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A Warning
        

        

Recently three friends were, in my presence, discussing the 1913 strike. Each of them had been intimately associated with that event. Each had a clear and retentive memory, yet on the essential facts of that piece of history each differed.

        
Again, the police tell us that from six eye-witnesses of an accident they will be given six varying accounts of what occurred. How then can history be implicitly believed? And memoirs, which are a microscopic portion of history, must lie under the same suspicion. No one account can be entirely accurate. I am not suggesting that memoirs are deliberately falsified. For my part the temptation is to make the telling tedious by introducing too many explanations in the interests of truth. So, as every one of us can see life from his or her angle only, the best any one of us can do is ‘to draw the thing as he sees it’. This shall be my endeavour.

        
My thanks are due to Joan Ostler, who read the proofs, and to Mr John Pascoe, for arranging and selecting the illustrations. I am sorry that so few photographs survived and that, of these, one or two of the most interesting were too faded to be reproduced.

        

          

            

              
Helen Wilson
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To the Memory of My Husband Who Gave the Savour to Life
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Chapter 1



High Country Childhood

        

My youngest grandson lately exhibited a passing interest in his ancestry. Enquiring into it he found that he was a true-born Englishman in that he seemed to be derived from all the races that ever touched British shores; he also found that he came from a long line of very respectable, law-abiding, often devout, but, on the whole, deadly uninteresting forebears, one of whom here presumes to offer the reader some experiences of her long life.

        
I suppose that the earliest memories of most of us concern our mothers. I have a mental picture of mine rapturously unwrapping the mail — monthly mail — and saying as she unfolded copies of 
Punch, The Illustrated London News, Cornhill and other magazines:

        
‘No one can possibly feel isolated or out-of-the-world with picture papers like this coming straight from the centre of things. Why, they take you right to the scene of action.’

        
This must have been in 1875, and my recollection is that the pictures were of the Paris Commune, but as that belonged to four or five years earlier I must conclude that only old numbers were given to six-year-old me. No doubt illustrations meant more in the days when films were undreamed of and photographs a rarity. At any rate I can still see those 
Punches representing Dizzy with his curls, Gladstone with his pomposity and even Palmerston with his flamboyant whiskers, his striped trousers and his straw or twig between his teeth. Those early impressions are not yet quite effaced.

        
We lived then at Ben Ohau, one of the more remote of the sheep-stations of the Mackenzie Country. We were 108 miles — three days' drive — from Timaru, our town.

        


        
My father had brought my mother from Melbourne as a bride of eighteen, not, certainly, to Ben Ohau, but to Ben More, a somewhat less isolated station on the Otago side of the Waitaki River, which my father was then managing for 
Robert Campbell, an Englishman, who had bought large tracts of country in Canterbury and Otago. The Campbells lived at Otekaike, where they had built what was then said to be the finest, as well as the largest, house in the colony. It is now, like so many of the mansions of the past, a Government institution.

        
Life at Ben More, to a girl fresh from the gaieties of Melbourne, might have seemed a pioneer existence, but the stories that my mother used to tell of that time did not impress me with the hardships of pioneering, but with its fun.

        
There were stories of long rides to dances on neighbouring runs when evening finery hung in a band-box over the husband's saddle. Has it ever struck you that handy little leather suitcases are a modern invention? Our grandparents travelled with chests, large or not so large, or with cardboard boxes, unashamed. Remember the old lady who, anxious to lose none of her things, kept repeating the inventory throughout the journey: ‘Big box, little box, hand-box, bundle!’

        
When you rode sixty miles to a party, you didn't think it strange that it lasted three days or more. Sometimes these parties were at Otekaike, sometimes at homes less magnificent but quite as delightful — games, dances, charades, theatricals, picnics, sports. They seemed to know how to amuse themselves.

        
A gang of shearers went from shed to shed, and, wherever the gang happened to be at Christmas time, a race-meeting combined with sports was held. Shearers, owners and station-hands entered their horses and themselves for the events, and at night they all danced



together in the woolshed where Christmas fare was served according to old English traditions.

        
These were New Zealand's times of roaring prosperity. I remember no such times. The stories were fairy tales of the Golden Age to me, glimpses of good times that had passed.

        
Once my father and mother took a six-weeks' drive over the Lindis Pass and down the 
Molyneux River, taking the nurse and baby (myself) with them. They pulled up, unannounced, at the various homsteads, and stayed the night — or longer. Apparently you did not have to know your hosts. Every squatter had heard of all the others, and welcomed a visit from any of them. Nobody asked, ‘Will you stay?’ That was taken for granted. If anything was asked, it was ‘How long can you spare us?’ This in order that the visitors might meet the neighbours. Imagine a waggonette containing four strangers rolling up at any homestead to-day to stay for an indefinite time.

        
When the next baby was expected, the family was taken to Melbourne, where a son was born and died some months later. We returned then, and took a house in Dunedin, where my sister was born. In the meantime, my father had bought Ben Ohau station, where he now took his family to live. This clumsy hybrid name was, by us, called and written ‘Ben Ohou’.

* My father's initials were W.H.O., and his nickname among friends was ‘Who’. I imagined that there was some connection, but perhaps it was only the slipshod Maori that is usual in the 
South Island. When visitors, especially surveyors, would pronounce it correctly, we thought the name sounded ugly and vulgar.

        
The house at Ben Ohau was a primitive structure built of cob — that is, puddled clay — and roofed with thatch. It had evidently been begun as one largish room with a small one leading out of it on each side. As other rooms were needed, they had been added in a row, with a verandah along the whole front by, which they were entered. There




* ‘Ohu’ is the phonetic spelling of the pronunciation, I think.




were five rooms in the front, and at the back a small passage led to the large unceilinged kitchen, where you looked up into black rafters. Cob extensions led from the kitchen, providing the married couple's quarters and a small storeroom or dairy.

        
At the end of the verandah, a room had been recently built of timber with a corrugated iron roof. This was considered too cold in winter and too hot in summer to be used as a bedroom. It was called the bathroom, which meant that a round painted bath-tub was placed there and water was carried to it in pails. This was emptied by pouring the water back into pails. I think that my father was the only one who used that room. He had a cold bath carried in, and in the winter the water had to be left in the pail, because in the shallow bath it would have been frozen solid. We children had our baths in the same sort of tub placed before the nursery fire. There was no such thing as lying luxuriously submerged under warm water, as we expect. to do in bathing to-day. You squeezed water over you with a sponge. It was at least six years later that I first heard of a bath with a tap to fill it and a plug to let the water out. It sounded so wonderful that, when friends of ours in Timaru had such a bath installed, I walked two miles on purpose to look at it. It was a tin bath, with no hot tap, and the plug let the water out through a hole in the floor, out into the wide world. It was called ‘American plumbing’.

        
Looking back, I can see that my father was worse off, now he had his own station, than when he had managed Ben More. There was comfort enough in the home, and plenty of leisure, but absolutely no style and also no companionship. I often wonder what the servants did all day, for there was always a married couple and a nurse-maid. At one time, we had a man and his wife and their two daughters. They had just landed from Yorkshire, my father's county, and wanted to be together. My sister who was five acquired a broad Yorkshire dialect.

        


        
Mackenzie Country is a vast upland plain surrounded by a ring of mountains which rob the air of most of its moisture. How it was discovered is one of New Zealand's oft-told romances that need not be retold. The soil is probably rich enough, but the perpetual drought and bleak winds from the snowfields are not helpful to vegetation. From the point of view of fertility, it is a God-forsaken tract of land, but those who lived there always spoke and acted as if belonging to the Mackenzie Country added cubits to their stature.

        
Ponies, pet lambs, puppies, an extraordinary profusion of small fruits, jam and cordial making, tramps with my mother, watching her sketch and trying to imitate her, snowballing in winter, sliding and trying to skate, lessons with my mother in the morning, and walks with the nurse and the younger brother and sister in the afternoon, a trip to Timaru once each year; this was life in Mackenzie Country. Nature wore a harsh visage there. The plant life that managed to exist proclaimed it. There was no shelter, no forest on the bleak plains, but, where streams cut banks, a few hardy shrubs maintained life in their protection. One, called ‘Wild Irishman’, was a gnarled shrub entirely composed of long, hard thorns. It had no visible leaves. Broom was represented by a dwarf native shrub on the long, tough, greenish streamers of which no leaves were apparent. The plains were dotted by a plant we called a Spaniard, which looked like a yellow porcupine and at its best grew as high as a chair-seat. Each leaf — if you can call them leaves — ended in a sharp point like a bayonet, strong and poisonous. 
Mr Edward Gifford, an artist from Oamaru, came to stay with us in order to paint the rare atmosphere of the 
Southern Alps. He spread his rug on one of these Spaniards and sat down to sketch. He was in bed, and in much pain, for ten days. There was, too, a harsh brown weed that dried in autumn and blew away in balls hanging on to the fences. We called it wire-weed, and it made splendid mattresses. There was also a grass we called hat-grass because my mother made hats



and baskets of it. It really was most beautiful, silvery-cream colour hat-straw, and after we went to town we were very proud of the hats she had made. Crawling on an occasion under a clump of tough creeper that grew in patches on the hillside, I found flourishing in its shelter a fern — a real fern. I was so awed by the glory of my discovery that I could say nothing for some seconds. It seemed to me a wonderful tropical growth.

        
My niece quite recently motored through Mackenzie Country. She wrote that she had always been led to believe that the family fortunes had fallen irretrievably when we lost Ben Ohau. After seeing it, she thought a church-mouse would be well rid of it. Of all the poverty-stricken, desolate, lean and hungry places, give her Mackenzie Country, especially Ben Ohau. What heresy that would have seemed in our day! Fortunes were made (and lost) in those uplands.

        
Nature, especially animal life, plays a large part in the life of the country child. I grew devoted — absurdly so — to the denizens of the farm-yard and my special pets. A strange collection used to accompany us on our afternoon walks. A pigeon that had hurt its leg would fly to us, wait till we had gone on a spell, and catch us up, alighting, sometimes, on our shoulders. There was also a friendly piglet and a turkey hen that had been reared by hand, as well as the more usual dogs, cats, kittens, puppies and pet lambs.

        
Once a cook, plucking a fowl, pointed out to me that its wings ended in five digits (fingers, she called them) exactly like our own fingers and thumbs. I was vastly impressed. I followed up the thought and found the same in all my animal friends, which was as far as my limited observation went. All species seemed to begin with a head, fastened to a backbone from which were appended four limbs, each used for flying, walking or climbing, each ending in ten digits. Had God but one idea, one plan of creation? I was taken a step further.

        


        
The making of jelly was one of the seasonal occupations. It was then actually made from the feet and shins of calves or beasts killed for beef. After days of boiling, the liquid was strained, clarified with egg-shell, sweetened, flavoured, and bottled for summer use. Poking among the long-boiled bones thrown out for the dogs, I discovered what I thought must be rudimentary fingers or toes curled inside the cloven hoofs. I called Mrs Kemsly, who had shown me the digits on a fowl-wing, and she confirmed my fancy. I was awestruck. I was filled with speculation almost to bursting, when suddenly I felt I had discovered the awful truth — these animals, so dear to me, were really people, human beings on whom a wicked witch had cast a spell, or, it might be, an avenging God (I saw little difference) who, for a crime, had doomed them to this voiceless shape: a worse fault, perhaps, than that of Adam and Eve. Oh! It was dreadful! It might happen to anybody. How could I, not conspicuous for virtue, be sure of remaining a little girl? Then, to account for the beauty and lovableness of those condemned people, I invented a good fairy — or a kind angel — who, moved by pity, had begged permission to bestow on each a gift — soft fur, wings, shining plumage, or, perhaps, usefulness by which they might appeal to humans, who could make their lives tolerably happy. All the same, they were for ever yearning to throw off the spell and regain human form and speech. Did we not hear, by the pathetic sounds they made, how hard they were trying to be understood? I looked into their eyes and knew that they were trying, in deadly secrecy, to tell me their hope that some day they would be freed. Something would happen, some heroic act, some enormous sacrifice, some lifting of the veil would suddenly transform them to their proper shape, and those who remember the egoism of childhood will know that the liberator was to be a certain little girl with no distant resemblance to myself, only she would be very beautiful and good beyond the dreams of men and angels.



I knew exactly what sort of human being each of my animal friends would turn into. The hens would be fussy old ladies in shawls. The doves would be plebeian and rather stupid, the pet turkey would be an old beggar-woman I had met in a book, the lambs would be jolly, romping boys, the kittens — the most dearly beloved — would be darling, little golden-haired girls, my children or my friends, who sang pæans of grateful praise for their deliverance.

        
This does not mean that I had any universal love and sympathy with human beings. Contrariwise, my sister was a dear golden-haired little girl, but I had no desire to make her lot happier. In fact, I was an irritable, rebellious problem child. It was not till I was fifteen and my world was feeling the first tremors of Darwinism, that I entirely abandoned my fairy-tale.

        
Winter was a lean time everywhere, but especially on those cold uplands. Preserving of the kindly fruits of the summer was unknown, except as jams. No tinned goods, except sardines and, later, salmon, were available. Salt butter was universal, though occasionally a stall-fed cow enabled a farmer to make a few pounds of fresh butter. Usually we were lucky, as there was a meagre supply of milk. I remember once the snow was deep on the ground and some accident had happened to our winter cow. The privations must have been pretty real, but there seemed to be no fuss made about it, nor any complaints. I don't believe this was exceptional. It was the recognised duty of wives to take what was provided and make the best of it, and to see to it that the head of the house was incommoded as little as possible. On the other hand, complaints may have been carefully kept from the nursery.

        
The unbridged rivers were the true curse to us, and to all Canterbury. I believe that never did the monthly mail arrive at the station but it contained an account of at least one drowning accident. This did not include swaggers — sundowners, we called them — who would only be ‘body



of a man unidentified, evidently tried to ford the Tekapo or Waitaki River’. Those rivers were a nightmare to the wives when their husbands rode to town. There was no road from Ben Ohau till one almost reached 
Burke's Pass. One simply drove across country, picking up, if possible, bullock-waggon tracks, which were often well chosen. At both of the larger rivers the Provincial Council stationed a man to look after the ford. When you reached the river, you waited till the ford-man came out of his cottage on the other side and with a flag showed by the signs where best to ford it. After a flood the banks were often washed away, and a steep drop of from four to ten feet might be cut in them. It was the ford-man's job to discover where the new ford was (it often changed) and to construct a cutting by which teams could drive into the river at a reasonable grade. Even with these precautions, fording the rivers was a terrifying experience. If you, reader, take a little trip to 
Mount Cook in a motor-car in this year of grace 1950, just take a look, as you roll across the bridge, over into the milky boiling water of the Tekapo or the Pukaki, and you will be amazed that any man ever had the courage to take his wife and family into such a cauldron.

        
My father drove what was then called a Galloway team — three horses abreast — in a waggonette. Two were considered not sufficient for the journey, and a four-in-hand was the team of the really wealthy. Often one horse was left behind as we neared the town and the roads improved. Once we had an accident on the way home. At a steep little pinch, pulling up out of a small river, my father injudiciously gave a spirited horse a sharp flick. Paddy promptly kicked the trap to pieces. We had seven miles to walk to the ford-man's cottage at the 
Tekapo River. There we had to stay the night, though there were only two very small rooms. All I remember of that night was hearing the crawing of fowls having their heads wrung for our supper, to the accompaniment of which I fell asleep, supperless. Next day,



my father rode to the station and brought the dray. It was well after dark the following night when we reached home.

        
The ‘May storm’ is still remembered in the chronicles of Mackenzie Country. Usually snow did not fall heavily there till after June, and in April or May the squatters mustered the mountainous ridges and drove the sheep to the lower country that they might not be imprisoned on the heights by the snowdrifts. That year, 1878, Ben Ohau had mustered early, and most of the sheep were down on the flats. When an exceptional fall of snow came on the eighth of May, my father, no doubt, congratulated himself on his early muster, but the snowfall, about sixteen inches, as far as I can remember, was followed by six weeks' heavy frosts. Every night, the snow froze hard, every day the hot sunshine melted the surface, which froze again at night, till the paddocks were overlaid by clear, hard ice some two inches thick. The unfortunate sheep could see the grass through it, and died feebly tapping the hard surface. The Ben Ohau flock perished and had to be renewed. One of the young station-hands put sledge-runners on a box and we three children were pulled about over the hard snow, but I was old enough to be overwhelmed by the misery of it all and got no enjoyment from the sleighing.

        
In 1936, I met in Timaru the present owner of Ben Ohau, Mr Cameron. He told me that an even more disastrous storm had since then almost effaced the memory of the ‘May storm’ of 1878, but that the run was, nevertheless, quite a profitable concern. They grow more winter feed now. He offered, if I could have stayed, to take me out to lunch and back the same day! He also told me that the old cob-and-thatch house had then only just been demolished. How I wished that I could have accepted this offer to see it all again, but I was President of the Women's Division at the time, and a meeting had been arranged for me in Oamaru for the following day.

        
Though it is casting ahead, I do not want to leave station life without mentioning one feature that was beginning to



appear on most stations in the 'seventies. These were boiling-down works. Fat wethers and other superfluous sheep were there slaughtered and skinned, and, after the fat had been extracted, the carcases were thrown out on the paddocks. This is significant, and is the key to a great many things that happened in New Zealand during the following years. Merino wether mutton is — or was — the best mutton known, quite equal to the famed hogget mutton of to-day. The sheep were slaughtered because there was no sale for the meat. The wool, skins and tallow were the sole profit.

        
Why were these animals ever bred? Because Sir Julius Vogel had, in 1870, conceived the brilliant idea of raising a Government loan with which to build railways, roads and bridges. Labour was required. Large numbers of immigrants were brought in and employed on these public works. Their wages, spent largely on food, raised the demand for produce. Prices of stock and prices of land rose to match. New Zealand was prosperous. Investors heard of the matter and hastened to buy land and farm it. Labourers flocked to enjoy the high wages, each adding his quota to the boom and to the inflation of prices. Then, the loan spent, what could there be but a slump? Refrigeration was unknown; therefore, exports were confined to those commodities that did not deteriorate on a long voyage — wool, hides, tallow, wheat, salt butter, honey — and, when the price of wool fell to zero, New Zealand was in a bad way indeed. Let the reader remember this digression. It explains things related hereafter.

        
In 1876, when my brother was born, we took and furnished a house in Timaru, and obviously intended to live there. This was before the ‘May storm’ and before the big drop in wool. Things probably looked bright. 
Edward Wakefield, nephew of the great E. G., was the editor of the 
Timaru Herald and Member of Parliament for the district. It seems that there was a Bill introduced into the House of Representatives for the revaluing of the squatters' leases.



It was passed, and evidently made so much difference to the run's profits that my father had to take his family back to the country. 
Mr Wakefield said to my mother, ‘Now, why are you planning to go back to the station?’ She said, ‘Because you lost us our leases’. Then she was covered with confusion because, having meant by ‘you’ the Parliament, she remembered that, by an alcoholic accident, 
Edward Wakefield had wandered into the wrong lobby and the Bill had been carried by one vote. It could not have been till the end of 1877 that we went back, for I remember the opening of the State schools in that year, and I remember hearing 
Edward Wakefield read 
The Pied Piper at that opening function.

        
I do not agree with those who extol the advantages of being brought up entirely in the country. I am sure I was a backward, stupid child, but that year in Timaru I awoke to consciousness and began to understand how the world wags.

        
My first party should have taught me something, but I doubt if it did. A friend a little older than myself came with me. Her people lived nearby. Their nurse took us both and my father called for us and took us home. Returning, our house was first en route. I danced in, full of glee, saying, ‘There was a Christmas tree! See what they gave me!’ and displayed a bead necklace squeezed in a sticky hand because it had ‘got broke’.

        
‘Is that all you got?’ asked my companion. ‘Look at my things!’ She opened a neatly packed basket and exhibited a doll's washing-tub and board, a doll's bedstead with blankets, sheets and pillows, an orange velvet carrot pincushion (most desirable), a shell box, and a pen-wiper with a puppy to hold it by. In answer to enquiries as to why she was so lucky, she explained to the grown-ups, ‘Oh, you see, Nell doesn't know how to manage at a Christmas tree; she just hopped about shaking her beads, as if she didn't want anything else. I put mine by, and came and stood by



the thing I liked next best, and by and by someone came and gave it to me. Then I put that by, and just stood looking.’ (She had large appealing brown eyes.) ‘I always stood where a different lady was giving out presents.’

        
I felt dreadfully humiliated, and hastened to explain that I had had a packet of sweets as well, only they got spilt. That made things worse, for they laughed, and I knew the laugh was at my expense. Later, when I was still awake pondering on how I ought to have behaved, I heard my father say, ‘Well! Anyway, I would rather have our Nell and her broken beads.’ I couldn't understand why he should say that, in face of such ignominious failure on my part, but it comforted me.

        
The companions of our early years are often lost in the moves and mists of life. It was otherwise with M —. I was in contact with her till her death.

        
She grew up beautiful, ‘faultily faultless, icily regular, splendidly null,’ came out in style, spent several gay years in Timaru, with occasionally a flutter in Christchurch, and then, somewhat late in life for those days, married a man with fair prospects, but considered unlikeable by almost everybody. It was certainly not a love-match. Even during the engagement period, she sometimes used her sharp tongue to make him look small. They lived a cat-and-dog life. No! Dogs and cats are noisy, vulgar plebeians, without much venom — these were gilded snakes with poison under their tongues and cold hatred in their hearts. There were no children, not even a dog or a cat in the house on which a warm ray of feeling might have fallen. They hurt each other, at the same time immunising each his or her own skin against the darts of the other. Bitterness showed on his face, but hers was as sweet as an angel's. With a smile like rippling water on her thin, delicate lips she would launch the most poisonous barbs. Hers was the sharper tongue, but his ability to hurt was reinforced by the power of the purse, not a long one. Why did they live together? Well! She



was an excellent housewife, and kept things smooth and correct for her own sake: he required refinement and a well-ordered home. Perhaps they enjoyed the contest of hate. Were they faithful to each other? Who knows. At least each managed to keep any indiscretion from the watchful eye of the other. He laughed last, because he died first and had the melancholy satisfaction of leaving her just as poorly provided-for as the law would sanction. He left the house, which she had cared for and adorned as a fitting setting for that beautiful cold diamond that was herself, to his sister. She spent her last days in a cheap boarding-house.

        
In 1879, our family's holiday was taken earlier. My father and mother and I went to Dunedin in April. We stayed with the John Connells at 
Port Chalmers. It was a wonderful holiday. He was a surveyor with a large family.

* We went back to Timaru, and my father went on to the station to see the last of the wool clip on to the waggons, while my mother and I stayed at Woodlands, the home of 
Captain Cain and his two step-daughters, who were reputed to be heiresses. On the following Saturday, my father was to return in time for the Timaru sports, the event of the year that no squatter ever missed, and then he was to drive us home.

        
Looking out of the bedroom window early on the Friday morning, I saw one of the station hands, slowly riding old Timbertoes, a station horse, up the Cains' long drive. I have never had a true premonition in my life, unless this was one. I do not think I definitely guessed disaster, but I refrained for some unknown reason from mentioning that I had seen the man. At breakfast, my mother joked and made plans, while the Cain girls, Kitty and Ellis, were gloomy and quiet. My mother remonstrated about their solemn faces. Then somebody said to me, ‘Run away, Nell’, but I heard enough




* If any of them still live please receive my greetings, for I have lost touch.




to know that something serious had happened to my father. He had been found dead in his bed the night before.

        
It seems that the wool was being shipped that year over the unfordable Ohau river to Oamaru. Across the river ran a wire rope on which hung a cage that held four bales of wool. On the Ben Ohau side, there was a high cliff of red slate on which was built a windlass. The bales were placed in the cage and then it was allowed to run with its own momentum to the lower side, where the bullock-waggons stood waiting. The rope was wound up again by the windlass, ready to receive the next load. My father was standing by the windlass, taking notes of the weights and markings of each bale, when one bale slipped and threatened to roll into the river below. He threw the bale hook in his hand into it and managed to save it — he was a man of great strength — but in the effort he evidently strained his heart. The men who were with him reported that he went down to the river and sat there for a long time drinking the water. They went home in the dray and he followed slowly, leading his horse. He went straight to bed, and in the morning was found dead there by my sister. The doctors said that he had bled internally.

        
What happened to his family is a story which grew even more familiar during the next decade. The mortgagees foreclosed and put Ben Ohau up to auction. The price failed to realise the amount of the mortgage, so that the widow got nothing at all out of it, not even the furniture or her own horse, Belfast, that seemed to us almost one of the family. My mother always considered the transaction fraudulent and the auction a hole-and-corner job. For years she kept the papers connected with it, in the hope that my brother, when he came to manhood, might contest the case and perhaps retrieve something.

        
A child of nine can hardly be said to 
know its parents, yet everything I can recall of my father was kindly and endearing. A huge, red-headed Yorkshireman of immense



strength, with, I think, a sensitive and boyish nature. One letter, still extant, written from Ben More to my mother who was away on holiday, is so tender, loving, solicitous and generous, it leaves no doubt in my mind. He pointed out to me the ways of the wild things he loved and would tell us about the English birds and the Yorkshire wolds.

        
He shared the early settlers' wistful longing for the sights and sounds of Home. Once, when my parents were walking along a Timaru suburban road, children at feet, my father suddenly let out a joyful yell, seized his hat, and, pointing with it to the sky, shouted, ‘There! See! There it is! Hurrah!’ and, running a few steps forward, he turned a somersault. He had heard and seen the first English skylark.

        
I may make a guess that my father was a poor manager of money. Most of my family are.

        
My mother went back to the station leaving me, not at boarding-school as had been intended, but to live with a family called Granger, where there were six children, including two golden-haired, blue-eyed little girls, as pretty as cherubs and about my own age. With these I was to attend the new High School soon to be opened in Timaru, for my mother approved strongly of the new idea that girls should, like boys, be educated for a career.

        
Mrs Granger was a beautiful, stately, cultured woman with a gracious manner. Mr Granger was also handsome and benevolent-looking, and they both were truly religious — religious to a degree I have never known since. They seamed to live constant communion with Jesus. They spoke as if He were in the house and taking an active interest in all the family doings. Though there were seven children in the house, it was most perfectly ordered. ‘One must always behave and keep everything in the home in such a way that, if the Lord were to return to earth this day, He would find that we were awaiting Him.’ They — and all of us — lived in daily expectation of the Second Coming. So much so that, when Mr George Grey-Russell came to dinner



and the best dinner-set was on the table, we girls asked each other ‘Has He come?’ If Mrs Granger mislaid her thimble, she retired to her room and prayed that she might find it. Sometimes, of course, she did find it. When she did not, she smiled sweetly and said, ‘Jesus must chasten me a little longer for my carelessness’. There was not a grain of pretence or hypocrisy in all this. Never did mortals better live up to their convictions. The household ran smoothly and sweetly. There was never any haste or bustle. Even the baby seemed to have found eternal peace. There were two boys of, say fourteen and twelve, and only once during the eleven months that I was with them did these — or any of the family — do anything that might merit correction. That once, a heinous crime was committed. One of the boys shoved the other at family prayers. There was an awed silence, Mr Granger held up his hand, and the delinquent slunk out of the room.

        
I think the only scriptural precept that was not in daily practice in that family was Solomon's injunction, ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child’. This terrible offence gave Mr Granger a God-given opportunity to obey with much solemnity this commandment too. It was an epoch-making incident, the sensation of the nursery for the year. That was the only lapse from sanctity committed in the family.

        
After all, they were logical. If we really believed in the imminence of the Second Coming, how else should we behave? Even self-interest would prompt us to be ready and waiting for the good rather than the evil doom. But all we do is to sing fervently —

        

          

            
‘Were the whole realm of nature mine


            
That were an offering far too small.


            
Love so amazing, so divine


            
Demands my life, my soul, my all.’
          

        

        
Once I committed the great wickedness of writing a story and reading it to the girls. Did I not know that inventing a story that was not true was just telling lies, a thing Jesus



could never approve of. I had neither the wit nor the pluck to cite the parables.

        
Yet, for all this piety, the Grangers were not self-righteous. When revivalists, 
Amy McPherson sort of people, came round as they did frequently, the family was always re-converted. Their emotion would swell with the preacher's eloquence and they would go up to the penitent form, in company with reprobates and old drunkards, and declare that they had never known the real glory of the Lord Jesus till that minute. This happened with 
Father Chiniqui, a renegade Catholic priest, with Mrs Hamson, whose eloquence rocked the town and saved many souls, and, years later, when the 
Salvation Army arrived. They found it the climax, and Mr and Mrs Granger were afterwards to be seen walking the streets in 
Salvation Army uniform, singing and beating the drum. But at the time I was left in their charge they were Presbyterians.

        
The year I lived with the Grangers must have been a particularly tragic one for my mother. She stayed on at the station expecting that the final settlement would make some provision for her. The mortgagees put on a manager whom she disliked intensely —a young pup with swelled head, she called him — and she soon found that, in her own home, where her slightest whim had taken priority over everything else, the very servants were not under her jurisdiction. The manager took my father's splendid horse, rode it from Timaru in one day, and foundered it. He lent her horse Belfast, which had never carried anyone but herself, to the men as a station hack, and finally he determined to go to the Oamaru races and take the whole staff of household servants. These were the Yorkshire family of whom I spoke. They were leaving, and he proposed to bring back a married couple. To go to Oamaru, it was necessary to ford the 
Ohau River, always considered unfordable with a vehicle, but in his anxiety to get to the races he persuaded himself that the river had never been so low within the memory of man.



Not content with that grave risk, he tried to ford before it became daylight and succeeded in drowning the mother and one of the daughters. The trap was of course smashed, but the horses were found some days afterwards two miles down the river.

        
After that, realising that there was nothing to salvage, the widow came to settle in town with her young children, full of hope and confidence that she would be able to make a home and a livelihood for us all. She was twenty-eight, and her youngest child was not quite three.
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Chapter 2



Widowhood in The 'Eighties

        

In Timaru I was as despondent and miserable as a healthy child of ten can be. I had been told impressively the awful fact that we were now to be poor. To me, ‘poor’ meant low-down, dirty, disreputable, a taker of other people's leavings. Moreover, I had seen my mother washing clothes, and, as things seen are mightier than things heard, the sight had shocked me where I lived. I may say that I never saw her do such a thing either before or afterwards. That once was enough to convince me that our case was indeed desperate. When we had come to town and had taken a very meagre little cottage, I was so impressed by our altered circumstances that I slunk along, hardly daring to take my share of the footpath. On one occasion I was sent to order the week's groceries. Sugar was on the list, quantity unstated. I thought it out. Sugar was, of course, a luxury. It would be dreadful if I should ruin the family prospects by ordering too much, so I ordered a quarter of a pound. The grocer gave it to me in a screw-bag of newspaper in my hand. I was so humiliated that I nearly wept on the spot. I have no doubt that a lesson on restricted means was necessary, for country children do not learn early that shops are full of desirable things that they may not have, but obviously I had been told too much or too little about this poverty.

        
Though my mother was very confident about the future, how to begin earning was a problem. She took an inventory of the items of her equipment and decided that the two things she could do better than the average were to dance and to make toffee. ‘She had been educated at one of Melbourne's ‘ladies'’ schools and despised what she learned



there from the bottom of her heart. She could sing and play well enough for a small tea-party, she could do various kinds of fancywork superlatively; she could mark clothes with a complicated cross-stitch so that the mark was an ornament to the garment; she could write a letter, not only in perfect hand-writing but correct in details of spacing and margins such as no one bothers about to-day; she knew how to address every rank, from Royalty to the dustman; she was acquainted with the proper etiquette of the ball-room and knew who took precedence of whom; she could walk — or rather float — downstairs as only a film star does to-day; but what were all these things to a widow with her children's bread to earn? The world was a bleak place for women to work in. Few to-day know how bleak. Nursing-homes and private hospitals were unknown. People were nursed at home; public hospitals were charitable institutions for the indigent.

        
She considered starting a boarding-school with my father's life insurance as capital, but the Sacred Heart convent was already giving good education of the sort then demanded; the new High School was beginning to offer an academic teaching, and there were two good boarding-schools in Christchurch.

        
The most popular of these amongst the girls was kept by a Mrs Gibson, but parents who believed in strict discipline sent their daughters to a dragon called Miss Louzer. Her name alone was sufficient threat to quell rebellious or difficult girls. She was said to be a Prussian aristocrat and was a highly educated woman. Her pupils, when they left, had not merely been exposed to French and German, but spoke and wrote both fluently — were properly ‘finished’, to use the phrase of the hour. She never lacked pupils, were they never so unwilling.

        
My mother shrank from risking her small capital in competition with such schools. What, then, happened to a widow left penniless in those high and far-off times? Their



friends, their church, or some charitable people made a compassionate collection, with which they usually bought the widow a house. She might then take in boarders or sewing until the children grew old enough to earn. My mother was determined that it should not come to that — the collection, not the boarders. Indeed, she tried boarders at one time, but her temperament was not suitable to the game. Painting was really her best gift, inherited from her father, but she had had no modern tuition, and, though she did manage to get a few painting pupils, dancing proved her most valuable asset. She took young people's classes and adult classes, private pupils and small children's classes. They became a vogue — a fashion — and Timaru people were slaves to fashion. One way and another she kept the pot boiling, and never touched the £1,000 that came from my father's life insurance. ‘That I shall use for education,’ she said, ‘and nothing else.’

        
No doubt we were hard up, and knew it, but, looking back, it seems to me that we were able to have most of the small things that our school-mates had. There was a fashion for tinographs, little photographs on tin the size of a penny stamp. They cost two shillings a dozen and you exchanged them with all your friends. To be in funds on the exchange, you needed about three dozen. Then there was also a fashion for silver jewellery. Gold suddenly became in our eyes common and vulgar. We desired, above all things, a large silver locket, on a thick silver chain. You put somebody's hair in it and made a great mystery of whose it was. Your friends peered and tried to guess which boy of your acquaintance had hair like that. It was probably your brother's or sister's and all the secrecy a silly little pretence.

        
Before the ubiquitous film became the sole entertainment, many little shows came round — glass-blowers, ventriloquists, jugglers, waxworks, and once a model of the Strasburg clock.

        
From the number of these small amusements to which



we were taken I conclude that my mother was making a fair living. There was nearly always a maid of sorts in the house, and, if not, charwomen and washerwomen were pitifully cheap. My mother must have applied to herself 
Max Adler's advice — ‘My son, be a bright poker’— for I never remember seeing her do what was then considered menial work except the once I have mentioned.

        
Her friends were wonderfully good to her. They never allowed her to drop out entirely from the gay, the very gay, social life of Timaru. She wore black always, and very severe and meagre mourning it was, yet the lack of suitable attire never seemed to trouble either her or her hostesses. It was not so with me or with my sister. We allowed an inferiority complex to make us shy. We were invited to big parties given by her friends, but went reluctantly, and gradually dropped the small, every-day intimacies with most of her friends' children. Grasmere, the beautiful home of a very beautiful woman, was always open to us. I believe that there is not an orchard and garden in New Zealand to-day to compare with those of Grasmere. In the orchard was every fruit suited to the climate, and all grew in great profusion. I never remember that there were any restrictions or any forbidden trees. Perhaps it was just as well, for the Whites were a large and unruly family and I can't imagine that they would have respected such restrictions. It was a wonderful thing during those hard years to have the freedom of that home. Did I long for flowers for a school occasion? I had only to go to Grasmere and most choice ones were sure to be given me. I may mention that the flower-garden was not free to all, but Mrs White was particularly generous and thoughtful. ‘Would you like some flowers?’ came to her lips as naturally as a smile.

        
The Whites had a carriage, ‘the real Mackay’, the kind we associate with 
Queen Victoria and London processions — the last word in style. There were only three carriages in Timaru, and I was quite sure that the White's was the



doyen of them all. Wasn't their coachman the handsomest, with his tall hat, cockade, and shining boots? I thought their horses looked the finest, and the low, open coach the most graceful. I was sometimes, and my mother was often, driven home from Grasmere in that carriage. I felt like Royalty, but, from to-day's viewpoint, what a cumbersome means of locomotion it was.

        
When the depression was sore in the land and there was desperate need of retrenchment, the Whites gave up the carriage, as well as most of the luxuries they had been used to, and thus, while the stately homes round Timaru were falling one by one into the hands of mortgagees, they were able to save theirs, with its beautiful grounds and garden.

        
I am sure the Ostlers must have been intolerable nuisances to the Whites. I was told some years later of an occasion when my small brother, aged six, had killed three of the Grasmere ducks, but with great consideration the thing was kept from my mother. Greater tact hath no man.

        
Over those six years of Timaru school life let me draw a curtain. I was not studious, diligent and helpful, but wild and ridiculous. Not all the time, certainly, but more often than not. At one stage, I longed to be thought mad, and went roaring round the school grounds in strange, flowing garments. My cup of happiness was full when my sister told me that the girls were asking, ‘Is your sister off her head?’ Such phases were mercifully short. I had not very good health, and you know when the Devil was ill how he changed.

        
Once I had a lingering cough, by the exercise of which I could call up an appalling deep bark in the schoolroom. Very satisfactory! Perhaps less so to the mistress. We were exceedingly religious at that time. No! Having known the Grangers I should rather say that we all kept a pocket of religious sentiment tucked away in our make-up. A friend wrote me a note: ‘I hope, dear Nell, that you are prepared for the next world, for I know by your cough, which is just



like my cousin's who died, that you are not long for this world!’ Fine! Splendid! I was greatly elated — a deathbed scene like little Eva's (everyone read 
Uncle Tom then), beautiful, touching farewells, precious last words. I arranged to distribute my small possessions, and every day I redistributed them among my favourites. I planned who was to be asked to the funeral and enlarged the list from time to time. I saw my friends gathered round my bed, weeping and wishing that they had seen my fine qualities earlier; my mother, somewhere in the background, also wondering why she had not recognised my virtues. Glorious! Nothing could be better. Was I morbid or finding life too bitter? Not a bit of it. I simply desired the glamour of a funeral over which I imagined myself floating, invisible, as a beautiful angel. But somehow I seemed to get no nearer my goal. Even the cough refused to make so much noise and took more effort to produce. I feared that the consumption, which was the right disease for good little girls to die of, was deserting me. I must do something drastic about it. I would open my bedroom window at night. That was equivalent to suicide. All windows, I knew, must be closed at four o'clock, to prevent the deadly night air from entering the house. I had often seen housewives rushing home in great anxiety in case the maids had forgotten to close the windows. I opened mine and dragged my bed under it. No result! In a final effort, I even sprinkled my sheets with water. It was cruelly uncomfortable, but all in vain. I grew steadily better, forgot about funerals, and have never had a chest complaint since, nor, after that experience, have I ever been afraid of draughts, damp clothes and wet grass. It is universally held that these things bring colds and rheumatism. I can only say that it is not so with me. I catch colds from time to time, like everybody else, but have never been able to trace a cold to anything but infection or perhaps disordered metabolism. The fact that in the Arctic regions a man may have his clothes frozen on to his skin,



may almost die of exposure, and yet catch no cold is significant. Was it Hegel who said that, if the disorder we call ‘catching cold’ had been called ‘catching a heat’, there would have been less nonsense about it? But perhaps there would merely have been a different set of fetishes.

        
There was one incident that has been remembered by my friends as a wild escapade, and a sign of an unruly disposition, but to my own mind was a very natural experiment.

        
I suppose that every child has longed to fly, has looked at the ease of a bird's flight and wondered why its own body was so heavily chained to the earth. I was no exception, and also I was told a story the truth of which I had no reason to doubt. It was of two English boys who climbed to rob starlings' nests. They found that they could only get to the nests by putting a board out of a narrow slit in the belfry walls, one holding it straight while the other climbed out on it. The boy standing on the board secured seven half-grown starlings. Then they quarrelled over the division of the spoil. ‘If you don't share fair, I'll let you down,’ threatened the one inside. Finally, he did let the board go, and the boy on it fell. However, he was wearing a smock of tight-woven cotton. His hands were held high, and both full of fluttering birds. The smock spread like a parachute and he landed safely, saying, ‘Now you'll get nought.’

        
I believed the story. Why, then, should I not do the same with two umbrellas? I found two in the hall, put the catches of both out of action in case they should shut at a critical moment, climbed on the roof of a shed and, in sight of two disciples, whose turn was to come next, I hoisted the umbrellas and jumped off.

        
Nothing was broken but the umbrellas. The fall was painful, but things were more painful when the matter of the broken umbrellas was discovered. No! I was not a dutiful daughter, nor one to ease the conditions of a mother with three children to bring up by herself. I took her virtues



for granted, and was critical — silently — of her foibles, for tolerance and humility and analogous qualities were alien to her. When she had occasion to come to school, she knocked like a postman, as if saying, ‘I'm here, with no time to waste’, and she would often enter hard upon the knock. Why, I asked myself, could she not give a polite little rat-tat-tat like the other girls' mothers and wait till the door was opened? She held certain beliefs which we should now call fads — such as homeopathy — which she spoke of with a superior air that implied contempt for those who failed to understand their truth. From small things I heard her say to selected friends, I am sure that religious faith was not a burning flame in her. She could not have swallowed the doctrines of the Church in their entirety, but she sternly suppressed signs of the like tendency in me. There was wisdom in it, for doubters were called atheists in those days and were social outcasts, treated with an ostracism that amounted to persecution. The smaller the community, the more unbearable the lot of the outcast.

        
I have noticed that the sons of widows have a tendency to turn out well. I suppose that a youth who is tempted to sow wild oats round, his first start may look to his father to give him a second, but the widow's sons have not only been brought up to feel protectors, which is good for a male's soul, but they know there is no possibility of a rescuing hand. But daughters of widows used not to be so conspicuously successful. A girl's duty in those times was to marry —to marry well. Frequently girls remained single. Look round to-day among the elderly spinsters. You will see that most of them are daughters of widows or of fathers who were failures.
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Chapter 3



A Great Tragedy Seen from Below

        

At the age of fifteen, though absurdly ignorant, I considered myself nearly grown-up. Had not girls of my acquaintance married at sixteen? I was never a great reader but I absorbed what I read and books have always made a lasting impression upon me. Thus, such surreptitious fiction as I had picked up, dealing mostly in crime, murder, abductions and mysterious disappearances, led me to picture life overflowing with these excitements. That is probably why, when I found myself in contact with a great criminal sensation (often said to be the greatest New Zealand has known) I was not obsessed, nor frightened by the horror and tragedy of it but took it casually and as an earnest of the sort of thing life was sure to bring to me. This sensation was nothing less than a murder — and an attempted murder — in the fashionable world; and it was my fate to know the murderer well and his victims even better.

