furthermore, virtually no 
research has been done on the labour movement per se in the nineteenth century, 
a time when relations between employer and worker were very different from the 
pattern established under the arbitration system from the turn of the century. 

In this article I shall look at the remarkable strike activity and trade unionism 
amongst shearers in the early 1870s, a time when both the wool industry and the 
power of the runholders were at a peak.1 This conflict took a very distinctive 
form. It involved a co-ordinated series of strikes across most pastoral areas of 
the country to improve and then retain wage rates. The trade unions which sprang 
up during the struggle had the same goals. They drew in the most skilled, 
solidary, and powerful group of workers in the rural economy. 

The emergence of shearer trade unions coincided with the flourishing of 
many urban trade societies, organizing occupations such as bootmakers, drapers, 
bakers, seamen, butchers, bricklayers, plasterers, and painters.2 The Shearers' 
Union contrasted strongly with these fragmented, small-scale trade societies and 
craft unions, which have usually been seen as characteristic of the labour 
movement of the period. The shearers were the only group to organize outside 
these craft occupations and they did not hesitate to use the strike weapon. Our 
view of the nineteenth-century labour movement needs to be modified to take 
account of their role. 

The struggles of the early 1870s also highlight the nature of the linkages with 
the pastoral industry across the Tasman. The establishment from the late 1860s 
of a regular and reliable steamship service across the Tasman allowed shearers 
to cross to and fro to follow the season.3 Australians were increasingly noted in 

1 For general points made in this article, see J.E. Martin, The Forgotten Worker: The Rural 
Wage Earner in Nineteenth-Century New Zealand, Wellington, forthcoming. 

2 J.D. Salmond, New Zealand Labour's Pioneering Days, Auckland, 1950, pp.24-28, 75-78. 
3 G. McLauchlan, The Line that Dared: a History of the Union Steam Ship Company, 1875-

1975, Auckland, 1987; C.G.F. Simkin, The Instability of a Dependent Economy, London, 1951, 
p. 154. 
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New Zealand sheds from this time on. New Zealand shearers went to Australia 
from June to November and then returned, along with substantial numbers of 
Australians, for the shearing here in the following months. This trans-Tasman 
link was of considerable importance to the labour movement in both countries.4 

Rollo Arnold has suggested that there were strong differences between the 
' yeomen', petty capitalist, New Zealand shearers and the' nomad', trade unionist 
and working class Australian shearers.5 The former were more interested in 
furthering their individual ambitions of moving on to and consolidating their 
hold on the land than in advancing the collective cause of the union. These 
differences, according to Arnold, were exemplified in the Australian struggles 
of the 1890s, when Australian pastoralists employed New Zealanders against the 
Union. 

However, the first New Zealand Shearers' Union of the 1870s experienced 
the same problem. As we shall see, Australian strike-breakers played an 
important role in defeating it in 1876. This suggests that Arnold's contrast is 
overdrawn. Indeed, the shearing work-force in both countries was drawn from 
a wide variety of groups, ranging from the striving small farmer to the committed 
rural trade unionist.6 The New Zealand shearing work-force at the time 
comprised perhaps three or four thousand shearers and shedhands for about 12 
million sheep.7 While it is not possible to give the size of each group within this 
work-force, the most important would have been general casual and seasonal 
labourers, smallholders or 'cockatoos', farmers' sons, and Maori, particularly in 
the North Island. This work-force was leavened by some hundreds of Austra-
lians each season, particularly in larger South Island sheds. While the cockatoos 
were often unsympathetic to trade unionism, those more permanently involved 
in itinerant shearing and other seasonal rural work were often committed to trade 
union principles. Such birds of passage would have had their commitment 
reinforced by their experience of the Australian pastoral industry. Maori also 
were actively involved in the Union and made good unionists, according to 
contemporary reports. 

From the very beginning there was conflict between shearers and runholders. 
This was endemic in the industry, as indicated in numerous station diaries and 
newspaper reports. The runholders' need to secure shearers ahead of time; the 
shearers' need to ensure a succession of sheds during the season; the harsh 

4 E. andH.Laracy, 'MickLaracy: Shearer and Unionist, in Australia and New Zealand', Labour 
History, 38 (1980), pp.40-59; R. Arnold, 'Some Australasian Aspects of New Zealand Life, 1890-
1913', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), 4 ,1 (1970), pp.54-76; 'The Australasian Peoples 
and their World, 1888-1915', in K. Sinclair, ed., Tasman Relations: New Zealand and Australia, 
1788-1988, Auckland, 1987, pp.57-60; J.H. Beattie, The Southern Runs, Invercargill, 1979, p.278; 
Otago Witness (OW), 2 December 1871. 

5 R. Arnold, 'Yeomen and Nomads: New Zealand and the Australasian Shearing Scene, 1886-
1896', NZJH, 18, 2 (1984), pp.117-42. 

6 See Martin, The Forgotten Worker, chs 2, 4. For the importance of the small farmer in 
Australian shearer trade unionism, see J. Merritt, The Making of the AWU, Melbourne, 1986. 

7 In 1891 there were about 5-6000 shearers and shedhands for about 18 million sheep. Martin, 
The Forgotten Worker, ch.2. B.L. Evans, Agricultural and Pastoral Statistics of New Zealand, 
1861-1954, Wellington, 1956, Table 28. 
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working and living conditions endured by the men; the tension of getting the shed 
cut out on time; the possibility of sheep being wet; the despotic methods of some 
runholders and managers; and the constant pressures and frictions of this kind of 
work made for a very precarious and stressful relationship between employer 
and worker. 

In the 1850s, at the time when runs were being established, sheep numbers 
increased rapidly. High prices were paid to attract shearers in conditions of an 
acute labour shortage and low population. Shearers were being paid £1 to 25s. 
on piece-rate, by the hundred sheep, a price not attained again until the early 
twentieth century.8 Conflict was increasingly recorded as, for example, on the 
huge St Leonards run in the Amuri over the 1856-7 season and again the 
following year.9 At around the same time, Hakataramea station in the Waitaki 
Valley experienced a strike when the manager attempted to drop the price from 
25s. to 22s. 6d. 

