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Introduction 

This thesis is concerned with the political career 

of F. Pirani, who represented the Palmerston North 

electorate from 1894 to 1902. Pirani entered the 

House a liberal, but within a few years was in 

strong disagreement with the Liberal government on 

several issues, so in 1896 he stood as an independent 

liberal. From 1898 Pirani believed a change of 

government would be to New Zealand's advantage, and 

in 1902 he was an opposition candidate. Despite 

this transformation in political colours only on the 

land question was there a major change in Pirani's 

views in the years he was in the House. This at 

first sight is contradictory, and this thesis, by a 

detailed study of Pirani's political career and 

beliefs, is intended to clarify this situation. It 

is also hoped that the thesis would be a first step 

in the analysis of local Manawatu politics in the 

latter part of the nineteenth-century. Other 

regions, _for example Canterbury, Taranaki and the 

Waikato, have been studied in depth, but the 

Manawatu's timing and pattern of development was, 

it is suggested, unique, and this alone suggests 

that a study of its local politics would prove 

fruitful to those considering the wider picture. 

The value, and the limitation, of a thesis are 

considerably determined by the methodology and 

the sources used. Sources are to an extent 

independent of methodology, but methodology 

frequently determines both the way and the extent 

to which different sources are used. The politics 

of the Canterbury region for the period 

1870-1890 has been studied in detail in a number of 

1 



theses. In all cases the theses were concerned 

with local politics usually with only a sing le 

election and hence a heavy reliance was placed 

upon local newspapers, and a booth-by-booth 

analysis of election results. This led Bohan, 
1 

in particular, to the conclusion that party 

played no role in the politics of the period. 

Millar2 believed that the polling-booth method 

did not allow issues their due, and Evans 

pointed out that "there is no getting away from 

the fact that on some issues a two-party division 

existed, and in parliament with much more certainty 

than in the electorates. 113 I believe the comments 

of Millar and Evans to be very important, and I 

have therefore attempted to explain in detail 

Pirani's career at both the national and local 

level, and also the influence that each had on the 
4 

other. Because of this I believe the result is 

a better building block towards a more complete 

understanding of the politics of the period than 

would otherwise be the case. 

It need hardly be said that previous research has 

analysed both the politicians and issues of the 

189O's in considerable detail. However, I believe 

that the very existence of this thesis, as well as 

its conclusions, point to a complete gap in 

previous research, the detailed study of the 

secondary figures. Of the major figures Seddon, 

McKenzie and Reeves have been studied both well and 

in detail, Ballance and Ward have received quite 

inadP. quate treatment. Of the issues land has 

received detailed and capable treatment, the 

liquor question is in a much less satisfactory 

situation. At least, however, in all these cases 

2 



attempts have been made, and the gaps are obvious. 

The findings and conclusions of this thesis suggest 

that, as with many other topics, one cannot assume 

the local details are insignificant, simply because 

the broad, national sweep of events has already 

been considered. Rather this thesis has, I believe, 

shown the need for similar studies of other 

secondary political figures. A detailed study of 

A. W. Hogg, for example, would be not only useful 

in itself, but would almost certainly allow fruitful 

contrasts and similarities with F. Pirani. 

Modesty was not part of Pirani's character, nor was 

conciseness part of his style. As a result Pirani's 

nine years in the House provide a body of speeches 

which provide indispensible core material on Pirani's 

political career and beliefs. The speeches have 

been supplemented by the private papers of Seddon and 

Ballance, and newspapers. The voluminous newspaper 

clippings which form part of the Seddon papers were 

particularly useful in discussion of the elections 

as regrettably there is not extant a continuous 

series of either the Manawatu Evening Standard or the 

Manawatu Times, a gap in the sources only partly 

filled by the continuous run of the Feilding Star. 

I have frequently quoted the Manawatu Evening 

Standard as if it was Pirani speaking. The news­

paper was owned from 1892 by the Pirani family, and 

only on the issue of federation with Australia did 

I ever find a disagreement between the paper and 

Pirani. Theses and secondary sources have peen 

widely used for particular topics but only Clarke 

has even a paragraph concerned solely with 

Pirani. 5 

3 



Any consideration of Liberal party politics in 

the 1890's must give some consideration to the 

differing attitudes of Ballance and Seddon. The 

contrast between the two is particularly important 

in this thesis because Pirani entered the House 

principally due to Ballance, and he soon believed 

that Seddon was betraying the ideals of Ballance. 

Pirani's subsequent years of conflict with Seddon 

were in part a clash of personalities, but it is 

also suggested that between Pirani and Seddon there 

were fundamental differences as to the means and 

ends of liberalism. 

1 Bohan E. "The General Election of 1879 
in Canterbury". (unpublished M.A. 
thesis, University of Canterbury), 1958. 

2 Millar D. P. "The General Election of 
1884 in Canterbury. Being a Study of 
Politics Within the Province of 
Canterbury, New Zealand". (unpublished 
M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury), 
1960. pp. iii, iv. 

3 Evans A.M. "A Study of Canterbury 
Politics in the Early 1880's 
With Special Reference to the Gen8ral 
Election of 1881". ( unpublished 
M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury), 
1959. p.34. 

4 A University of Otago Ph.D. by John H. Angus, 
covering the period 1873-1893 confirms the 
value of looking at politics at both the 
local and the national level. Unfortunately 
this t .hesis was not available for study, 
as it had not been presented at the time 
research on the present thesis was finished. 

5 Clarke J. C. "The New Zealand Liberal Party 
and Government 1895-1906 11

• (unpublished 
M.A. thesis, University of Auckland), 1962. 
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Chapter One 

The Manawatu 

As with most, if not all, politicians, Pirani's views 

were the result of several influences. The lack of 

private papers has meant that we shall probably never 

be aware of some influences, at the level of family 

and friends, that were critical. In the early 

1890's Pirani himself said that one individual, John 

B 11 h d h d t . t h' 1 I a ance, a a as rong impac upon im. n 

1905 Pirani recalled that he had entered the House a 

Ballance man, not a Seddon man; but in the same 

5 

breath he called Massey "one of the straightest liberals 

in the House. 112 Ballance influenced Pirani's 

political ideals, and especially his concept of political 

leadership, rather than gave him detailed ideas. On the 

issues of land and education, where Pirani had detailed, 

specific proposals, they emerged from personal 

experience and the actual needs of his constituents. 

We do not know for certain why Pirani settled in Palmer­

ston North, and it may not have had anything to do with 

the opportunities a frontier settlement offered the young 

and energetic individual, but the latter seems unlikely. 

Whatever the reason Pirani believed the people of 

Palmerston North and the surrounding district worth 

representing, to the point where his h ealth was nearly 

broken. While his constituency alone is not a complete 

explanation of Pirani's politics, it is a sufficient part 

that without an understanding of the Manawatu of Pirani's 

time one cannot hope to understand Pirani. 

The key to an understanding of the Manawatu of the 

1890's is the recognition that the region was emerging 

from its frontier period. Conditions in many respects 



remained very primitive, particularly in the smaller 

settlements inland from Palmerston North, settlements 

6 

which were the actual :frontier. Palmerston North itself 

believed the worst was over, but remembered how bad the 

worst had been. 

Inland Manawatu on the whole benefited from European 

settlement being relatively late by New Zealand standards. 

By the time settlement was serious the Maori Wars were 

over and the provinces were shortly to be abolished, which 

meant Government help was usually better planned. The 

region was able to respond to the rise of dairying without 

loss of previous investment. Breaking in of the bush, 

however, was not made any easier. 

In the early 1840 1 s the New Zealand Company had shown 

considerable interest in the area but little came of its 

extensive plans. Foxton was settled in the 1840 1 s but 

even by the 1860's settlers remained :few, despite the 

favourable comments of travellers. The Maoris were 

peaceful, though this might be explained in part by the 

lack of settlers. 3 Closer settlement had two pre­

requisites - initial surveys and land purchase from the 

Maoris. 

The Rangitikei Block was purchased in 1849, the Awahou and 

Ahuaturanga Blocks in 1858, the Manawatu - Awahou Block in 

1865 and the Manawatu - Rangitikei Block in 1866. 4 Most 

of the purchases were effected with little difficulty but 

the Manawatu - Rangitikei caused bitter dissension, both 

between the Ngatiraukawa and Ngatiapa tribes, and within 

them. 

Dr Featherstone, the Superintendent for Wellington Province, 

purchased the land for £25,000, although he knew ownership 

was in dispute. Every historian consulted concluded that 

Maori custom was largely, if not completely, on the side of 

the Ngatiraukawa and, with varying degrees of certainty, 

that Dr Featherstone agreed on a price with the Ngatiapa to 
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speed the sale, while the Ngatiapa a g reed to sell, before 

any decision could be made as to how · the purchase price 

should be divided, just because their title was weak. 5 

The Native Land Court hearing at Otaki, 1868, satisfied 

no-one, so the case was heard in Wellington in 1869. The 

Ngatiraukawa lost more completely this time, but 

obstruction and litigation continued until 1870 when the 

Minister of Native Affairs reached a final settlement. 

This cleared the air virtually completely, though minor 

incidents in the 1870's suggest that some Maoris were not 

entirely happy. At one stage, tribal warfare had seemed 

possible, which would hardly have encouraged European 

settlement. The general absence of friction has led to 

statements that it was non-existent. 6 This was not quite 

true despite the comment of a settler that there was 

"not the slightest fear on account of the native of those 

days 11
,

7 and the readiness with which Maoris provided 

guides for surveyors and labour on Public Works schemes. 

The Palmerston North-:- Foxton tramway was blocked by 

Maoris on a number of occasions. A minor inconvenience to 

settlers it appears to have been an effective method of 

local Maoris for airing a particular grievanc e . 

The survey work was carried out under conditions of con­

siderable difficulty in country which was swampy or 

covered in dense bush and often both. In 1858 a survey of 

the Upper Manawatu was abandoned temporarily, due to 

mosquitos. 

The first sale of Manawatu sections was in 1866, and of 

Palmerston North sections in 1867, but little enthusiasm 

was shown. In the early 1870's a reporter believed 

Palmerston North should be renamed Scriptown and that 

legislation should make the spotting of town sections 

illegal.
8 

Even in its very earliest days Palmerston 

North had a 'land' problem. In the late 1860 1 s settlers 

were so few that the Wellington Almanack listed residents 
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for the entire Manawatu for the years 1865-1869; not 

until 1870 was Palmerston North separately entered. It was 

Vogel's schemes which transformed the picture. They pro­

vided people willing to take the hardship of breaking in 

the bush and the necessary back-up of public works 

schemes. By 1872, there were twenty-three dwellings in the 

township, but being typically frontier, the population in­

cluded only three women. 9 

Palmerston North was to become the pre-eminent settlement 

of the Manawatu, but this was not inevitable. The 1870's 

saw settlement at many sites in the Manawatu - Sanson 

(1870), Palmerston North (1870), Feilding (1874), 

Halcombe (1876), Rongotea (1878) and Ashhurst (1879). lO 

Just as Palmerston North was to outstrip Foxton, so one of 

these settlements might have out-stripped Palmerston North. 