        
Neither in temperament nor in circumstances was I the type of girl to whom such experiences might be expected to fall. Shy, quiet, slow of thought and painfully aware of my own deficiencies, I was content with, or at least reconciled to, the role of observer, taking a worm's-eye view of the great drama unfolded to me, a role for which my very defects fitted me. A dull, dreamy, absent-minded onlooker may be allowed to see points in the game which are deliberately hidden from a brighter, more sharp-witted gaze.

        
When my father arrived in New Zealand in 1857 he met in Christchurch a young man about his own age who came, as he did, from the Yorkshire wolds. Both took up sheep country in South Canterbury and no doubt saw a good deal of each other in Timaru, the natural seaport town of that district.

        


        
Mr T. W. Hall must either have left his station to a manager, or have sold it, for as long as I can remember he lived with his family on a farmlet some three miles north of Timaru. As far back as 1876 I was taken as a small child to visit the Halls. All four sons were at home. They seemed to me to be very big boys and one of them put me on a pony and led me about for a few minutes, but I was not old enough to distinguish one from the other. I sensed that day that the friendship between my father and Mr Hall, though of long standing, was not particularly cordial, for when, on the way home, I said something disparaging of the ‘old man who wanted me to slither downstairs’, I felt at once that it pleased my parents. With a child's instinct to play up to and say what is acceptable, I remember repeating the remark several times, though it is very unlikely that I really disliked the old gentleman who encouraged an amusement so suited to my tastes.

        
In the early 'eighties, the Halls seem to have fallen on obscure days, but when Tom, the third son, grew up it soon became clear that he had no intention of sharing the family obscurity.

        
He was good-looking, dark, slightly built and of medium height. (The photographs of 
Anthony Eden remind me of 
Tom Hall in type and figure.) He quickly made a mark in the town, was accounted an astute businessman and one whose head ‘was screwed on aright’.

        
His family could be no help to him but his uncle, 
Sir John Hall of Christchurch, was already one of New Zealand's outstanding men. From 1879 to 1882 he had been Premier and was always highly respected, both in private and in public life. He was very well off and the general opinion was that the nephew, young Tom, was on the right road to do as well as his uncle.

        
Tom's manner was cordial and most attractive. It was said — and young as I was, I was able to notice it — that when he came into a room everyone in it seemed the



happier for his coming. He soon became a star in the social firmament, for he was everything that Timaru admired. He talked well, dressed well, shot well, danced well, was ready for any amusing enterprise, always had a good horse and knew how to sit it.

        
He managed one of his uncle's stations in the Mackenzie Country and later an important commercial concern in Timaru. These activities provided him with another useful social asset, a familiarity with both town and country. Notwithstanding his popularity, most men put a query to his name in the matter of stability and trustworthiness. But that happens to many a young man who makes a splash in a small town.

        
Women responded all too readily to his attraction but knew him for a wily bird. He flirted with everyone attractive, especially debutantes. Many a married woman would, in after years, whisper the confidence, half in horror, half in pride, ‘I was engaged to 
Tom Hall once — or as good as engaged.’

        
It was probably the latter — for he seemed to slip out of all his affairs uncompromised.

        
As illustrative of his resourcefulness a story was told that at a certain festivity, where something stronger than claret-cup had circulated, he proposed — actually proposed — to the prettiest of the three pretty H — sisters. When he saw the girl speaking excitedly to her mother he realised what he had done. The H — s were not a family to be trifled with. He promptly danced with the other two sisters in turn and proposed to each of them. So that scarcely had pretty little Rose confided to her mother that 
Tom Hall had proposed and that she had accepted, than Beth whispered the same story and then Dolly. Mama had to realise that alcohol has many disadvantages from a matrimonial point of view.

        
* * * *

        
It was early in '85 when my mother came home from a



dinner-party at Grasmere, very much ruffled, and full of indignation. I was sleeping in her room and, seeing I had awakened, she poured out her grievance. She often talked to me in this way, prompted, I suppose, by the common human need to voice our thoughts. I could not have been an encouraging 
confidante. I seldom commented and never questioned. Such parts of the story as I was unable to understand I supplied later from my own imagination. My silence may have been the reason why my mother could — and did — forget that she had ever confided in me. This time she was explosive.

        
‘
Tom Hall's a cad. I always knew he was’, she said, throwing off her shoes and stockings viciously, as if they were to blame. ‘I heard him say to his dinner partner to-night (it was Mrs M — who seemed to be enjoying his jokes immensely), “If I don't come out of this affair of Tate's with £200, it will come to marrying old Kitty yet”.’

        
I have already mentioned Kitty. She was the younger of 
Captain Cain's two heiress step-daughters, with whom my mother and I had been staying at the time my father died. Their money had been settled on them by their mother so that it was available without waiting for the Captain's death.

        
The elder daughter had already married a Mr Newton, a farmer. Kitty, the younger, kept house for her step-father at Woodlands, a large house on the outskirts of Timaru with extensive grounds and a splendid orchard.

        
Knowing that the old man had been a sea captain may have led me to discern in the house a peculiar resemblance to a ship. It was solidly built, with high studs and a high-pitched roof which gave it a four-square-to-all-weathers appearance. But it was inside that the resemblance to a ship was most striking. The massive doors were hung with 
portières of heavy red brocade. The tall, narrow windows were curtained with the same material bordered with thick red and gold gimp and looped towards the bottom with cord finished with tassels each as large as a tennis ball. The



curtain rods were solid oak poles some four inches in diameter, ending in enormous knobs. These poles were, I was told, about as much as a man could lift. Even the rings were of solid wood and the hooks, by which the curtains were fastened to them, were formidable pieces of ironmongery.

        
In my time the carpets had grown a trifle shabby, but they were thick and soft, from wall to wall, and were often overlaid with heavy rugs. Draughts were entirely excluded, and the whole house gave the impression of being able to withstand Arctic storms. There was a stairway which, though fairly handsome, somehow reminded one of a companionway. At one time there had been four rooms upstairs but some primitive alterations — by boarding off the remaining space to serve as an attic — had reduced them to two. There was apparently no entrance to this attic, but once, when I was very young, I had poked inquisitive fingers into the uneven wall and found papered over, inside a built-in wardrobe, a small door leading into it.

        
I told Kitty of my find and she gave me leave to go and rummage in there to my heart's content. ‘But, don't ask 
me to go in there’; she added with a little shiver that to me suggested nameless horrors. I wished I had never found that door.

        
This was just before my father's death, for both my parents were at Woodlands and my father, whose chief desire for his children was that they should fear nothing, took me into the attic. It was an eery place lighted by two small windows that had been boarded up roughly, and let in only slanting rays full of dancing dust specks. It was crowded with lumber, broken furniture, harness, saddles, hats, or parts of them, sea chests, travelling trunks, heavy gilt picture-frames and portmanteaux stiff with age. He laboured to convince me that there was nothing to fear and that probably Kitty was frightened of rats or spiders, stupid things of which I was of course far too sensible to be afraid.



He suggested that I might find treasures there but I must be sure not to take a light, as straw and packing might catch fire. At that period I was far too scared to venture into the cavern alone though years later I knew most of its contents. It was there that I found the weird clothes I dressed up in when I wanted my school mates to think me mad. At nine years old I argued simply that there must be something awful there or Kitty would not have shivered.

        
This Kitty was a pleasant, plump, generous girl of twenty-four or twenty-five. She was, as I knew later, indolent, happy-go-lucky, inefficient, dowdy, untidy. If somebody's hair came down it was sure to be hers. Ignominious accidents followed in her train; portions of her clothing came unhitched, her hats blew away. She was not a bad horse-woman, but if she took a toss there was sure to be a handy puddle to make things ridiculous. She laughed and giggled over everything, was never put out whether it was her own fault or someone else's. I remember an occasion (it must have been one of those children's parties where grown-ups help to amuse the youngest of the children for a short time and then take the floor with avidity themselves) when Kitty had forgotten her dancing-shoes. Her own boots (we wore long buttoned or laced boots) were wet, so she danced in a pair of men's slippers which kept falling off and skating across the room to the accompaniment of peals of laughter from Kitty. Sitting round the wall I heard the older women making disparaging remarks and jeering scornfully. I resented their talk hotly, for Kitty was sweet to me, and I had adopted her as a relation and called her 
Aunty Kitty.

        
In the house she was hopeless without a maid and absolutely dependent upon one; but she was tolerant and kindly and usually managed to keep good and devoted servants. Once when she was without one I heard her say, ‘What! Make my bed when I have no help? Not I! It is all too comfortable to drag myself out of in the morning.



Why should I make it more so?’ I remember rather approving of the theory.

        
* * * *

        
I have still to explain the words — ‘If I don't come out of this affair of Tate's with £200 …’. 
Mr Robert Tate was one of Timaru's best-liked and well esteemed men. He was foremost in all that was for the good of the town. He was secretary or president of many charities and head churchwarden at a time when the Church counted for something. These were the palmy days of the 
Church of England. 
Archdeacon Harper, our vicar, was a great personality and had a 
mana all his own. 
Tom Hall had some time ago given up the management of one of the banks to become a partner of 
Mr Tate in a stock and station agency which was supposed to be a flourishing concern. The Tates lived comfortably but not ostentatiously, a mode of living which was not by any means common just then, for Timaru was suffering from a mania to emulate the really wealthy families of Christchurch. The Tates entertained little but generously. Children remembered that once a year they gave a picnic for youngsters. They hired a number of drags and invited all the children they knew (and some they did not know) and drove us out the seven miles to the nearest piece of native bush. There, after much eating and drinking, we rushed round pulling up ferns by the roots, tearing down greenery, stripping the bark from trees, and, having behaved like Huns for some hours, we ate again, loaded ourselves into the drags and draped in clematis and other spoils we waved tree-fern fronds and shouted all the way home.

        
One day the news went round that 
Mr Tate was missing and that a search party was out looking for him. His body was found, with a bottle of poison by his side, in an abandoned, god-forsaken stretch of swamp called Saltwater Creek.

        
To the horror of the town his affairs were found to be in



confusion. There had been large defalcations of trust monies and charity funds and, as usual, the sufferers were widows and orphans. It was a triumph for those who had always been certain that religion was only a cloak for roguery and fraud. ‘There's your noble church-warden.’

        
It was a shattering blow to 
Archdeacon Harper. They said he looked twenty years older in a week. Months afterwards I heard him quote very grimly: ‘He was a man in whom I built an absolute trust’. His voice implied that he simply could not renounce that trust. But not a whisper of suspicion attached to the partner — 
Tom Hall. Rather, the affair was considered a piece of tough luck for him.

        
Tom Hall evidently did not ‘come out of this affair of Tate's’ with his £200, for in less than six months I heard in church the banns read out of 
Thomas Hall and 
Kate Emily Cain. So it had come to marrying old Kitty.

        
It is probable that my mother remonstrated with Kitty and tried to dissuade her. On the other hand it may have been clear to Kitty that her friend Mrs Ostler disliked her fiancé. At any rate there seemed to be a coolness between my mother and Kitty, for I saw less of my adopted aunt.

        
After the Halls were married, they went to live about four miles out of Timaru, in one of the many beautiful semi-country houses built in the flourishing 'sixties by people who later found they could no longer afford to live in them.

        
Tom effected a great change in Kitty. She lost all sign of dowdiness and careless dress. As his wife she became smart, held herself well, dressed well and even developed a waist. She sat upright in his dashing dog-cart and appeared not too scared of his spirited tandem team. I was at school in Dunedin when a Timaru girl wrote to me — ‘You should have seen Mr and Mrs Hall come into the theatre last night. She wore black velvet and she really has a very good figure now her dresses fit. Everyone was turning round to see them come in. Of course 
he always looks well in evening dress!’

        
Captain Cain lived on at Woodlands, cared for by a



housekeeper who was a friend of my mother, so I was allowed to stay there frequently. The school I went to was only a chain or so distant and 
Captain Cain liked me as a visitor. I sometimes read to him in the evenings. It was during these visits that I explored the attic; but the reason I liked staying there was that I loved to dream dreams and write them in a diary — a secret diary where I could indulge my own flights of fancy without anyone asking what I was doing and then bidding me get on with lessons. This then is what I did at Woodlands to the neglect of homework.

        
I had read of locked diaries — girls in novels often had them — and I always had an ardent longing for one. About two years earlier a school friend and I were walking on the beach discussing a wonderful book we meant to write some day. We decided that what we needed for a rich fund of material was a diary in which to record all the exciting things that happened. But neither of us had money wherewith to buy the very cheapest diary. There had been an exceptional storm the night before and great piles of mussels entwined in kelp littered the beach. Couldn't we make some money by selling those mussels? We had heard that they were good for food. We went home and without being observed managed to drag out some strange clothes from boxes — sun-bonnets among other things. We put them on, fondly imagining that we had disguised ourselves, for the venture would have met with no favour in either of our homes. Then we filled bags and baskets with the shell-fish and hawked them from door to door in the poorer streets.

        
One woman bought four pen'orth and another said, ‘If they was cockles I'd 'ave 'em’. At every other house we met blank refusal. So that fourpence proved our total takings, and that came to a bad end for my friend's younger sister had followed us and made us deliver up the fourpence to her as hush money. My friend is dead but the sister still lives and she and I laughed over the escapade the last time we met.

        
Staying at Woodlands the lost dream returned. A locked



diary was out of the question but I bought myself a large exercise book, ostensibly for school work but when I went home it was carefully left behind.

        
One day my mother said to me, ‘I have been to see Kitty to-day. She tells me that Tom has insured her life for six thousand pounds. She explained that the insurance would help him in financing his various deals. But I don't like it. I don't like it a little bit.’

        
I don't know what I answered. Perhaps I didn't even seem to hear, but the words shot an idea into my fanciful mind that never left it.

        
The next time I stayed at Woodlands and had the leisure to write up my diary, I entered these facts with additions of my own. I made a story of it — supplying my own details — of Tom's urgent need for money, of his decision (much against the grain) to marry Kitty. In my version there was a wicked and very beautiful lady with whom he was fascinated and I wrote at some length of the cunning way in which he persuaded his wife to make her will in his favour.

        
The story was, of course, prompted by my mother's vague suspicions, but strangely enough she seemed to have forgotten the fact that she had voiced them to me. She afterwards said she was sure she had never mentioned such a thing to me. She seems even to have forgotten that such suspicions had crossed her mind. Poisoning, I am sure, never entered mine. I was planning to finish the story in a boat far out at sea where the wife should be callously pushed overboard, but the thing was never finished. I am sure also that it never occurred to me that anyone ought to do anything to prevent whatever horror was to take place. It was a tale already told, inevitable and not to be altered by human agency. Perhaps I only half believed it. It is hard to understand that I wrote so much and yet never spoke to anyone about the matter.

        
There were other fancies and romances about Timaru people in the fatal book. There had been the case of a



school-mistress who had tried to commit suicide by throwing herself off the breakwater. I gathered a man had seduced her and, having no real idea what that meant, I let myself go in imagination. My lack of knowledge was perfectly absurd for a girl of fifteen, but the strange thing was I did not want to know the facts; I preferred my own fancies.

        
And all the time, as I invented a mixture of nonsense and crime, a ghastly tragedy was being enacted day by day under my very nose. 
Captain Cain's grog had suddenly begun to disagree with him. After every meal, except breakfast when he took only tea, he was obliged to rush from the room to be violently sick. Tom Hall drove from Kingslake every day, stopping at Woodlands on the way to inquire after his father-in-law. I thrilled to see him drive up with his shiny dog-cart and black horses. He would come in with a cheery — ‘Well, Dad, and how does it go to-day?

        
‘Oh, Tom,’ the poor old man would say, ‘that new rum is as bad as the whisky. I've been sick every time I took it.’

        
‘That's bad! I 
am disappointed … made sure that special rum would fix you. We'll try another brand of whisky, eh Dad?’

        
The new brand would be delivered and opened by the housekeeper. The next day the old man would cry joyfully, ‘Tom, it's grand … first-class stuff you sent. I'm as right as a trivet. Order me a case.’

        
But next day — ‘No good, Tom. Bad as ever … sick as a dog…. Can't make it out. Can't make it out.’

        
Now, I had been brought up to believe that all alcohol is poison. My mother's father had been one of twelve clergymen in Liverpool who thought that they would exercise more influence over their poorer parishioners if they could persuade them not to ‘drink the first glass’ and, in order the better to point the lesson, they pledged themselves to total abstinence. One of their number was a stutterer who would describe himself as a tee-tee-total abstainer. Thus the word ‘teetotaller’.

        


        
This grandfather of mine must have been a temperance fanatic at a time when anti-alcoholic movements were unborn or in their infancy. He received an appointment to Melbourne, at a gold-rush settlement known as Canvastown. He landed there with his wife and eleven children to make, no doubt, Mrs Partington's efforts to stem the tide of strong drink there. Melbourne grew apace and soon became a diocese, and was expecting a Bishop to be sent out from Home. My mother could remember the making of many little white dresses and the boiling up of little white socks for the great occasion of the Bishop's arrival, for Papa's importance as the earliest arrival entitled him to make the welcoming speech.

        
It may have been a very good speech but it was not calculated to advance the ambitions of his family.

        
What Papa said was that he considered that it would have been an immense benefit to Melbourne if his Lordship the Bishop had been a teetotaler.

        
Walking home, his little wife, who was naturally cherishing visions of promotion — to Ballarat or elsewhere — said, ‘Oh, Thomas! Why did you say that?’

        
‘My dear, we are told to speak in season and out of season.’

        
‘It was certainly out of season this time,’ sighed the little wife.

        
I would not like to be certain that the retort was not hatched up afterwards according to the ways of family stories, but it seems to me that a sensible wife — as she was reported to be — having a husband with such a devastating honesty of purpose, would have acquainted herself beforehand with what he intended to say.

        
However, he must have had qualities more forceful than tactlessness for all his children seem to have espoused his doctrines. Even my mother, by no means a docile disciple of any cause, was a rabid teetotaller. During her married life she graciously offered whisky to my father's guests and



even prided herself on the excellence of the cherry brandy she made every year: but when she became a widow she reverted to her old prejudices and imbued her children with them.

        
* * * *

        
So, pondering on 
Captain Cain's strange attacks, I thought I saw the traditional views of my family clearly vindicated. What could be plainer? As soon as he took spirits he was ill. Then why take spirits? I wrote a most didactic treatise on the matter which so reinforced my convictions that I screwed up enough courage to blurt them out to the old man. I had long outgrown the stories of good little girls who dared to speak to sinners about their souls but I felt horribly like one of these despised ones. The Captain made me feel still more so. He overwhelmed me with scorn.

        
‘What! An old salt live without rum? Spirits disagree with a sailor? That's a good joke. No ship's ever been known to go to sea without grog.’ In short, explosive sentences, he described the quantities of rum he and every seaman habitually consumed, ‘and never did anyone a spot of harm’, he ended. ‘But this business is queer, queer, damned queer!’

        
What was queer was that 
Captain Cain also knew 
Tom Hall, if not for a villain, at least for a man he did not wish as a son-in-law. He had protested against the engagement and had gone to Dunedin rather than be present at the wedding. Yet he did not suspect him.

        
I am not sure of his age, but he was not failing in mind or, until this sickness, in body. He was short, broad and hairy, bluff and cordial and noted for his hearty laugh. I understood that he was very popular among men. Every morning, until his sickness made it impossible, he was driven by the gardener in a low pony carriage to a gathering of his friends in the town.

        


        
That Dr McIntyre should not have discovered what accounted for his patient's attacks was later to bewilder all Timaru. The doctor was a rollicking, sociable Irishman whom everybody liked. No one credited him with great medical ability nor with any particular interest in his profession except that it provided him with a very gay life. He and 
Tom Hall were friends or, if that is hardly the word in this connection, they knocked about a good deal together.

        
Dr McIntyre had an extensive practice among the Irish immigrants who, in the good times, had been brought out in large numbers to help build the railways but who were now forming an unemployed section of a community itself daily growing poorer. It was said that he was adored in this submerged tenth and had never been known to charge one of them a penny. He had once been engaged to Kitty and had jilted her, she felt, somewhat callously. I was not told this fact, but once as we came out of church Kitty, who had been sitting with us, said to my mother, ‘How beautifully the Archdeacon spoke about not allowing oneself to harbour a lurking grudge. I have made up my mind from to-day to forgive 
Pat McIntyre.’ As usual, I asked no questions but stored the remark against the time when I should hear all about it.

        
The doctor, a bachelor, kept a monkey — a huge creature. It was said that Chimp sat beside him at dinner demanding glass for glass of whatever was being consumed by his master, whose boast it was that Chimp could carry his liquor better than many a gentleman. Sometimes the monkey was chained in the doctor's front garden where we schoolgirls used to give it bits of our lunch or throw mud at it, according to our several natures.

        
I sometimes wonder whether, if I had not been blinded by an anti-alcoholic obsession, even I might have dropped on the truth of 
Captain Cain's complaint, for, though I enjoyed 
Tom Hall's visits and would run from school to lunch at Woodlands in the hope that he might be staying, I



never swerved from the conviction implanted by my mother that he was a great villain. With that fact in mind, added to the amount of time I had observed him spend in the wine-cupboard under the stairs, the crime should have been clear to the meanest intelligence.

        
Once when there were several guests at Woodlands I remember scanning 
Tom Hall's animated face as he sat opposite to me. I had heard of phrenology and wanted to discover which of his bumps and contours denoted his wickedness. The only unusual point I could find was that one eyebrow lifted in the middle, making the curve almost an angle. So that was the mark of the beast! I should look cut for it and know a rogue when I met one. To my dismay the first face on which I detected the mark was my own in the mirror. It was the right eyebrow, too, not quite so noticeably lifted as Tom's, but undoubtedly the same mark. I was really distressed, until in school that day I examined the faces in the class and found that a large proportion of them had eyebrows more or less lifted. I took comfort.

        
It was in 1885, at the time that I was seeing so much of 
Captain Cain's decline, that 
Kitty Hall in her suburban home at Kingslake began to suffer from the same alarming symptoms as her father — vomiting, spotted tongue, pains in the chest and consuming thirst. Again my mother was to be party to an incident that, to one person concerned, resulted in tragedy.

        
Hearing of Kitty's sickness and convinced that she knew a certain cure for maternal nausea, my mother went out to Kingslake to see her.

        
I think she would scarcely have walked all the four miles (though it is possible that she did). At least she walked part of the way. The day was hot. She wore black cotton gloves that stained her hands. After talking awhile with Kitty, whom she found looking wretched and suffering much more seriously than she had expected, she said, ‘I must really get this black off my hands. I'll just go to the kitchen and ask Mrs Peters for some tartaric acid.’

        


        
She knew Mrs Peters, the Halls' cook. Her daughter had been nursemaid to us for a short time when my father was alive. She was talking to this woman and rubbing the stains with acid when Tom came into the dining-room where Kitty was. Through the open door she heard — as she was intended to — Kitty say, ‘Mrs Ostler is here. She is in the kitchen talking to Mrs Peters.’

        
He did not wait for the end of the sentence, but burst into the kitchen and, seeing the guest handling white powder, stammered with obvious agitation, ‘What's this? What are you doing? What have you given to Mrs Ostler?’

        
In a matter of seconds he realised the situation and became himself, indeed he became even more charming than usual. My mother did wonder at his behaviour but decided that his sense of propriety was at first outraged by a guest's invading the kitchen, but that he had then remembered that she had known the cook for years.

        
She thought no more about it. My mother was never one to lose any sleep about what people thought of her actions. With Mrs Peters it was different. She had seen things that disturbed her. Shortly afterwards those who happened to be interested heard that the Halls had lost their cook; she had been taken to the asylum in Christchurch.

        
Seven years later when we had moved to the 
North Island my mother met Mrs Peters by accident in 
Palmerston North. She had just come from the asylum and was living with her son, and this is the tale she told. Mrs Peters was a cockney and her speech was vivid and expressive, but as I did not hear the whole story from her I will not attempt to tell it in her own words.

        
It seemed that the day after the incident of the tartaric acid, Kitty being in bed, her husband came to the kitchen for a cup of tea for her and insisted on taking it to her himself.

        
Mrs Peters, who had long been haunted by ugly suspicions, watched and saw her master put a white powder in the tea. With the impetuosity of her kind she flew at him



like a wild cat — called him scoundrel, devil, murderer. She thought she said that she would see him hanged yet, but was not sure what she did say. She came to herself when he said slowly, in an awful tone, ‘Old woman, you've done for yourself. That is the last time you'll speak such words.’ She lost her nerve completely. In a panic she turned and ran — anywhere so long as it was away from him. She ran to the front gate and down the road towards Timaru, hatless, her apron still tied on and hair soon streaming down her back. She thought she had run about a mile when, hearing horse hoofs behind, she saw Mr Hall coming in his dog-cart. She dodged into the scrub beside the road but he had seen her, stopped, dragged her out and made her get into the trap. How? Oh, he said he would kill her on the spot, and she was sure the way he looked that he would. There wasn't a soul on the long, lonely road and the sun was setting. Besides, she thought he would take her back to Kingslake where there were Mrs Hall and the man-servant. She was too frightened to stand up to him. My mother, to whom she told this tale, said that the memory of her fear agitated her dreadfully.

        
Instead of turning to Kingslake he drove into Timaru, stopping at 
Dr McIntyre's. He whistled for the doctor's man to come and hold the horse and see the old woman didn't move. ‘She's mad.’

        
Why she didn't tell her tale to the man, she could not tell. She was too scared that her master might come back. In a short time he returned with the doctor. She didn't remember 
Dr McIntyre speaking to her. He looked at her and went away. She was taken to the railway station and soon found herself in the train with a policeman. She thought she would tell her guard the story but somehow she grew too sleepy and only woke up when she was taken into the asylum she afterwards knew to be Sunnyside.

        
Had they given her any drugs?

        
She was not sure. If Hall had tried to make her swallow anything she would have resisted. She remembered that the



police were kind and they might have given her something. She remained there for six and a half years. It wasn't so bad as long as you were quiet. She heard never a word of the Hall case, the sensation that rocked the Colony.

        
Did she make no effort to be released?

        
Yes, indeed! But every time she tried to tell any of the nurses it only convinced them that she was not ready for discharge. They wouldn't listen, would just give her some work to do and say she was best not to think. She was sure that she was released at last because she was quiet and cheerful and never mentioned poisoning of wives.

        
Now this is a fantastic story, entirely unsupported by evidence, unless Mrs Peters' son is still alive to corroborate the tale. All the actors are dead. The reader must decide for himself whether or not to believe it. The amount of cunning, quick thinking and nerve shown by the man, approaches genius — equally remarkable are the lack of initiative and the resignation on the part of the woman. Mrs Peters (as were many old people) may have been illiterate. That would account for her knowing nothing of the Hall case, and why she did not attempt to do anything for herself by letter. Of course, the reader is at liberty to believe that the old woman was really deranged. I only know that she showed no signs of it. When I saw her in the late 'nineties, after I was married, she was running a large boarding-house very efficiently and was in good health both mentally and physically.

        
It was about this time that I met 
Miss Houston. She and a girl friend did what was seldom done in the 'eighties: they came out from England to New Zealand together to try their luck. They came neither to friend nor relation, nor had either of them any special qualification for earning a living. One was beautiful and very soon after the girls arrived in Wellington, Dr Gillon, a promising young doctor, fell in love and married her. This left 
Miss Houston rather lonely, so 
Miss Gillon, the doctor's sister, wrote to my



mother saying that the friend of her sister-in-law had gone to Timaru as a nurse in the hospital, and asked if my mother would show her a little hospitality. 
Miss Houston had no nursing experience. She got the position because Dr Gillon wrote to the doctor of Timaru Hospital asking a personal favour and of course it was granted. That is how things were done in those days.

        
I, a girl between fourteen and fifteen, was vastly attracted and flattered by this grown-up person who came to our house and treated me as if I were grown-up too. We went long walks together, for my mother had said that I must not take her to see our friends at first as we did not know her antecedents. ‘She might, you know, be an adventuress.’ I thought that an absurdly narrow-minded attitude, though it was common enough then.

        

Margaret Houston instructed me in many things connected with behaviour and etiquette. One must never stop while walking in the street to look into a shop window unless it was a florist's or a book shop. It seemed that walking in streets was somewhat 
infra dig in any case. The best people, she assured me, had all their requirements sent up for their approval to their homes by their own milliners and dressmakers. So, if they alighted from their carriages sometimes, they were not interested in the shops. No ‘nice’ woman must ever carry her handkerchief in her hand. That was a dreadful thing to do. It might be looked upon as a sign. She was very mysterious about that and said I would know some day. I have never found out yet wherein the harm of this lies. I must never say ‘thank you’ when handed a parcel by a man or woman behind a counter. They must say ‘thank you’, but never the buyer, that is if she is a lady. She told me other things of more practical use which I absorbed eagerly. My mother had an exaggerated contempt for etiquette. She thought a gentlewoman should know instinctively how to behave and, anyway, it was a free country and there was no need to bother about silly restrictions.

        


        
Miss Houston was good-looking and extremely stylish. She knew how to wear clothes. She told me tales of her life and her home in England before they lost their money, with much detail about footmen and butlers and other grandeurs which interested me immensely. I did not repeat the stories to my mother. Probably some instinct told me that she might cast doubts on what I wished to believe.

        
From maturer experience I should imagine that the girls had been maids — possibly ladies' maids — in good homes and, believing that their looks and their wits fitted them for a better position, determined to seek it in a far land. Considering the cast-iron barriers that then divided class from class one can hardly blame them. One of them, at least, did well for herself.

        
It had been decided that I should go to boarding-school in 1886 and the holidays were filled with preparations. My school books were at Woodlands and I left them there as long as possible. Then, with the precious diaries, I brought them home and placed them at the bottom of a trunk that my mother had half packed with clothes. I hoped the diaries would be safe there. But, as ill luck would have it, my mother was seized with a reorganising spasm and came upon the two precious exercise books filled with what may well have struck her as an unusual form of study. Reading them, she was sure that her daughter must be a lunatic, or else depraved beyond belief. It was small wonder, for the subjects dealt with, and the words used (neither of which meant much to the said daughter) shocked her to the core. Moreover, while I had described in detail the actions and motives of the semi-fictional characters, my own actions were merely hinted at and left alarmingly vague. ‘The awful question I had asked 
Bessie Ballantyne’ and ‘the dreadful thing I did after the Bamfield's party’ were entries that might frighten any mother. She must insist, she said, on being told all about these things. Outraged by what I considered unfair prying into my affairs, I was equally



insistent that I would tell her nothing. There was a terrible scene. She upbraided and threatened for a week; I cried for a week.

        
At last, 
Miss Florry Gillon, a friend of my mother's, of whom I was fond, suggested, that I should confide in her and she would advise me whether my mother should be told or not. I agreed, and told her. No doubt she and my mother had a hearty laugh over the ‘dreadful’ disclosures. At any rate I heard no more of the matter and peace reigned in the home again.

        
Though these confessions were utterly absurd and quite a storm in a teapot I shall relate them later. The diaries were never restored to me nor had I the pluck to ask for them. I was packed off to school in Dunedin.

        
* * * *

        
Poor old 
Captain Cain's vomiting attacks grew worse and gangrene had set in, making it necessary to engage a nurse. 
Miss Houston, who disliked the hospital, left it and (at my mother's suggestion) was engaged to tend his last days. As it was clear these would not be many it was arranged that after the old man's death she should go as lady-help on the farm to Mrs Newton, Kitty's sister.

        
A bleak prospect, I thought, for I had stayed on that farm both in summer and in winter. It was a perfect farm. Rich, rolling downs with limestone outcrops and, during the summer holidays when I first stayed there, I thought it was fairyland. The abundance and lavishness of every good thing was almost distressing. Cherries, early peaches, apricots rotted on the ground. Strawberries and raspberries grew wild, and could be found in considerable quantity. Apple trees were laden to breaking-point. Huge pans of milk stood in rows in the dairy yielding cream like yellow leather — sweet and thick — and no one said, ‘Don't break the pan’, when cream was wanted. There were ponies and the bustle and activity of farm life — everything a child considers heaven. I enjoyed it so much that Mrs Newton asked me



to come again in the winter holidays. The change was incredible. There was simply nothing to eat but very hard salt bacon and rice that, in transit from town, had had kerosene spilled over it. Every meal, the man-cook washed and boiled a quantity of this rice and put it on the table. Mrs Newton would say, ‘Taste it, Billy, and see if we can eat it to-day.’ If it was pronounced fit to eat we were asked whether we would have it with bacon or with sugar (dark brown sugar); if unfit we subsisted on a ration — a very small ration — of stale ship's biscuits. Dirty snow lay in patches over the desolate garden and sloppy fields. All the wood for burning was green. There was no bread because the waggon with the flour could not get through the swollen rivers. There was no milk or butter because there was no winter cow.

        
Mr Newton was an Englishman of good family whose pose it was to appear rougher and more uncouth than any pioneer colonial could ever have been supposed to be. Men liked him well and said he was ‘the decentest sort’, but he was no lady's man. To women he was often rude and particularly so to his wife. Mrs Newton disliked the country and was obviously unhappy. This was not surprising, for the comfort and plenty of the country depend upon the farmers knowing how to provide it. Besides, her husband was often deliberately brutal. Once when he had shut the door with a bang, she cried out her nerves could not endure such noise. Thereupon he banged it again several times. I thought him a great, coarse monster of whom I was scared stiff, though I remember that he never failed to have a pony saddled for me whenever the weather suggested a ride.

        
Long before they became brothers-in-law ‘the Lord had put enmity’ between 
Billy Newton and 
Tom Hall. No two men could be less alike. Tom strained every nerve — both honestly and dishonestly — to make the most of and to augment every asset he possessed, while Billy, who had inherited unsolicited all for which Tom strove, was busy hurling it all to the winds with both hands.

        


        
Tom despised the man who had married Kitty's elder sister as a lout and a fool. He called him ‘the gorilla’. Billy sensed the insincerity behind Tom's fine manners and immaculate appearance and at the sight of him was consumed with wrath. Poor Mrs Newton, after Kitty's marriage, used quite openly to envy her sister her attentive, charming and considerate husband.

        
Miss Houston was never obliged to go out to ‘Misery Farm’. As soon as 
Captain Cain's funeral was over Tom and Kitty moved into Woodlands and asked her to remain with them until the baby was born. The baby, a son, came in June and for some three or four weeks Kitty was very well indeed. Then she suddenly developed the same distressing symptoms — sickness, pain and thirst — that she had suffered from nine months earlier. 
Miss Houston was easily persuaded to stay to look after her.

        
* * * *

        
I saw Kitty for the last time in July, 1886, when I came home for the winter holidays.

        
The emaciated object I was shown on the bed shocked and, I think, frightened me. I grew shy and found nothing to say. She tried to talk but gasped that she felt as if someone had hands round her throat and was choking her. I asked timidly if she had much pain. She said she could bear the pain if the other symptoms would leave her. She did not say what they were and I refrained from asking. Mrs Ellison, the maternity nurse, described them — not to me — ‘It's itching and twitching she is all day and all the night.’

        
She certainly looked appalling. Not only unlike herself but unlike a human being. I had never seen death or even serious illness. If, I thought, there could be a stage worse than this it must indeed be horrible. Yet she lived and grew worse, enduring it all for nearly three more weeks.

        
I went again to the sick-room, saw the baby, was told his name was to be Nigel. Kitty said, ‘You must come to the christening. It is to be as soon as I am better.’

        


        
This must have been July. I saw neither of them again. One of the maids walked home with me as was expected if any household invited a woman or a child to stay after dark.

        
* * * *

        
Some three or four weeks earlier when my mother had ‘called on the baby’, Kitty had looked fresh and well.

        
Kitty, as she was chatting, said, ‘Oh! I had such a narrow escape last week. It was my first day up. I was sitting just here, close to the window, when Tom brought in the step-ladder and climbed up to fix something about the curtains. He was working up there and the whole heavy curtain-pole fell down with a bang. If I hadn't just that moment moved slightly to look at what he was doing, I should have been killed. It fell on the side of my chair and smashed it to bits. I am all black bruises down the side where the rings hit me. You know how heavy those poles are.’

        
My mother did know and always said that suspicion first crossed her mind at that moment. She felt sure that no man, unless he meant mischief, could have loosened the supports of those prodigious poles while someone sat beneath. Though the incident might not have roused her conscious suspicion, it must have lurked for some time in her mind. How else could she have imprinted it on mine?

        
Kitty grew rapidly worse and my mother's suspicions, once aroused, extended and became a torment. She must do something. She went to Mr White who was Crown Prosecutor and a friend. He was horrified that she should say such things and greatly concerned lest she should get herself into serious trouble. Yes, he knew that there were rumours that 
Tom Hall's finances were unsound, but to say such things without a shred of evidence…. He almost convinced her that she had allowed her fancies too much rein.

        
* * * *

        
There was a small gathering one afternoon at Woodlands.



Timaru folk were assiduous visitors of the sick. Kitty was lying on a couch, looking ghastly; 
Miss Houston was pouring tea and Tom was helping. One of the guests, Mrs Hammersley, after drinking her tea, became sick. She afterwards remembered that Tom had tried to exchange her cup, saying, ‘No! Not that one, that's Kitty's’, and that Kitty said, ‘That's funny. I often get sick after drinking tea.’

        
My mother was not at Woodlands that day but she heard of the little incident and it revived her urge to do something. She spoke to a policeman. She asked him merely what action the police would take in circumstances such as a strong suspicion that a man was poisoning his wife. The man stared at her stupidly and after some questioning seemed to think there was nothing that the police could do. She saw there was no help there. Then she went to the Inspector of Police, who impressed her as a trustworthy person, and she told him the tale. He was obviously sceptical but promised to see 
Dr McIntyre and to respect her confidence.

        
Dr McIntyre, though he was afterwards given much praise for detecting the crime, was, in truth, strangely slow to act. It evidently did not come to him in a flash that poison was the cause of his patient's condition, even after it had been suggested to him. He did, though tardily, give the nurse orders that no food should be given to Mrs Hall and that the iced water, that was a necessity to allay her thirst, was to be carefully covered and kept in her charge.

        
If Tom Hall had been wise he would have taken these mild precautions as a warning, and would have desisted, at least for a time, but he was a hunted man and dare not be wise. It was later proved that he was financially in deep water. He had forged over a period of years, forged again to hide his forgeries, backing one false document with another.

        
The holidays were over and we were on our way to the boat that was to take me back to school when my mother suddenly blurted out her suspicions and mentioned the ugly word, poison. She was agitated, and warned me several



times not to repeat what she said. This was unlike her other confidences, which were impersonal, and might have been spoken to herself. I arrived at school in a highly excited state and though I had grown more talkative I did not mention the thing that was foremost in my mind. This came, not from obedience or caution, but from some strange internal inhibition that forbade me to open such a subject. In a few days, however, the affair was flashed throughout the startled Colony as headline news. I must own that I talked enough then to make up for lost time. The girls and even the mistresses were never tired of asking detailed information about the celebrated case.

        
I must now depart from those things I saw and knew and give what is common knowledge in order to finish the tragedy.

        
The man who could not afford to be wise acted, as desperate men do, with extraordinary daring. He came into the sick-room with a bottle of spirits, saying, ‘Here's the brandy to put in the beef-tea injection.’

        
The bottle was produced in Court and found to contain a quantity of poison.

        
The iced water he was not able to handle as the nurse had promised to administer it herself, but he brought a cup, saying that the patient was intolerably thirsty, and the nurse poured the water into it and gave it herself as she had been told. It was afterwards found that he had already put the white powder

* into the cup but in his haste he had put in an overdose.

        
This was his undoing.

        
Kitty drank as thirsty people do but said, ‘It's nasty. It's bitter.’

        


        
The overdose had the effect of making Kitty violently sick. She vomited unceasingly all night, almost dying of the straining. This, according to medical testimony, cleared the body of some of the poison, and thus saved her life.

        
No one could have been more attentive to a sick wife than 
Tom Hall. It was said that he sat by her all through that dreadful night, soothing, and stroking her head and showing every sign of sympathy. Pretence of devotion is an old trick, but seldom has it been carried out so well. It was largely on account of this devotion, carried out all through the two years of their married life, that suspicion never attached to him; for most people knew — or guessed — that he was in money difficulties. But how could one suspect such a model husband and one who had made his wife so obviously happy!

        
Dr McIntyre also sent a specimen of the patient's vomit to 
Professor Black of the 
Otago University and might have waited for the results, but the town began to buzz; suspicion was spreading, whispers were circulating. The story of Mrs Hammersley's sickness after taking a cup of tea intended for the mistress of the house, and perhaps other stories, were being told ‘with advantages’. The nurse, a very level-headed woman, as was proved by her evidence at the trial, had seen enough to convince her of the truth. In fact, there was evidence enough to convince a moron.

        
At half-past eight on the night of 15 August four policemen, headed by the Inspector, approached Woodlands. One went to the back door, one to the french window leading from Kitty's room and two came to the front door and knocked.

        
Tom and 
Miss Houston were still sitting over the dinnertable. 
Miss Houston opened the door. The men did not wait to be shown in. Exact words I cannot quote, but they announced the arrest of 
Thomas Hall and 
Margaret Houston for administering antimony, with intent to poison 
Kate Hall, wife of prisoner.

        


        
It was said that the shock silenced the man but the woman chirped up gaily, ‘Antimony? Isn't that the stuff you use in your photography?’

        
Then the man recovered and explained, no doubt most plausibly, that there had been some curious mistake; that it was true that he had been buying antimony in large quantities … he used it for his asthma, smoked it in his cigarettes — had done so for years. He was at a loss to understand….

        
As he talked he edged towards the fireplace and now thrust his hands into his pockets, intending to throw their contents into the fire. The Inspector ordered him to take them out and showed himself ready to enforce the order. Tom fell back as if fainting and gasped for brandy. 
Miss Houston proposed to run and fetch it, but was told to remain where she was and a policeman was sent. Seeing himself faced with but one man, Tom recovered and again his hands went to his pockets. The Inspector closed with him and began to search him. The prisoner resisted and 
Miss Houston sprang to his assistance or, as her advocate later put it to the jury, ‘Seeing two men struggling together she heroically and very naturally tried to separate them.’

        
Before the arrested man could do more than wrench the cork off and spill the contents of a bottle in one pocket and tear the paper that contained a white powder in the other pocket, the four policemen were in the room and resistance clearly useless.

        
On the way to the police station Tom was utterly broken and seemed unnerved, but 
Miss Houston was, as during all the subsequent proceedings, gay, even chatty and self-assured, so that the quip circulated in Timaru was, ‘The woman proved the better man’. One may suppose that realisation that all was over came to him at once but either 
Miss Houston's innocence was complete or she saw many an avenue that promised escape.

