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SUMMARY PREFACE 
Sites associated with railway construction 

have received little attention in New Zealand 
historical archaeology, partly because their transient 
nature has left virtually no mark in the 
archaeological record, and partly through poor or lost 
documentation. In the case of the camps associated 
with the building of the central portion of the North 
Island Main Trunk Line , some were to evolve into 
thriving sawmill ing towns. However, the finite 
nature of this extractive industry and the change 
from a rail to a road centred transport system 
eventually condemned many such towns to 
obscurity. 

This volume aims to reconstruct, through 
the use of archival evidence and archaeological 
reconnaissance, the trajectory o f the settlement of 
Raurimu from its origins as a M a i n Trunk 
construction camp to its eventual establishment as a 
sawmilling / railway town which was devastated by 
fire in 1925. Situated in the immediate vicinity o f the 
highly publicised Raurimu Spiral , the construction 
camp embodies the problem of bias inherent in much 
archaeological or historical research that involves the 
juxtaposition of the transient and the monumental. 
Typical ly , the monument has been privileged at the 
expense of the mundane. 

I consider a multitude of social issues with 
a specific focus on gender as well as briefly 
addressing transient communities, the private 
enterprise that accompanied them, and relations 
between the co-operative workers and the Public 
Works Department. A s a microcosm of the 
established town's economic vicissitudes, the Spiral 
Refreshment Rooms provide the material lor a short 
case study. The destructive and "preservative" role 
played by fire in the settlement is also considered. 

The functional transition from railway 
construction to sawmill ing is found to be parallelled 
by a physical transition from one locality to another. 
Indicators of permanence are traced through changes 
in the occupational base of the population, increasing 
numbers of women, an increase in permanent 
housing and the establishment o f Government 
facilities and community institutions. 

I wrote the original version of this work as 
a Masters thesis in anthropology, two and a half 
years ago. Shortly after the completion of the thesis 
I located a photograph (Fig 3.10) in the Alexander 
Turnbull Library which proved to be pivotal in my 
understanding of the layout of the settlement during 
the early rail construction years. This led to the 
reworking of some of the text and of the map 
Fig 3.11. Otherwise, the contents are based entirely 

on research carried out in 1996. 
Situatedjust off the North Island's Highway 

Four, virtually hidden from the eye of the passing 
motorist, Raurimu was a forgotten town until recent 
tragic events catapulted it into the headlines. Its 
principal claim lo fame, since its commercial area 
was destroyed by fire in 1925, has been as the 
location of one of the world's great railway 
engineering feats, the renowned "Raurimu Spiral". 
Although the trains still regularly pass through the 
tiny settlement there is no official scheduled stop and 
its station is now no more than a collection of small 
sheds. Consequently few people, other than locals 
and railway enthusiasts, know of its existence, let 
alone its history. 

Despite this, its proximity to one of New 
Zealand's top ski resorts has started to give the once 
thriving sawmil l ing town a new lease of life with 
some of the old houses being converted into ski 
accommodation. M y own twenty year association 
with Raurimu began in such a way when, with some 
friends, I rented a small railway cottage which we 
later purchased for use as a holiday home. Over the 
years I developed an interest in the settlement's 
history but it was not until I decided to write my 
thesis on the subject that I realised just how layered 
that history was. 

Sadly, the "forgotten" town about which I 
write re-entered New Zealand's history books 
suddenly and tragically, on 8 February 1997, when 
six people died and five others were injured in a 
shooting rampage which received worldwide media 
coverage. M y hope is that, by fore-grounding the 
settlement's complex past, this work wi l l partially 
counter the negative associations that the name 
Raurimu now conjures up. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Colonial and post-colonial history is littered 
with the unseen sites o f transient workers who 
contributed to the modernist remoulding of the New 
Zealand landscape. Rai lway building was the 
technological means by which the colonists 
expanded into a hitherto inaccessible territory in 
order to exploit the forests for the timber needed, not 
only to house a rapidly expanding European 
population, and clear the land for agriculture, but 
also to further develop the transport infrastructure. 
The resulting symbiotic relationship between the two 
industries in the region means that an archaeological 
study of one must be seen within the context of the 
other. 

Buck les ' (1983:214) discussion of 
"heralded" and "unheralded" sites in relation to 
Rocky Mountain railroad construction, provided me 
with an influential and relevant baseline for this 
study. Rarely recorded or investigated, unheralded 
sites lack formal institutionalised patterns such as 
grids and reflect different principles of social 
structure from heralded sites. Buckles claims that, as 
the latter tend to be associated with concepts of 
property values and legal subdivisions, they can 
usually be located in archival, historical, and other 
written records. Raurimu in its railway construction 
days typifies the unheralded site in the sense that as 
a habitation site it was accorded little significance 
and it is only by virtue of its association with the 
building of the acclaimed (heralded) and highly 
publicised Raurimu Spiral , that it received as much 
publicity as it did. On the other hand, the sawmill ing 
town which superseded the tents and flimsy wooden 
structures of the construction days was a truly 
heralded settlement. Interestingly, because of their 
slightly different locations, the two "towns" have a 
layer that overlaps not only spatially and temporally, 
but also vis-a-vis the concepts just discussed. 

Thus two issues can be clearly defined in 
terms of the relationship between the heralded and 
unheralded site in Raurimu. First there is the 
contemporaneous juxtaposition of the now invisible 
construction site with the highly visible railway 
Spiral. Then there is the relationship between the two 
settlements mentioned above, one uncertainly 
located, the other, because of survey maps and 
continuity with the present day, clearly positioned in 

its legally designated place, despite having been all 
but obliterated by fire. 

1.1 Why Raurimu ? 

Situated within the Whanganui River 
catchment and the rohe of the Atihaunui a Paparangi, 
the settlement of Raurimu lies 37 kilometres south oi 
Taumarunui on State Highway Four in the North 
Island of New Zealand. The railway station site 
stands at 589 metres above sea level and can be 
located on Lands and Survey map N Z M S 260, sheet 
S19, at: Easting 173, Northing 289. Described in 
I9l(), for sale purposes, as "flat and undulating land, 
covered with heavy forest of rimu, matai, kahikatea, 
birch, tawa & c ... (with a soil of] vegetable loam on 
pumice and clay formation" ( A A D S , W3740, folder 
185. N A Wn.) , Raurimu, well fed by watercourses, 
was also prone to swamp. 

Although the settlement officially extends 
slightly lo the south and west of the Piopiotea River, 
my study looks specifically at the area in the 
immediate vicinity of the railway line and 
concentrates on two sites of commercial develop
ment between 1904 and 1925 (see F ig . 1.2). I see 
Raurimu as a good case study for two reasons: 

1. The Spiral, as one of the last links in the 
politically significant North Island Main Trunk, and 
as an acclaimed engineering feat in itself, received a 
considerable amount of media and official publicity. 
K n o w n initially as Pukerimu, the unheralded tent 
town along with the other construction towns 
achieved a certain notoriety for sly grogging and 
gambling. 'Therefore a rather biased, but nevertheless 
considerable, body of written and photographic 
material still exists. Unfortunately an archival fire in 
Wellington's Hope Gibbons Bui lding destroyed 
valuable Public Works Department ( P W D ) records 
that would have made reconstruction of, not only 
Raurimu, but all Ma in Trunk settlements of that 
period less problematic. 

2. Because of the complexity of the Spiral, the 
camp was established in this location for longer than 
normal (around two and a half years) and therefore 
developed a more extensive set of associated 
commercial structures. Only one of these structures 

1 



remains today, and in fact most had disappeared by 
1916. 

This volume aims to physically "locate" the 
Raurimu associated with, but eclipsed by, the 
construction of the North Island Main Trunk, and to 
reinvest it with the significance it deserves, focusing 
not only on town layout but also on social relations 
and how the latter might impact on the former. 
Having brought Raurimu out from the shadow o f the 
Spiral , I then look at the interface between the 
predominantly male encampment of itinerant railway 
workers and Ihe more established settlement o f m i l l 
employees and their families to see if a tension was 
created at this overlapping of the heralded and 
unheralded. Because fire has played a significant part 
in Raurimu's history, I consider its role in, not only 
the destruction, but also the "preservation" of 
evidence, for example, extensive media reportage 
without which archaeological and ethnographic 
reconstruction would be the poorer. In tandem with 
the notion of unheralded is the possibility o f a 
"mobile community" (Purser 1991) moving down the 
line with the Public Works Department camps 
associated with the final "big push" (see below) to 
get the North Island Main Trunk completed on 
schedule. Work ing primarily with archival material, 
my study is both archaeological and anthropological 
in its approach but leans, as Buckles (1983:213) 
suggests "upon integrated investigations of archival, 
historical, ecological, oral historical, economic, 
industrial and other sources". 

1.2 Chapter outline 

The remaining section of this chapter 
continues with a broad look at background material 
pertinent to an informed conlextualisation o f the 
work as a whole. Chapter 2 addresses theoretical and 
methodological issues and outlines the various 
approaches I use. Oral testimony, while not widely 
applied in this research is nonetheless a l iv ing 
resource which, when combined with other historical 
data, can be used to formulate a gender-based 
archaeology of the 20th century (Brashler 1991). For 
reasons of mortality, oral history could only reach 
back to the later heralded period, but the importance 
of its application in historical archaeology of the 
recent past became apparent. Photographs taken 
contemporaneously formed a vital part o f my 
research and I only regret that I cannot include every 
image in these pages. In the third chapter, having 
located the construction camp's commercial area, I 
pull together as much information as possible on the 

layout and material culture of unheralded Raurimu. 
Chapter four examines social life in the camp 
addressing issues of gender, PWD/worke r relations, 
law and order, religion and community and then 
attempts to marry these with the general layout of the 
area. Chapter five deals firstly with the interface 
between the railway construction camp and the 
sawmill ing town, secondly with indicators of 
permanent settlement and thirdly with fire as an 
agent of change over the 25 year period of my study. 
M y final chapter briefly looks at Raurimu since 1925 
and, in conclusion, summarises the findings of my 
research. 

1.3 Setting the scene 

With the commencement of New Zealand's 
railway system in 1863, notions of time and distance 
began to alter as movement between coastal 
settlement and the hinterland was facilitated. 
However, apart from a well established, if 
hazardous, shipping link, Well ington and Auckland 
were to remain unconnected to each other and 
focused on separate hinterlands (Grey 1994) until the 
completion oi the North Island Main Trunk Railway 
in 1908. The Auckland Weekly News (AWN) noted 
just prior to that momentous occasion that "|w|hen 
the permanent express service between Auckland 
and Wellington is established in the course of a few 
weeks, Invercargill ... w i l l be brought within 48 
hours of Auckland ... and Well ington within 19 
hours" (AWN 5/11/1908: 18). N o longer constricted 
by geographical barriers and parochial provincialism, 
the North Island, by virtue of its iron road was to 
become more efficiently linked, both internally and 
to the wider global economy. The shrinking of time 
and distance thus facilitated the expansion of 
"ecological imperialism" (Norton 1983) as the 
Government turned its attentions to the massive and 
untapped stands of dense bush in the Waimarino 
forest, the likes of which were aptly described by 
Petersen (1965:74) as "a sawmiller 's dream and a 
settler's nightmare." 

Initiated by Julius V o g e l , under the 
Immigration and Public Works A c t 1870, the 
construction of urgently needed roads and railways 
were part of a grandiose scheme to bring settlement, 
agriculture and industry into the more remote, 
"unproductive" parts o f the country and, in the 
process, to "civil ise" and counterbalance rather than 
defeat the Maor i (Burdon 1948; Noonan 1975). 
Voge l ' s proposal involved overseas borrowing, by 
Central Government, o f £ 10,000,000 over a period 
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of ten years, to be spent on assisted immigration and 
a communications network throughout the country. 
The setting up of a Public Works Department and the 
appointment of appropriate administrators for the 
scheme was concurrently advised by W i l l i a m 
Fitzherbert (member for Hutt) and was incorporated 
into the Act in its final form (Noonan 1975). By 
1876, with the abolition of the provinces, all railways 
came under the operational control of the P W D . 
Such was the expansion of the programme that by 
1880, the year that the Ma in Trunk reached Te 
Awamutu from the north, "over 1770 km of 
railways, 6440 km of telegraph, many roads, public 
buildings, bridges, a steamship service to San 
Francisco, and a telegraph to Australia" were in 
operation (Leitch and Stott 1988). 

However, it was not until the early 1880s 
that the Ma in Trunk was to cross into the K i n g 
Country, at that time "absolutely forbidden to pakeha 
intrusion" (AWN 5/11/1908: 18), and it took another 
25 years fraught with political vagaries and 
economic setbacks before the section between Te 
Awamutu and Marton would be completed (George 
1990). The period of construction which is 
immediately pertinent to this study is marked by the 
accession to power of the Liberal Government when 
the co-operative works policies were introduced (see 
below). Before moving on to that, I w i l l briefly 
address the circumstances surrounding the railway's 
incursion into the King Country. 

1.4 Bringing the iron road into the 
Rohe Potae 

Established in the 1850s, as a "league to 
prevent land sales" (Ward 1973:111), the K i n g 
Movement, supported by Waikato, Ngati Haua, 
Ngati Maniapoto and some Taranaki tribes, aimed to 
create a clearly defined Maori nation in which the 
King would, by virtue of his mana, protect the 
encompassed tribal lands from further alienation 
(Sinclair 1991; Sorrenson l 9 8 l ) . T h e Pakeha, on the 
other hand, fearing subordination under an 
independent native kingdom, wanted Maori to get on 
with selling their land and not impede the 
inevitability of progress (George 1990). With the 
confiscation of the Waikato lands after the 
implementation of the New Zealand Settlements Act 
of 1863, the Kingites retreated behind the Aukati line 
which defined the northern limits of the Rohe Potae. 
By the 1870s, when Government purchase of Maori 
land resumed, facilitated by the setting up of the 
Native Land Court and renewed injections of money 

from the Voge l loans (Sorrenson 1981; Ward 1973), 
some Ngatimaniapoto leaders were becoming 
convinced that there might be considerable 
advantages in al lowing the land lo be surveyed and 
settled by Europeans. K i n g Tawhiao and his people 
totally opposed the idea, which lead to a rift between 
the Waikato and Ngatimaniapoto tribes. Seeing a 
potential divide and rule situation, the Government 
sidestepped Tawhiao and in 1882 began direct 
negotiations with the tribes who actually owned the 
land (George 1990). 

In order to complete the rail connection 
through the central part o f the country, the North 
Island M a i n Trunk Rai lway Loan Act was passed in 
1882, authorising the raising of £1 ,000 ,000 . The 
proviso was that "the said sum ... shall not be raised 
until the line on which the same is to be expended is 
surveyed and approved by Parliament" (Statutes of 
New Zealand 1882, N o . 74:841). 

Ngatimaniapoto chiefs Wahanui and Rewi 
and representatives of Ngati Hikai ro , Ngati 
Raukawa, and Whanganui tribes, in an 1883 meeting 
with John Bryce, Minis ter of Native Affairs, 
consented to the survey of about one and a half 
mi l l ion hectares of land south of Puniu River and 
also agreed to allow the prospecting survey for the 
M a i n Trunk Rai lway to proceed (George 1990). 
Enshrined in legislation that same year, were 
Wahanui ' s conditions that private purchasers be 
excluded from the K i n g Country and that the sale of 
liquor be prohibited (Ward 1973; cf. Voelkerl ing 
1970). 

After an uneasy and, at limes, 
confrontational relationship between surveying 
parties and the various iwi in the K i n g Country (see 
George 1990:119-121), the first sod of the Central 
Route was eventually turned on A p r i l 15, 1885, by 
Wahanui, R e wi Maniapoto and the Premier, M r 
Stout. The ceremony took place on the south bank of 
the Puniu, the river separating the Waikato from the 
Rohe Potae, in front of 1500 Maori and Pakeha 
spectators. Wahanui noted in his speech that there 
could be no "better boundary with which to keep 
back the liquor than this stream of fresh water 
running down below us" (Skerman 1972:24), and 
suggested that the chain width of the railway be 
named "Turongo Road" after an ancestor. A i this 
point, the Prime Minister declared the railway open 
and celebrations began (Fletcher 1978). 

1.5 Prohibition in the King Country 

The K i n g Country Licensing Area , as it was 
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known in 1887, came into being in two phases. 
Firstly in 1884, the Kawhia Licensing Area 
(Ngatimaniapoto) in the northern part of the K i n g 
Country was proclaimed "dry" under section 25 of 
the Licensing Act of 1881, while the southern area 
(which included Raurimu). known as the Upper 
Whanganui Licensing Area , was proclaimed in 1887 
under the same provisions. This legislation, 
prompted by a strong nationwide temperance 
movement, was designed to regulate and control the 
liquor trade (George 1990; Skerman 1972). Both 
areas, it seems, were influenced by such movements, 
with the Good Templars being "virtually the first 
Pakeha organisation" (Ward 1973:249) to be 
permitted entry into the K i n g Country, while the 
Blue Ribbon Army , spread its message amongst the 
Upper Whanganui people and was influential in their 
decision to proclaim the district a no-license area 
(Skerman 1972). 

Voelkerl ing, in his 1970 thesis, emphasises 
that the two proclamations in the K i n g Country have 
been mistakenly viewed 

as "sacred pacts". The central and vital fact, 
many people assumed, was to be the lifting 
of the tapu against the entry of the Pakeha 
and placing it against the entry of the l iquor 
traffic... A s the Smith Comm-iss ion on 
Licensing was to point out in 1946, the 
final decision of the Maoris was that they 
consented to the rai lway line in return for 
payments for the land required. The l iquor 
question was strictly another issue 
(Voelkerl ing 1970:35). 

I mention this because, being an extremely 
emotive and divisive issue amongst K i n g Country 
Maori and Pakeha alike, the prohibition debate over 
time tended to distort the facts, and when in June 
1900, a widely supported petition from some four 
hundred K i n g Country Maor i asked for the removal 
of the ban on liquor sales, a temperance deputation 
argued that the no-license status quo should continue 
"as it had been for many years by the consent o f the 
Maori race and the sanction of Parliament" (George 
1990:363). A further petition in October 1900 
strongly urging the opening of licensed houses for 
the lawful sale of liquor in order "to put a stop to 
slygrog selling ... and the drinking of intoxicants by 
women and little children" (ibid.) fell on deaf ears. 
No Government was inclined to take on the poli t ical 
responsibility of such a controversial issue. 

A s the railway moved further into the K i n g 

Country, however, certain problems pertaining to the 
carriage and supply of liquor necessitated 
Parliamentary attention. It was noted in the New 
Zealand Mail (NZM) that "|t|he Legislature does not 
forbid the importation of liquor into the K i n g 
Country, and the Railway Department makes a 
handsome profit by its carriage" (NZM 27/11/1901: 
48). Concern within the Railways Department that, 
with the opening of the railway beyond Te 
Awamutu , they were "being used as a means of 
conveying liquor into the K i n g Country in 
contravention of the 118811 Act" (AWN 27/7/1905: 
18), and that consequently their employees were 
liable for prosecution, led to the passing of a 1905 
by-law which prohibited "the carriage of liquor on 
the Auckland [section of the | railways to any station 
in the K i n g Country" (AWN 6/7/1905:20). It seems 
that this act was frequently flouted and railway 
employees were known to throw consignments of 
liquor off trains into the bush as they slowed to 
negotiate curves or inclines. Raurimu and Ohakune 
both presented such irresistible opportunities 
(interview no. 2: George 1990). 

Convoluted bureaucratic procedures which 
allowed a European to bring in nine litres of alcohol 
a month for his/her own consumption meant that lor 
most people it was easier to obtain their alcohol 
i l l ic i t ly (George 1990). How this situation was 
manifested in Raurimu is addressed in Chapter 4, but 
the overall consensus on the general effects of the 
ban throughout the K i n g Country is neatly 
encapsulated in the following two quotes: 

That these strapping sunburnt sons of toil -
the co-operative labourers - should be 
forced to drink whisky at 10s a bottle on the 
sly and forego the beer at 3d a pint, to 
which they are accustomed, is a piece of 
rank injustice which should be remedied by 
the establishment of Government canteens 
at once (NZM 27/11/1901: 48). 

The general opinion seemed to be that more 
liquor was consumed than i f there were 
licensed houses, and most of the persons 
whose views I ascertained favoured ... 
some form of public or State control 
(including a Taumarunui priest] who 
thought the Government ought to "take 
shteps" [sic] in that direction (Waikato 
Times (WT) 20/6/1904: 2). 

1.6 The "Big Push" 
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A n authorised statement, designed to 
encourage the emigration of "suitable persons" to 
New Zealand, was issued by the High Commissioner 
for the colony and distributed throughout Great 
Britain early in 1906. Amidst the rhetoric eulogising 
the "pleasant climate and fertile so i l , not excelled by 
any other country in the world" was an urgent call 
for the one thousand railway navvies needed "in 
order to complete the Trunk line of railway to the 
North Island within the next three years". Reduced 
rate passages (£ 10) were offered to "good pick-and-
shovel men" and their families with the ultimate lure 
being "to settle as cultivators o f the land ... and 
become their own masters" in the, as yet, 
"unoccupied" interior (-4 WN, 19/4/1906: 21). 

Having nearly doubled the previous years' 
spending on the Ma in Trunk (A.IHR D - l : v ) , the 
Government was finally, in 1906, able to give the 
public a definite assurance "that the two ends of the 
line would be brought together before the end of 
1908" (AWN 5/11/1908: 18). Generally referred to as 
the "big push", this period of rail construction is 
extremely relevant to my study in that many of the 
navvies lured out from Britain had their first New 
Zealand experience in the Raurimu bush and worked 
long and tedious shifts building the acclaimed Spiral, 
(see below and Chapter 4). 

Although the co-operative system had been 
introduced with the idea of reducing unemployment 
and was now providing almost continuous work for 
its labourers, the Government's agenda with regard 
to the big push policy was, as Gibbons (1977) posits, 
ultimately concerned with achieving its immediate 
political aim, which was the rapid completion of the 
Main Trunk. Calls by labour organisations and some 
members of Parliament to consider the ramifications 
of importing foreign labour (AWN 19/4/1906: 35; 
NZPD V o l . 137, 12/9/1906: 515) were ignored. The 
discourse of political expediency explained that: 

The heavy loss occasioned by the lying idle 
of the capital expended in a railway that 
cannot be profitably worked until it is 
completed is alone sufficiently great to 
justify strenuous and special construction 
effort. In the best interests o f the colony it 
is the duty of the Government to complete 
the Main Trunk in the time which has been 
officially set (AWN 28/3/1907: 35). 

Noonan's (1975:80) comment that the 
promise of railways was used by both the Liberal 
and the Reform parties as "election bait", is well 

illustrated by an Auckland Weekly News journalist 
who predicted lhat "as long as the Government vote 
|for larger allocations] and find the money, as there 
is no doubt they w i l l , the completion and opening of 
the Main Trunk wi l l be one of the most prominent 
feathers in their cap at the next general election" 
(AWN 18/4/1907: 32). 

1.7 The North Island Main Trunk as a 
military analogy 

Fear of renewed war with the Maori led to 
the Government's deployment, in 1873, of around 
two hundred workmen known as the Volunteer 
Engineer Mi l i t i a to construct the mid-Waikato 
section of the railway. Organized along military 
lines, the uniformed and armed men were drilled on 
a regular basis to ensure their effectiveness in any 
emergency (Cowan 1928; Fletcher 1978). Although 
the mili t ia was subsequently disbanded in 1875, the 
military connotations attached to the construction of 
the Ma in Trunk persisted metaphorically for at least 
another thirty years with the "subjugation of untamed 
nature" replacing the threat o f war as the prime 
objective behind this thinking: 

Taumarunui may be compared to the base, 
but the front, where the fighting is done, 
where the tactics are employed, and where 
the strategy is to be seen, is between 
Raurimu and Manganui-a-te-ao. Here a 
long and bitter struggle between man and 
nature is going on ... A portion of the 
battalion of 1000 English Navvies ... is 
already at work on the line, and more are 
expected (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 

Leaving aside such overt militarism, 
another Weekly News writer, the "Lady Rambler", 
conveys a similar philosophy which reflects 
prevailing 19th century European altitudes towards 
the "pagan" natural world, whereby people are the 
controlling agents, moulding the landscape to suit 
their own ends (Grey 1994). Wri t ing of the King 
Country, she notes how "the hopes and fears 
regarding land; the stress and strain of developing 
new country;... the hardships and privations, as well 
as the pleasures, [all contribute to the process] of 
converting the wi ld back country into a smiling 
homeland" (AVv7V25/7/19()7:17). According to Grey 
(1994:22), the modernist desire for rapid and 
unprecedented change saw "roughly three-fifths of 
New Zealand's 1840 forest cover ... destroyed to 
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make way for grass" between 1870 and 1910. 
The military analogy has also served to 

locate rail construction within a history that is 
perceived as exclusively male, and by strengthening 
such a stereotypic concept, it in turn contributes to a 
biased view of gender and ethnicity. Historic sites or 
processes thus perceived continue to occupy a 
privileged position in our history (Huyck 1988). One 
of my aims in this volume is to deconstruct that 
perception. 

1.8 The argument for the Central 
Route 

Despite the recommendation of the 1884 
Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry on The North 
Island M a i n Trunk (AJHR 1884 D-5) that Rochfort 's 
Central route be approved, it was not until the third 
and final select committee meeting in 1900 that all 
other alternate routes were finally rejected in its 
favour (for discussion on these other routes see Lee 
1982). By this time it had become apparent that the 
political and economic advantages to be gained 
through access to the vast Waimarino forests on the 
Central route exceeded the financial and practical 
disadvantages which had plagued the decision
making process for years. John Stevens, as chairman 
of the Committee in that year reported that 91,000 
acres of high quality mi l l ing timber lay "within six 
miles o f the line on either side, [and that] the 
construction of the railway as proposed [would | ... 
greatly help the sawmil l ing industry, and render the 
forest timber an extremely valuable asset to the 
State" (AJHR 19001-13:1). The report also claimed 
that royalties from the timber, estimated at between 
£4,000,000 to £8 ,000 .000 , would finance the entire 
railway construction costs "twice over", thereby 
justifying the huge expenditure necessitated by the 
topographic variations on this section. Apart from 
maintaining that the Central Route was the only 
means by which the large forests of the Waimarino 
could be tapped, the Committee was also keen to 
point out that the otherwise "unproductive" land 
between the said forests and the Wanganui river 
would be made available for settlement and that 
tourist traffic into the region's thermal areas would 
be facilitated. This Eurocentric construct of "idle" or 
"unproductive" land awaiting development was 
prevalent in colonial thinking and motivated the 
frontier advance into the K i n g Country. Such 
reasoning is neatly compressed into the fol lowing 
somewhat misinformed comment by Well ington 

Railway League's Special Commissioner: 

That splendid Waimarino Block, of which 1 
spoke so glowingly to your readers the other 
day, has as yet but one settler on its vast 
surface. Would it not pay the Government 
better to open up country of this kind by 
means o f a railway than to allow it to lie idle 
year after year while they go on purchasing 
immensely expensive sheep stations and 
farms which have already been broken in? 
(NZM 9/8/1900: 64). 