The decade of the 1860s witnessed an increased assertiveness by shearers. 
Strikes occurred at many stations in the South Island such as Cheviot Hills and 
Castle Hill in North Canterbury, The Levels near Timaru, Rugged Ridges in 
North Otago, Omarama, Grampian Hills and Haldon in the Mackenzie Country, 
and Ardmore and Pomahaka in the Tapanui area. Maori shearers struck at Petane 
in Hawkes Bay.10 But by the late 1860s, the influx of labour for the goldfields 
had saturated the labour market and Australians had begun to migrate for 
shearing in this country. Runholders began to combine to screw down rates 
throughout the pastoral areas. A price of 17s. 6d. was general for the 1867 
season, as confirmed by the notice published in Canterbury fixing the price at 
that rate. 'To Shearers — Notice is hereby given that the sheepowners in this 
district between the Waimakiriri and Rakaia have agreed to pay 17s. 6d. per 100 
for Sheepshearing this season, and to find rations as heretofore, October 2, 
1 8 6 7 . I n 1869 depressed conditions meant that prices fell as low as 15s. This 
resulted in a recurrence of disputes on stations such as St Leonards, Rugged 
Ridges, and Ardmore. 

8 Mount Peel reflects well the overall trend in shearing rates; see the Acland papers, Shearing 
Tally Books, 1858-1883, University of Canterbury Library. 

9 St Leonards Station Journal 1855-61, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. J. Wilson, 
comp., Reminiscences of the Early Settlement ofDunedin and South Otago, Dunedin, 1912, p.68. 
Also see C. Torlesse Diary, 1860-63, Fernside Station, Canterbury Museum. 

10 J.C. Andersen, Jubilee History of South Canterbury, Wellington, 1916, p.72; M.D. Campbell, 
'The evolution of Hawke's Bay landed society, 1850-1914', PhD thesis, Victoria University, 
Wellington, 1972, pp. 174-5; Hawke's Bay Herald, 3,28 October, 4 November 1863; H. Ford Diary, 
Grampian Hills Station, 26 December 1863, South Canterbury Museum; R. Pinney, Early Northern 
Otago Runs, Auckland, 1981, pp.21,58,158,167-70,194; Tapanui Times, 4 December 1869; Bruce 
Herald, 12 December 1869; M. Aubrey, Omarama — Place of Light, Oamaru, n.d., p.23; Timaru 
Herald (TH), 5 August 1865; Haldon Diary, 23 December 1867, South Canterbury Museum; 
Teschemaker's Haldon Station Log, 23 December 1867 and 6 December 1870, Canterbury 
Museum; Enys Letters, 13 February 1870, Canterbury Museum. 

11 Press, 9 October 1867. Also see Tuapeka Times (TT), 4 December 1869; TH, 30 October, 
10 November 1869; Bruce Herald, 8 December 1869; Oamaru Times (OT), 21 October 1870; OW, 
4,18 November 1871; North Otago Times (NOT), 16 September 1876; W.J. Gardner, The Amuri: 
a County History, 2nd ed., Culverden, 1983, p.132 and note; 'A Tasmanian', Twenty Months in 
Southland, New Zealand in 1867-8-9, Tasmania, 1870, p.43. 
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Pastoralists were also beginning to move on the regulation and control of 
shearers by means of contracts or shed agreements. This translated their 
previously unwritten powers in the shed into a form enforceable at civil law. In 
1867 a group of Southland runholders laid down a set of rules for shearing, and 
a system of fines for breaking them.12 In the same year, William 'Ready Money' 
Robinson of Cheviot Hills attempted to enforce such a contract. During the 
following two seasons contracts created conflict rather than eliminating it. 

By the 1870s many larger runholders had imposed such legal agreements 
often drawn up by lawyers.13 Shearers were required to sign their names or make 
their marks across a shilling stamp at the bottom of the printed form. Key areas 
were control over the quality of shearing by means of raddling clauses, penalties 
for strikes or leaving before the shed was cut out, prevention of drinking or bad 
language, regulation of hours of work and, somewhat later, direction that 
decisions on whether sheep were too wet to shear remained with the shed boss. 

By the beginning of the new decade, then, the pendulum had swung the 
runholders' way. In this context there arose the first stirrings of shearer 
combination and organization into trade unions. The improvement of conditions 
or the shed boss's control were not at issue; an increase in the rate of pay was at 
the heart of these struggles. 

The first indication of a shearers' union in New Zealand is a letter to the 
Oamaru Times on 26 August 1870, where it was suggested that there be formed 
a 'Shearers' Association'. The writer observed that such associations were 
common in Victoria and Tasmania and that he hoped to see a similar organization 
in Otago.14 This was followed up by an advertisement, 'Notice to Shearers', that 
there was to be a meeting at 7 p.m. at Thomas Richmond's Alliance Hotel, 
Thames St, Oamaru on Friday 11 November, the day of the local Agricultural and 
Pastoral Show, when all would be in town. 

Nothing further was heard of any association of shearers until there was a 
tremendous burst of activity prior to the shearing season of 1873-4. This was 
encouraged by favourable economic conditions. During the early 1870s, the 
pastoral industry had been stimulated by high wool prices and sheep numbers 
expanded rapidly.15 At the same time there was an extreme shortage of shearers 
and casual labour. The year 1873 was a turning point in that the progress made 
in the rural economy had outstripped the size of the casual and seasonal labour 
pool. While Vogel's immigration drive had begun, it had not yet been felt in the 

12 M.J. Campbell, 'Runholding in Otago and Southland, 1848 to 1876', MA thesis, University 
of Otago, 1982, pp. 131 -2; Hyde Diaries, Cheviot Hills, 2 January, 20 November 1868, Canterbury 
Museum. 

13 See Martin, The Forgotten Worker, ch.6. 
14 OT, 26 August, 8,11 November 1870. Unfortunately it appears that there has been no detailed 

research on Australian shearers' trade unions prior to the Amalgamated Shearers' Union of 1886. 
W.G. Spence in his History of the AWU, Sydney, 1961, p. 13, suggests the first union was established 
in Queensland in 1874. 

15 J. Mcllraith, The Course of Prices in New Zealand, Wellington, 1911, Table IB. Evans, 
Agricultural and Pastoral Statistics, Table 28. Martin, The Forgotten Worker, ch.3. For shortages 
of shearers, see OW, 25 October, 20 December 1873; Appendices to the Journals of the House of 
Representatives (AJHR), 1874, D-4, p.7. 
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labour market. Shearers wanted to share in the prosperity experienced by 
runholders. 