        
Although the usual warning was given them by the



police that anything they said might be used in evidence against them, before they were separated Tom said to the girl, ‘I don't see how I can ever get out of this now, but it has nothing to do with you.’

        
Some people consider this speech the spark of decency that flickers somewhere in the worst of human beings; others declare that he was not himself, had not recovered from the shock, that he had no redeeming spark.

        
While retained in the Timaru gaol awaiting the first enquiries, 
Miss Houston wrote a note to her fellow-prisoner beginning, ‘Dear Tommy Dodd’, and ending ‘Your Megrims’. There was a tremendous fuss over this note. No one knows its contents, but two of the prison officials were later dismissed over it — one for delivering it and the other for allowing the prisoner to destroy it.

        
It would be impossible to exaggerate the excitement, the frenzy that seized the people of Timaru. The town was just small enough to allow almost everyone to have known, seen, spoken to or become in some way personally interested in at least one of the actors in the great drama. The wildest tales found credence. Both prisoners had committed suicide; both had escaped with the assistance of a band of armed men; orders had come from Wellington that the prisoners were to be allowed bail; the Government would certainly take a hand and disallow the charge. Nothing was too crazy to be believed.

        
Exciting details soon followed. The police search of Woodlands had revealed Kitty's will, making all she possessed over to her husband, and 
Taylor on Poisons beside it among the prisoner's possessions. The attic was also found to contain bundles of inflammable material that had lately been carried there — wood and straw, tins of kerosene and even rags already soaked in kerosene. At every street corner the story was constructed. If the patient had died according to schedule on the night of the 15th the house could — and no doubt would — have gone up in flames the same night. It



was an old building of wood with, I believe, a shingle roof. Steps had been taken to ensure the fire getting a quick hold, so quick that it might well have consumed the body of the poisoned woman and so left no trace whatever of the crime.

        
Truly Dr McIntyre had brought himself to order the arrest just in time, for it was obvious that his patient could not have lived through another daring attempt to administer antimony.

        
And, if the long-laid scheme had not miscarried — if the victim had died according to schedule on the 15th and the house and all evidence of the crime had disappeared — what, one wonders, would have been the fate of the baby, the son of that disastrous union, little 
Nigel Hall? Would the devoted father, at the risk of his life, have dashed into the roaring flames and gained great kudos by saving his child? Perhaps.

        
It was after the trial that some evidence came out which throws light on this conjecture. In 1884, shortly after 
Mr Tate's death, 
Tom Hall had written to a 
Mr T. Joynt, a Christchurch lawyer, for a legal opinion. He asked what would be the financial position of a widower whose deceased wife's estate had been settled upon her in a certain way. It was, he said, a hypothetical case, but the terms he quoted were exactly those of the will in which the late Mrs Cain had settled her money on her two daughters. He further wished to know how the said widower's financial position would be affected (1) in case of there being no issue, (2) in case of surviving issue.

        
The solicitor gave the opinion required, explaining that the widower of the deceased woman would be better off in case of there being surviving issue because as guardian he would have the use of the money during the minority.

        
In face of this, can we dare to conclude that Kitty was allowed to live until her child was born in order that the child's father, as guardian, might have the use of money?

        
This last disclosure was to Timaru the head and front of



all his crimes. Before it there were those — especially young things — who had known and been attracted by 
Tom Hall — who had cherished all through the proceedings a certain sympathy for him. That sympathy died with this last blow. What! A man sets out to win an heiress and before he does so, before he has as much as proposed to her, he gets legal advice concerning her after her death, and also buys a book instructing him how to compass it. Many a Timaru girl had once liked to boast that she had been engaged to the villain and would exhibit his photograph as proof of it — once, but not after that.

        
Kitty absolutely refused to believe in her husband's guilt. 
Dr McIntyre had been drinking more than usual and had got D.T.s or had gone mad. As to Mrs Ostler, she hated Tom — always had, and would say anything to damage him. Why, there never was a more perfect husband! She held to that conviction long after the truth should have been crystal clear.

        
The belief that he would be acquitted was universal. Excited and unruly crowds thronged about the Magistrates' Court. ‘He'll get off!’ ‘He carries too many guns!’ ‘He's too clever!’ ‘He'd slip through the fingers of the Devil!’ were among the remarks shouted. There were those who said that he would be lynched if the crowd could lay hands on him.

        
Following such scepticism there was a burst of joyful surprise when both accused were committed for trial. But the temper of the people had been such that the authorities thought it wise to change the venue and the trial was held in Christchurch. There the scenes were even worse. Madly surging crowds fought to obtain a glimpse of the prisoners. When the rank and file realised that there was to be a fair trial, that even the seats in the Court-room were not all reserved for the great and mighty but that first-comers were to be first served, there was much rejoicing.

        


        
One local enthusiast burst into verse:

        

          

            
‘The Magistrate sits on his Bench.


            
That chief from duty does not flinch;


            
Who or whom to him's all one,


            
Justice impartial marks that man.


            
One in ten thousand sits he there


            
The right with justice balance fair.’
          

        

        
There were reams of it. I have the booklet yet, the story of the case in verse, complete with such hideous photographs of the accused as would justify a conviction without a hearing. The epic contains such gems as this:

        

          

            
‘If his wife only in death would wallop


            
Tom would get a mighty dollop.’
          

        

        
The Supreme Court evoked the same surprised delight:

        

          

            
‘There sits Judge Johnson on the Bench


            
And nobly doth it fill,


            
Stern duty, justice, not a flinch,


            
Both mark his iron will.’
          

        

        
What bred, one wonders, these doubts in the minds of so many New Zealanders? Why should they imagine that wealthy and influential criminals were not subject to the law? If the Hall case could be said to do any good at all it was that it helped to shake this rooted distrust, and to prove that British justice, though transplanted to the Antipodes, is still neither to be bought nor intimidated.

        
The trial is, of course, on record, but, as the average reader does not consult records, I shall touch on some of its main points. There was the accused's desperate financial position and his many forgeries to avoid earlier detection; there was the fact that his commitments must be met by 15 August: there was his wife's will made in his favour and the fact that he had insured her life for six thousand pounds.

        
A Timaru bookseller gave evidence that he had sold the prisoner the expensive book, 
Taylor on Poisons. The date of



the purchase was obscure because the prisoner had, against all precedent, paid for it in cash and asked that the sale should not go through the books. In the book, in Hall's writing, was ‘
T. Hall, Dunedin, 1882’. No one knew why he made this misstatement. The prisoner had bought antimony, and an allied poison, colchicum, at three chemists and at his arrest both pockets had contained the poison. Antimony was the drug which had caused his wife's suffering. There was the evidence of the nurse, Mrs Ellison, that he had given her the brandy — afterwards shown to contain poison. There was also the iced water that tasted bitter. Mrs Ellison's evidence was not shaken in the smallest detail.

        
After eight days in a Court packed to suffocation, the jury brought in a verdict of guilty, and 
Tom Hall was sentenced to imprisonment for life.

        
At boarding-school, letters and papers from Timaru brought me into the limelight, for as well as the absorbing interest taken by everyone, it happened that the school cook had once been cook to 
Tom Hall's parents and would give me anything to go down to the kitchen and read her my letters. After these surreptitious visits I would climb the stairs laden with sponge-cakes, meringues, aunty-cakes and all manner of delicacies intended for our betters. This made me, temporarily, very popular.

        
Once the police came to interview me at school. They were concerned about certain things I was supposed to have written in a diary.

        
I grew shy and told them little, though I was not at all reluctant to be called as a witness at the trial. It seemed, as I learnt later, that my mother, when all the world was discussing the case, could not resist telling a few friends how her schoolgirl daughter had been bright enough to suspect the criminal long ago and had even written her suspicions in a diary. When, however, she discovered that the rumour had reached the ears of the police she recoiled at the idea of a girl in Court at a murder trial and burnt the



diary. She easily succeeded in persuading the detective that I had nothing to tell.

        
I am ashamed now to remember how little I was hurt or distressed about the horror and misery of the whole affair. I was really attached to Kitty, or thought I was. Yet I do not recall suffering with her in her pain, or in the misery of her knowledge that the husband whom she adored, and believed adored her, had married her only in order to poison her.

        
I wonder if youth is always so lacking in sympathetic understanding.

        
The trial of 
Margaret Houston caused almost as much excitement as that of her fellow-prisoner, perhaps because the evidence against her was not nearly as clear as in his case. She was defended by 
James Hay, a young lawyer, said to be a coming man. It was a formidable task that he undertook, for Mr Stout (later 
Sir Robert), a man then at the height of his power, was counsel for the prosecution.

        
The evidence for the prosecution attempted to show that most of the food and drink taken by the patient had been given and prepared by 
Miss Houston, much of it during Hall's prolonged absences; that whereas the man's pockets both contained poison, the woman, when arrested, had no pocket in her dress. (Women wore, then, full skirts touching the ankles with an inside pocket in the right-hand seam, placed half-way down it. Her pocket showed signs of having been hastily torn out. The hole where it had been had ragged edges, newly frayed.) This, her counsel pointed out, was merely negative evidence.

        
Hay's long address to the jury was proclaimed a masterpiece. It was confidently said that had he lived he would have become an ornament to the Bar. He dwelt on the accused's defenceless plight. He drew a touching picture of an unfortunate and innocent lady, a stranger in a strange land, with no kinsman nor even friend to advise or stand beside her. He pointed out how trifling and uncertain the evidence against her had been. If she had removed her



pocket, what had she done with it? The police declared that she had no opportunity to throw it in the fire. If there were traces of antimony found in the ashes it was quite likely that in the struggle some of the contents of Hall's pocket had been spilt.

        
The jury not only acquitted her but added a rider concerning her stainless character.

        
When the trials were over and the excitement had died down people began to recall that 
Captain Cain had died of exactly the same symptoms. I have no idea who first voiced the suspicion but 
Dr McIntyre, as before, and probably deservedly, received the credit. The Captain's body was consequently exhumed and certain portions sent to 
Professor Black of the 
Otago University for analysis.

        
I was at school in Dunedin and 
Lou Mackerras [My love to her if she is alive and sees this] had invited me to spend an exeat at her home. It happened that at Sunday supper that week the Mackerras were entertaining 
Professor Black.

        
‘I suppose,’ said Mrs Mackerras to him, ‘that we must not ask you the result of your investigations in the Timaru poisoning case?’

        
‘And what reason,’ he asked in the challenging tone of a Scotsman, ‘is there that I should nae speak? Ay, indeed, antimony has been found in the buddy in quantity sifficient to cause death.’

        
So there was to be another trial of 
Thomas Hall, this time for murder. To Timaru it seemed an anti-climax and a less heinous crime than the attempted murder of his young, trusting wife. But there was a new gruesome element; this time it was a hanging matter.

        
Many who had been 
Tom Hall's friends shuddered at the thought that a man whom they had known and whose face they could not forget might be brought to the gallows. Others boldly asserted, ‘Don't worry. It'll never come to that. You'll see.’ There was still, a lingering doubt about the impartiality of justice.

        


        
From a cause that these loud protesters could never have guessed, it happened that he did escape hanging and they were able to say, ‘I told you so!’ According to British law then, when a man was on trial for a crime, evidence of his having committed a previous crime was not admissible. It was, of course, the gravamen of this case that 
Captain Cain's son-in-law had used the same poison with intent to murder his wife. The counsel for the defence objected to such evidence being taken, but Judge Williams, after some consideration, allowed it. The prisoner was condemned to death. However, the Court of Appeal disallowed the evidence and the case was quashed. The law has since been modified so as to allow evidence of previous crimes where a system is shown to have been used, poisoning being one of them.

        
As Tom Hall had been proved an expert forger, it was inevitable that the memory of his late partner, 
Mr Robert Tate, should return to men's minds. Was it possible that here was another of his victims? There was much convincing assertion but nothing was proved. I do not know if Tate and Hall's books were ever officially examined or even whether they were still extant. There are certainly difficulties in reconstructing 
Mr Tate's death on this new supposition. How, in the first place, did anyone persuade that elderly gentleman, of regular town habits, to visit such a place as Saltwater Creek, a miserable swamp where duck-weed covered stagnant pools and where nothing grew but stunted shrubs and swamp-grass? In the second place, how did the murderer deal with his victim? It was always agreed that 
Tom Hall had neither physical strength nor courage. Both would have been necessary to force a man to take poison.

        
Nearly twenty years later I went to see the Tates, then living in Greytown. Life was pretty grim for them and had been so for years, but they were as lovable and as hospitable as ever. Cissy, my contemporary, told me many scraps of circumstantial evidence tending to show that her father's



books had been tampered with and that he had had no financial worries.

        
* * * *

        
In a remarkably short time Kitty had quite recovered. Eventually, of course, she had to believe in the attempted poisoning, but at what stage she succumbed I was not told. My mother saw her once for a short time, but she did not wish to see her old friends and soon took her baby to Christchurch and from there to England.

        
She lived in London until some time in the 'nineties when she came out here. She stayed in Wellington with Mrs Hudson, who had been our common friend 
Florry Gillon, and wrote to me — not to my mother — asking if we might see each other. I have always regretted that I did not make the effort, but it was almost impossible for me to leave home and a small baby who was very ill with whooping-cough. She told Florry that what troubled her most was whether she ought to tell Nigel about his father, and that she was always in fear that someone else would do so first. That problem solved itself; he was killed early in the First World War, without ever knowing. As soon as the divorce had been arranged Kitty returned to London, having made no contacts with Timaru people. The last I heard of her was from a friend who, before taking a trip to England, managed to get an introduction to Kitty. Posting it, she received an invitation to lunch with Mrs Hall on a certain day. When she presented herself, a sour-faced serving-woman opened the door and told her that Mrs Hall was out. She protested that there must be some mistake for she had been asked to lunch. Kitty came out then, full of apologies. She was her old affable self and they spent a most pleasant afternoon. Before the guest left Kitty made her promise not to leave England without coming once again to see her. My friend kept the promise, but, on arriving, found the same sour-faced housekeeper cording trunks in the porch.

        
‘Is Mrs Hall going away?’

        


        
‘No,’ said the woman. ‘She died yesterday.’

        
Tom also spent his last days in London and, unknown to both, not far from Kitty's residence. Sir John Hall, with infinite generosity, had settled an annuity of £200 a year on his disastrous nephew, to be paid from the time of his release from prison until his death, on the condition that he lived out of New Zealand. One would have thought that the condition would have been most acceptable. On the contrary, he was constantly pestering the trustees of the fund to allow him to break the proviso and return here. He supplemented his income by selling photographs and was cared for to the end by a most devoted housekeeper.

      



* 
Note: Antimony is a cumulative poison. That is to say, it remains in the body, each dose adding its effect to the last, till there is sufficient to cause death. The sickness, though distressing, is not the fatal symptom.
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Chapter 4



Cause and Effect

        

Timaru, at that period, had many ugly sensations besides the Hall case. In fact, the town was then famous for fraudulent bankruptcies which resulted in disappearances, imprisonments, and suicides. One prominent citizen, always supposed to be very sound financially, was found to have lived on his clients' money for years. He had kept a loaded revolver in his office drawer for over five years, and given strict instructions to his office boy that every visitor's name should be announced before he was admitted. When finally the police, who had come to arrest him, were announced, he found the courage to use the weapon and the police arrived too late. Another took poison and, as an extra precaution, threw himself into deep water. Several did what was then called ‘The Pacific Slope’, ‘blessing the fruitful islands where never warrants come’. (The extradition laws have been tightened since then.) Some, innocent of anything but trusting folly, served terms of imprisonment and came out broken men. The discrepancies in their accounts were often small, in these days of big money almost incredibly so; but the losses usually fell on widows and orphans who ‘pray for ten per cent.’—that is to say, on those who, because their funds are meagre, are deluded into taking risky securities for the sake of high interest.

        
There was one of these defaulters for whom there was universal sympathy. We were all sure that his trouble was that he had too large a heart. He was generous, not with the officious vanity that must be always giving, but with a genuine and unostentatious desire to help everyone needing help. He would dance with the wall-flowers, though he danced superlatively; he would take neglected chaperones



into supper, and make them feel that he had never enjoyed anything so much. There was quite a gloom spread over the town when we heard he had received a two-year sentence, and equal rejoicing when we heard he had broken prison and escaped. When we girls had what we called a ‘walking picnic’ we used to bank up our fire and leave the choicest of our food in tins beside it for Jonathan Roberts. We liked to think he was watching us from the bushes in some clever and romantic hide-hole. He was never retaken. No doubt someone of importance helped him out of the country. I hope he had luck wherever he went.

        
The fundamental cause of all this trouble and misery must be looked for in these ‘boiling-downs’ I have spoken of on the sheep-stations. Timaru was entirely dependent upon its back country. The harbour, to-day a source of pride and revenue, was then a grievous expense which many people thought would ultimately prove useless. There was an unusual number of agents, brokers' salesmen of one sort and another, who, no doubt, had flourished like the green bay tree in the prosperous times, when land was booming. There is no game so easy and so profitable as ‘milking’ the farmer — so long as he is ‘in milk.’ Now the farming and grazing industries had run dry, or were providing a trickle not enough to support a village.

        
But this, you will say, hardly accounts for fraud and theft. I believe it sometimes does. Suppose an agent who is not doing quite as well as he had been, but still has nothing to worry about and is sure the fall is temporary, draws, as he has done a hundred times before, fifty pounds from general funds for his legitimate expenses.

        
He hasn't even asked himself if it is safe, for does not Smith owe him £100, and Brown £200, and neither of them has ever been a day late in payment. But when Smith defaults because Jones has not paid him, and Brown is not able, to pay because Robinson's mortgage on one of the richest stations has turned out so much waste paper, that



fifty pounds begins to take another aspect. How should he know that his income was dependent on the land, and that the finest products of that land were going to the ‘boiling-downs’?

        
Our agent may have assets — valuable properties purchased in good times and looked upon as the nucleus of a fortune. It would be a pity to realise on these just now when the market seems to be slack, so he continues to pay current expenses out of any money available. Soon something happens — perhaps the bankruptcy of some business, thought to be sound — and he grows alarmed. He must, however unprofitably, part with some investment, and set himself straight. But by now the market is not merely flat, it is non-existent. Everyone is trying desperately to realise on his property and investments. Then those ordinary drawings on current accounts are apt to look remarkably like embezzlement, and a perfectly honest man likely to find himself in the dock and even in gaol.

        
Besides those unfortunates who were guilty of nothing but bad judgment, there were in Timaru a large class of people who deliberately and consistently over-spent. They seemed bent on emulating the wealthy people of Christ-church, for wealth can prosper alike by slumps and by booms. Social climbing was a game played feverishly and in deadly earnest. If I had not lived in Timaru at that time I could never have understood how much social position could count or to what lengths otherwise sensible people would go to obtain it.

        
We have read accounts of county snobbery in England and of Fifth Avenue excesses in 
New York and are apt to think them heightened and exaggerated for the purposes of art. Not at all! These are not sufficiently highly coloured for Timaru social life, except that here the thing was never put into words. Like the name of the Pharaoh, it was too high and holy to pass human lips. Certainly, unsuccessful climbers gave tongue and uttered many vulgar things about



the snobbery of Society, but, for the real people, it was not supposed to exist. The moves of the game were never discussed. Those who held positions held them by divine right, only improving them surreptitiously as occasion offered.

        
Nor was this absorption with social life and the overspending incidental upon it confined to the women. It was the men, and often the single men, who refused to retrench and who put up the most gallant fight for this Dead Sea apple.

        
The Gentlemen's Club (a masculine affair) was expensive and exclusive. Remembering the struggle and the wire-pulling involved in getting elected as a member, surely one ought not to resign at the first breath of bad times. These would surely not last. Then how one would regret it! There was the hunt, too. Could anyone bear to be out of it, though it did demand a good horse as well as other expenses? At that time, most of the families who counted lived out of town on five and ten acre sections. It would be asking too much, especially of their women, to deprive them of any way of getting about. Timaru was noted for smart turn-outs and continued to be so long after the money to keep them up had vanished.

        
We say to-day that a car keeps a man poor. I believe that horses were responsible for more financial embarrassment. True, an old nag to draw a trap about cost next to nothing; but ‘Horseback Hall’, demanding well-bred mounts, groomed and stabled and constantly renewed, was another matter. Besides, when in normal times a man buys a car, it is a possession and he knows for certain that he can never see his full money again once he has run it on the road. A horse, on the other hand, was something to deal with. In buying a horse for £50 you might reasonably hope, if you fed it, groomed and rode it well, to sell it for £60. Every man considered himself a perfect judge of horseflesh and so entitled to speculate in it. When depressions come



speculators are the first to be left high and dry. Yes! It was the men, especially those who dared not look hard-up, who forced the pace in Canterbury.

        
The women held tight to what they had, erected barbed-wire entanglements between the classes and saw to it that no outsider squeezed through. Sometimes 
les autres were invited to sing or perform at a charity concert and were received most affably, even made much of, but the acquaintances so made seldom ripened.

        
The qualifications required for inside seats were — and still are — to me a mystery. Neither virtue nor birth was among them. Wealth had little to do with it; those who had lost everything else were not allowed to lose caste. Once an insider, always an insider. Nor had culture; there was more of that commodity outside than in. Long residence was an important factor. Old identities who had no wish to be there remained inside the pale. The barrier was sometimes lifted for amusing people, good sports, especially single men, and of course there are successful social climbers all the world over. The fool's progress proceeded according to precedent — social ambition, over-spending, bankruptcy and sometimes a much uglier finale.

        
The men were mostly good fellows and it seems wrong to suggest that 
Tom Hall belonged to the same category. Yet surely he was infected by the disease of the town — the worst case. A daring plunger, he landed himself deeper than anyone else in financial embarrassments and forged to extricate himself. He must have led a life of fear and terror lest one or other of his crimes should suddenly come to light. Every knock must have made his cold heart stand still. No wonder asthma and indigestion dogged him, though he lost both in prison. His plight was desperate, and desperate the remedy he attempted.

        
Fiction, especially French fiction, is fond of depicting fiends in human form, men devoid of the least spark of decency, devoted ardently to evil. If I had not known the



grisly details of the Hall case I should be inclined to dismiss these fiends as figments of the imagination.

        
In later years I have wondered if even a pitiless monster like 
Tom Hall might not sometimes have felt genuine pity for the wife he was torturing; whether the sympathy and devotion he showed were entirely play-acting. Possibly; but he was no longer a free man. Behind him, driving him fast along his course, was Nemesis in horrible form — ruin, imprisonment, disgrace. Even if, for one mad — and most unlikely — moment, he had dreamt of sacrificing himself instead of his devoted wife, what good could he do? As a single woman and buttressed by a fortune Kitty had been singularly unfitted to stand alone. How, as the wife — or widow — of a convicted felon, who had robbed trusting friends and clients of their all, impoverished and with a child to support, could she have coped with the world? No! She was better dead. Oh God in Heaven! or, Oh Devil in Hell! there was no turning back.

        
Not that there is the least tittle of evidence that he ever harboured such thoughts. During the time Timaru was seething with the excitement of the arrest and of the two trials, every word that 
Tom Hall had been heard to utter was bandied from mouth to mouth, traced to its source, and repeated again and again. Nothing he had said or done was too trifling. Yet no report was heard in his favour except the one sentence, addressed to 
Miss Houston and vouched for by the police, ‘I can hardly hope to get out of this now but it has nothing to do with you.’ This, after the police had given the customary warning that words spoken could be used in evidence against him, seems to have been his one good mark. He might have said words designed to saddle her with the crime.

        
* * * *

        
The entry in my diary about the ‘dreadful thing I did on the night of the Bamfield's party’ I can now explain though it was in itself so ridiculously childish that, except that it



reveals some glimpses of the times, I would hesitate to mention it.

        
I was staying at Woodlands, so, in view of the party, I went home after school for my evening regalia, which was (you will hardly believe it) a coloured apron. For school, we wore dark dresses with pinafores, usually white, embroidered or trimmed with a colour. For a party, the fashion of the moment for flappers was a bright-coloured square, pinned on to those same school frocks. The summit, if you could achieve it, was a large coloured silk handkerchief. You pinned one corner with a brooch on the chest, tied two behind with ribbons, the fourth hung down in front. Most of us had to be content with cotton squares, but, if one could compass a hair ribbon to match the apron, that atoned for all deficiencies.

        
Woodlands, though considered in the country, was not far from the residential area where the Bamfields lived, so my mother was justified in supposing that the hostess would see that someone took me home.

        
That party was particularly enjoyable and too soon the nurses or fathers began to arrive to collect their charges. I had neither, and no one seemed to be going my way. Now, I have always been perfectly ridiculous about allowing friends to render me small services. Even now, when old age and blindness make these necessary and becoming, I instinctively resent help if I can manage without it. On this occasion I assured them that it was less than five minutes' walk and I needed nobody. They did not acquiesce and there were several offers to take me, but I protested, and cut short the argument by running up the street as fast as I could.

        
Now, Woodlands had two entrances — one a long drive through thick trees, always avoided at night, and the other, an iron gate near the house. To guard the cherries — which could literally be gathered in clothes-baskets — the Cains kept a dog, reputed to be extraordinarily savage. In the day-time



it was kept chained near the stables, but the gardener loosed it at night. I had been warned not to go near it and had so far obeyed, though I have an affinity for dogs and often on the station had got into trouble for unchaining the shepherds' dogs. There were strict rules against touching or even feeding them, but their pleading eyes were stronger than rules. I had seen this particular liver-and-white hound so seldom that I had forgotten its existence till the thing suddenly sprang at me with a vicious snarl. I had just time to slam the half-opened gate between us. I ran back down the road at a pace I had never attained before, not at all sure that the brute, having pushed through the hedge, was not a few yards behind me. On the main road I felt safe, and paused to get breath. I should feel ignominious enough having to ask the Bamfields to see me home without arriving there panting for breath. In a state of comparative calm I entered their gate to find the house in darkness and not a sound issuing from it. How well I know, now, the feelings of the tired hostess who turns out the light, hits the pillow, and leaves everything for the morning.

        
Loitering, undecided, I realised that all the families in the little residential group were known to me. Most of them had had someone at the party. Surely they had not all been so hasty in retiring. The Hassells' house was dark and as silent as the grave. I raised the knocker and shivered with horror at the noise one tap made in the vast stillness. I simply did not dare to rouse that household. I passed by and looked in at every house in the block. Not a light. The Sims, good friends, I should have courage to wake them. But I hadn't. I sat on their verandah to pull myself together, and think. Of course! Why had I not thought of it? I would go home. We lived at the other side of the town, but that was nothing. The streets were familiar and I was tireless. I started off gaily, half running.

        
The site on which Timaru is built was originally cleft by a gully through which ran a small creek. An embankment



had lately been built carrying a road across the gully, below which the creek trickled through a grassy no-man's-land. Here an old woman, commonly known as Sophia, had built herself a rude shelter of battered sheet-iron, bits of board, boxes and sacks. From the safety of the built-up road the school children would often tease the half-crazed derelict. Urged by some entirely unfounded notion that she was a Catholic, they would yell,

        

          

            
‘Protestant, Protestant, ring the bell,


            
Catholic, Catholic, go to Hell’,
          

        

        
and then run for their lives. The old girl knew as well as we that she had no chance of catching us, but she would make a feint of chasing and then stop, lift her one garment high over her head, and display herself stark naked to our frightened gaze. I can absolve myself of having ever taken part in this form of amusement, but I had seen the exhibition and been duly horrified.

        
To-night, approaching the embankment, I saw that Sophia, too, was having a party. A fire was burning in the open, and before it dark figures of men moved and flickered. They seemed to be sailors, and there was some sort of a brawl going on. From the safety of the highly-embanked road, I could look down on this circus, so was not afraid. The brawl grew noisier — oaths, shouts, curses, and the sound of blows, mingled with Sophia's shrill yells. As the donnybrook grew fiercer one man angrily detached himself from the 
mělée and made for the road. I ran a few steps, but soon realised that he would gain the narrow road before I could get off it. He had blocked my way to home and I turned and ran wildly back to the Bamfields. I did not go into their house. I went to the Sims’, partly because Mrs Sims was the embodiment of motherly kindness. Still I could not bring myself to awaken the household. I sat on the verandah, wondering how long it would be before daylight came. I had entirely lost my nerve, and was trembling with some undefined fear. I was also anxious that it should not



be known that I had spent the night in such undignified straits.

        
The waning moon rose. It was hardly more than a thread, and, though it made the world lighter, it streaked everything with long black and white lines, strange and ghostly. I kept on waiting for daylight, and for courage to get myself home. At last I heard a step coming up North Street. I tiptoed to the gate and, standing hidden in the shadow of the gatepost, saw what seemed a respectably dressed elderly man. Without stopping to think, I stepped out and stammered, ‘Would you mind taking me home? I live in that house up the road, the one with the drive of trees, and I'm frightened to go through them.’

        
I had no time to tell him of the other way and the dog. He muttered thickly in broad Scots, with a chuckle, ‘I was thinkin' I h'd me work cut oot to see mesel' hame.’ He lurched and just saved himself with his stick from falling, and then I knew, to my horror, that he was not sober.

        
He asked no question; said, ‘Come awa' lass.’

        
Hardly knowing what I did, I walked beside him up the road and down the drive, thanked him hurriedly, and shot, how thankfully, through an ever-open french window into safety.

        
Nobody saw! Thank goodness, not a soul knew of my night out. But what hung so heavily on my conscience that I had to mention it in the diary was that I had spoken to, and even been seen home by, a drunken man.

        
It might seem incredible that a girl should so definitely refuse to tell her mother such a story. The fact was that I knew, however vaguely, that there were other ‘dreadful things’ a girl might do and I resented — being already in the mood for resentment — the suspicion I read in my mother's eyes.

        
* * * *

        
That year, 1886, my brother went Home to be educated. How that came about is a remarkable story.

        


        
One Sunday afternoon some two years earlier my mother laid down a copy of the 
Cornhill magazine she had been reading, saying, ‘Christ's Hospital! That's the school I should like Sonny to go to.’ (Yes, we were absurd enough to call my unfortunate brother ‘Sonny’ till he was eight years old.)

        
She went on to tell us of the large number of highly successful men who had been educated there, not to speak of the few really great ones who had written of this ‘Blue-coat School’.

        
‘It is improved now,’ she said, ‘and this article explains that the majority of its pupils are boys of good family, whose people are in poor circumstances. That's why they are so successful. They realise the need for work.’ She read out a long list of naval and army men, captains of industry, explorers, and engineers. She tore from the magazine a picture of a most seraphic little boy dressed in the Blue-coat uniform, and pinned it on a reredos contraption over her bed. It stayed there till it grew brown and curled with the sun.

        
* * * *

        
The Campbells still lived in manorial magnificence at Otekaike. Mrs Campbell often asked my mother to stay, and, when by chance she was in funds and had suitable clothes, she would accept the standing invitation.

        
It happened in 1885 that a certain Dr Inglis, who was visiting New Zealand with the object of collecting geological specimens for the 
British Museum, was staying at Otekaike. In her youth my mother had taken an interest in geology, and had a fine collection of Ballarat quartz and other Australian specimens given to her by an elder brother. To Timaru harbour, then in embryo, came ships in ballast; and on a certain part of the beach, to which we often took our lunch on Saturday, this ballast was washed up. There were lumps of rock studded with garnets, attractive pieces of carnelian, pebbles that, when wet, were brighter than



cairngorms, as well as rocks of geological interest. When these had been pointed out to us, we all started collections. I, in the pride of a little scientific education, doubted that the names my mother gave these stones were correct, but on his last trip to London in 1934 my brother saw these specimens labelled still in her printing, just as they had been in Timaru, so she must have been reasonably correct.

        
At any rate, she knew enough of geology to interest this Dr Inglis, and she found in talking to him that he was Chairman of the Board of Governors of Christ's Hospital. She invited him to come to Timaru and gave him her collection of New Zealand and Australian specimens. No doubt Mrs Campbell had hinted to him what she wanted in return. A few months after he went home a presentation to the Blue-coat School came for 
Henry Hubert Ostler. Poor child; he was not quite nine. It seems to me unnatural that any woman could part with her only son at that age, never to see him for eight years. But she did.

        
Funds must have been at a very low ebb just then, for I did not come up from Dunedin to see him off, and we never dreamed of such a thing as a cable on his safe arrival. The Government published their cable, ‘Ionic berthed four p.m. London Dock. Cargo of frozen meat in good order’. My mother said that meant her boy.

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




My First Eighty Years

Chapter 5 — Waitohi Flat





        

Chapter 5



Waitohi Flat

        

There was nothing remarkable about my school-days, except that Dunedin Girls' High School was in itself something of a pioneer venture. Certain advanced women had for some time been agitating for academic education for girls. They dared proclaim that if men benefited by certain forms of education it was reasonable to suppose that women would also. It was in response to this persistent propaganda that the Otago Education Board had taken over a successful school established by a Mrs Burns and had made it into New Zealand's first public boarding-school. My mother, who had set her face against all boarding-schools of the old type, warmly approved of this new project.

        
The principal of the House in my day was Miss Bathgate, a Scottish aristocrat of the old school and a great lady. Wherever such a woman is in power she is bound to make a deep impression and a lasting mark on any young thing capable of appreciating what is best in the world. Apart from Miss Bathgate, however, I recall nothing outstanding in the school.

        
She must have been born well before the Victorian era and, as might have been expected, she retained the prejudices of that time. She disapproved of scholarship girls, not in words of course, but in many subtle ways. When she spoke to the pupils her eye never caught theirs but rested on some girl of whom she could approve. They naturally reacted against her in language strong and forcible. We were taken for walks in ‘croc’, as was usual. One day, before we started, she said, ‘Now, I want you to go to Ocean Beach to fill your lungs with, ozone. Does anyone know what ozone is?’ ‘Yes,’ chirps a smart scholarship-holder. ‘It's an



alotropic modification of oxygen.’ In spite of our dislike for this smart miss the laugh was against Miss Bathgate.

        
The school had an excellent headmaster of whom it was generally said that he was too good for a girls' school. He was later transferred to the Boys' High School, that good material should no longer be wasted.

        
Two years was the shortest time in which I could possibly have matriculated but, returning home at the end of the first year, I found my mother at the end of her tether as far as her earning-capacity was concerned. She had taught all Timaru to dance and a large proportion of it to paint and do fancywork. Now, in this nadir of the depression, there was absolutely no more money to be extracted from the town. Her health, too, for the time being, had given way.

        
I did not clearly discern then that an effort should have been made to allow me to matriculate. On the contrary I was delighted when my mother, as resourceful as ever, told me of a small school that she was sure I could get if she made an effort in the right quarter.

        
It was in an isolated district called Waitohi Flat where teachers seldom stayed for long, but she thought it would be just the place for us; a place where we could save money and I could study by myself. She was an artist at making the future seem bright.

        
She went to see the chairman of the Education Board who was anything but encouraging. It was a settlement of bog-Irishmen. He called them obstreperous swine and Fenians, unfit for human company. But he did concede that if a teacher could once manage to ‘get under their stays’ there would be no telling what could be done with them. He promised that I should be appointed provided the School Committee was agreeable to the appointment. There was a good new school-house and the salary was £100 a year. I defy anyone to-day to begin to understand what affluence that meant to me. I will just mention that girls were glad to be appointed as pupil teachers at 
twelve pounds a year.

        


        
No transition period, no flapper stage, separated the girl of those days from the grown-up young lady. The change was brought about deliberately. It was an epoch-making moment, prepared for, stitched for, looked forward to — the day a girl put up her hair, let down her skirts and ‘came out’. In my case the transition came about with indecent haste.

        
My mother put a frill on my best school frock; the same day I pinned up my hair. The next day we hired a horse and trap from the livery stables and my mother, sister and I set out for Waitohi Flat, not so much to see if we liked the district as to see if the district would like us — or rather me. We trotted at a fair pace over twelve miles of macadamised road, passed The Levels, then a thriving sheep-station where the hunt was held, came to Pleasant Point where we fed the horse and ourselves. Then we turned, as directed, into a rough track worn into three grooves. It led to the mile-wide bed of the unbridged Opihi River, a desert of gorse, broom, toi toi and flax cut here and there by a vagrant stream.

        
‘Won't yous be feared to cross the river?’ asked the man from whom we had enquired the way.

        
But the memory of Mackenzie Country's snow-fed torrents smiled at the sparkling Opihi rippling over the stones. We pulled up the steep bank on the other side and were there. Cultivated fields, crops of wheat and oats, some grass paddocks, but where were the houses? We drove past a mud hovel on the right and came to another on the left.

        
‘Get down,’ said my mother, ‘and ask in this place where the chairman of the Committee lives.’

        
It was open to the road though some straggling gorse bushes seemed to suggest that once they had formed a hedge. The walls of the hut were of cob, the roof thatch, the floor earth. Small windows were embedded deep in the walls and the chimney, also of cob, was nearly as big as a room and all awry. Hens, ducks, dogs and dirty children basked round the open door. A broad, heavy woman, wiping her



hands on her grubby apron, came out to meet me. In answer to my question she told me that this was the chairman's place, but ‘himself’ was after taking the horse out. She pointed out the paddock where we should find him. ‘Chairman of the Committee!’ I could hardly believe it, but I talked as amiably as I could and told her that I was thinking of applying for the school. She asked my name and — long skirt and pinned-up hair notwithstanding — I could not bring myself to say ‘Miss’. I choked and said it was ‘Nelly Ostler’.

        
How my young sister, who never lost her head, laughed when I returned to the trap with my tale.

        
‘You big duffer! You ought to have said it was Mrs Ostler or Lady Ostler.’

        
Well, I applied and was appointed to Waitohi Flat School and we all came out to occupy the school-house. Waitohi was a cropping district — wheat, oats and barley. Instead of the usual summer holidays the school took only a week off at Christmas and four or five weeks in February in order that the children should be available to help with the harvest. Thus it happened that eleven days after I left school I found myself headmistress or sole mistress of a country school, bewildered but happy and very proud.

        
The picture of this district, as it was then, I have drawn in my novel, 
Moonshine. The description and the account of the Flat's one excitement, the making of illicit whisky, are so accurate that I cannot bring myself to repeat them. The characters in that sketch are, of course, fictitious, but not exaggerated. If I describe here the real people some big buck Irishman with a shillelagh may accost me to enquire why I have caricatured his grandfather.

        
In one particular I must, however, have given a very false impression, for a critic of 
Moonshine remarked on the picture I had given of the terrible poverty in which these Irish lived. Not a bit of it! According to their own



standards they ‘had their fill of comfort and would eat their enough every day’. Their farms were their own and no ‘rint collector at all’. What more could an Irishman ask? It was true that the women sometimes talked of a glorious future state when they should live in a house built of ‘wood itself’ and the floor of smooth boards and a ‘rale’ broom with a red handle, no less, ‘to sweep it with’. But what is life without a day-dream?

        
We learnt that they had been brought free as emigrants from an Ireland then rife with famine and Fenianism. Temporary barracks had been built for them at the ports until they obtained work. This particular batch had been employed by what they called ‘the cumpny’, meaning the Australian and 
New Zealand Land Company. By arrangement, they were paid in land instead of money — so many acres for so much ploughing, clearing or gorse-setting. If the company imagined that as a side-line it was providing a convenient source of permanent farm labour it was mistaken in the Irish character. These people were too cautious to mortgage their land in order to build homes, and so be obliged to take work to pay the interest. They built their own houses out of their own soil with their own hands. As soon as the titles were granted, they settled. Some left wife and family at the barracks, but others brought them though no shelter was to be had except a dray, under the tilt of which the women and children slept, the men on the ground underneath it. We heard that there were families who simply slept in the shelter of toi toi and flax.

        
When, with the aid of wife and every child, some sort of dwelling was provided, they put in a crop of potatoes, the children acting as a fence to keep off such pigs and other stock as the settlement owned. This, I believe, is the most primitive form of land settlement that this country has known.

        
When their holdings were granted, land was selling at fifteen and twenty pounds an acre. When we went to



Waitohi they could hardly have realised four pounds, had they wished to sell. If, then, they had been ordinary, enlightened folk they would, in the beginning, have raised a mortgage, built good houses and farmed in style — until the depression came. Then, according to custom, the mortgagees would have foreclosed and they would have found themselves in the overstocked labour market. But, being only poor, ignorant, foolish peasants who knew no better, they were able to live in independence and what they considered comfort. I was told that when the good times came in the 'nineties and land rose to a higher value the caution of these peasants that had served them so well in adversity was not always proof against prosperity. Many of them sold and were not wise reinvestors. That merely means that they were no wiser than their contemporaries or than most of us.

        
The women milked and made butter, selling it as their own special perk. They valued independence. A Timaru grocer called at every farm once a week, carrying a load of merchandise and taking away eggs and butter. This was equivalent to. their market-day, when they put on a clean apron and perhaps swept around the door. Some of the women prided themselves on being able to keep the house, as well as clothe the children, on the proceeds of their dairies, for Kernohan brought tempting draperies in his cart — serge for skirts, gay print for blouses.

        
Their buying-power was limited by the butter supply; they seldom ran into debt. The price of butter fluctuated widely. If a farmer had the foresight to provide a winter cow his wife might sell the butter at three and six a pound, but this was hardly possible from the distance of Waitohi. The women who obtained this fancy price must market it themselves, set out attractively in baskets. Two shillings was considered good from Kernohan. As the season advanced the price dropped to tenpence — eightpence — and sixpence. When, in the height of summer, it fell below sixpence there would be grumbling. The men declared they would sooner



use it for axle grease and ordered their wives not to sell; all the same, they sold it unknown to ‘himself’.

        
And what oily, revolting stuff it was! Pounds of butter were pressed in round moulds, usually with some emblem on the top — a rose, a thistle, a cow — the crest of the maker. Nothing divided the pounds, which in summer fainted into each other's arms. By the time Kernohan reached town, it must have been one greasy mess, or even a liquid, for Canterbury summers are hot.

        
At all seasons, when you bought butter from a shop, it was necessary to take a plate on which to carry it. After a while some tidy housewife started wrapping her butter in bits of wet rag — old sheets and garments. (All undergarments were of calico in those days.) This was an improvement, and if, in removing the rags, you came across a hem or a bit of embroidery, it aroused no comment. Shortly afterwards came butter-muslin. It cost twopence a yard, double width, but was the very mischief to cut into the required squares. Butter-paper came about 1894 when round moulds disappeared and the pound of butter became rectangular. Factory butter, in the early years of this century, transformed the dairy industry.