Ironically, at the time of that particular 
observation going to press, there were in fact 
numerous settlers in the Waimarino, who were 
themselves giving cause for concern to the Enquiry 
Committee. A report compiled by M r Murray, the 
road surveyor to the Lands Department, was quoted 
as saying that many of these settlers in complying 
with the clauses of their leases, compelling "them to 
improve so much a year - i.e., to destroy so much 
timber every season" (AJHR 1900 1-13: 3) were, by 
theiractions, threatening that same precious financial 
asset which the Government was so anxious to 
control. The prevailing fear was that by the time the 
rail reached the Waimarino, the forest would have 
been burnt out. 

Having decided on the Central Route, the 
question now remaining was where and how to make 
the connection between the Waimarino Plains and 
the Wanganui Valley at Kakahi , a direct distance of 
16 miles (25.7 km) in which it was "necessary to 
lose over 700 feet of the height in the first four miles, 
due to the abrupt falling away of the land from the 
plateau to the Piopiotea Val ley , in which lay the only 
practical route northward" (Lee 1982:281). The area 
under discussion here is that on which the Raurimu 
Spiral was eventually built, and it is to the ingenuity 
of R. W . Holmes that the world acclaimed 
engineering feat is indebted. Abandoning the costly 
nine viaduct system proposed by Browne and 
Turner, Holmes set about adjusting Rochfort's 
original line down the Piopiotea Valley by way of a 
massive earthworks system. M u c h has been written 
on the subject of alternate routes surveyed and 
subsequently abandoned and on the technical 
detailing of the Spiral alignment and grading (Lee 
1982; Fletcher 1978), however, the focus here 
pertains more specifically to a matter of 
archaeological interest: the earthworks themselves. 
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1.9 The Spiral 

Heading south, the l in 50 grade begins 
immediately after leaving the station-yard at 
Raurimu, the line describing a horseshoe 
bend with a radius of seven chains and a 
half. It makes two more curves of similar 
radius ... then enters a tunnel 418 yds long. 
Before emerging from this the line begins to 
curve again round the hill on what is 
practically a circle of eight chains and a 
quarter radius. It enters almost immediately 
another tunnel 100 yds long, and on 
emerging continues the regular curve, 
eventually crossing the first tunnel at a 
higher level, and then striking off towards 
Waimarino (NZM 11/4/1906: 67) 

Lee (1982:281) points out, in accordance with my 
own observations (see Chapter 2), that because of the 
Hope Gibbons Building fire, in which Public Works 
files were destroyed, information relating to the 
construction of the Spiral "is a synthesis of 
fragmentary evidence rather than an analysis o f a 
mass of data." Newspaper accounts, in their regular 
reports on the progress of these massive earthworks 
tend to be more descriptive, with attention paid to 
various problems encountered by the workers, while 
the Public Works Statements, intended for an 
entirely different audience, make for extremely dry 
and pedantic reading. For that reason 1 have quoted 
the appropriate journalistic fragments rather than 
attempted to rewrite them. It is important to bear in 
mind that the entire Spiral construction, from the 
initial bush clearance at Raurimu through to the final 
plate-laying at National Park, was accomplished 
under the co-operative system (see below) with pick 
and shovel technology in the short space of two 
years and seven months (Pierre 1981: 85). 

At the farther end of the large tunnel there 
is a fil l ing 18ft or 20ft deep over the bed of 
the Arl ine creek, and then the line 
immediately enters the smaller tunnel. 
Some difficulty is being experienced in 
working these two drives at such close 
quarters owing to the contracted banks of 
the creek affording no room for disposing 
of the spoil. At the mouth of the larger 
tunnel preparations have been made for 
washing and screening the spoil, the gravel 
of which wi l l be used for the cement work. 
Water has been laid on froma higher level 
for this purpose ... Beyond (the shorter 

tunnel] ... there is a a cutting 26 chains 
long which for seven or eight chains 
averages over 60ft in height. Then the 
creek has to be crossed on a f i l l ing which 
is 100ft in depth at its deepest. Beneath 
this there is a concrete culvert 300ft long 
and 2ft bin in dimensions, the walls being 
2ft thick throughout. A l l the stone for this 
had to be carted along the bed of the creek. 
From this f i l l ing the line passes through 
another cutting ranging up to 52ft in 
height at the point where it crosses the 
tunnel on the line below (NZM 11/4/1906: 
67). 

A l l the streamlets had to be culverted in 
concrete. One of these culverts, beneath 
the big bank, is 300ft long, and has a 2 7, fl 
opening, with walls 2ft thick. The big 
tunnel, that o f a-quarter o f a mile in 
length, is now driven over 500ft, and is 
lined with concrete for half that distance. 
It has a greater diameter than any other 
tunnel in the colony, which may be 
necessary for the larger and more 
powerful engines that w i l l be used on the 
line from Taumarunui (AWN 13/9/1906: 
17). 

The big tunnel was started at Christinas 
last year, although "1906" is worked in 
cement on the mouth o f it (AWN 
13/9/1906: 17). 

[Men] are working three shifts a day, not 
only in the tunnels, but in the big cuttings, 
and in the largest cutting they are making 
a double drive; ... one lot of men is 
tunnelling through the cutting and another 
lot working above them until they meet, 
and the whole face is cut away (NZM, 
5/12/1906: 51). 

1.10 The co-operative system 

In 1891, Richard Seddon, Minister for 
Mines and Public Works in Ballance's Liberal 
Government, introduced a co-operative system for 
railway construction which was aimed at redressing 
the problems inherent in the contract system and at 
providing a relief scheme for the country's 
unemployed. Prior to that date the contract system 
was used to construct major works initiated by the 
Voge l scheme and was still used after 1891 on 
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Figure 1.2 The Raurimu Spiral: note location of Pukerimu Clearing. {AJHR, D - l , 1908) 
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certain viaducts and tunnels on the central portion of 
the M a i n Trunk. One of the principal reasons tor the 
demise of the contract system was that the 
contractors themselves had developed a reputation 
for making unrealistically large profits, ruining their 
sub-contractors and neglecting their workers. 
Consequently the Liberal Government, elected 
primarily by the working class and the unemployed 
and spurred on by the failure of the contract system, 
sought to eliminate the private contractor altogether 
and regain control of Public Works standards and 
expenditure. With the introduction of a new, more 
humanitarian system linked to a policy of maximum 
employment, work was to be made available for 
those who were prepared to do a good day's labour 
with pick and shovel (Fletcher 1978; Gibbons 1977; 
Herbert 1954; Noonan 1975). 

The system, which was first put to the test 
on the West Coast in the year of its implementation, 
involved the costing of lengths of line by 

departmental engineers who then offered the job to 
gangs o f workmen. Initially the gangs were to 
consist o f up to fifty men, amongst whom the wages 
would be equally divided, but Seddon modified the 
number to ten or twelve for ease of communication 
and compatibility of work skills. Although 
supervised in theory by the engineer, ultimately the 
men, under the more immediate supervision of their 
elected head, were responsible for their own 
discipline (Gibbons 1977; Noonan 1975). A special 
commissioner, reporting from Raurimu in 1906, 
listed the following responsibilities of an elected 
head man: "seeing that the work is properly carried 
out, the prevention of accidents, pitching of tents, 
correcting levels, receipts of money due for work 
done, signing receipts, seeing that the orders of 
overseers and engineers are executed, and so on" 
(AWN 30/8/1906: 18). 

Figure 1.3 Navies at work in a pumice cutting near Raurimu c. 1906 (ATL F-700-1/4 Labour Department 
Collection). 
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Figure 1.4 Navvies at work. A cutting at Raurimu, possibly the Spiral c. 1906. (ATL F-22453-1/2) 

The pros and cons of both systems were 
debated by politicians (NZYB 1894:234-242; NZPD 
Vol .112, 8/8/1900:422; Vol .138,23/10/1906:484) , 
journalists (AWN 10/5/1906: 22) and by those more 
immediately involved such as the Raurimu ganger 
who sums up the local situation: 

We got a progress payment of 8s 2d a day 
but we were working in clay, papa, 
sandstone, and boulders. We dug out some 
tree stumps left by the bushmen, but when 
we charged for them they were disal lowed. 
We had 11 days work in the first month, 
but in the next month we got in 21 days. 
Our wives were supposed to receive half-
pay while we were away. M y wife got £2 
0s 6d for the first, and next month got £ 3 
15s, but had we been paid for the actual 
labour done we should have got 9s odd 
for every day. A l l I got for my work was 
£11 11s for 32 days. When the inspector 
comes round he stays about five minutes 
while we may be working on soft stuff 
which has already covered up the hard ... 
There are two inspectors for work 
stretching over 30 miles, and the engineer 
only comes into the cuttings on measuring 

days (AWN 17/5/1906:21). 

A s a result o f some of the conditions under 
which experienced navvies found themselves 
working, many were quitting the job each month. 
One correspondent, in a letter to the AWN editor, 
noted "I was quite surprised to find on my stay at 
Raurimu this month the number of old hands that 
had vacated the works, many of them being gangers" 
(31/5/1906: 20). 

A Government sawmill at Kakahi (just 
south of Taumarunui), designed and constructed by 
the Public Works Department in 1904, provided 
timber at cost for railway works, including totara 
sleepers, station and bridge timber, public buildings 
and workmen's homes (NZM 31/1/1906: 61; 
18/4/1906: 72). Connected by a siding to the M a i n 
Trunk, it averaged an output of "10,000 super feet" 
of timber per day (RBY V o l . 2, No . 40:515) 

1.11 Making the final connection 

Hauled by P W D locomotives over hastily 
laid temporary track, much of which was 
unballasted, the first through passenger-train, the 11 
car "Fleet" parliamentary special, ran from 
Wellington to Auckland on 7/8 August 1908 and 
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returned ten days later. T w o hundred invited 
dignitaries arrived in Auckland in time to welcome 
the Amer ican "Great White Fleet", but sadly were 
too late to attend the pantomime performance of 
"Mother Goose" for which they were booked. Three 
months later, on 6 November 1908, the last spike 
was ceremonially driven at Manganui-o-te-Ao by the 
Prime Min i s t e rS i r Joseph Ward and the North Island 
M a i n Trunk was officially opened (Noonan 1975; 
Pierre 1981). In the words of M r Jennings (member 
lor Egmont), this connection, was to mean: 

a complete revolution as far as business is 
concerned, and an alteration in the nature 
of the country, owing to the denudation of 
the forest, and the lands being brought into 
a state of cultivation for pasture pursuits... 
B y the connecting up by means of a 
railway of the great cities of Auckland and 
Well ington the centre of the North Island, 
which embraces the electorate I have the 
honour to represent, wi l l become the most 
prosperous part of the Dominion [NZPD 
Vol .143 23/7/1908: 755). 

1.12 Discussion 

Huyck (1988:307) suggests that "by 
definition most |historical | sites commemorate the 
great and famous". Constructed as a practical 
solution lo a topographical problem, the Spiral 
commemorates the "engineering feat" of Holmes, 
and from the outset was conferred with monumental 
status and potential archaeological significance. It 
also represents part of a massive colonial investment 
in a circulatory system thai linked the nation more 
effectively to the global economy, while internally 
exercising control of place (Grey 1994). The human 
investment involved in the massive earthworks, 
although acknowledged, has not received the 
attention it deserves, while in archaeological terms, 
the monument has been privileged at the expense of 
the mundane. It is my intention in the chapters that 
follow to foreground the people and structures 
representative of one of the unheralded sites along 
Ihe path of this circulatory system and to situate 
them in relation to the heralded town that evolved in 
its wake. 
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODOLOGY 

|T |he pace of change in general during the 
twentieth century has been so great that 
pa r t i cu la r objects , manufac tu r ing 
processes, buildings and structures, have 
been rapidly superseded and abandoned, 
altered or destroyed (Marsden 1993: 143). 

M y interest in Raurimu's history was first 
elicited by an old photograph (see Frontispiece) 
taken in 1925 just prior to the devastating fire which 
virtually destroyed the town's main commercial 
district. Having decided to develop this interest 
further, I soon realised that as portrayed, the image 
represented only the final manifestation of the town's 
frontier days and that behind that Hol lywood film set 
facade lay a brief but complex history. 

Based on the facts that the settlement's 
earliest Pakeha history had left virtually no surface 
remains, that there was no clear consensus amongst 
the local or ex-residents as to the actual locality o f 
key structures in the tent town, and my contention 
that any sub-surface remains would be minimal, I 
made the decision to base my archaeological and 
anthropological inquiry on a range of documentary 
mater ia l . Broadly defined in this case, 
"documentary" includes, apart from the written 
material: oral testimony, photography, maps, and 
even the landscape itself as a readable historic entity 
(see Lewis 1993). A broad reconnaissance of the 
area over several visits, in which I noted such things 
as changes in the level or direction of roads, added 
practical information, which, when collated with the 
documentation, provided the necessary archaeo
logical dimension. 

Deagan sees historical archaeology as 
having a unique data base through "simultaneous 
access to multiple categories o f evidence" (1988: 7) 
and posits that " |m|uch of the best recent work on 
historical archaeological issues in the modern world 
ultimately relies more heavily on documentary, 
cartographic or geographical data in its 
interpretations" (1988: 10). Her theoretical stance is 
predicated on the complexities of the post 1500 
world system, (including New World colonialism), in 
which approaches to the past can no longer be 
realistically confined to a single discipline. In terms 
of formulating questions for my own research, 
especially in the early stages of background reading, 
this approach became not only appropriate, but also 

necessary, and in accordance with Buckles, I: 

kept in mind | the fact] that anthropological 
investigations re la t ing to ra i l road 
construction are conducted in an area of 
interest well trod by geographers, econo
mists, historians, industrial archaeologists, 
and many others" (1983: 221). 

Archival material has made up the bulk of 
evidence used in this paper. Newspapers and other 
"transient documents" (Pitt 1972: 27), photography, 
and historical maps, although all coming under the 
broad umbrella of "archives", are dealt with in more 
detail in separate subsections of this chapter, as the 
nature of the analysis required deserves individual 
attention. Another section is devoted to oral 
testimony and its significance for historical 
archaeology. 

Many of the files I looked at in the National 
Archives consisted of extremely fragmentary 
material. For example, nearly everything that relates 
to the Wellington Provincial area, including 
Waimarino County, is at Head Office in the Capital, 
but material specific to Raurimu, of which there is 
precious little, has on occasions elusively slipped 
between the Auckland and Wellington offices. Such 
was the case with the Taumarunui Police and 
Magistrates Court files. Having already located some 
in Auckland . I was told that the rest were in 
Well ington, contradictory to the latter's records. 
Eventually, after a considerable telephone debate 
between archivists from both centres, it turned out 
that Wellington did indeed have them secreted away 
in storage and that they would update their files 
accordingly. 

One of the reasons for the dearth of Public-
Works material pertaining to Raurimu and the Spiral 
is explained in the fol lowing extract from the 
Minis t ry of Works and Development Series list, V o l . 
1, held at National Archives Head Office, 
Well ington: 

The Hope Gibbons building fire of 1952 
destroyed almost al l o f the yearly number 
records and some subject files ... The bulk 
of the subject files concern railway 
construction. They give details of land 
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acquisition; organisation of construction 
work; supply of materials; letting of 
contracts; problems a r i s i ng f rom 
construction; and progress made ... A 
small quantity of records preserved in the 
series relates to public buildings, roads, 
accounts and staff and other matters. 

Listed in the Public Works Department 
Registers were many entries concerning such files 
once held on Raurimu and associated railway 
construction matters. Their absence led to more 
conjecture on my part, but also to a determination to 
piece together the fragments that I did have, albeit 
less definitively than I had hoped. A positive side to 
this loss is that it reinforces my discussion on the 
role of fire (see Chapter 5) in Raurimu's history and 
how the destruction of archival evidence resonates 
with that of the archaeological evidence. 

Religious institutions are, as Pitt (1972) 
explains, extremely valuable sources of anthro
pological information, although like all other 
institutional material, these records are subject to the 
philosophies and agendas of the agency concerned. 
The area of bias that eventually concerned me the 
most, was that as I could locate and access the 
archives and records of only one denomination, the 
Roman Catholic Church, my account o f religious life 
in the tent town might be unbalanced. I have tried to 
rectify this by using secondary accounts o f the work 
of other missions in the area during the time of rail 
construction (see Chapter 4). 

2.1 Newspapers 

Mrozowsk i (1988: 189) advocates the use 
of colonial newspapers for "analytical and 
interpretive purposes" in historical archaeology 
claiming that through them "the flow of information 
concerning prices, events, and opinions was greatly 
facilitated". These "[tjransient documents [with 
their| ... limited circulation or life span" (Pitt 1972: 
27) proved, in the absence of a significant body of 
other archival material, to be a major source of 
primary information pertaining to Raurimu between 
1905 and 1908. 

I also consulted the newspapers for specific 
information centering on widely reported events such 
as the 1910 and 1925 fires. However, partly because 
of time constraints and partly because my study is 
not a chronological investigation of Raurimu's 
history, I did not research the intervening years using 
this medium. 

2.2 Photography 

One of the easiest ways to access, but also 
to misinterpret the recent past, is through the 
photographic record. Early twentieth century 
representations are often loaded with intentions and 
ideologies not immediately evident to the late 
twentieth century observer, unaware of the political 
or personal agenda behind the image, or of the often 
laborious and unspontaneous nature of photography 
itself. Formal and austere images, as Mackay (1992: 
15) points out, reflect the technical limitations of 
slow exposures in extremely difficult conditions and 
rarely depict the "|s|ickness, injury, violence, 
drunkenness and despair [that were such| common 
features of frontier society in New Zealand." Land 
and townscapes too are often products of a gaze 
determined by the time lapses involved and are 
therefore intentionally either unpopulated or 
foregrounded by static posed groups who belie the 
frontier dynamic. Invariably the reciprocated gaze is 
towards the eye of the camera, resulting in an image 
that is both temporally and spatially frozen. 

Most o f the early (1904-1909) photographs 
I accessed were professionally or commercially taken 
to be published in concert with the construction of 
the M a i n Trunk and subsequently reflect the 
modernist concept of progress and expansion linked 
to the still valid imperialist ideals of colonisation and 
the settlement of "idle", potentially productive land. 
Colonia l hegemony, cited by Edwards (1992: 12) as 
the "primary contextual mode" for anthropological 
photography during this period, can also be seen as 
the context in which official photography pertaining 
to rail construction was located. She goes on to point 
out, however, that other "hidden histories" invariably 
lie beyond this initial interpretation (ibid.). For me, 
the construction camp photographic images 
presented an opportunity to search for otherwise 
invisible evidence of the lives of men and women in 
relation to their transient architectural structures. 

The later photographs, taken after the 
completion of the railway, either relate to more 
specific newsworthy events, with the 1925 fire being 
the predominant example, or are commercial 
postcards taken from viewpoints carefully selected to 
show the established town at its photogenic and 
marketable best. Invariably this viewpoint is 
determined in one way or another by the Spiral, 
either as the point from which the photograph is 
taken or as the subject of the image itself. In addition 
to townscapes pertaining to both phases, I managed 
to amass a collection of public images of the Spiral 
earthworks and the co-operative labourers involved 
in its construction, plus some "acceptable" images of 
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leisure activity presumably intended to counteract 
popular perceptions of frontier towns as 
"uncivilised" dens of drunkenness and ill icit 
behaviour. 

With such a collection of photographs that 
is biased in terms, firstly, o f what has survived and 
secondly, in the way in which the content was 
censored and tailored for a nationwide audience, it 
was impossible to reconstruct more than a 
fragmented visual history. However in conjunction 
with other equal ly fragmented mate r i a l , 
interpretations of these images becomes plausible. 
This interpretation is incorporated into the 
appropriate chapters of my text. The photographs 
were used in the fol lowing ways: 

1. Comparatively: 

B y matching two or three images up with 
each other, I was able to gain an overall picture of 
the old commercial district, and ascertain its location 
and layout. However I was less successful in placing 
a crucial photograph of the tents and huts (F ig . 3.1) 
in relation to that district. Roads and landforms gave 
few clues as the former have been radically modified 
in some places while the latter were, more often than 
not, obscured by dense bush. In reconstructing the 
camera's distorted vision through my own 
photographs, successful comparisons have been 
achieved, although some of the earliest shots remain 
infuriatingly enigmatic. A more complete set of 
images documenting the establishment of the 
permanent township south of the railway crossing 
enabled me to locate most structures without too 
much trouble. I was then able to make comparisons 
with some of the very earliest photographs of that 
part of town taken while rail construction was still in 
progress. 

2. As an adjunct to oral history: 

Photographs were also used to actively 
assist the memory jogging process in interview 
situations and to facilitate a mutual exploration of the 
town's history whereby "the informants are relieved 
of the stress of being the subject of the interrogation 
|instead becomingl ... expert guides leading the 
fieldworker through the content of the pictures" 
(Collier, 1986: 106), identifying, where possible, the 
functions of buildings or their placement when 
pictured out of context. 

3. As a means of studying social 
relations: 

Given the considerations, outlined above, as 
to the relatively one dimensional (frontal) way in 
which people were posed in these photographs, it is 
not surprising to find that little of the dynamic of 
everyday life is revealed for public consumption. 
Women and girls rarely figure and one might be 
forgiven for assuming that they were not there. 
However, evidence to the contrary is discussed in 
Chapter 4 . What the photographs do suggest about 
gender relations, in the light of such evidence, is that 
dichotomising concepts of outdoor/public and 
indoor/domestic space as gender specific, are 
operative in this particular community. 

2.3 Maps 

In acknowledging the value o f historical 
maps for use in the field of historical archaeology, 
Seasholes (1988) cautions the researcher to steer a 
middle course between two alternative positions 
which see the use of such maps as either unreliable 
because of their potential inaccuracies, or as being 
visual statements of unquestionable truth. In maps, as 
in all documentary analyses, the contextual 
circumstances of their production and the potential 
audience at which they are aimed, are factors of vital 
importance, as are problems of cartographer bias, 
which may lead to certain information being 
emphasised or omitted. In addition to these 
considerations, and pertaining particularly to maps, 
are the drawing skills and accuracy of both the 
surveyor and the draughtsperson (ibid.). 

Nearly all of the maps I have located are 
related to official Government activities such as 
surveys, crown grants (within the area designated 
"town") and railway construction, or are broader 
informative (official) geographical records des
cribing topography, road systems, vegetation and soil 
patterns or land tenure. Naturally, since the source of 
most of these maps were repositories of official 
information such as the National Archives , L I N Z , 
and AJHR, they provided me with virtually no 
material for an understanding of the unsurveyed tent 
town and its associated commercial structures. 
However 1907 survey maps of the site, designated as 
the future permanent township of Raurimu, clearly 
indicated where building had already taken place and 
the lots set aside for institutional structures such as 
the post office, police station and school (see 
Chapters 3, 4, 5). Because there was a temporal 
overlap between the commercial occupation of the 
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original township site and this later heralded site, it 
was possible to postulate how social relations might 
have contributed to, or have been mediated by, 
Raur imu 's physical layout. 

In order to illustrate the rapidity at which 
surface remains, in the absence of a rebuilding 
program, can completely disappear, I used the 
electronic alidade and plane table to map visible 
remains extant in the commercial area of Raurimu 
destroyed by fire in 1925 (see Chapter 5). A s can be 
seen from the resulting map (big. 5.15), very little 
remains, apart from the original kerb, the post office 
and some small concrete and brick structures. 

2.4 Oral history 

Oral history has a valuable role to play in 
his torical , and in particular, 20th century 
archaeology, in that it provides a sometimes crucial, 
o the rwi se unrecorded, l ink between the 
archaeological past and the ethnographic present. 
However , as they operate on a highly subjective 
level , transmitted memories can appear to create 
more problems than they solve and, because of the 
interactive nature of the process between interviewer 
and interviewee, can also be problematic at the 
interpretative level. T w o early proponents of the use 
of oral testimony in historical archaeology. Brown 
(1978) and Schuyler (1978), saw its application 
serving a dual role as part of a wider 
interdisciplinary approach involving: firstly, "the 
(then] emerging fields of ethnohistory, ethno 
archaeology and folklife studies" (Purser 1992: 25) 
and, secondly, its use as a supplemental aspect of site 
history, facilitating identification and description of 
archaeological finds. More recently, among other 
developments, attention has turned to addressing 
issues of interviewer bias by examining the role of 
research agendas in determining question content 
and interview context (ibid.), thereby positioning the 
discipline of oral history in a more elastic, self-
reflexive environment where negotiation (see Agar 
1980) is continually interwoven with dialogue. 

M y use of oral history was limited, in that 
the period under investigation extends too far back in 
time for the memories of all but a few people now in 
their eighties and nineties. Criteria for selecting 
informants were therefore based on their willingness 
to be interviewed, their state of health, and their 
proximity to Auckland, Well ington or Raurimu (my 
research bases). 

A l l up, I conducted three audiotaped 
interviews, one untaped interview based around 
photographic evidence, and talked by long-distance 
phone to several people who had some interesting, 

and often relevant information. I realize that my 
sample is quite small, but the logistics involved in 
accumulating a larger one were prohibitive, given the 
available research time. However, the contributions 
of these few people were extremely informative and 
underline the significance of an approach that, for 
historical archaeologists, involves "access to new 
sources | i .e . , | individuals not normally encountered 
in the two dimensional | written and photographic | 
record" (Huyck 1988: 310). 

Brown discusses and advocates using the 
"photo interview" as a major focus for archaeological 
research and found it preferable to actually taking 
informants to the site concerned, since the memories 
evoked by such a visit were "those of emotional 
significance... rather than recollections of immediate 
value to the archaeologist" (Brown 1978:280). From 
a 1990s viewpoint, it is easier to see how such a 
positivist attitude might account for Brown's overall 
disappointment with the contributions of his 
informants, and yet, I too experienced this 
disappointment in terms of locating physical 
structures that I felt convinced must still exist in 
some aggregated memory. Early in her six year case 
study at Paradise Val ley , Purser, having been 
frustrated by what appeared to her as "a long, 
rambling, and somewhat unfocused answer" changed 
her approach to incorporate "a more inclusive 
method and broader focus" and subsequently 
"learned to see oral history as performance, as 
communication, as collaboration, and as authority" 
(Purser 1992: 29). In replaying my own audiotaped 
interviews, I have also come to see connections and 
answers I failed to appreciate initially. 

