The Ultimate Crisis of the Waihi Gold
Mining Company
THE WAIHI STRIKE of 1912 is the subject of a number of articles as well as
several books and unpublished theses. In a country that does not possess an
extensive historiography, this suggests the significance of the event as well as its
attraction to writers and historians. The literature is still incomplete, however.
No adequate description exists of the material conditions of labour, particularly
the way in which these were mediated by the constraints facing the dominant
employer, the Waihi Gold Mining Company. The following pages will analyze
the company' s position in the first decade of the century and argue that corporate
exigencies played a critical role in the events which culminated in the 1912
strike. This role was at least as important as the militant strategy and radical
ideology espoused by union activists, the common focus of earlier studies of the
topic.
. The Waihi company relied upon a finite resource and by 1910 the underground workings had exposed the full extent of the main ore body. The mine was
clearly 'a wasting asset'; sooner or later all the payable ore would be brought to
the surface. The Waihi company had earlier adopted a strategy similar to that
followed by numerous others in the early years of this century, relying increasingly upon economies of scale to extend the life of the mine. This emphasis upon
reducing costs and implementing changes to work practices exacerbated the
social relations of production in Waihi as in many otherregions. The Waihi strike
forms part of a larger pattern of resistance and confrontation within the mining
industry, one that occurred all over the globe.1
At the turn of the century, the Waihi mine was widely regarded as one of the
world's greatest gold mines. In 1901, for example, the Economist's 'Special
Mining Commissioner' praised the Waihi company's mine in extravagant terms:
'I unhesitatingly pronounce [it] to be one of the greatest [mines] in the world.'2
1 For a discussion of this pattern of militancy see J. Mouat, 'The Miners of Broken Hill, Waihi
and Rossland: A Comparative Investigation', Australian-Canadian Studies, VIII, 1 (1990), pp.4773. More generally, see Melvyn Dubofsky, 'The Origins of Western Working-Class Radicalism,
1890-1905', Labor History, VII (1966), pp.131-54; Logan W. Hovis, 'Technological Change and
Mining Labour: Copper Mining and Milling Operations at the Britannia Mines, British Columbia,
1898-1937', MA thesis, University of British Columbia, 1986; J. Mouat, 'The Genesis of Western
Exceptionalism: British Columbia's Hard Rock Miners, 1895-1903', Canadian Historical Review,
LXXI, 3 (1990), pp.317-45; Christopher Schmitz, 'The Rise of Big Business in the World Copper
Industry 1870-1930', Economic History Review, 2nd Series, XXXIX, 3 (1986), pp.392-410; and
Mark Wyman, Hard Rock Epic: Western Miners and the Industrial Revolution, 1860-1910,
Berkeley, 1979.
2 'Australasian Gold Mines', Economist, 3 August 1901, p. 1169.
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T. A. Rickard, probably the single most important mining analyst of the era, listed
the Waihi property as one of the world's greatest gold mines.3 An influential
British weekly, the Mining Journal, regularly hailed the mine's success. 4 In New
Zealand the annual Mines' Statement for 1900 noted that the mine was 'proving
itself to be one of the great gold producers of the world'.5
This prosperity had some predictable consequences. By 1901, the population
of the town of Waihi had grown to nearly 4000 people; four years later it was the
largest centre in the area south of Auckland.6 Well over a thousand men worked
for the Waihi company, and they were beginning to assert their collective
strength. 'The labour question', admitted an official in May 1901, 'had for the
first time given the company trouble.'7
Although evidence points to a union presence in Waihi as early as 1891,
miners apparently made no attempt to improve either wages or working conditions until 1900, when an Arbitration Court ruling raised the wages of South
Island hard rock miners. Waihi miners were quick to press for a similar increase.8
When the Waihi company rejected the union's wage scale, miners voted 1398 to
26 in favour of referring the dispute to the Auckland Conciliation Board.9 The
board began its sittings in mid-April 1901.10 Union representatives described
how their attempts to negotiate with the company had only resulted in the
victimization of union delegates: the superintendent fired 12 union officials in
February and, in the words of one unionist, 'attempted to kill the union'."
The Conciliation Board's recommendations were unacceptable to both the
union and the companies, and the dispute went to the Arbitration Court. In early
September the court sat in Waihi. Miners complained bitterly about the victimization of union members, attacked the recently-introduced contract system, and
emphasized the need to have a clause in their award which would force the
companies to hire unionists in preference to non-unionists. Company officials
3 For Rickard's estimation of the Waihi, see his article 'The Great Gold Mines', Mining and
Scientific Press (MSP), 4 May 1907, pp.565-7.
4 See, for example, 'Waihi GoldMiningCompany',A/mfng./0«rna/(MJ), 13 June 1896,pp,7589; 'Waihi Prospects', ibid., 5 June 1897,p.687; 'Waihi Gold Mining Company', ibid., 12May 1900,
p.578; 'The Waihi Report', ibid., 4 May, 1901, p.549. Note that these are representative editorials
or leading articles; the journal also carried extensive coverage of Waihi in the regular reports of its
New Zealand correspondent.
5 Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1900, C-3, p. 115.
6 Waihi's population is given in Results of a Census of New Zealand, 1901, pp.39-40 (the total
was 3813: 2308 males, 1505 females); see also C.G. Sleeman, 'Gold Town: The Influence of
Goldmining Upon Waihi, 1890-1953', MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1950, p.65.
7 Economist, 11 May 1901,p.717.
8 For references to the stimulus of the Reefton award, see 'Reasons for Award in the Thames
Gold-Mining Dispute', Journal of the Department of Labour (JDL), 1902, p. 314, and M.E. Glasser,
'Etude sur la Condition des Ouvriers des Mines en Australasie', Annates Des Mines, Dixieme Serie,
Memoires, Tome VIII, Paris, 1905, p.188.
9 New Zealand Herald (NZH), 20 April 1901.
10 For an account of the Board's sessions, see NZH, April to June 1901; also Philip Rainer,
'Company Town an Industrial History of the Waihi Gold Mining Company, Limited, 1887-1912',
MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1976, pp.77-83. The board's recommendations are printed in
JDL, 1901, pp.553-5.
11 NZH, 20 April 1901.

186

JEREMY MOUAT

faced some tough questioning over their arbitrary dismissals, which had been
plainly intended to intimidate unionists. Superintendent Barry saw no need to
apologize, however, stating bluntly that he had fired 11 of the men because they
were creating a feeling of unrest, dissatisfaction and discontent among the men. It was
not so much the increase in pay asked [by the union], but it was the demand for the total
abolition of contracts without any qualifications whatever that [Barry] objected to . . . .
For men employed by a company to demand such abolition was, he considered, sufficient
reason for dismissing them . . . . He denied that the present system of contracting was
detrimental to the men.... Previous to March last no stoping had been done by contract
for two years . . . . He had . . . very peremptory instructions from Home to reduce
expenses.12
Barry's reference to 'very peremptory instructions from Home to reduce
expenses' suggests the extent to which events in Britain were influencing his
actions. In December 1900 the London directors had called an extraordinary
general meeting of shareholders to win approval to increase the capital of the
company by issuing further shares. They were pushing ahead with expansion and
development at both the mine and the new Victoria Mill at Waikino. In addition,
a subsidiary mining company, formed to work a neighbouring ore deposit, was
in difficulty and, the chairman explained, 'had temporarily required £60,000 of
Waihi money'. 13 Shareholders accepted the directors' proposal to issue more
shares, although it soon turned out that the timing could not have been worse.
Within days of the Waihi Company's meeting, the Whitaker Wright group of
colonial mining companies began its precipitous collapse. 14 The Investors'
Monthly Manual'% contemporary description indicates its severity: 'Since the
Baring crisis, of more than a decade ago, no event has given rise to a greater
amount of difficulty.' 15 Trade in mining shares on the London Stock Exchange,
already dull as a result of the hostilities in South Africa, took some time to
recover. Waihi Gold Mining Company shares dropped from their all-time high
of over £12 in late 1900 to less than £6 by September 1901. As a result, Waihi
experienced a period of retrenchment during the year. Some 150 workers lost
their jobs while those that remained had to accept the contract system.
All underground work at the mine was now to be done by contracting.
12 NZH, 27 September 1901.
13 Economist, 29 December 1900, p. 1870. For details of the share issue, see P.G. Morgan, The
Geology and Mines of the Waihi District, Hauraki Goldfield, New Zealand, Bulletin No. 26 (New
Series), Geological Survey Branch, Department of Mines, Wellington, 1924, p. 136.
14 This fascinating tale has never been adequately told, but see J.W. McCarty, 'British Investment
in Western Australian Gold Mining, 1894-1914', University Studies in History, IV, 1 (1961-62),
pp. 19-20; Geoffrey Blainey, The Rush That Never Ended: A History of Australian Mining, 3rd ed.,
Melbourne, 1978, pp.203-5; Aylmer Vallance, Very Private Enterprise: An Anatomy of Fraud and
High Finance, London, 1955, pp.52-65. Useful contemporary descriptions are given by the Mining
Record (Victoria, British Columbia), VIII (February, 1901), pp.54-60; British Columbia Review
(London), 5 January 1901, p.7; ibid., 12January 1901, p. 16; Economist, 30 January 1904,pp.l656.