At a meeting at Haggle's Commercial Hotel, Oamaru on 13 October 1873 
shearers resolved to raise the rate to £1 per 100 sheep.16 This figure became the 
principal rallying point. Although termed a 'Unity' the coming together of the 
shearers apparently did not result in the formation of a stable union with officials. 
Advertisements were placed in the North Otago Times seeking the support of 
adjacent areas. 'At an influential meeting of Oamaru and Waitaki Shearers held 
on the 13 th of October, it was unanimously resolved that THE PRICE OF 
SHEARING shall not be less than £1 per 100, with rations; and they would beg 
to call the attention of Shearers in the adjoining Provinces to this resolution, and 
solicit their co-operation.'17 North Otago became the centre of activity which 
soon spread into an organized campaign of strikes in most pastoral areas of New 
Zealand to get £1 per 100 sheep. The extensive organization beyond the local 
area was an attempt to avoid shearers from other areas moving in to break the 
strikes. 

Meetings of shearers were also held in Otepopo, Timaru, Temuka, mid-
Canterbury, and Hawkes Bay.18 In late October the Elephant Hill shearers struck. 
A meeting of 50 in Oamaru congratulated the strikers and claimed that three 
sheds had already begun at £1 and two others were about to do the same. An 
advertisement to this effect was inserted in local newspapers.19 Ironically, 
directly underneath the advertisement was a list of 28 South Canterbury 
runholders who stated that the price they had fixed for shearing was only 17s. 6d. 
The list included most of the important runholders in the region, who had formed 
a combination of considerable power. These runholders, together with others 
involved in the struggle, controlled a total of 39 stations in the region. In 1876 
further runholders were drawn into the struggle. These runholders, listed below, 
included some of the largest landowners in the country.20 Many, such as John 
Studholme, F.W. Teschemaker, Thomas Wigley, William and Lancelot Walker, 
Robert Campbell, William Moorhouse, John B. Acland, Sir Thomas Tancred, 
George Buckley, Allan McLean, and W.S. Peter figured in provincial and 
national politics.21 Studholme was a director and McLean a founding share-
holder of the recently-established New Zealand Shipping Company. Buckley 
was a partner in Dalgety and Company, and George Gould was very wealthy and 
owned a station agency and export business. He was also a director of New 
Zealand Shipping and many other companies. 

16 NOT, 10, 17, 21 October 1873; OW, 25 October 1873; Lyttelton Times (LT), 22 November 
1873. 
17 NOT, 14 October 1873. 
18 NOT, 21, 28 October 1873; TH, 24, 29 October 1873; OW, 25 October 1873; LT, 5, 22 

November 1873. 
19 TH, 31 October 1873; NOT, 4 November 1873. 
20 For information in this table, see L.G.D. Acland, The Early Canterbury Runs, 4th ed., 

Christchurch, 1975; R. Pinney, Early South Canterbury Runs, Wellington, 1971; Pinney, Early 
Northern Otago Runs', M.E. Cuff, Totara Estate, Wellington, 1982, pp. 16-20; Canterbury and 
Otago Provincial Gazettes, 1873-6. AJHR, 1879, H-9 (first detailed national sheep returns). 
21 See G.H. Scholefield, ed., A Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, 2 vols, Wellington, 1940. 
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Table 1 

THE RUNHOLDER COMBINATION OF 1873 

61 

Runholder Station Number of 
Sheep, 1873-4 

Studholme Bros Waimate 50,000 
t ( it it Coldstream 22,000 

NZ & Australian Land Co. Kurow 21,600 
« « Ardgowan 5,600 
<< a a Totara Estate 23,300 
it it ti Moeraki 17,000 

Parker Bros Elephant Hill 54,000 
Teschemaker & Le Cren Otaio 41,000 
Teschemaker & Co. Otematata 26,400 
Canterbury & Otago Assn Acton 35,000 

a a ti The Levels 93,000 
it a it Deepdell 42,181 

P.B. Luxmoore Hakataramea 50,000 
E. Elworthy Pareora 46,000 
Thos Wigley (with Opuha Gorge *25,000 
Studholme, Banks) Kakahu *22,800 
Walker Bros & Clogstoun Mt Four Peaks *32,700 

a a a Clayton 40,000 
Chas Meyer (R. Campbell, owner) Station Peak 37,300 
0. Wigan (Moorhouse, owner) Shepherd's Bush 
S. Bristol (P. Russell, owner) Otipua 8,800 
J. Raine Sherwood Downs 19,500 
J.B. Acland Mt Peel 45,000 
J. Brown (Manager) Gray's Hills 17,000 

tt it it Simon's Pass 10,000 
Smith, Wallace & Denniston Haldon 20,000 
F. Kimbell Three Springs 12,000 
T.S. Tancred Taukapuka 19,300 
W. Newton (Manager) P. Russell Sawdon 21,000 
Buckley & McLean Morven Hills 130,200 

a a tt Waikakahi 40,000 
H. Brown & M. Gray Ashwick 26,000 
J. Smith Rollesby 14,000 
J. & R. Rutherford Opawa 19,000 
Dr Fisher Grampian Hills 21,000 
W. Saunders The Wolds 19,000 
Packe Bros Raincliff 18,000 
John Gamack (Manager) Balmoral * 12,000 
Hugh Fraser Black Forest 11,000 
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OTHERS IN THE STRUGGLE OF 1876 
(excluding those of 1873) 

Station Number of 
Sheep, 1875-6 

Robert Campbell Benmore 62,500 
Otekaieke 52,000 

Oakden & Brown Stotfold 17,300 
W. Shennan Puketoi 30,000 
H.S. & E. Chapman Maniototo 16,300 
Thomas Hill Longslip 18,483 
Charles Reed Westerfield *20,000 
W.S. Peter Anama »21,105 
Allan McLean Waikakahi 60,000 
W.C. & A. Walker Valetta 