Although my interviews were not solely 
concerned with town layout, this was a considerable 
preoccupation, especially since I felt sure someone 
would have remembered seeing the remnants of 
wooden structures from the earliest settlement or that 
their parents might have, in telling some florid tales 
of encounters at rival billiard saloons or boarding 
houses, passed on the requisite information. I 
basically needed one or two such landmarks to assist 
me in identifying the location of some of the earliest 
photographs. On a more day-to-day level I was 
interested in the concept of isolation, access to 
facilities, the social functions of certain buildings 
such as the station tearooms, whether there was any 
connection between social relations and settlement 
layout, and how that might have changed over time. 
In terms of the 1925 fire, I wanted to establish 
whether buildings were rebuilt and how the 
townspeople coped in its aftermath. 

Despite an increased interest in oral history 
as a field technique within historical archaeology, 
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Purser (1992) found that its actual use continues to 
be marginalised and incidental, and blames logistical 
problems such as "the belief that we simply cannot 
get there from here, either because our site sits too 
far back in time from any l iving potential narrator, or 
because current local communities have no lineal 
connections to the people who created the 
archaeological components we want to interpret" 
(Purser 1992: 28). One of the things that surprised 
me was that, in such a rapidly changing environment, 
even one generation is noticeably dislocated from the 
next and may not be able to pass on the kind of 
archaeological information normally taken for 
granted from a family or group of people who have 
been established in one area for generations. The 
lack of lineal connection complicated my study in 
that descendants of transitory railway workers who 
actually settled in R; lunmu once the line was built 
are few and far between, and although I was able to 
locate one whose grandparents did move with the 
construction camps, their transmitted memories are 
as sparse as the archaeological surface evidence. In 
fact it appears to me that memories pertaining to the 
tent town days are generic rather than specific, and 
are passed on in terms of the broader (King Country) 
issues such as sly grogging, and gambling. 
A couple of my informants thought that this was 
because their parents or grandparents were just too 
busy building a future to discuss the past, or that 
"Nobody questioned it" (interview no. 3). When I 
asked one of them whether her grandmother ever 
mentioned the difficulties of life in the camps, her 
reply was that "she never mentioned enjoying it, but 
she never mentioned not.. . no she didn't talk about 
it" (interview no. 1). 

Hamer (1990) attributes the differing 
concept of history to the fact that townspeople did 
not have a vision of themselves creating a past, and 

that ultimately this attitude, this "'future' orientation 
was seen as a key feature distinguishing New Wor ld 
towns from Old World towns" (Hamer 1990: 168). 
Caught up in the conviction that theirs was, or had 
the potential to be, an ideal society, colonial New 
Zealanders "deliberately and unconsciously 
concealed many of the realities about their own 
condition" (Fairburn 1989: 269). Such stoicism 
becomes even more understandable in the particular 
frontier context examined here, with Noonan's 
(1975: 76) claim that, because of an increasing 
conservatism in New Zealand alter 1900, "there was 
little sympathy for the co-operative workers who 
complained about their obviously inadequate 
conditions." 

One noticeable difference in my informants' 
accounts of the town just after the 1925 fire was that 
their perception of its economic recovery pivoted on 
that of their own family. For some of them, the fire 
was an early childhood memory, the gravity of which 
was influenced by their parents' quite different 
personal experiences: "life just went on" (interview 
no. 2) or "nothing was ever built again [and| a lot of 
people went away" (interview no. 3). Another 
resident who was a young adult at the time claimed 
that "they just picked up and carried on" (interview 
no. 4) 

These conflicting views are mediated by a 
large panoramic photograph of the town taken just 
weeks before the fire (see Frontispiece). It is a 
moment frozen in time, encapsulating the memory of 
a vibrant and economically viable frontier town, and 
takes pride of place on the walls of homes, both in 
the town itself and throughout the country with 
residents who left decades ago. M y impression is that 
this is the Raurimu that people want remembered. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RECONSTRUCTING THE CONSTRUCTION TOWN 

Working from the broader picture to the 
more specific, my intention in this chapter is to 
locate the tent town and its associated structures, 
define its limits and then to consider layout. I then 
look at the structures and, where possible, their 
interiors and briefly discuss food storage and 
sanitation. With the departure of the railway workers 
the tent town disappears, leaving virtually no surface 
evidence, save for a few flimsy wooden buildings. 
Throughout the chapter, I consider the embodiment 

of early 20th century modernist attitudes towards 
"progress" and "civilisation" in the development of 
new towns and how this thinking was reflected in 
Raurimu from its earliest days. 

3.1 The transitory nature of railway 
construction towns 

Railway construction camps are, by 
definition, ephemeral and incidental to the landscape 
in which they are located, but at the same time exist 
in symbiosis, albeit temporarily, with the cultural 
modification currently being imposed on that same 
landscape. Their potential archaeological invisibili ty 
is perhaps best illustrated in the fol lowing quote by 
" A Lady Rambler" in reference to a North Island 
Main Trunk railway settlement. 

Canvas-town sprang up here, [ Ongaruhe| 
and existed for many months, i f not for 
years, and then vanished in a day ... The 
majority of the workers upon the M a i n 
Trunk Railway line live in funny little 
brown felt huts, which are served out by 
the Government. The measurement of the 
dwelling is about 6ft by 7ft, and it is made 
in sections, and takes to pieces and puts 
together again like a puzzle ... They are 
very often supplemented by tents arranged 
as an annexe, according to taste. A 
chimney of corrugated iron o | r | o f logs is 
usually placed at one end, the entry being 
at the other. About 2000 workers are 
employed one way and another, I am told, 
in connection with the line, so that these 

with their wives and families make quite a 
community. A s many as possible settle 
clown in one spot, and quite a town springs 
up immediately, tents, huts, shanties of all 
kinds, with a large, square tent in the 
middle of the settlement to serve as a 
school, and also as a general meeting 
house. When the work in that part of the 
country is so far completed, the township 
moves on. 'The Government huts are taken 
to pieces and neatly packed, every section 
properly ticketed and numbered; tents are 
struck, goods are packed up; the train is 
loaded up; men, women and children 
scramble on board and away they all go, 
bag and baggage, lock, stock and barrel. . . 
'The settlement is deserted save for a few 
stranded weatherboard cottages, too 
difficult to move, and which are left by the 
railway station, to form the nucleus of a 
future country town (AWN 25/7/1907:17). 

Another correspondent also summed up the 
itinerant nature o f life on "the front" as the 
encampment moved into position at Raurimu, 
claiming that "|t|he time occupied in the removal and 
re-erection of the buildings was three days. In that 
period the whole of the buildings, which contain the 
supplies for over 1000 men and 400 horses at work 
on the line, were shifted on, and Oio was shorn of its 
glory" (TP 15/1/1907:2). The lattertown's successor 
was thus destined to become quite suddenly "the 
largest railway camp ever seen in this dominion" (TP 
16/7/1907: 2), so much so, that in an earlier paper it 
was referred to as a "new-born city" (TP 16/10/1906: 
3). 

I lamer (1990) suggests that descriptions of 
the internal development of towns were frequently 
couched in evolutionary terms analogous to the life 
phases of birth, infancy and maturity. Captions on 
some contemporary photographs reinforce this 
notion applying biological terms such as "embryo" 
(Fig. 3.1) to describe Raurimu in its (prenatal) tent 
phase, thus corroborating the idea that as a town it 
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Figure 3.1 Raurimu: " A n embryo township" (AWN, 20/12/1906:17). (RBY Collection Neg. 3249) 

Figure 3.2 North Island Main Trunk, shifting camp: Small houses are built in sections and are easily conveyed from 
place to place. (Auckland Public Library Neg. A12145) 
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Figure 3.3 Sketch of H.J . Lowe ' s camp, adapted from 1903 original . ( L S - W 1 , 22693, V o l 1, Box 434. N A Wn. ) 

Figure 3.4 Location of Lowe ' s camp/Pukerimu clearing. 
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does not yet exist, but at the same time carries the 
implication of expected growth and expansion. The 
reason for this sudden growth was that, around the 
middle of 1906, Raurimu became the headquarters 
for the construction of the north end of the North 
Island Main Trunk Line with "the entire staff being 
shifted from Piriaka" (ATL M S Papers 1073). 

C . M . Herbert, in his M A thesis examining 
the changing patterns of Public Works settlements 
between 1919 and 1949 points out that road and rail 
schemes, as a rule, produced small settlements of a 
temporary nature which followed a fixed line along 
a predetermined route and were deemed 
inappropriate for excessive expenditure. In such 
circumstances the general policy was to make use of 
existing services and facilities and lo provide the 
kind of temporary structure that could readily be 
relocated to the next site (Herbert 1954). Al though 
the department's fiscal attitudes may have been 
similar vis-a-vis worker housing in 1906, the frontier 
nature oi this particular linear expansion through the 
K i n g Country required that some basic facilities be 
installed in Raurimu from the outset. The temporary 
nature of the housing itself, its initial location and its 
position in relation to these facilities w i l l be 
examined further in this chapter. 

3.2 The Pukerimu Clearing 

With the exception of a couple of boarded-
up, derelict houses in upper Raurimu. there is no 
extant surface evidence of either the earliest survey 
camp/s referred to by district surveyor H . J . Lowe 
(LS-W1,22693 V o l . 1, Box 434. N A Wn.) or o f the 
railway construction town and its attendant 
structures. The earliest description I was able to find 
referring to a camp site in the immediate vicinity 
comes from the New Zealand Mail, which ran an 
investigative series written by the Special 
Commissioner to the Wellington Railway League. 
The northbound correspondent describes how "at 
sundown we reached Trainor's camp at Pukerimu (a 
Government clearing on the edge of the bush), where 
Messrs J . Heard and R. Hughes, Ihe only occupants, 
made us heartily welcome, as is the bushman's 
fashion" (NZM 26/7/1900: 62). 

The newly marked roadman's reserve 
mentioned in H . J. Lowe ' s 25/3/1903 letter to 
Wellington's chief surveyor (LS-W1,22693 V o l . 1, 
Box 434. N A Wn.) and the camp situated on, or in 
close proximity to, this reserve, indicated in survey 
sketches (ibid.) around the same time, is the most 
l ike ly candidate for the above-mentioned 
Government clearing. This in turn seems to match 

what was generally referred to as Pukerimu Clearing, 
and is indicated on an official railways map as a 
substantial oval shaped area adjacent to the "old 
main track" (Fig. 1.2). Another map dated 1903 (LS 
M i s c , 1524. N A Wn.) , attests to a "temporary road 
reserve" defined by a rather different outline. 
Morphology aside, the road reserve and Lowe 's 
camp match up in relation to the road/track and lie 
just south of the Kaitieke Road turn-off as it exisled 
at that lime (Fig. 3.3). Structures in connection with 
Pukerimu clearing include a "roadman's hut and 
pataka" mentioned by Lowe ( L S - W 1 , 22693 Vol.1, 
Box 434. N A Wn.) and, presumably the same 
building, a "roadman's whare" in which the assistant 
surveyor, E . A . Marchant encountered the roadman 
in a "weak state" as a result o f attempted suicide 
(ibid.). 

A secondary source (Daily News 18/6/1977: 
5), which claims that "|t|he first land cleared in the 
area was beside Field 's track where the present road 
to Kaitieke branches off from the main highway", 
corroborates the location but not the function. 
Accord ing to this writer, mounted police who 
patrolled the track set up a resting post on a ten acre 
stretch of land there and erected the first building in 
the area. Unfortunately, without referenced sources 
I cannot be certain of the date the writer is referring 
to, but it must be considerably earlier than the 
September, 1906 opening of the first official 
Raurimu Police Station mentioned by police 
historian, Charles Spicer (1988). 

3.3 Locating Raurimu's tent town 

When engineering cadet, Peter Keller first 
arrived in Raurimu in March, 1905 he encountered 
"all-pervading forest | in which] ... |t|he only 
clearings were those for the service road and for Ihe 
construction of the railway" (ATL M S Papers 1073). 
This service road, not to be confused with the road/ 
track just discussed, ran alongside the section of the 
railway being constructed from O i o to Raurimu, but 
just north of the Ar l ine Creek, branched off from the 
road leading down to the station site and climbed the 
h i l l on which the Spiral was to be built (Fig. 3.11). 

It appears that there was some confusion as 
to the precise location of the tent town almost 
immediately following its dismantling. Henry 
Humde l l , for example, in his impressions as 
recorded in New Zealand Memories (No. 2:73), 
recalls that around 1908, when he arrived in the town 
"the other side [of the present main street]... had the 
skeletons of the tents that the navvies had lived in 
until the line was through." Although there were 
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tents on this site, none of the following primary 
evidence, including photographs taken in the 1907/8 
period, give it credence as the location of the earliest 
main settlement. 

One of the most clarifying newspaper re
ports in terms of location comes from a Taumarunui 
news correspondent who wrote: 

There is only one business street in 
Raur imu; about the centre it swerves to the 
right and runs down to the southern 
extension of the township, about a mile 
from the first settlement. This is the 
locality from which the permanent 
township wi l l undoubtedly spread. It holds 
at present the post office, town hall, 
school, railway station, and public-
buildings. M r . .1. D . Louch. engineer in 
charge of the construction works on this 
section, has offices at the extreme south of 
the extension, near the railway station (TP 
16/10/1906: 3). 

This last comment clearly defines the 
southern limit o f the extension and is validated by a 
1907 township plan which shows, along with the 
post office, hall and station, the " P W D engineer's 
residence" (Fig . 3.12). We can then use this point as 
a datum from which to work in the opposite direction 
in the hope of defining a northern limit. Problems 
inherent in this definition arise, however, because of 
the dispersed nature of the railway camps, which at 
this point in time are still "dotted along the way" 
from Raur imu to O i o (NZM 5/12/1906: 52). 

O l d photographs have not proven to be 
particularly useful in terms of specifying location 
because the intrusive nature of the bush disguises 
otherwise readily identifiable landscape features that 
could be visually compared with their present day 
counterpart. Streams are rarely visible and old roads 
are no longer viable. What appears to be road 
formation in some cases is actually preparation for 
plate laying of the railroad. However, as one would 
expect, certain connections can be made between the 
photographic image and the (chronologically linked, 
but not necessarily accompanying) written text. A 
right hand swerve in the road, as mentioned above 
(TP 16/10/1906: 3) can be clearly identified in F i g . 
3.1, but this is complicated by the cadastral map 
( L I N Z SI9/28.14) showing the service road from 
O i o with at least three right turning doglegs within 
the specified mile north of the station. One 
informant, pointing to an approximate area on the 
map just north of the present day "upper town", told 
me that: "Original ly | the | road used to come right 

through from O i o and the tent town was in there" 
(interview no. 2).' Her knowledge, although 
secondhand, does fit with the emerging picture of a 
settlement without a clearly defined northern 
boundary. Without more photographic data such a 
boundary continues to be elusive, if not meaningless. 
Rather than attempting lo define the northern 
periphery of railway construction settlement in the 
area, a more satisfactory approach to an 
understanding of location, and ultimately layout, is 
to concentrate on the specific available information 
positioning the commercial structures that served the 
tent town in relation lo Ihe station area. 

Kel ler observed in his reminiscences thai 
"there were some wooden buildings at Raurimu but 
they were just beyond the north end of the station 
yard" (ATL M S Papers 1073), while some 18 months 
later, in view of the prospect of permanence, news 
reports speculated on the probability "that if the 
township does grow, it w i l l be in the immediate 
vicinity of the railway station half a mile further on 
from the old township" (TP 15/1/1907: 2). Another 
commented that: "The main street approaching from 
this end is in [a| shocking state, being nothing but a 
quagmire ... The more permanent part of the 
township is centering around the railway station 
further south, and most of the old business portion is 
likely soon to be a thing of the, past" (TP 16/7/1907: 
2). By the late 1920s this prophecy seems to have 
been fulfilled. According to a one-time resident 
(pers. comm.) who arrived in the town at that time, 
virtually no sign remained of the old commercial 
area. Only "a few old houses" stood on the site. 

3.4 Archaeological reconnaissance 

Puzzled by the conflicting oral, photo
graphic and textual evidence as to the exact location 
of the tent town (not to be confused with the 
commercial area which served it), I decided to 
investigate the physical nature of the land in three 
likely sites. 

1. The area in the vicinity of the present level 
crossing where the old service road 
commences its ascent of the hil l on which the 
Spiral is located. 

The service road was originally built to facilitate the 
construction of the Main Trunk. Although now totally 
overgrown, it still figures prominently on up to date 
computerised maps in the Wellington office of LINZ. Bends in 
that road also match the right hand swerve as seen in the 
photograph and as described in the Taumarunui Press 
(16/10/1906:3). 
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2. The area just north of the commercial structures 
(described above) 

3. The overgrown part of the service road from 
Oio , north of the present day pumice pit. 

The first o f these sites was the one which 
most closely corresponded to the photographic 
evidence in that it was the only one with a fork in the 
road (see foreground of Fig . 3.1). A similar 
photograph, depicting the branching road more 
clearly, is described in Roll Back the Years (Vol .1 , 
No. 16: 144) as being the site of "preacher's corner" 
and one is led to believe from the caption that the 
location is indeed just north of the crossing. While 
this location was fine on paper, it became 
problematic when I visited it and noted how radically 
incompatible the level area depicted in the 
photographs was with the present topography. 
Although allowing for the quite considerable road 
modification which has occurred in this part of 
Raurimu, evidenced, for example, in old overgrown 
steps terminating a good half metre above the present 
road, I still found it impossible to link the two 
dimensional images with the actual site. Another 
inconsistency can be found in contemporaneous 
photographs which show telegraph wires extending 
the length of the old commercial area but not 
continuing on into the part of the camp depicted in 
Fig . 3.1. 

Eventually I found a photograph from the 
same period (Fig. 3.10) which, when matched with 
other photographs of the main commercial street, 
undoubtedly situates Stirling's Boarding House and 
Store on the south side of the point where the service 
road begins its ascent (see Fig . 3.11). This finding 
confirmed my suspicion that the structures in F ig . 
3.1. were, in fact, located further north in one of the 
other predicted areas, and that the forked road in the 
photograph no longer exists or is overgrown. 

The second possible site for a large cluster 
of tents has no basis in photographic, oral or textual 
evidence, but I include it partly because there is a 
large flat area suitable for tents and partly because it 
is adjacent to the old commercial area. It also has 
undergone radical road modification. A s noted 
below, the living structures were haphazardly placed 
throughout the settlement so it is very likely that all 
three of the "sites" discussed here had some 
structures on them. 

The third location, a Hat area on the now 
overgrown and inaccessible service road north of the 
pumice pit has been specifically pointed out, by one 

of my informants, as being the most l ikely site for 
the particular cluster of structures depicted in F ig . 
3.1. A swollen stream prevented my reaching this 
area, but an aerial photograph (source unknown) in 
the possession of one of the locals, revealed a 
substantial flat area alongside the service road which 
corroborates the oral evidence. 

3.5 Settlement layout 

Prior to the 1907 survey and subdivision of 
its " town" and "suburbs", Raurimu's layout was to 
all intents and purposes anarchic and was perceived 
by the public as such. As late as December 1906, a 
correspondent for the New Zealand Mail noted that 
"|t|he township has not yet been surveyed [therefore 
people could] pitch their camps without charge 
wherever they please" (NZM 5/12/1906: 52). 
Certainly, in the eyes of a Taumarunui journalist, 
the settlement was "showing evidence of having 
been chucked together in a hurry - a great hurry, to 
catch the Government dollar. There is no pretence to 
street artitecture [sic] or formation: the trees have 
been chopped down, the logs rolled to one side, and 
the huts or tents run up promiscuously" (TP 
16/10/1906: 3). 

Other writers of the time make similar 
observations which reflect condescending attitudes 
towards the transient worker, for example: 
"[Raurimu] is however, merely a bush 
settlement,and not laid out as a town, the residents 
simply getting permission from the Engineer to camp 
there" (TP 12/3/1907: 3), and "[t|he tents, huts and 
humpies are dropped wherever convenient to their 
tenants. N o settlement plan is adhered to and no 
attempt is made at alignment. W h y should there be? 
After a l l , Raurimu is only a navvies' camp" (AWN 
30/8/1906: 18). Neither writer really sees a future for 
Raurimu, the idea being that the entire settlement 
wi l l move on with the line, as it has done lo date, or 
simply "fall to pieces as soon as the line is done" (TP 
12/3/1907:3). Although other encampments, especi
ally those with permanent structures, have left the 
"germ" of an established town in their wake, the 
Weekly News journalist fails to see any of "the signs 
usually associated with the opening up of a new 
town" (AWN 30/8/1906: 18). In reality, such well 
ordered signs of permanence have been manifested 
in the careful positioning of institutional structures 
right from the earliest days. 
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Figure 3.6 Commercia l buildings in the original township. (RBY Collection Neg. 1040) 

Figure 3.7 Commercia l buildings in the orignal township showing Moore and Crump's bil l iard saloon (second 
building on left). (RBY Col lect ion Neg. 1907) 



Figure 3.8 Site of original commercial township. Look ing north. 
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Figure 3.11 Reconstruction of Raurimu, 1906 (with structures shown in Jan. 1907 survey added). 
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Hamer (1990:177), in discussing the 
evolution of the perception of a frontier town, 
describes three stages which 1 see as applicable to 
Raurimu. although not necessarily in such a linear 
fashion: 

1. Where, because of the scattered shanties and 
their attendant dirt and squalor, only the present 
is perceived. 

2. Expressions of the future start to emerge. 
3. On ly the future is seen. 

The way in which these time perceptions 
translate into a spatial dimension in terms of 
Raurimu's layout are outlined below. 

1. Tent living 

Although the tents and shanties were initi
ally scattered along the way from O i o to Raur imu. 
there are photographs from 1906/7 depicting quite 
intense concentrations of this method of housing 
(e.g.. F i g . 3.1) and news reports describing, for 
example, how "almost the whole of the township is 
composed of tents, only relieved here and there with 
wooden huts and a few corrugated iron buildings" 
(NZM 31/1/1906: 61). These structures, as we have 
seen, are described as disorderly in layout and would 
have been perceived as "primitive". The majority of 
workers in the town at this stage were only interested 
in making a l iv ing and, in the case of many of the 
disi l lusioned immigrants, in returning home as soon 
as possible (AWN 23/81906: 25) (see Chapter 4). 

Census details for 1906 (p. 12) show 1,292 
Europeans out o f a total of 2,787 l iving in 510 "tents 
and dwell ings with canvas roofs" (mostly one room) 
in the Waimarino County (the total figure includes 
nine "half-castes" but this table does not include the 
Maori population that officially stood at 728 (p. liv)). 
The majority of the tent-dwelling Europeans 
mentioned were engaged in the construction of the 
Main Trunk and its related service roads, therefore it 
is safe to assume that a substantial proportion was, at 
that time, l iv ing in and around Raurimu, and that few 
envisaged a permanent future in the town. 

Raurimu, in its unheralded phase is elusive 
in terms of layout. The only canvas structure that can 
be plainly located in 1905 is the school marquee 
which, despite moving along the line with the 
workers, receives honorary permanent status as a 
"c iv i l i sed" institution by virtue of its position "near 
the post office" (NZM 5/12/1906: 52). 

One informant, in a taped interview, 
describes the transitory nature of the tent-school: 

they must have lived in Piriaka because 
that's where my mother started school , . . . 
when they were at Ohongo |Owhango| , 
she went to the marquee down Whakapapa 
Road, then they shifted to Oio , then they 
shifted to Raurimu ... and the marquee 
went with them (interview no. I). 

For a clearer vision of layout in the early 
days, it is necessary to look more closely at wooden 
or more "permanent" structures, some of which can 
be identified in more than one photograph. North of 
the station yard, as already discussed, lay the old 
main street with its substantial commercial buildings. 
Kel le r describes the principal ones in 1905 as "two or 
three boarding houses, a couple of billiard saloons 
and a couple of stores" (ATL M S Papers 1073), and 
in 1906 it was noted that, despite being just "a camp, 
and nothing more,... there are a good many wooden 
buildings in the place - a workman's hall, several 
billiard-rooms, boarding houses, stores, and post 
office" (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). A l so listed were: 
"butchers, bakers, [and] blacksmiths" (NZM 
5/12/1906: 52). For some people there was, 
therefore, i f not a future, certainly a financially 
rewarding present to be had in Raurimu. In fact six 
general stores are said to have existed 
contemporaneously by 1907 and were reportedly 
doing good business despite population loss (TP 
10/5/1907:2). O f all the structures referred to here, I 
have, through conversations with locals, been able to 
locate only the approximate site in the upper town of 
two bill iard saloons, one baker and "a shop". 
Boarding houses were more ubiquitous and would 
have been situated in strategic positions along the 
service road. "The Tunnel", being the first one 
encountered on the journey from Raetihi (NZM 
5/12/1906: 52), was presumably positioned 
somewhere on the road above the Spiral while, at the 
bottom of this same road, Stirling's store and 
boarding house occupied a prime corner site. 

It is impossible to describe and locate every 
wooden structure relating specifically to the 
construction camp, but the main point I wish to make 
in relation to unheralded Raurimu is that the majority 
of buildings pertaining to that phase were located 
north of the present day railway crossing and that 
most of those situated on the site of the "future town" 
were generally of an institutional nature and 
prefigured permanence. In terms of the latter, 
photographs and maps have assisted in precisely 
locating significant early buildings such as the 
workman's hall, the original post office, (which prior 
to its removal to Raurimu was used as a hospital in 
Ongarue), the public works department engineer's 
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residence and a nearby stable and trap shed ( A A T E , 
A986/14()b. N A A k . ) . 

2. Permanent beginnings. 

A s the town began to relocate early in 1907, 
scrappy, temporary structures appeared throughout 
the site, as testified in wide angle photographic 
panoramas (AWN 25/7/1907; 19/9/1907). A t this 
point the town struggles to attain integrity, with 
recently felled trees littering the foreground and a 
wall of impenetrable bush providing a backdrop to 
buildings on the main street. Such representations fit 
Harrier's discussion of "a powerful urge to develop 
order in the landscape |through| ... bird's-eye views 
... the ultimate symbol of human order on the 
wilderness" (Hamer 1990:198). He also notes the 
frequent use of such evolutionary terms as 
"primitive" and "civilization" in perceptions and 
descriptions of emerging towns (ibid.: 204), a line of 
thinking expressed at the time in the local press, who 
observed that "recently the settlement had put on a 
more civi l ised appearance through the addition of a 
number of buildings of wood, which were gradually 
replacing the calico tenements" (TP 16/10/1906: 3). 
Wood here is obviously synonymous with 
"progress". 

In order that the town could be relocated to 
this position, an enormous amount of f i l l was shifted 
onto the swampy base at the back of the main street. 
Spicer (1988) claims the fil l came from the Spiral 
excavation, while some locals insist it came from 
Oio. Either way, the significance is that the 
deposition of large quantities of f i l l , often mixed 
with refuse, was a frequent occurrence on historic-
sites and could, if not recorded, lead to 
archaeological misinterpretation (Deetz 1977). 