15 Quoted in A. R. Hall, The London capital market and Australia 1870-1914, Canberra, 1963,
p. 178.
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Contracts came to dictate virtually everything, from how mining was carried out
in a particular stope to how much an individual miner was paid. The company
controlled the system: it decided who received contracts and upon what terms.
The contracts themselves — basically agreements to break a certain tonnage of
ore from a specified stope for an agreed amount of money — were the product
of private negotiations between the company and an individual contractor or
contractors.16 Leading contractors would have 15 or more men working for
wages under them, while the company provided all necessary ancillary services
for the contractors, including equipment, haulage, pumping, ventilation, lighting, timbers, and so on. The company also decided upon the system of mining,
that is, by what method ore was broken and taken from stope to surface. Thus
contracting gave the company a maximum amount of control over production
with a minimum of responsibility for the actual work in the stopes, since the
contractor would oversee his crew and force the pace of work as much as
possible.17 It was, reflected one company director proudly, 'the energy wage'. 18
The Arbitration Court's award was clearly not one which favoured working
miners; indeed, it did little more than legitimize the company's actions. The
company's superintendent described its effect in his report to the London
directors: 'Practically speaking, the system on which the Mine has been worked
has been left undisturbed.'19 Seven years later, a New Zealand director of the
Waihi company, Seymour Thorne George, still remembered the court's 1901
decision as an important victory. In a debate in the Legislative Council on an
amendment to the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act, Thorne George
connected the court's award with the introduction of contracting: 'And now I
must speak of a mine with which I am acquainted — the Waihi Mine
There
we have the energy wage, and the result is that we have got the pick of the miners
of the Dominion. We have there a contract system which we had great difficulty

16 Development work underground was usually contracted out by distance rather than tonnage,
or by a combination of distance and tonnage. Such work would include shaft sinking, pushing
through drives, winzes, etc.; the necessary preliminaries before actual ore production began. For
example: 'A contract has been let for 150 ft. @ 22/6 per ft.... A contract has been let to drive 200 feet
@ 17/- per ft. & 3/6 per ton.... A contract has been let @ 18/- per ft. & 4/- per ton to rise ... to No.
2 Level' (Mine Manager's Diary, Vol.40, 1903-1904, pp.142-4, Martha Goldmining Company
Records, M37, Auckland Institute and Museum (hereafter MGCR)). Production mining, on the other
hand, was contracted by tonnage alone; see the description in Jas.L. Gilmour and W.H. Johnston,
'Mining Methods in the Waihi Mine', Transactions of the Australasian Institute of Mining
Engineers, XVI (1912), pp.35, 49-52. A few details of the system's operations are provided in
Bernard Kendrick, 'Hubert Thomas Armstrong: Miner, Unionist, Politician', MA thesis, Auckland
University College, 1950, pp.8-9; Sleeman, p.105; both accounts are based on the oral evidence of
Waihi miners.
17 The company remained responsible for ensuring that the safety provisions of the Mines Act
were upheld. The mining inspector could (and did) stop production or prevent the use of specific
pieces of equipment if he felt they were unsafe or were in violation of the Act. For an instance of
one such dispute, see Mine Manager's Four-weekly Reports to London Office, Vol.6,1904-5, pp.29,
38, 68, MGCR.
18 Seymour Thorne George, New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1908, 145, p.635.
19 Superintendent Barry's Report for 1901, Report of Directors and Statement of Accounts... 31
December 1901, pp.21-2, Waihi Gold Mining Company Records, Auckland Institute and Museum.
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in getting introduced. We were taken, in the old days, before the Conciliation
Board, and the Board went against us, as it generally did in those d a y s . . . . We
then took it before the [Arbitration] Court, and there we gained our point. The
contract system was started.'20
As well as giving his approval to the contract system, the Arbitration Court
judge concluded that although the Waihi Company could perhaps afford to pay
its workers more, the other mines included in the award might be pushed into
bankruptcy by any increase in their costs, and thus wages could not be increased.21 According to an historian of the early workings of the Arbitration
Court, the Waihi ruling was the first to establish the principle 'that in wage fixing,
the Court owed a duty not only to the parties but to the industrial economy. In
other words, the Arbitration Court, when considering an application for an
increase in an award rate, would take into consideration as a basic principle, what
can be called the 'prosperity of the specific industry' as a factor in judgement.22
The miners' union rejected such reasoning, and angrily demanded the judge's
dismissal.23 The only clause in the award that addressed their demands was one
dealing with preference for union members, although comments by the judge
suggested that it would not provide very effective protection.24 This was the
extent of the union's gain, however; its claim for a wage increase was unsuccessful and miners' denunciations of contracting received an unsympathetic hearing.
Waihi miners moved to ensure that they would not again be caught in the same
position, that is, denied concessions because of their association through the
Thames Miners' Union with the numerous marginal mines of the Hauraki
district. They dropped their affiliation with Thames and established their own
union.25
The miners did not abandon their efforts to alter their working conditions, but
they did adopt new tactics. In 1902 and 1903 they petitioned the government for
reduced hours, hoping to achieve by legislation what they had been unable to
secure from the Arbitration Court.26 Premier Seddon noted that the petition came
from 'the great bulk of miners at W a i h i . . . . he thought their prayer should be
20 Thome George, NZPD, 1908, 145, p.635.
21 See JDL, 1902, pp.314-5.
22 Alan Williams, 'Industrial Militancy in New Zealand: The Contributing Influence of the
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act, and its Administration, 1894-1908', PhD thesis, Massey
University, 1976, p. 157; see also James Holt, Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand: The First
Forty Years, Auckland, 1986, p.68.
23 Glasser, pp.188-90, 454-5. Glasser found the union's attitude reprehensible, although he
remembered similar incidents in France when miners there also refused to accept arbitration rulings
(p.455).
24 The Award is printed in JDL, 1901, pp. 1064-72. The preference clause is #16, pp. 1068-9. Note
also Judge Cooper's 'Reasons for Award in the Thames Gold-Mining Dispute', JDL, 1902, p.315.
The judge's hopes and the preference clause notwithstanding, the Waihi company continued to
victimize and blacklist; for examples, see Stanley Roche, The Red and The Gold: An Informal History
of the Waihi Strike, 1912, Auckland, 1982, pp.43, 45.
25 H.E. Holland, 'Ballot Box', and R.S. Ross, The Tragic Story of the Waihi Strike, Wellington,
1913, p.15.
26 See 'Select Committee on reducing hours of work in mines', AJHR, 1903, 1-4A, and NZPD,
1903, 124, pp.723-38.
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granted.' He was, after all, a former miner himself, and used the opportunity to
lecture the House on the dangers and unhealthiness of hard rock mining.27 In
addition, Seddon was aware that the fragility of the liberal-labour coalition
maintaining his government in power called for such occasional concessions, to
deflect and disarm the labour movement's growing assertiveness.
While miners tried various avenues in their efforts to gain better conditions,
the company continued to explore ways to reduce costs. Substantial economies
were possible in at least two areas. First, Waihi was still without a rail connection
with the rest of New Zealand, and as a result the company's transportation costs
were very high. Demands for more and cheaper energy had also grown as the
scale of operations increased. The two costs were related: the Victoria Battery
at Waikino, for example, consumed 110 tons of coal a day, and the task of
supplying this kept 130 horses at work.28 In 1903, with further production
increases planned, the company undertook several initiatives to reduce the high
cost of both transportation and energy.
The company had originally tried to build a private railway, but the government rejected the idea.29 In 1899 the government decided to build the railway, but
the pace of construction was slow; 'about a mile a year', the local member
estimated sarcastically.30 In 1903 the company offered to lend the government
the money necessary to finish building the railway in order to get it as quickly
as possible, an offer the government accepted.31 With this infusion of company
money, it took less than two years to complete the line, which was officially
opened on 9 November 1905.32
The Waihi company's second approach to the government, also in 1903, was
not as successful. The company sought permission to build a private hydroelectric plant on the Waikato River, at a point nearly 100 kilometres southeast
of Waihi. The government turned down the request, although it eventually
consented to the plan seven years later.33 In June 1910, not long after the company
had finally obtained the government's approval, a commission that was looking
into the silting of the Ohinemuri river questioned the company's manager on the
purpose of the hydro-electric scheme. '54. [Mr. Mueller] . . . by getting in . . .
electric power you hope to be able to treat still lower-grade ore than you have
been treating in the past with profit? — [Mr. R. E. Williams] That is so; we are