        
Now Waitohi, in its earlier years, was a good wheat-growing district and wheat, before refrigeration was in full swing, was one of the few exportable products. We asked ourselves where the profits of the farms went. Certainly the wives did not spend them, nor was high living a charge on the income — bread (home-made), mutton, potatoes, eggs, tea, sugar and treacle appeared to be the staple diet. They bought up-to-date farm implements and good draught horses. The men went to town something less than once a month — a spring-cart full of them — and came back very merry. In the small hours of the morning we sometimes heard drays lumbering along the metalled road. My mother wondered what they could be doing and, with her keen intuition, sensed that something was afoot of which we



knew nothing. But it was not till two mounted policemen, with their sleek, glossy horses, tight, white breeches and shining accoutrements, rode along the highway and turned unhesitatingly through paddocks into the bush-filled valley that we knew the secret of the Flat. An illicit still had been raided by the police.

        
The news flew round the Flat like African telegraphy, They made no secret of it. Indeed, if we had known how to interpret what had been told us in queer hints, we should have known what was going on long ago. We learnt that a certain 
Dan Green, a disreputable old tippler, had shown the boys how to make poteen. The plant was rigged up on a quite extensive scale, and they had been turning out great quantities. The only trouble had been to find safe storage. They complained that they were obliged to sell it before it was matured and ‘the publican, the sly devil, would be offering a price not fit for a rat.’ All the spirits that had been found were now confiscated and 
Pat Cole, the only man discovered about the works, had been taken, but ‘by the mercy of God’ 
Dan Green had gone to town and had taken the worm with him. This was a great consolation. The fine that would be imposed would be paid from the sales of the poteen and there would be no trouble in starting again in a new retreat seeing that 
Dan Green and the worm were safe. The mystery that perplexed them all was how those mounted men knew exactly where to go and rode straight to the spot without a pause. Certainly someone must have informed. At that time fifty pounds was given for information that led to discovering an illicit still. Every brain on the Flat was working to solve the mystery but there was no suggestion of a solution. My mother remarked that it was just as well that we had not been in the know or we might have been suspected.

        
We noticed a distinct anxiety. Some of the women confided in us that they would be glad if their men had nothing to do with the ‘mountain dew’, but the same



women were delighted when ‘Tim Troy dropped a fine keg, well doubled, in the gorse bush’. Yet working at the still was far from a drunken orgy. Very few took more than was good for them. It was a plain money-making concern, not lacking the spice of excitement. It is said of an Irishman that, finding himself in a new country, he asks, ‘Is there a Gov'mint? Then I'm agin it.’ This can be extended to, ‘Is there a law? Well, it's a poor fish I am and me not to contrive to break it.’

        
We never grew to know and to understand these primitive people. They were cringing and arrogant, generous and mean, friendly and flowing, yet they loved to hurt. Their tongues flattered but were full of poisoned barbs.
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Chapter 6



Land in the North

        

When we went to Waitohi in 1887 my sister was sent to school in Melbourne where my mother's relations lived. She was one of those happy-natured people who can give a humorous turn to everyday things and the Flat seemed flatter than ever without her. Though we had bought ourselves a horse and trap it was a dull enough existence until my mother developed an acute attack of land-hunger. This was soon to grow endemic in New Zealand, but, as hers was an early case, her friends looked upon it as an absurd eccentricity; for land as an investment had been anathema in Canterbury ever since the crash of the landed interests in the early 'eighties. All round us land that was said to have no value was grazed by big owners and by mortgage companies. At each small piece of workable land, suitably fenced, or bounded by a winding creek, my mother would plan what we would do with it if it were ours — there the house would stand, there the orchard and a fowl-yard, there a duck-yard bounded by the water, there the bees and over there the vegetables. We made several attempts to buy our fancied plots but were always told that, even if the owners could be induced to sell, the survey and title of a small portion would cost more than they were worth. Still, land, land, land occupied my mother's thoughts — land as the sole source of life, the source of wealth, of plenty, of beauty, and of the only security life could offer. Under vases and pincushions about the house you might find small slips of paper with lists written in her inimitable handwriting. ‘Things needed for the first year on farm’, or ‘Things to produce for sale on a small farm’ — all in neat little lines with prices affixed.

        


        
A copy of the Christchurch 
Press fell into our hands and we saw that the Manawatu Company was cutting up its grants of land in sections, from five acres to two thousand, and selling them monthly by public auctions. That was obviously the thing to do — go to the 
North Island where land in buyable quantities was available. My mother's friends did their best to dissuade her.

        
‘You have worked and saved, you have astonished us all, and now you are going to throw it all away.’

        
It happened that our land agent, Mr Clulee, had recently lost a few hundreds of this hard-earned money by lending it on house property which, as the depression deepened, proved not worth the value of the mortgage.

        
‘Why,’ said one friend, ‘the whole of that coast is an impenetrable forest. Huge trees and no clear land. They say eight Austrians were a week chopping at one tree.’

        
‘That is obviously a joke against the Austrians,’ countered my mother. ‘We shall employ Englishmen.’

        
‘How do you know it isn't swarming with rabbits?’

        
‘Because rabbits don't live in the bush.’ She refused to be laughed out of the venture.

        
When my mother said sadly, ‘They all say I shall lose every penny,’ I answered, ‘Well, I suppose you have as much right to lose it as Mr Clulee has.’

        
She always said that that remark decided her. I was earning a salary that in those penurious days seemed reasonably good; but I caught the virus too, and was as eager as she for the land venture. Finally, in 1888, I resigned my post. We packed and took berths — for our sins — in a little coastal vessel, sailing from Timaru wharf, which called at Akaroa and Kaikoura before waddling into Wellington Harbour. We were both bad sailors, more dead than alive when we stood on firm earth once more. Oh yes! The ferry-boats ran from Lyttellon much as they do to-day. Why then did we endure that horrid penance? I suppose the



chief reason was economy, and because our household goods could travel with us, which we felt would simplify things.

        
Anticipating merely passing through Wellington, we had not troubled to ask for introductions to people there. But as soon as we could stagger to our feet and begin business, chance arranged that one of the surveyors in the Manawatu Company's office had been on a Mackenzie Country survey party and had stayed with us at Ben Ohau. He spoke about us to others and soon we had a small circle of acquaintances, mostly from Canterbury. One of them was Mr McKerrow who also had visited us in the Mackenzie Country and was now Under-Secretary of Lands under the Atkinson Ministry. He took us under his wing, assuring us that if we really wanted to buy land — which he obviously considered incredible — he could show us a much better proposition than the Company's auctions.

        
‘Even the cleverest and most experienced men are taken down at those monthly auctions,’ he said.

        
He told us that 
Mr Rolleston, Minister of Lands, had developed an entirely new scheme for land settlement, intending to assist people of very limited capital. To that end the Department had secured a large block and had cut it up in what they had called village settlements. Round and near the railway there were quarter-acre sections to anticipate the township that always grew up round farm lands. There were reserves for post office, school and all public utilities. Residential sections ran from half an acre to five acres. Then farmlets from ten to twenty; then farms from a hundred to some two thousand in the hilly country. Only ten per cent. and, in some cases, five per cent. of the purchase money was asked during the first year, but residential clauses and improvement clauses were to be strictly adhered to, so that there could be no speculating and profit-making.

        
Mr McKerrow showed us the plans, purring over them and pointing out their advantages and the special advantage



of certain clauses and regulations with as much pride as if this Levin Block had been his own property. Indeed, every man in the Lands Department seemed to take a proprietary interest, especially in the local knowledge that was displayed in the prospectus showing on which sections the different varieties of birds, ferns and trees flourished and what their presence indicated about the nature of the soil. Each man in the office spoke as if he had personally discovered it all. Everyone was truly anxious that the scheme should be a success and quite sure that, as prospective buyers, we should be headed off the rival sellers of land, the Manawatu Company. I have dwelt on this because a notion is abroad that the Seddon Government invented and initiated the village settlement scheme.

        
There was only one fault about the scheme as introduced by 
Mr Rolleston — it was too timorous. The land-hunger of the Colony could have done with twenty such settlements as events proved. There were far more applications than there were sections and those for the choicest spots ran into hundreds. The land had to be balloted for. My mother wisely refused to apply for any land that had no permanent water. There were only three sections with water. We both applied, which meant six chances. I drew one lucky number, a twenty-acre section said to contain a small clearing as well as water.

        
After the ballot was drawn we were taken by the Public Works train to Levin, as the township had been named, and met by a young surveyor detailed to show settlers their sections. The whole place appeared to be a sea of standing bush on both sides of the railway-line. We walked down the line, stepping from sleeper to sleeper, then through some rough bush until we reached a tram-line built by the sawmill which was already operating. We were surprised by the beauty and smooth finish of the track. The rails were sawn timber, nailed to rough bush sleepers, but the whole was heavily ballasted with sawdust — red rimu sawdust, the



perfect colour to complement the gigantic fernery through which the tram-line cut a symmetrical tunnel. The damage done in the cutting had long been healed, and the new growth, a soft ferny perfection, filled every cranny. The tall trees, though serving to produce the green mellow half-light, were hidden by a ceiling of undergrowth, principally tree-ferns. There were groves where silver ferns predominated, their fronds, white-backed, intertwined high overhead, making a fretted ceiling. Later we used to call those groves our cathedrals and strike matches under them at night. That day we forgot such sordid things as farming in our delight over this luxuriant causeway, with its smooth, soft sawdust underfoot and the choir of birds overhead. What an approach to our new home! We came to a sunlit break in the tunnel. The surveyor said, with a certain suppressed pride, ‘Here is your section.’

        
We saw what looked like extensive park lands, the turf, short and well-kept, like a bowling-green, was studded with trees — tall, stately, wide-spreading trees and shrubs. Each tree was trimmed at exactly the same height from the ground, with the utmost precision — as level as a ceiling. The whole looked like a well-kept plantation or park. Our ecstatic cries provoked a loud, startled snort, and a sudden stamp of hooves and, before we could speak, a splendid black stallion galloped past, followed, in single file, by about twenty wild horses of various sizes and colours, their picturesque manes and long tails streaming behind.

        
‘These are your lawn mowers,’ remarked the surveyor. ‘They keep your trees well clipped, too.’

        
I do not remember what either of us said, probably nothing coherent. We asked, of course, whether the horses went with the land, and were told, with a smile, that they were certainly ours if we could catch them. I had, at that time, infinite faith in myself as a tamer of animals and privately determined that I would soon have the whole mob eating out of my hand. How little I understood of the long,



relentless war between man and the wild things! So, with rapture, we entered upon our inheritance. We paid, if I remember aright, a £4 deposit and the same sum each year with the added provision that we must occupy it and must effect each year certain improvements. This was surely land settlement on easy terms.
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Chapter 7



Levin Block

        

My mother and I returned to Wellington well satisfied. Beyond the thrill of its beauty, the clearing on our section gave us the special advantage that we might occupy at once, whereas every other settler on a bush section had to wait till his bush was felled, left to dry and then burnt before he could as much as walk about his land. This is how it happened that two women were the very first settlers in the Levin Block.

        
We decided to leave Wellington as soon as we could find anyone to build us a house on the land, for boarding in town was an expense we would be glad to avoid. I will own to a certain secret reluctance. I was a shy, unsophisticated girl, hurried from school to school-teaching in the country. I hardly knew anything of the life of young people of my own age. I had seen a glimpse of things in Wellington of which I would fain have learnt more. However, we had come to take up land. We, or rather my mother, interviewed builders, and studied estimates for some days. But it appeared that the boom that was taking place in land had induced a corresponding boom in house-building and though builders were eager to take contracts we found none prepared to start work at once. Perhaps they were more scrupulous in those days. I have known modern contractors promise to start half a dozen houses at once.

        
Our furniture was stored at the sawmill near Levin and we thought we might be more successful in finding a builder on the spot.

        
We remembered a little cottage built by a Danish workman towards the south of the Levin Block, on a stony clearing. Taking the Public Works train, we went to see



whether his wife might be induced to board us. Mrs Petersen was willing to board us and let us her two front rooms for a moderate sum. I forget what she charged and I fear you would not believe me if I could remember.

        
We lost no time in moving to these lodgings from which, every day, we could walk up to our section. We bought two billhooks, armed with which, a billy and some sandwiches, we set out every morning to attack the clumps of spikey bush-lawyer, which were the only green things on the section we could bear to exterminate. In an amateurish way we must have done pretty good work. We slashed and hewed the springy piles to pieces, burnt stalks and leaves, sowed grass-seed on the large, round, bare patches we had made and purred with satisfaction to see the down of green blades appear.

        
I remember that the wild horses made sad havoc of some of our patches of new grass. They rolled in the soft earth, apparently danced and held midnight revels so that they made shallow basins where we had raked the earth smooth and flat. An examination of the clearing showed nine of the primeval giants of the forest still standing, their clean, stately columns seeming to soar to the skies, and their branches, freed from the struggle for light and air, flung wide and bushy, but still out of proportion to the enormous trunks. They looked like green parasols hoisted on tall masts.

        
Still more attractive than the giant matai and rimu, because they met the eye without the effort of gazing upwards, were the trees of medium growth — miro and matipo. These, when space had been cleared, had spread like huge weeping willows, and as never leaf or twig was allowed to push downward within reach of a horse's outstretched neck they were trimmed straight as a ceiling, every tree at exactly the same level.

        
The clearing was apparently circular with a slight but distinct rise in the centre, providing a perfect building-site. The encircling virgin bush had developed a natural edge of



ferns and shrubs that protected the bush and gave a finish to the clearing. A house built on that rise would be standing in natural grounds such as a millionaire might envy. How were we to guess that surveyors take no heed of fine building-sites and that the boundary line of the block ran straight through that rise?

        
Mrs Petersen proved the kindest and cleanest of landladies but, oh! the fleas! The place fairly heaved with them, inside and out. Men and dogs had camped there and left a legacy beyond control. The strange thing was that neither she nor her husband or son seemed to feel them. One morning when I had caught and killed so many that I felt as gory as a butcher, she said with surprised admiration, ‘Haf you r'ally gotten one?’ The wallpaper, clearly hung by the most amateurish of amateurs, was torn and hanging loose from the scrim. One could hear fleas all night, flop, flop, flopping like frogs on the sounding paper. We had to get away somehow, even if we had to buy a tent. Then came a decrepit old Swede who said he was a ‘push carpenter’ and could build us a shed for our goods where we could live until a house was built.

        
We had learnt by now that timber was no problem. We had already had rough boards and bits for firewood thrown off the tram-line and we knew we had only to ask the trolley driver and we could have as much as we liked. So far we had asked for ‘facecuts’, the first slices off the logs with the bark adhering, but even the second sappy boards were practically for nothing. I do not remember the exact cost, but I know that four years later, when we built a house, the price of heart of rimu was four shillings and elevenpence per 100ft. and matai flooring the same.

        
The structure built by the bush carpenter was about 12ft. by 12ft. We purchased nails, hinges, a lock and one window and we sat down on the short cropped lawn to watch the wonder take shape. Presently I exclaimed, ‘Why! There's nothing in this building, I see how it is done. If I had a



hammer and saw I am sure I could do it,’ and there and then we decided that as soon as the man had gone we would try our hands at this ‘push carpentering’.

        
On the advice of the builder, the roof, as well as the walls, had been weatherboarded. He had said, without much conviction, that if he made the pitch of the roof high enough and overlapped the boards well it should be watertight. We reasoned to our own satisfaction that one board placed over another 
must throw off water. It seems incredible now that we knew nothing of, or gave no thought to, that blessing of pioneers, corrugated iron. So many things had proved easy that were supposed to be impossible that we trusted to our luck.

        
We had brought a miscellaneous collection of what we called furniture. We had been careful to pack everything that we thought necessary for a primitive life. We had packed as well as our 
lares and 
penates certain things precious to us because they had been hard to come by and we feared would never be acquired again. Thus, after much hesitation, we had brought a piano. We saw, now that our goods had been brought down, that it would be impossible to store them in the new structure and live in it too. So, after a few days of impossible congestion, when one had to climb over the piano to get into bed, we made ourselves an alfresco dining-room. A splendid matipo, with a spread like the largest weeping willow, grew behind the whare. We strewed sawdust under it as a carpet. Three really valuable carved oak chairs that we had not been able to find it in our hearts to part with we wickedly put out there, saying that we would cover them with sacks if it rained. A small iron garden table and a colonial oven we had bought in Wellington for the prospective house stood upon two kerosene boxes to form a sideboard. This last was invaluable, for food could be kept in it safe from wekas, whose curiosity led them to make a great nuisance of themselves. They did not seem to fancy any of our food but they would run away with small



objects, spoons and lids of tins and teapots. One had to be careful, when one went out and shut the door of the whare, that there was not a weka hiding inside, for if shut in it would flap about, upsetting everything. Once we came back to find one of them had dashed itself to death against the window. The rats were the blue New Zealand variety and gave no trouble at all.

        
Almost any morning we could find lying on the tram-line, where a morepork had evidently found room to do his work, a skin looking like a glove turned wrong side out. The skin was always quite whole, yet every scrap of flesh, even the brain, had been picked from it. The grey-blue fur was long and silky and as soft as chinchilla. It is a pity if this rat is extinct. As late as 1911 my husband caught one in Levin; all the bush rats I have seen in the King Country, however, were the ordinary grey vermin.

        
We had certainly achieved a charming dining-room but dining-rooms do not necessarily provide dinners. Where did these come from? There was no butcher, baker, milkman, nor any way of obtaining eggs, butter, fish or vegetables. Those things leave a big gap in the commissariat.

        
There was no real train service, but the Public Works' train ran daily as far as Levin, and certain Wellington firms sent a man on it to take orders from the mill-hands. If we had cared to walk two miles to the sawmill, where the train stopped, and give an order we should have had to walk it again the next day to receive the goods, there being no railway store where it could be kept. We might, had we cared, have got over some of these difficulties but we determined — as would most lone women — to subsist upon such things as could be ordered monthly from a grocer: flour, tea, sugar, oatmeal (without milk), rice and such preserved things as were known in those days. Our staple diet was ship's biscuits and rice. There were luxuries in the shops. but we seldom included them in our orders.

        


        
Bread and butter were the commodities we missed most. We had them for a few days after the order came, but home-made butter does not keep long. Dried apricots had just come on to the market. They were little brown things, the size of a halfpenny. We liked them and sucked them raw as sweets. They cost fourpence a pound! I do not like to think what the modern dietitian would say of our fare, but I can state positively that, though in the 
South Island my mother had suffered from bronchitis and I had been anæmic, we were both at that time in excellent health.

        
One day we looked out to see an old Maori man walking casually round our garden. Horrible! What to do? My mother, who never deigned to show nervousness, strode out to him and said firmly, ‘What do you want?’

        
He smiled benignly, saying, ‘I look roun'. You t' widow?’

        
We both drew a deep breath and wondered what the next move should be, but it soon dawned on us that there was no guile in the old man. Quite a long conversation followed, of which I hope he understood more than we did. At any rate he called the next day bringing us a large pumpkin. What a treat it was!

        
It was our custom to work outside, my mother gardening and fencing or digging till lunch time, then, as neither wanted to go in, we took it in turns to prepare the meal. ‘In’ is a euphemism, for our fire was outside and so was our dining-room. The day after our Maori visitor came my mother cooked pumpkin and made it into a tasty dish with butter, pepper and salt. The next day, when my turn came, butter was off so we dined cheerfully on pumpkin. I might not have remembered that trifle but when writing to my sister in Melbourne we must have made a story of it and she always afterwards referred to that autumn as our pumpkin-and-pepper period.

        
It was some time after we moved into our whare that rain tested the roof. There was a drip, drip, drip, right on to



my mother's bed. She got up, hammered out a sardine tin and, while I held the light, pushed it into the crack and returned to bed triumphant. In about half an hour a drip developed over my bed. There were no more sardine tins so I took a ship's biscuit, prized up the board and pushed it in the crack. There it did the work required until morning. But, we were worried, for it had been but a shower. What should we do in the winter rains?

        
We had arranged that day to go to see some people called Retter who had farmed for years near the Maori pa, on the other side of 
Lake Horowhenua. The idea was to buy a cow or perhaps some fowls. It was a long walk, some four or five miles each way I should think, and when we arrived the Retters were all away. We heard later that they had gone to the Otaki races. How strange it seemed that people were really holding races so near to us who seemed to be lost in vast loneliness. We walked home hungrily, having found nothing but some watercress to sustain us. On our way home we passed a young Maori who, in good English, told us that if we took the track further to the left the going would be smoother. He seemed to be engaged in slicing a log of white wood into slats. We enquired and were told that he was cutting white pine shingles for roofing. Shingles! We remembered that houses in Timaru were sometimes roofed with shingles. The Grangers' had been. That would solve our problem. We asked some questions about their use and ordered six bundles to be delivered the next day.

        
I was on the roof, busy with hammer and shingle-nails, when the man who was to be my husband came to see us. I went on working, expecting it to be a business interview, till my mother called me to have a cup of tea.

        
‘This is 
Mr Wilson. He has brought us a joint of wild pork.’

        
While drinking the milkless tea, he told us of the wildpig hunt and of the number of cattle they had seen in the hills, and explained that he had a camp two miles away.



He called himself a bushwhacker. He had a contract to supply logs for the mill as far as the head of the tram-line. For the work he employed a team of bullocks and a couple of men.

        
Some recollections of my first impression of the man whose life was to be linked with mine for nearly half a century seem in order. But it is not easy, unless the reader is prepared to discount such a description, for it would be strange indeed if the fuller knowledge of the long, happy, anxious years had not coloured and distorted these early memories. Concerning a few factual matters I am on firm ground. He was of medium height, stockily built, broad-shouldered, strong-jawed, blue-eyed, and had a wealth of fair, wavy hair that grew attractively from the forehead. Alas! This feature did not stand by him long. At a remarkably early age he began to grow bald, but his row of even white teeth was practically intact to the end.

        
It was my mother who first remarked on his unusual buoyancy and cheery disposition. She christened him 
Mark Tapley. We both noticed how skilful and dexterous he was in handling delicate things. I was chiefly interested in his first-hand knowledge of the bush, timber trees, birds, ferns and insects. Even so, I was far from realising that it was exceptional. I supposed that a man who worked among these things must needs know all about them. I found later that it was he who had supplied the special local knowledge which figured in the prospectus of the Levin Block, and in which each official of the Lands Department took a proprietary pride. He was pre-eminently a man of action and a keen observer. Having spent his early years on a farm in 
New South Wales, he had first-hand knowledge of Australian plants and animals and could give especially interesting comparisons about bird life. Walking along a bush track he would say casually, ‘There's a morepork's nest up there,’ and he would surely be correct.

        


        
His speech was vivid and full of jocular exaggerations, descriptions and similes, all his own — ‘As cunning as a wombat’; ‘The thick matai trunks standing like a field of oats.’

        
Describing a neglected farm, he said, ‘Grass! Not a blade. Scrub, fern and moss are racing which shall grow the highest and the moss is winning.’

        
Sometimes his descriptions were whimsical to the point of being farcical, but were always amusing and original.

        
On this occasion, when he found that we had no means of cooking a joint, he said, ‘Then I must cut it into chops for grilling.’

        
He seized a piece of fencing-wire and with a few twists produced a gridiron, the extra long handle of which was the greatest boon. We learnt to place our frying-pan on the gridiron so that we were able to fry without being almost cremated. I forget whether or not it was on this first visit that he taught us how to make scones on an open fire. You mix the dough as usual and, sharpening a stick at both ends, wrap the mixture round one end like a furled flag. Then you drive the other point into the ground so that the scone is held at the right distance from the fire, which should be glowing embers. Turn the stick from time to time. The dough will swell up like a tennis-ball. When done, draw out the stick and fill the hole with butter — if you have any.

        
We have often found this useful and amusing at picnics or camping expeditions. We had already learnt to make what we called damper, a thinnish batter cooked in a frying-pan. This can be quite good if you have milk and the odd egg. It is much like a pikelet. But we learnt now that this was the height of luxury compared with the Australian swagger's damper, which is merely flour and salt and water mixed very thin and poured on the hot hearth whence the fire has been raked. We tried it but it did not find favour.

        
Our new friend (his name was 
Charles Kendal Wilson, and to me was later Ken) assured us that if we meant to



stay in the bush for the winter we certainly could not do without a fire in our whare. We had been deceived by the long, warm autumn into believing that the 
North Island knew no cold. He offered to help us build a wooden chimney. We had seen this phenomenon. All the mill shacks had them and we marvelled that they were not constantly in flames. He assured us that they were quite safe as long as you packed earth or clay round the fire itself, though of course you could not build a bonfire or it would catch at the top. He showed us how a wooden chimney is built. (In fact he built it for us, for he was one of those people who handle things so easily that it seems a pity to do anything but hold the other end.) These curios are constructed on the ground and hoisted up against the wall, where a hole to fit has been already cut; then you flash it with tin round the join to keep out the rain. Our new friend brought along two iron bars on which to stand pots and pans (these had been part of a bullock yoke) and my mother modelled a most artistic fireplace of clay. It cracked and cracked again for many weeks but we filled up the deep rifts and washed it over every day. It did not occur to us to go to the expense of a brush. We washed it with a rag dipped in thin clay mixture. The chimney drew beautifully and did not smoke. What, never? Well, hardly ever. We felt thoroughly comfortable for the winter.

        
Above all things, we desired to catch a wild horse. My efforts at taming them had proved worse than useless.

        
You will remember that we put in an application for those particular sections marked on the Government map as having permanent water. This consisted of a well dug in a swampy place by the mill for watering its bullocks. For that purpose a twenty-foot white-pine trough stood before the well. There was no other water for the wild horses except in very wet seasons. Poor things! Our coming must have been a great blow to them. You could watch a furtive head poke out from the thick bush and quickly



withdraw. They played this game of advance and retreat as the agonies of thirst and fear alternated; then, after many false starts and dashes back to cover, they would take their courage in all their hooves and march to the trough in single file behind their leader.

        
I would fill the trough and stand concealed nearby. I could see their terror-stricken eyes roll round vigilantly as they sucked greedily at the water, their bodies ready poised to dash off at the least sound, even the moving of a twig. I am inclined to doubt stories about the sense of smell that is supposed to guide and warn horses, for my hiding-place was not three yards from them.

        
Mr Wilson — as he was to us then — told us how horses were caught with a rope noose hung across their regular tracks through the bush.

        
No, he had never caught one. They weren't always worth the breaking-in. The young mares had already been caught and the young colts were always killed or driven away by the old stallion. However, there were a couple in the mob that might be worth catching. He would set a snare some Sunday.

        
When the Sunday came we watched eagerly for the horses to come for their daily drink. They were beginning very gradually to show less fear. From concealment we saw them, their thirst quenched, turn and canter off to regain the bush. A slight movement was sufficient to divert the leader from his place and to create enough confusion for a big chestnut mare to dash first down the track. The noose closed on her and pulled her up with a jerk that we thought would dislocate every limb. Her captor, keeping clear of the flying legs, went to her head, loosened the stranglehold and pressed the straining head firmly to the ground. She could no longer plunge so wildly.

        
‘I know this old girl,’ he said with disgust. ‘She's not worth a damn.’ He opened her frothing mouth. ‘Come and look at her teeth. You can come round this way. She can't



kick forward. Look, she hasn't a stump.’

        
I can't say I saw much. I had no eyes for anything but the writhing, agonised creature.

        
‘She's the great-grandmother of the bunch. Our luck's out. Shall I let her go?’

        
‘Yes! Yes! Oh, quickly.’

        
We did not want that or any other wild horse, now or ever.

        
‘But can you? Is it possible?’ we asked, looking at the tangle of horseflesh, rope and branches. We never expected to see her all in one piece again.

        
‘Easy as falling off a log,’ and he cut the end of the rope near the slip-knot.

        
The old mare struggled to her feet in remarkably short time and galloped off.

        
The following spring he caught us two foals from the wild mob. By then we had acquired a cow and we brought them up by hand, on cow's milk. One turned out a handsome beast. The other was sold, for if its rider should dismount and allow it to wander, as many men will with an easily caught nag, it would deliberately seek out the milking-bail and drink any milk it found in a bucket. The man who bought that glutton thought it a great joke. I am not so sure if a farmer would see the humour, or his wife, who might be awaiting the evening milk.

        
We saw wild pig but once. I had gone to the potato patch to dig a root for lunch It was fenced. We thought ourselves great fencers. From the timber sent by the mill we selected scantlings for posts, to which we nailed rails of four-by-one battens, partly mortising them for extra strength. On these rails we nailed boards close together. The appearance was satisfactory and they felt firm, for each board was buried a foot or so in the ground. But — and it was a big but — the sappy wood had no lasting power. Before three years were over they were rotting away.

        


        
Well, the potato patch was not finished with boards, but merely with posts and rails because, as far as we knew, we were fencing against wild horses only. But, as I stooped for the potatoes, a tiny black piglet ran by me. I threw myself upon it, but the sow, a huge brute with its red mouth wide open, rushed to save her squealing baby. I climbed the fence with the thing in my arms and she stood below, telling what she'd do to me if I would only come down. I wondered how long I was going to be there, but the rest of her brood came squeaking about her and perhaps she couldn't count. At any rate, she marched off with them.

        
We thought we had a great treasure, and we laboured long and hard to make an enclosure and a shelter for our piglet. We would have sworn that nothing without wings could have escaped. In the night we heard the mother pig making contact with her baby, and in the morning our fine pigsty was a heap of matchwood tossed all around.

        
But I have blundered years ahead. Neither foals nor piglet were caught till after we had bought a cow. We had now reached only May of our first autumn, 1889, a particularly beautiful season. Day after day and week after week were so warm and still and sunny that we were tempted to believe we had come to a land of perpetual summer. My mother suggested that, as it was my birthday, we should take a walk to 
Lake Horowhenua which lay about two miles to the west of us. We crossed the railway and entered the bush beyond it, and found without difficulty a surveyor's line, clearly defined, that was the northern boundary of Levin Block. It was not too bad walking in single file if we lifted our ankle-length skirts to prevent their catching on the supplejacks and small growth that had been cut some six inches from the ground. Presently, from the dim bush shadows, we came out into blazing sunshine on a grassy sand-dune overlooking the lovely lake. It was wonderful to look at the open sky and wide horizon after our enclosed existence in the bush clearing. We enjoyed



watching the sun exhibit his brilliant, age-old box of tricks as he set over the low sand-hills. Then we turned to go home. We were amazed to find it had grown dark — unbelievably dark.

        
However, the tips of the cut supplejacks shone white in the gloom and we thought they would guide us. They did, until we came to a place where a tree had fallen over the line. Coming, we had been able to walk round the head of the tree quite easily and as easily find the line again. We could no longer do so. It was dark, quite dark, and we never found that track again. We were lost.

        
In a bush settlement there is always considerable talk about ‘getting bushed’. We knew that people are apt to walk in circles and become lost in a few acres. From time to time the mill-hands would go pig or cattle hunting and be missing for a night or even two. The train was often asked to whistle loudly and frequently to guide someone who had been away too long. But no soul knew of our having left home, or would dream of enquiring. We might have taken a trip to Wellington for all anyone knew. We began to think our plight serious. We knew there were fifty miles of standing bush between us and 
Palmerston North. We must avoid going north at all costs.

        
My mother said, ‘We've only to find the Southern Cross, follow where the Pointers point and we'll come out in the clearing where the Petersens live.’

        
But how, through that canopy of leaves, could we ever hope to see more than one star at a time?

        
We blundered on. It was incredibly rough going. That part of Levin to-day looks perfectly flat but it seemed to us then that we were continually falling through leaves and branches into deep ravines where surface-water frightened and wet us. Once we saw a patch of sky showing a few stars. My mother said she recognised them but I doubted it. The train came up and its roar, reverberating through the bush, sounded very near, but my mother thought the sound came



from our left and I was sure it came from the right. We discussed the very remote possibility of our new friend 
Mr Wilson guessing where we had gone because it was he who had given us the directions by which we found the cut line and who also had spoken of the lake as worth seeing from that viewpoint. I was for making ourselves as comfortable as we could and waiting for daylight, but my mother feared her bronchitis, so we blundered on, scratched and torn and not at all sure that each yard we fought did not take us further north.

        
At last we came to almost impenetrable undergrowth and no high trees and, after a final fight, we were in the Petersens' clearing and the Southern Cross hung low on the horizon in front of us.

        
Day was dawning when we reached home.

        
* * * *

        
My mother may not have taken my building ambitions very seriously but I was full of enthusiasm, so, as soon as the shingling was finished and had proved satisfactory, I set out to build a room on to the whare — a kitchen. It was wonderfully easy going, for our 
Mr Wilson had loaded the timber on the truck at the mill in the right order for use, all the scantlings together for framework, flooring and joists came first, and then the boards, carefully selected. Hitherto we had just a huge pile of mixed boards, blocks, beams and firewood which, when laboriously sorted, never provided enough of one kind of timber to finish one job. He helped us with a second big wooden chimney, in which my mother set, in puddled clay, the colonial oven that had served as a cupboard. We could now bake bread and roast the game that was sometimes brought to us.

        
Next, for my architectural blood was up, I built a bathroom. (We had had only a zinc washing-tub.) The bath was a wooden trough made of five 12in. by 2in. white-pine boards. With a borrowed auger, we made a hole and carefully rounded a piece of wood to fit it as a plug. I carried



the water from the well and, when it ran out, it simply ran through a hole in the board floor and drained into the garden.

        
After that — perhaps a year later — we built another bedroom for my sister, who was due from Melbourne. We lined, ceiled, scrimmed and papered that room. The paper was only newspaper, but it was washed with whiting and tinted pink with a tube of crimson lake, out of my mother's Winsor and Newton water-colours; we were very proud of that effort.

        
But the triumph of the structure was represented by the two porches. The first was purely utilitarian. We found outside drips from the shingled roof very annoying in the doorway, especially when frost was melting. We had made a wooden spouting but it gaped in fine weather. So we thought that extending the roof by a porch might help. This, when finished, added so astonishingly to the appearance of the shack that I grew very aspiring, and designed a much finer one for the main door. Its hipped roof was supported by posts from the bush, straight and bark-covered; the sides were latticed, and there were benches on each side to sit on. The garden table stood there at first, but soon my mother conceived a new use for it. Along the trolley-line on the way to the mill was the stump of a huge rimu. It was quite five feet across. Passing along the tram-line we had often remarked on the slaughter of that noble tree; for the early settlers who destroyed so much valuable timber were yet keenly alive to the pity of it. What my mother desired was a horizontal slice, about two inches thick, sawn off the top of that stump, and placed on the small iron table to make a sizeable dining-table. When we had achieved this we thought it beautiful.

        
It was a queer room, that kitchen-cum-living-room. We had whitewashed the walls, finding out — or being told — that a slab of glue, melted and added to the wash, made a smooth surface that did not rub off. The chimney was like a small room, with whitewashed hobs and a high mantel-piece.



When, as sometimes happened later, more guests came than there were chairs, the young fry would have to sit in the chimney.

        
There was the incongruous piano, the unheard-of table, the mixture of carved oak chairs and deal boxes and the window merely a rectangular space in the wall, with a penthouse eyebrow outside and shutters fastening from inside.

        
* * * *

        
We heard now the history of our holding and how the phenomenon of a clearing, with no access nor any means of approach, had come to be hidden away in the midst of miles and miles of virgin bush apparently never trodden by man.

        
The story is a native tragedy.

        
In the early years of the nineteenth century the natives living round the lake were in deadly fear of the terrible chief 
Te Rauparaha. They had reason to be. Neither peaceful behaviour nor even submission was any protection against his ravages. He raided and killed for killing's sake. Even the open sea did not deter him. The Muaupoko tribe, whose home was beside 
Lake Horowhenua, determined that their best safety lay in fortifying themselves against him by building islands of refuge in the lake itself.

        
The Herculean task was said to have been performed chiefly by the women of this tribe, who carried baskets of the sandy soil on their backs. (To-day, you can see the escarpment on the side of a hill that provided that soil.) The men drove long stakes into the bed of the lake, throwing timber, flax and toi toi to act as a foundation. At last, basket by basket — we can hardly imagine the toil — two islands were formed, which, as far as I can remember, were about three chains in diameter. (In my day, they were covered with rank vegetation: and Maori geese used to nest on them.)

        
The islands were protected from canoe attack by a system of underwater stakes, with a secret passage, on the



same principle as a minefield of the present day. They were conveniently near the shore but well out of range of the strongest spear-thrower. No doubt the tribe's spirits rose as they looked on their prodigious handiwork. They were certain that their fortification was invincible, so certain that they were emboldened to challenge the Ngatitoa chief in the correct method by eating his two daughters. Then they waited, exultant, for the coming of the native Attila.

        
In due course he came but, alas, the Maoris had not heard of the new devilish ‘bang-stick’, the weapon of the pakeha. Not only did 
Te Rauparaha come armed with muskets, but he also performed a feat considered impossible. He managed to haul his war canoes up the raupo-choked Hokio stream. His war parties arrived by land and by water, completely surrounding the island forts. The men and women crowding on to them were penned up for slaughter. The tribe was all but exterminated and the lake red with blood. A very few saved their lives by throwing themselves into the lake and swimming for the bush-clad shore on the east. The survivors ultimately came together in this spot we had christened Cashmere. Like ourselves, they came there because of the permanent water.

        
Their existence must have been the last word in wretchedness. Imagine felling, with stone axes, enough space in the virgin bush to plant a crop — the soil thick with tough roots and not even a spade to cultivate land. Here were we, enjoying the benefit of their clearing, fed by the produce of civilization, sheltered by sawn timber, clothed in wool, and thinking that we were roughing it and we were pioneers. We decided that they could not possibly have lived through the first winter if some of their kin had not secretly befriended them. We liked to imagine a captive Maori maid of their tribe stealing away secretly to bring them the first seed potatoes or a smouldering brand to light their first fire. We were told that they dared not light a large fire lest their relentless enemies, the Ngatitoa, should spy the



smoke. Eventually this remnant of the Muaupoko tribe was chivalrously protected by a chief of the 
Ngati Raukawa who ‘threw his mantle’ over them and, incidentally, was most scurvily repaid. But the story of 
Te Whatanui will lead me too far from our lives at Cashmere. Still, it is worth reading.

        
By this time we were beginning to realise that the world in which we had buried ourselves was now not entirely devoid of people. Two beautiful girls, on excellent horses, side-saddled, and properly equipped, rode up one day to see us. They were the Misses McDonald from the coast, some seven miles away.

        
Mr McKerrow of the Lands Department had told us of this family and had enjoined us, when a road had been made between the bush and their home, to go and see them; and he had promised us a true Highland welcome. He had written to them about us and they had found their way without a road. There was an immediate affinity between us and, later, this family became an immense interest to us.

        
The original 
Hector McDonald had been a whaler on 
Kapiti Island. He had eventually bought land on the mainland from the natives, established a store and a trading station and built an accommodation house at the mouth of the Hokio stream. He had seen and talked with the monstrous 
Te Rauparaha and had seen the transition of the Maori race from veritable savagery and cannibalism to a considerable degree of civilisation. He had now been dead some years, but his widow, a very fine type of Scottish woman, was a prolific source of wonderful stories of the old times.

        
The beach had been their only highway and what a busy one it was. Travellers in incredible numbers — distinguished men, foreign as well as English, scientists, artists, explorers, traders, pedlars, entertainers in great variety, vagabonds, runaway sailors and convicts as well as many official parties



— had stayed there. There was hardly a name known to New Zealand history but Mrs McDonald had entertained the bearer in her accommodation house, and had some little anecdote about him. Many, like Mr McKerrow, had remained her friends. When the Manawatu railway began to take the place of the beach as a highway, the McDonalds moved a mile or so inland to the centre of their holding. There, the Maoris, who held the family in great esteem, built them a house such as they build for great chiefs. The wall and roof were of thatch, but the rooms were lined with elaborately patterned toi toi reeds, obviously a laborious process, but a work of art and of love as rare as it was interesting.

        
This family, when we met them, consisted of five fine, tall sons and two charming daughters. They knew and understood the Maori as well as any pakeha possibly could. They were exceedingly fond of them and were uneasy as to what effect this new white land-settlement in the bush country would have upon them. Clear sand-hill country stretched along the coast of which the Maori had sold a certain proportion, enough to give the natives some contact with European ways but still to leave them as much as they could cultivate or graze. The McDonalds owned the most densely populated area, that surrounding the 
Horowhenua Lake. This was ideal for the native and the last half century had been for him a time of growth and unchecked progress. He had acquired and learnt to use the benefits of civilisation, iron tools, implements, cattle, horses, sheep and pigs, and was farming in his own way with reasonable success. There was sufficient incentive for them to farm, for Wellington provided them with an ever-expanding market. Indeed, Wellington depended very largely on the produce that came along the beach from the Manawatu coast.

        
The Maori lived, or thought he lived, entirely under his own chiefs and customs. He was proud and independent, for the pakeha government held a light rein and interfered



only when tribal disturbances threatened to become serious. Small frays took place continually. The McDonalds told us of a time when two hostile tribes saw fit to engage in battle, one on either side of their homestead. The bullets were flying freely over the house and falling with dull thuds in the thatched roof.

        
Do? Oh, one of the sons stepped outside and told them all to go away, that they were alarming his mother and sisters! So they found another battleground and after the fight both sides brought their wounded for Mrs McDonald to doctor.

        
The relationship between Maori and white settler was ideal. The latter was regarded not so much as a welcome guest, for a guest is a temporary resident, but as a cherished tribal possession, a source of strength and power.

        
The wealth, status and generosity of ‘their pakeha’ was something to boast about. In early days each tribe had been eager to secure as many pakehas as possible; more pakeha, more blankets, more tobacco and axes. Now they each recognised certain definite obligations, certain mutual aids. The Maori provided the McDonalds with any labour they might need. They gave them obedience and deference without servility such as they gave to their own chiefs. On the other hand, Mrs McDonald mothered them all. She was legal adviser, doctor, scribe and judge, with as much need for wisdom as had Solomon. Her quiet voice and tranquil manner quelled anger before it flared too fiercely, and had saved much rioting.

        
The eldest son, Hector, had married a Wellington girl, built himself a wooden house, and lived with his wife and two little girls not far from the old homestead. He took no part in the management of the farm; indeed, I never knew him do anything except garden. But his wife was a bright spot to us. She was considerably tied, for where there are no roads there are no vehicles, and a young family is hard to transport on horseback. She was, however, remarkably



hospitable and even after Levin had become a town and had social aspirations, evenings at Mrs Hector's were regular and enjoyable features.