The latter's initial advantage was its communication link 

with Foxton. If Palmerston North was difficult to reach, 

any other place was even worse. In the early 1870's neither 

Foxton nor Palmerston North was geared for an inflow of 

hundreds of people. A track provided the only access from 

Palmerston North to Feilding. Between 1871 and 1873 

sections in and around Sanson were balloted and occupied 

but it was not until 1873 that the settlers were able to 

get any of their produce out. 

was entirely subsistence. 

Before then, their existence 

Transport was critical to the early settlements and was the 

key to Palmerston North's growth, transport within settle­

ments, between settlements, and transport links with the 

outside world. Inadequate communications acted as a 

restraint which meant the land could be developed only by 

the application of sheer hard work and lots of it. 

Contemporary newspapers continually refer to the swamps 

and the need for drainage, and apparently deservedly; one 

spot was actually termed "Muddy Bush". The river served as 

the earliest highway between Foxton and Palmerston North. 



Until 1875, when a bridge was built, people crossed the 

river at the Woodville end of the Manawatu Gorge by iron 

cage. 

In 1870 it cost £1 per ton to freight goods by sea from 

Wellington to Foxton, but from Foxton to Palme rston 

North it cost £20 per ton. The earliest roads were Maori 

tracks, never satisfactory, and made frequently impassable 

by winter mud. Flooded rivers could mean a wait of days 

before a crossing was possible and even then only if one 

had a bullock team. It was not easy to forget such 

problems, and the need for ever better communications 

remained for the Manawatu a vital issue in the 1890's, 

for the growth of the region meant that supply tended 

always to lag behind demand. 

From necessity, a network of links emerged and Palmerston 

North, even by the mid-seventies, had become a 

communications centre. 

Palmerston North linked with 

Foxton 

Wanganui 

Manawatu Gorge 

Foxton 

Hawkes Bay 

Feilding 

Foxton 

Hawkes Bay 

Feilding 

Foxton 

Wanganui 

As this network developed, the 

Date Method 

1871 rough road 

1871 road 

1872 road 

1873 tramway 

1875 road 

1876 rail 

1873 tramway 

1875 road 

1876 rail 

1876 rail 

1878 rail 

tendency was f'or other 

settlements to link with it so that as they grew, 

Palmerston North benefited from the through traffic and 

emerged as· a wholesaling and marketing centre. 

9 
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Pressure for the link with Foxton began almost as soon as 

Palmerston North was settled. The tramway prove d diff icult 

to construct and was far from luxury travel. Despite this, 

JOO return journeys a month were made between Foxton and 

Palmerston North, when the communities' combined population 

was only 500 people. In addition, the tramway ma de 

possible exploitation of the district's timber. 

The obvious rival of Palmerston North was not a settlement 

further inland, but Foxton, the entry-port on the coast. 

Foxton's major commercial interest was the flax industry, 

hence its early start became a liability. A boom 

attracted mushroom operators and sharp practices that 

ruined the product's reputation. This difficulty was not 

overcome until 1901 when the Government imposed compulsory 

grading . Foxton's function as the economic outlet of the 

reg ion was lost in 18 86 when the Welling ton Manawatu 

railway, t e rminating at Palme rston North, was ope ned. 

Yet a ga in we s ee t he significance o f c ommunica tions, 

particularly r a i l ways , f o r Pa lmerston North . 

Inevita bly the conditions for early se t tlers we re primitive 

in the extreme. 

"There were t wo seasons in the year - the mud s e ason and the 

mosquito season, t he latter the pioneering colonist declaring 
11 much the worst". The mosquitos ferocity was legendary; 

it was claimed they could eat entire animals to the bone. 

Business premises habitually place d smoking cans at the 

front door overnight and more than one church service had 

to be abandoned. In the 1880 1 s, workers on a road project 

for the Manawatu Railway Company, had to be paid 10s. a 

day against a norm of 7s. and even then all the work was 

done under nets. 

That the Manawatu was pioneer country even by Ne w Zealand 

standards, is shown by the sex ratios. The national 

average of women to men in 1874 was 75.17 per 100 men but 

in the Manawatu-Kaironga Country 66.16 per 10 0 men, 
12 
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although the high proportion of immigrants would have 

meant more equalised figures for the under-21 age group . 

The decades 1870-1 890 saw a dramatic change in the Manawatu 

and especially in Palmerston North. By 1890 much of the 

bush had been cleared and Palmerston North was the chief 

town of the region with a prosperous future based on the 

town's communications function13 and the region's 

agriculture. The Manawatu became dominated by the small 

farmer for whom a compact network of communications was 
14 crucial to a viable cost structure. In contrast, the 

1890's was more a decade of consolidation, lack ing irt any 

dramatic new structural innovations. In the Man awatu, the 

small farmers' victory was not achieved by the bursting up 

of large estates; there were not, relatively speaking, 

any large estates to bust up. Instead, settlement was 

achieved by the cumulative work of many settlers, cutting 

down and clearing the bush, then slowly creating 

high-production units. This partly explains why Pirani 

concerned himself very lit tle with large estates, and what 

should be done with them, but concerned himself in g reat 

detail with the difficulties of the bush settler. 

Early farming in the Manawatu was of necessity subsistent. 

It was so expensive to move goods in or out, that wheat was 
15 locally grown. Even when improved communications 

mitigated this problem, the difficulties of clearing the 

land, of fencing, of moving stock over log-littered ground, 

and the danger of tutu poisoning, meant that settlers were 

initially concerned with survival, and even then needed 
16 assistance; Help came principally from two sources 

public works and timber. For the settler , both were 

transitory - public works filled in gaps and provided ready 

cash, while sawmills moved with the retreating bush, 17 

but they did provide a neces sary backstop during the first 

stage of development, and a necessary base for the still­

future security of refrigeration. 
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Palmerston North and the Manawatu were naturally affected 

by the Depression of the 1880 1 s; cash was short and 

bankruptcies frequent, but the district, being new, had 

less to lose. Flax, timber and public works remained the 

chief sources of income and though growth was slowed, 

there were mitigating circumstances. The bush clearing 

carried on and the construction of the Wellington­

Manawatu railway meant jobs. 

The decade 1886-1896, when most of Ne,., Zealand was in 

the depths of a depression, was one of expanded economic 

activity in the Manawatu, from which Palmerston North in 

particular was a beneficiary. The role of new railway 

lines was absolutely critical. 

Private interest in Wellington formed the Wellington­

Manawatu Company in 1880, at the time the largest 

private company in New Zealand. For a number of reasons, 

the Company chose to alter the terminal from Foxton to 

Longburn. Though a longer route, it avoided the coastal 

swamps, gave a quicker link with Palmerston North, 

Wanganui and potentially the East Coast, it therefore 

could expect a greater volume of through traffic. The 
18 new route also followed the Company's land grants. 

The railway opened up the Southern Manawatu and linked it 

with Palmerston North. The years 1886-1900 saw the 

timber trade reach new production levels. Palmerston 

North's population rose 140 percent in the years 1887-1896! 9 

while Foxton's rose only 40 percent. In 1885, Palmerston 

North was not the dominant settlement of the Manawatu, 

though its importance was recognised. 20 
Palmerston 

North, Feilding, Halcombe and Marton, were all 

important rail centres on the Wanganui - Palmerston 

North - Foxton railway, which linked bush areas. 

Palmerston North gained a tramway link with Sanson in 

1884 and a rail link in 1886. The Wellington line was 

completed in 1886 and the Hawkes Bay line through the 

Manawatu Gorge in 1891. The Gorge link between East and 

West Coasts was of national importance, a special train with 
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1,000 passeng e r s from Welling ton joine d the c e leb r a tions . 

It was originally inte nded to terminate at Bunnythorpe 

but the Manawatu Ra ilway Company a ltered this to Longburn, 

a gain playing a crucial role in Palmerston North's growth. 

In the short space of ten years, Palmerston North had 

grown to a regional dominance and national importance 

summed up by the statement, "it is a junction of three 

main lines of railway - the Wanganui - New Plymouth, 

Wellington - Manawa tu and Nap.ier - Woodville". 21 If 

Pirani was in the House an often self-confident 

individual, he fully represented the prevailing mood of 

his electorate. 

Farming, mainly dairying, catered at first for the 

uncertain local market. On one occasion when \vellington 

had a surplus of butter, the maj ority of local cows were 

shot. Dairying involved very hard work , in the most 

primitive of conditions. 22 All milking was by hand, as 

was the churning f or butter. But ter production in the 

Manawatu County expanded 61.7 percent in the years 1886-

1891, while che ese production d e clined 8.3 percent. 

Co-operative dairy factories were established at 

Chiltenham (1893), Sanson, Tokomaru and Te Haro (1894), 

Rongotea and Apiti (1895), Awahiri (1 8 97) and Levin 

(189 9). 23 In 1893 the New Zealand Farmers Dairy Union 

Ltd, opened a large factory in Pa·lmerston North, which 

by 1896 was supported by eight skimming stations.
24 

The largest meeting in Palmerston North to that date 

was held in 1886 to organise the first A.&P. show, and 

the show rapidly became the social event of the year. In 

1886 there were 290 entries, by 1902 this had risen to 

6,297. Longburn was typical o:f the inland freezing works 

which opened to take advantage of the frozen meat export 

trade, and relied on rapid transport to the coast. 

The period 1880-1900 saw dramatic changes in farming 

methods. 11 The advent of the self-binding reaper in 

188~ marked a second phase of agricultural expansion in 

the Manawatu 11
•
25 By the 1890's the pattern of fattening 
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hill-stock sheep on lowland pastures had emerged and 

as dairying and sheep became established, export 

industries improved, crop rotation provided better 

fodder and the use of superphosphates and other manures 

spread. The factories took most of the toil out of 

butter production, while in the late 1890 1 s, the first 

mechanical milkers appeared. The Babcock test set a 

standard which gave advantage to the progressive farmer. 

Taken together, these changes can be said to have 

1 t · · d f · t. 26 revo u ionise arming prac ice. 

As with any frontier town urban services and social 

graces were slow in coming. The first transport service 

was a private cab from the Square to Terrace End in 

1878, and it was considered progress when it acquired 

a cover. In 1884, a nightwatchman was appointed because 

·the police force was inadequate for the growing popul-

ation. The hearing o:f cases was equally unsatisfactory. 

A Courthouse was erected in 1874 and District Court 

Sessions held, but it was not until 1903 that a 

sitting of the Supreme Court was held. A post office 

was opened in 1873 and in 1875 the town was linked by 

telegraph to Wellington, via Foxton. In 1880, 

Palmerston North was joined by a line through the 

Manawatu Gorge with the National network which 

stretched from Russell to Bluff. The telephone 

arriv~d in the late 1870's with 74 subscribers, rising 

to 161 by 1901. 