27 ibid., pp.725-6.
28 A.A. Jenkinson, ed., Ohinemuri County Diamond Jubilee Souvenir 1885-1945, Paeroa, 1945,
p.67.
29 NZPD, 1903, 127, p.405.
30 ibid., p.412.
31 For references to the Waihi Company's offer to the government, see ibid., 127, pp. 407,4101; also Jenkinson, p.67.
32 Robert Lowry, 'The Ohinemuri Railway Era', Ohinemuri Regional History Journal (ORHJ),
V, 2 (October 1968), pp.25-6.
33 O.C. Stephens, 'Pylon at Waihi Museum: Memorial of Hora Hora Days', ORHJ, V, 1 (May
1968), p.7; Mines Statement, AJHR, 1910, C-2, p. 2; Caudelle Clarke, 'A Short History of Hora Hora
and the Hydro-Electric Power Development', ORHJ, V, 1 (May 1968), pp.4-6; J. B. McAra, Gold
Mining at Waihi 1878-1952, Christchurch, 1978, pp. 142-3, 154-5; Ralph Stokes, 'The Waihi Gold
Mine in New Zealand, I', Mining World, XXVIII (11 January 1908), pp.60-1.
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trying to make reductions all the time. 55. Anything you can save on the cost of
production allows you to put through a cheaper class of ore? — Yes.' 34 The
emphasis on reducing costs figured very largely in the company' s actions; events
at Waihi need to be understood both in terms of the mining industry's growing
reliance on economies of scale generally and the Waihi Gold Mining Company's
efforts to maintain its lucrative financial position in the face of steadily declining
ore values.
The close attention that the company paid to the question of working costs
also comes out in the reports of the company's annual meetings in London. In
May 1909, for example, the chairman pointed out, under the heading 'Working
Costs', that
This year the costs per ton have been decreased by about Is. per ton, so that the total
improvement in the year is about 1 s. 9d. per ton. (Hear, hear.)... This reflects great praise
on the Waihi management, but do not suppose that we or they are content to rest satisfied.
All our letters out to New Zealand are couched in this strain: 'You have done admirably
so far, but we must do better still', and every line from New Zealand shows that this
attitude is loyally accepted as the right and proper attitude, and that every effort is being
made, and will be made, to give effect to the mandate. (Applause.)35
Such concern with costs was understandable; with a fixed price for gold and a
steady decline in the average value of the mine's ore, the company's margin of
profit rested on bringing down costs per ton, raising the output of both mine and
mills, and continuing to improve extraction rates (the percentage of precious
metal actually recovered per ton, compared to the assayed mineral value per ton
of ore).
The tensions at Waihi, between a company constantly seeking greater
economies and a work force determined to win a larger share of the profits of its
labour, increased after the 1901 Arbitration award, and culminated in the 1912
strike. At first, however, relations between company and miners remained
surprisingly calm. In late 1903 the union, now independent of the Thames
organization, negotiated its first agreement with Waihi companies. Both sides
accepted a Board of Conciliation's recommendations which were very nearly
identical to the 1901 Arbitration award. Wages remained the same for almost all
workers, although surface workers gained a reduced working week, from 48 to
45 hours.36 Following the 1901 Willis amendment to the Industrial Conciliation
and Arbitration Act, the conciliation process became an optional part of the
34 'Report of Commission appointed to Inquire into Silting of Waihou and Ohinemuri Rivers,
together with Minutes of Evidence and Exhibits', AJHR, 1910, C-14, p. 191. See also the testimony
of E.G. Banks, metallurgist for the company, ibid., p.204, and Banks's article, 'Milling and
Treatment at the Waihi Mine, N.Z.', Transactions of the Australasian Institute of Mining Engineers,
XVI (1912), pp. 115-144 (Banks describes in some detail the company's efforts to expand operations
while simultaneously reducing costs).
35 Report of the Proceedings at the Ordinary General Meeting... 13 May 1909, pp.2-3 (reprinted
from MJ, 15 May 1909), MGCR, TN428.
36 JDL, 1904, pp. 126-32. Of the nearly 50 job categories listed, only three received an increase
from the 1901 award, and these were not categories that covered a significant proportion of the work
force. The only other change in the 1903 agreement, which otherwise followed the 1901 award
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arbitration process. Neither the union nor the mining companies appealed the
board's recommendations to the Arbitration Court; in fact, the two sides had
reached a prior agreement and simply submitted this to the board for approval.37
Other evidence points to a degree of consensus between miners and employers. The Waihi company's superintendent, for example, was the chairman of the
Ohinemuri County Council for eight years (1893 to 1901), and after Waihi
became a borough in 1902, former mine manager Thomas Gilmour was mayor
from 1904 to 1908.38Given New Zealand's broad franchise, it is difficult to see
how these men could have been elected without considerable working class
support. This collaboration was certainly apparent when Mayor Gilmour officially opened the miners' union new building in 1905. John Newth, president of
the union, used the occasion to tell the assembled crowd that he saw no need for
his organization to 'run against the employer'.39 Newth had done much to
establish the union's presence in the community, serving as president from 1902
to 1907 and succeeding Gilmour as Waihi mayor in 1908. His municipal success
can scarcely be seen as a significant event in working class representation;
indeed, in the municipal elections of 1911, the miners' union ran a mayoral
candidate, unsuccessfully, against him.40
In 1907 Waihi miners went before the Arbitration Court for a second time.
Their claims included two of particular significance: a wage increase of a shilling
a day for most workers and a demand that all contractors join the miners' union.41
The court refused the latter claim but did grant a modest sixpence a day increase
to wage workers. H.T. Armstrong, who followed Newth as union president, had
helped conduct the arbitration case. He recalled bitterly that 'on the evidence
produced we beat the employers at every point, still little or no improvement in
conditions was obtained'.42 Nine months after the court's award, miners started
discussing the possibility of cancelling their union's registration under the
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act.43
virtually word for word, was a new clause covering 'Incompetent Workers'. This provided for the
employment of elderly or handicapped workers at a reduced wage, with prior union approval. It had
been recommended by the 1901 Conciliation Board but not included in the 1901 award, and was a
minor gain for the union.
37 See Superintendent Barry's Report, Report of the Directors and Statement of Accounts . . . 31
December 1903, p.27, MGCR, TN428.
38 Jenkinson, p. 11, and Rainer, p.93. Gilmour was the Waihi company' s mine manager from 1891
to 1902.
39 Waihi Daily Telegraph, 28 August 1905, quoted in Rainer, p. 112. See also the sarcastic account
in Holland and Ross, p. 16.
40 For New.th's role in building up the Waihi union, see Sleeman, p.90, and on the 1911 election,
ibid., p.123; also Rainer, pp.95-6, 112. I have taken Newth's Christian name as John, following
Sleeman and Rainer, although Erik Olssen gives it as Tom (in his review of Roche's The Red and
the Gold, New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), XVII, 2 (October 1983), p. 199).
41 The union's claims are printed in Department of Labour, Awards, Recommendations, Agreements, etc
for the Year 1907, VIII, pp. 196-9.
42 Armstrong's letter to his children, c. March 1917, quoted in Kendrick, p. 145. See also the
similar analysis in Holland and Ross, p. 17.
43 At a union meeting in February 1908 (Rainer, pp. 123-4). Rainer notes that Armstrong spoke
in favour of arbitration, and like many others, felt that it was poor administration that was responsible
for the system's shortcomings.