        
Her young brother, Mr W. Rigg, who sometimes stayed with her, came one day to take us across the lake in a canoe to see his sister and, as we had expressed an interest in the Maori, he proposed that we should stay on the way and visit the pa, to see a ‘tangi’.

        
From our own side of the lake we heard, across the water, the infinitely mournful wail.

        
‘Oh!’ demurred my mother, ‘we surely must not intrude upon such grief.’

        
We were assured, with a laugh, that it would be all right, that the Maori expected strangers. We were surprised and slightly shocked to be taken to a scene of feasting and merry-making. A whole pig was hanging over a fire, those who tended it were quarrelling fiercely with those who were trying to snatch the best-cooked pieces from the carcase. The mother of the dead woman was trying on the deceased daughter's dress. Suddenly a visiting canoe-load of relations was sighted; everyone left what he or she was doing and hastened to meet them with loud, anguished wails and freely-flowing tears. Then all would be joy again while the guests were feasted.

        
I said I was shocked. That was the narrow-mindedness of youth. Now that I know more of human sorrow I can see that it is the natural expression of grief, more natural than the habit of our own people who, at that time, used to swathe themselves in black and, for a certain period, never smile after a bereavement. A sense of intolerable loss comes to most of us, as to the Maori, in surges, and mercifully does not hold us in a steady grip. Still, we don't know why Maori tears flow so freely at the demand of etiquette.

        
The history of the unique old McDonald homestead was sad. The handsome six-foot, sons developed tuberculosis and died one by one. Three of them in rapid succession were
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laid in their own burying-ground on the estate. The doctors attributed the infection to the old house and it was burnt. However, Hector, who had not lived in the grass house for years, died of the same disease soon after his brothers. So one wonders.

        
It was fortunate that Roderick, the third son, who farmed some bush land near Levin, dictated his memories and some incidents of his father's life to Mr F. O'Donnell who published them under the name of 
Te Hekenga, a valuable book and an authentic history of the coast.

        
When we first knew the McDonalds they were afraid for the welfare of the Maori. The bush — the useless bushland, hitherto regarded as a nuisance, a place where stock strayed and were lost — had suddenly become valuable and saleable. The Maori soon found that he could prove ownership to the new asset and large sums had been paid and were still to be paid for it to the chiefs.

        
We were told by Mrs McDonald that the last time money had come in this way to these tribes they had wasted it in a sort of religious revival. A prophet called 
Te Whiti had arisen. His message was as obscure as that of all prophets. It was hostile to the pakeha, yet he invoked the God of the missionaries and seemed to be an imitation of the Prophets of Israel. The natives sold everything saleable and went to Parihaka to join him. When excitement simmered down the natives returned to grinding poverty. The McDonalds were anxious lest the same thing should occur again.

        
Towards the end of the winter of 1888, which must have been an exceptionally mild one, for I never remember either of us even mentioning cold, timber felling on most of the sections of the block began. It was a new thing in our quiet retreat to hear the ring of axes, and the thud of falling trees. We began to take an interest in it all for he who was to be my husband, though I did not dream of it then, kept us in touch with this new world.

        


        
‘D——had a good gang on his section’, or ‘The roughest gang of cut-throats you ever saw went up to A—'s to-day’, or ‘They are making a first-class job on B—'s’.

        
We learned that in felling a section the undergrowth must first be cut. If this is not meticulously done the ‘burn’ will certainly be a failure, for the green supplejacks and other creepers will not only live but flourish and will resist instead of helping the fire. Contracts for felling were invariably let with the condition that no trees should be felled until the under-scrubbing had been passed. In this the owners were often very unfair to the contractors. They would delay in sending a man to inspect the under-scrubbing, so making the contractor keep his men idle for days. On the other hand the contractors sometimes cheated the owners, because these, being town-bred, were unable to recognise uncut growths.

        
The Government had already cleared the main road to allow a space to pitch tents. Previously it had been indicated by nothing but surveyor's pegs. In the very centre of Levin, in the dense bush, where the hotel now stands, a surveyor's peg had announced, ‘Corner of Oxford Street and Queen Street’. Some wag, struck by the grandiloquent directions, had under-scrawled, ‘Corner of Hyde Park and Marble Arch’. Now (in 1888–89) Queen Street at least took no finding, but it was strangely unlike a street.

        
The contract had specified that the undergrowth, everything but the timber trees, should be cut at ground level and carried to the distance of a chain, leaving the timber trees for the mill to take. The gang of Jugoslavs to whom the contract had been let had carried it out meticulously. No branch, trailer or twig littered the carpet of tiny, delicate ferns and orchids on which, at dignified distances apart, stood the great trees. Imagine it! The long, shadowy vistas between those majestic red-brown columns, rising from the living carpet, the hundred-foot-high ceiling of foliage, mellow, green light, sun-pierced, patterning the green carpet with vivid points of gold.

        


        
The Jugoslavs, wearing bright-coloured scarves twisted round their heads, called to each other in musical voices. The birds above sang lustily and the axes rang rhythmically. Sight and sound were one perfection. I have lived a long life and most of New Zealand's beauty spots are known to me, but for solemn, impressive, rapturous beauty nothing has ever impressed me so deeply as Queen Street in the making.

        
Very few people saw it. Perhaps no other stretch of bush was ever felled in that way, so I have always been thankful that I have seen and am able to recall that green cathedral.

        
Does everyone react to extreme beauty with sadness, intolerable sadness? Or am I peculiar, fantastic? That day I explained away the feeling as due to my belief that trees are sentient beings, that I had been witnessing the death of a hundred-year-old creation, that anyone who understood could not be other than miserable. Since then I console myself by reflecting that nature does not develop a highly sensitised system unless acute sensation is necessary to the survival of the species. So, perhaps, though the tree may feel the axe, its feeling may not be comparable to pain as we know it, for pain, which is necessary to mobile things, is no use to a tree. Probably reason had no part in the sadness — it was pure, overwhelming beauty.

        
However, we were resolved that no tree should ever be felled on the whole twenty acres of Cashmere, not for any fantastic reason connected with the sentience of the vegetable kingdom, but because the beauty of the clearing depended upon the shelter of the surrounding bush. We soon found, first with indignation and later with resignation, that we were unable to keep that resolve. The neighbours who had no clearings wanted to fell their bush. Indeed, it was forced upon them by the terms of purchase to fell, burn, grass and fence their holdings within a specified time. How could they do this if our boundary was in standing bush? We succumbed to such arguments, and agreed to fell a



chain-wide strip all round. It was as we feared. Fire crept in and the wind, the inveterate enemy of the bush, thinned the vegetation. Stock did the rest. In three years our park, though still admired in the treeless waste of burnt timber, had lost its peculiar charm, and some three years later still a north wind (unusual in the locality) caught the nine great giants of the forest. I was married and away then, but my mother and sister described the horrible sight — the staggering, the rocking and recovering, the bending and heeling as the mighty trees succumbed to the mightier wind.

        
When the spring came, we had acquired some poultry, two horses and a cow. Then we felt there was nothing lacking for comfort in life, except the delicious leisure and irresponsibility we had known in the era of scarcity.

        
In November the mosquitoes appeared, almost with a bang. We had suffered from bites the year before and now hardly had time to acquire mosquito nets when the plague was upon us in full force. In that sheltered clearing they attacked day and night with equal voracity. We had been warned about them.

        
‘They would put out your lamp or candle.’ ‘You could cut the air with them.’ ‘You couldn't take a bite free from them.’ These assertions were not strictly true but no words could exaggerate the misery of the plague as it fell upon us. We had come in January and if their season was not then over, we had evidently mixed them up with the misery of the Petersens' fleas. Now, they truly poisoned us. We rubbed and scratched and tore at the lumps they raised. The old soldiers talked about leaving them alone —as well ask a thirst-parched man not to drink. We would have fled before them to Wellington, but conditions were changed. We had now a cow, a calf, two foals from the wild horses, a kitten, five hens, and some ducks hatching. We were anchored by our new amenities.

        
We papered our legs under our stockings, we made ourselves sun-bonnets, starched the hoods and fixed a veil



of mosquito net over our faces. Yet they despised our defences and tortured us. Our eyes were half shut, our faces askew, we were covered with bleeding bites. We rigged up well-made square nets over our beds and tucked them under the mattresses after we had squeezed into bed. Then (it was wickedly reckless) we took a lighted candle inside the canopy and burnt off all that had come in with us. It wasn't quite as dangerous as it sounds. You put the candle flame just below the insect as it sits on the netting; its wings ignite and with a ‘pouf’ it falls into the candlestick. Then we slept in absolute peace. How foolish we thought the people who told us that we wouldn't mind mosquito bites soon. The only relief we found was in scratching the lumps till they bled, and dabbing them with vinegar. The sting counter-irritated the poison. To our surprise, towards the end of the season we were able to endure without rubbing, and, being inoculated, we had no trouble from insects the following season. And, in spite of bush fires, mosquitoes continued a fierce life in Levin for many years.

        
* * * *

        
More than half the sections of the Block had been felled and the forest lay heaped in sun-browning masses with vigorous green shoots here and there that spoke of uncut undergrowth. The settlement was holding its breath in expectation of the burn, the great event which, to each man, meant the success or failure of his venture.

        
The shouted message, ‘It's off! It's off! Started down at Prouses’, hits the nerves like an electric shock. Everyone downs tools and runs to some vantage point to see the thick, curling smoke and shooting flames, to hear the crackling and spitting and the shouts of the ‘firing squad’. These men are so bold that we venture nearer — much nearer. They are running about with flaming brands, spreading the fire. The old hands tell us that ‘It needs more wind’. Sometimes, leaving unburnt patches behind, the flames leap half a chain ahead and, scampering madly up the trunk of a standing



tree, seize on its foliage with vicious crackling and spluttering. When some succulent growth is exploded by the heat a shriek so human pierces the air that one's heart stands still until it fades into the reassuring hiss of escaping sap. Nevertheless, we look about us apprehensively and move further back. The sun, hanging apparently just above the tree-tops, is reduced to the size of a blood-red shilling and sheds, not light, but a murky glow so unreal that it helps us in the grandeur of the holocaust almost to forget the myriad living creatures who are perishing in terror and agony. At night the world is bright, immense, exciting. Every standing tree is a pillar, holding aloft dozens of flickering lamps which keep falling to the ground in a shower of sparks. There are thousands of these torch-bearers, for every contract that is let exempts a certain number of trees, and ratas are almost always left standing. If rain keeps off the fire continues its work of useful destruction for days, even weeks. The billowy white ash remains hot and shifty with here and there a hole where the fire has burnt a dry root. Then the weather breaks and the countryside changes in a night to a black battlefield. It is seen then that very little timber has been burnt, not one sizeable tree is charred. The trunks encumber the earth and the larger branches writhe and twist in an impenetrable tangle. But the rain has firmed and blackened the coating of ash and men enter the labyrinth, climbing under and over the logs, to sow grass-seed. In no time, aided by the artificial warmth, a soft film, like a baby's hair, of tiny green blades covers the black earth, and farming on bush-country has begun.
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Chapter 8



Marriage at Ohau

        

In 1893 I married and went to live on a small farm at Ohau. We were still in the pioneering stage. The house consisted of four rough rooms, or more correctly two, for the lean-to that made the kitchen and annexe was so primitive a structure as not to be properly called anything but a shelter. There were three wooden chimneys; the two in the front rooms had fireplaces built of large stones — very artistic, I thought. We scrimmed and papered the rooms, washing them with a whitewash made smooth with dissolved glue and tinted a delicate pink with a touch of ruddle. My husband had put a verandah in the front, the posts of which were tree-trunks still in the bark, and the floor was of unplaned boards. At the end of this he built a bathroom with the same old trough bath as at Cashmere. The water we carried from a creek and thought ourselves lucky that we had a permanent supply so handy. All the furniture, except about four pieces, was home-made. There was no wash-house: I boiled clothes in kerosene-tins on the wood-pile.

        
Nevertheless, the first effort we made, after we had settled ourselves, was to make a tennis court. Mad? Well, I suppose it was. But, you see, circumstances had robbed us both of the fun and frivolity of youth, so we were bent on snatching some of it at a time when we should have been addressing ourselves to serious things. I had played tennis on a few occasions in Dunedin, my husband not at all.

        
We laboured at the making of our new toy on moonlight nights and fondly called it a chip court. It was, in fact, nothing but smooth earth but we made it very smooth and very hard. We had managed to afford two racquets, a length of wire-netting served as a net, and every Sunday friends



came from Levin to play and we forgot chill penury and gave ourselves up to pleasure.

        
My brother who, as I shall tell later, had returned from school in England, brought with him a ‘lawn tennis set’ donated by a maiden aunt in order that he might ‘introduce lawn tennis into New Zealand’. The racquets were museum pieces, with a queer twist in them and curiously soft strings, but the new net was useful for we were finding the wire-netting hard on balls. What endless fun that court was! My husband could create a hilarious atmosphere wherever he was and whatever he did.

        
The coming of this brother was a great joy to us. He was a lanky six-feet of boyhood whose wrists and ankles already stuck too far out of his skin-tight clothes; for he had grown on the voyage. He had a crop of long, curly, red hair, high spirits, a hearty laugh and insatiable curiosity. This was not to be wondered at, for he had come from a strange world indeed. Aware that his mother possessed fifteen hundred acres of freehold,

* described as first-class land, he was, from his English stand-point, entitled to believe that his people enjoyed a certain degree of affluence, whereas, from that same standpoint, they seemed to lack the necessities of life.

        
To make matters worse, his home-coming had been a fiasco. For some reason, eternally discussed by the family but never solved, there was no one to meet him when his boat arrived in Wellington, no one to tell him of the kind of life he would find. The disillusionment was sudden, but worse was to follow. He found his own way to Levin and still there was no one to meet him at the station. Over the dark paddocks and muddy tracks he at last found the unlighted house, knocked, and my sister came to the door 
carrying a candle. He always said that that shock was so great that it rendered him shockproof to all else. He could understand that because of a misdirected wire my mother did not even know that his boat had arrived, but an entrance



hall lighted with only a guttering candle was beyond him.

        
By the time he came to visit our queer little ménage he had seen tracks full of roots and puddles called streets (Levin always talked of Queen Street and Oxford Street). He had seen people living in shelters that, by his standards, were not fit for fowls, and was prepared to be delighted with everything we had. By that time we had effected some improvements, needful, for I had my first baby, and, I am ashamed to own, considering the state of our finances, a maid. She was a very small girl, hired to mind the baby; I paid her 
half-a-crown a week.

        
If the present day is horrified at such a wage, I will digress to tell a story relating to that girl's family, though it would have fitted many of the Ohau settlers equally well.

        
The Manawatu Company, in rough imitation of the Government village settlement, had cut up its land near the railway in very small sections — five, seven, ten acres — intended to encourage the working-man to come to the country. The sections were eagerly taken up and the men of the settlement used to foregather in the evening in front of Batalani's store to hear the news (the extravagance of a daily paper was unthinkable) and to tell each other how to farm. My husband, coming out of the store, heard Bill W——, who was usually very pleased with himself, say lugubriously: ‘It's quite true what they all tell you when you go farming, that you didn't ought to spend too much on your house and so leave yourself short in buying stock. I've found it out for myself. Here I've gone and spent seven pounds on building my house and nothing left to buy a cow’. Nobody laughed. There were too many in a similar position. We might afford a smile, for our mansion must have cost quite forty pounds.

        
If you question my figures on the ground that a man could not house a wife and six children — which this man had — in a structure costing seven pounds, I hasten to explain that, though timber was not flung about so lavishly



as it had been at Cashmere, the mills were still anxious to get rid of face-cuts. The walls and frame of a residence might be built of these, the floors might be earth. I remember the house in question, though I never saw inside it. It was quite sizeable, and the roof was of iron which, with the nails and, perhaps, one window in the kitchen and one door-lock, might well have been the whole cash outlay. Bill W— would borrow a horse and dray with which to cart the timber. This and any other help he may have received would be returned in labour. The daughter of that house did not think herself underpaid at half-a-crown a week. She was clean and tidy and comely. Do you wonder if our generation is somewhat contemptuous of all this fuss about the housing problem? Let people alone and they will house themselves according to their tastes and their fortunes. In 1941, at Russell, I was taken to see a woman who was building her own house of sun-dried bricks of her own making. It seems hardly necessary, in these times, to go as far as that, but building materials are extremely varied and, even having regard to the amenities of towns, decent dwellings can be erected if you cut the frills.

        
We saw quite a lot of my brother and enjoyed seeing our raw world through his English eyes. He appreciated the plenty of our land. Food seemed to him unlimited and wonderfully good. He declared that during his seven years in England he had never once had quite enough to eat. He remained true to this statement to the end of his days. It certainly had not hurt him, for he was a fine physical specimen, and had great endurance. One wonders if the young human animal really needs as much food as it can and does consume. One source of our amusement was that he could not walk on our rough fields. He thought we were performing an acrobatic feat when we crossed the creek on the trunk of a fallen tree. He would be walking in what appeared to us a clear paddock and would suddenly measure his length on the ground. It took him some time to acquire



‘backblock legs’. He was left-handed and left-footed, too. At school they had wisely encouraged him to develop the sinister propensity but it handicapped him in the matter of games.

        
One of the interests of Ohau was a curious religious fanaticism that swept through the district. We called its devotees ‘dippers’. (They are still extant, I believe.) They called themselves ‘Brethren’ or simply Christians, claiming that they alone held the true interpretation of Christianity, they alone were certain of salvation, they alone were the beloved of God. It seemed to give them exquisite pleasure to contemplate the vast number of those to be damned.

        
People as poor and unenlightened as most of those who took the small sections of Ohau are not to be found to-day, but the religion was started by farmers of more standing and swept through the district like an epidemic. The whole district would assemble in a shed every Sunday to enjoy a spiritual orgy, a feast of emotion. One Catholic family, one bachelor and ourselves were, I think, the sole unconverted recalcitrants. We must certainly be brought into the fold.

        
What a battery of argument and persuasion they brought against us! When local eloquence failed, they brought leaders of the movement from outside to convert us — one dear old man with the face of an angel and a cheeky young fanatic with an astonishing flow of words, from Wellington. Solemn warnings were given and prayers — we were told — were offered up for us at their meetings. I was genuinely interested; I wanted to probe into the cause — what we now should call the psychology — of the outbreak. I was fairly well versed in the Bible, and it astonished me to find how words and phrases could be twisted to mean something I thought quite foreign to their intention.

        
At the beginning of 1897 this fanatical faith reached a climax. It had been revealed to the Brethren that this was to be the year of the Second Coming, the Judgment Day, the end of the world. They could prove it without the shadow



of a doubt. Didn't the Book of Daniel speak of ‘a time and a time and half a time’? Add that to the ram's horn which, having three twists, signifies three thousand years, and then turn to the Book of Revelations and read the description of the wickedness that would be rampant at the last day, and no one could doubt that it was the exact description of to-day. Now, surely, those misguided Wilsons would awaken to their danger — who could dare to doubt it? A rapturous light glowed in the eyes of the earnest couple who had come to convince my husband and myself. The Second Coming, it seemed, was not to take place on Easter Sunday, as so many mistaken prophets had led us to believe, but on Easter Monday, for Christ was to lie three days in the grave, and no one could stretch Friday to Sunday into three days.

        
‘But’, I objected, ‘we are expressly told of His coming, “the day nor the hour no man knoweth”.’

        
‘Ah! That's just the point. No man knoweth, but we, the Saints, know. It has been expressly revealed to the Children of Light. They are never to taste death, nor to abide the Judgment, but are to be told by the Holy Spirit of the day and the hour and are to be caught up to meet the Lord in the skies and shall sit on His right hand, to help to judge the quick and the dead.’

        
This was too much for me. Hitherto I had argued and listened quite amicably, but to be told that these ignoramuses of Ohau, drunkards, loafers, sneak thieves, the off-scourings of Wellington, were to sit in judgment on the great living and the greater dead, outraged my sense of decency. I was getting hot under the collar when my husband said, ‘Look here, X—. You have a good farm and I've got only a dirty little bit of leasehold, but I could raise some money —enough to build your tabernacle or to take a trip or to do what you like with. I'll raise it and pay it over to you at once in return for the equity of redemption of your farm on Easter Tuesday. What do you say?’

        
His exaltation faded. He said, ‘Flippancy is out of



place in so solemn a theme,’ and his wife murmured, ‘Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God,’ which, allowing that she thought a great deal of her husband, struck me as blasphemous.

        
Mr X— was no longer in the heavens, no longer a fanatic. He had come down to earth, a practical farmer and, according to repute, a money-grubber. I declared that he was considering how he might get the cash offered and keep the farm too. But no doubt I did him an injustice.

        
* * * *

        
We imagined that during our first years of married life we were wonderfully hard-working folk, and indeed my husband was, but looking back I see little but the fun we used to have, inexpensive fun to be sure, but proving that we cannot claim to have worked to the point of exhaustion. Tennis and river-swimming were the summer joys and in winter there was excellent shooting. This last so pleased my young brother that it was hard to resist him when he came down to us with his English fowling-piece, asking my husband to go to the swamps to shoot some duck.

        
Sometimes I would go too, and on one occasion I remember taking the baby. My husband carried her and we arrived at the place about four or half past, hid her in a flax-bush, and walked along the creek to a place where the duck were likely to come in. The problem was to station ourselves near enough to hear the baby if she wakened and far enough not to disturb her with the gunshots. We hid ourselves and waited till the ducks came in; usually they came in pairs, one for each gun.

        
That night we had a good bag which, having no dog, the men had to strip and swim for.

        
Returning to the flax-bush and the long-suffering baby, we found her surrounded by about twelve great Hereford bullocks, cartwheeling excitedly round the spot where they evidently smelt something strange. I was terrified, but my



husband laughed and, true enough, there she was, soundly asleep, nor did she awaken till we arrived home.

        
One incident of that time serves to explain why taking up land was one of the hopes of the working-man. He was driven to it. When we had sufficient cleared land we decided that a small herd of cows and a boy to milk them might bring in some desirable cash. After arranging for the cows, my husband went to Wellington for a boy. He wrote an advertisement in the office of the 
Evening Post, handing it to the clerk who said, ‘You have not named a place for meeting these boys.’

        
‘Well, here in this office,’ he suggested.

        
‘Not on your life,’ said the man. ‘We need breathing space.’

        
‘Well, outside the Evening Post at eleven to-morrow morning.’

        
His description of the interview was: ‘When I got there, bless me if the place, the whole street, wasn't alive with boys; boys of all shapes and sizes, coming from all directions like whitebait trickling into a net. When they saw me they began to push and shove, holding up hands and shouting, “Take me, sir, I'm strong”, “Take me, boss, I can milk”, or “I can work”, and one rather small one said, “Take me, I'll come for nothink.” I thought they'd eat me. I simply couldn't choose. I just asked the nearest biggish one if five bob a week would do him. He said, “You bet,” and I said, “Come with me”.’

        
Economists place 1895 as the nadir of the depression of the 'eighties, as the year when bad times touched bottom. This may seem surprising when refrigeration had been proved a success ten years earlier. The explanation was that it took the British public all that time to overcome its prejudice against frozen mutton. Even. after that date New Zealand visitors in London would report having seen our mutton in the shops, labelled ‘Best Canterbury mutton’, which deluded customers bought thinking it came from



Kent. It seemed that it was not so difficult to persuade the well-to-do that frozen meat was good eating, but servants simply would not stay in a family which ate food over six weeks old.

        
Christmas, 1896, was exciting. I had a school friend from Dunedin and my sister a friend from Melbourne coming to spend the holidays. Both were anxious to see something of cur pioneer existence and declared themselves ready for any discomforts and privations, in fact the more they had of these the better. So we organised a mountain climb. It was no great feat in the eyes of mountaineers. Waiopehu is about 3,500 feet. Surveyors had set a trig upon it years before, but the tracks were quite overgrown and though some men — my husband among them — had hunted cattle in the vicinity no one had climbed the peak.

        
The party consisted of my sister and friend, myself and friend, my brother and husband, and a small boy, aged twelve, whom we called ‘the gamin’. Alas, not one of the party survives to-day except the gamin, now a white-haired man, and myself. He was the comedian of the party. At heart a serious-minded youth, he saw things from an original angle and expressed them in modern slang. At the same time he was willing enough to repeat any stray story that had hit the mark and given us a laugh. There was one that seemed to us funnier each time it was repeated. If a pause occurred, someone would say, ‘Now, Gamin, tell us the story of old Porp's horse.’

        
Why he was a true comedian no one could tell, but his very expression and attitude of approach made us laugh.

        
‘I said, “Porp, where's your whip?” He said, “My 'orse is a good 'orse, 'e don't need no whip!”’ That was all there was to the story. We must have been very young and light-hearted to laugh at it.

        
The first three days of the journey were spent walking up the river-bed, crossing the stream from side to side to avoid rough going (bluffing, the mountaineers call it). We



took it in leisurely fashion but it gave the visitors all they wanted of discomfort, for every time we sat down we were eaten alive by mosquitoes. It was even more than we who were inoculated had bargained for. We daubed the poor visitors with strong-smelling specifics and they stood up to the ordeal remarkably well. We slept with our seven heads under one mosquito-net and our fully-clothed bodies wrapped each in a blanket sticking out like spokes of a wheel. Miss Melbourne, my sister's friend, who was of more discreet years than the rest of the party, had not imagined that human flesh and blood could endure such things and live to tell the tale. ‘What! Sleep lying flat on the soil?’ She was full of pluck and said little at the time but she was picturing her friends ordering the wreaths. Pneumonia was the least of her expectations. Weeks later, with a bewildered head-shake, she would murmur, ‘Not even a cold or a twinge of rheumatism.’ She felt that it was against nature and that such things should not be.

        
Plenty of game fell to the guns as we plodded up the river — a paradise duck, several teal, as many pigeons as we wanted — and the gamin caught a big eel. (Trout had not then been liberated.) Then we started the climb. Sure of plenty of game we cached all tinned foods, carrying with us flour, sugar, tea, salt and rice. We climbed through virgin bush, using hands and knees and dragging ourselves up by the undergrowth. We pushed on valiantly, for not only did we see no camping ground, but my husband had assured us that above the bush (that is, the rain forest) we should also be above the mosquitoes.

        
It was true. We arrived at nightfall in black birch country, with no undergrowth but thick layers of soft, dry moss covering root and soil, and never an insect visible. We all decided to sleep the clock round.

        
Our accustomed fare of grilled duck or stewed pigeon was missing. We had seen no game at all that day, though we did see a pair of huia, now said to be extinct. The rice,
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intended to thicken stews, we boiled and ate with sugar, and my sister brought out some biscuits she had secreted. We were very near the summit and thought to spend a couple of days with this haven as headquarters.

        
The men reported having seen the tracks of cattle, so, as we climbed, we put the dogs out but just then an envious wind sprang up, rustling the tree-tops, so that, listen as we would, we could hear no barking to indicate that they had found a mob. After an hour or so the dogs returned exhausted and disgusted plainly saying, ‘Well! Why didn't you come? We did our part, but you let us down.’

        
My husband had begun to grow anxious about the weather and thought we must not linger. It was still fine but the wind was in the north-west and rain in the hills meant that the river would rise and prevent us from ‘bluffing’ on our way home.

        
There was easy going in the open country for the last mile or so but the summit was a disappointment. We had looked forward to seeing the west coast with the two long Taranaki bights divided by Egmont, and especially to getting a bird's-eye view of the country with which we were familiar, but clouds enveloped us and wiped out everything. That evening we baked bush scones on sticks to the delight of our town friends.

        
The slopes near the summit were covered with a tough scrub, so tough and matted so tightly, lying wind-flattened on the ground about three or four feet deep, that you could almost walk on the surface. If it had not been for a well-marked cattle track it would have been hard to hack a path. My brother was striding ahead and we were all in single file behind when a very large boar rushed into the track in his direction. We yelled, the dogs rushed out and he stepped aside just in time. The beast made a lunge at him and grazed his leather leggings. The men called to us to get up as high as possible and we climbed on the wind-blown scrub while they followed the sounds that told where the dogs had



bailed up the boar. When we heard rifle shots we scrambled down and found the great beast dead.

        
‘It won't be fit to eat,’ said my husband, but we were hungry and insisted that the choicest bit should at least be tried.

        
We camped again in birch country and stewed pork in small bits for hours, somehow managing to enjoy it. Tastes seemed to have been reversed. My husband, who was not fastidious, couldn't touch it, while Miss Melbourne, who was the dainty one of the party, thought it as good a stew as she had ever eaten.

        
The men insisted on an early start, and we were halfway down the river when we halted for lunch. They did not stay to shoot game. Tinned food was quicker to prepare, and we were glad we had hidden it on the way up. The dogs were evidently skirmishing on their own for they told us very plainly that they had put up something interesting and, as the sun had come out again, the men felt they might spare ten minutes to see what it was.

        
‘Here,’ said my husband to the gamin, handing him the slasher he had been using to clear our path, ‘Hang on to this’, and guns in hand both men waded through the river hurriedly and disappeared into the bush opposite.

        
Mingled squealing and barking announced that pig was the game and there was much rustling and crashing through the bush. Suddenly a half-grown pig half fell and half jumped from the pursuing dogs into the river. In a split second the gamin was waist deep in the water, slashing, with the tool he was holding, like a maniac at the pig. It was swimming away but he followed it and had practically killed it when the guns came up and with laughter and cheers and congratulations rechristened him ‘the game 'un’. (He was an undersized child of twelve.) We carried home most of that pig. It was exactly the size that makes the best pork and wild pig is, of all meats, the most delectable eating.

        


        
Safe in bed that night we heard a tremendous thunderstorm rattling round the hills. The rain was torrential. We were home just in time. A night out in that storm would have been far from pleasant.

        

          

Note: My mother by this time had bought and sold many sections and so successful were her speculations that she eventually made a reasonable little fortune. She and my sister were able to live in town comfortably and to travel extensively.

        

      



* See note at end of chapter.
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Chapter 9



Levin and H. H. Ostler

        

Five years we spent in pioneering conditions at Ohau (not — as you will have gathered — without a sprinkling of fun). Then we were able to buy a farm in Levin, near 
Lake Horowhenua, a good farm with house and grounds as desirable as any in the district. Even to-day it remains an attractive home.

        
Here were born a son and a second daughter. ‘Nursery days and baby ways’ are undoubtedly the best things in a woman's life, though it must strain some of the mothers of to-day to recognise it. I did not realise how sheltered and cared for I was. We were far from opulent. No ship had come in, nor had anyone left us a legacy. We had acquired a home somewhat beyond our means, and therefore had to be the more economical. The house had been built by a friend, Mr Bob Hewitt, a bachelor, whose fancy did not range beyond the front of the house, which was delightful Kitchens he considered redundant — merely the places that made all the work and whence dinners issued. This one was dark, without a sink or a tap or a cupboard, and had a huge, iniquitous range bought from a steamer. You could stoke up all day and merely warm its two great ovens. But what did I care who had cooked in places so much worse. On the contrary. I can remember coming at dusk into that kitchen, seeing the fire from between the bars of the range flicker on the newly-scrubbed board floor, and being seized with a sudden ecstatic pride of possession — this real kitchen, this real built-in range were mine! mine! mine!

        
You are not to hear much of the seven years we spent at the farm known as The Lake. ‘Happy is the country which has no history’ runs the saying. It applies also to homes of



which there is nothing to tell. My life seemed much like that of any other woman except that my husband's many interests appeared to me to be more exciting than those of other people.

        
Levin was still a rough little bush settlement with a butcher, a baker (of sorts) and two stores, one of which acted as a post office. Interesting people were beginning to come and progress was in the air.

        
Such is the force of old association that many of those early settlers or their descendants remain my friends to this day.

        
One of the earliest and most acceptable additions to Levin society was the Bartholomew family. Though the sawmill had been working before the Block was sold, it was not until, in his eyes, it had attained some degree of civilisation that Mr Bartholomew built a house and brought his wife and children down to live there. A few months later he took a trip to Australia and brought back a young, half-grown kangaroo. It was the delight of all of us to see the queer animal hopping gracefully and noiselessly among the piles of sawdust round the mill. It made nothing of fences, was perfectly tame and even the mill-hands who had gardens tolerated it amiably.

        
On still summer evenings, at the edge of the bush one could often see schools of bats circling just above the tree-tops. I had never heard of anyone who had caught one or had even seen one at close quarters till Mr Bartholomew picked up a dead one and took it into his wife, saying, ‘Look! Kangy's had a young one, only it is dead.’

        
The tiny scrap of grey silk velvet entirely hoaxed the wife whose only lament was that it had not lived. But the very next day, before she had been undeceived, the kangaroo, to the surprise of everyone concerned, did produce a live baby. Now it became more interesting than ever to watch for the mother and see the little head sticking out of her pouch and, later, to see the little fellow hopping beside



her. She was shyer now and harder to get a glimpse of, and it was one of my griefs that she never showed herself to me.

        
It seemed no time before the youngster had grown larger than his mother and the pair could be seen ranging freely wherever they fancied, much at home in anybody's paddock. Soon, disregarding the laws of consanguinity, these two produced a third and, in course of time — I cannot remember how long — there was a herd of five, one male and four females.

        
One day, driving towards the township, we saw the whole group sitting calmly at the cross-roads, staring round with a lordly air as if they had come out to see how their property was progressing. The horses disliked the sight strangely. They whirled round and bolted in the opposite direction and if I had been driving instead of my husband we should probably have had an accident.

        
One Sunday afternoon my brother, husband and I were walking across a neighbour's log-strewn paddock. I suppose we had some purpose in view for farmers seldom walk for walking's sake. In fact, it is my opinion that no one less than royalty can afford to indulge in so unproductive a form of exercise. Whatever we may have sought, what we did find was Old Man Kangaroo with his harem. The old lady — the grandmother — had no objection to humans and stood her ground; the old man, perhaps disdaining to be put to flight before his wives, stood and stared defiantly at us.

        
My husband's Australian blood was roused by the familiar sight. He had a Red Indian's ability to approach a wild thing without startling it and walked steadily to within three or four yards of it. Then, seeing by the stiffening of the leg muscles that the beast was about to spring, he threw his hat, a battered panama, at its head. The hat soared far above its target but the animal rose at the exact second that the hat was above it, and seemed deliberately to thrust its head into the soft hat which closed well down over its head.

        


        
The wives bounded off wildly, but the blinded old man could only hop in circles. He must have been able to see a glimpse under the hat, for he always seemed to land either on a smooth patch of grass or on a flat log, but his bounding grew tenser and one could see he was getting more and more furious. Once he looked as if he were coming for us, guided perhaps by loud guffaws, for my brother was quite incapacitated with laughter. But he sheered off and, leaping against a splintered tree, a sliver of which was hanging out horizontally, he knocked off the objectionable hat and, giving us a nasty look, sped after his wives, leaving us all prostrate with laughter.

        
But the fun was to take a grimmer turn. About twenty hops took the kangaroo to where McHardy's herd of dairy cows was grazing. These, evidently quite accustomed to the Australian visitors, took no notice, but a thirst for vengeance was welling up in Kang's heart. He sprang on to the back of the bull which, with a wild roar, disappeared from our sight. We just caught a glimpse of what looked like the Devil in Cruikshank's illustrations of the Ingoldsby Legends.

        
The bull, as we heard later, was seriously hurt. Its owners at first were at a loss to guess what had happened. Its flanks were slashed as with a butcher's knife and it had lost much blood. But the worst of the incident was that Old Kang, from that day, developed a taste for rodeo and became a nuisance to all dairymen's herds and even tried horse riding, though he used his spurs less viciously than on his trial ride.

        
Mr Bartholomew was the last man to allow anything of his to become a nuisance and immediately set about building a large enclosure. It was of boards and wire, and took in some bush as well as grass-land. It must have been an expensive affair, even for a sawmiller. Then the kangaroos had to be driven into it. All the youth and all the dogs of the community volunteered eagerly for the job. It was reported to have been a great hunt and immense fun. But in the morning following it all five kangaroos were lying dead.

        
* * * *

        


        
Levin was short of water — very short. The official map had shown a water reserve and had asserted that it was 110ft. above the level of the town; but the assertion proved a mistake. One hundred and ten feet was the height above sea-level, and it was a poor supply at that.

        
We, living near the lake, were not in such straits, but it hurt us to see the animals congregating round the gates of their paddocks and when, about four in the afternoon, these were opened, they would stampede, almost gallop, to the lake.

        
I remembered the water-race scheme in South Canterbury and my husband was interested and felt it might be a solution, but he knew nothing of engineering. One day in Wellington, quite by chance, he met Mr Meason, a Timaru man who had put through the South Canterbury scheme. After talking, he invited Mr Meason to come to Levin to stay with us and reconnoitre.

        
His report was that though the Government reserve was useless an inexpensive scheme to produce unlimited water could be installed merely by cutting a channel through the lower foothills. The next task was to persuade the ratepayers that such a scheme was possible. They could not believe that races cut through the paddocks would hold the water. What was to prevent its soaking into the soil? Told that such an irrigation scheme had been quite successful in Canterbury, they were still unconvinced. ‘It can't happen here’ was the general attitude. My husband talked, persuaded, harangued. His friends said he would stand with a glass of whisky in one hand, pointing to the landscape with the other, and forget to drink the whisky while talking water. He even took a bicycle trip through the Wairarapa because he read that that district was inaugurating a similar scheme.

        
At length he persuaded a sufficient number of the ratepayers to vote for a loan, to try the thing out. This could only be achieved by allowing to be cut out of the rate paying area certain well-to-do farmers who had already installed



windmills and troughs and were therefore untroubled by droughts. It was hardly fair, for when the water-races turned out a success, these men soon contrived to have them cut into their paddocks also.

        
It is strange, from this distance, to look back on the penury of those days. What an ignorant, primitive, inexperienced little band of pioneers we were, and, considering our proximity to Wellington, how isolated! The explanation, I think, was that nobody had any money to spend. If they had they would not have been there.

        
The loan that it was so difficult to persuade the district to shoulder was £4,069/3/6, but the settlers were grateful and in 1903, when the scheme was finished, gave my husband a banquet and a watch suitably inscribed.

        
A few years later, when they found that special rates do not spell ruin if the loans are well spent, the same district cheerfully voted £24,000 for high-pressure water for the homes. These water-races were the first of many benefits that were due, or largely due, to my husband's energy and persistence, but it seemed his luck always to have to fight for what he wanted. Either somebody's jealousy was excited, or somebody's access to pickings was interfered with, or somebody's ‘craft was in danger’ from his activities. I am proud to record that he was never accused of serving the public for his own benefit or of feathering his own nest.

        
My husband had a remarkable aptitude for games. Whatever came his way he would play with relish and zest. Tennis, cricket, golf, polo, bridge, ping-pong — all grist to his mill. He was never a champion at any of them though often a runner-up and always good enough to give anyone a game. He did not concentrate on any one game — he was a sportsman who played for the joy of it and never forgot that it 
was a game and not the main business of life.

        
There was one sport he could have excelled in if it had been competitive; he was an excellent shot. There was a good deal of game about Levin and from time to time he



would invite shooting parties from Wellington — Dr Kendall, my brother, and 
Mr Skerrett (as he was then) were the most usual. They would come up with shining, new fowling pieces and expensive dogs; my husband would go out with an old blunderbuss he had picked up second-hand and yet it seemed that he always brought home the largest bag.

        
About this time football became a fashion. My brother, who was then, though without much zest, managing my mother's land, persuaded my husband that he was not too old to help to form a team and to play. Then, stimulated by certain team rivalries, he grew particularly keen. Even I became a football fan and cared tremendously for the glories of a win. A friend recently looked up a biographical dictionary and told me that 
C. K. Wilson had played representative football at forty-five years of age. I knew it, of course, and have photographs of the team that had won the match against Wellington, but had hardly realised what a unique feat it was. I saw it as one of the least of his achievements.

        
Later trout fishing became the rage of the moment. The rivers that had been stocked by the Acclimatization Society were now considered ready to fish and men and women were buying licences and gear for the opening of the season. It was a new sport to most of us.

        
We now began to realise how near we were to Wellington and to make a few city friends. 
Sir Robert and 
Lady Stout were among the earliest. They were my mother's friends and, staying at Cashmere, soon became friends of the family. I knew the name of Stout only as the very belligerent leader of the Liberal Party. Intolerance in politics seems to obtain in inverse ratio to one's knowledge of politics. Mine was but a reflection of my husband's creed. Therefore I was so intolerant that I hardly looked forward to meeting my mother's guests. What a surprise it was to meet a kindly, unassuming, generous and learned Father Christmas. How could we reconcile this delightful old



gentleman with the monster who hurled invective at our political friends?

        
My own anti-Liberal opinions may have been formed even earlier. As a child in Dunedin I was sometimes taken to a strawberry garden where once I saw 
Sir Julius Vogel, an immensely fat man in a bath-chair. I heard the proprietor tell my mother that 
Sir Julius had a standing order of six pounds of strawberries a day. I branded him as greedy — one of the cardinal sins to a five-year-old. Again, in 1883, when 
Sir George Grey was stumping the country in order to prove to the working-man that the squatters and big landowners had robbed the worker of his birthright, my mother had a great desire to hear him. She could find no woman ready to go to his meeting, so she took me. I hated him. The attack on the squatters enraged me as if it were an attack on me personally though what good the squatting game had done to me or mine would have puzzled me to tell. Now I met the third of the great Liberal trio and surely the most genial and approachable.

        
He had just retired from politics and had been appointed Chief Justice. He was interested in farming, having a part share in a farm in Southland, and enjoyed making comparisons. His life was centred in his work, domestic matters and other things he was content to leave in the hands of his very capable wife. She declared that he was quite hopeless with money. If he started out in the morning with his pockets full he invariably found some impostor or undeserving charlatan who wheedled it all from him. He could never withstand a tale of woe. Apart from this he had no extravagances. He did not drink, smoke or gamble nor did he even play games. When from the platform he advocated prohibition and total abstinence and an interjector shouted, ‘You'll dock our tea next!’ he answered, smiling, ‘Well, and why not? Myself I take neither tea, coffee nor cocoa and find myself in perfect health.’ His type suggested the old Scottish disciplinarian but after knowing



him I wondered how he even brought himself to sentence the most hardened criminal to anything more severe than a reprimand. Once, in the Stouts' home, noises indicated that the boys were staging a donnybrook in the bathroom and their father was persuaded to go up and stop them. He went readily enough but returned defeated. Wiping his face and beard, he whimpered, ‘Anna, they threw a sponge at me.’