Fires were a particularly dangerous hazard to early 

Palmerston North because buildings were wooden and 

fire-fighting services were inadequate. A volunteer 

fire brigade was formed in 1877 but disbanded because of 

lack of equipment. The Borough granted £JO for 

equipment in 1883 and the Palmerston North Volunteer 

Fire Brigade was offically formed in 1887. F. Pirani 

was an early secretary and in one major blaze, almost 

lost his life. He 



situated himself at a point of vantage 
in the centre of Fitzherbert Street from 
which he played a hose on the flames. The 
heat, however, became so intense that the 
only way in which he could ma intain his 
stand, was by enveloping himself in soaked 
blankets and have another brigadesman play 
a hose on him. 27 

15 

Education was notable for the rapid expansion rather 

than the quality of facilities. Central School opened 

in 1873; in 1875 the roll was 52, in 1881 124, in 

1883 370 and by 1892 over 600. The building was 

enlarged or replaced in 1876, 1879 and 1882 and a new 

site used in 1890. 

and 1893 . 

Other schools were opened in 1884 

Palmerston North functioned in the 1890 1 s not only as 

the market centre for the Manawatu but a lso as the 

supply centre for a frontier that had moved on. 

Settlement of the Upper Oroua and Pohangina valleys 

only began in the late 1880 1 s and in the 1890 1 s 

followed the pattern of Pa lmerston North of the 

1870's. Roads were of dubious value, where they 

existed at all; timber was ruthlessly cut down or 

burnt off, only as communications eased did a largely 

subsistence economy give way to a cash one, but as it 

did so, Palmerst on North benefited from the through 

t~affic. 28 Other centres nearer might benefit more 

in the s hort term, as some certainly did from the 

work on the Main Trunk north of Marton in the 1880's 

and 1890 1 s, but as the frontier disappeared or the 

Main Trunk moved on, such plac~s suffered whereas 

Palmerston North , J2.eing more br~adly_ based, continued 

to grow. 

It behoved anyo·ne who was to look after the interests 

of Palmerston North to look after the int e rests of 

the Manawatu as a whole. This was certainly one 

/ 



reason for Pirani's success, he conc erned himself 

with issues that were vital t o the region as a 

whole, hence he was seen as representing something 

more than just Palmerston North. 

16 

Palmerston North b a dly wanted numerous services which 

could not be obtained without government help. In 

most cases the borough could put forward on merit a 

very good case for getting those services; so could 

many other settlements. It was the latter point 

which Palmerston North, naturally enough, was none too 

keen to concede. As a town with little history but a 

considerable future Palmerston North was in the 1890's 

quite prepared to elect an individual who worked hard 

for, was part of, and therefore presumably understood, 

the requirements of a settlement which saw itself as 

uniquely placed to take advantage of the opportunities 

for continued g rowth which were an article of faith in 

the community. 
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Chapter Two 

Pirani's Polit;cal Career 1890-1893 

The 1890 and 1893 Elections 

Pirani was the representative for the Palmerston North 

seat for the years 1893-1902. He had unsuccessfully 

stood as a labour candidate in 1890 but he won the 

seat in 1893 as the official Liberal candidate. Pirani 

soon found himself in sharp disagreement with Seddon, 

and in 1896 was an independent. By 1899 Seddon regarded 

him as one of t he Opposition, and Pirani, though he 

called himself a 'true liberal', believed a change of 

government was needed. Pi rani was not the only 

liberal who rebe l led against Seddon's running of the 

party; indeed, from the mid-1 890 's it was commonly 

observed that the Left-Wing, as the discontented 

liberals were called, were a more effective opposition 

than the Opposition. In the many volumes written on the 

politics of the 1890's little attention has been paid to 

the Left-Wing, either as a group or as individuals, with 

the exceptions of Clarke, 
1 

who has a long and 

excellent section restricted mainly to the parliamentary 

level, and Whitcher, 2 whose short but quite detailed 

studies of the New Liberals of 1905, included some 

overlap of personnel - T. E. Taylor, W.W. Tanner, and 

A. W. Hogg. 

The questions, I believe, that need to be answered about 

Pirani are why ·he found it necessary to break with 

Seddon and the Liberal Party, and how was he able to 

survive the attempt by Seddon to defeat him. Answering 

these questions will involve consideration of Pirani's 

personality, his political beliefs, attitudes and 

opinions, and the relationship between these factors and 

his constituency. 
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Though Pirani was born in Australia in 1859 the family 

moved to New Zealand in 1864; he was in no way in-

fluenced by an external up-bringing or education and 

regarded himself as a New Zealander. The Pirani family 

was Italian by extraction and Roman Catholic by 

religion. Goldman3 asserted that the family was Jewish, 

and that F. Pirani's father, H. C. Pirani,
4 

had been a 

prominent member of the Melbourne community of Sephardi 

Jews, 5 but this appears to be incorrect. Apart from 

Goldman only two pieces of historical research have been 

written on the Jewish community in New Zealand,
6 

and 

neither mention the Pirani's. 

advised that 

F. Pirani's grandson 

neither Henry Charles Pirani NOR any member 
of his family were at any stage of their 
lives practising Hebrews ••• at some period 
after arriving in Australia H.C.P., ceased 
to be a Roman Catholic and became a member 
of the Church of England.7 

He also states that H. C. Pirani's correct middle name 

was Charles, not Cohen, "his baptism ••• is a matter 

of record in the Roman Catholic Basilica in that 

district of Florence 118 which was the family home. 

F. Pirani's father spent his life in journalism, and at 

first Frederick and his brother David seemed likely to 

follow him. Frederick served his apprenticeship on the 

Wanganui Herald under Ballance in the late 1870's, 

while David worked in the journalistic trade in Hawke's 

Bay, Poverty Bay and Palmerston North, after which he 

returned temporarily to Victoria. 9 F. Pirani soon 

found public life too attractive,
10 

though his 

involvement in journalism, fire services and 

particularly education went beyond their value to his 

political career. 11 In 1912 Pirani was to serve on a 

Royal Commission on education.
12 

After 1902 Pirani 

spent most of his life in Feilding, except for his 

final years, when he moved to Wellington. 



21 

To understand why Pirani moved away from the Liberal 

Party one must consider the political environment of 

the 1890's, and Pirani's beliefs and expectations. The 

early 1890's was in several senses a period of political 

change. The Liberal/Conservative division became much 

clearer, and a primitive liberal national structure 

emerged. The government was a single group, whose 

members had an agreed common policy; there emerged a 

new degree of Cabinet and Caucus cohesion. In 1888 a 

Caucus meeting elected Ballance; and in 1893 confirmed 

the leadership of Seddon. By the late 1890's Caucus 

meetings were held regularly. The liberal parliamentary 

party was not a collection of personal and/or provincial 

groups, of the type which had previously formed govern­

ments. The Liberals were not like a modern political 

party, but they exhibited, to varying degrees, many of 

its features. The period was transitional so features of 

the pre-party mode of government remained, for example 

Stout led a group of independent Libe rals who had in 

common a belief in radicalism and prohibi t ion. 

Parochial and individualistic attitudes remained of 

primary importance to many members. The parochial member 

put local interests above loyalty to any wider group, 

and projected local interests on to the national scene, 

with only secondary consideration for the national or 

parliamentary implications of doing so. The 

individualistic member put loyalty to his beliefs before 

loyalty to wider parliamentary groups. The Liberal Party 

had not submerged parochialism and individualism, but 

caused many members to believe they could best be served 

by the alliance of interests the Liberal Party 

represented. It will be argued that Pirani, a parochial 

and individualistic member par-excellence, was un­

willing to accept the limitation of individual freedom 

this entailed. 

Parochialism and individualism dominated New Zealand 

politics before the 1890's; 1876 made no difference 

to this. What Bohan found for Canterbury was almost 
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certainly true elsewhere . nThe main feature of' the 

elections in North Canterbury was the pattern of' local 

man versus non-resident and well-lmown politician ••• 

the Canterbury Liberal Association's support was con­

spicuous by its absence. 1113 In all three electorates 

Ashley, Kaiapoi and Coleridg e, despite d iversity of 

type, personalities and local issues were far more 

important than platforms. Small farmers and small 

town businessmen were the dominant interests. 
14 

"The people of' Coleridge were concerned to get a member 

who would look afte r them; the member they elected was 

an independent who set out to f'ulf'ill the ir wishes. 

Higher aspects of policy or principle were alien to 

both electors and elected. 1115 In Canterbury Grey and 

his followers were as provincial as anyone, indeed the 

clearest division was betwe e n Greyite provincialists 

and cen tralists, not liberals and conservat ives. 

The 18 90 ele ction was precede d in the Manawatu by a 

flurry of activity by the Knights of' Labour, in which 

Pirani was closely involved. At the fir s t Fe i lding 

meeting Pira ni was the main speaker, and emphasised the 

need for social unity, "the greatest thing n e eded was 

legislation f'or the greatest good for the greatest 

number ••• the main object of the Knights was to unite 

all labour, irrespective of trade, creed, color or 
16 sex," adding that the Knights did not a pprove of 

boycotts or strikes. The Knights had started two 

months before in Palmerston North, and now had a 

membership of 250; an assembly only one week old in 

Ashhurst was 51 strong; and branches were being formed 

in Woodville, Pahiatua and Eketahuna. 17 Following 

the meeting a branch with 22 members was formed in 

Feilding. 18 One John Saxon attacked the meeting as 

having been purely political, and believed tha t the 

'communist' views put forward would not appeal to the 

average settler. 19 
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Julian West and Pirani replied that Saxon mis­

represented the Kni ghts, who were far more moderate 

than he had pictured. For a brief period the Knights, 

in Feilding at least, were a major news item, and 

received considerable coverage. The :Mari time Strike 

caused an essentially moderate group some problems. 

The Union Steamship Company was censured for joining 

the Shipowners Association, while men who had not 

obeyed the call out of their union executive were 

precluded from the Knights;
20 

but shortly after the 

Feilding Assembly made it clear it was not affiliated 

to the Maritime Council, and urged arbitration on both 
·ct 21 si es. 

At first it was denied that Pirani was an election 

candidate, but the Feilding Star reported that many 

farmers were joining the Knights, especially in 

Palmerston North. Pirani went to Foxton to open a 

Kni ghts of Labour Assembly, and made an ope nly political 

speech. 

He opposed the present Ministry; supported 
one percent tax on unimproved value of land; 
income tax; abolition of customs duties on 
necessities of life to extent of £250,000; 
abolition -0f Property Tax, reform of the 
Upper House, and repeal of the Ba nkruptcy 
Laws 11 22 

On the same day Pirani was chosen unanimously as 

candidate at a Knights of Labour meeting in Palmerston 

North, and two days later received 500 votes at a 

public meeting, to 5 for J. G. Wilson and 5 for James 

Linton (the latter said he would withdraw). 23 A 

few days later Pirani moved the vote of thanks at a 

public meeting of Sir George Grey's which 600 
24 

attended. Grey may have long ago exasperated 

parliamentary liberals, but his platform appeal had 

not waned, and Pirani needed all the exposure he could 

get. To avoid vote-splitting Ballance and other 

leaders gave endorsement to particular candidates where 
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more than one stood under the Liberal banner, but they 

were not always successful. In the 1890 election 

Ballance gave formal support to Pirani. One of Pirani's 

opponents, Stevens, was to receive it for the 1893 

election for another seat. This is but one example of 

how fluid the party structure of the early 1890's was, 

and the extent to which leaders had to acknowledge local 

feeling. 