" " " Mt Possession 19,000 
Gould & Cameron Springfield 10,000 
Isaac E. Taylor Buccleuch 14,000 
Donald H. Potts Hakatere? 
Edward Chapman Drayton 10,000 
A. Edward Peache Mt Somers 10,000 
L. & E. Coster Mt Hutt *17,000 
C.N. & C.S. Mackie Lavington 9,500 

" " " South Rakaia *5,500 
Lewis E. Corsbie (Manager) Alford 6,000 
M. Stitt? (Manager) Winchmore 10,000 
Donald Maclean Lagmhor *31,000 
H.T. Winter (Manager) Ashburton 
R.R. Pitt (Manager) Rokeby 9,000 
W. Moffat (Manager) Wakanui *44,000 
E. Elworthy Pareora/Holme 44,000 
W.H. Ostler Ben Ohau 23,000 
Dark Bros Glentanner * 14,000 
W. Sibbald Lilybank *4,500 
D. Sutherland (Manager) Omarama 45,314 
F.G. Dalgety Hawkdun 29,760 
N. Radove The Mistake 7,000 
A. Burnett Mt Cook 6,000 
E.Cooper Creek station 11,000 

^figures not obtainable for 1873-6 precisely. Most come from the first national sheep 
returns of the end of 1878. Note that those whose runs cannot be traced have not been 
included here. 

The stations for which sheep numbers are known in 1873-4 carried more than 
a million sheep, which is close to a tenth of the total New Zealand flock of the 
time. This indicates the extent of the confrontation in the region. 

There were two crucial strikes, at the Elephant Hill and Kurow sheds in the 
Waitaki. In November 1873 the shearers at Kurow advertised their strike: 
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'Notice to Shearers — Wanted Known — that the SHEARERS STRUCK FOR 
£1 PER 100 at the Kurow Station YESTERDAY (6th inst.) It is hoped that all 
other Shearers will follow their example.'22 After the strike at Kurow, nearby 
Awamoko and Elephant Hill sheds paid the £1 demanded by shearers. There 
were many strikes in other parts of New Zealand as the shearers' stand was 
emulated elsewhere.23 In Central Otago there were strikes in the Wakatipu 
district, such as occurred on Captain Howell's station, and at Teviot. At the latter, 
an initial offer of 15s. by the owners, Cargill and Anderson, caused all the 
shearers to strike. The runholders then advertised for another 40 shearers, but 
eventually a compromise was reached at 17s. 6d., when some 15 of the striking 
shearers broke ranks and went back into the shed.24 Shearers were on strike in 
the Tapanui district for several days before reaching a compromise to shear for 
17s. In the Marlborough area the shearers struck for £1 and compromised at 17s. 
6d. In Southland in the Riverton district it was reported that most of the 'half-
castes and Maoris' had gone up-country demanding £1, but that runholders were 
holding out for 16s.25 At Te Awaite station on the Wairarapa coast, the shearers 
struck for 25s. 

The movement which began in Oamaru was undoubtedly successful in 
pushing many sheds in South Canterbury and North Otago up to £1.26 The focus 
on key sheds and the use of advertisements to inform shearers of events and as 
propaganda indicated a high level of organization and co-ordination which 
spread out to many other pastoral areas. Many of those in the combination of 
runholders, such as the Parkers, the Studholmes, P.H. Russell, the Walker 
Brothers and Clogstoun, the Canterbury and Otago Land Association, and 
Buckley and McLean, ultimately capitulated to the Union and paid £1. Many 
others, including Robert Campbell of Otekaieke and Galloway, Tripp of Orari 
Gorge, William Robinson of Cheviot Hills, and the New Zealand and Australian 
Land Company paid £1 in 1873.27 In other words the shearers imposed a 
wholesale defeat on the runholders. As an Otago Witness reporter facetiously 
commented, the Union should exploit the situation to the full and go for 25s.: 
'you see it's so impossible to put shearing off You can let things wait in most 
occupations, but you can't "feed off wool", or cut it up, or shear by machinery 
yet.'28 

The strike activity in other areas such as Central Otago, Tapanui, Marlbor-
ough, Wairarapa, and Hawkes Bay also often raised the rate from that of the 

22 NOT, 7 November 1873; also see NOT, 4, 11, 14 November 1873; TH, 31 October, 7, 12 
November 1873. 
23 Lake Wakatip Mail, 5 November 1873; TT, 15,19,22 November 1873; OW, 29 November, 

6 December 1873; A.R. Mills, Sheep-O! The Story of the World's Fastest Shearers, Wellington, 
1960, p. 129. 
24 NOT, 19 November 1873. 
25 OW, 29 November 1873. 
26 OW, 15, 29 November 1873; NOT, 10 October 1874. 
27 TH, 10,12,21,26 November 1873; NOT, 4,11,18 November 1873; TT, 26 November 1873; 

LT, 3 November, 11, 13, 15, 17-29 December 1873; OW, 29 November, 20 December 1873, 24 
January 1874; O.A. Gillespie, Oxford—the First Hundred Years, Christchurch, 1977, p.176. 
28 OW, 25 October 1873. 
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previous season. But in Southland the influx of Australians from Victoria meant 
that the rate achieved reached only 17s. 6d. This was a warning sign for the 
future. 

In 1874 the shearers recognized the need to organize more formally. The first 
shearers' trade union in New Zealand was formed in September for the Oamaru 
and Waitaki district. A meeting of 40 shearers in the Royal Hotel in Oamaru set 
a rate of £1 and an extra allowance for stud and paddock sheep.29 A resolution 
to form a 'Shearers' Society' was adopted. Contributions for the Union had 
already been received from shearers at large sheds such as Maerewhenua, 
Morven Hills, Otekaieke, and Benmore. The meeting also agreed to print bills 
containing the resolutions and to circulate these among shearers going up 
country. 

The Union was concerned to forestall squatters, enticing men with a low offer 
before united action was agreed upon. It had been reported that two Waitaki 
sheds were shortly planning to start at 17s. 6d. Concern was expressed about 
the employment of learners, squatters' failure to start shearing when advertised, 
and the bad quality of food provided on stations. A Committee was appointed 
to draw up the rules of the Union. 