192

JEREMY MOUAT

While symptoms of unrest were growing at Waihi, they should not be overemphasized. In January 1908, for example, Ralph Stokes, a mining journalist
travelling the world and visiting the mines of the British Empire, reported that
at Waihi, 'Although nearly all employe[e]s are unionists... it cannot be said that
the local organization is strong or aggressive. The functions of the union are
chiefly those of an accident society, to which very many subscribe without taking
any interest in its semi-political programs.' Various references to poorly attended union meetings substantiate Stokes's analysis.44
During the early 1900s, the company's ore production climbed and work was
carried on at lower and lower levels. As work went deeper, the width of the ore
body grew, and this increase in size permitted an important change in mining
methods. After a visit to Australia, mine manager R.E. Williams introduced
shrinkage stoping, a bulk system designed to produce greater quantities of ore
more efficiently than the older 'cut and fill' or 'overhand' stoping method.45 At
a conference of mining engineers in early 1911, two of Williams's fellow
officers described how the system of 'Shrinkage Stoping and Filling' operated
at the mine: 'This system has been adopted during the last four years . . . . The
lengths of blocks taken out by this method vary from 150 to 300 ft., and widths
up to 50 ft. have been taken . . . . Under favourable conditions, this system of
stoping has been found to be the most economical method yet practised, there
being no cost for shovelling ore, no timber used, no cribbing up of passes.'46
While the system was clearly advantageous to the company, it offered few
benefits to working miners. Its introduction coincided with concerted efforts by
miners to modify the system of competitive contracting that prevailed at Waihi.47
Competitive contracting virtually ensured friction at the work-place. In the
opinion of many miners, it fostered cut-throat competition and allowed the
company to practise favouritism; they also blamed it for many of the accidents
at the mine.48 In 1908, miners at union meetings discussed eliminating the
competitive system and replacing it with the co-operative one used on public
works; under this latter system, also known as 'all-in-the-job contracting',
workers participated equally in the contract, sharing both the expenses and the
profits.49 In early June, a union delegation met formally with company officials
44 Stokes, 'The Waihi Gold Mine in New Zealand, I',p.61; see also Kendrick, p.28; Holland and
Ross, p.18; Rainer, p.124.
45 See Report of the Proceedings at the Ordinary General Meeting... 13 May 1909 reprinted from
MJ, 15 May 1909, p.6, MGCR, TN428; also the New Zealand correspondent's report on 'Shrinkage
System of Stoping', MJ, 7 August 1909, p. 172.
46 Gilmour and Johnston, pp.38-9; for another description of shrinkage stoping at Waihi, with
particularly useful illustrations, see McAra, pp. 190-200.
47 Erik Olssen correctly points out that not all miners agitated for a change in the system of
contracting (NZJH, XVII, 2, (October 1983), p. 199). A majority, however, did favour the change.
48 This is clear from the evidence that miners gave at the Royal Commission on mines, which sat
in Waihi during late August 1911; see for examples # 49, # 50, p.223; # 36, 37, p.226; # 34, p.255;
# 44, p.262, in 'Royal Commission on Mines', AJHR, 1912, C-4.
49 Kendrick, p.8; Kendrick's source was an interview with Charles Opie, who was active in the
agitation for switching to 'all-in-the-job' contracting; see also Holland and Ross, p. 17. For details
of co-operative contracting, see P.J. Gibbons, 'Some New Zealand Navvies: Co-operative Workers,
1891-1912', NZJH, XI, 1 (April 1977), pp.54-75.
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and proposed the adoption of co-operative contracting and letting contracts by
public tender.50 Company officials were non-committal but agreed to study the
union's ideas. Several days later, on 9 June a special union meeting reviewed the
negotiations. It became clear that miners were not united in their demands: a
ballot on the issue of public tendering passed only narrowly, 277 to 211.51 Miners
opposed to co-operative contracting subsequently held their own meeting and
voted 81 to nine in favour of keeping competitive contracting. They too sent a
delegation to meet with company officials. 52 Finally the company held a public
meeting, 'the Coy. inviting the Miners Union members to meet & discuss their
request that the Cooperative system of contracts be introduced in the mine'.53
Superintendent Barry spoke for the company at the meeting and he indicated that
the company would not welcome changes in work practice. The meeting ended
inconclusively, with nothing settled. The union and the company continued to
meet, however, and finally the company offered to do what it could to meet the
union's request. 'We will', wrote Superintendent Barry, 'extend to the utmost the
system of cutting our work up into small contracts and will see that all sign the
specifications. This will go a long way to meeting your wishes. We are unable
to give up our right to let contracts privately, but shall increase as far as we can,
the calling of public tenders.' This seemed a concession of sorts, and a wellattended union meeting voted by a large majority to accept the written offer.54
These negotiations between company and union were important for several
reasons. Not only was the grievance a deeply-held one, but the meetings
themselves were an important precedent. For the first time, Waihi miners had
engaged in a sustained effort to change conditions outside of the arbitration,
system by meeting face to face with employers. In addition, the action suggests
that events elsewhere in New Zealand were having an impact at Waihi.
In January 1908, coal miners in Blackball, an isolated community on the
South Island's west coast, went on strike even though they were covered by an
arbitration award. Following the strike, a group of young coal miners emerged
as the self-appointed vanguard of what was soon to become a wave of militancy.
The Red Feds, as they later became known,55 did more than simply tap a
widespread and growing discontent with the Arbitration Court. With boundless
enthusiasm and single-minded energy, they advanced an entire alternative
policy to the status quo. The rise of the Red Feds was a symptom of the
disintegration of the Liberal coalition that had governed New Zealand since