The workman's hall, opened in November, 
1905 (WT 13/11/1905: I), played a significant multi
functional role in Raurimu's history. By 1906 it 
housed the school by day with a total of eighty 
pupils, provided a venue for the Raurimu 
Entertainment Committee in the evenings (RBY V o l . 
1, No . 16), church services of varying denom
inations (New Zealand Herald\NZH\22/8/1906: 8), 
Whitehouse's L iv ing Picture shows (TP 5/10/1906: 
2), and in 1907 it was the scene of a legal enquiry 
fol lowing one of Raurimu's frequent fires (AWN 
10/1/1907: 31). The school tent itself, which 
remained on its site until at least 1907, was used as 
a library (RBY V o l . I, No . 16) and was also 
advertised as the venue for auctioning thirty newly 
surveyed town sections (TP 18/6/1907). 

Initially, in 1907, the Raurimu goods-shed 
served as the stopping point for the trains (TP 

15/1/1907: 2), but by the following year a newly 
built, class 5 station is photographically recorded as 
a functioning entity. The same photograph (AJHR 
1908 D - l ) shows that a marquee, possibly the old 
school tent, had been moved on to the railway yard 
site o f the yet to be built, privately owned, Spiral 
Refreshment Rooms. 

Early 1907 also saw the construction work 
underway on a new Boarding House opposite Ihe 
station site (TP 15/1/1907: 2) on lot 16, shown in a 
1907 survey map ( L I N Z S O 15639) and in a map 
advertising sale by auction ( A A D S , W3740, folder 
181, N A Wn.) . In 1908 and 1909, this section came 
up for auction yet again with the same unfinished 
building (ibid.: folders 182 & 184). Photographs 
taken over these three years (e.g., F i g . 5.4) 
corroborate this evidence, revealing in each 
incomplete framework but never the final structure... 
a metaphor of the future perhaps, for a forward 
looking town. 

3. The growth of the established town 

B y 1910, Raurimu had emerged as an 
important railhead for the farming regions in the 
Kaitieke district and was establishing itself as a 
sawmil l ing town with a promising future (see 
Chapter 5). L ike many other new colonial towns it 
"soon acquired a past, but it seemed that nobody 
wanted to know about it" (Hamer 1990: 173). I [erein 
lie some of the problems I had in gathering 
information from people who grew up in this later, 
heralded, period of the town's history without any 
real interest in its itineranl background. 

The 1907 survey delineated reserves 
especially set aside for institutions already 
functioning (e.g., police station, school, post office, 
hall) but not necessarily in their designated position, 
in addition to several recreation areas and of course, 
road and rail reserve. Although the hall was 
appropriately located from the beginning, the post 
office was not built on its (section 13) site until 1914, 
while the school site was not utilised as such before 
1917. The main business district, including the Spiral 
Hotel constructed in 1910, really only started to get 
established just prior to Wor ld War II and, as 
discussion in Chapter 5 w i l l show, was to have a 
relatively short life as a thriving town. 

3.6 Description of structures in the 
railway camp 

They are partly tents, partly cottages, 
partly slab huts and wholly nondescript, 
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Figure 3.12 Raurimu 1907. ( L I N Z , S O 15639). 
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original and miscellaneous. At every turn of the 
road, as you get near Piriaka, and on beyond, 
you come across something new in architecture. 
Here are boards three feet up from the ground 
and a tent clapped on the top of them. Here are 
walls of punga, a chimney of the same and a 
roof of sacks. Here is a frame house with 
canvas window, and here a tent with a 
galvanised iron chimney. Here a cutting in the 
hillside makes two walls and a floor, to which 
are added an iron roof and two other walls o f 
just anything. These are the temporary homes of 
the co-operative labourers working on the 
railway (WT 20/6/1904:2). 

One woman, (interview no. I) described 
how her grandparents, as a young couple with four 
small children, "shifted from place to place ... they 
lived in tents and my grandfather always boarded the 
sides of the tents for more comfort ... A s the line 
progressed they moved on" from Piriaka to Raurimu, 
where the idiosyncratic architecture described by the 
Waikato Times journalist was just as prevalent. 
Photographs (e.g.. F i g . 3.1) verify the rough and 
somewhat insubstantial building materials used, with 
canvas, wood and corrugated iron predominating. 
Boarded up sides, although commonplace, were 
usually added at the owner's expense, as were 
replacements to ripped tents (Gibbons 1977). The 
Public Works Department was hardly generous in its 
handouts. 

Noonan (1975) notes that P W D 
accommodation standards barely improved in the 
twenty years from 1891 when the first co-operative 
workers employed away from home were provided 
with the standard issue 6ft x 8ft tent (1.83 x 2.44m), 
and that works engineers concerned for the comfort 
of their employees were reprimanded for supplying 
over and above the stated limit of two tents and three 
flies. However the department did feel that, where 
the raw material was readily available at a reasonable 
rate, it might just be possible to make single room 
huts available in place of tents. In the case of 
Raurimu this issue was an urgent one as winter 
conditions were appalling at times and tents could 
not withstand the heavy snowfalls. Discussions in 
Parliament, with M r Jennings (the Member for 
Egmont) expressing the most vociferous concern, 
initially centered around whether co-operative 
workers on the North Island Main Trunk should be 
supplied with discarded timber and bark for flooring 
the tents. To this request M r Hall Jones, the Minister 
for Publ ic Works, had seen no objection to providing 
boarding from the Government sawmill at Kakahi at 
cost-price, "or of allowing the men, on application, 

to use any waste material suitable for the purpose" 
(NZPD V o l . 132, 12/7/1905: 491). 

Engineering cadet, Peter Kel ler , on his 
arrival in Raurimu around this time, was issued with 
the standard tent along with what may have been, 
because of his position, the privileged addition of "a 
wooden floor and weather boards round the sides" 
(ATL M S Papers 1073), but it was, nevertheless, only 
a tent! Differential treatment by the department was 
alsoexpressed in favourof newly arrived immigrants 
in Raurimu. In a lengthy series of articles relating to 
condit ions on "The Front" , a newspaper 
correspondent wrote of the small red huts, commonly 
known as "the English huts", which housed married 
immigrants and their families. Measuring 9ft x 7ft 
(2.74 x 2.13m), the huts were built in sections by the 
Public Works Department and could be erected in 15 
minutes and, presumably, dismantled just as rapidly 
(Fig . 3.2). The roof was made of felt, the window of 
cal ico. Containing two bunks and a brick fireplace, 
they were considered satisfactory for two men but 
hardly suitable for a married couple, let alone a 
family. Locals , it seemed, irrespective of their marital 
status, were housed in tents (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 
Further south however, the department, in 
acknowledgment of the freezing winter conditions, 
was by this time "building and supplying wooden 
huts to the men on the Waimarino Plains, and the 
Makatot i [sic] viaduct, at a small rental" (AWN 
12/7/1906:36). B y 1907, M r Jennings, in discussing 
the decision retrospectively in Parliament, explained 
how "to-day any man with a family working on the 
North Island M a i n Trunk Railway can get a wooden 
hut i f he cares to do so. But some of the women told 
the H o n . M r . Hall-Jones and myself that they 
preferred to live in the tents; it suited them better" 
(NZPD V o l . 139,4/7/1907: 103). Unfortunately the 
reasons are not given. 

It appears that problems relating to housing 
conditions for railway construction workers 
employed under the co-operative scheme were not 
limited to the M a i n Trunk. M r Rutherford, the 
member for Hurunui, in putting in a plea to 
Parliament for better treatment of these workers, 
described a South Island railway construction scene 
as: 

a lot o f miserable tents in which there were 
men, women and children with mud-
covered feet... children with chilblains on 
noses, ears and toes ... |a |nd all those 
women asked for was a few rough boards 
to lay down on the floors of their tents .... 
W e l l , a short time afterwards the Minister 
for Public Works told me that he had sent 
down instructions that these people were to 
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be supplied with boards on application. 1 
took it for granted, o f course that they 
were to be supplied free, but ... on my 
return I found that the boards were 
charged for (NZPD Vol.138, 23/10/1906: 
492). 

He went on to point out (citing the Shearers 
Accommodation Act) the double standards of a 
Government that insisted that private employers 
should properly house their employees while at the 
same time housing "their [own | co-operative men all 
the year round in miserable, dirty, floorless tents -
the tents being paid for by the occupiers" (ibid.). 

Herbert argues that, even as late as 1919, 
the starting point of his discussion on public works 
settlements, because of ineffectual organisation the 
workers were powerless to demand the enforcement 
of better l iving conditions. This situation was not to 
change until 1920, when a major rethink in public 
works policy brought about the Dominion Public-
Works and Construction Workers Agreement No . 1., 
which specifically stated that tents, where used, 
"must be floored, framed and have timbered sides 
with fireplace and chimney attached. N o more than 
one man was to be housed in each tent and in no case 
shall workers be asked to live in tents during the 
winter months" (Herbert 1954:27). 

3.7 Interiors 

Peter Kel ler ' s rather gr im description of the 
interior o f his public works tent gives us an 
impression of what it must have been like for the 
luckier workers who were issued tents with boarded 
sides and floors: "There was a bunk with loose 
timber slats at the bottom, but it, like the floor was 
soaking wet ... There was no mattress" (ATL M S 
Papers 1073), although he was soon to obtain a good 
one made of chaff (ibid.: 8). In most situations the 
M a i n Trunk railway workers were responsible for 

Another function served by papering was to 
draught-proof the vertically boarded huts which, 
because they were often constructed while the timber 
was green, would contract as they dried leaving gaps 
between the boards (RBY V o l . 2, N o . 31: 354). 

Furniture was rough, sometimes thrown 
together from wooden boxes (Al l en 1984) and often 
there was little real definition between interior and 
exterior, with tables, benches and cooking equipment 
in the open and a few boards as makeshift flooring. 
Presumably this arrangement was to alleviate the 
cramped l iving conditions within the canvas 
structures. Henry Humde l l , in his early impressions 

installing their own bunk frames, fitting the sacking 
mattresses, and constructing their fireplaces and 
corrugated iron chimneys (Pierre 1981). It was the 
large fireplace, dominating one wal l , which kept the 
otherwise draughty structures warm, and in the case 
of the tent school, at least two stoves were used to 
heat the enclosure in the winter months (NZM 
5/12/1906: 52; TP 16/10/1906: 3). 

One specific wooden structure, presumably 
intended to be of a more permanent nature, is 
described in Roll Back the Years ( V o l . 1, No. 16: 
137) by M r E. C . Brock, whose father moved to 
Raurimu in 1905 to work as a blacksmith's striker. 
The 20ft x 10ft (6.1 x 3.05m) rimu slab cottage with 
its canvas covered single window, had both roof and 
fireplace constructed from corrugated iron and was 
curtained off into two rooms which were re-papered 
on a regular basis by the latest edition of the Weekly 
News. The decorative function of weekly papers and 
their pictorial supplements is a recurring theme. One 
of the "long timers" interviewed by Elizabeth Al len 
in her book on the Waimarino district recalled how 
" |o |ur mother papered the interior walls [of the 
family slab whare in Rae tihi] with pages from 
'Auck land Weeklies ' using home made flour and 
water paste" (Al len 1984: 215), while in Raurimu it 
was noted that: 

the interiors of the immigrants' huts are 
made a little brighter by pictures from 
illustrated papers, printed cards, with such 
legends as "God bless our home," and 
"What is home without a mother?" also 
texts of scripture. Quaint little mantleshelf 
ornaments, in the shape of china dogs and 
shepherds and shepherdesses - rough ware, 
common enough in English homes 50 or 
60 years ago - are to be seen in several of 
the huts (NZH 22/8/1906: 8). 

of life in Raurimu, explained how his mother had to 
cook all their meals in a camp oven over an open fire 
outside their two-roomed whare and how he "used to 
wonder why |she] was so often in tears" (New 
Zealand Memories N o . 2:73). For the majority of 
men l iving in the camp, however, cooking was not a 
problem as meals could readily be obtained from one 
of the many boarding houses (NZM 5/12/1906: 52). 

Interior photographs relating to this period 
are, for technical and lighting reasons, few and far 
between. The only one I have located is taken inside 
Moore and Crump's billiard saloon and coach depot 
and shows their two billiard tables, which, being 
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Figure 3.13 Interior of Moore and Crump's billiard 
saloon (RBY Col lect ion Neg. 2793.) 

unusually well lit, lend themselves to such exposure. 
It is interesting to note that the saloon interior is 
completely devoid of people, with the emphasis 
thereby on the tables themselves rather than saloon 
activity, suggesting that possibly the photograph was 
intended as some sort of advertising promotion or 
was taken as an official record for insurance 
purposes (Fig. 3.13). 

3.8 Food storage and sanitation 

Accord ing to AUTV's rather biased special 
commissioner, the New Zealanders and the 
Australians in Raurimu were somewhat more 
sanitary in their ways than the English immigrants 
about whose l iv ing arrangements he made the 
following comment: 

Household refuse was pitched outside the 
tents or huts, and there is no latrine 
accommodation of any sort. The houses in 
many cases are perched upon the banks of 
the Ar l ine creek and other watercourses, 
the water from which is used for drinking, 
and the drainage of the dwellings runs into 
them. Wells are common, and water may 
be had by digging a few feet down into the 

pumice, but the spongey nature of the 
topsoil, and the fact that many wells are on 
slopes below tents and huts, strengthens 

the belief that the water cannot escape 
contaminat ion with sewage (AWN 
30/8/1906: 18). 

It seems, however, that the Public Works 
Department was about to rectify the water situation 
by damming a stream, piping pure water into the 
camp and ensuring that taps were easily accessible 
(ibid.). The resulting "excellent water supply", 
described in the Taumarunui Press a lew months 
later (TP 14/12/1906: 2), corroborates the earlier 
report and shows that the department had the health, 
if not the comfort o f its workers at heart. 

Cult ivation and food storage barely figure 
in the available documentation, with the only account 
I have of the latter describing how, for freshness, 
food was deposited in a "suitably lined tunnel," 
bored into a nearby pumice bank (RBY V o l . 1 N o . 
16: 137). Gardening, due to the temporary nature of 
the settlement and its poor soil , was generally 
avoided, although it was observed that "here and 
there are evidences of intention to form garden 
patches" (AWN 30/8/1906: 18). Supplies came from 
"the north" (ibid.), presumably by train and /or 
coach, with outrageous prices (see AWN 17/5/1906: 
21) reflecting the cost of transportation. 

3.9 The demise of the tent town 

B y M a y 1907, the Taumarunui Press 
observed "a noticeable slump in Raurimu ... 
consequent on the railway workmen being moved 
further along the line" (TP 10/5/1907: 2), and that as 
proverbial doornail" (TP 28/5/1907: 2). It was also a 
result, the town is "getting as dead as the noted that 
"|p]lace and people look dirty ... it is surprising that 
Raurimu has not long since been decimated by 
disease or met its fate by fire" (TP 20/12/07: 2). 

Claims that "|s]ome 2000 people lived here 
until recently, the population being now much less" 
(TP 20/12/07: 2) can be checked against various 
official figures. 1907 is the first year that Raurimu 
(or Pukerimu) is listed in Wise's Directory and has 
fifteen registered inhabitants in addition to "a 
fluctuating population of railway hands". One year 
later, the figure is higher (20), but by 1909 and 1910 
has dropped noticeably to six and eleven 
respectively, indicating the interface between the 
temporary unheralded rail construction settlement 
and the established, permanently settled railway / 
sawmilling town which was to see the population, as 
recorded in Wise's, grow quite rapidly until 1925. In 
terms of overall population, these figures are, of 
course somewhat misleading as their listing is gender 
biased, but relatively speaking they reflect the 
general demographic trends, given that the town's 
population was predominantly male in the first 
decade of the 20th century. The A p r i l 1906 Census 
(p.51) reveals that in fact the Ruapehu Riding had a 
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total population of 1,446 of whom only 256 were 
female. Raurimu township was recorded as having 
459 of that total. This reflects a rather arbitrary 
geographical definition of what was commonly 
known as Raurimu, since the populations for "Main 
Trunk line" and "Oio - Raurimu Road" along with 
several other roads in the immediate area are 
separately listed. Together they would have 
approached a figure closer to, but more conservative 
than, the Taumarunui Press's "2000" (F ig . 3.14). 

Late 1907 saw the railhead and its 
entourage advance beyond the top of the Spiral , and 
with the moving population went the tents and 
mobile huts. More substantial structures, many 
relatively new, were not considered to be worthy of 
removal as they had been constructed from white 
pine (kahikatea) (TP 24/12/1907: 2), which was 
known to rot within ten years when left untreated 
(AJHR 190904:32). 

The transition was poignantly noted: 
"Deserted huts are numerous along the road - some 
of the owners have only gone to get a Christmas 
lubrication, others have left never to return. Store 
receipts, sauce bottles, and old pots and tins are the 
only evidence remaining of industry that existed a 

short while ago" (TP 24/12/1907: 2). 
News items on Raurimu in the Taumarunui 

Press decrease quite noticeably in concert with the 
move. The town barely gets a mention after the end 
of 1907 (until approximately 1910/11) and instead 
other settlements start to figure in its place. Police 
and court records also shew a sudden drop in crime 
about the same time thus corroborating population 
loss and the beginning of the transition period (see 
Chapter 5) 

.3.10 Comment 

Although the alignment of canvas and early 
wooden structures was considered anarchic, the 
survey of the "future" town area, conducted at the 
beginning of 1907, ensured that provisions were 
made for an "orderly" settlement that would succeed 
the tent town. Even in the 1905/1906 period, the area 
in the vicinity of the railway station was earmarked 
for more formal purposes. These issues in 
combination with those pertaining to social life in the 
tent town wi l l be discussed at the end of the next 
chapter. 

Figure 3.14 Graph showing male/female ratio in Ruapehu riding (Apr i l 1906 Census.) 



CHAPTER 4 
LIFE IN THE RAILWAY CONSTRUCTION 

SETTLEMENT 
(between 1900-1908) 

Raurimu was once considered to be a "rip 
roaring frontier town" (RBY V o l 2, N o 32: 368). 
Several hundred English navvies were brought out to 
work on "The Front", as the advancing railhead came 
to be known, and many of these men, some with 
families, were employed at Raurimu. The railway 
camp, in the early days, housed around 1,500-2000 
people and was socially marked by gambling and 
rampant sly grogging. In this chapter, I look at the 
circumstances surrounding a multitude of social 
issues in the camp with a specific focus on gender 
that aims to resituate women in a railway history that 
has tended to ignore them. I also address the issue of 
transient communities and the private enterprise that 
accompanied them. Final ly, I pull together 
information from this and the previous chapter to 
look at spatial distinction in the town's layout, which 
in spite of initial appearances has a stamp of order 
placed on it by virtue of its having been earmarked 
for development. 

Despite the transitory and ephemeral nature 
of the construction camps, there are indications that 
continuity existed in certain aspects of social life as 
the workers and their families moved on down the 
line, consequently instigating a rather fragmented, 
but nonetheless emergent sense of community. 
Already manifested in the peripatetic school 
marquee, this continuity is a process that I w i l l 
further investigate in this chapter. M y primary data is 
entirely based on documentary evidence: newspaper 
reports, photographs, manuscripts and official 
government material such as the Apr i l 1906 Census 
and Parliamentary debates. Secondary data comes 
mostly from broader historical accounts, many of 
which are varied interpretations of the already 
mentioned material. M y own interpretation comes 
from an archaeological perspective, but in the 
absence of physical evidence, remains partial in both 
senses of the word. M y bias is an attempt to 
counterbalance the residual "official" view of railway 
construction camps as rough, almost exclusively 
male, establishments where the actions of women and 
children are invisible. In an encampment such as 
Raurimu which has left virtually no mark on the 
archaeological landscape apart from the massive 

earthworks of the Spiral itself, the problem of 
women and children being twice removed from 
history demands a gender-based examination of the 
documentary record that wi l l accord all human 
actors an appropriate place in that history. 

Undoubtedly, as the 1906 Census figures 
show, Waimarino County had a European population 
that was predominantly male. Females outnumber 
males only in the 3-4, 11-12, and 14-15 age groups. 
For adults o f all ages the gap is substantial with 
females aged between 20-80 making up a mere 16% 
of the total non-Maori population (Census, A p r i l 
1906: 215). Given that single men were sent out on 
to the windswept Waimar ino Plains and that the 
private contract camp (see Gibbons 1977: 62) at 
Makatote Viaduct was barely conducive to family 
life, it would be safe to assume that the female/male 
ratio in Raurimu itself was slightly less disparate. 
C la ims , such as Gibbons ' , that "few wives and 
children went to the camps" (ibid.), although true in 
many cases, have not, to my knowledge, received the 
kind of critical examination that they require. 

4.1 Who was there? 

A p r i l 1906 Census figures for nationalities 
in the Waimarino (p. 173) show the English to be the 
second largest group (452) of "Bri t ish" individuals, 
after the 1,400 N e w Zealanders in the area. They 
were followed by the Australians (399), the Irish 
(281) and the Scots (128). O f those classified as 
"Foreign", the Germans are most representative with 
a total of 21. The Maor i total for Waimarino was 
recorded as 728 (ibid. : l iv) . In Raurimu itself, the 
police lock up charge book, although listing only six 
offences from 12/12/1906 to 17/5/1907, covers this 
ethnic range in that English, Irish, Scots and 
"Colon ia l " are all represented ( P - T M I 40, 1. N A 
Wn. ) . 

In 1906, as part of the "big push" to 
complete the M a i n Trunk, the call went out to Britain 
for 1000 railway navvies (see Chapter I) who were, 
along with their families, to be given assisted 
passage to New Zealand (AWN 19/4/1906: 21; 
Gibbons 1977). Despite a flood of applicants, official 



figures for the year ending 31/3/1907 show that only 
279 "navvies" and their families (507 "souls" all up) 
actually arrived (AJHR 1907, D-9:1-2). For some of 
these immigrants, Raurimu was to be their first home 
in this country. On the whole, New Zealanders were 
reputed to interact amicably with the Australians and 
the English in what was described as "a rough, but 
perfectly genuine kind of camaraderie |wi th little 
more to dispute other than)... the merits o f the long-
handled shovel as against the short-handled 
implement" (AWN 30/8/1906: 18). 

Prior to 1906, it is difficult to establish who 
was l iv ing in the immediate vicinity. In the previous 
chapter I discussed the presence of surveyors ' and 
bushmen's camps which it seems were sparsely 
populated. The earliest photograph that I have seen of 
the first township is dated 1904 and depicts a group 
of men and young boys in front of M r Baghursf s 
butcher shop and shows numerous other wooden 
buildings in the background (New Zealand Memories 
No. 2: 74). By this date the township is reasonably 
well populated, presumably by people engaged in 
what Buckles (1983: 216) refers to as "activities 
ahead of the tracks." In the case of Raur imu, this 
would have consisted of bush felling, rock cutting, 
clearance for the railroad bed and service road 
construction. 

Maori presence in the immediate area at the 
turn of the century has been even more difficult to 
establish. Peter Keller , in his reminiscences, claimed 
that, in the early 1900s: 

the stretch of country between Taumarunui 
and Ohakune.. . was either crown or native 
land. N o townships had been surveyed nor 
had any land been cut up for settlement. 
There were not any Maoris resident in the 
stretch referred to though there were plenty 
both at Taumarunui and in the Ohakune-
Raetihi district (ATL M S Papers 1073). 

Newspapers provide much of the primary 
information concerning life in the early settlement of 
Raurimu around 1906/1907, and it is on this period 
that I w i l l now concentrate. Naturally, being in search 
of a good story inclines the writer towards 
information that is topical, even sensational and 
certainly selective. The arrival of a group of Engl ish 
immigrants in a rain-drenched, freezing Raur imu in 
the middle of winter and the treatment that was 
accorded them makes an excellent piece of 
journalism, but in addition provides unique historical 
and anthropological information that would 
otherwise be lost to us. 

According to the AWA 7 special commissioner 
who interviewed several families in Raur imu: 

) t |he co-opera t ive workers are 
complaining bitterly of the conditions ... 
their cheques have been very small this 
winter ... The English navvies are, with 
few exceptions, very disappointed with 
their lot, and express themselves in a very 
forcible manner as to the way in which 
things were represented to them in the Old 
Country (AWN 12/7/1906: 36). 

These immigrants were, among other 
things, told that "|t|he New Zealand winter 
resembles a fine English spring" (AWN 5/4/1906: 
20). Three of these navvies tell the story (as reported 
to the above commissioner) of their arrival in their 
own words: 

Navvy 1 

I was shown a lot of pictures of New 
Zealand - lakes and mountains, and all like 
that: but I did not want to know about 
them. I wanted to go out to work, and to 
know what the place was like to live in. I 
saw no pictures of the M a i n Trunk 
railway. There was nothing like this ... 
When we arrived at Raurimu we were shot 
out o f the coach without any place to go. . . 
we were given five huts. There were 17 
grown people, married men and women, 
and eight children, and we all had to pig in 
together in these huts. ... Now we're all 
right. We 've got a hut a piece [per family | 
(AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 

Navvy 2 

The dumping of a big party of us down in 
the mud here, with no shelter for the 
women and children, was a very cruel 
thing. Most of the people had not a penny 
in the world. The boarding houses could 
not take them in, and they sat out in the 
rain until night, when some of them went 
into the engineer's unfurnished house 
(AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 

Navvy 3 

Thirty Five of us went in . We were all 
soaking wet and very hungry ... Wel l two 
big fires were lighted in the unfinished 
house, and the men dried themselves in 
one room, while the women dried 
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themselves in another ... Some of the 
women and children slept in their deck 
chairs, and did not take their clothes off, I 
heard for ten days or a fortnight. A n d yet 
we were told everything would be all ready 
for us (AWN 30/8/1906: 18). 

Navvy 2 

I was coming out to get a l iving. The 
London unemployed don't want to know 
whether there are trout or deer to be had 
out here. What they want to know is: Is 
living easier in New Zealand? Can we get 
enough to eat there? Is there a better 
chance of work in the colony than in 
London? ... |After six weeks in New 
Zealand he was reasonably satisfied]... We 
live rent free, and there is all the wood we 
want for the cutting ... but I had a chicken 
house in London that was larger than this 
hut. There is no comfort up here, and I 'm 
hoping to save up enough to get back to 
England (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 

Unfortunately, with the "deduction for tent, 
shovel, and axe, [and] train fare" (AWN 15/3/1906: 
44), many of the navvies found themselves almost 
immediately in debt to the local storekeeper, a 
situation not uncommon during the construction of 
the Ma in Trunk line (see Gibbons 1977) and with 
low wage averages as a result of time lost to bad 
weather, the prospects o f leaving looked bleak. The 
Auckland Weekly News, commenting on this debt, 
pointed out that " |m|any of the men ... cannot get 
away. Some of them, with families, cannot move at 
all or else they would be in town again quick and 
l ively" (AWN 17/5/1906: 21). Prohibitive prices for 
some of the necessities of everyday life exacerbated 
the situation, "things are very, very dear up here" one 
of the women in the camp explained, indicating a 
hanging lamp "that cost 3s 3d here, and at Home 
we'd only pay 8'/ 2d for it" (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 
With families dependent on an unreliable wage 
income and competing storekeepers wil l ing to extend 
credit lo already indebted workers, it is not surprising 
that so many immigrants felt, and in fact were, 
trapped, claiming that "when they knocked off, either 
on Sundays or wet days, their difficulty was to keep 
themselves from depression, and lamenting the step 
they had taken" (NZH 20/8/1906: 6). (For comments 
relating to the Government 's denial of culpability 
regarding the way New Zealand was represented to 
the navvies see NZPD V o l . 137, 12/9/1906: 521; 
Vol .138, 5/10/1906: 159). 