At a later meeting in early October, these rules were discussed and then 
printed. The Union's objects were to regulate the price of shearing; to promote 
the social welfare of members; and to collect subscriptions for a strike fund. 
Features of the rules were that: (a) the Union was to give monetary support to 
those suffering accidents; (b) in case of strike, the Union was to pay the board 
and lodging of those unable to hold out for want of funds, and this money was 
to be paid back later when the member was earning again; (c) the price of 
shearing was to be fixed at the annual meeting; (d) the President, Secretary, and 
Treasurer, together with Management Committee were to be elected by the 
members; (e) each member was to receive a membership card; and (f) 'barrow-
ing' (i.e. learners practising shearing during 'smokos') was at the discretion of 
members. Membership was set at 10s. There was also discussion on whether 
to appoint a Committee to oversee a 'General Fund' for the entire province of 
Otago. However, it was decided meanwhile to form a separate Shearers' Union 
for the Oamaru and Waitaki district, and to negotiate with similar unions with a 
view to forming a united organization for the entire province. There were other 
meetings to organize shearers in Hampden, Otepopo, and Dunedin in support of 
the move for combination and the rate of £1, and meetings possibly in Inver-
cargill and Hawkes Bay also. 

When the season came rates were again variable but the Union's strong 
presence maintained £1 in North Otago. The Otago Witness commented that the 
rate in Otago varied between 17s. 6d. and £1 but the paper judged that £1 would 
win the day.30 In Southland and Hawkes Bay shearers were holding out for this 
rate. Shearers were plentiful, with many from Australia arriving in November 

29 For this year, see NOT, 18,22,25 September, 6,10,17,27 October 1874; OW, 26 September, 
7, 21 November 1874. 
30 OW, 7 November 1874,23 January 1875. Campbell, 'The evolution of Hawke's Bay landed 

society', pp.175-6. 
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as their season finished early. As a result, the Union was unable to force the rate 
up further south and 16s. 6d. to 17s. ruled. Central Otago sheds agreed a price 
of 17s. 6d. The struggle was a protracted one, reflected in the fact that the ruling 
rate remained unclear to observers as late as the end of November. In the Amuri 
further north some of the largest runholders such as Davidson of St Leonards, 
Caverhill of Hawkeswood, and McArthur of St James attempted to organize 
some 60 Victorian shearers at 17s. 6d. for their sheds: they were offered a 
guaranteed 200,000 sheep. However, the arrangement fell through because 
Balfour of the Lyndon run would not join them.31 

By 1875 unions were well-established in Oamaru and Dunedin.32 In Dunedin 
on 12 April 1875, the first annual meeting of the Shearers' Association was held 
in the Scandinavian Hotel. On 13 March 1875, there was a meeting of the 
Oamaru Shearers' Union, where it was reported that there were now 140 
members. (Later in the year, just before the season, the Oamaru Union rose to 
164 members.) A rate of £1 was again fixed. 

The Oamaru Union discussed a variety of issues concerning the welfare of 
members. It explored establishing a fund for a Shearers' Home for relief of 
members in distress. There was also discussion of compensation for accident, 
and a proposal that, when on strike, shearers should receive half their general 
average while in the shed was eventually rejected in favour of a flat rate of 40s. 
per week. It was agreed that members should be paid expenses for going to 
another shed on Union business 'to gain necessary information'. A meeting in 
Hampden of Moeraki shearers was reported and there were undoubtedly many 
other unreported meetings in the small country towns and large sheds on stations < 

£1 was widely achieved this year without the strikes of previous years. The 
number of advertisements for shearers, and the fact that they continued to appear 
long after shearing was supposed to start, bears witness to the shortage of hands.33 

The agent for the Labour Exchange in Dunedin observed '£1 per 100 is the 
money most likely to be current'.34 This was agreed upon by both squatters and 
shearers, and no problems resulted, according to him. Shearing at the Canterbury 
and Otago Association's Deepdell run in the Upper Taieri started at £1, and 
probably the same rate was agreed upon at adjacent Cottesbrook. Even at this 
price shearers were scarce. In the Tuapeka district, the ruling rate was £1 with 
the exception of one large station (very likely Moa Flat) which paid 16s. 8d. 
(That season Moa Flat experienced a dispute over 'bad' shearing which may well 
have been underpinned by the unusually low rate even though this was not 
specifically mentioned.) Another exception appears to have been the large 

31 Gardner, The Amuri , p. 132. 
32 For this year, see Otago Daily Times, 12 April, 18 October 1875. NOT, 16 March, 8 April, 

30 September, 28 October 1875; OW, 23 October 1875; Maoriland Worker (MW), 13 August 1919. 
Unfortunately almost all pre-1899 issues of the Waimate Times were lost in a newspaper fire at the 
turn of the century. This would have been a very useful source from 1875 onwards when it was first 
published. 
33 OW, 11 December 1875; LT, 30 October, 24 November, 3-16 December 1875; TT, 29 

January, 2 February 1876; Campbell, 'Runholding in Otago and Southland', p.134. 
34 OW, 30 October, 20 November, 11, 25 December 1875. 
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Teviot run, where Cargill and Anderson struck a compromise with the shearers 
at 17s. 6d. In Canterbury, stations such as Anama and Cheviot Hills were paying 
up to 22s. 

In 1876 the Union was broken in a bitter struggle with the runholders.35 By 
now, the price of wool was falling and runholders were determined that shearing 
rates should drop. Moreover, the government's immigration drive was now 
being felt in a changing balance of power in the labour market. As the Timaru 
Herald observed: 

The war between the sheep farmers and the shearers is waxing hot, but we do not think 
there can be any doubt as to how it will end. The shearers will be compelled to bear their 
fair share of the general depression, and it is only just that they should do so. For some 
years past they have been receiving an abnormal and altogether unreasonable rate of 
wages; and the sheepfarmers have been contented, in a grumbling sort of way, to pay it; 
simply because wool was up, labor was scarce, and everything was at a premium. It 
cannot, however, be expected that that state of affairs will continue when wool is down 
to starvation prices, or fluctuating most alarmingly; when labor is going begging about 
the country; and when everything is more or less at a discount. Sixteen and eightpence 
a hundred, and found, is precious good pay in these hard times, and men who refuse it 
deserve no sympathy.36 