        
We saw more of his charming wife than of him. She stayed often at Cashmere. She was vital, impressive, graceful and decorative and full to overflowing with the milk of human kindness. Her hair was a nimbus of spun gold round her head. The ‘perming’ of to-day may aim at producing the effect artificially but the real thing is rare indeed. She was cruelly deaf but she handled her ear-trumpet with such appealing grace that she made it almost an ornament.

        
She was frank to a degree and that she did not often give mortal offence was due not so much to her sweet disposition as to the ingenuous sincerity with which she said things other people would have left unsaid.

        
I remember a day at our house when we women sat long over the luncheon table. The conversation had turned on one's conception of the life after death. One of my guests was 
Miss Mary McLean, an important woman and one of the earliest to achieve a position and a salary that a man might envy. She was belligerently religious and so were several of my other guests. I was anxious to create a diversion before 
Lady Stout expressed her opinions which were sure to be heterodox. But I need not have worried. She said so simply that she saw no reason to believe that there was any life hereafter. She seemed never to think that such an opinion might offend. No one got hot, no one argued, no one offered — after the manner of the day — to pray for her conversion. It would seem that sincerity coupled with goodwill is often more acceptable than tact.

        
* * * *

        
The Boer War brought football to an abrupt close. Most



of the best players immediately joined the contingents. My brother, H. H. (later 
Sir Hubert) Ostler, chafed. He was not enjoying the work of managing for his mother. Then he quite suddenly determined to go. True, the Boer War was practically over, but he had, as long as I can remember, been fascinated by Africa. He went to town to buy his outfit, returned on a luggage train and came straight to us at about three in the morning. Sitting on the bed, he told how 
Lady Stout had persuaded him to take the law course offered by the new 
Victoria College. We were not as encouraging as we should have been, being inclined to share his mother's opinion that he would never stick to anything, but we wished to keep him near us and when he finally turned in it was decided.

        
Perhaps the keynote of 
Hubert Ostler's character was the intensity of his desires. He wanted what he wanted with every fibre of his being, but he was wise enough to know that no man — especially if he starts at scratch — can hope to achieve all things all the time and was willing, not only to make superhuman efforts to compass his desires, but also to do without everything else, even the necessities of life; or should I say the necessities of civilised life. Men of that temperament are apt to take short cuts to success or to neglect their obligations to family and friends. He never did. His generous impulses were not suppressed and there never was a man who responded more quickly to a tale of true courage, generosity or selflessness. His emotions, though well under control, lived very near the surface, and I have sometimes dared to believe that I was the only soul in the world who knew how strong they were.

        
He had worked during the first part of the university vacation in 1903, accumulated a little cash and was now frothing for a spot of fun. He said to my sister and me: ‘If you girls could do the thing cheaply enough we might take a bicycle trip to the Hot Springs.’ What a suggestion!



And how like him to think of something beyond our wildest dreams. We were transported with delight.

        
Of course we assured H.H. that we could do the trip as cheaply as he could. Why not? It seemed he had £5, which was all he could spare, probably all he had. He asked anxiously if each of us could take the like sum and manage on it. We, with the valour of ignorance, were sure of it; but my husband shook his head and insisted on my taking a surreptitious cheque hidden away for an emergency. I afterwards found that my sister had stitched two sovereigns inside her coat lining.

        
We made ourselves short, heavy serge skirts exactly alike and a navy-and-white blouse to be worn with a red tie and belt. We bought mushroom hats with red frills. The skirts were shockingly short; they came only just to the ankles, so of course it would be impossible to appear in civilised places, or even to stay with friends, without a change. We each took a black skirt (mine had a train) and a white silk blouse. These and a change of underclothing comprised the whole swag, which we strapped on to the handlebars.

        
We had friends with whom we were to stay the first two nights. The test came on the third night, when we arrived about nightfall at a small township and were confronted with the choice of a good hotel and a very bad boarding-house. We agreed at once that we must take the cheaper. But when we saw the boarding-house our hearts quailed. I believe that it would be impossible to find its fellow in New Zealand to-day for dirt and revolting smells. We looked at each other, no one wishing to be the first to renounce our boasted economy and declare the place too noisome. I don't remember who was the brave one but we finally stayed at the well-kept hotel.

        
The next was Waiouru, a coach-stop only. A large dining-shed with a wooden floor and some bedrooms that were merely a huddle of packing-cases was our resting-place. You could poke a hat-pin from one room to the other. Except



for the stables you could look for miles over arid plain and hill and mountain without seeing a trace of man or beast.

        
My brother made enquiries (we well-behaved women did not dream of speaking to strange men and there were no women). He was told that we must start early if we were to reach Tokaanu. It was forty miles without a sign of life. H.H. was anxious, for he had been led to believe that no one had yet crossed the Waiouru Plains on cycles and to take two women was a risk.

        
We did not reach 
Tokaanu before dark. There was a sand-drift across the road over which we had to carry our machines and there were two streams to cross that issued straight from glaciers we could see overhead.

        
H.H. said, ‘You girls needn't take off your shoes and stockings. I'll carry you over to save time.’

        
It meant five crossings for him to carry us and our cycles; after each he jumped about swearing that it was devilish cold. Coming to another stream we thought it quicker each to go alone. Then we knew why he had hopped about; the cold actually burnt.

        
‘I'm glad you two had a taste of it,’ laughed H.H. ‘You showed me very little sisterly sympathy.’

        
It was toilsome going until we came in sight of the great blue expanse of 
Lake Taupo, boiled our billy and feasted our eyes, refreshing ourselves. The remaining twenty-two miles were downhill except for small rises up which our impetus wafted us. It was a glorious sensation. Free-wheels were not invented yet, but we lifted our feet from the pedals and were sure that we were experiencing the sensation of flying as nearly as human beings could ever hope to.

        
But when we reached the flats where Tokaanu should be there was no sign of habitation and night was falling.

        
What to do? Push on over a very rough road?

        
‘Let's camp,’ said H.H. ‘It's an ideal place.’

        
We had no blanket but each had a warm coat. My evening skirt was of heavy moire, lined with sateen. My



brother cut a strong manuka stick, drove it into the ground, and tied the waist of the skirt tighly to it, stretching the wide flare tent-wise, holding it out with sticks. We gathered some fern and, putting on coats, crept under the cover which at least protected head and chest from a fleeting shower that came over in the night.

        
We slept well although we wakened cold just as dawn was breaking. We packed up and rode on to get warm till in response to the demands of the man of the party, who was never tired but always hungry, we boiled up the billy and ate the last of our ship's biscuits. Tokaanu, had we known it, was just round the corner and very soon we were enjoying our first hot mineral bath.

        
We found that, because it was New Year's Day, the boat, the only means of crossing to Taupo, was to call at various points round the lake before returning, but if we cared to take the trip with it we were welcome. Nothing could have suited us better. When it came in we were surprised to see it crowded with passengers and more surprised to see empty baskets, preserving-pans, tins, boxes and washing tubs lying thick on the deck but we were too busy enjoying the scene to speculate about this. We came to a cove that was enveloped in red mist. One of the passengers told us they were cherries and that the residents of Taupo arranged a picnic every New Year's Day to gather them.

        
H.H. had picked up a young fellow-student who had stayed that night at the Tokaanu hotel and was also crossing to Taupo. We four, when we had landed, sat alone on the white sand that looked like brewer's crystals, eating cherries. The local people spread a large cloth and unpacked a feast — cold turkeys, geese, fowls, salads and what looked like dishes filled with trifle. The young student had nothing to eat and we, thinking to be in Taupo for lunch, had one ship's biscuit and a scrape of marmalade. I wanted to go and tell the revellers that we had not understood the arrangements and had brought no lunch but the others would by no means



allow it. My sister was the most insistent. It was not shyness but a kind of fear of losing dignity which was very strong in her character held her back. So we four babes in the wood sat on the sand and solemnly divided one biscuit and swore we were not in the least hungry.

        
We stayed in a luxurious hotel that night and enjoyed every minute of it for we knew it would be our last for some time. We had learnt something. We had discovered that not only could we sleep under the stars but could revel in it. Henceforth the going was perfect bliss. We did not try to reach any destination at a set time. We bought biscuits and butter and paste and marmalade as opportunity offered. It seldom offered all three at one time — and we had a meal whenever we found ourselves near one at the right time. We loitered where things pleased us. We spent two days at Waimungu which had been discovered only a week previously. There was no accommodation, but dozens of people came out from Rotorua by the day and an enterprising woman made a shelter from which to sell cups of tea. The ‘greatest geyser’ didn't oblige us with a shot, though two schoolboys, leaving as we arrived, had seen it go up a thousand feet.

        
At Rotorua we felt opulent enough to stay at ‘Lake House’, then the best hotel there. We grew bored with thermal wonders and rode on to Tauranga which we all agreed to be the most delightful place we had seen.

        
On the way home we met two cyclists stuck in the sand-drift on the Waiouru Plains. They were loaded with everything campers could desire — a tent, bedding, saucepans, tinned meat, rice, dried apples, fancy biscuits — and were now quarrelling furiously as to which items they should jettison, for they could get no further with their load. They were worn out. One was a Wesleyan parson but he was in a very unchristian temper. To my brother, a few feet away, he denounced his travelling-companion as a fool, a shirker without pluck and now showing himself a greedy swine. It



was plain they had to discard something and, would you believe it, he wouldn't hear of leaving anything of his. It seemed that the tent and blankets belonged to him and, although they were in this mess, he wouldn't abandon them.

        
The other fellow poured his troubles into our ears. It was this silly parson who had suggested taking so much encumbrance. ‘Would you believe it, he even took a toothbrush.’

        
They were aghast when we showed them what we carried — tea and sugar, a few square biscuits and if possible something to spread on them, all packed inside the billy. A sheath-knife and a a hatchet, a few nails and some string, were my brother's special addition. We didn't show them our change nor confess that we had taken toothbrushes.

        
H.H. helped them a little and received from them a piece of copper wire, for one of the links of the chain of my bicycle had broken. It had not mattered much so far for the road had been uphill but it was soon going to be a great inconvenience. He mended it with twisted strands of copper wire which pressed themselves into a solid link and lasted long after I reached home.

        
Once out of the wilds I began to feel homesick. Perhaps we all felt the same for we whirled along the metalled roads in great style, quickening the pace as we grew nearer Levin and the crowning moment was when from our own front gate I saw my dear husband playing with golf sticks on the lawn with the three children round him. We had been away three weeks; we had seen the unique thermal regions; we had each a few shillings left in our pockets and were well pleased with ourselves.

        
Nevertheless, we did not tell our mother everything we had done. What we revealed shocked her quite enough. She said that she was prepared for asceticism but not for barbarism; and even my husband didn't seem pleased with some of the details but he was bound to own that he had never seen me — nor indeed any of us — looking so fit.

        


        
The winter following that trip we enjoyed an orgy of playgoing. I am afraid that you will gather that our lives consisted in the pursuit of pleasure. Indeed it was not so. My brother and husband were both noted for their energy and industry. I was a worker too, but women in those times were freer and not expected to be tied to their homes except when the children were quite young.

        
Good companies visited New Zealand then. Gilbert and Sullivan were new to me but my husband told of a time in Sydney when he was earning ten shillings a week, and spent six of them for eight weeks running, to see Nellie Stewart in 
Patience. So, when a good company was expected we must certainly see it. He knew some of the Gilbert and Sullivan operas almost by heart, but enjoyed them only the more for that. He could not spare more than two nights but my brother and I wanted more, so I stayed on in town and we went every night 
in the pit. H.H. got round the caretaker (those were easy times) to let us in early, as early as six o'clock, and he would study till the curtain went up. He chose subjects that would interest me — Anglo-Saxon, Chaucer, Malory — and flattered me by saying I was a help to him. How proud I was when, occasionally, I could unravel a passage just before he did. Then a good opera company came — Lempria Pringle and Mme Slapofski — and we saw the old classics in the same plebeian way.

        
My husband was always a theatre fan, but I had never been inside a theatre until after we were married except for one occasion in Timaru, when 
Captain Cain gave me two tickets for a visiting company. I took it for granted that they were intended for myself and mother but she insisted on taking my sister to share my seat or sit on my knee. This spoiled all the pride and glory, so much so that (nasty little beast that I was) I hardly looked at the stage.

        
I enjoyed now everything that came, even the most sentimental melodramas. When Nellie Stewart came my husband could not resist her, even in her old age. What is



it that makes a few lucky women appeal so strongly to both men and women? She moved me. I really loved her, and I believe it was neither her beauty nor her acting. It was something that emanated from her. 
Ellen Terry was a very old woman when she came to New Zealand but she exercised so much charm that the audience waited round the door hoping to see her come out. I am not emotional, but her coming out and speaking to us is one of the high moments of my life. Though why, I never could tell.

        
By 1909 motor-cars had come to stay, but they were by no means common. The music hall turn about ‘Bits of Ma and bits of Pa’ that filled the air after an explosion because they had dared to ride ‘upon a motor-car’ was still popular. The local doctor had bought a queer contraption. I, with a Wellington friend who was staying with me, spent the evening at his house, but when he offered to drive us home she shrieked, ‘No! No!’ and ran out of the house, determined to walk. When the car overtook her she was running towards home for dear life, crying, as the car slowed down, ‘I'm a married woman. I'm a married woman with three children. Go away,’ and I was obliged to walk with her. She was by no means as freakish as might seem from this distance.

        
So when we heard that my brother, who had been practising less than three years, had bought, had actually bought, a car, we were duly excited and very sure that law paid better than farming. I have said H.H. was a man of strong desires. I recalled that when a mite of six he had set his heart on a tricycle. He did nothing so crude as to beg or pester for it, he simply lived day and night in the thought of it, never letting his mind stray. A slope in the road was to him a grand place for a tricycle; a colour was either good or bad for a tricycle; a sum of money was simply part of what a tricycle would cost. He wore his mother down.

        
I had no doubt that he had worn himself down in the same manner over the car. He had bought a second-hand



one that had been in an accident that had scared its owner into selling it. Even so, such a plutocratic toy was a novelty in our family.

        
He wrote that he was driving to Wanganui, that he would stay with us the first night, would bring the younger daughter home from school and would drive on the following day. He suggested that if any of us cared to go to Palmerston he would like to drive us there and leave us to return by train.

        
Can a duck swim? The proposition suited me exactly and my son, aged fourteen, wished to come too.

        
The arrival was slightly dampened by the fact that the schoolgirl daughter, so far from enjoying her new experience, was a limp piece of misery, having been car-sick all the way. When we had attended to her we all gathered round the wonder.

        
H.H. explained that though 
she had been badly smashed a firm of young mechanics — very clever fellows — had practically remade her and he believed she was a better thing than she had been the day she left England. We had no doubt about it. We stood admiring while he talked technicalities that the males seemed to understand, and dilated on the way these machines could devour the miles and fly up hills. He had read everything written about cars. That was his way.

        
He impressed on us that we must make an early start in the morning, at seven sharp, because he simply must reach Palmerston by mid-day. Sixty miles — we thought it was cutting it fine.

        
At crack of dawn there was a noise like the rending of earth and sky. It was H.H. starting up the car to make sure she was ready for the road. He re-dusted and re-polished every inch and would hardly look at breakfast nor allow anyone else to eat much. Soon, amid ecstatic barking of dogs, much dust and more noise, we reached the road, making a great pace. It must have been quite twenty miles an hour.



(There were no speedometers then.) In the awakening houses along Queen Street blinds were raised as we roared and clattered by.

        
The roads of that day were narrow and heavily cambered. Turning a corner, we came on a draught horse straining awkwardly to drink from water below the road. At the sight and sound of us it dragged itself back with difficulty before galloping away in alarm. The car had to pull up to avoid running into the horse as it straightened itself.

        
‘Tch! Tch!’ murmured the driver. ‘That's the sort of thing that spoils your record.’

        
Record! If we were breaking records this must be a better car than we had imagined. We sped on till we came to an eight-foot-wide road, or track, of gritty red sandstone. It was a vile road — red dust with large lumps of stone interspersed.

        
‘There's sure not to be much of it,’ said my optimistic brother.

        
We had enquired of the Levin doctor and he had advised us to take this route. Later we had cause to wonder whether it was his idea of a scurvy joke. We bumped and lurched and rolled back and forth at a foot pace, till there was a long, shrill, whistling sound.

        
‘Puncture!’ cried H.H., almost pleased to announce it as it gave him the chance of showing the efficiency of the stepney wheel.

        
He lifted the seat, displaying a plethora of neatly-packed tools, and aided by Lloyd, who seemed to know a certain amount by instinct, he took off the damaged wheel, screwed on the stepney (it was easier than changing a modern tyre) and without much delay we resumed our slow progress.

        
‘Just look over the side, Nell, and see whether there is another tyre gone. She's devilish hard to steer.’

        
I looked and reported that the tyre was quite flat.

        
‘It's not so easy this time,’ he admitted. ‘It has to be mended in the same way as a bicycle. But I have a spare tube.’



He lifted the seat again and made the horrible discovery that after the last repair, two miles back, the jack had been left on the running-board.

        
Never say die. I volunteered to walk back for the jack while the man and boy tugged and strained at the car to shift the weight from the damaged wheel.

        
I soon found that all the tools had been left on the running-board, for I found them one by one lying along the wayside, the jack last of all, just where it had been used.

        
It was, if I remember rightly, 21 December and an unusually hot day. Tired and thirsty, we spoke with relish of the prospect of a meal in Foxton. But H.H. assured us that he really couldn't possibly wait and finally owned awkwardly that there was a girl waiting for him on the railway platform at Palmerston. Her train came in at twelve. He simply must be there. To his joy we issued on to a metalled road and soon whirled through Foxton, Lloyd and I looking hungrily at the pie-shops but the driver kept his anxious eyes glued on the road.

        
A few million dogs rushed out to express their enmity towards horseless vehicles. We feared we had run over one, and H.H. said, ‘That might cost me a fiver but it's better than losing time. We'll do it yet.’

        
Then, all of a sudden, a newly metalled road stretched before us with raw, freshly knapped grey stone, clean and new and sharp as broken glass, without so much as a shovel of earth to bind it. It seemed to stretch to the horizon. One groan, long and loud, issued from three throats. After one venomous and blasphemous curse on the Doctor H.H. decided that calmness would be helpful.

        
The tyres of that day were poor affairs. In fact, the whole future of the internal combustion engine as a means of road transport rested on the making of stronger tyres.

        
We investigated the sides of the road and found there was nothing to do but push slowly on and trust to luck. Almost immediately a tyre punctured. My brother's spirits



rose. He had read what you did in such emergencies — you filled the case with grass. We took it quite seriously and fell to gathering handfuls from the roadside. But no sooner had we driven a few chains further than the second back tyre collapsed. We stuffed with equal zest. But when the two front tyres immediately followed, the driver, reluctant to stop, consigned them to the place where the atmosphere was warmer and we chugged on, leaving two trickles of green juice on the clean metal. Then the radiator boiled up like a geyser, throwing rusty water over us. Lloyd and I walked to lighten the load and my brother drove on, looking like a speckled brown Leghorn rooster. He could hardly bear to stop but at last he had to.

        
‘If we could only come to water to cool the radiator,’ he said.

        
There was a whare on a hill some distance back from the road. I offered to take the car's can and bring water while the others emptied the rusty water and looked into the engine to see if the heat had damaged anything. I found a woman just making tea. At first, on account of time, I refused her invitation to join her, but ultimately succumbed and swallowed a quick one — two quick ones — before speeding down with the water. They drank some greedily and poured in the rest and we sped on in dread. Mercifully, the next time the radiator boiled there was a swamp near the road where the can could be filled.

        
At last we came in sight of Sanson railway station. It was just a shed and a platform with one man in charge.

        
During the worst of our tribulations H.H. had said, ‘As soon as we reach Sanson I'll put the car on the train and we'll all get there by rail in the end.’

        
The stationmaster laughed. It would take perhaps three days for a suitable truck to be delivered. There was but one train per day, due shortly.

        
H.H. was desperate and asked for the telephone and rang a garage in Palmerston.



‘Send me four new tyres, size so-and-so, to Sanson Junction The man will bring them in a car. Yes, that's right. I shall want the man to put them on for me and to drive me to Palmerston as fast as possible.’

        
This was lordly in the extreme — four new tyres and a man to put them on!

        
‘Holy cats,’ exclaimed his young nephew, ‘Uncle must be a millionaire.’

        
We began then to think of creature comforts, but there were no shops, nor refreshment-places. We found a delightful little stream and sitting on its bank washed the dust off our shoes and dangled our tired feet in the water. H.H. had leisure to be his usual kindly self. He praised our strength and pluck and was half apologetic for all the trouble

        
‘You couldn't help it,’ I said. ‘The stars in their courses fought against us.’

        
Suddenly his pent-up feelings found vent in the words of Deborah's bloodthirsty song:

        

          

            
‘The stars in their courses fought against Sisera


            
The river of Kishon swept them away …


            
Curse ye Meroz … curse ye bitterly …


            
[I think he meant the Doctor]


            
Blessed above women shall Jael … be


            
He asked water, and she gave him milk,


            
She brought forth butter in a lordly dish.


            
She put her hand to the nail….’
          

        

        
After that we sat with our feet in the stream, taking turns at reciting our favourites. Suddenly my brother sprang up.

        
‘That confounded garage man ought to be here by now.’

        
We all ran out to the road to look for the cloud of dust that should herald his coming. No sign, and, after a while, Lloyd and I returned to the cool mint bank but he stayed on the road gazing and fuming.

        
At last he went again to borrow the telephone and came to us with the final blow of the day. The garage had not the



size of tyre he had ordered and as he had given no number for them to ring they were not able to let him know. There was a long, deadly silence and then he went to the station-master and arranged for him to keep the car in his yard until a truck could be procured. Then, the train in sight, we made ourselves as tidy as we could. A last deep curse was wrung from the once-proud owner of the ill-fated car as, looking back from the moving train, we saw a swarm of children, just out of school, clambering gleefully over it.

        
At the Palmerston station our train was standing, ready for five o'clock to strike.

        
‘I think,’ pressed H.H., ‘that you'll just have time to say a word to Miss D—.’ But we had time only to note a dejected female wilting on the baking platform.

        
‘All seats, please’, and Lloyd and I had to dash frantically down the platform and hurl ourselves into the first carriage.

        
‘Anyway, we had a better time than the girl on the platform,’ panted the tired boy, and I agreed.

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




My First Eighty Years

Chapter 10 — Further Afield





        

Chapter 10



Further Afield

        

After we had had seven happy, prosperous years at The Lake the firm of Abraham and Williams, for whom my husband was working at the time, wanted him to go to 
Palmerston North. Nothing loath, we sold out and went, but in less than a year the firm wanted him back in Levin, so we returned and bought a new home there; this time an ordinary house to which we made additions. Our lives at Closeacre were smooth and pleasant and carefree, much like the lives of other people. The two elder children were away at school and we looked forward to the holidays as the highlights of life. These were given over to tennis, picnics, parties and other amusements.

        
My husband took many jaunts to the King Country buying store cattle for fattening on the rich Manawatu flats and one day returned to say he had bought a place there. It was a Maori lease of some four thousand acres which had once been broken-in and grassed and even yet was in good order compared with the rest of the King Country.

        
He did not propose that we should live there, at least until he had acquired the freehold and had built a house. An old house was there and he would put a manager on or perhaps a married couple. I was all agog to see the new venture and was planning to go north as soon as possible when my man of surprises came home again with some much more exciting news — he had been asked to stand for Parliament, representing the electorate of which 
Te Kuiti was the chief town. What his answer was to be he left entirely to me, with the proviso that, if I decided on the venture, I must manage somehow to come and stay in the electorate. I did not hesitate ten minutes. Of course he must



take the chance and I would contrive to join him early in November. This was 1910.

        
I was lucky in finding an English family who wanted a three-months holiday in the country and I let Closeacre to them while my mother, then living in Wellington, took my younger daughter. So I packed at the end of October and took train for 
Te Kuiti.

        

Te Kuiti in 1910 resembled a gold-rush town. Its population had outstripped its conveniences and strained the accommodation it could offer; and still men came pouring in. The boarding-houses were feverishly adding bedrooms and annexes in the roughest style — bare iron roofs, walls and floors of unplaned boards. The place was a hive of activity. The sound of hammering and sawing was everywhere. Everyone, unless he happened to be a Maori, seemed in a violent hurry.

        
The soil was pumice so the roads were fairly dry except when it was actually raining but full of deep holes — almost ponds. A short time before, these holes had been filled with Maori pigs, wallowing, squealing and cumbering up the roads. These had now been banished and some of the holes filled in, but no one dared walk at night without a lantern, for there were no street lights. Nor was there any water supply except for a few tanks. I have seen river water carried in kerosene tins by enterprising boys, who would sell it to the dwellers in half-built houses — for cash was the only amenity not in short supply.

        
The Auckland-Wellington expresses crossed at 
Te Kuiti at two a.m. It was then that the town sprang into its full life. If you stood on one of the hills overlooking the township, at that hour you would see tiny specks of light, like moving glow-worms, slowly and jerkily converging on the railway station where one large lamp showed up the gloom. The trains that crossed at that weird hour were almost the King Country's sole connection with the outside world, for neither the road to Auckland nor that to Wellington was fit for



wheeled traffic. Mails, papers, parcels, families and friends, if they were to come at all, came by one of these expresses. And, above all, came the buyers or would-be buyers of land. These were the goldminers, on the over-spill of whose wealth this young land-rush town existed.

        
It was said that every second man in the place was a land agent. It would never do for one of these to miss the two o'clock trains. Some other fellow might annex a precious client who should have been yours. Every man who looked as if he might be a buyer stepping from the carriage was pounced upon by a pack of land agents. The agent who secured the prize found him lodgings or offered him hospitality and, if possible, kept him closely in sight till he had sold him ‘the only absolute bargain in the King Country’, probably an undrainable swamp or an unscaleable precipice. Sometimes a wag, with his tongue in his cheek, turned the tables on the wolves and enjoyed a good time, being driven round and entertained and shouted for, without any more intention of buying land than I had.

        
Later, when we had for a time a furnished house in 
Te Kuiti, I learned that if you asked a man to dinner, hospitality demanded that you entertained him till ‘train time’. You must assure him that you never dreamed of going to bed before two o'clock and if you had lived long in 
Te Kuiti it would be only too true. Yes, two o'clock was the supreme hour. All the world and his wife were to be found on the station at two a.m.

        
My husband being away ‘out back’, I spent the first ten days at the boarding-house. (We called it the hotel because there were no licensed houses.) There were eight or nine women doing the same — playing ladies while their husbands toiled long hours. These introduced me to Te Kuiti Society, with a very big S. And what a frilly, dressy, fashionable, refined society it was! So far from waving any of the conventions because of its transient character, these they doubly riveted.

        


        
On the first Sunday evening I went to church with the gay ladies of the hotel. Near us sat a plainly — even shabbily — dressed man and woman. They were quietly absorbed in the service, having no eyes for the finely-attired congregation. I recognised them at once as kindred spirits, people I understood and could like. After we came out I enquired about them and was told: ‘Oh! Those are Mr and Mrs Spencer. He's putting in the new waterworks. They are toffs. They're real toffs, but they won't be here long.’

        
Another added encouragingly, ‘If your husband gets into Parliament you might get to know them.’

        
Of course this pretentious little coterie was not the whole, or even representative, of 
Te Kuiti society. After the first few days, and particularly when my husband joined me, I made some delightful friends, as well as many with whom I had nothing in common. Still I noticed something of the same spirit which I had found in my hotel acquaintances. I noticed that the men were greatly concerned to be put on trifling committees and jostled each other to take part in public affairs. Anything rather than be overlooked. At first I was highly amused, but I learned much from my sojourn in that boarding-house. I learned how deeply-rooted in human nature is the desire to shine among one's fellow-creatures and how intolerable is the stigma of social inferiority. It was customary for superior folk to declare that the failures of the Dominion were congregated in 
Te Kuiti. This was, of course, absurd, but men and women who had not found for themselves a satisfying nook came there determined, in this new environment, to find, not an obscure corner, but a place in the sun. It was not poverty against which they rebelled. What hurt was obscurity, inferiority.

        
As always, it was the country people who nourished and gave life to the town. About once a month, at week-ends, they left their lonely out-back sections to draw a breath among their fellows. As their mud-covered vehicles drew up



before the livery stables it was impossible to distinguish between men and women. Both were in oilskins and sou'-westers and both alike stiff with mire. Some of them had engaged permanent rooms. They bathed, changed, dined with friends or asked friends to hotel dinners, and often managed an impromptu dance. The young bachelors, towards the small hours, often grew very merry. One could hear them marauding round the town in rowdy groups. Their pranks were no doubt more amusing in the doing than in the telling. There seemed to some people little enough merriment in pulling the battens off the church fence, or parading round in masks with unmentionable articles of women's attire draped round their heads; but they had earned a bit of fun and certainly seemed to enjoy it. These country men and women were my husband's enthusiastic political supporters.

        
And what a task 
C. K. Wilson, this husband of mine, had taken upon himself. The electorate was at that time a huge triangle with its base extending from below Taumarunui to above Otorohanga and its apex at Waitara on the West Coast. This vast area had recently been opened up for settlement, that is surveyed and cut up into more or less small farms. Except on paper there were no roads to these new farms; the season had proved an exceptionally wet one and the tracks had turned into quagmires. Metalled roads existed only round the town of Waitara and perhaps for half a mile in the street of Taumarunui. I had heard interminable talk of mud, of waggons and horses stuck, of stock drowned in mud. I had seen every morning passing the hotel a string of pack-horses, each with a milk-can hung on either side of its pack-saddle. They were urged to a trot as they went through the town; the cream spurted through the lids and mixed with mud resembled a frothy, brown ice-cream covering horse and saddle. Yet, though partly prepared, I did not realise what my husband was going through until



he was due to arrive and a friend brought round a horse for me and proposed that we two should ride out to meet him.

        
We rode, I think, some seven miles until he met us — a mud man riding a mud horse. The road was from one foot to three feet deep in slush. Sometimes the horse stepped into a hole and I wondered if it would really be able, this time, to pull itself out.

        
It was quite impossible for a horse to travel faster than a walk. Then I pictured the hundreds of such miles my husband had struggled and flopped through, for he had ridden into every small settlement, crossing and recrossing his tracks. I doubt if there are many men with enough physical endurance to have canvassed that electorate. My husband had a special ability to get the best out of a horse. Though a heavy man, he ‘rode light’, and he did the whole campaign with two horses.

        
But for the best bit of fun on earth, commend me to an election, especially if you win it. Every stage of it is stimulating and exciting, and the jokes seem so irresistibly funny.

        
For instance, when the candidate, through ignorance of local matters, has chosen as chairman a smart but shady character submerged in debt, and when carefully explaining a point of public finance, says, ‘You see, the thing is not sound. Now, Mr Chairman, if I lend you a thousand pounds….’

        
‘Don't you do it, C.K.,’ says someone in the audience and the room rocks with laughter — all the more so as the candidate is at a loss to know what it is all about.

        
When the opposition candidate says, ‘This Reform Party, it was once called the Conservative Party, then the Opposition, now the Reform Party. What will it be called next?’ A voice: ‘The Government, of course.’

        
The thrill of watching the numbers go up amid cheers and the exaltation of the following morning with friends' congratulations, when the comedian supporter drawls, ‘You



don't want to clean your boots this morning, “Chorly” — plenty of people to lick them to-day.’

        
We took a furnished house in 
Te Kuiti for a few weeks and then returned to Levin and temporarily to the old life.

        
* * * *

        
It was after returning to Closeacre when the exciting flutter of the election in the King Country was over, that we knew the man who is now Governor-General of New Zealand. He was hardly more than a youth and full to the brim with boyish enthusiasms. His work, dentistry, did not provide him with the exercise he considered his constitution needed, so he made it up with perpetual motion all the remaining hours.

        
He beat up a group of young men to form a Cadet Corps. It must have been uphill work, for the long years of peace made us feel that war with a civilized nation belonged to the unthinkable past. 
Norman Angell had just published his 
Great Illusion which most people took to mean that war was henceforth impossible. But Freyberg's enthusiasm brought a small corps into being. To use his own quotation, ‘He hauled them all together by the horn and hide and leather’ and drilled them on Friday nights between seven and eight. It happened that we had a couple of bridge fours on Friday evening. That he might not keep us waiting, he used to sprint all the way, and however punctually we started he was always in time.

        
On fine Sundays Levin used to picnic at the seven-miles-distant beach. It was usual for the country people who had horses and traps to offer seats to the townspeople. One could lend a mount, one could offer a couple of seats. This young athlete would accept neither. He never had sufficient exercise, he said, so he would run both ways.

        
He left no doubt in the minds of his friends that he intended to do big things in life. To swim the Channel was the target of the moment. He had been champion swimmer of New Zealand at sixteen. We smiled, as one smiles at



boyish enthusiasms, but we all knew he would fly high, and the more discerning knew that he had already accomplished a great feat: with his own earnings he had managed to take a course at 
Otago University, a short one, but it would enable him to earn a dignified living in any part of the world in which he found himself stranded.

        
‘Yes! I lived on ten shillings a week and I'll never look a rabbit in the face again.’ For a sports-lover with extremely sociable temperament to cut himself off from the life of the university and study in a lonely cabin on a diet of rabbit is not a feat to be overlooked.

        
He felt he had missed the opportunity of his life in not being included in the Scott expedition. He knew the name of every man on both ships, their life history and why they had secured a berth. When the news of the disaster came out he would talk and think of nothing else. It hurt him to know that a mere foreigner had succeeded where one fine Britisher had failed. To say that Amundsen ran a fair race and must therefore be the better polar explorer was, in his view, high treason.

        
The essence of a race, he would insist, is that both parties know that it is a race. No! It was a dirty trick to sneak off like that. It was that beastly Norwegian flag planted at the Pole that killed 
Captain Scott. It turned his success into blank failure.

        
I remember that he stirred up young Levin to enter for swimming sports, boys and girls together, dressed in bathing suits that to-day would appear ultra-modest. How these shocked the Levin matrons, and I will own that I had enough Victorian prudery to have wished that somebody else's daughters, rather than mine, had been the performers. The public, some of the public, were shocked on other lines. One old woman ran about in great excitement, crying, ‘They'll get the galloping consumption, every one of 'em. There won't none of 'em live to see next Christmas.’

        
It did not occur to me at the time but I have since



recognised that with all his sociable habits, his exuberant energy, and restless activity 
Bernard Freyberg retained a surprising amount of personal aloofness and dignity. He told 
us that he was called ‘Tiny’ because he was the smallest of three brothers and we used the name quite often, but to the people at Levin he was 
Mr Freyberg, and remained so until he returned as 
General Sir Bernard Freyberg with half the letters of the alphabet added.

        
* * * *

        
Was ever a new member so full of zeal, so keen, so deadly in earnest about the work before him as this 
C. K. Wilson? He felt that now at last he would be able to remedy all the abuses of New Zealand if not of Christendom. ‘A candidate,’ said 
F. M. B. Fisher, the wit of the party, ‘promises reforms; a member reforms his promises.’

        
But C.K. refused to be amused. He would have no truck with cynicism. I had become almost as keen, so these parliamentary years should have been the climax of both our lives.

        
I had become entirely absorbed in politics and I felt I was able to help my husband substantially by reading up and making précis of such things as proportional representation which was one of the planks of 
Mr Massey's policy. But from the point of view of getting the most out of the game, I played my cards badly. One session was over before we sold Closeacre and while looking about for a roof in Wellington we took a seaside cottage at Plimmerton. There I grew so engrossed in books from the General Assembly Library, then the only good library in the 
North Island, that I lingered at Plimmerton instead of going to town, and so missed many of the festivities, functions and celebrations given for the new Reform Party which, though it had beaten the old Government, was not yet in power. I was the more willing to do this because a shadow had fallen over our material prosperity. The farm was doing badly. The manager (previously merely the married couple) had, in view of his



increased responsibility, been given a sort of partnership, a proportion of the profits. He was proving anything but a success. My husband took every opportunity to rush up to the King Country. He was worried.

        
‘A hundred and forty head of cattle short in one year. Something wrong. Something very wrong.’

        
I was enjoying the Library because the librarians were particularly good to me, introducing me to books that I should not have known existed. There was, especially, a row of stodgy-looking tomes called 
Arber's Reprints. They were a collection of first-hand accounts of voyages and discoveries and other incidents that had survived since the days of Henry VIII. Some were absurd travellers' tales but the sheets were the precursors of our daily papers and the raw material of history, so hard to come by. I found that Kingsley had taken Salvation Yeo's story almost word for word from two of these reprints.

        
When our Party succeeded to the Treasury Benches I still delayed at Plimmerton until the end of May when we took rooms at Kenilworth. My younger daughter was with us and arrangements were made for the two elder children to come when the university and school holidays came round.

        
I'll hardly be believed when I tell you that this luxury cost us less than it would cost one person to live on the same scale to-day. Four pounds ten a week for the three permanents and thirty shillings for the holiday son and daughter.

        
It was perfect bliss. At functions one merely 
meets everyone but now I grew to 
know some of the interesting personalities. Tom (later 
Sir Thomas) Wilford was outstanding. He spoke splendidly in the House and often in private told good stories against himself, some more amusing than dignified.

        
F. M. B. Fisher, the youngest Member in the House, was the wittiest and most entertaining. He had a story against



everyone. Of A ——, the member for B ——, who had contrived to get a much-needed bridge for his constituents who in gratitude sent him £100.

        
He was chronically hard-up but he wrote them a beautiful letter saying that he had only done his duty, that to be paid for that duty was a thing no self-respecting Member would dream of. He therefore with thanks returned the cheque. But he returned his own cheque which was worth exactly nothing and kept theirs.

        
I have held a theory that, left to free selection, men and women always (or nearly always) marry their equals, not in wealth, brains, social status or moral integrity, but in all qualities, if these could be weighed on divine scales. I tested it on the wives of the Members and found it sound. We would assemble in the Ladies' Gallery. I only discovered to whom I was speaking as we talked. I would say to my husband, ‘Mrs Lee seems to me a splendid woman. What is he like?’

        
‘Oh, he's one of the shining lights. He will be a Minister if he sticks to it.’

        
And vice versa. If I talked to a particularly futile ass I would surely find her husband of the same calibre. Of course my theory is not infallible but then we can't always gauge the qualities of our friends. We are on surer ground with our relations.

        
Though I had missed the first rejoicings there were still gaieties. Every day there were so many invitations that it was difficult to decide which to reject and which to accept.

        
I enjoyed every minute of that month. The gaiety lasted just one month and then the war came and everything closed down with a bang. Wellington took the war very seriously at first. The women, we were told, must knit. Hardly anyone knitted at that time. Among the forty at Kenilworth there was but one Scotch ‘body’ who knew the art. All through the house you could hear her giving lessons. ‘Knit one, pearrrel one.’ I intended to learn too, but the War Department



sent us some shirts to make up and I found I was better at that.

        
The Prohibitionists, who then formed the majority of the voters of the Dominion, were urging that a three-fifths majority was too high a target, and that the issue should be decided, if not by a bare majority, at least by a reduced one. 
Mr Massey had therefore promised that he would bring in what was called the ‘Forty-five fifty-five’ Bill. In June of the last session the Bill was to come down and it was understood that it was likely to be passed. This was serious. It exposed the liquor trade to possible extinction at the next ballot. My husband said, ‘The licensed victuallers are in a panic, their agents are swarming in the lobbies. Look, there's S—— buttonholing the Members as they come out.’

        
J. Wall, who had been C.K.'s most influential supporter at the election, had said, ‘Look, Charlie, you're a fool to vote for this Bill. I know you're not too keen yourself; why not drop it?’

        
‘I've promised,’ was the careless answer.

        
The next day the same emissary came to him with a definite proposal — the Trade would pay all his election expenses for the coming encounter. They would guarantee he would get in. They would spend money and do the job much better than he could do it.

        
That was only too true. Those voluntary committees are full of momentary zeal, but when the shouting and the tumult dies they fail to do much work. Many a time, though someone had promised to make all arrangements, the candidate, after plodding through thirty miles of mud, had arrived at a settlement to find a handful of men hanging about and asking him where the meeting was to be held. He must then go himself and borrow the school key and a lamp and often without a meal give the evening talk.

        
Also, the election over, bills came in to the Member for cases of whisky, smoke concerts and shakedowns which he had believed provided by his followers. He could do nothing but pay and be silent.

        


        
However, my husband was incorruptible and never for a moment entertained the idea of selling his vote.

        
The next day the offer had risen — election expenses, plus two hundred pounds.

        
Nothing doing.

        
The eldest daughter was at Kenilworth then and each day as he came into lunch we asked him with our eyes what the latest offer amounted to. He would put up three fingers, then four, then five. In a few days it had risen to eight hundred pounds plus election expenses. The next day no fingers were shown. They had found cheaper support.

        
I don't think I was base enough to deliberately want my husband to yield, but the daughter and I often talked of what the bribe would do for us. We could even have taken a trip to England between sessions. Jim Wall had said, ‘You don't need to change your mind, Charlie. Just go to 
Te Kuiti and miss the train on Tuesday night so that you'll miss the division.’

        
Previously, votes in the House had been counted and it was known for certain that there was at least a majority of two in the entire House who had given election pledges to support the Bill. When the night came there was a majority of five against it. Three Members had surprisingly missed their trains. One particularly ardent Prohibitionist who, with his wife, had lived during the whole three sessions of that Parliament at an expensive hotel, had paid the proprietor never a penny. It was common knowledge that his creditors were anxiously awaiting the close of the House that they might take proceedings against him. He was not only able to pay his debts but to buy himself a flourishing bicycle business, thus ending a short but profitable political career. The smartest and shiftiest Member of the House simply voted against the Bill, explaining to his constituents that he was so sincerely devoted to the principle of a bare majority that he could not bring himself to vote for a compromise.

        


        
I have no intention of conveying the impression that Members of Parliament were at that time constantly corrupt or even that they were often offered the opportunity for making illicit gains. This ‘Forty-five fifty-five’ Bill was, in fact, the only occasion on which I saw, or even heard about, corruption.

        
* * * *

        
Of all the changes that have taken place during my long life perhaps the most fundamental is the altered place in the world occupied by women. Before the Married Women's Property Act she was legally a chattel, herself, her property and even her children belonged to her husband; and the spirit engendered by the past status of the sexes was plainly to be seen in my young days. Yet, in spite of financial and other difficulties, most women managed to hold their own. A dominant spirit will always dominate. Duff Cooper considers that at the end of the eighteenth century women, especially in Paris, ‘were great ladies, the leaders of talk as well as of ethics, politics and of all the arts. No man could rise to prominence except against the background of a 
salon, and over every 
salon a woman ruled. The years that have since elapsed have witnessed what is called the “enfranchisement of woman”; but neither from the polling-booth nor from her seat in Parliament, has she so far succeeded in exercising the same control over the lives of men or the fate of nations as was hers when she remained the centre of a select circle in her own drawing-room.’ True! But he spoke of the beautiful, the charming, the privileged. Legal status is for every woman.