50 The following account rests largely on Rainer, pp. 125-30; also, Sleeman, pp. 106-7; Kendrick,
pp.8-12.
51 Rainer, p. 127.
52 These opponents of the change were, predictably, those who were profiting under competitive
contracting: see Holland and Ross, p. 17.
53 Entry for 15 June 1908, Mine Manager's Diary, Vol. 7, 1908-1910, p.12, MGCR, M37.
54 Barry's statement appeared in NZH, 24 June 1908, quoted in Rainer, p. 130; also printed in the
Waihi Daily Telegraph, 6 July 1908, quoted in Sleeman, p. 106 and Kendrick, p.9. On the union
meeting's acceptance of the offer, see Rainer, p. 131.
55 The name was not coined until early 1912, when Pat Hickey published a broadside on red paper.
P.H. Hickey, 'Red' Fed. Memoirs, Wellington, 1925, p.48.
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1890. Organized Labour, one of the Liberals' traditional supporters, was
particularly disenchanted and grew more and more vocal in its criticisms.56
Palliative measures, such as the Royal Commission which investigated health
and safety in New Zealand's mines, revealed the extent of workers' complaints
but did little to address their grievances.57
Miners at Waihi were well aware of events at Blackball. The strike had
attracted widespread publicity, and one of its leaders had visited the town on a
fund-raising trip around the North Island.58 West Coast coal miners subsequently
launched a New Zealand Federation of Miners, modelled on the American
Western Federation of Miners, and invited the Waihi union to join. Although the
rank and file does not seem to have shown much enthusiasm for the idea, the
union executive decided to participate in the Federation's second conference,
held in Wellington during October 1908.59 Union president H.T. Armstrong and
secretary Scanlon attended the conference as Waihi's delegates. Their union,
with its 1400 members, was by far the largest present, and their 14 votes, one for
every 100 in the union, carried a good deal of weight. Both Waihi men were
elected officers in the Federation, Armstrong as vice-president and Scanlon,
treasurer.60 However inadvertently, Waihi's miners had become part of a larger
movement.61
Within three months of the Federation's meeting in October, the organization
was drawn into a dispute which demonstrated the virtues of collective action. A
new Compensation Act, to come into force in January 1909, included as an
•industrial disease miner's phthisis. Employers insisted on the right to screen their
employees as they returned from the Christmas break; the mining companies did
not wish to continue to employ anyone who had already contracted the disease.
Miners in Reefton and Waihi refused to be examined, and the Waihi union
threatened to strike if anyone lost their job for refusing the medical check. The
Federation backed the unions, and the government finally agreed to amend the
legislation. It was, Hickey remembered, 'a splendid advertisement for the
Federation'.62

56 On the disintegration of the Liberals generally, see R.K. Newman 'Liberal Policy and the Left
Wing 1908-1911: A Study of Middle Class Radicalism in New Zealand', MA thesis, University of
Auckland, 1965, and R.T. Shannon, 'The Decline and Fall of the Liberal Government. A Study in
an Aspect of N.Z. Political Development, 1908-1919', MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1953. For
a discussion of Labour's disenchantment, see Barry Gustafson, Labour's Path to Political Independence: The Origins and Establishment of the New Zealand Labour Party 1900-19, Auckland, 1980,
pp. 13-46.
57 In the case of the Royal Commission on mines, the two miners' representatives issued a
dissenting report: see Report of Royal Commission on Mines, AJHR, 1912, C-4, pp.37-40.
58 Hickey, p. 15.
59 According to Rainer, the union meeting to consider joining the Federation lapsed for want of
quorum (p. 136). Kendrick, however, gives considerable detail on at least one subsequent meeting
which considered the proposal (pp. 16-20).
60 Proceedings of the conference were subsequently published; see also Hickey, p.21; Kendrick,
pp. 15-21.
61 Holland and Ross put the date of Waihi's affiliation a year later, in October 1909, p.17. This
is possibly a typographical error.
62 Hickey, p. 23. For accounts of the dispute, see Kendrick, pp.30-8, and Rainer. pp. 140-3.
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From this time on, a more dynamic unionism took hold in Waihi. Its progress
was not easy; in early 1909, for example, president Armstrong was forced to
leave town, as he could no longer find work. His successor met the same fate
within a matter of months. When Bill Parry was elected president in May 1909,
he was provided with a salary and given the job of workmen's inspector, visiting
the mine and reporting on any unsafe working conditions.63 Miners began to see
some improvements: Parry was able to close unsafe stopes, to force the company
to provide more supports and better ventilation underground. Health and safety
concerns became issues that could close the mine. In early 1910, for example,
when two miners died at work, miners refused to work until after their funeral.64
In 1910 and 1911, more militant unionists fought to have the union withdraw
from the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act. The union held three ballots
on the issue, the first in January 1910 and the last in February 1911.65 All
favoured withdrawal, but an absolute majority of the union membership needed
to vote in favour if the move was to be successful. To secure the necessary
numbers, the final ballot took place at the top of the shaft and in May 1911 the
union formally cancelled its registration under the Act.
Once outside of the Arbitration Act, the union was free to negotiate face to
face with the Waihi company. A series of meetings began in early June but little
progress was made. Then the union turned for help to their Federation.66 The
breakthrough came on 19 June: the company agreed to institute co-operative
contracting underground and awarded numerous wage increases.67 The company's concessions amply vindicated the anti-arbitrationist militants; as an earlier
author has noted, the June 1911 agreement 'represented the most significant
gains in the history of labour relations at Waihi'.68 The union's confidence was
high and its popularity among the rank and file soared.
Ironically, as the union gained in strength and confidence, the position of the
mine changed dramatically. The Waihi company had to confront a depressing
geological fact. Investigations at the ninth level during 1910 showed that the
limit of the mine's ore reserves had been reached; the ore body, while large, did
not extend forever into the depths of the earth. The company's operations could
not continue forever to expand and prosper. The first hints of trouble appeared
in early 1910, when the market value of Waihi shares began to decline. A minor

63 Holland and Ross, pp. 18-19. Parry did not take up the job as Workmen's Inspector until
September. Entry 8 September 1909, Mine's Diary, Vol. 7, 1908-1910, p. 273, MGCR, M37.
64 Entries for 10,11,12 March, 1910, Mine's Diary, Vol.7,1908-1910, p.375, MGCR, M37; see
also the comments of Holland and Ross on this practice at Waihi, p.24. This was a common practice
among miners in North America and perhaps reflects their influence. See Alan Derickson, Workers'
Health, Workers' Democracy: The Western Miners' Struggle, 1891-1924, Ithaca and London, 1988,
esp. pp.73-80.
65 Holland and Ross, pp.19-20; Rainer, pp.158-60.
66 The Federation changed its name to the New Zealand Federation of Labour in 1909, a move
which intensified the rivalry between the Red Feds and the craft-dominated Trades and Labour
Councils. The latter group were planning to launch a similar federation and did not take kindly to the
Red Feds' initiative. See Gustafson, pp.24-58.
67 Holland and Ross, pp.20-3; Rainer, pp.161-8.
68 Rainer, p. 166.
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rally followed the annual general meeting in May, but then the slide continued.
The Mining Magazine reported in July that 'the recent depreciation in the shares
[of the Waihi company] has caused anxiety both in Australia and London. The
disappointing development on the Martha lode at the No. 9 level is the reason for
the slump . . . . We hope the management . . . will be able to prove that the
impoverishment in the Martha lode is local and does not affect the other members
of the vein-system' ,69 Two months later bad news from New Zealand intensified
shareholders' uneasiness. The Times published a brief note in its commercial
column: 'The secretary [of the Waihi company] states that as the grade of ore
being crushed is somewhat lower it is anticipated that the returns made every four
weeks will be less, and that they will probably be down to about £68,000 each
before the end of the year' ,70 Barry ordered mine manager Williams to make a
full report on the mine's ore reserves and to estimate what sort of reduction in
tonnage was required to allow the mine to continue regular ore production.71
Williams completed his report on 14December 1910; 'the Mine', he concluded,
'has received a serious set-back'.72 In his opinion, production would have to be
cut back to 1000 tons a day.
Such news was scarcely reassuring to nervous shareholders. The Economist
reported that 'Waihi gold [shares] fell on persistent selling' .73 The directors
decided to have an outside authority report on the mine, to either confirm or reject
Williams's analysis of its condition. The manager of Queensland's famous
Mount Morgan mine happened to be in the area, attending the meeting of the
Australasian Institute of Mining Engineers at Thames. He consented to inspect
the Waihi but could only endorse what Williams had already written: 'it is
evident that a reduction from the present output will soon be necessary.'74
In mid-May 1911, The Times printed a two column account of 'The Waihi
Affair' ('An Object Lesson in Mining Shares'), which reviewed the past year's
events.75 It published share values for each month, showing that Waihi stock had
dropped from over £9 in April 1910 to just over £3 a year later. The story hinted
at stock manipulation, and called for the appointment of a consulting engineer.