The Union attempted to maintain the rate, but was defeated by the run-holders 
who organized themselves and employed Australian shearers as strike-breakers. 
On 22 July 1876, there was a special meeting of the Union at Oamaru to consider 
the early challenge, laid down by Robert Campbell & Co. and the New Zealand 
and Australian Land Company, that the rate for the coming season would be only 
17s. 6d. 'Notice to Sheep-Shearers — The Price of Shearing this season will be 
17s. 6d. per Hundred, at Kurow and Otekiki [Otekaieke] Stations. Parties 
wishing their names on the List must be prepared to shear at that price. M. 
McKellar Robt. Little.'37 This advertisement represented a joint attempt by two 
of New Zealand's largest runholding companies to break the Union by setting a 
lower rate at two key early large sheds in the Waitaki, the Union stronghold. 
Together the two companies held more than half the land in the Waitaki. Robert 
Campbell, the doyen of the sheep kings with many holdings throughout Otago 
and Southland, was the largest landowner in North Otago with nearly 300,000 
acres and 155,000 sheep.38 His company held the runs of Benmore, Otekaieke, 

35 For this year, see NOT, 20,24 July, 13,18-19,23,27 September, 3,7,16,20,23,25 October, 
2-3,6-28 November, 1,4,9,11 December 1876; Press, 10-13 November 1876; LT, 17,26 October, 
13, 14, 17 November, 4 December 1876; TH, 1-4, 7, 8, 14, 17, 22, 24-8 November 1876; MW, 26 
July 1914. 
36 TH, 7 November 1876. 
37 NOT, 20 July 1876. Some Australian influence was again apparent in the Union's discussions 

on the possible establishment of 'Bushmen's Homes' for shearers. See NOT, 24 July 1876. This 
concept originated in Australia; in 1874 attempts were made to set such homes up. They were 
intended to accommodate shearers and other 'bushworkers', who had paid an entrance fee, during 
their idle times. Spence, p. 17. 
38 B. Hall, 'Land for the Landless. Settlement of the Otekaieke Estate in North Otago 1908', 

NZJH, 19, 1 (1985), pp. 38-60. 
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Ben Lomond, Station Peak, and Rocky Point, all in the Waitaki. Much of the land 
was managed as a single huge grazing run. 

Considerable discussion resulted from this early declaration of war. Some 
unionists suggested meeting with runholders to get agreement on wages, but this 
was rejected as a sign of weakness. Others expressed fears that they would not 
get their £ 1, saying that the squatters were determined to resist paying it and were 
not going to employ union men. Another cited 15s. as one station's price. It was 
suggested that shearers were no more plentiful than three years ago, yet sheep 
had increased by thousands. 

The eventual decision was to carry on with the battle, even though wool had 
fallen in price, and place advertisements in leading Canterbury and Otago 
newspapers calling for shearers' co-operation in the movement for £1. It was 
also agreed that, if strikes occurred in the Waitaki district, the Union would assist 
all shearers, whether Union members or not. The Shearers' Union advertised 
that' shearers are requested to stop in town [Oamaru] and the Union will pay their 
board and lodging'.39 

Meetings at Waimate and Otepopo at the end of the month gave support to 
the Oamaru Union, and in Octoberthe Union got the support of Marlborough and 
Christchurch shearers. Meetings were also held in Timaru. It was reported that 
a 'general understanding has been come to by all the shearers in the Province 
[Canterbury] to demand £1 per hundred this year.'40 

Soon runholders were pressing the Union by dropping the rate further to 16s 
8d. The Studholme Brothers advertised Coldstream in the Rangitata at this price. 
In South Canterbury more generally the runholders threw down the gauntlet after 
a meeting on 2 November resolved that they would not budge from 16s. 8d, and 
would collectively boycott any strikers. A list of some 21 runholders between 
the Rakaia and Rangitata rivers was subsequently published in the Lyttelton 
Times and North Otago Times.*1 Another list of 24 runholders between the 
Rangitata and Waitaki was published fixing the same price and refusing to 
employ any strikers. Fourteen of these (holding a total of 19 stations) had also 
been involved in the 1873 combination. Amongst them were the Canterbury and 
Otago Association, the Studholmes, and Teschemaker and Le Cren. The lists 
indicate that, unlike 1873, back-country Mackenzie Country stations were being 
drawn into the movement to resist the union. There was clearly organized 
resistance throughout much of Otago also, as is evident in the defiant advertise-
ments and the general price of 16s. 8d. 

In November, the battle began in earnest in the Waitaki and Mackenzie 
Country.42 Ominously, as early as 28 October the Morven Hills shed in the 
Mackenzie Country, with the largest flock in the country, had been filled by local 
men at 16s. 8d. About 30 shearers at Dalgety's Omarama refused to shear under 

39 NOT, 6, 13 November 1876. 
40 LT, 17 October 1876. 
41 LT, 26 October 1876; NOT, 9 November 1876; TH, 3-17 November 1876. 
42 Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs, p. 115. Campbell, 'Runholding in Otago and Southland', 

p.135. 
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£1. However, shearing of a sort was started with a few shearers and learners. At 
Campbell's Benmore shearing began with only 19 shearers, some of whom 
arrived late at night. The Station Diary noted rather hastily that the 'Shearers' 
Union [was] completely broken up'.43 The Kurow shearers struck after being 
offered only 16s. 8d, rather than the earlier 17s. 6d. An advertisement in the 
North Otago Times of 6 November bluntly stated: 'Shearing — No Shearers 
Need to go to the Kurow unless prepared to accept 16s. 8d. per Hundred. Robert 
Little'. 

Down-river in early November, shearers on the New Zealand and Australian 
Land Company' s Ardgowan run, just north of Oamaru, struck after being offered 
only 17s. 6d. Elephant Hill now advertised at 16s. 8d. and said that those not 
willing to accept this rate need not apply. There were other strikes at El worthy' s 
Pareora, Walker and Clogstoun's Four Peaks (noted by a runholder, Potts, who 
travelled there from his neighbouring station to organize his own shearers), and 
at Stotfold.44 

The attitude of runholders hardened as they scented victory and 16s. 8d. 
became the new target in the Waitaki. Two lots of shearers left the Kurow shed 
before others, mainly from Victoria, were engaged at 16s. 8d. Robert Little, the 
manager, then issued a triumphant advertisement in the North Otago Times 
stating that he had begun with a full shed, with shearers signing an agreement at 
that price. The Levels, belonging to the Canterbury and Otago Land Association, 
had also started two-thirds full at 16s. 8d. 