The seat was a mixed one, in the south it included 

Palmerston North and a number· of smaller settlements, 

such as Tokomaru, Bunnythorpe and Ashhurst. Northwards 

it stretched well into the Ruahines, to include the 

headwaters of the Oroua and Pohangina rivers. North of 

Feilding, which was outside the electorate, the Oroua 

River formed the western boundary. 25 The northern part, 

very recently settled and still thinly populated, formed 

a contrast to the southern portion. 

The main issues of the election were land settlement, 

labour legislation and electoral and constitutional 
26 reform. The contest was three cornered, between 

J. G. Wilson, who had represented Foxton for the 

previous eight years, Pirani, and John Stevens. Wilson 

had no deep interest in politics, but fear of Pirani 

kept him in the contest. "I should have given politics 

up but friends urged me on. Pirani, they said, would 

win the seat if I didn't stand and he was of socialistic 

tendency. 1127 Ballance spoke in Pirani's support, 

calling Wilson 'the Dummy of the House,' a comment on 

his almost complete absence from the debates, while 

Pirani noted that in 1890 Wilson had been present at 

1 . ht t f t t d' . . 28 Th on y eig ou o seven y- wo ivisions. e 

latter was due to illness, which probably added to 

Wilson's dislike of Pirani's style of campaigning, 

"we were quite friendly, but Pirani who was then on 

Smith's paper in Palmerston spat and bit and spoke of 

lying but he wasn't worth powder and shot. 1129 
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Despite Wilson's illness and reluctance he was a 

well-established local figure, and Pirani could not hope 

to defeat him without considerable settler support. 

The growth of the Knights may well have convinced him 

that he had it. 

Brand notes that 11 few candidates escaped heckling or the 

ribald interjection, but disorder was rare. 1130 

Election meetings were generally regarded as social 

gatherings. Whether it was due more to the Palmerston 

North district or to Pirani, his meetings seem to have 

been disproportionately disorderly. 

Croucher records an election meeting of a Mr Brown, 

almost certainly Pirani, held at Sanson. 31 The 

chairman elected was an ardent conservative, and by no 

means sober. He started talking about his 0\-lil politics, 

which threw the meeting into uproar. While the 

audience thoroughly enjoyed the fun Pirani was ignored 

by most present. Flour and eggs flew in all directions, 

which Pirani seemed to enjoy rather than be disturbed by, 

and squeezed his points in at any available opportunity. 

When the chairman adjourned to the Junction Hotel Pirani 

helped restore order by personally ejecting a leading 

source of the trouble, which "won him the admiration and 

sporting instinct of the meeting. 1132 Such meetings 

gave Pirani little chance to explain his principles, but 

at least he became known. There can be no doubting 

Pirani's immediate impact. Wilson had denied a rumour 

that he would retire from the contest, and J. Stevens 

supporters were working hard, but the Feilding Star 

believed Pirani would win; he "has been doing his case 

an immense amount of good by his frankness and perfect 

straightforwardness. 1133 Wilson was seen by his own 

admission as played out, and advised to retire for a 

younger and more vigorous man. 

Wilson's was a balanced position, he favoured 

free-trade, including minimum taxation on necessities, 

but preferred the property tax to the Land and In.come 
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Tax Act, and later favoured freehold over the 9 99-year 

lease. He opposed dummyism, favoured borrowing to 

build roads to open land up, and later supported 

women's franchise. 34 Though the Feilding Star noted 

him as being in favour of denominat i onal subsidies3 5 

this does not appear to have been an issue in the 

campaign. Despite having voted against Atkinson's 

tariffs in 1888 Wilson re garded himself as an 

Atkinson man. Pirani threw an equally wide net, 

though a labour candidate, he also opposed 

increasing the burden on farmers. While stating that 

he contested the seat at Ballance's request, he also 

said he would not pledge himself to anyone. 36 

The campaign became rougher, however, "the Manawatu 

Herald . reports that Mr Pirani's supporters have 

circulated an improper 'skit' on Mr Wilson which has 

had the effect of turning the more respectable of Mr 

Pirani's friends from him. 1137 The Feilding Star, 

apparently alluding to this, believed P i rani's chances 

had been badly damaged. 

At one time we thought Mr Pirani had a good 
chance of heading the poll, but recent 
events, to which we ne e d not further allude, 
have gone heavily against him. Of course, 
he may slip in between the two other 
candidates if his first supporters are loyal 
to him and3sctive in polling every one of 
their men. 

The result was Wilson 1055, Pirani 994, Stevens 396. 

"Pirani polled the highest in Palmerston, Stevens in 

Awahuri, elsewhere Wilson had a majority. 1139 

Pirani's Palmerston base had almost given him victory, 

but Wilson's knowledge of the electorate, and the 

electorate's knowledge of him, just won the day. This 

was to give him a further term, 1893-1896, as the 

representative of Otaki~ As late as 1902 Wilson was 

asked to stand, but declined on grounds of hAalth and 

his presidency of the Farmers Union. 40 
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In the early 1890's Pirani's links with both the 

f b . d 41 Liberal Party and the Knights o La our ti ghtene • 

Knights of Labour special settlements close to or 

actually in Pirani's constituency partly explain why 

special settle ments were for him a topic of particular 

attention. The Confidence Assembly of the Knights of 

Labour in Palmerston North was founded on 5 July 1890, 

with Pirani as Recording Secretary. On 28 April 1891 

the second District Assembly (covering Wellington 

Province, Hawke's Bay and Taranaki) met in Palmerston 

North and Pirani was District Statistician. On 19-20 

July 1892 the fifth District Assembly met in Napier and 

Pirani was in the chair as District Master 1vorkman. 

Pirani remained organiser for the Palmerston North 

Knights' at least until 1895.
42 

Pirani's connection 

with the Knights makes some discussion of their 

politics essential. 

Leonard Pozzi's Mo de rn Sla very and Civiliza tion was 

published in Christchurch in 188J. I t included the 

full twenty points of the Knights of Labour prog ramme, 

but "seems to have followed slavishly the programme 

of the parent American organisation." 43 The Knights 

of Labour were strongly influenced by Henry George, and 

never approved of violence. The New Zealand programme 

started with a rhetorical flourish and employers were 

hostile, but the detailed demands were mild. 44 

Despite the length of the programme there was no mention 

of either Maori policy or the licensing laws. 

The Knights of Labour co-operated with Trades and Labour 

Council committees at the local level, and became 

involved in local issues like the early closing movement 

in Auckland after 1890, rather than emerging as a 

separate political force. Ballance recognised their 

value to the Liberals. "I hope Stevens will be returned, 

if so, it will be a great victory for our party. If' the 

Knights of Labour were strong in the Rangitikei District, 

I should feel more certain of our candidate being returned. 1145 



Two district assemblies of the Knights were held in 

1894, the first in Wellington and the second in 

28 

Palmerston North. Pirani and P. J. 0'Regan were amongst 

the delegates to the first, and Pirani congratulated the 

Knights on having a strong organisation of 50-60 

assemblies, and on the passage of many of the measures 

they had advocated, despite their not seeking political 

influence. The Hon. J. Carroll apologised for the 

absence of Ministers but praised the work the Knights 

had done. 

The Palmerston North Knights of Labour Assembly had 

inquired about Knights of Labour special settlements in 

March 1891. In May 1892 William Walsh, District 

Secretary-Treasurer of the Palmerston North Knights of 

Labour wrote to Ballance, 

neither the two Land Associa tions in the 
Knights of Labour, nor the Pahiatua Forest 
Reserve Associa tion desire the Freehold in 
preference to the lease in perpetuity as 
you now suggest. The five petitions pur­
porting to have been presented by Mr 
Wilson on behalf of five Palmerston 
Associations must have been from Ashhurst 
and Marton as none of the Palmerston 

47 Associations have sent such Petitions. 

At the second District Assembly during 1894 the land 

question was fully discussed, and an anti-freehold 

resolution was passed. 

That this assembly is of the opinion that 
the acquisition of the freehold is not 
essential to the financial interests of 
this colony and that regulations preventing 
the obtaining of freehold are conducive to 
the prosperity of the colony, and this 
association trusts the government will not 
yield to any pressure that will be brought 
to bear on them with a view to altering the 
regulations. 48 

After 1894 the Knights of Labour rapidly collapsed. 

Both the Wellington and Christchurch Assemblies found 
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that years on the land bred both lack of general 

interest and a more conservative attitude to the land 

issue. Despite his associations with them Pirani was 

never as radical as the Knights on land and became more 

conservative on the issue at an earlier date. With 

Pirani's interest in local organisations such as the 

Knights of Labour, and his own journalistic training, 

the purchase of a local paper was an obvious move. 

One possible reason for the choice of the Manawatu 

Evening Standard was its links with Ballance, who had 

assisted with its founding, and in July 1891 Pirani was 

advised by Ballance that the Manawatu Evening Standard 

would receive government advertising. 49 

Though a political relationship is clear between 

Ballance and Pirani it is impossible to determine the 

extent of any personal ties. The incomplete Ballance 

Papers record six letters from Ballance to Pirani,SO 

but only one in reply. Pirani confirmed during the 1893 

election that he had offered several times to stand do wn 

in Palmerston North in favour of Ballance, but that 

Ballance had replied that he would succeed in Wanganui 

or retire. In 18 93 Pirani feared that women's suffrage 

might remove Ballance's already precarious majority. 51 

Apparently in reply to one offer Ballance replied that 

he hoped Pirani would win the Palmerston seat, "and. that 

it will be the beginning for yourself of a long political 

career which I should be sorry, in every sense, to 

prevent the fruition of. 1152 Ballance 1 s unequivocal 

endorsement determined Pirani to stand in 1893. Writing 

to Joseph Nathan in Palmerston North Ballance said, 

I do not know of any candidate for the 
Palmerston District, except Mr Pirani, 
who has fought hither to very hard for 
the party, and has shown his loyalty, 
in many ways, to the Government. I 
should therefore take it as a great 
favour if you are able to give him your 
support at the General Election. 53 
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In June 18 92 Ballance ass i sted Pira ni with objections 

to the Electoral Roll. 

I have gone into the matter about lodging 
objections, and the way this is to bE:i got 
over, the Act being positive, is by the 
Registrar himself lodging the objections. 
I would sug gest, therefore, that a list of 
objections be taken to the Registrar, and 
·prima facie evidence given that the persons 
had no right to be on the Roll, with a 
request th~t he would make the objections 
himself. 5 

Six letters are not many, but it is more than might 

be expected from a Premier to a so far unsuccessful 

politician, and three of the six are concerned with 

general politics. Pirani's offer to stand down 

suggests loyalty beyond the political, but Pirani 

is not mentioned in the press cuttings on Ballance's 

funeral. Such uncertain evidence does no more than 

suggest a de g ree of personal friend ship between 

Pirani and Ballance. 