69 Mining Magazine (MM), III (July 1910), p.4. Similarly, the Mining Journal described a slump
in Waihi shares in August 1910, 'New Zealand', (8 October 1910), p.l 178, dated 'Waihi, 30 Aug'.
It reported that 'The sensation of the past week in mining circles is the slumping of the Waihi
company's shares, which fluctuated from £8 6s down to £7 10s'.
70 The Times, 2 September 1910, p.15. See also MM, III (September 1910), p.159; its report
concluded that 'the decreased production is a symptom either of an error in estimates or of an
impoverishment of the lode in recent workings'.
71 Report of the Directors and Statement of Accounts... 31 December 1910, p. 5, MGCR, TN428.
72 'Special Report by Mr. R.E. Williams', 14 December 1910, p.5, MGCR, TN428.
73 Economist, LXXI (31 December 1910), p. 1352. The Mining Journal's review of 'Mining and
Metallurgy in 1910' at the year's end noted that 'In the Waihi mine in New Zealand the development
on the No. 9 level proved disappointing, causing a temporary slump in the shares', MJ (31 December
1910), p.1515; see also the description of the Waihi share collapse in the Engineering and Mining
Journal (New York) (25 February 1911), pp.401 -2, and the list of the ups and downs of Waihi shares
during 1910 in 'Fluctuations in Mining Shares', MM, IV (March 1911), p.183.
74 'Report on the Mine by G.A. Richard', 6 April 1911, p.3, MGCR, TN428.
75 'An Object Lesson in Mining Shares', 'The Waihi Affair', The Times, 13 May 1911, p.24.
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Rickard, editor of the London-based Mining Magazine, also wrote a lengthy
piece on the mine's reduced circumstances, sharply critical of the directors. He
had been following the Waihi's career carefully; indeed in happier days, four
years earlier, Rickard had pronounced it one of the world's greatest gold mines.
'It is ten thousand pities', he concluded, 'that so fine a mining enterprise should
have been brought to such a state of collapse'.76Understandably, the directors
tried to take a more optimistic view, but even they regretfully acknowledged that
'the Mine has lost for the present that quality of stability which it was believed
to possess'. 77 The next year brought no relief. In April 1912 the commercial
pages of The Times quoted the directors of the company as saying that 'up to the
present the anticipations of Mr. Williams concerning the 10th level have been
confirmed, and the developments have been very disappointing'.78
Management pondered how to re-structure the mine, searching for strategies
to improve its prospects. An obstreperous union could perhaps be provoked into
striking, and this would facilitate the necessary re-arrangements of the mine's
operations. Ore left lying underground would not produce dividends, but nor
would it lose its value. By this stage, share values had sunk so low that they could
scarcely drop any further. Although no written evidence survives to establish an
incontrovertible link between the company and the strike, it is difficult to see why
else the company supported the creation of a new union at Waihi, an event that
led directly to the dispute which began in May 1912.
Much has been written on the Waihi strike.79 Almost all the literature places
the strike within the context of the emergence, and decline, of the Red Feds, the
militant faction within the New Zealand labour movement. According to the
traditional view, this group took on the craft unions, the bosses and the state,
finally meeting its defeat at Waihi in 1912 and on the Wellington waterfront in
76 MM, IV (April 1911), p.250. Five years later, Rickard wrote two retrospective articles on the
gold mines that he had discussed in his original piece on 'The Great Gold Mines', MSP (4 May 1907),
p.565-7, and he again criticized the Waihi's directors, 'The Greatest Gold Mine', MSP (4 November
1916), p.655.
77 Report of the Directors and Statement of Accounts... 31 December 1910, p.7, MGCR, TN428.
This report was compiled after Richards' report had been made, probably in late April or early May
1911.
78 The Times, 27 April 1912, p.25.
79 The best accounts of the strike have been written by partisans: Holland and Ross; and Roche.
Despite the obvious sympathy of the two works for the striking miners, both are reliable narratives
of actual events; their interpretations and analysis, however, should be treated with some caution.
Erik Olssen is less impressed with Roche's book: see his review in NZJH, XVII, 2 (October 1983),
pp. 199-200, but note Roche's reply, ibid., XVIV, 1 (April 1985), pp.95-7. Olssen himself provides
a useful and succinct account of the strike in 'Trouble at Waihi', New Zealand's Heritage, LXXII
(1972), pp. 1989-92, as well as an extended discussion in The Red Feds: Revolutionary Industrial
Unionism and the New Zealand Federation of Labour 1908-1913, Auckland, 1988, esp. pp. 133-40,
148-60. Another extensive scholarly account is provided by Rainer, pp. 175-269; R.J. Campbell's
'The Role of the Police in the Waihi Strike: Some New Evidence', Political Science, 26 (1974),
pp.34-40, is also invaluable. Gustafson devotes a chapter to the strike in Labour's Path, pp.59-66;
another lengthy account may be found in Sleeman, pp.147-216. In addition, standard histories of
New Zealand typically include a discussion of both Red Feds and the defeat at Waihi; e.g., W. H.
Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960, p. 166; Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand,
3rd ed., Harmondsworth, 1980, pp.209-10.
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1913. A recent critique argues that this conventional narrative places too much
stress upon the role of leadership and ideology, while ignoring the crucial role
played by contemporary social and cultural changes.80 But in terms of its
understanding of the Waihi strike, this interpretation reveals another, perhaps
even more substantial flaw: it loses sight of the company's role.81
The failure of scholars to consider the company's actions is surprising since
they tend to assume that the company either helped to form the secessionist union
of engine drivers or, at the very least, acquiesced in its creation.82 As it was this
action that provoked the strike, the question arises as to why the management was
prepared to accept the mine's closure: what would such a closure accomplish?
The common view is that the company wanted to break the union. This, however,
is a very incomplete answer. One doubts that either company officials in Waihi
or directors in London felt duty-bound to break a prominent Red Fed union,
whether to satisfy an ideologically-inspired vindictiveness or simply to oblige
other employers. It is argued here that management was content to allow the mine
to lie idle so that it could come to terms with the mine's deteriorating position as
an ore-producer. This analysis is confirmed by a careful examination of the
mine's statistics, which demonstrate that the company's pattern of ore production changed completely following the strike. The following graph of ore
production shows the dramatic increase from the late 1890s until 1910, the
collapse from 1910 to 1912, and the steady though much reduced returns after
1913.
The six and a half month strike began on 14May 1912. Since it is the subject
of books, theses and articles, little detail need be included here. During the course
of the dispute, the long reign of the Liberal government came to an end, and W.F.
Massey's Reform Party assumed power. This occurred in July, and by the end
of the month the Police Commissioner began making his plans to intervene in the
dispute.83 He travelled to Waihi in September, joining the more than 70
policemen he had sent to the mining community.84 During the month, some 45
leading strikers were arrested and imprisoned; then the company's manager
admitted to Commissioner Cullen that he planned to open the mine in early
October.