However, the battle was not over yet. An anomymous 'Shearer' observed, 
in a letter to the North Otago Times, that the Kurow capitulation would not 
necessarily set the overall rate. He commented: 'there are not 1000 sheep shorn 
on the Waitaki yet—there were plenty of men who had nearly 2000 per man this 
time last year.'45 The Union was still hopeful of success and it inserted an 
advertisement stating that Tapanui Downs, Shennan's Maniototo run, Kurow, 
Benmore, The Levels, and Elworthy's Pareora were all on strike. They gained 
a minor victory when Thomas Hill of Longslip gave in to the shearers at 17s. 6d. 
and drew the strong disapproval of Benmore's manager, Middleton.46 They had 
been enemies for some time. In mid-November shearers on Teschemaker's 
Otematata run went on strike. 

However, at Haldon on 15 November: 'The shearers who assembled... left 
the same day under strike for £1 per 100. Mr Dennistoun turned out his sheep, 
which were mustered, and ordered his shearers off the run. They congregated at 
the Three Springs Inn, Burke's Pass, and upon news arriving that shearers were 
to be sent for from Victoria, signs of disruption amongst the union men began to 
be observable, and the leaders of the mischief became tremulous. '47 Haldon soon 
began shearing at 16s. 8d, as did nearby Whalesback (the Mackenzie Country 

43 Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs, pp.115-16. 
44 G. Potts, Diary, 7 November 1876, 21 February 1877, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
45 NOT, 13 November 1876. 
46 Pinney, notes from Benmore Diary and Letter Book, October-December 1876, Hocken 

Library; TH, 14 November 1876. 
47 OW, 2 December 1876; Pinney, Early South Canterbury Runs, pp.289-90. 
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part of the Hakataramea run). 
In mid-November, 'Shearer' again wrote from Mount Cook saying that the 

strike was not yet over.48 There were two policemen in the Mount Cook area to 
protect the squatters (many of whom were in the combination) and those who had 
begun shearing. He claimed that Benmore had started with only 18 men out of 
30, with six of them learners. It was not a full shed as claimed. At Kurow the 
shearers were shearing only between eight and 50 sheep each a day because of 
their inexperience. He suggested that, if the Union could delay shearing for 
another ten days, the labour demand for the harvest would interfere with the 
runholders' plans. The author insisted that the strikers were extremely orderly, 
and did not get drunk, in spite of belief to the contrary. 'A great many of the best 
shearers say that this is the last year they shall trouble the squatters.' The overall 
impact of the strikes in the Oamaru and Waitaki district can be judged by the fact 
that Oamaru wool auctioneers were forced to postpone their first wool sale by a 
month because of a lack of wool. 

There were many strikes elsewhere. As early as mid-October, shearers on 
Sir Cracroft Wilson's Cashmere estate all struck for £1 when offered 17s. 6d. 
There was a strike also at his Rangitata station and at Rutherford's Opawa 
station. At the end of October, the Otago rate was 'oscillating between 17s. 6d. 
and 20s. per 100' according to a report on the labour market.49 

By mid-November many sheds were also out in Central Otago. A party of 
shearers, largely from down-country, had left Shennan's Maniototo station 
refusing to work for less than £1. At Deepdell the Canterbury and Otago 
Association were having terrible trouble getting the required 40 shearers. When 
the sheep were in the shed and all were ready, the manager announced that he 
would pay only 17s. 6d. The men, including all the 'crack' shearers of the 
district, left, in spite of its being the first shed with everyone anxious to begin. 
Many had shorn there for years; nonetheless 'they remained staunch to the 
"Resolution of the Oamaru Shearers' Union" and refused to yield unless the 
inevitable 20s. per hundred was promised'.50 In all, three lots of shearers refused 
to work Deepdell, but later on some were engaged at 17s. 6d. A party of shearers 
left Watson Shennan's Puketoi, having refused 17s. 6d. As reported by Donald 
Stronach, manager of Ida Valley station, to Sir Francis Bell of Shag Valley 
station: 'The shearers are on strike in this district, Mr Jopp the Manager at 
Puketoi made an attempt to start shearing last Wednesday. From 40 to 50 
shearers were present and struck for 20/- per 100. Ultimately five or six started 
to get what was given at Deepdale [Deepdell] [17s. 6d.] — Several sheds are 
to start within a fortnight. I daresay the price will be arranged before then. At 
present the runholders are firm for 17s. 6d. — which is high enough as wool 
sells.'51 

By late November 'sheep shearers are settling down to 17s. 6d. per 100' in 

48 NOT, 20 November 1876. 
49 OW, 28 October 1876. 
50 NOT, 8, 14 November 1876; Campbell, 'Runholding in Otago and Southland', p.134. 
51 Ida Valley Station Letterbook, 1876-1882 (vol. 25) 12 November 1876, Hocken Library. 
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Otago, and in South Canterbury the rate settled at 16s. 8d.52 As the Otago Witness 
observed: 'many shearers are travelling about looking for employment at the 
same rate, 16s. 8d, the Union men being now unable to get a place on the boards 
of the sheds in this part of the Province [Mackenzie Country]. Shearing 
operations will now proceed without any further hitch.'53 The rates for stations 
in the region such as Kurow, Otekaieke, Totara Estate, Benmore, Maraewhenua, 
Maniototo, Station Peak, Ardgowan, and Morven Hills confirm that 16s. 8d. was 
most common. A few, such as Puketoi and Deepdell, paid 17s. 6d. Some stations 
further north, such as Teviotdale, Glenmark, and Horsley Down paid as low as 
15s. However, in the MacRaes district where the strike caused 'a most unusual 
stir' and was 'all the talk' the correspondent reported that both Gladbrook and 
Humphries' stations had settled at £1 and commented: 'I cannot withhold 
expressing pleasure that the men have met with success, as any who have visited 
the shed during the time of shearing cannot but feel that 20s. is well earned.'54 