When they did get paid, the shopkeepers 

found their businesses nourishing and consequently 
some followed Ihe co-operative workers along the 
line (Gibbons 1977). Raurimu had as many as six 
thriving stores by 1907, some of which had 
presumably moved their businesses from post to 
post, thereby establishing ongoing relationships with 
many of their customers. Examples of commercial 
mobili ty and the possible continuity that it implied 
can be evidenced in two brief newspaper comments, 
one mentioning that a M r Coughl in had moved his 
shooting gallery to Raurimu (TP 3/5/1907: 2), and 
the other that Moore and Crump's two billiard tables 
had gone to "Maninui" [sic] (TP 16/7/1907: 2). 
Whether Moore and Crump 's saloon and its 
customers went with the bill iard tables is not 
ascertained. 

4.2 A focus on gender 

Yentsch and Beaudry (1992) see history as 
differing in the way in which it forgets ordinary 
people from one era to the next and cite the role 
played by the noted historical archaeologist, Deetz, 
in encouraging his students to foreground such 
people. We are in danger of losing sight of both the 
men and women who contributed to the construction 
of this vital economic link between Wellington and 
Auckland , more so the women, because their status 
was perceived primarily as that of "wife" and/or 
"mother", as the following statements in Parliament 
by M r . Poland (Ohinemuri) illustrate: 

There they live in tents in the bleakest and 
coldest part of the North Island. They have 
their wives in many instances l iv ing in 
tents, and their children are running about 
over the stumps and through the bush ... 
and their wives have to suffer the same 
privations as the men (NZPD V o l . 138, 
23/10/1906: 518). 

Hundreds of them have their wives and 
children living in these tents with them,... 
I recognised that, hard as the lot of these 
men is, the lot of the women is far harder. 
The lot of these women, who have to live 
in these tents and rear young families 
there, who have to endeavour to provide 
some sort of comfort for their husbands 
when they come home from work, is such 
as to call forth our admiration (NZPD V o l . 
139, 2/7/1907: 32). 

The newspapers (quoted below), in 
fol lowing a similar line of thinking, reflect the 
"Reactionist" or "Oppression Mode l " , one of three 
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stereotypical models applied to gender relations on 
the western frontier of the United States, which saw 
women as lonely, helpless victims of a form of hell 
on earth (for discussion see Hardesty 1994; Petrik 
1987): 

h is really heartbreaking to see the women
folk trying to get used to this mode of 
l iv ing. They declare that as soon as an 
opportunity offers they intend to get out o f 
h(AWN 12/7/1906: 36). 

There are others (discarded workmen's 
huts on the road from O i o to Raurimu| still 
occupied; some cared for by the wives of 
workmen. 'These loyal women have to put 
up with great inconveniences (TP 
16/10/1906: 3). 

Outside some of these houses might be 
seen a tired-looking woman sitting sewing 
in the doorway, or chopping wood, or 
fetching water (WT 20/6/1904: 2). 

However, in listening to the rarely doc
umented voices of the women themselves, one is 
introduced to a healthy element of cynic ism, for 
example, the London woman who, in commenting to 
the press on how they had been told "what a 
delightful place New Zealand was to live in" , had 
told the journalist that the gentleman concerned 
obviously had never set foot in Raurimu. Another 
immigrant was just relieved that she had had the 
foresight to pack her feather bed (NZH 20/8/1906:6). 

The only newspaper reference to female 
employment in the tent town that I have found comes 
from the Taumarunui Press. It refers to the running 
of boarding houses and states that "both women and 
men are catering for the labourers, who live in tents 
and get their meals at the houses" (TP 12/3/1907: 3). 
One can imagine the hard work and logistics 
involved in feeding these workers considering that 
"|t]here is the same coming and going of shifts o f 
men here as at the viaduct - at 4 pm., midnight, and 
8 am" (NZM 5/12/1906: 51). A Margaret M c K i n l e y 
is listed in the Taumarunui Magistrate's Court plaint 
book as the keeper of M c K i n l e y ' s Boarding house. 
( B A H H , A577/51 . N A A k . ) . A s far as the role of 
women in private enterprise is concerned, there is 
little to be gleaned from the available documentation, 
while in the public sector, with so much official 
information destroyed (see Chapter 2), little more is 
known apart from the fact that in 1906, the school 
acquired an assistant teacher, Miss Ethel Gapes, who 
was on an annual salary of £85.0 .0 . (RBY V o l . 1, N o . 
16: 138;A/7t7? 1907E-1 : 18). 

Labour Department policy in 1907 was to 
give preference to married men with families when 
selecting their co-operative workers. A condition of 
this preferential treatment was that all married men 
were to sign "a 'half-pay,' order whereby a workman 
agrees that half his earnings shall be deducted and 
sent to his wife and family" (Department of Labour 
1907:23). Reports varied as to whether the 
Department encouraged immigrant women to 
accompany their husbands lo the camps (Gibbons 
1977), or just wanted to "get rid of them" (WT 
20/8/1906: 3). Either way, the Public Works 
Department engineer, M r Louch was displeased and 
"wired urgently on four occasions thai women 
should not be sent" (ibid.), supposedly because of the 
absence of appropriate accommodation. According 
to the Waikato Times correspondent "|t|he women.. . 
are crowded together in batches" (ibid.). Married 
workers and their families, however, were ultimately 
considered best based in and around Raurimu, while 
the single men, New Zealanders and English alike, 
were sent to work further ahead of the line on the 
Waimarino Plains (AWN 23/8/1906: 25). 

Another interesting source of information 
confirming the presence of families in Raurimu 
during this period comes from the Roman Catholic 
baptismal register held in St Joseph's Presbytery in 
Ohakune. Although the register dates from 1904, the 
first entry for Raurimu appears in November, 1906, 
followed by three for December, five for the whole 
of 1907 and three for 1908. Some family names 
recur with differing initials, both in the parents and 
in the godparents column, indicating the presence of 
extended, as well as nuclear family units. Unti l the 
end of 1908, the father's occupation is noted and in 
all cases is listed as being connected with rail 
construction. 

Photographic evidence reflects and 
exaggerates the gender imbalance in the camp. Many 
of the published photographs give the impression 
that Raurimu was entirely populated by European 
men and boys (e.g.. Figs 3.6; 3.7; 4.5). Horses and 
dogs feature more regularly than do women or girls 
and yet, as we have already noted, women were most 
certainly present. Street scenes rarely depict more 
than an isolated female figure, while those taken 
close to the tents or huts may reveal a woman 
standing in, or in the immediate proximity of, the 
doorway to her domestic space. 

Conflicting ideas about the role of women, 
and women's self perception in relation to such a 
crude frontier environment, would have been 
predicated upon differences in class, religion and 
ethnicity, none of which have left much evidence in 
the documentary record. It is here that a broad 
archaeological investigation might reveal such 
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differences, but given Ihe relatively Heeling surface 
occupation of this unclearly defined mobile 
community it would be an over optimistic exercise to 
expect definitive answers to these variables. 

4.3 Entertainment 

Burch (1969: 84), in examining the elusive 
concept of community, includes, in his typology of 
"single purpose villages", the "construction of large 
scale projects", a category which would encompass 
the building of the Spiral . His structural-functional 
argument that in such villages the development of 
community life would be hindered by "limitations in 
the social structure, and ... tensions in social 
relations" (ibid.:86), is taken up by Gibbons 
(1977:67) who posits that "transience of workforce, 
sex ratios, age imbalances, impermanence and 
newness of settlement ... may serve as a general 
explanation for the failure of the cal ico camp 
populations to create clubs, associations, societies." 
As the following documentation indicates, such 
failure was not evident in the Raurimu camp, 
although, to give credit to Gibbons, he does caution 
that so-called "community" events, such as the 
"unfurling of the flag" (discussed below) were 
"government inventions, spectacles in which the co
operative workers were passive participants" (ibid.). 

Peter Keller noted on his arrival in Raurimu, 
that because there was little cleared land, "|o|utdoor 
amusements were ... very restricted ... chopping and 
sawing competitions among the bushmen... When the 
formation of Raurimu station yard was finished we 
held a Caledonian sports meeting there to celebrate" 
(ATL M S Papers 1073). A tennis court with a pumice 
surface was built near M r McEnni s ' s cottage, and 
when the service road was completed through to 
Makatote, more frequent contact between P W D staff 
members at Raurimu and Ohakune enabled the 
organisation of football matches to proceed. Keller 
mentions one at Kakahi in 1907, while Pierre (1981) 
also notes that the tussock clearing at Kakahi 
provided the venue for a game (possibly the same 
one) between these two teams in which the score was 
three al l . 

The annual school picnic and sports day, 
held in the station yard on 1 December 1906, brought 
people together from the wider district, including a 
group of pupils from O i o on board a Public Works 
train, the first passenger train to run on the Raurimu 
section. By this time, the school, with a roll o f 80, 
had relocated from the marquee to the hall . Included 
in the official programme was the "Unfurl ing of the 
Flag", "The National Anthem", patriotic songs such 
as "Rule Britannia", " M e n of Harlech" and "Home 
Sweet Home" interspersed with equally patriotic-
speeches read by M r M c K a y , headmaster: M r C . J . 

M c K e n z i e , school comm-issioner/assistanl engineer; 
M r G . G . W i l s o n , Public Works engineer; and a M r 
F. Crespin from Auckland. Acknowledgment in the 
form of a congratulatory telegram was received from 
the Minister o f Education, M r G . Fowlds (RBY 
V o l . 1 , N o . 16: 142). Over 50 couples assembled in 
the workman's hall that same evening for a social 
which was described as ... "one of the most 
enjoyable days spent in Raurimu lor some time past" 
(AWN 6/12/1906: 39). 

Photographs showing "The Raurimu 
Entertainment Committee" also known as "The 
Raurimu Minstre l Group", dated 1905/06 (Fig. 4.4), 
indicate that some group activities did cross the 
hierarchical Government/worker boundaries, in that 
both Engl ish immigrants and Public Works 
engineers are identified. Three women dressed in 
white finery are also graphically located between 
men in dark, equally formal clothing, possibly 
symbolising the black and white nature of the 
minstrel acts they performed, but more certainly 
representing the imposition of "civil isation" on Ihe 
entangled wilderness backdrop against which the 
photographer has located them. Jokes, recitations, 
concerts and fancy dress balls formed part of their 
repertoire and were held in thai ubiquitous venue, the 
workman's hall (RBY Vo l .1 , No. 16: 138-139). 

Pierre (1981: 87) claims that when there 
was a shortage of reading material the men in the 
railway camps would exercise their brains by 
"memorising the directions on the labels of the Swiss 
milk tins (which were| printed in three or four 
different languages (therebyl providing material for 
competitive memory marathons." He also mentions 
card games, especially cribbage, played in teams 
(ibid.). Bi l l iards , of course, was another great 
Sunday pastime in Raurimu along with the gambling 
game of two-up (see below). Whi le not exactly 
classed as entertainment, felling trees for firewood 
took up a considerable amount of "free" time on 
Sundays (NZH 22/8/1906: 8). 

4.4 Religion 

O f the people in the Waimarino County 
who registered their religious affiliation in the 1906 
Census, 1,218 were Church of England, 610 were 
Roman Cathol ics , 367 were Presbyterian and 138 
Methodist. Other denominations remain in the 
double or single figure range (Census, A p r i l 1906: 
110-111). 

In its railway construction days, the town's 
church services were held in the workman's hall, 
with visi t ing clergy, representing the Churches of 
England and Rome, and the Presbyterian, and 
Methodist Churches. In addition "a resident 
evangelist, a member of the Brethren, devotes a great 
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deal o f time to successful spiritual work, which, . . . he 
does without payment or recompense of any material 
sort" (NZH 22/8/1906: 8). This fits the description of 
a totally deaf evangelist, T. H Salmon, who 
according to an article in the K i n g Country 
publication. Roll Back The Years (Vol .1 , No. 16: 
144), l ived and preached in Raurimu between 1905 
and 1909. Another reference to evangelism come 
from the Taumarunui Press (6/11/1906: 2) which 
commends the beneficial effects of Messrs. Black 
and Hercus's recent revival meetings in the 
settlement. 

A Railway Miss ion was set up by the 
Ang l i can Diocese of Wellington in 1906 with a M r 
W . T . Welleras (he Ohakune based Missioner. I(s life 
span was brief however, as it was disbanded on the 
completion of the Ma in Trunk in 1908, and M r 
W c l l e r went on to Whanganui (George 1990), but not 
before having made an appearance or two with the 
"Raurimu Minstrel Troupe". The Anglicans of 
Raurimu did not get their own church building until 
1913 (TP 23/10/1913: 5). 

The only early church record specifically 
pertaining to Raurimu that I have been able to locate 
is the already mentioned Roman Catholic baptismal 
register. From 1906, when the register starts, through 
to the middle of 1914, Fathers Mail lard and Vibaud 
were the officiating Priests at these baptisms. Both 
priests worked in the Jerusalem area with the Maor i 
M i s s i o n , but Father Mai l la rd was to move to Raetihi, 
where he became the first Parish Priest from around 
1906. From his parish headquarters he travelled when 
needed to Raurimu. A letter to the Provincial 
Superior o f the Society of Mary , Wellington, dated 
28/8/1910, describes an unfortunate incident 
illustrating the vicissitudes of road travel in those 
days: "On the 16th of August as I was coming back 
from Raurimu on a rough road, my mare sprained her 
fetlock and I am not in the best of humour over it, as 
1 have work galore for her". (Marist Archives 
Wel l ington , A c c 208/14(2)). Father Mai l lard is 
recorded in the register, currently held in Ohakune, as 
having baptised a baby in Raurimu on the previous 
day. 

4.5 Law and order 

Despite its rough reputation, Raurimu was 
reported to have had little or no serious crime. One 
newspaper, in noting the fact that the "very orderly" 
town had no policeman, proceeded to discuss the 
supreme powers wielded by "|t|he resident engineer, 
M r . Louch ... under the Public Works Act | w h i c h | . . . 
have less to do with engineering than with the 
maintenance of law and order: and [which] ... are 
enforced whenever necessary" (AWN 30/8/1906:18). 
M r . Louch was also known to be "a strong foe to 

intemperance" (WT 20/6/1904: 2), so it might be 
assumed thai given the amount of sly grogging that 
went on in Raurimu (see below), his relationship 
with some of his co-operative workers could have 
been of an adversarial nature. A n entry in Ihe 
Taumarunui summons book dated 6/4/1907 slates 
that a husband and wife, when found wilfully 
trespassing on the partially constructed railway at 
Raurimu, ignored the resident engineer's reprimand, 
and were subsequently issued with a court summons 
( P - T M I 9 , l . N A Wn.). 

On 26 September 1906, Raurimu's first 
police station opened with Constable Montgomery in 
sole charge (Spicer 1988). B y all accounts it had the 
required effect: "Quietness has reigned supreme here 
for some time past; since the arrival of the local 
constable there has not been even a decent fight" (TP 
6/11/1906: 2). Brawling, according to David Grant 
(1994), was one of the socially acceptable methods 
by which colonial men settled disputes and 
frequently involved betting on the odds. Little is 
actually recorded of this aspect of fighting in 
Raurimu but, interestingly, one of the first offences 
recorded for the town (3/9/1905), when it was still 
known as Pukerimu, was just such a "boxing 
contest". The two men involved were convicted and 
fined 37 shillings each (BAHH, A577/123. N A Ale.). 

Looking through the crime records relating 
to Raurimu over the January 1905 lo June 1908 
period (Table 4.1), I noted that the predominance of 
offences were liquor and gambling related, and that 
the only really serious crime was the indecent assault 
on a ten year-old gir l . The perpetrator was, in this 
case, committed for trial at the Supreme Court. 
Otherwise the worst offences consisted of some 
expl ic i t ly obscene and insulting language, 
threatening behaviour, theft and the occasional 
cruelty to horses (ibid.). 

Population movement and its reflection in 
the crime rate can also be observed in the 
Taumarunui records with the first Raurimu offence, 
a theft, being reported in February 1905 ( P - T M I 6 , I. 
N A Wn.) . By 1906, the rate has rocketed as more 
workers are moved into Raurimu bul, by the end of 
1907, it has dropped again significantly ( B A H H , 
A577/123. N A A k . ) . The Watch-house Charge Book 
(Raurimu lockup) also reflects the fluctuating 
population, although its first entry comes at the end 
of 1906, just after Montgomery's posting. Five 
offences are listed for December 1906, one for 1907, 
and none until February 1911, when there are five 
again ( P - T M I , 40, 1. N A Wn.) . This pattern 
corroborates the evidence seen in the number and 
nature of newspaper items about the town, i.e., the 
initial presence of a large transient population of 
railway workers, followed by a transitional, 
relatively "quiet" phase, after which lite picks up 
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again once the sawmill ing town is established. 
It seems unusual for there to be no reference 

to prostitution in such a frontier situation as this. 
However its absence, even euphemistically, from the 
written record by no means signifies its absence in 
reality. At this point I can only make a note of this 
lacuna rather than attempt to explain it. 

4.6 Gambling 

Raurimu is notorious for its "two-up" 
schools ... it is a common sight on an 
evening, particularly after pay day, to see 
men gathered in groups in the roadway 
with guttering candles in their hands (NZM 
5/12/1906). 

Six months earlier just such a group of men 
were arrested and brought before the Taumarunui 
Magistrates Court on a charge of "|p]laying Two-up 
in a public place on the Raurimu R d " ( B A H H , 
A577/123. N A A k . ) . The men involved were fined 
five shillings and costs each, but were cautioned by 
the magistrate "that because he had treated these 
cases leniently he would [not necessarily] do so in 
the future" (AWN 5/7/1906: 21). Despite the fact that 
gambling was, as Spicer (1988) points out, officially 
classed as a crime, it was generally considered to be 
a fairly normal pursuit, hence the regular gathering of 
two-up players "at the cross roads in the township at 
the north end of the station yard" (ATL M S Papers 
1073). There, it was reputed that up to £ 1 0 0 0 might 
be either in the ring or a player's pocket at any one 
time (Gibbons 1977; Spicer 1988). Cheating, or 
playing with double headed pennies, however, was 
looked upon quite differently by both the players and 
the courts. A t the abovementioned hearing, one of the 
men concerned had been caught spinning a double 
header, "which caused a row amongst the players. He 
was convicted and fined £5 and costs" (AWN 
5/7/1906: 21). 

Popularised by the proletariat, the game 
appears to have crossed the Tasman with Australian 
workers some time in the 1890s (Grant 1994). It was 
noted in the press, that in Raurimu, two-up was not 
so much the pastime of the married immigrants, but 
more noticeably of "young New Zealanders, with a 
few single men immigrants" (NZH 22/8/1906:8), 
predictably perhaps, considering the financial 
difficulties immigrant families experienced in the 
camp. In addition, the nationwide opposition women 
held at the time towards the social effects of 
gambling on family life would most l ikely have 
compounded the issue (see Grant 1994). One of my 
oral history informants, when asked whether her 

father or grandfather ever talked about alcohol or 
gambling in the past, replied " M y mother d i d ! . . . she 
just said there was a lot of two-up and things like 
that" (interview no. I). This comment, although nou 
judgemental, implies that the consequences of such 
behaviour might have impacted more specifically on 
women, subsequently were accorded significance, 
remembered, and thereby transmitted to the next 
generation. 

Constable Montgomery 's arrival in the 
camp was probably a contributing factor in the 
subduing of illicit activities, which was noted in the 
following rather quaint observation: 

Raurimu is said to have become extra 
good of late from a moral standpoint - no 
naughty "two-up" nor anything o f the 
kind. But the men are looking forward to 
a jo l ly Christmas (TP 11/12/1906: 2). 

4.7 Sly grogging 

AccordingtoTaumarunui 's first policeman. 
Constable Maher, unlicensed premises conducted a 
roaring trade in the vicinity of most construction 
camps along the Ma in Trunk (RBY V o l . 3 , N o . 53: 
813), and Raurimu was no exception. That local 
distilleries flourished and sly grog selling was big 
business (Spicer 1988) is evidenced in records of the 
proceedings for the Taumarunui Magistrates Court, 
1904-1909, wherein numerous entries can be found 
relating to Raurimu inhabitants selling, for example 
"liquor to wit hop-beer without being duly licensed 
to sell the same", or "carrying out business o f a 
brewer without license" ( B A H H , A577/123. N A 
A k . ) . Many of these offences were interrelated, with 
supplier " X " selling to bill iard saloon owner " Y " , 
who then sold it to one of the labourers, who in turn 
was typically arrested for being "found drunk in a 
public place", usually the Ma in street or "in a billiard 
room after closing hours" (ibid.). 

Many colourful stories exist which purport 
to explain the ingenious methods by which the liquor 
was smuggled into the camps: 

I had it on unimpeachable authority that 
liquor gets into the camp from the Raetihi 
side, ... a case arrived in Raurimu - from 
Auckland this time - which contained 
whisky "broken down" with water. It was 
again "broken down" in the camp, but with 
methylated spirit |and | ... retailed at 30s a 
bottle. ... A t the same time, it should be 
pointed out that chlorodyne, tricopherous, 
painkiller, carragheen cough mixture, and 
peppermint cure, in fact, any l iquid with a 
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"bite" in it, is in great request in all the 
railway camps, and the sale is increasing 
( A W N 30/8/1906: 18). 

Some unscrupulous entrepreneurs sold 
bottles o f cold tea as whisky, while one of the 
reported methods for smuggling alcohol was in 
"horse collars fitted with a tube" (RBY V o l . 3, N o . 
53: 813). Tubes of whisky were also found in 
household soap, "evidently placed there when the 
soap was in liquid form |while more] ... | s |cotch 
arrived in tins o f Edmonds Baking Powder. . . A lot o f 
Perry Davis Painkiller was drunk as a pick-me-up" 
(Journal of the Waikato Historical Society, N o . 39, 
1981: 34). 

Apart from spirits, a popular and highly 
intoxicating K i n g Country brew was the rather 
euphemistically labelled "hop beer". Analysis o f the 
various brews found that with one exception the 
alcoholic content ranged from four to seventeen per 
cent, and that the demand for the latter greatly 
exceeded the supply. In a hearing at the Taumarunui 
Magistrate's Court, a reporter for the Auckland 

Weekly News noted that " |w|hen counsel for the 
prosecution announced to the Court that 3'A bottles 
of the 17 per cent beverage contained more alcohol 
than the average bottle of whisky, many of the 
spectators in Court from the Raurimu end seemed to 
be troubled with visions of lost opportunities" (AWN 
2/5/1907: 32). 

Wi th drinking, as with gambling, there appears to 
have been a general consensus among the married 
couples, especially the English, "thai Raurimu was 
all the better for not having a hotel, and they did not 
appear to regret for a moment that they were l iving 
in 'd ry ' territory" (AWN 30/8/1906: 18). Of all the 
liquor related offences pertaining to Raurimu, I noted 
that only one woman was listed, her crime being the 
withdrawal of "liquor from cask - without proper 
stamp" ( B A H H , A577/123. N A A k . ) . 
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Figure 4.1: L iquor related offences recorded for Raurimu during the rail construction period 
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Offence Jan-05 Jun-05 Jan-06 Jun-06 Jan-07 Jun-07 Jan-08 

failure to support illegit.child 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

gambling 0 0 6 3 0 0 0 

boxing 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 

obscene language 0 0 0 5 3 1 0 

threatening behaviour 0 0 2 3 0 2 0 

native game out of season 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

theft/breaking/entering 1 0 0 3 0 2 0 

bodily assault 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

cruelty to horse 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 

billiards after hours 0 0 0 6 0 0 0 

indecent assault 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

tresspass on railway 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 

liquor related crime 0 0 7 18 4 2 0 

Total nffpnnpc; 1 9 1fi 4n 11 8 0 

Table 4.1: Raurimu: Recorded offences, 1905-1908 

Figure 4.2: First Police Station, 1906. (Photo loaned by Ray Carter) 
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Fairburn, in his (1989:213-214) analysis of 
colonial alcohol consumption and its correlation with 
the negative aspects of an atomised society, cites 
statistical investigations which located the following: 

three indicators of a deficient social 
organisation: the ratio of aduli males lo 
adult females (a proxy measure of kinship 
density), the proportion of the overseas 
born in the general population (assumed to 
be one of Ihe most disaffiliated elements in 
the colony), and Ihe ratio of dwellings of 
one and two rooms to total dwellings 
(employed as a proxy measure of 
transience and new areas of settlement). 

A l l three indicators are certainly applicable 
lo Raurimu in the early 1900s and have each been 
noted in this and the previous chapter. The 
correlation between the first indicator and the peak in 
alcohol related offences in the tent town can be seen 
by comparing Fig. 4.1 with F ig . 5.7. 

In the taped interviews, my respondents 
were invariably keen to answer questions about 
prohibition in the old days, and although their 
discussion extends into the more recent past, the 
situation in terms of sly grogging would have been 
much the same in the 1900s. 

Very early on you couldn't get a drink in 
the K i n g Country ... it was a dry area ... 
land when she was growing up| ... it was 
still a dry area, and if they wanted it they 
had to send out of the area ... it didn't 
come into the K i n g Country for years and 
years ... and you couldn't give it to Maoris 
... They used to send out to Taihape mainly 
... and have it sent here (interview no. 1). 

They had their little comer [on the Spiral! 
where they used to push the kegs out of 
the van ... on the corner past the first loop 
there ... you could always get beer ... they 
always seem to have it anyway, I think ... 
where there's men they'l l find a way won't 
they? (interview no. 2). 