The 1893 election was fought under quite different 

conditions from those of 1890. The three years 

preceding 1893 had been frustrating for the Liberals; 

Some important measures had been passed, but many more 

had been blocked. Partly because of this the 

Liberals were more cohesive, and Liberal difficulties 

may have been one factor in causing Pirani to join 

them. Pirani's own electoral position had improved 

since 1890. The Manawatu Evening Standard was now 

owned by the Pirani family. From early 1893 Pirani was 

a member of the Wellington Land Board, and this would 

have made him be t ter known. In 1893 J. G. Wilson 

successfully stood for Otaki, so there was no sitting 

member. Pirani was the official Liberal candidate; 

speaking at Feilding,Seddon made this quite clear. He 

argued that it was in the Party's interests to have 

only one official candidate, and he asked the others, 

powever deserving, to accept the sacrifice. One reason 

for Pirani's later clashes with Seddon was the latter's 
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belief that this endorsement involved a considerably 

stronger quid pro quo than did Pirani. Seddon was 

probably particularly annoyed by Pirani's later 

attitude because he was far from always successful 

in gaining a clear field for a single liberal 

candidate. In general liberal discipline was much 

stronger at the parliamentary level than the loca1. 55 

In Hawke's Bay, for example, candidate selection was 

locally controlled throughout Pirani's period by the 

use of three methods - personal initiative, a petition 

to the proposed candidate~ or a party meeting 

followed by a deputation to the proposed candidate. 56 

The conservatives tended to avoid vote-splitting by 

having local notables select the candidate, with 

local opinion being used as a last resort. It was 

only the splitting of the liberal vote that saved 

Capt. Russell from defeat in Hawke's Bay in 1893. 57 

Despite his improved position Pirani's victory was not 

a forgone conclusion. His two opponents, G. M. Snelsort 

and J.P. Leary, were both local men. Snels.9n had 

stood before, in 1879 he had been third in a three-

cornered fight for the Manawatu seat. Snelson, 

however, could point to an unparalled career of local 

service and office holding, which stretched back to 

the first days of Palmerston North. One point which 

might have counted against him was his less than 

whole-hearted commitment to politics. Snelson had 

been forced to resign from the Education Board by 

pressure of private business 58 and his first and 

la.st terms as Mayor of Palmerston North were separated 

by twenty years. In 1890 Pirani had been a self-

proclaimed labour candidate, but he now espoused the 

non-class attitude of Ballance liberalism. When asked 

if he was a friend of the working classes he replied 

he "did not claim to be a friend of any particular 

class, but if elected he would do his best for all 

classes. 1159 
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In an election address Pirani admitted that in 1890 

he had said he would not stand again because of the 

financial sacrifice involved, when he h ad been obliged 

to give up his job as a printer with the Manawatu Times. 

He said only pressure from Ballance caused him to 

stand, given Ballance's loyalty to Wanganui he felt it 

a matter of personal honour to try and ensure that an 

opponent of Ballance did not win the Palmerston seat. 

Ballance might be dead, but Pirani believed his name 

was still an asset. He argued that Ballance's policy 

of financial self-reliance, by turning a deficit into 

a large surplus had done immense good to the colony's 

standing on the London market. 

Judging from the election speeches of Seddon the main 

issues of the campaign were defence of the Land and 

Income Tax Act, as against the Property Tax; the extent 

of l a rge estates; the obstruction by the Le gislative 

Council; support for the removal of the Railway 

Commissions, who were judged undemocratic; the 

provision of cheap credit for farmers; and the 

provision of roads and bridges. On these issues Pirani 

was a solid Libera1; 6O he argued that by the 

replacement of the Property Tax with the Land and 

Income Tax "they had repealed a tax on industry, upon 

thrift, upon everything that was right and correct in 

our settlers, and instituted a tax which pressed most 

heavily upon the unimproving settler, upon the 
61 

absentee, upon the lazy man." 

Pirani noted that the Legislative Council had blocked 

the attempt to have the basis of taxation altered from 

the improved to the unimproved value, but he believed 

it only fair that settlers who improved their land 

should not have to pay higher taxes than the neighbour 

who did not, when the latter gained through increased 

values. One of the most important points of Pirani 1 s 

platform was a cheap money scheme; essentially the 
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scheme involved borrowing on the London Market , using 

that money to pay New Zealand's debts in London , 

while money accumulated in New Zealand , and previously 

used to pay debts in London, could then be lent to 

farmers. This idea had the apparent advantage that 

interest and exchange charges for transmitting funds 

between New Zealand and England need no longer be 

paid. Pirani did not make clear how the newly raised 

London debt would be repaid, but presumably this would 

be from future export or government income . Ballance 

had seen the scheme, but its origins and detailed 

workings were complex, and it was to involve Pirani in 

controversy both during the election and in later years. 

Ever concerned with the settlers' financial problems 

Pirani argued that the consolidated fund should pay for 

Hospitals and Charitable Aid, not just land-owners. 

The Railway Commissioners, Pira ni believed, were 

without merit. He "would never b e a party to a system 

which placed in the hands of three irresponsible men the 

control of fifteen millions worth of public property, 1162 

men who were free to do anything they liked. The 

corruption in railway administration in the past was 

admitted, but Pirani contended that with manhood 

suffrage the control would now be democratic , and there­

f ore honest; Pirani had surprisingly little to say 

about local interests , mentioning only a couple o~ 

roads that needed doing. 

On land legislati on Pirani admitted some disagreement 

with the government , believing that each selector should 

be able to choose his t enure; he also argued that each 

family should be restricted to 640 acres of first class 

land, rather than the then existing 640 acres for every 

member of the family over seventeen years old. 

Settlers with unsurveyed land took special risks, 

therefore, Pirani said, they sho~ld not need to pay 

survey fees in advance , an opinion which brought applause 
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from the audience. Pirani also argued that paying 

deposits to the Post Office, which could be refunded 

on production of the receipt was a simpler system than 

the existing, and one he h a d advocated at Land Board 

meetings. He con-cinued to support it throughout his 

parliamentary life. 

Pirani's Maori land policy seemed to show as much 

concern for settler feelings as it did for Maori 

interests. After taking a general swing at past 

corruption he advocated the resumption of all Maori 

land, and its administration on behalf of the Maoris 

by the Land Boards, with the revenue being returned to 

the Maoris. The West Coast Settlement Reserves Act was 

highly praised, as was the work under it of the Public 

Trustee, Warburton. Pirani was · to continue to urge the 

adoption of this Act's principles as a general solution 

to the Maori land question. The Act also provided 

another link between Warburton and Pirani . Warburton 

was the origin of the cheap credit for farmers scheme 

that Pirani advocated, and as Auditor-General some of 

Warburton's actions were to be a source of bitter dispute 

between Pirani and Seddon. 

Though Pirani claimed to be a representative of all 

classes it was clearly the settler interest which was 

his chief conce rn, in contrast to 1890. Only a few 

parts of his speech were primarily for the labour 

interest; the Labour Bureau he regarded as of con­

siderable social and economic advantage because it took 

men who wanted it to work they would not otherwise be 

able to find. Pirani advocated, as of benefit to both 

the worker and settler, the abolition of customs duties 

on the necessities of life. This had been opposed by 

the Opposition when Ballance had advocated it in 1890, 

but he had promised in the House that it would be done 

at the earliest opportunity. 

Second in importance only to land in the politics of 

the 1890's was the prohibition issue. Here Pirani 
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claimed to have held the same views for the previous 

twenty years, "that the people should have the right 

by a majority to say whether licensed houses should 

exist in their midst or not. 1163 He expected that 

should the direct vote be granted, prohibition, of 

which he approved, would be the result, but he did not 

then believe this would happen for t e n or fifteen years. 

Education might not have been ranked by the voters as 

a major issue, but it was always important to 

Pirani, and he had both major and minor suggestions. 

He advocated standard books throughout the country, and 

a uniform standard for examinations, believing that 

experience had shown tha t the standa rd set in the 

Wellington district was below that of the Wanganui 

Board. Somewhat surprising in view of his later career 

was Pirani's advocacy of the repla ceme nt of Education 

Boards by a more centralised system of control. In 

general Pirani saw the merits of, and supported, a more 

centralised, more uniform system. Hore at t ention, 

Pirani said, should be paid to technica l education, so 

that education was not just learning how to gain 

knowledge later in life, but also taught in school 

immediately useful information. Pirani also 

argued that insufficient attention was paid to those 

over fourteen years, and as a consequence of neglect 

by the state and by parents, became larrikins. 

Strong feelings were apparently held at the time on 

the bankruptcy laws. Pirani was greeted with applause 

when he recommended they be abolished, on the grounds 

that "it is not right that a man should be able to 

relieve himself of just obligations which he had 

entered into 11
•
64 

Pirani argued that while genuine 

financial difficulties should be recognised, it should 

not be possible to permanently remove the obligation 

to repay debts. On Pirani's part this could have been 

a reflection of personal beliefs, of the high moral 
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tone that was present elsewhere in Pirani's views, or 

an echoing of popular feeling, or both. 

The civil service, Pirani believed, was no longer a 

place where the friends and relatives of influential 

men could get a soft living at public expense, but he 

also believed that 

there should be a competitive examination 
so that when a vacancy occurred those who 
showed that the most merit in those 
examinations, and who otherwise had a 
satisfactory career, should receive the 
best appointment.65 

The idea of a non-political civil service was not 

deeply entrenched in New Zealand, however, and on the 

use (or misuse) of civil service appointments Pirani 

was to clash strongly with Seddon. 

In general it can be said that where Pirani disagreed 

with Liberal policy it was because he believed it did 

not go far enough. Pirani supported the more radical 

elective Legislative Council, and believed in pro-

hibition. In 1893 some liberals believed that the 

future would bring radical change to both the structure 

and values of New Zealand society, change to which 

Ballance had been committed. As the Liberal grip on 

power was consolidated these liberals became 

disillusioned and impatient when the new world of 

their expectations was not realised. Pirani was one such 

liberal. It should be remembered however that the one 

topic on which Pirani disagreed with the Liberal Party 

but was not more radical was land tenure. 

Pirani claimed he would not use the Manawatu Evening 

Standard in the election, 

and if by accident ••• anything was written 
in the paper during the next three months 
that reflected unduly upon any person or 
upon any candidate, he could assure the 66 
electors it would be without his consent 
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When establishing this high standard of political 

morality Pirani might have been genuine, or might have 

been tongue-in-cheek, most likely it showed his degree 

of faith in his brother David. Pirani also said he 

would not indulge in personalities. None of this 

stopped personal attacks on him. "Palmerston Pirani 

is making a desperate effort to get into Parliament. 

£240 a year is not to be sneezed at - especially by 

the proprietor of a country paper. 1167 Fair Play 

also accused Pirani of, amongst many weaknesses, 

inconsistency, and gave t·wo examples. Pirani was now 

a prohibitionist, but once, presumably for popularity's 

sake, he had been a member of the Palmerston Working 
68 

Men's Club. Pirani admitted he had been President 

of the Working Men's Club, but said he had believed 

the Club would benefit Palmerston North, and that noted 

citizens such as Rev. Mr Harvey, J.P. Leary 

(particularly fortunate for Pirani as his questioner 

was a self-acknowledged supporter of Leary) and 

J. G. Wilson M.H.R. were amongst its first members, 

which belied a description as one of the worst drinking 

dens in Palmerston North. 69 Fair Play also reported 

Pirani claiming the cheap money scheme he proposed as 

his own, and being exposed by the Manawatu Times. 