As late as 21 November it was claimed by the Union that the New Zealand 
and Australian Land Company's Totara Estate and another two Waitaki runs 
were on strike.55 However, now the struggle was virtually over. On 25 
November Studholme's Waimate, a key station, was reported to have started. 
Peace returned to Central Otago sheds. Wairarapa shearers who had demanded 
£1 were working for 15s., and in Canterbury shearers were 'going to work freely 
at 16s. and 16s. 8d'.56 After shearers had refused 16s. 8d. and left, delaying 
shearing by a week, work began at Mesopotamia in the upper Rangitata on 4 
December when new men were engaged. It was claimed that one of these men 
'was waylaid by some of those who had struck, and received very rough 
treatment, of which the swollen condition of his face showed abundant signs'.57 

Australian shearers played an important role in breaking the strikes.58 The 
Victorian season finished early in 1876. Many shearers migrated across the 
Tasman, attracted by the readily-available work at a time of depression in the 
Australian pastoral industry. By late October, runholders instructed a Mel-
bourne agent to advertise for shearers at 16s. 8d. in Victoria, but were willing to 
cancel such an arrangement if New Zealand shearers would reduce their 
demands. This did not happen, and such advertisements appeared in Australian 
papers. The Lyttelton Times observed that the shearing rate was lower than in 
1875 because of the Victorians. During the strike at McLean's station in the 
Waitaki (probably Hakataramea), only 'three Victorians and one Snob started' 
according to the Union. At the peak of strike activity the Union claimed that: 'we 

52 TH, 24 November 1876; OW, 18 November, 9, 23, 30 December 1876. 
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are informed that out of the whole of the shearers who have started work at less 
than £1 per hundred, only three of them are New Zealand men; the others being 
recent arrivals from Victoria.'59 

In early November more than 100 Victorian shearers arrived in Dunedin and 
another 60 at Bluff. Another 70 to 80 arrived on the steamer Arawata in mid-
November, half landing at Bluff and half at Dunedin. Another group was due on 
the S.S. Ringarooma on 20-21 November. Runholders organized further 
boatloads from Melbourne and Sydney to be ready if necessary. However, when 
it was reported that 'plenty of shearers, willing to work for 16s. 8d. per hundred 
were available', the agent was telegraphed to hold off engagements. The strikes 
had been broken. 

During the winter of 1877 there were two meetings of shearers in Christ-
church 'to discuss the propriety of forming a Shearers' Union' but nothing seems 
to have eventuated.60 The following season the rate varied between 16s. 8d. and 
17s. 6d. As was observed, 'shearers seem to be taking to the wages offered' and 
the Upper Taieri correspondent of the Otago Witness confirmed: 'the flock-
owners have not had much opposition to contend against in respect to the 
shearing rates for the current season. Shearers are readily engaging for the 
ensuing clip at 17s. 6d. per 100 sheep.'61 However, shortages were reported in 
the Oamaru district with Waitaki stations in dire straits as unionists and others 
stayed away and found other work in response to the reductions. Shearers 'are 
not to be got for love or money, because they are not in the district', reported the 
Oamaru Mail ,62 It was reported that it was likely that Australian shearers would 
stay away because 'the large reduction in price last year disappointed them, 
sadly'. 

In the following season the Depression began to bite. The massive immigra-
tion during the decade was beginning to be felt in the labour market.63 There was 
always plenty of labour available. Shearers were now 'at a discount', with the 
price dropping as low as 15s. in Canterbury and North Otago. An old-time 
shearer of Canterbury later remembered that the rate came down from £1 in 1874 
to a low point of 15s. in 1877. The aggregated national trend over the period is 
of a gradual depression of the price from the high point of £1 achieved in the 1875 
season. From 1876 the price began to fall; this quickened after 1878. On a wider 
front, the general surge in trade unionism in the first half of the 1870s was 
followed by the almost total collapse of these organizations as the short period 
of prosperity became the Long Depression of the late 1870s and 1880s. 

From 1885 onwards, the price dropped into the 16s. to 17s. range (and 
remained at this level until the turn of the century when the first shearing awards 
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were made). However, this aggregate trend masked more localized changes 
occurring within the two key shearing provinces, Canterbury and Otago. Up to 
the peak year of 1875 Otago rates were generally higher than those of Canter-
bury, but from then on the situation was reversed, particularly during the 1880s. 
In the mid-1880s the rates in Otago fell to 15s., and in some cases as low as 12s. 
6d.64 From 1885 onwards the price dropped to 15s. in the South Canterbury and 
Waimate districts also. However, further north the price was higher at 15s. to 
16s. 8d. 

In this context there arose another attempt to unionize shearers, largely 
prompted as a defensive reaction against these reductions in rates and stimulated 
externally by the Australian Amalgamated Shearers' Union which had been 
formed in June 1886.65 Within months Australian organizers had been sent to 
New Zealand to form a branch. A union with a nominally large membership of 
more than 2000 was soon formed and existed through the years of 1887-8. 
However, the conditions for establishing an organization were very different 
from the early 1870s. The Depression had pushed rates down to their lowest level 
ever and made it nigh impossible to enforce concerted action, while the previous 
immigration and closer settlement of the land ensured that there was always 
plenty of additional labour available. It is notable that the advent of the New 
Zealand branch seems not to have given rise to a single recorded dispute or strike. 

Subsequent successful moves to organize shearers were made in the 1890s, 
and again at the turn of the century with the aid of the arbitration system. In a 
more receptive political and legislative climate the Union became much more 
concerned with the improvement of working and living conditions, and also with 
the issue of overall control within the shearing shed. Until this time the old-style 
shearing contractual agreements, which had emerged in the 1870s, had ruled. 
Now these agreements were increasingly challenged. 

But the early struggles of the 1870s were not concerned with the issues of 
conditions, contracts, or control in the shed. They were simply about that 
fundamental point of conflict—the rate of pay. The shearers believed that they 
should share in the prosperity occasioned by the high wool prices of the time. 
What made the unionism of the 1870s so distinctive was, first, the widespread 
naked but organized economic struggle between shearer and run-holder shed by 
shed at the local level, and second, the degree of success that shearers achieved, 
at least for a time. When it is considered that they came up directly against some 
of the most powerful people and organizations in this country, at the peak of their 
powers, the successful unionization of shearers in the early 1870s is a remarkable 
story. 

JOHN E. MARTIN 
Historical Branch 
Department of Internal Affairs 
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