4.8 Diet 

Supplies for the boarding houses were 
"obtained from the Auckland end" (TP 12/3/1907: 
3), as presumably were those for the general 
populace. Apart from the comment made by one of 
the women immigrants, that they were about toenjoy 
a meal of l iver for dinner (AWN 23/8/1906: 25), the 

only explicit primary reference to items of food 
available in the Raurimu camp relate to the 
exorbitant prices being charged for such items as 
bread, boil ing beef, mutton (shoulder cut), steak, 
sausages, sugar, tea, sail, pepper, cabbages and bulter 
(AWN 17/5,1906:21). However in terms of potential 
availability, native pigeons, which were seen 
"swooping through the bush in all directions, lodging 
dozens at a time on the miro trees" (NZM 
2/8/1900:62), would have been easy prey for workers 
in search of culinary variation. Evidence thai wild 
birds were pursued can be found in the Taumarunui 
Magistrate's Court Criminal Record Book, 1904-
1909, where a young man was, in 1906, recorded as 
being charged with "the pursuit of native game, to 
wit ... pigeons, the said dale not being within the 
time for ... the taking or k i l l ing of native game" 
( B A H H A577/123. N A A k . ) . 

Pierre (1981:89) briefly discusses possible 
eating patterns, saying that vegetables would have 
been available only on a limited seasonal basis and 
that otherwise it was "meat out of tins, meat corned, 
meat pickled and native pigeon smoked, often 
without the benefit of potatoes." He also mentions 
the use of bush honey in isolated situations and the 
availability o f more varied food items such as 
lettuce, tomatoes and fresh milk for those workers 
closer to the completed line. Reinforcing the idea of 
privilege, Pierre also implies that the Public Works 
staff, because of their organisational ability, fared 
heller than the labourers (ibid.) 

4.9 Health and medical matters 

In 1905, M r Jennings questioned Parlia
ment concerning the provision of maternity services 
at Owhango, which he envisaged doubling as 
emergency headquarters in the event of accidents on 
the railway construction works. He was told by the 
Minister for Public Works ( M r Hall-Jones) that the 
Government had been contributing to the cost of a 
medical man on the works and that the workmen had 
set up a "sick-fund" from which expenses could be 
drawn. (NZPD V o l . 132, 12/7/1905: 492). No i 
satisfied with this answer, Jennings, pointed out thai 
an injured man had been brought out to Taumarunui, 
where he was kept some hours in the cold station 
waiting room before being sent to Hamilton. 
Jennings also claimed that the workers had expressed 
considerable dissatisfaction with the doctor and his 
confinement charge of three guineas which he 
imposed over and above his mileage of five shillings. 
He felt that the Government should send in 
registered nurses. (NZPD Vol.132,12/7/1905: 514). 
In 1906, M r Hall-Jones, having been questioned 
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again on this issue, explained that in addition to a 
medical officer stationed at "the northern end of the 
works [and | . . . a small hospital hut at Ohakune ... On 
all public works of any magnitude the Department 
provides stretchers, bandages, & c , and all the 
overseers are furnished with instructions as to how to 
render first aid to the injured" (NZPD V o l . 137, 
29/8/1906: 203). The only primary evidence I have 
mentioning doctors' visits to Raurimu are brief. The 
Taumarunui Press (15/2/1907: 2) notes that two 
doctors w i l l visit the town every Wednesday, while 
in August 1905. the Taumarunui plaint book records 
that a Piriaka based doctor is suing two Pukerimu 
men for failing lo pay his four and five guinea fees 
( B A H H , A577/5I . N A A k . ) . 

4.10 Getting around 

Regular coaching services between the two 
railheads ensured that small communities such as 
Raurimu were not totally isolated. T w o well known 
coaching businesses, established around 1905 and 
linked to the settlement's first commercial district, 
were operated in conjunction with billiard saloons by 
McDonald Bros, and Messrs. Moore and Crump. 
The former, "[i |n the early days ... delivered papers 
and took passengers through to Makatote from 
Owhango"(7 i°2 l / l2 /16 : l l ) and later (around 1907), 
as a small business card in the possession of Mrs L . 
Brosnan advertises, met "passenger trains D A I L Y at 
Waimarino (for South) and Ohakune (for North)." 
The card also eulogises the "magnificent scenery" to 
be experienced en route between the two railheads 
and includes a diagram of Ihe (almost completed) 
Spiral on the reverse side. Road conditions over this 
scenic strip, however, could sometimes convert the 
journey into a four hour endurance test, alleviated 
only by the lunch stop at Makatote (RBY V o l . 2 , No . 
32/33: 373). Moore and Crump's business, although 
based in Taumarunui in early 1905 (WT 6/3/ i905:3) , 
must have relocated to Raurimu soon after, as their 
headquarters can be seen in photographs dating from 
1906 (see F ig . 3.6). 

Unlike so many other frontier situations, 
where isolation was exacerbated by appalling dray 
roads or bridle tracks, the railway workers at least 
had the option, given the financial wherewithal, to 
take the train north to Taumarunui or even further. 
When gambling wins exceeded £20 , the fortunate 
recipient, instead of turning up to work was often 
found to have gone "away to Auckland instead to 
have a good time with his money" (NZH 22/8/1906: 
8). 

4.11 Discussion 

It is now possible to briefly assess the ways 
in which I see the social organisation of the railway 
construction town reflected in its physical layout and 
whether, as a result, some form of "community" can 
be identified. However, many o f the social issues 
under discussion in this chapter cannot be located in 
this way because firstly, they do not translate into 
"organisation", and secondly, the virtually invisible 
nature of the tent town's material remains, both on 
the ground and on paper, obfuscates such reflection. 

A s already discussed in Chapter 3, the area 
in the vicinity of the railway station was earmarked 
for future development and surveyed into "town" and 
"suburban" sections at the beginning of 1907. Il was 
here that the Public Works Department set up their 
headquarters and the Government located the other 
relevant institutions l inked to permanence. 
Meanwhile the structures associated with private 
enterprise continued to be built in , and centered 
around, the area north of the station. The crossroads 
mentioned by Kel le r (above) as the venue for late 
night or Sunday afternoon two-up sessions are 
located in the latter area, as were the earliest billiard 
saloons, butchers and bakers. When one looks at 
these two locations today, the spatial distinction 
between them is quite clear, with the railway 
crossing distinguishing one from the other. To what 
extent the placement of habitable structures followed 
this pattern is not so clear. However, in his 
reminiscences, Kel le r mentions that his tent was 
situated "right in the future station yard" (ATL M S 
Papers 1073), which could be considered appropriate 
for a P W D engineering cadet, whose job was to be 
"centering and levelling during construction of the 
Spiral" (ibid.), while evidence discussed in Chapter 
3, indicates that the tents and huts that housed the 
labourers were to the north o f the present day 
crossing. However, because of the anarchic nature of 
the tent town's layout, there is no doubt that l iv ing 
structures would have popped up wherever and 
whenever a space became available. 

The niceties o f life, such as the functions put on 
by the Entertainment Committee, the school picnics 
and the Caledonian Sports meeting referred to by 
Keller , were all quite clearly demarcated from the 
billiards and the gambling. This is not to suggest that 
there was an overt hierarchical or class divisiveness 
at work in the town, but rather that there was a 19th 
century desire for progress and "civilisation" which 
determined such a demarcation and acknowledged 
the appropriate placement o f the institutional 
mechanisms of advancement and social control. 
Those people who were to stay on and make 
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Raurimu their home, however, came from both sides 
of the track. Many who had worked on the railway 
now looked for permanent employment in the area 
while P W D staff moved on with the rail . The 
transitional interlace between tent encampment and 
permanent settlement is addressed in the next 
chapter. 

Purser's concept of "mobile community" 
has some parallels with the railway construction 
camps of the Main Trunk in that she identifies both 
"a community of sorts | which | floated up and down 
the gold districts ... in a dozen or more little camps 
|that | were linked nonetheless by patterns of 

commerce and employment, and eventually by 
marriage and other kinship ties" (Purser 1991:10) 
and the inherent "archaeological difficulties posed by 
[such] widespread and only partially documented 
mobili ty" (ibid.). The tent town that moved down the 
line from Piriaka to O i o to Raurimu can be seen, 
with the fragments of its history, as just such a 
mobile community, which lo a certain extent existed 
independently from, or in spite of, its physical 
location. Ironically it is on this particular location 
that the people left their only significant 
archaeological mark, the Spiral! 
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Figure 4.3: Yorky Tomlinson (left) and co. c. 1906. RBY Collection Neg . 2340) 





CHAPTER 5 
FROM CONSTRUCTION TOWN TO PERMANENT 

SETTLEMENT 
The functional transition from railway 

construction camp to sawmilling town is paralleled 
by a physical transition from one locality to another. 
Economic uncertainty temporarily leaves Raurimu in 
a state o f limbo with a corresponding initial drop in 
population. Corroborative evidence reflecting these 
changes is synthesised from various sources enabling 
me to place them within a definite time frame. A s the 
settlers move in, the town stabilises and this process 
is reflected in various indicators of permanence. 
Large boarding establishments are built facing the 
railway station as the new commercial area takes 
shape. The Spiral Refreshment Rooms, as a 
microcosm of the town's economic vicissitudes, 
provide the material for a short case study. Finally I 
look at the destructive role played by fire in the 25 
year period covered by this paper. 

5.1 The transition period 1908-1910 

After the railway workers moved south to 
complete the final link of the Main Trunk, Raurimu 
entered a brief quiet period. The linear nature of road 
and rail construction was such that, unlike limited 
resource exploitation where there might be some 
temptation for the itinerant worker to linger, the co
operative employees and their families went with the 
work. Some, however took up land and settled in the 
area. The relatively sudden drop in population 
preceding the establishment of a settled society can 
be ascertained from various sources: 

Wise's Directory 

A s already mentioned in Chapter 3, this 
directory is only a partial indicator, in that it is 
gender biased and "the fluctuating population of 
railway hands" remain nameless and uncounted. 
However, in looking at a selection of Wise's 
Directory over the period between 1907 and 1926,1 
note that 1909 lists six entries, a considerably lower 
figure than any other year. Especially relevant is the 
change from the previous year (when the entries 
numbered twenty). Owners of businesses such as 
bakeries, general stores and boarding houses moved 
away in 1907/1908, an indication that either they 

were an integral part of the mobile community or, 
because their business was no longer viable in 
Raurimu, they relocated to more established towns 
such as Taumarunui. The registered P W D staff were 
reduced from four to one, due in part to their passing 
control of the Main Trunk over to the Railways 
Department in that year(7 'P9/2/19()9:2). F rom these 
figures, then, it can be seen that the replacement 
population was fairly slow to move in . The years 
1910 and 1912 register II and 22 entries 
respectively. 

Census figures 

These are not quite so useful as the interim 
period falls between the 1906 and the 1911 
Censuses. Raurimu township is listed in the earlier 
Census (p.51) as having 459 inhabitants, while in the 
latter (p.54) it has 180. These figures, despite the 
dispersed nature of the 1906 settlement and the way 
in which it was recorded, are more useful in 
assessing the changing male/female ratio (see 
below). 

Church records 

Baptisms for Raurimu in the St. Joseph's, 
Ohakune, register are also an indicator, although 
there probably was not such a dramatic drop in 
thenumber of married couples with families l iv ing in 
the settlement. Some indication o f a slump can be 
seen in that only two Roman Catholic baptisms are 
registered for 1909, a slightly lower figure than in 
the rail construction years. However, the sample is 
too small to place any real emphasis on it other than 
that as evidence, it is corroborative rather than 
contradictory. 

Crime records 

Both the Taumarunui Watch-house Charge 
Book (Raurimu lockup) ( P - T M I 40, 1. N A Wn. ) and 
the town's Magistrate's Court Cr imina l Record Book 
1904-1909 ( B A H H , A577/123. N A A k . ) reflect a 
significant drop in offending, and therefore 
presumably in the itinerant population, over this 
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period. In fact, the former lists no arrests from the 
middle of 1907 until early 1911 when the figures 
increase again (see below). Attributable in part to 
population growth, these figures could possibly also 
reflect revived vigilance associated with the newly 
built (1910) police complex. Raurimu offenders, 
having liberally peppered the Taumarunui Cr imina l 
Record Book in 1906/7, also taper off sharply in 

1908 and receive no mention at all in 1909. 

Newspapers 

Newspapers lose interest in the town during 
this period and the Taumarunui Press notes only the 
occasional social, stock sale or problem with 
locomotives on the Spiral. Media reports in early 
1909 also revealed that sawmills were suspending 
operations as a result of competition from the 
importation of Oregon pine. Many mil ls in the 
vicinity o f the Main Trunk and employees and their 
families were severely affected (TP 19/1/1909: 2; 
16/3/1909: 2) thus impacting on the general 
economic viability of the region (see also NZPD 
V o l . 145, I /10/1908:735-742 for full debate) and the 
whole question of settlement (NZPD V o l . 148, 
22/12/1909: 1428). Ironically, Tamaki S a w m i l l C o 
Ltd (Knight ' s ) , one of Raurimu's earliest sawmills 
was established in that period and was to work the 
area until the mid-1920s (RBY V o l . 1, No . 3: 20). 

Photographs 

Photographic images reflect the desolation 
of the town as it struggles to become established. A n 
almost solid stand of virgin bush behind the 
buildings fronting the "new" main street recedes as 
the area that is now Poro Street is gradually cleared. 
Structures associated with the 
construction of the railway yards, the old post office, 
and some flimsy shacks still occupy the station 
reserve in 1908 but the intention to clear the area 
starts to become apparent by 1909 (see F i g . 5.4). In 

this photograph, buildings constructed in the 1908/9 
period (and later destroyed in the 1910 fire), 
including the perpetually unfinished "eyesore" (TP 
2/12/1910: 3) can be seen on the left opposite the 
entrance to the station yard. 

Unl ike the interface between temporary and 
permanent settlement in many frontier situations, 
where moral and cultural conflict between the 
predominantly male transient workers and those 
settlers who desired to build a stable and prosperous 
community was commonplace (Mackay 1992), 
R a u r i m u ' s social t ransi t ion from railway 
encampment lo sawmilling town appears to have 
gone relatively smoothly. I attribute this partly lo the 
factors already discussed; the linear nature of railway 
construction, the lull in Ihe sawmill ing industry, but 
also to the physical layout o f the township. In 
Chapter 3, I looked at the early allocation of certain 
areas for "civil ised" functions (New Zealand Gazette 
1907, N o . 78: 2762), all within the vicinity of the 
Rai lway Station, and at the spatial distinction 
between this and the earlier commercial district. In 
addition, I now posit that, as Raurimu was 
earmarked for development, it was considered 
imperative to ensure a smooth transition from 
unheralded lo heralded status so as to take immediate 
advantage of the rich mi l l ing potential in Ihe area. 
However, because the change had not been smooth 
economically, the 1909 layout, as seen in 
photographs of the relocated commercial district, 
suggest that at this time, the few commercial 
activities that were functioning at all were probably 
spread over both areas. 

5.2 The "stabilisation" of Raurimu 

B y 1910 practically all o f the towns .of 
today had been founded but their 
hierarchical places were still being forged 
by technology and the marketplace (Grey 
1994: 303). 
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Figure 5.1 V i e w of station yard from first level of the Spiral with new business district in background. Note school 
marquee (centre), c. 1908. (RBY Col lect ion Neg. 2021). 

Figure 5.2 V i e w of the main street taken in the 1920s. Shows block destroyed in 1925 fire. (Photo loaned by Alt" 
Hinds). 
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SW2 P. C FOOT OF THE SPIRAL SHOWING RAURIMU N. I. M. & M. 

Figure 5.3 approaching Raurimu from the south, c. 1909/10. (Photo loaned by A l l ' H i n d s ) . 

Figure 5.4 1909. Buildings in left background destroyed in 1910 fire. V i e w from first level of Spiral. 
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Figure 5.5 Raurimu c. 1915. The hall is second from right on opposite side of the main street. (Photo loaned by A l l " 
Hinds). 

Figure 5.6 Raurimu 1996. Hal l site is the vacant lot to left o f new building on the right. 
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The term "stabilisation" (Franklin 1960: 
171) is an appropriate one to apply to Raurimu's 
heralded phase, which although theoretically 
underway with the town survey in 1907, was 
manifested in practical terms only around the 
beginning of 1910. At this time the following 
indicators of change from transient to permanent 
settlement (based on Mackay 1992), became 
apparent: 

1. A change in the occupational base of the 
population. 

2. Increasing numbers of women 
3. A change in the occupational base of the 

population. 
4. A n increase in permanent housing. 
5. The establishment of Government facilities and 

community institutions. 

A change in the occupational base of 
the population 

Wise's Directory is the best primary source 
denoting the change towards a population that is 
"increasingly diverse and stable" (Mackay 
1992:116). A comparative look at three Raurimu 
listings from the directories (1909, 1912 and 1917) 
reveals some interesting changes apart from the 
actual numeric increase. The most notable difference 
between 1909 and 1912 is the listing of six farmers 
in the latter, indicating that available sections in the 
nearby Kaitieke and Retaruke Val leys were being 
taken up. Couper and Cooke (1994: 7) claim that by 
1911 this process was indeed complete. Its status as 
a sawmilling town is clearly defined by 1917 with 
Wise's Directory registering the Tamaki Sawmil l ing 
Company as wel l as individual workers in the 
industry. The occupational base has also broadened 
to cover the range of services one might expect to 
find in a township that is fast becoming the centre of 
a rural community. 

Increasing numbers of women. 

The greatest disparity in the male/female 
ratio, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, occurred 
during the rail construction period and is reflected in 
the 1906 Census where females are shown to make 
up 25% of the "town" population (but only 17 % o f 
the total population for Ruapehu Riding). B y 
comparison the 1911 and 1916 Censuses show that 
the gap has closed significantly, substantiating the 
evidence relating to an influx of settler families into 
the region. In both of the later Censuses, females 
make up 4 1 % for "Raurimu" despite a large increase 

in the overall total population count for the town 
between the two dates. The population stabilises at 
this male/female ratio through to 1926, which 
indicates an ongoing demographic pattern consisting 
of established nuclear family units in addition to a 
number of single men employed in connection with 
sawmil l ing or the railways. 

Economical ly the changes in this ratio were 
reflected in an increasing demand for women's 
apparel as the following comment, written on the 
occasion of the l()th anniversary of the Taumarunui 
Press, illustrates: 

Prom its earliest times, Raurimu has had a 
predominance of the male element in its 
population, which accounts for M r Clark 's 
success (in the retailing of men's wear], 
but the gradual expansion of the town and 
the advent of a larger female element has 
seen the growth of the later phase of the 
business under the management of Mrs 
Clark" (TP 21/12 1916: II) . 

A l s o apparent is the increasing role of 
women in business, in both retail management and as 
proprietresses of boarding establishments. In 1910, 
newspaper advertisements for the settlement's two 
new accommodation houses, the Spiral Hotel and 
Durham House, reveal both to be run by women, 
Mrs Hutson and Mrs Lacon respectively. (TP 
30/9/1910: 1; 13/9/1910: 1). The Railway Hotel, 
opened around 1916 was managed at most times by 
Mrs M c D o n a l d (Laurel Brosnan pers. comm.), while 
the indefatigable Mrs Murray continued her 
dressmaking business for many years despite a 
serious setback at the end of 1910 (see below). One 
of the few Raurimu women registered in Wise's 
Directory was a Mrs Mincher, whose duties as post 
mistress continued from 1912 to 1924. 
Resistance to women in positions of power outside 
the domestic domain was expressed in a letter to the 
Taumarunui Press after a woman was elected to the 
school committee. "What a pity M r Editor, a lady 
should be on the committee" complained the 
correspondent (TP 28/4/1911: 2) revealing a local 
example of Hardesty's assertion that: 

special purpose buildings |such as] those 
used by fraternal organizations, churches, 
schools, union halls, and social clubs ... 
typically are symbols of the class and 
power structure within the community 
land that their] ... archaeological and 
architectural remains ... must be 
interpreted not only as locations of 
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Figure 5.7 Census figures for Raurimu population showing male to female ratio 

religious, educational, or recreational 
activities but also as reflections of 
gendered activities (llardesty 1994: 140). 

An increase in permanent housing 

B y 1910, wooden structures have totally 
replaced Raurimu's canvas dwellings. Census details 
for 1911 (p. 14), when compared with those from 
1906 (p. 12), show that by the later date 92 % of 
Waimarino County's 4,151 Europeans were l iving in 
"Houses of Brick, Stone, Wood, Iron, or Lath-and-
Plaster" (mostly wood and iron in this case), while in 
the earlier days the figure was 52 % out o f a total of 
2,787. 

Between 1910 and 1916, more sections 
were surveyed and sold including a substantial area 

to the south west of the main town, described in the 
Crown Grant Record M a p (1912) as "Town of 
Raurimu Extension" ( L I N Z S O 16604). Consisting 
of both "town" and the larger "suburban" sections, 
they were first advertised for auction in 1910 and 
again in 1911 ( A A D S , W3740, folders 185 and 187. 
N A Wn.) . By the time the 1912 map was drawn up, 
approximately two thirds of the sections had sold. 
Around 1915, Raurimu's population was set to 
increase as a result of the "addition of about 39 
sections, aggregating 17 acres, to the present town" 
(AJHR 1915 C-1 A : 10). These sections comprise the 
Poro Street block backing on to the new commercial 
area and two blocks on the site o f the original 
commercial area in the northern part of the town. A s 
no buildings are indicated or referred to on the map 
advertising the June 1916 auction ( A A D S , W3740 , 
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folder 193. N A Wn.), il is tempting lo conclude that 
the area had been virtually cleansed of structures 
pertaining to its notorious past, and to concur with 
Hamer (1990:169) that few qualms were felt about 
obliterating relics which threatened to block 
progress. However, because one dilapidated building 
from that era does remain lo this day (see F ig . 3.8), 
I cannot be certain thai others were not present at the 
lime of the subdivision and subsequent sale. 

Government facilities and community 
institutions 

Sites allocated for institutions denoting 
permanence, such as those Gazetted (No. 78: 2762) 
in 1907 (municipal reserves, post office site, police 
site, public recreation ground, and the site for a 
public school), were not all utilised by 1910, but as 
previously discussed, the institutions themselves 
were well established, albeit in temporary and flimsy 
accommodation. It is, however, around the end of the 
transitional period that some of these institutions 
start to move into more permanent structures. The 
tiny (1906) police station, for example, was replaced 
in 1910 by a three bedroom house complete with 
"detached Police Office, a laundry-wood shed and a 
lock up garage" (RBY V o l . 2 N o . 39:488). Although 
the site of the earlier structure has not been 
confirmed, the new building was located in its 
designated position. 

Within the next twelve months, financial 
institutions were set up to facilitate loans for land 
transactions and local commerce in the area. The 
Bank of New Zealand and the Bank of Australasia 
were reported, in 1911, to have opened "Receiving 
Houses" in Raurimu (TP 10/11/1911: 2). Interest
ingly, the B N Z occupied the same building (section 
18) as a new billiard saloon belonging to Thomas 
McDonald . Billiards, firstly through relocation from 
the upper town and secondly through this 
juxtaposition with the country's principal trading 
bank, was now conferred with a status of 
respectability. In 1917 the B N Z closed its Raurimu 
premises (RBY Vo l .2 No . 32/33: 370). I have not 
found any other mention of the Bank of Australasia. 

Having been in two previous locations, the 
post office was eventually built on its allocated site 
in 1914. Initially situated on the road reserve outside 
the main gate to the railway station, it was later 
installed, around 1909, in temporary premises on the 
main street (on the northern border of section 20). 
Telephones were installed in 1915 (TP 13/4/1915: 
2). 

After some debate as to whether Counci l 

I leadquarters for the new Kaitieke County was lo be 
based in Owhango or Raurimu, the hitler won the 
vote (TP 31/1/1911: 2), and the first meeting was 
held in the public hall on 4 November 1911 (TP 
7/11/1911: 3). Meanwhile, timber to construct the 
chambers had been ordered and the Taumarunui 
Press proclaimed that Raurimu was to get "another 
new bui lding" (TP 31/10/1911: 3). 

Soon after the subdivision of "Upper 
Raur imu" (Fig . 5.8), and in concert with the 
corresponding population increase, the school pupils 
moved from the hall into their new schoolhouse in 
1917. The swampy site was later considered a 
mistake when " | i | t became almost impossible to 
teach above the coughing of the children" (RBY 
V o l . 2 N o . 32/33: 378). 

I have found only minimal information 
pertaining to doctors and lawyers setting up in the 
town or visiting on a regular basis. A t the end of 
1911, the Raurimu correspondent for The 
Taumarunui Press wrote: 

we are to have an honest lawyer in our 
midst at least once a week. He wi l l f i l l a 
long felt want as one often has to go away 
and spend a night from home just to 
consult a member of his profession. W e 
only want a doctor now and we w i l l be 
wel l set up (TP 29/12/1911). 

In 1913, the same paper reporled that The 
Raur imu Medical Association was "expecting a 
cable from London announcing the appointment of 
a doctor to come out and take charge of the Raurimu 
and Kait ieke district" (TP 25/1/13 : 5). 

The first of two churches to be built in 
Raurimu was the Angl ican "St. Michael of all 
Angels" situated near the railway crossing. Apart 
from the date of its opening in 1913 (TP 23/10/13:5), 
I have been unable to locate any other information 
relating to its construction or to its early role in the 
community. O n the other hand I have a little more 
data on "The Blessed Joan of A r c " , the Roman 
Catholic church located on the hillside just south of 
the Piopiotea Stream in Raurimu "Extension". In 
M a y 1915, Father Menard S M . wrote lo 
Wel l ington ' s Archbishop O'Sheapetit ioning him on 
behalf o f the Catholics of Raurimu for permission lo 
build on a section owned by the Church Fr Menard 
wrote that: 

such a building ... would greatly facilitate 
my work in that district, as there is only 
the school room available for celebrating 
Mass; other denominations use the same 
room. Mass therefore is to be said most of 



the time at an unsuitable hour for the 
people, and also children cannot be 
prepared for their first communion. If we 
had a Church, I could stay at Raurimu a 
few days at a time (Archdioscesan 
Archives Well ington). 

In another letter dated March 26, 1916, 
revealing the strong community spirit of the town's 
Catholics, Menard continues: 

I send you the plan of the Raurimu church. 
There the people have decided, in order to 
save expenses, to bui ld the church 
themselves under the direction and 
supervision of a first class carpenter and a 
railway engineer who drew the plan for 
me. They have already cleared the section 
and formed a road to it. I have appointed 
one of the congregation to buy the timber. 
We shall have no architect's fees to pay, 
the railway engineer is a catholic and gives 
us his services free (Archdioscesan 
Archives Well ington). 

A public cemetery, situated across what is 
now State Highway Four in "Raurimu Extension", 
was originally Gazetted in 1907 (New Zealand 
Gazette 1907 No.55: 1934). W e l l away from the 
original centre o f settlement, it is now overgrown 
with misplaced headstones and unmarked graves. In 
addition, the cemetery records are inconsistent with 
Ihe plot numbers (Paul Richards pers. comm.) which 
makes a chronological headstone analysis virtually 
impossible. 