Before and after 1893 several schemes for cheap credit 

for farmers were suggested. The one Pirani supported 

had originated with Warburton, been passed to Ballance, 

who in turn passed it to Pirani. 70 If Pirani did not 

always make this clear misrepresentation could easily 

occur, accidently or deliberately. Pirani pitted his 

energy, and the liberal mantle, against the years of 

local service of' Snelson, "a very steady, quiet 
71 commercial man, with a lot of commonsense." Pirani, 

too, was threatened on both flanks, because Leary 

was a very similar candidate, in terms of policies and 

personality. 
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Leary evinced a similar hi gh moral tone, shown by a 

heavy emphasis on reluctance to stand, and sweeping 

condemnation of gambling and the party system. 72 

Leary opposed legalising sweeps in New Zealand and 

favoured abolition of totalisators. Pirani made 

gambling a bete-noire throughout his political career, 

the ballot system of land allocation being a continuous 

target. Leary said the party system caused con-

scientious men to sell their honour, and led t6 endless 

corruption. He hoped women's suffrage would lead to a 

considerable improvement. His own position, he made 

clear, would be one of total independence. To replace 

party government Leary supported an elective executive, 

though he did not emphasise this point. Pirani acknow-

ledged loyalty to the Liberal Party but also made his 

independence clear, and elective executive, a plank of 

the Knights of Labour, was supported by him throughout 

his parliamentary career. 

Like Pirani, Leary fully supported direct vote on the 

licensing laws, adding that this should be without 

compensation. On land issues Leary argued for a duty 

on large estates, the exemption of improvements from 

taxation, and elective Land Boards. Pirani always 

supported the latter in the House. Leary differed with 

Pirani on the question of tenure, when he came out 

firmly for deferred payment, and refused support for 

perpetual lease, on the grounds that ownership of the 

land was better. He was silent on the lease-in-perpetuity, 

but probably would have approved of it. Regarding 

education Leary followed Pirani almost exactly. 

Pirani had been silent on arbitration, but Leary 

supported the principle, and added strong support for 

inspection of conditions in factories and mines; and 

reduction of tariffs on necessities of life. On 

'labour' issues in general he was more wide-ranging 

than Pirani, and may have appealed to some who 

~esented Pirani's switch from 1890. He was not prepared 
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to go as far as Pirani on bankruptcy laws but did 

believe they should be tightened up. 

The one part of the Liberal platform with wh ich Leary 

clearly disagreed was the removal of the Railway 

Commissioners. Leary feared a return to political 

influence, believed the Commissioners had on the whole 

done a good job, and should therefore be left in peace. 

For Leary it was probably the wrong issue to differ on; 

because the Commissioners were independent of elected 

representatives people resented more what they believed 

to be wrong or unjust decisions, and Palmerston North 

was a major centre for railways and railway workers. 

Leary's platform overall was clearly close to Pirani's. 

On the main issues Leary was distinctly different only 

on the Railway Commissioners. On other topics he was 

usually similar, and at times virtually identical; 

and there was also the similarity in moral appeal. Not 

surprisingly Leary was asked at a meeting who had 

advised him to use Pirani's platform, and was he 

deliberately trying to split the liberal vote, so that 

Snelson would win. Leary insisted that his platform 

was his own, and that he stood because he had been 

pressed to do so. 73 An interesting feature of the 

election is the minor role of two very controversial 

issues of the time, prohibition and religious 

education. Campbell noted that in Hawkes Bay both 

topics "were obscured by the calculated neutrality of 

the candidates." 74 The same appears to be true for 

Palmerston North. 

Candidates such as Leary could cause confusion all 

round. John Duthie, the conservatives most 

successful organiser in the North Island, was 

perturbed when he heard of' Leary's candidature for 

Palmerston in early November, as Snelson had been 

selected in March. He wrote to Rolleston saying he 

would try and get one of them to withdraw. 75 
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Brand has taken from this that Leary was a 

conservative who drew votes from Snelson, allowing 

Pirani to win. Leary's platform suggests the opposite 

was the case. 

The final result was Pirani 1,754; Snelson 1,542; 

and Leary 400. 76 p · · b bl · irani won ya reasona e margin, 

despite Leary. Clearly he had benefited from the 

Liberal mantle and Leary had shown that independence 

alone was not seen by the Palmerston North electorate 

as a virtue; a:nd Pirani was now "the clever and 

enterprising Fred Pirani. 1177 
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Chapte r Three 

Pirani 1 s First Term, 1894-18 96 

The Origin of the Left Wing and Its Relationship 

With Seddon 

Until the end of his parliamentary career Pirani 

regarded himself as a 'true liberal'. It was 

others, he explained, who had betrayed libe ral 

prece pts. 

I will guarantee that the honourable 
me mbe r Hall-Jones cannot show one 
vote on a quest ion of principle that I 
h ave ever cast in this House that I 
have recanted from, o r one that was not 
in accordance wi th the principles of 
true Liberalism - n ot the shoddy article 
which passes current nowadays.1 

In general Pirani's views had r emained const~nt, only 

on land was the re a significant change. It was also 

true that Pirani's views in the years 1890-1 893 were 

very close to the Libe ral Party, but tha t f rom 1898 

Pirani wa s voting with the conservatives . One can 

assume either that Pirani's analysis of what was 

liberalism was true, or it was false. If true we 

must conclude that the Seddon government, if liberal 

at all, was so only in a distorted and perverse sense. 

Given the legislative rec ord of the Liberal Party in 

the years 1890-1912, such a conclusion could only be 

accepted after prese ntation of completely over-

whelming evidence. If Pirani's analysis was false, 

and Seddon remained true to liberalism, the con­

clusion would seem to be that in nine years, with a 

substantive change of opinion on only one issue, 

Pirani altered from a liberal to a conserva tive, a 

conclusion barely less s a t isfactory. 
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To the extent that this dilemma is one of termin­

ology, about the meaning in the New Zealand context 

of the words liberal and conservative , it is part 

of a problem common to any general discussion of New 

Zealand politics in the late ninetee nth-century.
2 

English politics of the period are no guide. New 

Zealand lacked a landed aristocracy with a centuries 

old lease on power, nor did the squatters desire to 

become one; they held on to their estates from 

necessity, not choice. Equally New Zealand lacked 

the vested urban interests produce d by an 

industrial r evolution. Until the late 1880 1 s New 

Zealanders believed they had left the politics of 

social antagonism behind, because everyone would 

move upwards. Competition was between provinces, for 

roads, bridges and railways, not between social 

groups. 3 With its different social structure and 

attitudes New Zealand lacked a clear Liberal­

Conservative split , indeed, lacked any clear party 

divisions. It was, instead, province and personality 

that dominated politics. This is shown most 

obviously by the Stout-Vogel Ministry , and the chaos 

from which it emerged . 4 At one stage even a 

Stout-Atkinson Ministry seemed possible. 5 Some 

writers have gone on to argue that the terms 

liberal and conservative are therefore useless as tools 

of analysis for this perioct.
6 

I believe this is 

being too concerned that contemporary English usage 

was not transferable to New Zealand, and too 

attracted by the argument that because liberals and 

conservatives were not organised into parties, they 

were non-existent. "It would be a mistake to 

suppose that there was no one of conservative or 

radical views, b ecause politics were organised on 

other principles. 117 Equally it would be a mistake 

to argue that conservatism and liberalism did not 

exist because they did not decide elections. Though 

the conservatives lacked, in contrast to the Liberals, 



the necessary cohesion of organisation and thought 

to be called a party it is argued· that most 

politicans were either conservatives or liberals, 

though not consistently so, in thought or action. 

A conservative will be defined as a person who would 

prefer not to make a change, who supports a change 

only because he believes it inevitable, and would 

rather control was in his hands than ones more 

radical. Rolleston opposed granting women's 

suffrage because there was not, he believed, any great 

demand for it; a typically conservative attitude. 

Conservatives sometimes showed real aversion to 

democratic values. "The bulk of the electors under 

our extended franchise are incompetent to think or 

understand for themselves. Such must be supplied with 

political opinions and guidance. 118 Conservatives were 

more inclined to have candidates chosen by a small 

g~oup of leaders. A liberal will be defined as a 

person broadly dissatisfied with society as it existed, 

from which followed a preparedness to support change 

which that person believed would bring social or 

economic benefit to deprived persons. These 

definitions are not the usage of late nineteenth­

century England or New Zealand; nor are they 

original. They reflect the usage of many writers 

discussing the politics of many periods, plus the 

ideas of political theorists. They are simplistic, 

but serve a necessary purpose. 9 

The nature of the emergence of the Liberal Party 

suggests that liberalism and conservatism had existed, 

albeit submerged. Until the mid-1880 1 s provincialism 

counted above the other '-isms', but as the depression 

deepened and became nationwide attitudes altered. One 

approach to the depression involved taxing the large 

land-owner, which, some added, should be carried far 

enough to break the estates up, hence solving the land 

settlement problem too. In reaction conservatives 
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joined in greater unity in defence of their interests, 

which they now feared threatened, and supported massive 

retrenchment as a necessary alternative. lO Liberals 

reacted strongly to the suggested de gree of retrenchment, 

especially the proposed cuts in education. Atkinson's 

government of 1887-1890 did a bit of everything, but 

weakly; inactivity during the 1890 Maritime Strike was 

the final failure. From this weakness the Liberal Party 

emerged triumphant. For the present study it is 

important to realise that in 1890 it was a party without 

a national tradition. In the 1890's some of its 

policies were adopted from radical sources, some were a 

reaction to the conservative movement, and some such as 

opposition to borrowing, were imposed by force 

circumstances. Lacking the guidance of an established 

liberal philosophy or legislative history it will be 

argued that Pirani mistook the pro g ramme of a particular 

period, 1890-1 893, for eternal p rinciples, partly out 

of regard for Ba llance. Pira ni's personality meant a 

n a tural independence of attitude, and when Pirani 

entered politics the Liberal Party ,1as still embryonic, 

but Pirani failed completely to understand that the 

emerging system of party politics signposted the future. 

The break with Seddon and apparent conversion to 

conservatism thus become explicable. The conservatives 

vigorously opposed many liberal measures, but did so 

without a clear conviction as to why. Seddon was 

sometimes accused of being a socialist, but after the 

initial flood of liberal legislation some conservatives 

claimed that they had been prepared under Atkinson, and 

that they would pass all that Seddon was passing, but 

more efficiently, and without corruption. It was not 

true, but Pirani came to believe that the conservatives 

were as likely to pass the legislation he cherished as 

Seddon; and he was tempermentally more suited to the 

non-party side of the House, which allowed him to ignore 

the very real differences between himself and the 

conservatives. 