        
The suffragettes excused their excesses on the ground that it was necessary to fight for all womankind. It is a mistake to believe that New Zealand women were given the vote before they even demanded it. There was a great deal of agitation and much fighting against opposition and ridicule before 
Sir John Hall rejoiced the hearts of the stalwarts by saying in the House, ‘I have heard a great



many good jokes against women's franchise but never a good argument.’ My mother was a worker for ‘the cause’, but I was a shirker, willing to enjoy the vote and the new status but holding aloof from the fight, mainly because the fighters were uncongenial company. My husband was a better suffragette than I. His friend Jim Wall used to say, ‘You're sound in most ways, Chorlie, but you've got some damned silly ideas about women.’

        
I would shelter behind Tennyson's words:

        

          

            
‘The woman's cause is man's,


            
They rise or sink together.’
          

        

        
I had no excuse. I ought to have been in the fight. Yet I believe that the fight they put up had less to do with women's altered status than had ulterior circumstances over which they had no control — two wars where women's help was needed and also the discovery of birth control, especially this. When my husband told me of that discovery I felt it to be the death-knell of the British Empire. I argued that it had been the younger sons and those lacking opportunity at Home, and coming to the ends of the earth to ‘win to hearth and saddle of their own’ who had built the Empire.

        
My husband did not agree nor did 
Lady Stout. She contended that two or three well-brought-up and healthy children were worth more to the nation than ten or eleven sickly specimens. True, but I see no evidence of sickliness in large families. Contrariwise.

        
* * * *

        
It was during the first year of the war that 
Lady Stout met me on 
Lambton Quay and said, ‘You are the very woman I want. We are forming a National Council of Women. It is to be open to every woman of every calling, class, religion, political opinion and creed. We mean to make the voice of women heard, to be a power in the world as we have a right to be. We will discuss every question and make our decision felt. We can do it if we only unite and work



together. You must come and represent the countrywomen. Come, I am on the way to the meeting now.’

        
I demurred, but I was clay in her hands. A deaf person in the street holds all the cards. One cannot argue so I soon found myself in a well-filled hall, sitting on 
Lady Stout's right hand. 
Miss Katy Isitt, who often acted as her secretary, sat on her left.

        
Voted to the chair, 
Lady Stout made a very good speech on the lines with which she had persuaded me — there was no limit, she said, to the power of united womanhood. The constitution used by the Council of Women in England was read and adopted with scarcely any alteration. Officers were elected on the voices and all was going well.

        
Then the meeting had to decide which reform should first engage its attention. Mrs Peter Fraser (a woman of great sincerity and ability) rose to suggest that the treatment of conscientious objectors could be a suitable subject for our earliest investigations. We had all heard rumours concerning the rough treatment these unfortunates were receiving in Wanganui gaol, but war-fever was raging and had made us callous. Mrs Fraser, it seemed, had some information to offer, but her voice was drowned by interjections, some hostile, some encouraging and some protesting against disorder. The chairman was at a loss to guess why the meeting that had been so orderly and harmonious had suddenly become a donnybrook. She put her trumpet to her ear and turned to me for information, but I, knowing what her reaction would be, had leaned over and was eagerly talking to the woman on my right. 
Katy Isitt was also busily engaged on her left, hoping that the tumult would die down before she had to give the information. But the tumult increased and at last the chairman had to be told. She sprang up like a rocket. ‘Conscientious objectors!’ she cried. ‘How can any woman who is a British subject dare to defend such traitors?’ They were not fit to live in human society. For her part she would like to hand them over to the tender mercies of the Kaiser.



No treatment was too bad for them. She had no patience with any woman who would defend them.

        
The meeting was in an uproar. Except for those who had surreptitiously slipped out when the trouble began everyone was trying to be heard, either protesting or defending or pleading for decent behaviour. Finally, we all found ourselves gathered into kindred groups issuing into the street, laughing or raging according to our several natures.

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




My First Eighty Years

Chapter 11 — The King Country





        

Chapter 11



The King Country

        

The session over, my husband hurried north. There was no doubt now that things were going very badly and that the manager must go. The trouble was that a badly-worded agreement allowed him to claim the privileges of a partner, and partnerships are difficult to dissolve. After much worry and harassing negotiations it cost over £1,000 to get rid of him. The estate had to be sold and my husband had to buy in what he wanted of it. This was a very bad set-back, but prices were rising and my husband was always buoyant. He lost the second election. He was not able to put his heart into it as he had into the first.

        
During these vexatious delays I took a furnished house, first in 
Te Kuiti and then, with all the children, in Wellington, but when the younger daughter had been placed at boarding-school, the two eldest had struck out for themselves and — most important — when the married couple had vacated the house, I went north. I left most of my belongings at a seaside cottage because my husband, who was hoping to engage a new married couple immediately, had decided against making the farm our home.

        
The journey, in 1916, from 
Te Kuiti to 
Pio Pio in the vehicle they called a coach was an endurance test. We swayed and bumped and almost stuck, while the mud splashed in our faces. The worst holes had been filled with fascines of which nothing now was left but thick manuka sticks poking at various angles out of deep slush. The country on both sides, covered with low, lean fern and scrub, was most unpromising. It was a relief to find horses waiting at 
Pio Pio and to ride the last five miles; and a greater relief to find that our own farm was green and fertile-looking



— almost the only green spot we had seen since we left 
Te Kuiti. A more picturesque ranch, with its outcrops of limestone rock looking like old ruins of castles, could not have been seen, but the house, as I had been warned, was not inviting. It was surrounded by what seemed a village of rough outhouses, sheds and whares and, though sizeable enough, was ill-built and ill-planned, or rather was not planned at all. It looked as if someone had stuck a room on to the structure whenever he thought fit without ever consulting convenience or the result to other rooms. The windows were the smallest possible and sunlight was as carefully excluded from the whole house as if it had been poison gas.

        
The dwelling was unattractive enough but its precincts were infinitely worse. They were unspeakable. The house stood in a sea of mud. Every animal seemed to have to walk past the back door several times a day. The horses were — or had been — fed to the right but paddocked to the left; the cows paddocked on the left were milked on the right. The mud was often knee-deep. Stepping-stones alone made it possible for me to step outside. My husband had just built a woolshed, but previously the woolshed had been less than a chain from the back door. At shearing time the sheep had actually been penned against the house, baaing all night and raising a dust that one could feel between the teeth.

        
But there were compensations. Mrs Hunt, who had lived there before our disastrous married couple, had been a real gardener and had planted in quantity everything that could live in the climate. The Garden of Eden could hardly have held more of the kindly fruits of the earth — grapes, peaches, plums, quinces, pears, walnuts and the small fruits, including large patches of the dear old gooseberry that is never sick and never sorry.

        
The grapes and one kind of plum were said to have been brought there by 
Bishop Selwyn. A hill with a rocky outcrop just behind the house was entirely covered with grapevines.



Buckets, tins, sheets, clothes baskets had to be requisitioned to gather them. One year I made a ten-gallon keg of wine from crushed grape juice alone, eked out by neither sugar nor water. Another rocky hill was planted thick with walnuts. These grew more productive yearly.

        
What has happened to New Zealand that no such patches of plenty can be found to-day? Blights! and the birds brought to prevent the blights. It seems to me that they both came simultaneously and one is as bad as the other.

        
The fruits that grew in the greatest profusion seemed to blight first, quinces, peaches and one variety of grape, but gradually almost everything was infected except the small fruits, and the birds attended to them. There, as well as everywhere else, a gardener must now live with a spraypump in his hands if he is to grow fruit.

        
All this plenty delighted me, especially as it was the only homestead within miles that had been long enough established to have grown as much as a gooseberry. Neighbours used to come for fruit with sledges and packhorses. Even now the grapes can be wonderful. An occasional season comes when neither bird nor man can cope with the crop.

        
When I came there was absolutely no road to the place and the irony of it was that once that homestead had been the centre of King Country civilisation. Such people as dwelt in those wilds before the railway had been mooted (and there were some even then) used to assemble there to hold backblock dances in the old woolshed. These were, I am told, real backblock hops. The men in muddy corduroys and hob-nail boots danced in turn with the few women who were the only available partners.

        
There had been a road then, or rather a wheel-track, that wound over hill and dale, and through possible and impossible fords, leading ultimately through Otorohanga to the Waikato. It is natural that when surveyors cut up the land for closer settlement they should take no notice of such a road.

        


        
So the homestead that had been the centre to which all tracks led was now approached through a maze of paddocks with eight clumsy gates, each harder to open than the next. It has happened in other districts that new settlement has turned the old centres into isolated backblocks.

        
And here let me remark that I have discovered that nobody ever lives in the backblocks. It is always the other fellow whose lot it is to live there. The most isolated will tell you of someone further back who ‘really lives in the backblocks’, but when you arrive at this further outpost the dwellers will point to a road or a telegraph pole or mention a neighbour that renders the place ‘not really backblocks, you know’. It is true that a farmer may refer deprecatingly to his farm as in the backblocks — just as a woman may refer to herself as old — but tactful friends do not corroborate.

        
I was soon disabused of the flattering notion that we were pioneering again. Our neighbours in much more primitive conditions made no such claim. In fact, more than one of them told me that they had been living out back but had ‘come in’ in order to be near a school for the children. There certainly was a shed used as a school in 
Pio Pio, but it might be six or seven miles distant and the district they had ‘come in’ to was still roadless. Yes, we were nothing but Johnny-come-latelies, but I was never tired of hearing the stories of those who were breaking trail.

        
One neighbour left his wife and daughters in Hamilton while he and his sons felled the bush on their sections. He would sometimes spend the week-end with his wife, return on the only passenger train, that which arrived in 
Te Kuiti at two o'clock in the morning, step out of the train and proceed to walk to his farm — some seventeen miles. He would arrive in time for breakfast and go straight to work. Another neighbour cut his foot while bush-felling (a common accident). He walked fifteen miles on the bleeding foot to 
Te Kuiti where the doctor put in eight stitches. Another dear lady, born and brought up in ‘endless English



comfort’, had never left their farm since the day she had been brought there ten years earlier. Not caring to learn the new method of riding astride, especially through deep mud and over strange obstacles, she stayed contentedly at home, a comparatively rough home, but made desirable by her gracious presence.

        
Roads! Roads! There was the great problem of King Country settlement. Sheep-farmers and graziers like ourselves might tolerate the conditions but the small holders, whose cream must be marketed and stores brought in at least bi-weekly, were in a sorry plight. My husband was obsessed with the problem, not ours, but theirs. He was full of tragic stories of the hardship and even danger they constantly faced. He spoke and wrote and worried about it continually. During his time in the House he had made up his mind that he would never speak on any subject whatever without, in some way, mentioning ‘roads for the back-blocks’. And, indeed, he had made the words something of a slogan, at least within the Reform Party. Yet, in our district, very little had been done. The difficulty was lack of suitable metal. Much money was wasted in forming roads, a method that had worked well enough in some districts, but here — in Taumarunui, as the electorate was then called — the exceptionally heavy rainfall made the roads as impassable as ever as soon as the summer was over. The County Council, with Government help, solved the problem at last by crushing the limestone rock for metal.

        
The reluctance of the Government to come to the rescue of the roadless settlers was understandable. Hitherto the roading system of New Zealand had been worked by each district rating itself. Those who required roads paid the rates. The Government hesitated to subsidize one district in case all the others put in claims. Even I remonstrated when my husband deplored the lack of help.

        
‘My parents,’ I reminded him, ‘had no road for nearly fifty miles of their journey to town.’

        


        
‘That was quite a different thing,’ he pointed out. ‘The stock from a station goes out on the hoof and the wool once a year. Your people had credit. These cockies live from hand to mouth. They were selected on account of their poverty.’

        
There was one settlement with which my husband, and others, were greatly concerned. Most of the settlers were civil servants, dismissed in the interests of economy in the short depression of 1908 and given grants of land as ample compensation. This was an example of the opinion then generally held that any man who was a trier could make a farmer without previous experience. The qualifications for being given a section in this block were that the applicant should own no land elsewhere, no capital (or almost none), and that he should have a family. To take up unimproved land to-day under such conditions would be considered stark lunacy. But these men were well satisfied and, except for the roading troubles, which no one had expected, might have met with a measure of success. It sounded well that a road to each section had been surveyed and that the making of these was to provide work whereby the farmers might earn cash until the farms became productive.

        
But the cost of roadmaking had been calculated on pre-war wages. During the war and after it, wages doubled. All farm costs had soared, so that by the time my husband was taking an interest in Tangitu the settlement was in a hopeless plight. Rates could no longer pay for roads.

        
‘In fact,’ he said, with graphic exaggeration, ‘if you sold the whole settlement, lock, stock and barrel, you couldn't pay for the roading.’

        
The plight was desperate. All food and farm requisites had to be packed in through a sea of mud and many a packhorse left its bones on the track, drowned in the mud. This transport added £5 a ton to every necessity of life and even at that price men were shy of taking the contract.

        
I heard of a woman who, shortly after her husband had taken up backblock land, was left a widow with four



children. Determined, at all costs, to keep the land — then considered the sure road to prosperity — she cut down every possible expense, especially of food that was brought in by packhorses. Her grocery order was reduced to four items — flour, oatmeal, salt and caustic soda; and never once during the six years when packing was necessary did she weaken so much as to add a single item to the list. It was after the family had achieved some security and comfort that one of the younger sons — a fine specimen of manhood — told, with amusing detail, the story of their tough struggle. He, himself, he said, succumbing to the flesh-pots, was in the habit of accepting the invitation to stop on his way home at the house of a school-mate where he was feasted on buns and sweet tea. The thing became known and on his mother's order his elder brother was told to give him ‘the father of a hiding’ to teach him family pride. The story touched me ‘where I lived’. I was anxious to meet the Spartan mother and I remember prophesying a phenomenal success in life for all the sons. But the story had been told my husband on a railway journey from Wellington and, before he repeated it to me, he had forgotten the name of the widow — if he had ever been told it. So I was never able to meet her nor to test, in the light of future knowledge, my ability as a prophet.

        
The midwives of those rough times have never adequately been recognised. Those of the very early days of the Colony have been written up, but those of the second pioneering stage were, if anything, the braver women. When all the country is wild and civilised conditions twelve thousand miles away, it is a case of needs must but in our district a day's journey would have taken a woman into town where in comfort she could have earned a safer and easier living.

        
In 1947 I met in Hamilton Mrs Murray who, when I lived in the King Country, had acted as midwife to the whole district. She told of night rides in rain and storm, of



flooded creeks which her pony had to swim, of attempting to lead the same pony over a swing footbridge when it was determined to jump into the swirling stream. When I first knew the district (1911) telephones were being strung to most homesteads. I suggested that these must have made her work easier. She said, ‘Before they had telephones the husband used to come for me. He would catch my horse while I got ready and made a cup of tea. But afterwards the wife would ask her husband to stay with her and just ring up and ask me to find my way alone. That made it much harder.’

        
Hats off to these women. I wonder if the conditions of to-day — crowded hospitals, overworked nurses, no privacy, no personal attention — make confinement happier or safer. Mrs Murray, in her eleven years, never lost a mother and, I think she said, only once the baby was born dead. The patient had the benefit of being the sole care of a capable woman. The modern mother may not even hold her baby in her arms as long as she wishes.

        
* * * *

        
The beauty of the rocky countryside and the fruitful abundance of the garden went far to reconcile me to the fact, which soon became evident, that we should have to make that undesirable house our home for some little while. Building was as impossible as it is to-day and I was tired of divided homes.

        
The younger daughter came home from her last year at school delighted with the prospect of living on the farm; the elder daughter came home broken in health as a result of the influenza epidemic, and the son, a pilot in the Air Force, had been demobilised in England where he had to be supported till a passage home was available. He wrote that he would prefer to farm rather than to go on with law, in which he had taken part of his course. As it seemed we should all be together again temporary improvements were necessary. We managed to get some timber (by no means



all we needed), built on a sunporch, papered two rooms, and reorganised the dining-room fireplace. So far we had gone when the old house burnt down.

        
The fire was caused by the reorganised fireplace.

        
A few weeks earlier my husband had met with a nasty accident — a pair of shears with which he had been working had been placed open in his saddle-bag so that when he got off his horse they made a great gash up his shin. The local doctor put in nine stitches and assured us that it would be well in no time. But the doctor had not taken dirty shears into account and the wound suppurated badly. He had gone to 
Te Kuiti for further advice when the fire occurred. We — the daughters and I — put a fire for the first time in the new fireplace and were delighted that it drew so well. We invited the two farmhands in to have a game of cards. They had gone and we stood talking round the fire, the younger daughter throwing together the scraps of charred wood that they might be safely burnt before we went to bed. As it blazed up there was a great roar.

        
‘The chimney's on fire,’ cried the daughter and then, seeing smoke issuing near the ceiling, we both exclaimed, ‘My God! It's the house!’

        
We shouted for the men; we threw water and did all the usual things but could not get at the fire till the men took an axe and chopped away the mantelpiece and the wall above. Then we succeeded in reducing it and finally putting it out.

        
But there was a great hole showing the stars where roof and ceiling had been torn away. It freezes hard in the King Country, so when the men had been given a drink and thanked, we must needs go to bed to keep warm. I got up about one o'clock and climbed on the roof. A thaw had set in and a cold mist had come up; I shouted that all was safe, and no spark remained, so we all fell asleep. About three o'clock the elder daughter came into my room, saying, ‘The fire has broken out again in the roof over my room. There's



no putting it out up there. We'll just have to save what we can.’ And it was so.

        
I had a help, who was also a friend. She behaved like a hero. She forgot her own things, but remembered and saved much of mine and my husband's. Like most people in a fire we didn't save wisely. I imagined that one had to carry the rescued booty at least a chain away, whereas, there being no wind, a few yards would have done. There was not much to save in the way of furniture; but tennis racquets and golf clubs and clothes were a worse loss.

        
I always remember my poor dear husband when he rode home next morning to face the disaster. We were beginning to realise the extent of the losses.

        
‘Oh, my watch. If I could have saved that,’ I moaned.

        
‘Never mind, dear, we'll get you a better one.’

        
‘My new brushes and….’

        
‘Don't worry, dear. Be thankful that no one is hurt.’

        
He insisted that nothing we had lost was irreplaceable, especially as his desk with his books and accounts was saved. But when he found that his old working-clothes had gone up in flames — and no one would have given half-a-crown for the whole outfit — such a wail went up to the heavens. We laughed then and thought his concern a great joke. Later I knew better. A farmer's riding and wet-weather outfit is not only very expensive but very difficult to replace. Also, a man grows attached to the garments he has tested and found adequate.

        
But the worst of all was that the doctor's report had been bad. Sepsis had infected the whole body and if he did not lie up and seriously rest, his leg would have to come off.

        
Then we touched bottom. Nothing in life has equalled the following weeks for abject misery, anxiety, discomfort and squalor. The rain that had held off all the winter came down in torrents. We all huddled into the old shed that, by a miracle, had escaped being burnt with the house. The men brought in the goods we had salvaged, every load wetter



than the last, the drips from their oilskins and teeming hats spoiling the few things we had succeeded in getting under cover before the rain. Everything was thrown in dripping piles among harness, sacks of chaff, skins, sheep-dip, fowl-food and rats. The rats swarmed everywhere. There were seven of us — two daughters (one an invalid), the heroic lady help, two men, my sick husband and myself — and only a primus on which to cook or to boil water. As the telephone had been burnt the younger daughter rode off at once to arrange with a carrier to come and take away the men and the help. She returned with the answer that the carrier could not possibly attempt the trip till the weather cleared.

        
A civil servant in Wellington had, some months earlier, asked my husband if he could manage to take his son to work on the farm. He was already doing farm work but the father did not like the company he was in. My husband had consented. We liked the lad; he was strong and well built though, little more than a schoolboy, he was not much use. One day he came to me and with some hesitation and with some emotion told me that he was married and had not found himself able to tell his father. He was in a nasty fix. Finally he came to the point. There was among the many dilapidated buildings around the place an old four-roomed cottage about ten chains away from the house. He had been looking at it and was sure that she could make herself comfortable in the two front rooms, though the back rooms were rotting with dampness. Would I ask 
Mr Wilson if he could have her up, if only for a short time? She was capable, he assured me, and would be a help in gardening, sewing — anything.

        
My husband, after extracting a promise that his father should be told, reluctantly consented. A woman arrived who might have been the boy's mother, unattractive, pretentious, cantankerous — everything a woman should not be, and worse, she was obviously pregnant.

        
The arrangement that she should cook for him in their



whare was disastrous. She required more cream and butter for two than the eight in the household consumed. The mutton was too fat, she fancied beef. She couldn't eat cabbage, parsnips or artichokes but must have carrots and cauliflower which were in short supply. She wouldn't carry the smallest thing up to her whare but kept her husband dancing attendance on her and, worst of all, we could see that neither of them had the least intention of making provision for her confinement.

        
So my husband, again reluctantly, had to tell the boy that this was no place to bring a woman in her condition and that he must at once take her out before it became too late for her to ride. They both sulked. It was the day before the fire and though they must have heard the tumult and seen the glow he did not come down to help. The following day he had the excuse of the weather for staying indoors. During a lull we sent for him and explained again that they could not possibly remain in the only whare where there were cooking facilities. We must have it. They dug their toes in and refused to move. At last the rain ceased and the flooded creek subsided, and my husband and I were left alone to breathe and restore our shattered nerves. I wish I could report that I behaved heroically and rose cheerfully to the ugly occasion. I did not even behave well. I kept going and fed them all on the primus, but was tense and ill-tempered. The physical storm I could have stood up to, but the mental stresses were too great.

        
I am not sure whether the doctors would have called what my husband was suffering from blood-poisoning, but it was a septic condition of his wound that infected the whole body and I do believe that his quick recovery was due to the fact that his working and wet-weather clothes had been burnt. Otherwise I could never have kept him in bed.

        
The worst stresses pass away in time, and however sordid they are there is some pleasure in looking at them in retrospect. Memory hallows all experience — except that of making a fool of oneself.

        


        
Yet even now it was necessary to delay building for a short time. The negotiations for buying Maori land are always slow and tedious and (so the lawyers told us) must not be hurried. As they were alleged to be nearing conclusion we tried to make still another impossible shack temporarily habitable.

        
I think my long suit lies in making uninhabitable shacks into fairly attractive dwellings. We added a rough verandah and a bathroom. We cut away trees that were growing into the very windows of the back rooms and later built an annex of limestone which, though rough, was a success. From the Assets Board we bought a large Army tent, floored it, built up the sides and thought the invalid daughter should be very comfortable there. But when it rained the water went through the canvas as fast as it came out of the heavens. So we were obliged to buy iron to roof it, which spoiled the comfort by making it dark.

        
* * * *

        
There was soon the problem of getting out, for the district was growing quite social. My husband thought I should have an up-to-date riding outfit. The girls had just had habits made in Wellington and not only did I think that they were an outrageous price but they were breeches and leggings under a long coat which so scandalised the best people that I hesitated to give them the shock of seeing a matron in the same rig. Also cars had come to stay and though we had still no road there certainly would shortly be one. I calculated that with horse, saddle, bridle, habit and boots the outfit would cost half as much as a car and I had better wait for a car and a road.

        
Soon we began to emerge 
de profundis, built a house, and acquired a model T Ford, though for many years we were without a metalled road.

        
One day my daughter read out a queer advertisement: ‘Wanted, housework in an educated family where good



English is spoken.’ I laughed. I had read of ‘refined persons wanting light duties’ but this seemed the reverse.

        
‘All the same,’ said the daughter, ‘I should answer it if I were you.’

        
I wanted help, so I did. In response an interesting foreigner who spoke good English came to see me. He said he had been in New Zealand a long time but his family had just arrived. He was anxious that they should not form a little cell speaking Latvian, but should become good British citizens, so one of his daughters who was a widow had consented to go out working and he wanted to be sure that she should learn correct English. There was further correspondence concerning her little boy of three whom she finally brought with her.

        
He proved the most entertaining little boy I have known. He spoke his own language very clearly and was interested in learning English. He would come to me with shining morning face, and eyes sparkling, and say, ‘Good morrning, darrling boy! Spik English! Grreen peas! Doan't touch! T'ankyou fery much.’

        
After a few weeks he began to realise that the words meant something and instead of firing off his whole repertoire of English would point out things and I would give them a name.

        
One morning I was lacing my riding boots and trying, I thought vainly, to explain to him that when he became a big boy he should ride with me. His eyes sparkled more than the out-worn prospect of being a big boy would seem to warrant. I had ridden as far as the gate when, stopping to open it, I heard a little voice: ‘Don't touch. Stop it’ (the only prohibitive words he knew). ‘Teddy are come.’

        
His knowledge of English grew apace and his remarks betrayed an interesting angle of thought. When the dogs played, making soft noises as they rolled each other over, Teddy would say, ‘Sago and Jippy spik English.’

        


        
He had evidently been told that when it thundered God was angry so, during a thunderstorm, he asked, ‘On whom is the God angry when he make such noise?’

        
His mother said she did not know.

        
‘Is it big people or little people?’ he asked.

        
‘I think big people,’ said the mother, not wishing to frighten him.

        
‘Yes,’ said Teddy, ‘I think it is that Uncle’ (all the household are uncles and aunts to Latvians) ‘that Uncle what sayd, “Araugh! Jippy. Sit down you dirty swine.”’

        
As I stood on the verandah one spring morning, amid flowery scents and the tintinnabulation of birds, Teddy came to me saying, ‘Titcheroo. Titcheroo. What mean titcheroo?’

        
‘Nothing,’ I said, carelessly.

        
‘Yes,’ he insisted. ‘Language English, what mean titcheroo?’

        
More decidedly I answered, ‘It means nothing, Teddy. It is not a word.’

        
‘Then, why that bird say titcheroo and say and say and say?’

        
He was an excellent mimic, so good that it was easy to detect whether at the moment he was acting a horse, a dog, a cat. As he followed me into the garden, I said, ‘Don't chase pussy.’

        
‘She rests on your garden,’ he protested.

        
I explained at some length that cats did not understand that they should not lie on gardens. It was no use trying to teach them.

        
‘They understand not English?’

        
‘Yes. That's it.’

        
A few minutes later he was a rabbit and was loping about and nibbling grass. He loped into a clump of daffodils. I said, ‘Don't, Teddy! You spoil them.’

        
He cantered away, hiding in flax, but presently ran back into the daffodils. I said, ‘Why did you do that? Look how untidy it is.’

        


        
Continuing his game, he said, ‘This rabbit understands not English. You must let he be.’

        
When my first grandson was born and was to be brought on a visit home, I was almost distressed about my affection for Teddy. What if I should prove an unnatural grandmother and should like the little foreigner better than my own? However, all was well. When I saw the grandson he seemed just the right size and Teddy seemed to have grown a little too big.

        
Teddy's mother was an educated woman, a teacher in her own country, so she and Teddy learnt English with celerity. Life was very pleasant while she was with me.
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Chapter 21



The Women's Division

        

When we had achieved a clay road and a car I began to enjoy driving round the countryside and, rather belatedly, growing to know our neighbours. Soon the Women's Division became my absorbing interest. I was not quick to recognise its merits; I was, in fact, pushed into it.

        
My husband, always an ardent Farmers' Unionist, had been to Wellington to the annual conference. The wives of delegates often accompanied them, taking a holiday at the hotel. I had sometimes done so but unfortunately not this time (1925). He returned saying, ‘There's something starting in Wellington that is just your price — a women's section of the 
Farmers' Union. They want you to join.’

        
I told him, I am afraid coldly, that I didn't care for women's associations. If I sounded ungracious he didn't take it so, for suffragette excesses were not far behind us.

        
I had been cajoled into attending a few of the suffragette meetings in the Ohau days. They invariably began with, ‘Now that the men have made such an appalling mess of the world we women are going to take a hand to put it to rights.’

        
That was the spirit of the movement and, though I was in sympathy with its object — the vote — I was narrowminded enough to keep aloof from the fight because I didn't care about the fighters.

        
Once, in Wellington, I had seen a small procession of women carrying banners, one of which was inscribed (you will hardly believe it) ‘Down with Men’. My husband and brother were the only men I knew much about, and, not being anxious to down either of them, I was naturally lukewarm.

        


        
But my husband persisted, ‘You will like this one. They are holding their first gathering in Wanganui and I have promised to take you to it.’

        
We went, I saw and was conquered. Instead of disgruntled females and acidulated spinsters oozing hatred, I met a band of happy wives and mothers of farmers who were anxious to help their husbands in pushing the old chariot of progress along.

        
I took a long step forward in development that day and came home all agog to form a branch in 
Pio Pio. I had no experience, but neither had anyone else, so we felt our way together and no one criticised. I was extremely nervous over the election of officers, having been so often told that women were no sports and could not work together. I found it quite otherwise. Outstanding women, beaten for the vicepresidency, stood again smiling for the committee. All went well except that there was no suitable place in the township in which to hold our meetings. We considered meeting in each other's houses but that did not find favour, so after a time we decided to build ourselves a rest room. It was a bold effort for so small and so new a branch but, as we began to gather money, enthusiasm grew and difficulties melted before it. There is nothing like an effort, a goal, to stimulate enthusiasm.

        
After attending the annual conference I found my interest in the W.D. not merely local. The movement had begun in Wellington when sixteen women gathered at Kirkcaldie's for tea and to listen to 
Mr McAlpine, the 
Farmers' Union organiser. He described the conditions in which he found the wives of the settlers living in the backblocks — their hardships, their privations, their mudbound isolation. The story so touched the women present that they immediately formed themselves into an association for the purpose of doing something about it. But what? After much discussion Mrs C. C. Jackson, who had been appointed secretary, wrote letters — some two hundred of



them — to every address in the back country she was given, asking what an organisation of farm women centred in Wellington could do to improve the conditions of those who were isolated.

        
‘Tell us how to obtain help in emergencies such as sickness, or when we have to leave home.’ That was the theme of most of the replies, and from them the ‘Bush Nurse and Housekeeper Scheme’ was evolved. The W.D. began by engaging a housekeeper who was to go to the country on call. But this was a time of rising wages and it was soon found that countrywomen's ideas of money values are far lower than those of the towns. Settlers on the still undeveloped farms felt it impossible to afford the wages common in the town so we engaged two trustworthy women and started a fund wherewith to subsidise their wages to indigent cases or indeed any case where there was difficulty in affording the whole wage — at that time, thirty shillings a week. The scheme, a boon to countrywomen, was well planned and carried out effectively and grew constantly until the second war made it impossible to find housekeepers.

        
The Division has undoubtedly been a great success; but I deprecate very strongly the vainglorious attitude of a small minority who say, ‘See what women can do.’ We must realise that the wealth we are so proud of came originally from the farms and could not have been accumulated but for the generosity of the farmers who have indeed been extremely liberal. Our system is that membership costs only half-a-crown and branches, once they have been in existence long enough to find their feet, are asked to send an annual donation to a fund which we call ‘the Community Chest’. These donations are raised by garden-parties, ‘bring and buy’ stalls and other activities and are used to subsidise the wage of the housekeepers sent to indigent cases. Thus the fund becomes, not a source of charity, but a kind of insurance. Members, while things go well with them, help



in all the efforts to fill the Chest in order that in cases of sickness or accident they may accept from it without compunction. Sometimes, too, it is insurance in reverse — the benefits are drawn before the premiums are due. I have known women who, when their families were young and the farm merely land in the raw, asked our help again and again, but, when the children were off their hands and the farm had begun to pay, became generous givers and staunch supporters of the W.D. As we are human beings it goes without saying that there are some chronic cadgers as well as many generous women who have been givers since the beginning and have taken nothing whatever.

        
Members have sometimes told me that their husbands made things difficult for them, jeering at their attachment to the Division and to their branch. ‘Oh, yes! I know; the Division first, husband nowhere’. But these must have been few, for the men have been known to hold stock-drives for the benefit of the organisation. These were supported with great generosity. My man, I remember, was readier to give than I, and was always suggesting new localities in which a branch might be formed.

        
It was the housekeeper scheme that did most towards making the men co-operate. They realist what a relief it would be to them should household upheavals occur in busy periods.
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Chapter 13



The Slump

        

Of those years in the King Country, by far the most important event, either public or private, was the depression of the 'thirties.

        
Of course there had been reports of falling prices but that is chronic in a farming community. My notice was first brought to its gravity when, driving home one sale-day, I overtook a neighbour taking home a mob of sheep. The road was narrow and downhill and I was almost at the corner where I was to turn off. So as not to hustle the mob I shut off the engine and let the car roll slowly beside the man. He rode up to the car window and shouted explosively, ‘Run over them! What's the good of them? The useless mongrels, the perishing, unprincipled bimbos, the rotten, spindle-legged, god-forsaken …’ and other adjectives less often used in polite society.

        
I laughed, as I was meant to, and soon he explained the cause of the unusual outburst.

        
‘The sale was dead — dead as mutton. Not a bid. Aren't they a decent line of ewes? What's wrong with them? There wasn't a mouth opened for them.’

        
Henceforth never a word seemed to be spoken among farmers except about the staggering fall in the value of stock — sheep first and later cattle. We learned that the fall was not merely local: it was Dominion-wide. It was world-wide, and so sudden. Of course, there had been signs and portents and some prophets of evil, but price fluctuations are an integral part of the producers' game. Hope springs eternal and most of them thought it would be all over in no time. It was generally thought that we had



just passed through a time of low prices which must now rise immediately.

        
From day to day the depression deepened. The farmers could hardly believe the prices they read in the papers. They talked of nothing else and it seemed to me that no man ever let another finish his sentence. Conversation was something like this:

        
‘It won't be over till we reduce….’

        
‘It all comes from America and the 
New York Times says….’

        
‘Dr Mcllraith gives this slump the same course as it took in the 'eighties.’

        
‘It was 1896….’

        
‘Oh, longer than that….’

        
‘It's no use pretending! No one knows any more than we do….’

        
The men spoke objectively as discussing an event. No one voiced his own fear that lay cold upon the hearts of most of them.

        
It was otherwise with the women. To them the tragedy was the frustration, the postponement of long-deferred desires, of hopes dashed in the dust. To put off once more additions to the house, so desperately needed, or the car, so nearly delivered that it seemed an accomplished fact, or the new electric stove, or the furnishing of the sitting-room. And, bitterest of all, there was no college or boarding-school for the bright son or the promising daughter. That had been postponed too long already and ‘youth's a stuff will not endure’ or wait till depressions pass by.

        
It was sometimes easy to detect signs of resentment against husbands who had refused amenities in favour of ploughing a new paddock or buying more stock. Now these things had been proved useless women felt they had pinched and denied themselves for nothing.

        
I own that I said to my husband, ‘Why didn't we snatch our trip Home? We couldn't have less than nothing.’

        


        
To him it was dishonest to think in that way.

        
Soon we began to hear of bankruptcies among the big landowners of the old-established districts. Colossal figures (they seemed to us) that these men failed for. We knew that the whole civilised world was involved but it did not console us much. There was the less hope of our own quick recovery.

        
Then, but not till 1933, the Government raised the exchange rate of our pound. It undoubtedly was a measure of relief for the farmer but it was hard to understand. Men shouted scraps of undigested articles from the daily papers. Most of them were hostile to the innovation and the visible effect was to make 
Mr Coates exceedingly unpopular. It was by no means an original idea of his, nor even a measure peculiar to New Zealand. Every civilised country was flirting with some subtle means of inflating its currency. 
Mr Downie Stewart had been for some time studying its advantages and disadvantages but it was not a subject that could be thrown for discussion to the man in the street. Wild speculation might have resulted. It was said that Mr Stewart acknowledged its necessity but his long training in sound finance, added to his Scottish reverence for the sanctity of contract, forbade his being the instrument for the introduction of such a financial heresy. He preferred to resign and 
Mr Coates, well knowing the opprobrium it would bring, immediately put through the Bill.

        
The farmers had been facing ruin for well nigh a year before the workers of the towns and cities felt the full force of the blizzard. We country people had thought of it as 
our slump, our special ruin. Now we realised the indivisibility of calamity and that there were those still more naked to the blast than we. At least we could eat; the unemployed were hungry. It was brought home to us as we read such advertisements as: ‘Wanted, any work, anywhere, any wage’.

        


        
‘My God! That's a desperate cry,’ said the farmer, and was not slow to send generous supplies of food to the depots which were being established in the towns.

        
It was ungratefully, if truthfully, said that the sheep and cattle slaughtered for this purpose were so shrunken in value as not to amount to a very munificent contribution. That was so, but they were given in the hour of the farmer's own desperate need and the gifts would jeopardise his chances of recovery in case of a rise in prices.

        
In spite of the constant declaration of the Prime Minister, 
Mr Forbes, that New Zealand would never descend to anything resembling an unemployment dole, the Government, like that of the U.S.A. and other countries, was obliged to provide food and shelter for the thousands of unemployed who flocked into the cities. Seventy-five thousand were registered and these did not include those who were too proud to register or those who did not think it worth while.

        
When relief was finally given it was to those only who had no resources whatever. Men hastily withdrew their small savings from the banks and either spent them or kept them in their pockets before applying for ‘sustainance’. A hundred-pound note was found on the floor of a business in 
Te Kuiti. The owner recovered this, but we heard of several sad losses. To those who save painfully from a wage it must be like drawing an eye-tooth to part with their nest eggs.

        
Then the cry went up that the youth of the Dominion, the men of the future, were being irretrievably ruined by enforced idleness. The boys, it was urged, had done well at school or college, had prepared for a career, only to find every door closed to them. Truly, there was nothing for them to do. Even the meanest and worst-paid jobs were eagerly snapped up by fathers of families. The women's societies added their powerful voices to this cry. One woman told her branch of the Division that she had employed her boys in planting cabbages during the day and had gone herself at night and deliberately pulled them up.

        


        
During the long depression of the 'eighties commodities and services had gradually come down to something like the level of export prices. But the trade unions would not admit of this painful process. Whatever happened they insisted that their wages were not to be cut.

        
Things were bad indeed. One of the early moves of the Government was to impose 3d. in the £ on all who had retained their jobs for the relief of those who had lost theirs. It is strange to remember that this trifling tax was regarded as an atrocious imposition and it was freely asserted that no Government would be able to enforce it. We have travelled far since then. There is no doubt that those who were not losers by the depression were distinct gainers. Businesses, houses, farms fell to those who could pay for them at slump prices and even in a small way the woman with cash in her purse could pick up many bargains. It seemed only fair that the fortunate ones should be taxed for the benefit of those who, by sheer ill luck, had lost their means of livelihood. When whole firms became bankrupt and closed down it was the best as well as the worst of their employees who suffered.

        
I have heard it cleverly argued that if the social system had not been tampered with by moratoriums, exchanges, interest reductions and debt cancellations and other infringements of the rules of the game, the social order would have righted itself in the end with more fairness and justice and would have continued to work smoothly. I am not sure. It is true that sudden interference with the laws to meet emergencies always results in injustice, but hunger and cold are ‘not hereafter’. They must be dealt with in the present.

        
* * * *

        
As far as fear of losing our own farm lay, we were not, when the slump hit us, in a very vulnerable position. Most of the mortgage was in the Advances to Settlers Office and it soon became evident that if the Government were to keep farmers on their land it would be obliged to find ninety per cent. of its interest. Though tolerably safe, our hopes were



shattered; we had no money nor could we see any possible way of making any. To retrench in the home might not be so bad, but if improvements on the ranch were to be suspended it meant that there could be no future.

        
‘If only the slump had waited till the land had been broken in we could have laughed at it,’ said my husband.

        
The real trouble in our prospects was that all unawares we had grown old — far too old to consider making a new start. My husband realised it, though, because our natural force was not abated, I did not. He was approaching the allotted span and I but seven years younger.

        
About that time, May 1932, if I remember aright, I received a telephone call from Wellington, telling me that it was proposed to send a commission of three women to enquire and to report upon female unemployment in the Dominion, and inviting me to be one of the women to undertake the work. A daughter, temporarily with us, was willing to run the home and my husband was, as usual, delighted that I should do such congenial work, so there was no bar to my accepting.

        
The commission was to visit all main centres and was authorised to give a certain amount of relief.

        
‘Your task,’ said 
Mr Coates who, as Minister of Unemployment,

* spoke to us prior to our setting out, ‘is to see that no woman is without food and shelter. More we cannot offer. You will have some limited funds at your disposal but they must be used only where absolutely necessary and where you are unable to induce private charity to undertake the task. The relief must never be given directly, but always through organisations.’

        
The details of our work had been well planned. We made contact everywhere with the existing women's organisations. They helped splendidly and, as always, gratis. If the commission accomplished nothing spectacular it was certainly a highly necessary gesture. There is a type of public woman



— a very vocal one — whose horizon is bounded by the grievances of her sex. Wherever such a woman can get an audience she voices her wrongs. The work of the small commission was so little known that on several occasions at the Women's Division Conference a shrill voice would demand apropos of nothing, ‘Why all this fuss about the unemployment of men? Why has nothing been done for women who have lost their jobs? Do we not need food? Do we not pay taxes?’

        
It was a great satisfaction to me to be able to state authoritatively and in detail exactly what had been done for women. As a matter of fact there was never a time in New Zealand when a decent woman need be without food and shelter and, as a rule, some sort of wage. In crises men come into their own as the protectors of women and there was always room for girls in domestic service. We look back and say that maids were ill paid and worse treated, but in saying so we are looking too far back. Already the attitude towards maids was changing and housewives were growing more reasonable.

        
We began work in the south and found that — especially in Dunedin — extensive charity had already been organised. But the ever-increasing applicants for relief made the problem too large for private handling. The scheme we were given to work upon was as follows. A town or city requiring Government help to cope with women's unemployment must elect a committee of reputable citizens, men and women. They must find a suitable building which should be converted temporarily into a domestic training school. Girls, unable to take housework because they had worked in shops and factories, were to receive an intensive training in housecraft. They were to be paid a sustenance wage of ten shillings a week, with three meals a day, provided at the kitchens and cooked by themselves under supervision. The course was to last six weeks after which time they were supposed to take any form of employment that could be found for them.

        


        
The scheme was excellent — the local committees did their work well. The training kitchens were efficient, the girls came readily to take their ten shillings and gratis meals; but when they were asked to take domestic service, or indeed any service that took them from the part of the town with which they were familiar, they often refused point-blank.

        
‘What, me stuck over at St. Clair and me boy in Mornington? Not likely!’