Sport had been well established as a team 
activity in the settlement from its earliest days with 
rugby, cricket and tennis being played on a regular 
basis. B y 1913, at least one sport, tennis, had been 
institutionalised with an active club organizing 
fundraising dances in the hall (TP 25/1/13: 5). This 
promoted "sportsmanship" as collaborative effort, 
which Fairburn (1989:261) suggests introduced a 
"joining" in . or "belonging to" ethic to a colonial 
society whose self image had been predicated on an 
Arcadian vis ion o f individuali ty which precluded 
social constraint in any form. 

5.3 Crime 

Stabilisation, and its veneer of respect
ability, however, d id not imply a continuing 
downturn in the crime rate. After the lull between 
1908 and 1910, the entries in the Watch-house 
Charge Book (Raurimu lockup) creep up again, 
notably with the years 1911 and 1914. The former 

increase correlates inevitably with the demographic 
rise, and in accordance with the closing gap in Ihe 
male/female ratio in the town, two of the five 
offences recorded were committed by women. While 
only one arrest is recorded for the two intervening 
years, the entries for 1914 Stand at 12 and are all , bar 
one, committed by New Zealand born males, the 
majority of whom are listed as labourers. This stands 
in strong contrast to the earlier entries which list the 
offenders as coming from various parts of the British 
Isles and Australia, with only one from New 
Zealand. Their professions are as varied. After 1915, 
the crime rate drops significantly, leaving one to 
assume that another itinerant population had passed 
through Raurimu. Although I have very little 
additional data for this period, I note that the tenth 
anniversary supplement o f the Taumarunui Press 
(21/12/1916: 11) spoke retrospectively of a "huge 
metalling contract from Raurimu to Kaitieke [which] 
sawthe 'Spiral ' [ Hotel | accommodating no less than 
one hundred permanents, [ including| ... a fair 
percentage of hard drinkers, hard gamblers and hard 
cases generally." A s the Kaitieke Road was still knee 
deep in mud in August 1913 (Couper and Cooke 
1994: 136), it is probable that the labourers resident 
at the hotel coincide in time with those whose 
offences are listed in the lockup records. As in the 
days of rail construction, many arrests are linked to 
the excessive consumption of alcohol with "Found 
drunk in Main Street" as the most frequent offence 
( P - T M I 40, I . N A W n . ) . 

5.4 Boarding establishments 

One highly visible manifestation of private 
enterprise and competition in Raurimu was the 
boarding establishment. Large and flamboyant, they 
mirrored an evolutionary attitude which saw such 
settlements on a progressive continuum from "bush 
town to ... importance and solidarity [in which | ... 
bigger businesses wi l l be necessary and the acid test 
of competition wi l l eliminate the unfit" (TP 
21/12/1916: II). 

I questioned one of my informants about 
these hotels and who their customers would have 
been: 

they were just boarding places ... I think 
perhaps some workers ... people passing 
through ... people coming off the trains 
you know - if they were going to Kaitieke 
or anywhere like that ... the trains always 
came in the middle of the night so those 
people would be staying" (interview no. 
1). 
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Hamer in his (1979) paper, "Towns in 
Nineteenth Century New Zealand", discusses "break-
in-journey" towns that grew up where it was 
necessary to accommodate or provide amenities o f 
some sort to the travelling public because of 
topographic obstacles, or as in the case of Raurimu, 
the inconvenience of night travel to remote areas 
such as Kaitieke. In keeping with the oasis analogy 
it was, to quote Hamer (1990:43), not surprising 
"that such efforts were made to erect grandiose 
hotels that were out of all proportion to the existing 
condition of towns." These boarding houses however 
served another function in that they provided long 
term accommodation and/or dining facilities for 
many of the mil l workers in the area. 

Although there were at least three large 
boarding establishments in Raurimu, I only have the 
details pertaining to one. The first advertisement for 
the Spiral I lotel (Fig. 5.9) appears in the Taumarunui 
Press on the 30/9/1910: 1 and states "New 2 storey 
house just finished. Thoroughly up to date comfort 
and convenience 22 rooms Mrs Hutson prop." The 
hotel was described thus in a news item two days 
before: 

The dining room and sitting room have 
wall paper of nice warm colours and are 
cheerful rooms. On the top floor are 
several family bed-rooms containing 
double beds with additional stretchers 
look| ingl out on the balcony. The furniture 
throughout is both handsome and good. 
There is a bath room with hot and cold 
water, and in fact, there are all the 
elements likely to make the visitor's stay a 
pleasant one - including civi l i ty and 
attention from the proprietress, Mrs 
Hutson, and her staff (TP 28/10/1910: 2). 

On 10/11/1911:2, the Taumarunui Press 
announced that because Ihe Spiral Hotel was always 
full it was to have twelve new rooms added, and that 
further enlargement was contemplated. 

5.5 The station yard 

Once the North Island Main Trunk was 
completed, the Spiral itself ceased to be the raison 
d'etre for the now diversified settlement, although 
naturally, as a railway town, Raurimu provided 

employment for a range of workers connected with 
various railway functions such as irack maintenance 
and the operation, control and servicing of trains 
(Paul Mahoney pers. comm.). Wises Directory 
(1924) for example, lists aganger, four surface men, 
two engine drivers and three railway porters as being 
based in the town. At small stations, such as 
Raurimu. tablet porters filled the "jack of all trades" 
role, assuming responsibility for the tablet machines, 
shunting, signalling and line crossing as well as 
ticket sales and the loading and unloading of parcels. 
Servicing facilities were also in place for 
replenishing the locomotive water supply (tanks) and 
catering for passengers (Vern Ross pers. comm.). 
The privately owned "Spiral Refreshment Rooms" 
form the basis of a short case study (see below). 

The Raurimu Station Yard is listed in the (1939: 
223) New Zealand Government Railway Department 
Working Timetable as having fixed signals, a 
passenger platform on the right (heading 
south), a 30ft x 20ft (9.15 x 6.1m) goods shed, a 
loading bank, cattle and sheep yards and a class 5 
station building (Vern Ross pers. comm.). A l s o "a 
'four road' yard including crossing loop for 87 
wagons" (P. Mahoney pers. comm. re. railway 
facilities in 1947). 

Class 5 stations of the V o g e l era, as 
described by J . D . Mahoney (1987:37), measured 
442 ft2 (41.06m 2) "were lean-to weatherboard 
structures with corrugated iron roofs, divided into a 
central lobby, with an office on one side and a 
ladies' waiting room on the other." Although 
Raurimu Station (Fig . 5.13) was of a later vintage 
(1907/08), its design varies little from that of the 
earlier era except that it has a smaller addition 
(toilets?) tacked on to the northern end. 

T w o identical, neatly fenced railway 
houses, built around 1907, stood immediately above 
the Spiral side of the railway line and were the only 
"permanent" structures apart from the goods shed 
located in that position (Fig. 5.11). Steps leading 
straight down on to the line indicate that they were 
occupied by railway workers. Another very similar 
house stood on the railway reserve next to the 
refreshment rooms, presumably fulfi l l ing a similar 
function. None of these buildings stand today, 
although the goods shed has been relocated to a farm 
adjacent to the cemetery, where it now fund ions as 
a wool shed. 
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Figure 5.10 Town c. 1916. M a i n business area getting established. (RBY Collection Neg. 3218). 
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Figure 5.11 Panoramic view o f town and station taken from the north. Note three identical railway houses, two on the left and one on the right o f the 
tracks, c. 1920s. (Photo loaned by Al t"HirschI 



Figure 5.12 Station buildings with refreshment rooms on left, 1920. (Photo loaned by Al t ' Hinds). 
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5.6 The Spiral Refreshment Rooms: 
A case study 

O f all the buildings in Raurimu from this 
period, the privately owned Spiral Refreshment 
Rooms perhaps best rellect the economic vicissitudes 
of a railway town based on a finite extractive 
industry and to a lesser extent on the needs of the 
surrounding rural community. Certainly the town's 
vulnerabili ty to changes in transport and 
communication technology are mirrored in the 
functioning of its station facilities, in particular the 
tearooms (Figs 5.10: 5.12). 

Because female employment in railway 
communities was often centred on the station 
tearooms, I felt that a closer look at the available 
information might also help in gaining a clearer 
understanding of gender relations within the 
community as a whole during the 1910-1925 period. 
These remain more elusive than in the rail 
construction days, partly because the town received 
less media attention and partly because it was less 
documented at the governmental level. Fortunately, 
one of the only extant files in the National Archives 
(Wellington) relating to Raurimu happens to be one 
on the Refreshment Rooms. This background official 
information, (R3, W2278, 09/1631. N A Wn.) is 
combined here with oral history and other less 
formal documentation. 

The first reference to a proposal for the 
refreshment rooms is a March 1909 letter from the 
General Manager of Railways informing M r D. 
Robertson of Raurimu that as "there are already 
sufficient Refreshment Rooms on the North Island 
M a i n Trunk Line ... it is not intended to provide one 
at Raurimu" (ibid.). However, a M r . J . A . Jickell 
already had the timber on site and had lodged an 
application to build according to the specified 
standards. Despite the Railways insisting that a 
refreshment stop was unnecessary as the "down 
express" only stopped in Raurimu for water at 5.53 
am., J ickel l went ahead with his plan and requested 
that he be granted a lease. A t this point his "small 
booth" was stopped in mid-construction while 
tenders were considered by the Railways. Only two 
were submitted, with Jickell being refused in favour 
of Thomas McDonald (R3, W2278, 09/1631. N A 
Wn.) who, apart from when it was sub-leased, was to 
run the private enterprise with members of his family 
until its closure in 1930. 

According to the Taumarunui Press, 
M c D o n a l d "personally met every train ... published 
the first post-card [of the Spiral, and owed] ... no 
small amount of his success to the spotless 
appearance of his premises and [to his] ... unfailing 

courtesy" (TP 21/12 1916: 11). One of my 
informants, in commenting on the wonderful 
reputation that the tearooms had for the quality of 
their food, explained how he and other boys used to 
sneak the cookies from the counter (interview no. 4), 
while another claimed that as children they were 
always given something to snack on when they went 
"up there" (interview no. I). T o m McDona ld ' s 
daughter. Laurel, gave me further details: 

He had a great name for his coffee, he 
made milk coffee ... and his ham 
sandwiches ... cos he cooked his own hams 
... all his stuff came through from Auckland 
on the trains, all his groceries, al l his 
vegetables, everything ... he brought the 
cakes from Adams Bruce's in Auck land . 

I questioned Laurel about the working 
arrangement her parents had and how they later 
combined running the tearooms with the management 
of the Railway Hotel , which they also owned. 

M y mother and my cousin, the ladies took 
a turn about cos they had to look alter me 
see cos the trains ... three o ' clock in the 
morning. . . I had lo have someone stay with 
me because my mother had to work over 
there ... she was cooking and all ... he was 
there all the time ... making sandwiches and 
cooking hams ... he had a full time job. (Q. 
A n d who worked at the hotel?) M y mother 
did all over there really.. . she managed that 
... He didn't do anything there ... He had 
land at the back of the tearooms ... he had 
gardens in there, he had chooks and that... 
and grew all these strawberries in drums. 

Records of the New Zealand Railway and 
Locomotive Society Inc. show that M c D o n a l d had a 
lease on part of the Railway reserve for which he paid 
£2 per annum. Presumably this was to allow him to 
garden on the Reserve. 

In March 1913, McDona ld applied for 
permission to make additions to his refreshment 
rooms (R3, W2278, 09/1631. N A Wn.) , a move 
indicating that business was doing wel l , but by mid-
1917 he had written to the District Engineer at 
Ohakune complaining that the reduction from two 
expresses per day to one had reduced his takings by 
two thirds. His subsequent request for a rent 
reduction was refused but he was given the option to 
surrender the lease and put in new tenders. McDona ld 
finally subleased to Ida Martin in 1922, continuing to 
pay rent to the Railways. In 1923 Mart in transferred 
the sublease to M r C . L . Gi l l ies and two years later 
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there is the record of yet another transfer to M r and 
Mrs Kindberg. September 1925 saw the Railway 
Board recommending that the refreshment rooms be 
closed as the lessees had gone into voluntary 
liquidation with Mrs Kindberg 's service as a waitress 
having "been dispensed with" some weeks before. It 
was noted that patronage from the 227 Express 
(which only stopped for "engine requirements") 
rarely exceeded one or two passengers. Having 
opened at 2.30 am to prepare for the arrival of the 
train, the rooms then remained open "off and on all 
day" until 7 pm, but with local trade going into 
decline as a result of sawmil l closures in the area, 
business was becoming extremely slow (ibid.). The 
Auckland Weekly News wrote of the problems 
experienced by the sawmillers and the potential 
effect of mil l closures on the community at large, 
assigning various reasons for the "parlous state of the 
industry." These were: 

The importation of certain foreign timber 
free of duty and the prohibition of export 
of New Zealand timber, except under 
l icence,. . . the increase in railway freights 
... |and| labour conditions and the 
increased wages under the new award 
(AWN 24/12/1925: 19). 

It appears that immediately after the 
disastrous fire o f that same year (see below), in 
which all the town's boarding houses burnt, the 
refreshment rooms received a temporary influx of 
customers bringing a brief respite from the 
inevitability of closure: 

I worked in the tearooms with my dad, see 
I had to get up at three o 'clock and go and 
work with him ... Anyone who came to 
Raurimu to catch trains ... had to come 
over to our tearooms cos there was nothing 
in the town then, so see my dad did a lot o f 
business (interview no. 3). 

By 1929, however, M c D o n a l d was finding 
the Raurimu situation uneconomic and applied for 
Railway Department land in order to move his 
refreshment rooms to National Park station. A long 
and convoluted correspondence between both parlies 
concerning costs and leases resulted in McDonald ' s 
eventual rejection of the idea (R3, W2278,09/1631. 
N A Wn.) . 

Railway crockery 

The Spiral Refreshment Rooms had their 
own distinctive railway china of which there are five 

known types with the letters M . T. L . featuring on the 
oldest version. "Other examples bear the abbreviation 
N I M T o r N Z R ... A further design bears 'Raur imu ' in 
a red triangle ... The fifth known piece has an 
illustration of a round blue garter marked with the 
'Spiral Rai lway Refreshment Rooms - Raurimu' . 
This piece bears the mark of Johnson Bros, dating 
from 1913 onwards" (Johnson 1995: 10). 

5.7 Fire as a destructive agent in 
Raurimu's history 

In the tent town 

Prefiguring the constant recurrence of fire 
and the ultimate destiny of the established town, one 
journalist commented, somewhat sarcastically, in a 
1907 edition of the Taumarunui Press that "it is 
surprising that Raurimu has not long since been 
decimated by disease or met its fate by fire" (TP 
20/12/1907:2). B y this time the settlement had in fact 
already experienced numerous conflagrations of 
varying magnitude which illustrate just how 
susceptible it was to fire. The earliest report I have 
located pertaining to this tells how "a fire broke out in 
the detached residence of M r . T. M c C o r m i c ' s butcher 
shop in the main street, [which subsequently was]. . . 
quickly extinguished by taking advantage of the water 
supply only [recentlyl put on by the Public Works 
Department" (AWN 6/12/1906: 39). December 1906 
seems to have been an unfortunate time for the 
construction town as, towards the end of the month, 
several buildings were either totally or partially 
destroyed. Once again a newspaper is my only source 
of information, reporting that "|t|he recent fire made 
an ugly gap in the [upper town| business centre. 
Preparations are being made to re-build the butcher's 
shop which was destroyed, and ... Love ' s buildings 
are to go up again" (TP 15/1/1907: 2). It is not clear 
here, or in the accounts of the official enquiry, 
whether the butcher referred to is the same one who, 
only a few weeks previously, nearly lost his 
residential quarters. Neither is it easy to establish 
from the rather scanty reporting whether the latter 
fires happened on the same day or even in the same 
area. 

A lengthy 12 hour enquiry into these fires, 
detailed the damage sustained by, and the available 
evidence pertaining to, each location. Love ' s two 
buildings were believed to have accidentally ignited, 
while M c K i n l e y ' s boarding house received an open 
verdict "there being no evidence to prove the origin 
of the fire" (AWN 10/1/1907: 31). The verdict on 
S t i r l ing ' s , however, "pointed to determined 
incendiarism |as] ... chips had been placed around 



one of (he piles under Ihe house and sa(ura(ed with 
kerosene" (TP 8/1/1907:3). Despite a(iemp(ed arson, 
(he building remained virtually intact, but was 
eventually sold "for a song latter the owner| ... shot 
away" (TP 24/12/1907: 2). 

In the newly established business 
district 

December 1910 saw the first major fire in 
the relocated township opposite the railway station. 
A Taumarunui Press reporter, in describing the 
layout of the entire commercial block, noted that, 
contrary to original rumours, the fire was confined 
quite specifically to one block "of three houses, the 
first of which is M r McDonald ' s who conducts the 
Railway Refreshment Rooms, and the other two M r 
Lawson's store and Mrs Murray's dress-making 
establishment" (TP 2/12/1910: 3). The latter 
uninsured business had only been recently set up by 
Mrs Murray and according to the paper, had 
excellent prospects. However, her business is 
advertised in the Taumarunui Press one month later 
as having been re-established on a temporary basis in 
"McDonald 's O ld Bi l l iard Room, 5 minutes walk 
from Station" (TP 20/1/1911: 2). Mrs Murray was 
later to set up her business on section 11 in the main 
street not far from her original establishment. 

One building which was lucky to escape 
was Hutson's new two-storey Spiral Hotel (the very 
same building which was to eventually spark the 
catastrophic 1925 fire). A 1910 eyewitness gives 
further particulars in the press coverage: 

it was thought that nothing could save 
Hutson's new Boarding House, but a 
skeleton of a building which has been an 
eyesore to Raurimu people for three years 
saved the situation, as the fire was 
mastered on reaching that. If M r Hutson's 
place had caught, it is doubtful whether the 
rest of the town could have been saved 
from destruction (TP 2/12/1910: 3). 

This "eyesore" corresponds with the 
unfinished structure mentioned in Chapter III, which 
is photographed in more or less the same state of 
incompletion over a period of three years (see Figs 
5.1; 5.4; 5.9). 

In an enquiry into this conflagration, the 
jury concluded that "the fire originated in M r 
Lawson's shop, and was caused through carelessness 
in leaving a lighted lamp on the premises" (TP 
9/12/1910: 3). The same paper also mentioned that 
frequent outbreaks of fire in the area were 

responsible for the high insurance premiums. Arnold 
(1994) notes that the insurance companies were often 
reluctant to cover bush townships at a l l , especially 
those located in vulnerable clearings. Bush settlers 
were, he writes, "prodigal in the size of their 
fireplaces and of the logs they fed them" (ibid.: 136) 
and inhabited an environment in which sparks from 
chimneys and bonfires or the use of candles and 
lamps in closely aligned wooden structures presented 
a constant risk. 

References to bush fires that threatened the 
town come from 190S and 1913 newspapers: 

For some days Raurimu stood in fear of 
being wiped off the map thro' bush fires. 
Residents and the Public Works men 
worked day and night to keep the fire fiend 
in check. One man lost his hut. The country 
was ablaze in many places between 
Raurimu and Ohakune (TP 24/1/1908: 2). 

During this last spell o f fine weather bush 
fires have been the order of the day and the 
township has been enveloped in smoke and 
ash ... The Education Reserve has been 
burning for the last week (TP 25/1/1913: 
5). 

5.8 Locating structures through 
newspaper documentation 

Reportage of the destructive path of fire and 
of other natural disasters can also preserve vital 
information about town layout at a particular point in 
time that might otherwise have been forgotten. Once 
the town was no longer the focus of a major 
construction project, its newsworthiness declined 
rapidly and was only revived in times of threat to life 
and property. Ironically, fire was the agent by which 
Raurimu was both physically damaged and textually 
"preserved". Although descriptions generally relate 
only to the burnt area, valuable clues are often to be 
located in comments such as: "the town's only ... was 
burnt" or "all that remains i s . . . " etc. Finding the news 
coverage of the 1910 fire helped in answering some 
difficult questions raised by an apparent non-
continuity in the photographic record. The most 
obvious of these was that the fire itself explained the 
disappearance of two large and fairly new buildings: 
a single storeyed Boarding House/store and the 
"eyesore". Secondly, in describing Raurimu, the 
Taumarunui Press journalist writes that it "consists of 
one street o f which the buildings are, with few 
exceptions, on one side" and then goes on to describe 
each building in the business district starting with the 
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southernmost (section 20) "well-appointed boarding 
house conducted by M r s Lacon" (TP 2/12/1910: 3). 
This was the recently built "Durham I louse", another 
building that would eventually burn in 1925. From 
this information I can deduce that, in the space of 
four years, Raurimu's only commercial area, i.e., its 
"main street" appears to have completely relocated 
from its original site north o f the crossing to its 
present site opposite the railway station. Combined 
with photographic data from 1907-1909, these 
findings can further pinpoint the construction time of 
most o f the buildings described in the above report. 

5.9 The destruction of archival 
evidence 

Fire is also responsible for the destruction 
of material of archival import. In Chapter 2, I 
mentioned Well ington's Hope Gibbons fire, which 
destroyed almost all o f the Public Works files and 
plans pertaining to the construction of the Spiral . 

The 1970 Raur imu school logbook states in 
its Thi rd o f October entry that " | a |U previous school 
logs, registers and records were destroyed in a fire at 
11 pm. on 30th Sept."( A B D V , W3571, Box 886. N A 
Wn.) , although fire singed registers dated 1967 and 
1969 in this file are exceptions. Despite the loss of 
this material, Wanganui Education Board files for 
certain years (e.g., ib id . B o x 1004), held at National 
Archives Well ington, do contain some relevant 
information such as the number of children enrolled 
and overall comments about their performance. 

5.10 The 1925 Fire 

On 14 December 1925, a fire swept through 
the main street of Raur imu, destroying all o f the 
business area but the post office, a drapery and the 
butcher shop. Having so narrowly escaped 
destruct ion in 1910, the Spiral Hotel, this time the 
source of the fire, was reported to have "been taken 
over about two hours before the outbreak by the 
owner, M r . G . Mart in, |and] was empty, when the 
smoke was first noticed" (AWN 24/12/1925:5 3) just 
after 3.30 pm. A cross breeze spread the flames in a 
north-south direction and within minutes "the town 
was a roaring inferno" (interview no. 3). 

For two of my informants who were 
extremely young at the time, the fire was one of their 
first memories and left an indelible impression: 

I can remember being very frightened -
yes it was a terrible experience really ... 
W e lived up the street, but we went down 
to a lady's house that was not very far up 

from the fire ... cos my mother and father 
were trying to help (interview no. I). 

I would've been about three ... I can 
remember seeing the flames ... the flames 
and the sky lit up and I can remember 
seeing water... cos they must have had a 
hose of some description (interview no. 
2). 

A n Auckland Weekly News correspondent 
described the initial supply of water as being: 

drawn from the ... railway station, but this 
proved quite inadequate and failed before 
long owing to damage lo the pipes. Bucket 
brigades were formed by men and women 
... The Tamaki Sawmi l l Company's mil l 
stopped work, and all the hands turned to 
with a w i l l . A n alarm was broadcast by 
telephone, with the result that nearby 
farmers and mill-hands, and a number of 
warders and some prisoners from the 
Waimarino prison camp, 10 miles away, 
came in to help ... Altogether about 200 
people were engaged at one stage in trying 
to check the fire. The women worked as 
hard as the men, some of them dashing 
about barefooted with buckets of water 
(AWN 17/12/1925: 37). 

Comments attributing the brave actions of 
the town's women to the "indomitable spirit" of the 
settler were repeated in other newspaper account s that 
I read (AWW 24/12/1925: 53; TP 15/12/1925: 5), and 
echo the 1910 coverage of that year's fire where it 
was reported that "the ladies of Raurimu were there 
assisting in every way, and all were more or less 
excited. Some of them gave good assistance carrying 
water" (TP 2/12/1910: 3). 

Some people involved worked hard in an 
attempt to save stock from Merriken's and Hutson's 
general stores and at one stage the opposite side of 
the main street was said to resemble a "Turkish 
bazaar [with] ... sacks of flour, packets of candles, 
merchandise of all description, culinery ware, 
Christmas goods and odds and ends ... piled | up| ... 
with pianos, furniture, machinery and clothing" (7'P 
15/12/1925: 5). However most people directed their 
energy towards preventing the fire from reaching the 
post office (Fig. 5.14). Reports vary as to exactly 
what methods were employed to save the 
Government building: 

two charges of gelignite were put into 
Clark ' s store and the tin wall nearest the 
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Figure 5.14 Fire scene outside the post office 
1925. (RBY Col lect ion Neg. 1498). 

fire was shattered. Using long poles, the 
band of workers pushed over the chimney 
at the back of the store, from the Post 
Office roof. Then the wall nearest the 
Office was pushed to the ground ... In the 
long run the charges only shattered part of 
a wall and the remainder of the store was 
demolished with poles and axes (TP 
15/12/ 1925: 5). 

Another account (RBY V o l . 1 , N o . 5: 38) 
states that it was actually a bullock team that did the 
job. This has been corroborated by an informant 
whose father assisted in the building's demolition. 
Meanwhile: 

Valuable documents were removed from 
the post office and a garage on the side 
away from the fire was pulled to the 
ground. The iron from the roof was then 
piled against M r . Murray's store and wet 
blankets were hung from the roof ... The 
creek supplies o f water soon gave out, and 
a digging brigade made a hole in the 
swamp past the post office. From this hole 

buckets, tins and all kinds of receptacles 
were filled and handed to men on top of 
the post office (AWN 24/12/1925: 53). 

Concentration on the saving of the Post 
Office eventually resulted in the arrest of 
the fire and the wil l ing band of about 100 
workers from all round the district was able 
to stand back and view the damage ... 
Hleven premises were completely burnt. 
The only accommodation houses in 
Raurimu, two hotels and a boarding house, 
all the general stores and the local bakery 
were simply eaten up by the fury of the 
flames (TP 15/12/1925:5). 

A billiard-room, a stable, a garage and one 
private house were also burned. Only two 
shops are left in the township (AWN 
17/12/1925: 37). 

The ruins 

a mass of twisted iron and fallen bricks, flat 
on the ground. About ten chimney stacks 
stood where prosperous business premises 
had been, while about six chimneys had 
either fallen or been pushed over (TP 
15/12/1925: 5). 