It is necessary to d etail the steps of Pirani's break 

with Seddon. The 1893 election provides a useful guide 

to Pirani's beliefs and expectations when he first 

entered the House. Pira ni soon accepted the Ballance 
1 1 

myth, a belief that Seddon had betrayed the ideas and 

ideals of Ballance. It was true that Seddon altered the 

emphasis of legislative interest, he was less concerned 

with labour legislation than Ballance; but increasingly 

Seddon was working under different circumstances, some­

thing liberal critics did not realise, or ignored. In 

Pirani's case the Ballance myth was based initially upon 

concrete things, support for the West Coast Settlement 

Reserves Act as a general guide for Maori land legislation, 

the Vaile system of railway charges, a free breakfast 

t a ble, all of which Pirani believed Seddon was thwarting; 

plus the increase in party discipline, and the use of 

civil service patronage, both of which Pira ni believed 

were contrary to Ballance's principle s. The Ballance 

myth was sha red by the rest of the left-wing in the 18 9 0 's. 

In Wa nga nui a local v a riation sheds light on the myth at 

the national level. There the Ballance myth 

was in part a rhetorical device ••• it gave 
legitimacy to one's position without 
necessarily saying very much about it. It 
also meant Ballance 's emphasis on labour 
reforms; of opposition to monopoly and 12 privileges; of vigorous, honest government. 

It opposed ideology, 'isms' in politics, or sectional 

politics; which was Pirani's attitude in 1893. 

Particularly significant is that the Ballance myth did 

not emerge in Wanganui unti.l after 1899. 13 It can 

probably be regarded as a local reaction to the Seddon 

years, a local manifestation of the belief t h at Seddon 

had betrayed the Ba llance legacy. Once established its 

grip on Wanganui politics was real and deep, lasting 

until 1935. 

At the national level the New Liberals of 1905, some of 

whom were elected in the late 1890's, put a great emphasis 
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on a return to the ideals o f Ballance. The New Liberals 

pla t form of 1905 was a return to the 'golden days' of 
14 

Ballance, ·while New Liberals as individuals showed 

an equally high regard for Ballance's memory. 15 The 

New Liberals lacked direct acquaintance with Ballance, 

but they took from the Left - Wing its explanation of why 

Liberalism had gone wrong. 

In one major area of policy making, borrowing, there 

was a departure in 189L~ from the policy of Ballance. The 

policy of self-reliance was one of necessity, and 

contrary to the New Zealand norm established by Vogel. 

To what extent Ballance would have continued self­

reliance once substantial borrowing was again possible 

remains probably unanswerable. Some later critics of 

the continued heavy borrowing deliberately evoked the 

Ballance memory. 

Mr Ballance came into power during a time 
of depression, when hundreds were leaving 
our shores for other lands, yet he not only 
nurse d the ship of sta te carefully to stop 
the exodus, but he arranged the colony's 
expenditure so judiciously that he added a 
mere trifle to the bill of the money 
lender•••• We contend the extravagance 
displayed in financial matters by Mr Seddon 
is not what his dead friend ever dreamed of, 
as he always preached a policy of self­
reliance. 15 

There can be little doubt that the change of policy 

was abruptly made, when Ward presented the 1893 Budget 

with a surplus of £346,711 he said a self-reliant policy 

would be followed, under which the public works would be 

covered in successive years by rising surpluses, and not 

by loans. 17 During the 1893 election Seddon pointed out 

that in contrast to the successive loans of the Atkinson 

government, the Liberal Government was the first that had 

not passed a Loan Act during its three year term. 18 

Ward's borrowing commenced in 1894 with the Advance to 

Settlers Act, and was to be followed by loans for public 

works and special purposes. Much of the criticism was 

unjustified; Ward was taking advantage of favourable 

conditions in the loan market, and the fact that the 
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If the economy ' s expansion 

was to be sustained then new capital was needed, and 

borrowing was the only source. Despite r e newed 

borrowing the percentage of revenue absorbed by debt 

charges went down from JS.96 percent to 29.8 percent 

in 1902; 20 though it is also true that Ward did take 

some risks, the proportion of the Sinking Fund to the 

total debt was r educed by 1895 to 2½ percent from 

7½ percent. As with other matters the Left-Wing had 

some support from liberal stalwarts. The Man awatu 
21 

Evening Standard gleefully quoted Graham, a strong 

government supporter, as very critical of the govern­

ment's financial policy, and of unchecked expenditure. 

In the House Pirani never allowed even a hint of 

criticism of Ballance to go by without response. When 

Seddon was being criticised for holding company 

directorates Hall-Jones said that Ballance too had held 

directorates. Pirani replied that Ballance had not been 

a director of an agricultural company; his name had 

been on the original prospectus, but was withdrawn b efore 

the company was floated. He continued that wnile 

Ballance had been a director of the East Coast Settlement 

Company its failure had been beyond Ballance's control, 

and as its plans for assisting Maoris had been in the 

interests of land settlement they should not be a 

source of criticism, mistaken though they may have 
22 been. Pirani's own attacks on Seddon's financial 

extravagance often made use of disagreements betweep 

Warburton as Auditor-General and Seddon, and the Mana­

watu Evening Standard suggested that Warburton was a 

representative of the Ballance period struggling to 

maintain standards in changed times. Ballance had 

chosen Warburton to sort out the Public Trust mess after 

the 1891 Royal Commission. After that Warburton moved 

to the Audit Office, and was so effective, efficient 

and honest that Seddon had to pass special measures to 

by-pass him. 23 
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Pirani's split with the Premier was part of the 

history of the Left-Wing, which had objections to 

specific actions of Seddon as well as a general dis-

quiet at Seddon's methods. When the Left-Wing railed 

against ' Seddonism 1 it failed to realise that many o:f 

its features, while new, were not the aberrations of an 

autocrat, but signposts to the future. "One ••• 

development, which has to a large extent r emained in 

relative obscurity because of the emphasis which has 

been given to the 'politicalities' of the time -

this was the g rowth in the importance of Cabinet, and 

particularly of the Pre miership~ 24 Atkinson had con­

sulted advisers on a personal basis in 1890 to 

determine action, but both cabinet and caucus played 

important roles on the deaths of both Ballance and Seddon. 

Seddon's stump tours were not just quests for personal 

popularity, they were a way of personalising , of 

bringing to the people, the new system of more centralised 

contro1. 25 The electors approved of the new system ; it 

worked in the very tangible way of legislation passed; it 

took credit for the economic revival, whether justified or 

not. As a consequence voters normally showed scant regard 

for those, however well-intentioned, who attacked the new 

party discipline and power. 

With the individual member Seddon could enforce discipline 

in a rough fashion, as this exchange shows. 

Thomson - Almost every speaker who has spoken 
tonight has condemned the Bill. Some 
of' those. who are going to vote for 
the second reading of the Bill have 
condemned it in the strongest possible 
manner. 

Seddon - they are going to vote for it all the 
same, and so are you. 

_Thomson - No; I will not vote :for it. I sh~ll 
take my own course in the matter.2° 

It was this naked assertion of power that particularly 
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ruffled the Left-Wing, even when acquiesced in. 

The Bill in question was the Advances to Settlers, and 

Pirani, though critical, voted for the second reading. 

In 1893 Seddon was severely critical of the Auckland 

Liberal organisation for putting up its own platform, 

but local platforms had been the norm. 27 The 

designation of 'official' candidates, first done in 

1893, was innovative, and was a part of the new party 

discipline. Though termed autocratic it was necessary 

to avoid being swamped with candidates, and was justified 

by results; the size of the 1893 victory was in part 

due to the relative avoidance of vote-splitting. Seddon 

"required all official Liberal candidates to deposit with 

him a written undertaking to support the government on all 

matters of policy. 1128 The 'pledge' helped provide a 

secure parliamentary majority, so necessary for enacting 

the liberal p r ogramme. Before 1890 

every ministry worked under a constant threat 
of defeat if it f ai led to retain the support 
of a section of its followers, for, apart from 
the possibility of electoral defeat, no member 
of the elected House was bound to show more 
than a fleeting loyalty to any one leader or 
faction.29 

At a minimum Seddon expected support on votes of 

confidence, and for practical purposes needed consider-

ably more than that. It was for him to provide a 

programme the electorate wanted, and for the representative 

to support it. With an adequate majority from the 

completely loyal Seddon opposed independents, fearing 

they would gravitate to the opposition; or that the 

'independent' label would be used by a conservative 

candidate. 30 Single-issue groups declined in 

electoral importance in the 1890's. Ballance had 

envisaged a National Liberal Federation, but Seddon was 

careful not to allow the emergence of an extra­

parliamentary national liberal organisation until the 

Lib-Lab Federation in 1899, which he believed would be 

guided in policy matters by the parliamentary party.3 1 
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Another example of 'autocracy', this was rese nted by 

local libera l organisations, but a mongst modern 

political parties it is the parliamentary party, not 

the extra-parliamentary organisation, t hat has ultimate 

control over policy. 

At the parliamentary l e vel liberal d issent from 

Seddon's methods was expressed mainly by the Left-Wing , 

a contemporary term which does not mean that the 

group's politics were 'left -wing ' in any modern sense. 

With certain qualifications it is ac curate to equate the 

Left- Wing with radicalism. 32 The individuals of the 

Left-Wing tended to be most r adical on different issues, 

causing dissension within; only after 1896 was a 

Left-Wing prog ramme drafted. Even to list Left-Wing 

me mbers presents difficulties. Us ing t wo important 

land and tariff votes 33 G. W. Russell, G . J . Smith, 

J. W. Kelly , McNab, Tanner, Hal l-Jones , Pinkerton, 

Stout and Earnshaw were the hard-core in the y ears 

1894-1 896 ; but this list is misleading. Pirani 

deserves inclusion b e cause of his gen eral criticism of 

the government, and P. J . O'Regan because of his 

radicalism, especially his sing le-taxism. The 

included also require fur ther explanation. G . J. Smith 

and w. Earnshaw were firstly followers of Stout , both 

were labour representatives, and strong advocates of 

prohibition~4 Four of the eight labour members of 

1890 - Earnshaw, Pinkerton, J. W. Kel ly, and W. ~v . Tanner, 

are to be found in the Left-Wing of the p e riod 1894-1896. _ 
Despite the significance of the labour element for the 

Left-Wing Stout himself played only a peripheral role, 

he found the House, from 1_893 an increasingly alien 

place compared to tha t of the previous period. Despite 

his reservations and later strains Mc Nab remained within 

the LiberalParty. Hall-Jones had started as a 'Ballance' 

man and in 1893 was government whip, but resigned to gi.ve 

himself more freedom. 35 Though he used it extensively 

he was apparently perturbed at the results, and in 1896 

entered the cabinet. Whitcher listed the Left-Wing in · 
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w. Hall-Jones, G. J. Smith, Stout, J. W. Kelly, 

w. Earnshaw and Pirani. 36 Like the key votes used 

above it is a useful, but not sufficient guide. 

Beyond the hard-core existed a floating membership 

of those prepared to support the radicals only on 

particular issues, this included McNab, W. H. Mont­

gomery, A. W. Hogg and T. L. Buick. The elective 

executive was introduced almost annually by 

W. J. Stewart, who was otherwise a reliable supporter 

of Seddon, and had been speaker in 1890-1893. 