        
And as for the country where they were needed, few indeed consented to go. That was indeed the last thing. Those who benefited from the scheme — and for whom it was probably worth while — were elderly, respectable, unattached women. For the most part these were not very strong and anything but efficient. They would now be on Social Security.

        
At the Auckland Training Centre I spoke to one of these who looked more capable than usual, about coming to me to work on the farm. She owned she was a married woman whose husband was out of work, and so not eligible for training. She said he was older than she and not fit for heavy work but could garden. She was not willing to be parted from him so I took them both as a married couple.

        
It was amusing, and not a little pathetic, to watch their shrinking gaze as the car left their populous and familiar haunts behind, and how the farmlands we thought so rich and beautiful were to them a barren horror. Our own farm is studded with outcrops of limestone rock which to us look like old ruined castles and add immensely to the picturesqueness of the landscape. They could not bear to look at these rocks — so bleak, they thought them. She proved an excellent woman in the house and he'was amiable, if not very useful in the garden; but the day — the very day — the stipulated six weeks expired they packed up and returned to Auckland. Probably she took another course in housewifery, which she did not need, with its accompanying



ten shillings, which no doubt she did, endured another period of solitary incarceration in the country and repeated the routine till they were qualified to draw the old age pension.

        
Most towns welcomed the commission and were anxious for every form of relief that we were authorised to offer. Usually they found it little enough. The only exception was the 
West Coast. The magnates of the towns there met us courteously, offered hospitality, and told us politely that they were well able to look after their own destitute, and especially after their women. The Coast had always done so and hoped it would never fail in that duty.

        
As a sideline we visited, as a commission, the newly set up Youth Camps. These were a collection of well-pitched tents, wooden floored and boarded three feet up the sides. There was a fireplace in each and two comfortable bunks. There was also a large cookhouse or common-room where a man cook officiated. Firewood was provided and the boys received ten shillings a week pocket-money.

        
My city-bred colleagues were shocked at the amount of mud surrounding the camps and sent reports to the effect that loads of shingle were needed. I was less impressed.

        
Strange to say, these Youth Camps were, in the eyes of Labour, the Government's chief condemnation. Even to-day in political meetings one hears an interjecting voice shout, ‘Ten bob a week? That's your idea of a wage.’ Yet, compared with the small farmers whose land surrounded the camps, these boys were in the lap of luxury. The farmers received no ten bob a week. They never saw money. Every penny earned was already mortgaged to the dairy factory which allowed them the necessities of life — flour, tea, sugar, salt, soap. I won't say etceteras, for these were few indeed. Butcher's meat was to some unknown, unless the dairyman happened to run a few sheep. The boys of the camp, trooping back from their day's work to a good dinner at five o'clock, were keenly envied by these farmers. They (the



farmers) were just getting in the cows for the important work of the day. It would be nine o'clock — what with milking, the evening meal, the children to put to bed, and the washing-up — before their day was done, and it had started two good hours earlier in the morning than that of the camp. You must remember that the only hope for ultimate prosperity lay in breaking-in the land and that for the most part they were living in temporary shelters rather than houses, working all the hours of daylight to clear the land and doing without every comfort. These poor conditions applied particularly to the King Country and were chiefly endured by those who had taken up the land without sufficient capital. This had been done in earlier times with success. We had seen it all round us in the Manawatu in the nineties, had even done it ourselves and had got away with it. The doctrine preached was that the wise labourer should save from his wages and buy land, thus relieving the labour market. Those who had succeeded were the shining examples for those who would grow rich in the 'twenties. They would lay down the law: ‘I saved out of a paltry wage of eight shillings a day, bought a small place, sold it, bought a larger, and so on. A man drawing to-day's wage should find no difficulty.’ Some men embarked on the farming venture heavily encumbered, trusting to the willing help of their families to see them through. They worked like galley-slaves and lived like coolies and when the limit of human endurance had almost been reached, there came, not prosperity, but the slump.

        
Some threw in the sponge: some hung on, submitting to an even lower standard of living. No wonder their hearts were filled with envy, malice and all uncharitableness at the sight of what they considered the pampered youth of the cities strolling home at five o'clock to a well-cooked dinner eaten to the sounds of jazz music, after a day's work that the farmer laughed at as child's play.

        
If all those optimistic settlers could, by any means, have



been kept on their land, New Zealand would be reaping the benefit to-day and there would have been fewer disgruntled men and women among us.

        
The hardest cases of all were to be found among farmers in quite a sound position, so sound that though the money market had grown shy of land risks, they were still able to borrow further capital. These recognised that, at slump prices, the amount of stock they were carrying would not make profits. They therefore increased their indebtedness to break in more land. Fat stock for the local market was still almost holding its own, so they borrowed, to drain, clear or plough, put in turnips, buy stores, or whatever operation appeared at the time most hopeful. The crops were good, the stock fattened, but, alas, the market was glutted. The prices they were obliged to take spelt ruin, for fat stock can be kept no more easily than strawberries and the overseas market had gone.

        
Nor were dishonest agents, valuators, inspectors wanting to accentuate disaster. If, by reporting a man's case as hopeless, you drove him off his farm there would surely be pickings for the valuer. How was the farmer to know if his good two-tooths were replaced by culls at the sale, his own having changed hands beforehand at a private little deal between friends? Or, in a smaller way, his good brood mare might be replaced by a crock with three legs and a swinger, or a foal might lose itself before getting into the yards. True, the farmer might examine the accounts or even be present at the sale, but he seldom did. He was ruined already and his mind was on the new nook where fate or his efforts would toss him next. These men went out permanently embittered and the focus of their hatred was 
Gordon Coates; he was, they said, parroting every day that no farmer should be forced off his land and then setting his agents to do that very thing.

        
I remember my husband saying in this connection that the American practice of turning out the civil servants of the



old Government when a new party came into power had a great deal to recommend it. 
Mr Coates — and earlier 
Mr Massey — was very ill served by his subordinates, probably because they owed their allegiance to a previous Government.

        
If the Farmers' Union, following the example of the trade and labour unions, had made it its business to investigate the case of every settler threatened with eviction and had set up a committee to fight the cause of those in a sound position, the union would have justified its existence for all time. Of what use is a union that cannot protect its members from victimization?

        
Another activity that was crying to be undertaken was work for the swaggers on the road, or such of them as genuinely wanted it. The roads were literally streaming with them. It was customary to jibe at this form of seeking employment but we sometimes forget that there was no alternative method established. They came in such numbers that they knew themselves the uselessness of asking for food from the cottages within a short distance of the road.

        
Happening to be in the 
Pio Pio store very early one morning I saw myself men who had slept on the roadside come into the store trembling with cold and asking for a smoke — just one cig. or a plug of tobacco. I marvelled that breakfastless men should give priority to a smoke, but the storekeeper told me that it was always so. With that stimulant they could trudge into 
Te Kuiti where depots were set up and meals available. I was able to do something for these men for, as a member of the Waikato Hospital Board, I had the right to distribute a certain number of meal-tickets and had not often been able to use them as we lived five miles from the village.

        
The absurdity was that these swaggers were daily passing the work they were looking for. There were still many farmers who wanted draining, scrub-cutting, ploughing. What, would have been simpler than to have had lists of



jobs displayed in the store and to have paid the store's book-keeper to take the names and also the qualifications of the men as they passed through?

        
The Government eventually set up labour bureaux but only in the centres. If the Farmers' Union had set up small ones all over New Zealand it would have cleared the roads of all but the professional tramps who, indeed, were numerous enough.

        
Once, but this was later, when the Government had brought in the employment levy on all workers for the benefit of those who had no work, I picked up a lone swagger when driving from Hamilton. It was flouting all advice and instructions. It was supposed to be a most foolhardy thing to do. There had been cases where the stupid driver got knocked on the head and the car stolen for his pains. This, however, was a harmless-looking, slab-sided lout with a very small swag and his boots in the very last stages of disrepair. Enquiring about his destination and prospects, I found he had neither. He said that he could never take a job any more because he would have to show his work-book and show that he had paid his levies. He had no book and had paid nothing so he must just keep on walking and getting a meal for charity or in return for a bit of wood-chopping and then tramp on. He assured me that there were plenty of others on the road in the same plight. What strange results well-meant regulations can cause!

        
There was one other occasion when I disregarded advice and picked up a man on the road. It was night and the man ran up to the car and asked for a lift. His face in the light compelled me. It was young and drawn. He told me that he had heard of a billet in a bakery in 
New Plymouth which he could secure by presenting himself on the following morning. He had walked — or what we would now call hitch-hiked — from Auckland that day and would walk on all night, hoping for some lifts. With luck he would get there in time. He had a wife and two children and had not had a



day's work for two years. There were many things said about the shiftlessness of the unemployed but they did not apply to this young man.

        
The towns were never as badly hit by the slump as the country. As an instance, the son of a well-known public man took his share of the patrimony and at the peak of the boom invested it in unimproved hill country not far from 
Pio Pio. The onslaught of the depression convinced him at once that the proposition was unsound and could never be made to pay. He quitted it immediately, losing everything but £300. He invested this remnant in a motor-garage in Hamilton and within five years had retrieved the whole of his loss made in land speculation. This sort of thing occurring all over the world naturally gave farming an evil name. The sons of a man who has lost heavily on land will find wisdom in sticking to the cities. They are more comfortable places to live in and grow more so every day.

      



* Name afterwards changed to ‘Employment’.
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Chapter 14




Gordon Coates

        

It was the work of the Women's Unemployment Commission that brought me in touch with 
Mr Coates. I had known him slightly from 1911 to 1914, when my husband was in the House, and had 
ben 
[sic] undiscerning enough to form a poor opinion of him. He was young — too young to be taken seriously as a politician — and I was blinded by party prejudice, for 
Mr Coates entered the House as an Independent.

        
He had nothing to do with my appointment to the Commission. He evidently was in the habit of delegating patronage to his subordinates for, when we were summoned to meet him as Minister of Employment, he was surprised to see me there. But, somehow, whether because he had known my husband, or because, in my effort to understand what had happened to the world, I was at the time taking a violent interest in finance, he spared more time to talk to me than my complete unimportance warranted.

        
He was not a good politician. He went straight to the business in hand and had forgotten — if he ever knew — how to receive electors with affable palaver; but if ever a man was wholeheartedly sincere and was striving with every strained nerve to restore order and equilibrium to this little corner of the collapsing world, that man was 
Gordon Coates. Unbiased judgment, coming chiefly from opponents and outsiders, invariably corroborates this opinion.

        
In the early stages of the slump my husband and I knew just as much as the ordinary man about the genesis of money — that is to say, we knew nothing at all. It had been demonstrated to me in my childhood that gold was divine wealth because God always saw to it that just enough was



found to preserve its value through the ages. My first ray of light came when 
Keynes's 
Economic Consequences of the Peace fell into my hands and soon afterwards 
A. N. Field's 
Truth about the Slump. I was transported with enthusiasm. It was so new and, to my mind, so clear a light that I wanted to shout the thing aloud to everybody.

        
The Government (
Mr Forbes was Prime Minister) was still retrenching drastically, still attempting to cut a coat out of the ever-shrinking cloth. At that time I was a member of the Waikato Hospital Board. It was maddening to be forced to be party to the cruel dismissals — wardmaids whose wages were needed for the support of their families, and whose duties must fall on overworked nurses; gardeners who had grown to feel that the Hospital grounds were their own. Each dismissal withdrew some money from circulation and so deepened the depression. And the irony, the tragedy of it, was that the Dominion was full to repletion with all good things for the use of man, especially food and clothing. Only cash for their purchase was lacking. This little country had put the whole globe under contribution. What bountiful supplies we had of everything. The best the world made and grew were ours for the buying — silks, fur, wines, spirits, olives, fruits, perfumes, tools, and every day some new mechanical attraction tempted the buyer. The generation growing up to-day has no idea of the abundance and choice that was ours, and all in exchange for the products of our flocks and herds.

        
Then suddenly, these products being no longer in demand, the plenty became a liability. Oh yes! We know now what should have been done. It did not look so simple then. Did any politician put a single helpful suggestion on record?

        
It is true that even before the depression there were many people who could not afford to buy the luxuries. I was one of them. All the same, it was stimulating to know they were there.

        


        
Encouraged by 
Mr Coates's ready reception of problems and by the misery everywhere, I wrote to him asking if it would not be possible for the Government to issue, say, one million pounds to relieve the most desperate cases among the dismissals. I pointed out (I don't know where I found the courage) that a grant to the Hospital Boards would be giving relief to every class of the community from the big ratepayer to the poorest patient. He replied sending me a scheme that had been put before him. Our letters would now be interesting only to the detailed historian of the period but they showed that Coates, as a man, was always ready to explore new possibilities for the relief of distress.

        
It was not till 1933, when 
Mr Coates became Minister of Finance, that he was able to raise the exchange value of the New Zealand pound. This made him hideously unpopular. The measure was not understood by the ordinary man and the metropolitan papers that did understand it considered that it worked against their interests and spared no pains to discredit it. It was juggling with our currency — our sacred currency. It was a return to the shabby game that had been played in the past by inefficient rulers and monarchs when their exchequers were empty —merely debasing the currency. Subtly it was represented by his opponents that 
Mr Coates was guilty of some tricky manipulation for his own benefit or purposes. It gave rise to the wildest conjectures. It was declared to have been done at the request of foreign Jews and for their enrichment and I think I can assert that never during the vexed discussion did any article appear in any 
North Island daily explaining clearly the meaning of the altered rate of exchange.

        
It is true that, as the election approached, the Conservative papers piped down and told their readers that, after all, they had better vote for the Government, but the seed had been sown and had sprouted.

        
Yet it was by no means a new experiment, nor in any way peculiar to New Zealand. Every civilised country



was employing some such inflationary measure. 
Mr Downie Stewart had long been considering its pros and cons.

        
Mr Coates himself was a poor exponent of his own policy. I doubt if he ever tried very hard to induce the public to understand and follow his actions. He was too busy. I asked him once why he did not take the country into his confidence concerning the motives and expected results of his regulations. He said that he had no organ for such matter, that no paper was willing to publish his explanations. I was not convinced; nor am I yet. 
Mr Forbes managed to have his Sunday-school maxims printed in every paper. He told the public that in unavoidable bad times people and governments must learn thrift, must cut their coat according to their cloth. People understood him. They knew that, like themselves, he was bewildered but impotent. Certainly he was the head of the Coalition Government but 
Mr Coates was recognised as its driving force and the one to whom the public looked for relief if relief were possible. He did wonders, but the country looked in vain for a clear explanation of his intentions and, not understanding, it became critical and — aided by his enemies — suspicious. The fact was that he was working prodigiously and seeking assiduously for remedies. He listened to financiers orthodox and unorthodox, and to schemes sane and insane, and weighed them all. The moment he was convinced that a scheme was advisable he acted. For a long time he had to be content with relief works such as the Women's Unemployment Commission. What he sought was something far-reaching, nation-wide and based on a principle. The exchange would have been such a measure if he could have popularised it.

        
In 1933 I represented the Women's Division at the opening of the Farmers' Union Conference where 
Mr Coates was to speak about the exchange. He spoke for over half an hour and was quite unable to give the meeting any idea of what it was about. Except the few who already understood



something of finance the audience knew no more when he had finished than when he began. He would use technical words and then, making an effort to avoid them, he would become too colloquial. He said, ‘You say, and quite true, that it will make imported goods dear or wire will cost more. Well! You don't eat wire, do you?’ I remember the look of bewilderment on the face of the farmer who sat next to me. Most of them gave up the attempt to fathom the Abracadabra there and then, and planned to set their faces against all financial wizardry.

        
Never was a public man more violently traduced and more grossly slandered than 
Gordon Coates. It was freely said that his friends, as well as himself, had made huge fortunes from pre-knowledge that the exchange was to be raised. There was always somebody who knew a fellow with inside knowledge who had told them all about it. By accident, I was given personal disproof of this particular calumny. I was with my husband in Dalgety's office when Mr Bennett was general manager. He showed us book entries that proved that 
Rodney Coates had sold his sheep, representing practically the year's profits, less than a week before the exchange was raised.

        
‘If old G.C. didn't tip his brother the wink not to sell good assets for currency about to be devalued,’ laughed Mr Bennett, ‘it is hardly likely that he took much trouble to enrich his friends — especially as he and his brother are partners.’

        
Mr Coates could not be said to have suffered from a whispering campaign — his traducers shouted their accusations from the housetops. One story that flew from mouth to mouth and was widely credited was that he had told an assembly of hungry unemployed that they might eat grass. No one could ever be found who had heard him say it nor could it be suggested on what occasion it was said. Perhaps the case of the unfortunate Foulon, Mayor of Paris, was in the mind of the inventor. It was easily repeated and, by



those who did not know 
Mr Coates, easily believed, though anything further from his mode of thought or speech would be hard to find. Epigrams, quotations, smart phrases were not in his line.

        
Mr Coates's electorate contracted a particularly severe attack of the Douglas Credit epidemic. The women of the meeting I held at Ruawai, when on Division business, were obviously intending to vote against him, but all the same they held him in high respect.

        
One woman made a disparaging remark and was immediately challenged. ‘Na, na,’ said an emphatic Scottish voice. ‘Gordon wouldna do the like o' that. The Coates are a verra religious family.’

        
When the second war came 
Gordon Coates thought of nothing but to give his services where they were most needed. Some men would have insisted on going to the front and with the rank they had already achieved, hoped to have won further honours. He went unostentatiously to work for the Government which had beaten him, putting his accumulated military knowledge at their disposal. He refused to be stampeded into throwing up his job even when his own party, for political reasons, requested him to do so. For this refusal some of its members pursued him with incredible venom. The party, or such of its members as lent themselves to that petty campaign of abuse and slander, must surely be ashamed of the means they took to discredit a man who was quietly giving of his best to the war effort.

        
Mr Coates's manner, however, offended many people. A deputation of very important gentlemen — all, as they were careful to explain, his ardent supporters — waited on him with the usual very important request. When he had heard them he stood up and without a word went and looked out of the window. Accustomed to properly-behaved politicians who obsequiously assured deputations that the matter was near their hearts and should receive every consideration, the potentates were outraged. They declared that the Minister



must have been drinking and the discourtesy with which they were received was bruited abroad.

        
He did the same thing — perhaps with more circumspection — to a deputation sent from the Conference of the Women's Division. I will own that we were considerably surprised and looked at each other with lifted brows, but when he returned from the window we realised that he had been pondering our petition, had grasped its significance and would probably grant it on the spot.

        
Assuredly, if 
Gordon Coates had lived he would have had a triumphant comeback. Ability, coupled with energy and single-minded desire for the good of the country, must win in the end, if the end come not too soon. Age, in a statesman, has generally been found an advantage. In common with those who knew him better than I, it is my belief that he would not have remained a Conservative, if indeed he had ever at heart been one. Each year he inclined further to the Left. Indeed, it was one of the contributing factors to his spectacular downfall that his old die-hard supporters were saying, ‘He's nothing but a ruddy Communist. Look at the advisers with which he surrounds himself’, adding their comment to the vagaries of the great dailies which at first overpraised, overboosted, then vehemently decried his policy and at last damned him with faint praise.
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Chapter 15



The Down Grade

        

Do we all say in our hearts, ‘It can't happen here’? Do we feel that the thing we dread must not, shall not, come to us? We see clearly that disaster is all but universal, but even when the clouds are gathering we persuade ourselves that they will disperse. Certainly I could never have expected calamity from the quarter whence it came. My husband's health broke down. He, who had seemed a safe and permanent bulwark for so many to lean upon, became seriously ill. An operation — an astonishing recovery, giving renewed hope — a second operation revealing that the first had been bungled. Then ill health till the sudden end. I must pass over these times.

        
My son abandoned law and came home to manage the farm. The following year a daughter with her family coming to live with me enabled me to accept the presidency of the Women's Division. These years of office, with their absorbing duties, coming at a time when everything at home was the same, yet not the same, helped me as nothing else could have done. I found it fitting, too, that the organisation my husband had been interested in and for which he had done so much, should now be his widow's comfort.

        
It is one of my deepest regrets that the honours that were about this time bestowed upon me — the Coronation Medal and the O.B.E.— came to me after the death of my husband. They would have given him such pride and pleasure. Being appointed a J.P., I found myself of considerable use as long as I lived near 
Pio Pio and could save the villagers trips to town, but it has been an empty honour since I lived in Hamilton.

        


        
The Women's Division, while I was able to serve it, remained an absorbing interest — my first and only love in public life. I often wondered — I do still — that the Women's Division, consisting so largely of women deeply religious in the orthodox sense, should have been tolerant enough to make me its president. True, I have never flaunted my heterodoxy, but on the other hand I made no pretence nor have I been at pains to conceal what might have shocked many dear friends had they enquired into the tenets of my faith. But this age does not enquire, which surprised me, for I was ever a proselytizer who, if I see a light, or think I do, must proclaim it, and can well understand those who make nuisances of themselves in trying to spread their gospels.

        
I was never able to accept a statement without challenge or reservation. At a very early age I asked, ‘What makes you know that the Bible is true? It can't have been written by God because it is written 
about Him. Who wrote it?’

        
‘Good men whom God chose to be His messengers to men. The Commandments were written on stone by the finger of God’, I was told.

        
This was convincing. 
My fingers could not write on stone. Later, when I heard of engraving and sculpture, new doubts crept into my mind.

        
My mother was wise in what she told me. ‘The people of the world had grown wicked and cruel, just as bad as those who had lived before the Flood. But, instead of drowning the world a second time, God “repented Him” and sent them the Bible which is His law, to teach men the wisdom of honesty, justice, kindness.’ My mind has always worked slowly. I thought a great deal about it, but was never entirely satisfied. Then I evolved for myself an explanation of the universe, and was convinced that the animals were really people undergoing some dreadful punishment under a spell or curse. Of course, all creation meant to me the animals and birds I knew and saw about



me. Sometimes I felt exalted and good enough to release them all by some fairy-tale act of heroism; at other times I feared greatly lest the like punishment should fall on me. It was a story that changed in its details from day to day and it always had a happy ending. What child can envisage eternity?

        
Perhaps a lonely childhood in the country is conducive to bizarre thinking for, when in Timaru, I became a regular church-goer and a devout Anglican. I enjoyed learning the Catechism, taking pleasure in its balanced cadences.

        

Archdeacon Harper, who loomed large in the life of all Timaru people, was an intellectual who, at that time, was using his fine brain to prove the absurdity of the theory of Darwinism. It was ironic that from him I should first gather something of the meaning of evolution. I seized upon it as a revelation. With the impetuosity of complete ignorance, I at once became a convinced evolutionist. My fading fairy-tale of bewitched beasts was shattered, but I had in its place something I thought newer and truer.

        
Not till my twentieth year did 

The Origin of Species fall into my hands. Then I read, not the nonsense attributed to 
Darwin, but the long investigations, the painstaking experiments, the undogmatic conclusions of that great and humble scientist. I read the work by candlelight, a very little at a time, for sleep soon overtakes those who work outside, and it was in the days of the Cashmere clearing when my days were spent building, fencing, digging. As I read, all the universe took on a new meaning. I found it necessary to keep a dictionary beside me, but there was still much I could not understand. If I had asked my mother the meanings of those words she very likely would not have known them and besides it would have called her attention to the book in which I was engrossed. She might not have actively objected, but I knew that she looked askance on Darwin and would have preferred me to be reading very different literature. When two people live so far from social



intercourse they must be very tender to each other's feelings. Her objection, if she had read the book, would have been to its overt dealing with sex. Every decent woman, in her view, should be utterly ignorant of the facts of reproduction and birth. She was too enlightened to have repeated to us, as children, the cabbage or gooseberry-bush story of the appearance of babies, but when she spoke of birth she did so in so awed and mysterious a tone that we were afraid even to speculate upon it. I must confess that I was not much wiser when it came to explaining things to my own children.

        
I hugged my 
Origin of Species all to myself and, as I read, the whole outlook of creation completely changed. The earth and the waters had revealed their secrets, or had, at least, given me the key by which I might discover them. It was as if I walked with the Creator and saw him at work. I saw — no new vision, but new to me — all Me as one — Man, insect, mammal, bird, and plant as one universal manifestation of seething, endless life; and death as but a flicker before transformation into new life. The moth that fluttered into my candle revealed the myriads of years and the unthinkable myriads of lives that were needed to develop those wings, the immense vista of time that it had taken to evolve that comparatively clumsy insect. It was as though, blind, I had been shown light; asleep, I had been awakened from dreams to truth. For a while I was completely satisfied and sure that if old Omar could have met Darwin there would have been no veil through which he could not see, no door to which he found no key. Yet, illogically enough, I thrilled to the beauty of Christianity and to other mystic beauties in no way connected with the survival of the fittest by the wholesale destruction of the unfit. Was evolution the whole truth or were there other factors that went to make up the universe? When, out of the limitless number of living species, one, and one only, struggled up and up finally becoming man, might not a new force have come into the world with him — the breath of



life — making him a living soul with the knowledge of good and evil? If not, how, and when, did this come? The lower animals can commit no evil because they know no good — no wrong because no right. But man — though he may not obey it — knows a law higher than his own survival, and recognises right as right whether the race of man shall live or die. He has an inborn perception of that which is good; is capable of an exaltation that, in great moments, lifts him above the considerations of the flesh; is swept by unbidden floods of pity, remorse or unselfish indignation. Surely this power, this capacity for pain or rapture, lifts us beyond the forces of nature and evolution.

        
That a spirit of good has somehow entered the cosmos seems to me clear but that there is a spirit of evil I personally doubt. Evil seems to me merely the negation of good. Is not crime, even wanton cruelty, atavistic, a reversion to the animal nature we have left behind? The predatory instinct, so strong in us all, is it not simply a desire to seize for ourselves a fuller share of the good things of life regardless of who may lack them? And all cruelty, from foxhunting to Belsen, may be a morbid desire to banish one's own inferiority complex by the exercise of power over others, unchecked by the spirit of good.

        
And how visualise or conceive of this spirit? To me it is as light might be to a man born blind, unseen, unheard, unfelt but all-pervading; a power in us and around us but vivifying. We may welcome it, drink deep draughts of it, inhale it, take it as our own, or we may turn away and reject it. It still remains.

        
Akhnaton, the mystic Pharaoh of Egypt, taught his followers to worship a living God (not made with hands), a God of infinite love, goodness and mercy. The sun was the symbol of the Godhead but that which he worshipped was the ‘power which dwells behind the sun, the power that generates, sustains and nurtures every living thing upon the earth’. In our words ‘the Creator and Giver of life by whom



all things were made’. Akhnaton saw his god in everything beautiful and glad, in flowers and trees and leaping fish. He wrote: ‘Where the calf bounds over that poppy-spangled field, there is Aton.’

        
Man has lived for some three thousand years since the time of Akhnaton and has had some hundred thousand philosophers, thinkers, spiritual guides and teachers; yet it would be hard to find a purer, more exalted conception of God than that given by this boy Pharaoh. We too assert and would believe that God is a spirit, but too often we ascribe to Him attributes and motives befitting a man and befitting even a childish and vengeful man.

        
Between this essence, this Holy Spirit, and the God of the Israelites I see no connection whatsoever. Jehovah was obviously a man, though possessed of superhuman powers. He walked and talked as a man; His nostrils were pleased by the smell of burnt offerings; He laughed in derision, was jealous and partial; He made mistakes and ‘repented Him’ of them. Also, as is seldom stressed, He had, not one, but many sons. (See Gen. vi. 2.) ‘The sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose’.

        
Nor, in spite of the inspiring decorations that art and poetry and literature have woven round Christianity, can I bring myself to accept the doctrine of original sin and the need for a blood sacrifice to atone for it. A god who begets a son and sacrifices him in order to appease his own wrath against his own creatures appears to me incomprehensible. Miraculous births, gods descending to earth in order to become the fathers of great men have been among the imaginings of men throughout the ages. It was natural in those superstitious times that when the new religion swept through Europe and the Nile Valley some parts of the old beliefs of the people should have become incorporated with the new enlightened teaching. As far as we know the great teacher made no such claims for himself. And surely



Christianity lives not in his immaculate conception but in his words, the noblest and most exalted precepts ever spoken.

        
Still, though the Story of the Cross may be man-made, may even have derived from the ancient priestly cry for blood on their altars, it can be presented so as to stir by its beauty our deepest emotions. In worshipping Christ crucified, even as a symbol, we are worshipping what is best and greatest. We exalt supreme love in the form of self-renunciation (‘for greater love hath no man than this’), even if it be a symbol.

        
I am anxious that no one should suppose that I attach these personal opinions of mine in the belief that they are something worth offering to the public. Indeed, I am fully aware that ideas of the sort have been put forward and supported by weighty arguments by men of intellect and authority; but, for one reason or another, the ‘general average’ does not always read their books. Memoirs, on the other hand, are read by friends, acquaintances and contemporaries of equal intelligence with the writer. I feel sure that some among these have wrestled, or are wrestling, with problems like mine — how to reconcile what one would wish to believe with what one 
can believe. Perhaps some of these will be interested to know how one of their kind has worked it out for herself.

        
Old age has been a considerable surprise to me. I had supposed that when the eye darkened, the ear dulled, and the natural force abated, there would come a misty, dreamy time, a sort of Land of Beulah standing between life and the grave; a tranquil and serene time when feeling would be blunted, emotion and ardour grown faint, when memories would give pleasure mingled, perhaps, with a mild pang of regret; a time when love and hate would merge into tolerance; a time of resignation to all that was and is and is to be.

        


        
I find it far otherwise. We remain acutely alive. 
Oscar Wilde was right: ‘The tragedy of age is that it is still young’. Feeling is still as intense and longing as poignant as ever. Even desire for vain things does not wholly fail. Only the expression of emotion has in the long years been schooled into quiescence.

        
I remember meeting, in her declining years, a woman I had known and admired in the prime of her life. She had been a ‘great lady’, cultured, dominant, charitable, capable, an influence always for good. She was now too blind to read and too deaf to enter into conversation. How my heart went out to her as she sat with folded hands and tranquil pose. It hurt so to think of her that I told myself that she was probably as happy as she had ever been, that acute yearnings and disappointments no longer troubled her, that she surely had pleasant and gratifying memories to soothe the lonely hours. I recalled Kipling's lines on old age:

        

          

            
‘The lamp of our life shall go utterly out


            
And we shall exist on the smell of it


            
And whatever we do we shall fold our hands


            
And suck our gums and think well of it.’
          

        

        
How wrong I was! How wrong Kipling was! I know now that beneath that calm exterior the old lady may have been seething and burning with desire to live, to be of the world again and to count for something in it. The flesh had betrayed her in the matter of sight and hearing, but probably she knew that she herself had increased in capacity, ability, self-confidence; that added maturity had brought her balance and more poise than ever. If only she could be up and doing, how much she could achieve. As to the joys of memory, I know now that memory is a two-edged sword. Complacency is the blunter edge, while regret, the sharper, turns on us unbidden to stab and pierce and lacerate till its victim groans aloud. In youth regrets can be brushed aside for there is still time to retrieve some part of the consequences of error. In old age it is never-forever, never-forever.

        


        
Sir 
John Salmond, the wittiest and wisest phrase-maker it has been my lot to know, used to say, ‘Regret and remorse are merely two further mistakes added to those we have already made.’

        
True, but even he could give no formula for avoiding those added blunders.

        
* * * *

        
Following the example of Montaigne, I proclaim, ‘Lo, here a well-meaning book.’ This is true, inasmuch as in undertaking it I meant to employ my old age — wherein I was denied the pleasure of reading — agreeably and profitably. I had not gone far before I realised that for all the profit likely to accrue to me I had better have taken to the wash-tub. Nevertheless, I continued and in due course have come to the end of the book, the writing of which has given me some entertainment and even pleasure. May I hope that a portion of the same has fallen to you.
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Appendix



Sir 
Hubert Ostler's Reply to Farewell Speeches from Members of the Wellington Bar and Representatives of the New Zealand Law Society.

        
Reprinted from 
New Zealand Law Journal, 2 March, 1943.

        
‘
Gentlemen, I have known for some time that I possessed your respect and confidence; that you knew that, whatever my faults, I was trying to hold the scales of justice evenly, but it makes me proud and yet humble to realize that, to some extent, I have also won your affection.

        
‘If I had not for some time lost the gentle art, I should have blushed at hearing the high praise lavished on me by your two speakers. I can only attribute it to the fact that, as old friends, they are unconsciously biased in my favour. I wish I could think that my work as a Judge deserved half the praise which they have bestowed on it to-day. I have tried my best to carry the Torch of Justice which was handed to me by my distinguished predecessors, so that I could pass it on to my successor, whoever he might be, undiminished in brightness. But then I was set an impossible task.

        
‘My predecessors were such giants that, as compared with them, I have always felt I was amongst the pygmies. Looking back, of all the qualifications that a good Judge should possess, I can honestly say that I had only three, and for two of those I can claim no credit. I certainly had a good digestion and a sound set of nerves, but for those qualities I am indebted to my heredity. The only qualification for which I can claim any credit myself is the habit of work which I had acquired by the time I came to the Bench.

        
‘I acquired the habit of work in this way. As some of you know, for the first eight years of my life, after I left school,



I was a working-man in the country. I started on a piece of virgin bush which belonged to my mother, and in those eight years knocked it into a bush farm, doing all the various jobs of work which were necessary for that purpose. When I came to start in the profession of law in my twenty-fifth year without having even taken the preliminary hurdle of passing the matriculation examination, and when I looked round and saw men younger than myself who were not only through their examinations but actually taking cases in the Courts, I realized that only by a long stern chase could I possibly catch up in the race; and that could only be accomplished if I worked every minute of my time. And so I got into a habit of work which by the time I came to the Bench had so hardened me that whenever I had a bit of work to do — a difficult judgment to write — I felt mentally and physically miserable until I had tackled it, wrestled with it, and finished it, and so although the justice I dispensed might often have been rough, none of you can complain that it was not at any rate prompt justice.

        
‘I thought then that those eight years had been absolutely wasted, that they were years that the locusts had eaten; but I came to think quite differently later, and I firmly believe that the years I spent knocking round bush camps, saleyards, and shearing-sheds were a better preparation for the practice of the law than anything I ever learned out of a book. Moreover those eight years of work gave me a strong constitution and great physical strength, except for one piece of bad luck which was the real cause of my subsequent premature breakdown in health.

        
‘When I was twenty-two years of age I had a riding accident. I was violently thrown against a stump and iniured my spine; in fact, one of the doctors who saw the X-ray photographs which were taken later, declared that I had actually broken my neck. I think that opinion, however, was somewhat exaggerated. At any rate, I seemed to recover completely from the accident, except that I always had a



stiff neck after it, and for many years I played football and indulged in many strenuous forms of sport. But nearly thirty years later — three years after I had become a Judge — the result of that accident began to appear. From that time I have had increasing pain and ill health accompanied by a creeping paralysis. Irreparable injury had been done to my spinal cord; and although an operation gave me temporary relief, from that date I have been gradually stiffening up with a paralysis which has at length made of me the physical wreck which you see before you. Gentlemen, you will realize that I am not complaining in any way. I have had a glorious life. For over fifty years I seldom knew what it was to have a day's illness or what it was to feel tired.

        
‘The profession of the law seems to have fallen on evil days as compared with the time when I first entered it, and its future is dark and uncertain. Nevertheless, knowing all that, if I had the chance to start again, I would unhesitatingly choose the law. It is quite true that our profession has produced a few rogues. No profession is exempt from that disadvantage. But it is sound at the core and is composed almost entirely of men of sterling honesty who are trusted by the public and who are doing work for the community which is indispensable. There is a spirit of camaraderie and good fellowship about the profession which is unique, and that is especially noticeable at the Wellington Bar. Moreover, in the law a man can keep his independence of mind, and he has no necessity to truckle or to be servile to anyone. Yet, oddly enough, I drifted into the law by a pure accident and started training for my career without the least enthusiasm. It happened in this way.

        
‘In April, 1900, most of my friends in the country went off to the Boer War in the Fourth Contingent. I was madly keen to go too, but being an only son of a widowed mother I felt it my duty to stay. So I stayed behind, very restless and dissatisfied; but just then things began to move in the farming world. The dairy industry was just started, and



butterfat reached the unheard-of price of 6d. per pound. A tenant came along wishing to lease the farm, so a lease was granted at a rent upon which my mother could live, and I was free. I rushed down to Wellington at the beginning of September, 1900, to see whether I could get away in another Contingent to Africa, but at that time Johannesburg and Pretoria had fallen, and it looked as though the war had come to an end. No more Contingents were being sent, but the Defence authorities told me that in about three months' time they would be sending a boatload of horses; so I said “What about a job looking after the horses?” and they said yes, that they would want men for that, and they took my name.

        
‘My plan was, if I was too late for the war, to sit on the doorstep of 
Cecil Rhodes and to make a nuisance of myself until he gave me a job in Northern Rhodesia helping to govern backward tribes of natives, which was the life I fancied. I had sufficient forethought to obtain a testimonial for that purpose, merely to show that I came of honest parents and had not been in jail, which were the only qualifications I could boast. I bethought me of 
Sir Robert Stout, an old friend of my family, who himself at the age of nineteen had migrated from his home to New Zealand in the days when the voyage itself was a hazardous venture, and who, I thought, would therefore have been sympathetic to my plan. But when I put it before him, to my surprise he was extremely hostile. “Why go to that foul country? It is bleaching with white men's bones. New Zealand needs all its young men! Why not stay in New Zealand, and if you are not satisfied with farming, why not go in for a profession?” I told him that the only profession that attracted me was medicine, and that required money which I did not have. “But”, he said, “you can get into the law without money, why not go in for law, my boy?” I had then all the farmer's contempt for the pettifogging lawyer, but I found some difficulty in expressing that view to such a



distinguished member of the profession; so what I did say was that I did not think I was cut out for the law, and that in any case I had not passed the matriculation examination. He said: “Well you say that the boat will not be going for three months, and the examination takes place in December; why not sit down and work for it, and if you do not pass you will have plenty of time to go to Africa.” I thought that good advice, so I worked and sat for the examination, and in January, 1901, 
Lady Stout sent for me and said that she had obtained my marks and they were good, and she got me to promise to go on studying for the law. So I commenced without any enthusiasm, but merely because the law was the one profession I could work my way into without money. I had no sooner started than the war blazed up again, and at least four more Contingents were sent from New Zealand. I was very tempted to throw it up and go off, but having set my hand to the plough, I kept on at my work.

        
‘Throughout my whole career in the law I have been favoured with wonderful good luck. I had a bit of a struggle for the first two and a half years, but that in itself was good discipline. My first trouble was that I could not get a job in any legal office. I tried them all from top to bottom, and none of them could see any merit in me. I daresay there was a fair amount of hayseed in my hair, and my appearance must certainly have been bucolic. By persistence I managed to “wangle” a personal interview with both 
Mr H.D.Bell and 
Mr Skerrett; and each of them looked at me with a frosty eye and told me to put my application in writing. And you may be quite sure that behind that cold eye each was thinking what he would say to his “watchdog” when he got hold of him for letting me get past his guard. But they both made noble amends to me later. At last I managed to secure a job at £1 a week outside the law, and with that and £15, which was the sole extent of my capital, I managed to get through my first year at the University. I obtained lodgings at 15s. per week in Arthur Street, a little street off the top



of Cuba Street, and I had to look at every sixpence twice before I spent it.

        
‘At the end of the first year I was penniless. The only way I knew of earning money was by manual work, so I slipped off to the country and got a job cutting down timber-trees and sawing them into lengths for transport to a sawmill. I stayed at that job for four and a half months, and by working long hours I was able to make high wages for those times; and two days before the University started again, I returned to Wellington with £60 in my pocket. Then I thought if I could only get a job in a legal office I could get through the following year. It was my friend, 
Mr H. E. Anderson, who helped me on that occasion. He had been a clerk in the office of the late 
Mr Alexander Dunn, who at that time had only just started, and had one clerk, and did not even have a typewriter in the office. 
Mr Anderson had been getting 15s. per week; but he was leaving to go into his father's office, and knowing that I was looking for a job he kindly sought me out and told me that if I went round quickly I might obtain his. I rushed round and was interviewed by 
Mr Dunn. After looking me over, he said that he was prepared to take me, but could not afford to pay more than 15s. per week. I felt that I must have that extra 5s. in order to carry on, so I argued the point with him, and when he heard that I could use a typewriter, and had learned shorthand, he agreed to take me at £1 per week; and he bought a typewriter, and I was installed in my first legal office. It was there I learnt everything I ever did learn about the solicitor's side of the profession, which has never been much. I would like to say that I could never have wished for a better employer than 
Mr Dunn, who treated me with consideration and generosity. He gave me a bonus of £5 at Christmas, which was extremely welcome, and he raised my salary in the New Year to £1 5s., without my having to ask for it. I got through my second year on the £60 I had made and the salary from 
Mr Dunn. I still had



very little, but managed right through without ever getting into debt. Then one day in March, 1903, Mr Jack Stout came round to see me and told me that he was giving up his position as Associate to his father, and on his father's behalf offered it to me. From that moment, of course, my financial worries were over.

        
‘I also had the very good fortune to be closely associated with four giants of the law. I had four years with 
Sir Robert Stout. Then I started as editor of the 
Law Reports with the right to practise as a barrister, which, of course, I never dreamed would be of any value, as no one would be likely to employ an unknown junior. But just as I commenced the new work the first King's Counsel were appointed in New Zealand, and in a short time I was working day and night devilling and doing junior counsel work for Mr Bell and 
Mr Skerrett, as they then were. I was working in close association with them for four years. Then Mr Salmond, as he then was, was appointed Solicitor-General, and he offered me the position of Crown Solicitor. I was five years in the Crown Law Office, so that I had the great advantage of studying the methods of work of those four great lawyers. The rest of my career at the Bar you all know. I had ten years' heavy practice at the Bar in Auckland, nineteen years' practice in all. The whole of that was barrister's work. I really know little about the solicitor's side of the profession.

        
‘As you know, I have had eighteen years on the Bench, and in spite of the fact that for fifteen years of that time I have had increasing ill health and pain, I have really enjoyed every minute of my work on the Bench. What has made it so pleasant has been my relations with members of the Bar. I have never had anything but kindness and consideration from them, and have never had such a thing as a “breeze” in Court, and I have been helped by nearly every counsel who appeared before me.

        
‘Gentlemen, I feel sad to leave it all prematurely, but I do not wish to be lugubrious in any way about the parting.



Even if I had kept my health I would only have had five and a half years more before I reached the age of retirement, so that, in any case, it is about time I said good-bye and made room for a younger man.’
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