80 Olssen, 'Some Reflections about the Origins of the "Red" Federation of Labour, 1909-13', in
Eric Fry, ed., Common Cause: Essays in Australian and New Zealand Labour History, Sydney &
Wellington, 1986, pp.27-41.
81 Rainer devotes the most space to the company's problems and initiatives, and quotes a
Coromandel newspaper that offered a very shrewd appraisal of what the company was up to: 'In all
probability [the company] will play a waiting game until such time as they are prepared to carry on
under more economical conditions'. Coromandel County News, 17May 1912,quotedinRainer, p.194.
82 The best discussion of this contentious issue is in Rainer, pp.183, 189-93.
83 Campbell, pp.35-6. As Campbell notes, 'The change in government was no doubt significant
. . . but whether there was some definite ministerial directive or whether the Police Commissioner
merely assumed that he would now have a freer hand, cannot be definitely resolved', p.35.
84 The local Inspector had opposed bolstering the police presence in Waihi. He explained to
Commissioner John Cullen that 'The strike Executive have assisted the Police in warning the men
to conduct themselves properly, a n d . . . they have taken pride in the fact that no breach of the peace
has occurred since the strike'. Wright to Cullen, 12 August 1912, quoted in Campbell, p.36.
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The company's decision to re-open the mine after its four and a half months'
closure probably reflected a mood of confidence; no more trouble need be
expected from the strikers or their union. At first only a few workers crossed the
picket line, but within a fortnight 100 men had begun to show up each day.85 After
several weeks of operations, the mine manager recorded in his diary that
The workmen are getting a bad time from the strikers & a number of women but this is
considerably overcome by working day shift only and using vehicles to take them to &
from the mine, also by our tram which takes a large number backward & forward from
Waikino. All the men are being worked on wages until circumstances will allow of
Contracts, and it is anticipated that several Contracts will be let in about a week's time.
The new Contracts will be let so that Contractors will employ... wages men. The General
Conditions of Contracts has been reprised.86
Such indignities that the workers may have endured were nothing compared to
what they did in revenge to the strikers. After the mine had been re-opened for
just over a month, and with the deliberate encouragement of the Police Commis85 For statistics on the mine's work force from October to December 1912, see Reports for periods
ending 26 October, 23 November, 28 December 1912, Mine Diary, Vol.8,25 November 1911 to 12
April 1913, pp.112, 119, 125, MGCR, M37.
86 Report for period ending 26 October 1912, Mine Diary, Vol.8,25 November 1911 to 12 April
1913, p. 112, MGCR, M37. As the manager implies, competitive contracting had been re-introduced.
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sioner, the strike breakers began publicly marching through the town.87 Within
four days one striker had been killed and several others severely beaten; either
under threat of violence or out of fear, most of the remaining strikers left town.
Three weeks later the Federation admitted defeat and declared the strike off.
The end of the strike was sufficiently newsworthy to appear as a feature
article in The Times of London. Its Wellington correspondent commented that
'the result is now expected to be a severe setback for the revolutionaries who had
lately been increasing their hold upon the labour movement in a remarkable
way'. 88 Subsequent writers have confirmed this analysis, and there can be no
doubt that the miners' defeat at Waihi, as well as the Wellington strike the
following year, had a profound impact upon the Red Federation. A chastened
leadership finally responded to the appeals for unity and agreed to form a
common front both industrially and politically with other unionists.89
At Waihi the strike's end brought little change. The company had already
implemented the changes it wished to see, including the re-introduction of
competitive contracting. A new miners' union was formed, the Ohinemuri
Mines and Batteries Employees Union; former strikers were denied membership.90 Ore production was brought down to what was considered to be a
sustainable level, just under 4000 tons a week. At the Waihi company's next
annual general meeting, the directors told shareholders that at this level, ore
production could continue 'for at least four years, and, of course, we all hope it
may be maintained for a good deal longer'. He pointed out that this level of
production would 'support a quarterly dividend of Is. per share... a great come
down from the dividends which the Waihi used to distribute, but we have to face
facts as they are . . . . It is all very unpleasant.'91
The Red Feds' weekly paper, the Maoriland Worker, carried regular reports
from Waihi, although the news was rarely encouraging. Three years after the
strike, for example, H. A. Campbell provided a lengthy description of 'Unhappy

87 The Police Commissioner cabled to the Minister of Justice that 'I thought it was quite time for
the workers to show their strength and advised the mine authorities to carry out the demonstration'.
Cullen to Herdman, 8 November 1912, quoted in Campbell, p. 38.
88 'End of the Waihi Strike', The Times, 2 December 1912, p.5. An earlier article on 'The Waihi
Labour Trouble', detailing the arbitrationists' attack upon the Miners' Hall, had been relegated to the
commercial section. The Times, 13 November 1912, p.21. The Economist's correspondent described
the strike as 'the nearest approach to civil warfare we have had in New Zealand'. 'Gold Production
in New Zealand', Economist, 5 July 1913, p.15.
89 The fullest treatment is in Olssen's The Red Feds, but see also H. Roth, Trade Unions in New
Zealand: Past and Present, Wellington, 1973, pp.32-9; Olssen, 'The Great Strike of 1913', New
Zealand's Heritage, LXXIII (1972), pp.2023-33; Olssen, 'The "Red Feds'", New Zealand's
Heritage LXXIV (1972), pp.2066-72; Gustafson, pp.67-88. Note, however, the responses to
Gustafson's book by Olssen, NZJH, XV, 1 (April 1981), pp.82-4 and Plumridge Comment, New
Series, 12 (September 1980), pp.31-2, 13 (June 1981), pp.17-19.
90 This policy continued until August 1915, when a new union executive was brought in. See
'Victimisation', Maoriland Worker {MW), 18 August 1915, 'Waihi Doings', 1 September 1915. In
April 1916, the union president was advising Auckland unionists that his organization's policy of
black-listing had been abandoned, 'Auckland Reports', MW, 5 April 1916.
91 Report of the Proceedings at the Ordinary General Meeting of Shareholders . . . 8 May 1913,
p.l, reprinted from MJ, 10 May 1913, MGCR, TN428.
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Waihi': 'Waihi today is a town of lost business and lamentations. Every business
man one meets tells a tale of woe. Everything dates from the strike . . . . The
general complaint is that the large majority of miners are earning very poor
wages, and in consequence are unable to spend much money.' 92 The town never
returned to its former affluence; reduced output at the mine meant fewer workers,
and management insisted on the strictest economy. 'Waihi is one of the poorest
paid places in New Zealand', claimed the Maoriland Worker's correspondent.93
When the former vice-president of the original miners' union visited the town,
the same correspondent ('Wage Slave') noted rather plaintively that 'We should
like to see more speakers come through this way.' 94
Perhaps 'Wage Slave' was more encouraged by the increasing signs that the
town's miners were returning to the labour fold. In 1916, for example, the union
launched an arbitration case in an effort to win a wage increase; it secured the
services of a former striker as advocate.95 At the end of that year the union joined
the United Federation of Labour and in 1917 all the former strike-breakers were
voted off the executive. The Maoriland Worker reported that 'the last vestige of
the men who took part in the formation of the union that broke the Waihi strike
have been removed from office in the union
So now, once again, Waihi takes
its stand amongst the militant unions of God's Own Land.'96 A somewhat
unusual dispute in early 1919 demonstrated just how much the union had
changed. With a man who had been active in the old Red Fed union now
president, the union secured a closed shop clause in its agreement with the
company. Nine former strike-breakers, however, refused to become members of
the union that they helped to form. It looked for a few weeks as if a strike was
imminent, but gradually tempers cooled — the company even offered to pay the
union dues of the recalcitrant men, but the membership voted this down — and
the issue was left over to the next round of collective bargaining.97 In 1920 a
three-week strike closed the mine but it did not attract the attention or the
passions of 1912. Even the local Chamber of Commerce resolved that 'a living