A photograph in Ron Cooke 's collection 
showing the site immediately after the fire has a 
description written on its reverse side noting that for 
the sake of safety, all standing chimneys, including 
three belonging to the Railway Hotel were ordered to 
be demolished. The Spiral chimney apparently fell in 
the course of the fire. Faced with the ruins of their 
town and damage estimated at £20 ,000 , people were, 
according to one of my informants very shocked 
really ... I can remember everybody being really 
shocked (interview no. 1), while another claimed that 
they felt "ooh ropable, they'd lost everything... I was 
standing in the street with just the clothes I had on ... 
we had nowhere to go" (interview no.3). Around 15 
people were actually rendered homeless as a result 
and were variously accommodated "with friends and 
in the cells of the Police Station" (TP 15/12/1925: 5) 
or "in the public hall , which [was] ... converted into 
a men's dormitory" (AWN 17/12/1925: 37). Others 
were housed in a marquee: "we lived in the tent for 
months until they found us a house"(interview no. 3). 
Those who weren't immediately affected found the 
situation "an inconvenience more than anything with 
all the shops burnt down" (interview no. 1) and that 
"life just went on" (interview no. 2). Many of those 
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who .suffered losses were either uninsured or only 
lightly covered. Tom McDona ld ' s Railway Hotel, 
for example, had no insurance on either building or 
contents (TP 15/12/1925: 5). In view of the 1910 
comment (TP 9/12/1910: 3) that Raurimu was 
considered a high risk town, it is easy to see that in 
1925, a time when business was in decline, being 
fully insured was not a financial priority. 

One woman, now in her eighties, related 
(pers. comm.) how, as a ten-year old , she travelled 
from Auckland by train lo meet tip with her lannk in 
Raurimu. On arrival at the station she prepared to 
leave the train, but a woman appointed as her 
caregiver for the journey's duration said "That's not 
Raurimu" "Yes it is" replied the chi ld . "No it isn't", 
insisted the woman. " W e l l " , said the gi r l , "what's my 
father doing on the station?" The town, had burnt to 
the ground several weeks previously and neither 
knew, hence the confusion. 

5.11 Surface evidence of the 1925 fire 

In July 1996, a colleague and I conducted a 
surface reconnaissance of the area immediately 
affected by the 1925 fire. The only extant remnants 
of that part o f the town that we were able to locate in 
terms of structures were a set o f steps associated 
with the Railway Hotel on section 19, and what 
appeared to be a hearth on section 16 relating to 
Hutson's general store (W. Cla rk ' s original mercery 
store established in 1912). A l s o on the latter section 
was the original concrete base of a bakery connected 
structure, presumably the oven. In more recent times, 
a garden shed has been constructed over the back 
half o f the base, while a newer concrete pad has been 
added to the front half (Fig . 5.18). The only other 
significant remaining feature of the 1925 commercial 
area is the old concrete kerb which is still relatively 
intact (Fig . 5.17). A later change in road direction is 
indicated at the northern end of this kerb whereby it 
ceases to run in a parallel line with today's road. 
Recently, just prior to the electrification of the 
railway in the 1980s, another change in road 
morphology occurred in the vicinity of the railway 
crossing. 

Having observed that the town today 
consists o f structures built both before and after this 
conflagration and that many of the older buildings 
have recent additions, I decided to confine my map 
to the area over which the fire spread (Fig. 5.15). 
However, since the efforts o f those who fought the 
fire were centered on the post office, and as it is the 
only commercial structure still standing from that 
period, I have included it in the map. The road, road 

reserve, station site and the old road leading to it are 
all indicated. 

Med ia coverage of the fire (TP 15/12/1925: 
5) went into some detail as to the losses incurred by 
each of the involved owners, thereby assisting me in 
connecting individual buildings wilh specific sections 
which enabled me to construct a chart l inking 
properties and structures affected by the two fires in 
that part o f Raurimu (Table 5.1). Not only did this 
help me to identify change and continuity in terms of 
the actual structures, but also to see how within these 
same structures, established businesses moved from 
one location to another (e.g., W . Clark.). A i the same 
time some established business people made an 
occupational shift (e.g., T. McDonald) presumably in 
concert with current economic demands. 

5.12 Summary 

The interface between the railway 
construction and the sawmil l ing communities appears 
not to have been marked by conflict. In fact 
the converse was the more likely scenario given 
firstly the linear nature of railway construction, 
secondly the temporary lul l in the sawmilling industry 
and thirdly the physical layout of the town. In order 
to take advantage of the rich mil l ing potential in the 
area, it was imperative that this transition be a smooth 
one. However, because of economic hesitancy linked 
to the closure of some 

sawmills in the region, the changeover was sluggish 
and this is reflected in the town's lack of a clearly 
defined business district. 

B y 1910/1911 there are four noted indicators 
of change corroborating the fact that the town is 
stabilising: 

1. A change in the occupational base of the 
population. 

2. A n increase of females in the female/male ratio. 
3. A n increase in permanent housing. 
4. Government facilities and institutions move into 

position. 

Socially some interesting changes take place, 
which parallel the physical relocation. A n example of 
this is the new respectability conferred on the billiard 
saloon whose patrons are more likely to be family 
men than single itinerants. 

The year 1914, however, sees a temporary 
resurgence of itinerant labourers in the town and in 
concert with this the crime rate climbs noticeably. 
Large boarding establishments housing both 
labourers and "ovemighters" coming off the trains 
flourish and compete, while the privately owned 
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Spiral Refreshment Rooms, vulnerable to sawmill 
closures, changes in railway timetables, and local 
whim, is popular, but not always remunerative. 

Ever susceptible to fire, Raurimu suffered 
a series of major conflagrations over the years. One 
in 1906 destroyed several buildings in the old 
commercial district, while two outbreaks in the 

relocated site each signalled the end of an era and, 
whether by coincidence or not, occurred in times of 
economic uncertainty. Raurimu never fully recovered 
from the 1925 fire but, as my concluding chapter 
reveals, neither did it completely succumb to 
obscurity. 
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RAURIMU TOWNSHIP 
SHOWING SECTIONS AFFECTED BY 
1925 FIRE 
and Indicating remaining structures 

ure 5.15. 
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Lot Buildinqs (1910 fire) 
Occupier(1910 
) Buildings (1925 fire) Function Occupier Date Built On site 1996 

20 Boardinqhouse'StorePO LaconrJickell'"? 

Durham 
house Merrikens Cammocks stable Accom.'Grocer house'Stabie M'S Lockwccc 17 CamrrocK 1910'1910'1909? Tin shedrwooden shed 

19 vacant Railway Hotel (20 rooms! Blacksmith 1 Accom M'S McDonald '5 -6 two houses 

18 saddleryilate' BNZ billiard saloon) Healy Temperton's General store Temperton vacant 

17 new 2 storey Spiral Hotel W. Hutson Spiral Hotel Accom Mrs G e-de- -mq 1910 by W Hutson house 

16 Ihe "eyesore" Smith's Hutson's tearooms&bakery-General store Mrs Smith.-J.W.Hutson 1912 by Clark(Store) 5c 'a Menace" 

15 house Mc Donald Karam's Norths General store.'Bootmaker Karam before 1916 •The Old Store" 

14 store boardinqhouse dressmaker Lawso" Wj'iay Clark s Draper&clothier empty at time at rear...Mr Stronach house iqaraqe9) 

13 P 0 Reserve Post Office P O 1914 P O now private house 

12 vacant? assorted "junk" 

11 Murray s Drapery&residenttal Murray 19117 vacant 

10 :c:taces residential 1910-15 :at'acas p'e ' •*= 

9 cottage residential early 1920s? cottage (pre fire) 

8 shop bu:c~e' ~- . I a - - 1909' vacant 

7 Hall built 1905 hall vaned 1905 vacant 

6 Store (possibly gone by_i925] • j^se 

5 • aa'aae 

4 vacant 

3 "The Swamp" •esiae-: a before 1920s "The Swamp" 

2 vacant 

1 Municipal Reserve .acant 

Table 5.1 Raurimu buildings in area affected by 1910 and 1925 fires (Italics indicate buildings destroyed by fire). 



Figure 5.17 The original kerb. (Photos K . H i l l , 1996) 
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CHAPTER 6 
AFTERWORD AND CONCLUSION 

M y various informants' differing percep
tions of the town's recovery were, as childhood 
memories, moulded by the way in which the fire 
affected their immediate families. General 
agreement, however, based on an economic reality of 
the 1920s, was that: 

once the mills went, there was nothing to 
maintain it as a town, because ... the 
mountain wasn't open like it is now ... 
passenger buses and trains used to run, but 
there was nothing there to maintain it 
(interview no. 2). 

no, nothing was ever built again ... a lot o f 
people went away ... well people had no 
money ... it was the Depression, none of 
them got insurance ... all too poor to have 
insurance ... no one went to Raurimu then 
... they were heartbroken really, but I don't 
know if anyone would have started 
building ... you see the sawmills and al l , 
everything had gone ... They didn't burn! 
(interview no. 3). 

In fact, people did re-establish some basic 
businesses: 

just grocery stores I think, and I think 
there was a tearooms there too, but that 
was all in one shop ... general stores ... 
there was one boarding-house after that... 
1 don't know that it ever had a name ... al l 
I remember is the people who ran it 
(interview no. 1). 

Isolation was not a problem for a railway 
town such as Raurimu, and with easy access to 
Taumarunui and other commercial centres on the 
Main Trunk, the rebuilding of anything other than 
basic facilities was both unnecessary and 
uneconomic. White's Aviat ion aerial photographs 
taken in the 1940s and 1950s show the extent o f the 
rebuilding that was undertaken. Many of the 
structures located on the main street are residential, 
while two large sawmills in operation on the 
perimeter of town have housing complexes 
associated with them. Police statistics for 1956 show 
Raurimu to have had in that year, a population of 
280 of which 36 were mill employees. T w o general 
stores, the post office, one dairy/milkbar/tearooms, 

a garage and a butcher shop served this community. 
The school, catering for both primary, and after 
1950, secondary pupils, now served the wider area 
with an enrolment of 209, while the hall continued 
its multi-functional role. There were no hotels (RBY 
V o l . 2 N o . 39: 489). 

6.1 Population decline and 
subsequent closures 

A population decline immediately following 
the 1925 fire is recorded in school roll figures, and in 
the 1926 Census. The Wanganui Education Board 
files for the years 1924 and 1926 ( A B D V , W3571, 
Boxes 1004/1005. N A Wn.) show Raurimu School 
suffering a drop in the number of pupils enrolled 
from 82 to 52. Raurimu Census figures lor Ihe years 
1921 and 1926 corroborate this loss with a total of 
402 individuals recorded for the former and 268 for 
the latter date. This translates into a mean 
demographic drop of 35 %. 

B y 31 M a y 1977, the date that Raurimu 
Post Office officially closed its doors, only nine 
families were resident in the town. With the school 
having closed six months previously and the last 
shop a few months prior to that, Raurimu was no 
longer a viable business community. The railway 
Station had closed in the mid-1960s after the 
introduction of a remote control system, and the last 
two sawmills . K i n g Speirs and C o . ("Bottom M i l l " ) 
and Angus and Wells ("Top M i l l " ) , had also closed 
around the same time (RBY V o l . 2 , N o . 32/33: 376). 
The police station had, because of declining 
population, closed even earlier, in July 1957 (RBY, 
V o l . 2 , N o . 39: 489). 

The economic factors determining such 
closures in the Waimarino were interrelated wilh the 
exhaustion of the timber resources, but on a national 
scale other factors were coniributing lo the ultimate 
decline of small townships and village communities. 
After 1918, the rapid development of road transport 
and its competition with the railways realigned the 
country's land communication network, affecting 
both freight and passenger traffic patterns (Waterson 
1965). In addition to citing the role played by the 
motor car and truck, Franklin (1960:180) posits that 
because of "the industrialisation of the economy, the 
increasing technological nature of society, [and] the 
mechanisation of farming" the general trend, after 
1920 was, instead, towards the "larger urban 
community". 
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With the closure of its post office, Raurimu 
slipped into obscurity, but its close proximity to the 
Whakapapa ski-fields ensured a seasonal reprieve 
from ghost town status. Vacant sections were 
subsequently bought up and new houses built, while 
some of the old structures were renovated. The upper 
town, however, still retains an air o f mossy 
timelessness. 

Raurimu's history has been marked by the 
constant recycling of buildings, no longer needed to 
fulfil their original functions, or better able to do so 
in an alternative location. The Anglican Church is 
now the dining area of the Slalom Ski Lodge on the 
opposite side o f State Highway Four, the Roman 
Catholic Church was moved to Owhango and the 
police lock-up to National Park. The railway goods 
shed was relocated next to the cemetery and now 
serves as a wool barn. 

6.2 Conclusion 

The principal aim of this investigation has 
been to attempt to reconstruct Raurimu at various 
stages in its short but eventful history as a frontier 
town, predominantly through documentary evidence. 
A n archaeological approach to this archival material, 
much o f which is photographic, helped me in my 
field reconnaissance to confirm that the first 
commercial area was north of the railway crossing. 
Although my study concentrates on a 25 year period 
in which the settlement underwent considerable 
physical, social and economic transformations, this 
history is by no means a closed one. M y decision to 
focus on the years preceding the 1925 fire rests on 
the need to rectify some common misconceptions 
about the town's earliest history, often related as 
peripheral to a more accurately informed history of 
the Spiral itself. 

How to locate the transient people who 
leave little or no mark in the archaeological record is 
an important issue. Apart from the broader 
implications for New Zealand historical archaeology, 
there is a specific need to address the issue of 
ephemerality in any future research into railway 
construction settlements, in particular those set up by 
the Public Works Department along the central 
section of the M a i n Trunk, where speed and urgency 
of construction necessitated easily mobilised people 
and structures. Buckles ' ( 1983) paper, "Models for 
Railroad Construction Related Sites in the West", 
and his concept o f the heralded and unheralded 
clarified my concern that considerable bias is 
inherent in any archaeological research that involves 

the juxtaposition of the transient (invisible) and the 
monumental (visible). B y attempting to reconstruct 
the construction town, I hope thai I have rectified 
that bias, and that in placing this same town in 
relation to the later sawmill ing town, which has 
sometimes mistakenly been associated with the 
building of the Spiral , I have made some 
contribution to a more complete historiography of 
Raurimu. 

Anticipating that conflict might be involved 
at the interface between a temporary rail construction 
camp populated predominantly by male itinerants 
and a subsequent sawmill ing town populated by 
settlers and their families, I set out to examine social 
relations in the earlier period in order to gain a better 
idea of the form such conflict, if it existed ai all , 
might take. Concomitant with this investigation was 
a gender oriented focus which 1 hoped would reveal 
not only a higher presence of women than is 
generally accepted but also provide an insight into 
their role in such an encampment. Interrelated, was 
a further focus on relations between the co-operative 
workers and the P W D . A n examination of town 
layout was fundamental to an archaeological 
interpretation of these issues and is the overriding 
thrust of this research. 

On learning, early in my research, that the 
Hope Gibbons fire in Wellington had destroyed vital 
archival evidence pertaining to the construction of 
the Spiral and related organisational issues, I decided 
that the resonance between the destruction of this 
early documentation and of the established town in 
1925 was worthy of a thematic treatment. 
Subsequently I found that fire had played a frequent 
and significant role in the town's history. 

Findings 

"Locating" Raurimu had its successes and 
failures. The early commercial area, when examined 
in both the photographic and written evidence, was 
quite unambiguously situated in that part of the 
present town that lies north of the railway crossing. 
Considerably more problematic was the exact 
location of the l iving structures associated with that 
area, in particular the tents and huts as seen in Fig . 
3.1. Various interpretations were discussed and 
extreme road modification was considered, however, 
even in the light of the latter, the location of these 
particular structures remains elusive. In general the 
so called anarchic layout o f the tent town would 
imply that all three of the sites considered in Chapter 
3 could have been in use concurrently during the rail 
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construction period. Having located the original 
commercial centre, I was then able to look at it in 
relation to the area set aside for the established 
sawmilling town and follow the ensuing changes and 
continuities in the settlement's form and function 
over the 25 year period. This was then, where 
possible, placed in the wider context in order to see 
if and how national economic trends might have 
impacted on the community thus contributing to 
change or stasis. 

Three periods between 19(H) and 1925 are 
outlined in my research: 

Rail construction 1900-1907 

In this period (more specifically from 
1904), the entire settlement was either directly or 
indirectly involved with the building o f the Main 
Trunk. L iv ing structures were typically o f a portable 
nature, while commercial buildings varied from 
lightly constructed stores to more substantial 
boarding houses. Many were built of kahikatea 
which, when left untreated, had a limited lifespan of 
ten years. In this period most habitation and private 
enterprise was confined to the area north o f the 
railway crossing, while to the south, in the 
immediate vicinity o f the railway reserve, were 
institutional structures associated wi th the 
Government; the school, the post office, the 
workman's hall, and huts or houses associated with 
Public Works Department personnel. 

Transition 1908-1910 

The completion of the Spiral left Raurimu 
notably depopulated. B y this time, the area 
earmarked for town development had been surveyed 
and new buildings were appearing on the sections. 
The town was, however, physically, socially and 
economically in l imbo and this was reflected in the 
single-storey structures being erected and in the 
"eyesore" which remained unfinished. The exception 
here was the two-storey Spiral Hotel buih in 1910, 
just before the fire that destroyed several adjacent 
buildings to the north. O f the few commercial 
enterprises that were in operation, most were now 
relocated to the established area, leaving only one or 
two functioning north of the crossing. Most canvas 
dwellings had been replaced by wooden structures. 

Stabilisation 1911-1925 

Various indicators of change in this period 
showed that Raurimu was, at last, becoming an 
established town. T o reiterate briefly, these processes 
were: 

1. A change in the occupational base of the 
population. 

2. Increasing numbers of women. 
3. A n increase in permanent housing. 
4. The establishment of Government facilities and 

community institutions. 

The locational transition from the old to the 
new town site was thus parallelled by a functional 
transition from one primary economic base (rail 
construction) to another (sawmilling). I Iowever, with 
the establishment of farming in the Kaitieke district, 
and the town's role as a "break-in-journey" stopover, 
Raurimu became multi-functional. It was in this 
period that individual buildings were relocated to 
their designated positions and the town turned its 
grand facade towards the railway station. 

Discussion 

Although it is easy lo distinguish a fairly 
clear delineation between these periods in relation to 
settlement layout, the corresponding social changes 
are not so clearly defined because newspapers, 
photographers and Government officials rarely 
documented the mundane. In the days o f railway 
construction, the less socially desirable activities 
such as the two-up sessions and presumably most of 
the drinking were understandably located in the 
vicinity of the bill iard saloons and the workers' 
accommodation in the upper town while the more 
respectable family oriented activities took place 
south of the crossing, in the hall or in the station 
reserve. By 1911 the bill iard saloon had taken on an 
air of respectability, socially sanctioned by its 
relocation in the new town alongside the Bank of 
New Zealand (see building to left of the Spiral Hotel 
in F ig . 5.10). 

The presence of women in Raurimu prior to 
the stabilisation, around 1911, of the gender ratio at 
approximately 41 % (female), can only be quantified 
through the 1906 Census. This indicates a somewhat 
larger proportion of females to males than average 
for the Ruapehu Rid ing , making Raurimu atypical 
for the area at that time, but probably not in relation 
to other large camps associated with more complex 
Public Works. On the rare occasions that official 
documentation and newspaper reports discussed the 
presence of women in the construction camps, the 
perceived traditional role o f wife and mother was 
characterised by sufferance of life's privations at 
"the front". (WT 20/6/1904: 2; NZPD V o l . 139, 
2/7/1907: 32). M y research has indicated that, 
contrary to this construct, females represented 25% 
of the population, were involved in business, and 
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where their own voices were heard, showed tenacity 
and humour in the face of extreme physical 
adversity. The running, by a woman, of M c K i n l e y ' s , 
one of Raurimu's first boarding houses, set a trend 
that was to continue with the 1910 opening of two 
new boarding establishments, also in the hands of 
female proprietors, through to the eventual 
management by women of several 1920s businesses. 

Relations between the P W D and the co
operative workers and their respective families is 
difficult to evaluate, especially given the destruction 
of official archival records pertaining to construction 
work and worker relations on the Main Trunk. Some 
clues exist, however, in newspaper reports, 
photographs and the way in which the town was laid 
out. M y conclusions on this subject are that, 
although the navvies were cheaply employed by the 
State to further colonial expansion into the interior, 
their role was not an entirely subservient one. 
Formal, hierarchical relations manifested in the work 
environment seem to have been somewhat less rigid 
socially, as witnessed in the make up of the Raurimu 
Entertainment Committee. Given that some of the 
co-operative workers were keen to acquire land and 
stay in the area, while most P W D staff were aware 
that their tenure was of a temporary nature, the 
looser social arrangements would have presented 
little threat to either party. A n y adversarial 
relationship would, I imagine, be of a more personal 
nature. However an incident reported in the New 
Zealand Herald (22/8/1906: 8) whereby a group of 
two-up players obstinately refused to abandon their 
position on the road to allow a visiting Minister of 
the C r o w n to pass, suggests an underlying "ideology 
of resistance" (Paynter and McGuire 1991) in the 
camp. 

Although the future town's layout was 
determined by Government surveyors, a common 
acceptance of the notion of progress ensured that the 
placement of necessary institutions such as school, 
post office and police station did not overlap the 
chaotic encampment and its rougher associations. 
The fact that the school marquee was erected half a 
mile or so from the tent town indicates a need to 
separate the genteel educators, if not the children, 
from the vagaries o f the billiard saloons and the 
boarding houses. 

It was this deliberate layout anticipating 
permanent settlement, in conjunction with the linear 
nature of railway construction which took most of its 
itinerant workers with it, that eased the interface 
between the two periods. In fact, the depopulation 
which occurred at this time in Raurimu, averted the 
clash in cultural values commonly encountered in 
other transitional situations (see Mackay 1992). 
Problems at the interface arose more from the 
economic uncertainty surrounding the future of the 

sawmill ing industry in the region with people 
hesitant to invest in the town until indicators 
suggested a brighter future. 

Fire flickers in and out of Raurimu's history 
clarifying the delineation of one era from another. In 
the face of small setbacks or in the case of the larger 
1910 fire the town, like the proverbial phoenix, rises 
repeatedly from the flames. The 1925 fire, however 
was a different story as the town was finally halted 
in its path of progress and began its slow slide into 
relative obscurity in concert with the sawmilling on 
which it was so dependent. 

6.3 Future directions 

The following four points, summarising the 
findings at Raurimu, may well be parallelled in other 
areas where railway construction sites preceded 
townships which sprang to life in symbiosis with the 
opening up of the sought after Waimarino Forest: 

1. A busy, but brief, transient railway construction 
period with a predominantly male population 
l iving in canvas/wood structures. 

2. A lul l immediately fol lowing the construction 
of the Ma in Trunk before settlers and 
sawmillers move in to take up land in the 
surveyed townships. 

3. The establishment of larger businesses in the 
town with reserves allocated for institutions 
such as police, courts, school, and post office. 
A permanent population based around 
sawmill ing and the functioning of the railway. 

4. A decline in sawmil l ing operations and, in 
many cases, the destructive path of fire playing 
a part in the eventual demise of the town. 

Rangataua and Horopito have both followed 
acomparable developmental path to that of Raurimu. 
Rangataua, having grown from an itinerant tent town 
to a formally laid out settlement on one side of the 
street opposite the railway station, experienced "two 
fires which wiped out the business section of the 
township in the depression period" (George 
1990:171). Similar ly , Horopito began its life as a 
canvas settlement in the proximity of major viaduct 
building, and was later subdivided into township 
sections for permanent settlers. Both towns in their 
construction period had boarding houses run by 
women, entertainment committees in charge of 
dances and recitations, and colourful histories 
pertaining to prohibition. Both became sawmilling 
towns which were later subjected to the same 
economic decline experienced by Raurimu and, by 
coincidence, both also were later to lose their schools 
and educational records to fire (ibid.: 166-197). No 
doubt many other towns on the mid section of the 
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Main Trunk wi l l have followed a similar trajectory. 
Significant factors to be considered would 

include, firstly, the question of whether the 
settlement was used as P W D headquarters during the 
construction period, in which case one might expect 
a different time span in occupational terms and 
perhaps a more ordered layout to suit hierarchical 
purposes. Secondly, unlike Raurimu which was 
hacked out of the bush, some of the early 
construction camps were established immediately 
adjacent to Maori settlements. In order to 
satisfactorily address issues of culture contact, it is 
crucial to determine the extent to which European 
settlement impacted on contemporaneous Maori 
populations in such areas and to look for evidence of 
earlier indigenous settlement and land use in that 
locality. 

O f further significance would be the 
potential comparative value of such work with that 
of other historical archaeologists working with 
similar transient settlements relating to expansion in 
the colonised New Wor ld . North American 
archaeological research has. in particular, influenced 
my approach to, and analysis of, the Raurimu 
material. Buckles (1983: 213) points out that 
descriptions of railroad construction sites and 
activities are rare and constitute "only one part of the 
largely unrecognized past". Likewise , studies 
pertaining to the mobile mining frontier (Hardesty 
1994; Purser 1991) or the logging industry (Brashler 
1991) have, in their investigations of social 
strategies, identified the often unacknowledged 
structuring principles of class and gender. The 
politics of (in)visibility would, by such comparisons, 
be more easily recognised and thus addressed. 

6.4 Future investigations in the 
Raurimu area 

To get a diachronic and perhaps relatively 
undisturbed view of social life in Raurimu 
throughout its various periods of occupation, the 

section on which the workman's (public) hall stood 
for so many years could , with the owner's 
permission, be a potentially informative excavation 
site. Built in 1905 by the Public Works Department, 
it is one of the only structures from the railway 
construction period that can be accurately located 
(Figs 5.5; 5.6). It played a multi-functional role in 
the town until the 1960s when it was condemned 
(Plateau Gazette 3/12/1968) and subsequently 
demolished. Sometime in the 1920s it was moved 
back from the road to al low for the addition of a new 
facade (interview no. 4). Photographs taken just prior 
to the 1925 fire show this new frontage (Fig. 5.13). 
Despite all the fires suffered by Raurimu, the hall 
was unscathed but not uninvolved. It was used as a 
venue for legal inquiries into some of Ihe fires and in 
1925 for the storage of goods removed from burning 
premises. 

Industrial archaeology would benefit from 
further investigation into the numerous sawmills in 
the region while their associated bush tramways 
could be traced and mapped. Although "The Top 
M i l l " only closed in the 1960s, its surface remains 
are few and far between and form part of a 
diminishing testimony of an extractive industry 
which for a brief period sustained many small K i n g 
Country towns. There now seems to be a place in 
New Zealand historical archaeology for a fine tuned 
study of intra-site and inter-site settlement patterning 
accompanied by a poli t ically conlextualized 
investigation into the social and economic nature of 
the mobile communities involved in the construction 
of the M a i n Trunk. This in turn should set the wheels 
in motion for further inquiry into an industrial and/or 
social archaeology of the entire road and rail network 
throughout the country. A s many of these transient 
settlements eventually grew into towns, and in some 
cases cities, such investigation would be an 
invaluable contribution to urban archaeology and to 
studies in related fields. 
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Figure 6.1 Raurimu 1996: area destroyed in 1925 fire. (Photos K . H i l l , 1996) 
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