92 'Unhappy Waihi', MW, 28 April 1915. The paper reported the deaths of Waihi residents
carefully and whenever a prominent strike-breaker died, the paper noted the fact (one suspects with
some satisfaction), making mention of his past activities; see, for example, 'Waihi Notes', MW, 31
March 1915; 'Waihi Doings', MW, 9 June 1915; 'Waihi Doings', MW, 1 November 1916.
93 'Waihi Doings', MW, 16 August 1916.
94 'Waihi Doings', MW, 23 August 1916.
95 Wesley Richards, who had moved on to become secretary of the Auckland General Labourers'
Union, 'Waihi Notes', MW, 19 April 1916. For his activities in Waihi in 1912, see Roche, p.157.
96 'Waihi Miners' Union', MW, 15 August 1917. In 1919, the company issued a statement which
included a brief but revealing account of the union's history: 'In 1912 — after the strike — a union
was formed, composed entirely of miners and battery hands who favoured settlement of industrial
disputes by arbitration as opposed to the direct action of the Federation of Labour. As time passed,
however, many of the original members of the union left to take up farming and other work, new
members came in, and the politics of the union gradually changed till in 1916 there was a majority
in the union sufficient to carry a resolution to again federate with the Federation of Labour'. NZH,
12 March 1919, p.6.
97 The dispute was covered in some detail by the NZH: see 8 March-7 April 1919; also Sleeman,
pp.250-60, MW, 19 March, 26 March, 2 April 1919.
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wage should be paid to the workers', while in London the chairman gloomily told
shareholders that 'We have had to make concessions in order to secure peace.'98
Eight years earlier, just days before the 1912 strike, the company had
pondered investing its surplus profits in new properties. Shareholders approved
the idea and the board subsequently considered some 60 prospects, inspecting
properties in Canada and Australia, but none were deemed suitable.99 Then the
war temporarily halted the search, but the proposal came up again at the meeting
in 1920, for a critical decision had to be made. The government had recently
purchased the Hora Hora hydroelectric plant from the company; should the
company continue looking for a new property or should it simply work out the
Waihi deposit until depletion forced its closure? If the latter course were taken,
ten shillings per share could be paid out to shareholders.100 Shareholders opted
for the money. The mine continued to produce for another 30 years, but the
company slowly reduced its capital and wound down the scale of its operations.
Since ore reserves were gradually dwindling, little incentive existed for continued development or expansion. In June 1952 the last ore reached the surface.
The town of Waihi still evokes the memory of 1912: the Red Feds, the death
of Evans, the coercive state of Massey. Given such memories and the passions
that they have aroused, it is scarcely surprising that historians have concentrated
on the strike, labour relations and a militant union leadership. Little attention has
been paid to the mining industry, yet it is here that the underlying tensions leading
to the events of 1912 are to be found. As the preceding pages have indicated, the
company appeared to be in an especially strong position at the turn of the century.
With high share values and the need to produce substantial dividends, company
staff pushed production to maximize profits. Once the true extent of ore reserves
became known in 1910-1911, however, this strategy had to be abandoned. This
critical re-orientation, rather than the increasingly militant rhetoric of the Red
Feds, explains much of what subsequently transpired. Statistics clearly show that
the re-structuring of mine production coincided with the strike. Union miners
could only react to, but not alter, the company's initiatives and plans.
The position of the Waihi Gold Mining Company was not unique: its career
followed a pattern discernible in a number of mining fields around the turn of the
century. All over the world, mining was gradually moving beyond its reliance on
high grade properties; the major metallurgical advances, especially the development of the cyanide process and flotation, made working lower grade ore
deposits economically feasible.These lower grade properties needed large ore

98 For the Chamber of Commerce resolution, see NZH, 25 March 1920, p.4. The Chairman's
comments are from the Report of the Proceedings at the Ordinary General Meeting of Shareholders
. . . 20 May 1920, p. 1, reprinted from MJ, MGCR, TN428.
99 Over 1350 shareholders (representing 156,513 shares) voted in favour of taking up other
properties; 521 shareholders (71,539 shares) voted against the idea; the results of the ballot were in
the second strike circular, Secretary, Hubert Akers to Shareholders, London, 28 October 1912 (copy
in MGCR, TN428); see also MSP (3 August 1912), p. 153, and the Report of the Directors and
Statement of Accounts . . . Year Ending 31 December 1912, pp. 6-7, MGCR.TN428.
100 Report of the Proceedings at the Ordinary General Meeting of Shareholders . . . 20 May 1920,
pp.2-3, reprinted from MJ, TN428.
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production and low working costs to remain profitable, and managers and
engineers constantly sought ways to reduce working costs.'01 The general
tendency around the turn of the century to economies of scale and more
'scientific' production techniques was scarcely confined to the mining industry.
A similar process of restructuring was taking place in other resource industries
as well as in urban factories.102 The impact of the change in mining, however,
deserves far greater emphasis than it has so far received.103 On mining fields
everywhere, managers abandoned the older techniques of mining high grade ore
deposits. Mining methods emphasizing the extraction of maximum amounts of
ore and allowing for more cost-effective production, such as shrinkage stoping
and the shift to competitive contracting, replaced the reliance on a miner's
expertise and independent judgement which had characterized earlier mining
operations. As margins of skill became less critical in the operation of a mine,
the position of workers weakened and management was able to exert greater
control over the work-place. Whatever lessons may be drawn from the efforts of
union miners at Waihi to oppose this trend, it is difficult to see how they could
have ever been successful, short of a total revolution in the ownership of the
productive resource. An equally depressing reality confronted the company.
Once the limit of the Waihi mine's ore deposit had been reached, the company
was inevitably working towards its own demise. The depletion of ore reserves
was, as an American mining historian has noted, 'the ultimate crisis' for a mining
community.104
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101 From 1903 to 1905, forexample, the Mining and Scientific Press carried numerous articles on
'The Costs of Mining', later collected and published as a book, edited by T.A. Rickard: The
Economics of Mining, New York, 1905. James Ralph Finlay, one of the contributors to this debate,
subsequently expanded his articles into a book-length treatment. The Cost of Mining: An Exhibit of
the Results of Important Mines Throughout the World, New York, 1909.
102 This topic is the focus of a growing body of literature. For examples, see Richard Rajala,
'Managerial Crisis: The Emergence and Role of the West Coast Logging Engineer, 1900-1930', in
Peter Baskerville, ed., Canadian Papers in Business History, Victoria, 1989,1, pp. 101-27; David A.
Hounshell, From the American System to Mass Production 1800-1932: The Development of
Manufacturing Technology in the United States, Baltimore, 1984, especially pp.217-61; Craig
Heron, 'Hamilton Steelworkers and the Rise of Mass Production', in Bryan D. Palmer, ed., The
Character of Class Struggle: Essays in Canadian Working-Class History, Toronto, 1986, pp.68-89;
and Alfred D. Chandler, Jr, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business,
Cambridge, Mass., 1977.
103 One notable exception to this neglect is Hovis's 'Technological Change and Mining Labour'.
I have benefited greatly from this work as well as from my association with Hovis as a fellow
researcher.
104 Ronald C. Brown, Hard-Rock Miners: The Intermountain West, 1860-1920, College Station
(Texas), 1979, p.36.
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TABLE I
PRODUCTION STATISTICS OF THE WAIHI GOLD
MINING COMPANY, 1892-1922
Year

Tons of Ore

Value, £

1892
1893
1894
1895
1896
1897
1898
1899
1900
1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918
1919
1920
1921
1922

20,492
22,182
27,846
37,710
38,539
45,658
87,280
114,667
125,453
178,444
201,023
259,082
291,176
298,531
328,866
356,974
393,214
416,813
442,020
350,699
147,828
184,768
183,405
192,333
194,231
191,742
188,998
192,613
159,308
164,042
181,092

46,219
64,345
83,023
120,335
135,156
144,041
256,494
302,525
317,902
461,205
521,574
658,393
683,882
728,521
837,927
878,486
930,511
959,594
926,100
679,116
332,786
336,652
332,165
349,581
371,520
370,567
387,065
380,402
341,432
348,294
300,998

Source: P. G. Morgan, The Geology and Mines of the Waihi District, pp. 138-9, & the
annual M i n e s Reports, Appendices to the Journals of the House of
Representatives.