Radicalism's high tide had been the 1890 election, 

and the difficulties of 1890-1893 had kept the 

Liberais unif i ed; the Left-Wing did not emerge until 

1894-1896, and even then was only an irritant within 

the party. In 1893 the n a ture of the liberal party 

altered, "eleven new liberals from rural con­

stituenc i es joined the t h irtee n rural libe rals who 

were returned from the old p a rlia ment. 1137 Th e very 

scale of the victory made it more difficult to 

reconcile the rural and radical elements. Over land 

and tariffs the differences were not just of degree, but 

of kind. The rural liberals were prepared to accept 

Seddon's discipline, and they were the core of his 

majority. As a result issues declined in importance, 

and party discipline increased. In the 1893 election 

there was believed to have been a resurgence of 

prohibitionism, in the shape of a forty strong block 

behind Stout, but neither this or bible in schools 

could be translated into parliamentary strength, d e spite 

the controve rsy in the country at large. 38 
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37 Clarke, p. 15 interprets the 1893 election 
as follows 

Type of Con­
stituency 

City 

Town 

Balanced 

Country-Town 

Rural 

38 Brand, pp 21-27. 

Liberal 

6 

6 

7 

8 

24 

Opposi t ion and 
Independent 

6 

0 

0 

3 

10 
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The Left-Wing emerged gradually r ather than abruptly. 

O'Rorke h ad been speaker before 1890, and was returned 

in 1893 , after being defeated in 1890. In the voting 

between him and Stewart the Left-Wing divided, Earn­

shaw, Hall-Jones , Joyce, Maslin, Flatman, McNab, 

P irani, G. J. Smith, Stout, and Tanner voted for 

Stewart; but T .• L. Buick, Collins, A. W. Hogg, 

J. W. Kelly , Lawry, Montgomery , O 'Ryan, and G. W. Russell 
1 voted for O'Rorke, who had Seddon'~ support. This 

does not suggest any initial unity, though well before 

the end of the 1894 session 'Left Wing' had become a 

recognised term. Capt. W.R. Russell said the Left­

Wing's opposition to l ate sittings was causing Seddon 

problems, and that he had decided to destroy it. 

Pirani and Earnshaw replied that the late sittings were 

justified by the Opposition tactics, and the 

importance of the legislation.
2 

Discontent was still 

fairly muted. 

It was the land issue which caused the first major 

radical dissention. Radicals h a d never been reconciled 

to the lease in perpetuity; a r evolt in 1894 was 

sti:f:fled, but in 1895 G. W. Russell introduced his 

Periodic Revaluation of lands under Lease in Perpetuity 

Bill. Sixteen of its twenty-one second reading 

supporters were liberals, 3 but they did not include 

Pirani, who in the debate sounded very much like a 

single-taxer. 

Terming the Periodic Revaluation Bill crude, unworlonan­

like and unjust, Pirani was particularly critical of 

the provision in the Bill which allowed :forfeiture of 
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the land and improvements i:f revalua tion was not 
4 accepted. He advised that Russell could obtain all 

he wanted "by giving everyo ·e who requires it the 

freehold, and then using the land tax to take away 

for the State the unearned increment. 115 Universal 

:freehold, while compatible with the single-tax, was 

anathema to other land radicals, who believed that 

only leasehold gave the small settlers protection 

from large estates and speculators. 

Put simply the Single-taxer believed that the rise in 

land values was due to community, not individual, 

effort, and therefore, being an 'une arned increment', 

should be r e turned to the state. A 100 percent tax 

on the 'unearned increment', would, supposedly, allow 

the abolition o:f all other taxes, and lead to numerous 

social bene:fits. 6 Rogers said tha t "it has not bee n 

possible to find out the extent to which he advocated 

the Sing le Tax, 117 but that an outline o:f his career 

suggested "that Pirani's position depended upon 

general politica l factors rather than upon the Single 
8 Tax". Rogers has been mislead by the occasional 

statement of Pirani's, and his general politics, in fact 

Pirani never explicitily said he was a single-taxer. 

In his support for rating on unimproved value and for 

individual choice of tenure he may have sounded like 

one. Single-taxers also tended to be strongly 

democratic and individualistic, and supporters of 

temperance; just as Pirani was. But Pirani was not 

a theorist, and above all else he was all too well 

aware from the experience of backblock settlers in his 

constituency how much any rise in land values could be 

due to personal effort at least as much as community 

assistance. 

More than land it was the tariff issue which split 

the liberals in 1895. Ward's first schedule met such 
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criticism that he withdrew it and presented another. 

G. R. Russell praised Ward's substantial reduction 

of the tariff, 9 but to avoid heavy revenue loss 

Ward increased fruit tariff's, and this the Left-Wing 

opposed. "I say that I am so much opposed to the 

import duty on fruit that sooner than see that dutr 

imposed I would prefer that the whole tariff were 
10 left untouched." There were four divisions on the 

fruit tariffs, and despite strong statements by Ward 

and Seddon, Earnshaw, Montgomery, G. W. Russell, 

G. J. Smith, Stout and Pirani opposed the first tariff, 

to be joined on later divisions by McNab, Hall-Jones 

and J. W. Kelly. The defence of th0 necessities of 

life could not match the ministerial majority. The 

rural liberals then turned on the cabinet and had 

fencing wire included as duty free, 11 while a 5 percent 
12 

duty on machinery scraped in by t wo votes, with the 

Left-Wing at sixes and sevens. 

Cabinet reconstruction was regarded as certain, and 

radical unity was not helped by the rumour that Seddon 

was offering posts to members of the Left-Wing; Russell 

and Pirani's names were especially mentioned. lJ During 

the 1899 election, at an Ashhurst meeting, Seddon 

emphatically denied that Pirani was ever offered a 

cabinet post. 14 Pirani was present but did not 

challenge the statement. When Hall-Jones entered the 

cabinet in 1896 Pirani's initial attitude was very 

naive. 

I recognise that the Premier has taken 
a new departure, and is determined to 
reward a man not for his servile 
support but for his independence in 
advocating his own ideas.15 

Pirani regarded the mention of the referendum in the 
16 

Governor's Speech .as a sign of success, which he 

believed would encburage the Left-Wing in its 

independence. Without question Seddon's intent was 
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just the opposite. Pirani's disappointment was rapid 

in coming. Hall-Jones mentioned him as one who had 

gone, if not to Seddon, then to other Ministers for 

funds, knowing that they would come from local body 

sinking funds. 17 Pirani in reply accused Hall-Jones 

of deciding members motives on flimsy evidence, and 

attacking members with whom he had long been 

associated. 18 Nor did Pirani's attitude mellow with 

time, in 1902 he accused Hall-Jones of changing his 

vote on the elective executive and assisting the Banlc 

of New Zealand at Seddon's dictate. 19 Pirani had 

neither sympathy nor understanding for the idea of 

cabinet unity, let alone party unity, nor did he 

consider the possibility that elevation to cabinet 

might alter one's perspective. 

Pirani moved the Address in Reply in 1895, probably 

a sign that Seddon was assessing his position. By 

tradition the honour was granted to a recently 

elected back bencher. Pirani's speech was critical 

of the government on some issues. A review of the 

Address in Reply speeches for the years 1894-1899 

supported conclusions for which other evidence 

existed. As the 1890's progressed Seddon found it 

increasingly difficult to find able and safe debaters 

to support him; and there was considerable support 

from safe liberals for issues on which radicals were 

critical of Seddon e.g. prohibition, the referendum, 

and local government reform. 

Pirani's own speech gives a fairly complete picture of 

his own views in early 1895, and is worth detailed 

attention on that ground. His general political position 

was one of firm support for the government. He praised 

the gover!lffient's action over Rarotonga, in railway 

administration, and termed Maori policy as the best in 

New Zealand history. He approved of the progress in 

quartz mining, while showing his antipathy for the 

larger or speculative investor or financial interest, 
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by strong criticism of speculators on the British 

share market, and his scant sympathy for the 

investors in the Midland railway. Pirani expressed 

the hope that the Licensing Bill would take a step 

towards temperance, and supported gold fossicking on 

the West Coast, and the proposed board of appeal for 

teachers. He advocated state assistance for 

attendance at secondary schools and more liberal 

scholarships. He made an especial plea for 

conservation of resources; he felt sure the House 

would readily pass legislation to reverse the decline 

in seal numbers noted in the Governor's speech, while 

he deplored the wasteful reduction in native forests, 

trusting that "the Government will take some steps to 

re-establish the Forestry Department that was inau­

gurated during the Stout-Vogel Ministry. 1120 On 

other occasions before and after this Pirani was to be 

very critical of the government in the areas of Maori 

policy and education, but such criticisms were not 

voiced on this occasion. Pirani devoted the longest 

section of the speech by far to the land issue, and 

reflecting his two years on the Land Board, his ideas 

were detailed and practical. He advocated elective 

Land Boards, criticised the existing ballot system as 

gambling, and said that pre-selection should be in the 

hands of the Land Boards, advocated a much revised 

system for special settlements, and suggested that 

surveyors were not capable valuers of land. He 

believed that dummyism could be very simply prevented 

by limiting the amount of land held under the Land 

Transfer Act by any one person, and support was given 

to rating on unimproved value. J. MriKenzie had his 

own very firm ideas however, and though Pirani still 

saw himself as a critical friend, his never good 

relations with McKenzie deteriorated when it became 

clear that Pirani's ideas were not to be adopted. 

Pirani gave support for using the surplus to free 

the necessities of life from duty, presaging his 

position on the tariff debate • . The complete absence of 

a representative of the middle portion of the North 
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Island in the Minis ry was seen as qui e un ·air. 

Pirani could hardly make an open statement, but it 

is possible that this was his way of saying that he 

was open to offers, though in later years both Pirani 

and Seddon denied that any of:fer was made. 

Early in 1896 Pirani reported to his constituents at 

Apiti on the 1895 session. Pirani mentioned the 

Cremation Act, Fencing Act Amendment, Family Holdings 

Act, Licensing Bill, Lunacy Act Amendment, plus the 

amendments to the Advances for Settlers Act as all 

useful, in some cases particularly so. Pirani was 

critical of the ballot system for land, and the 

handling of the Bank of New Zealand crisis. A vote 

of confidence in the government was lost on a show 

of hands. Thi s suggests that Pirani I s move tm-.rards a 

more independent position would not do him any 
?? 

electoral harm.--

Many radicals had been perturbed by the principle 

and method of the Bank of New Zealand rescue, and it 
I 

became the main Left-Wing Cause in 1896. The Left 

Wing pressed for a narrow inquiry, being more pre­

occupied with its belief that Seddon was diverting 

attention from the errors, or worse, of Joseph Ward. 

As a 'moral' question Pirani for one was prepared to 

push an inquiry until the full truth was uncovered, 

even if this severely damaged the immediate fortunes 

of the liberal party cause in 1896. Seddon wanted 

a wide inquiry, to fix blame on past policies of the 

bank I s management. In two votes Sedd_on had ample 

majorities, though in the first G. J. Smith, G. W. 

Russell, W. H. Montgomery, W. Earnshaw, J. W. Kelly, 

W.W. Collins, Stout and Pirani voted against the 

government, to be joined by R. Thompson on the 

second. 23 Among possible supporters Joyce, Maslin, 

McNab, 0 1 Regan, and Tanner all voted with the govern-

ment. The Left Wing was an embarrassment to Seddon, 

but not a threat. 
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Pirani viewed himself as a constructive friend, but 

what he wanted would require the dismantling of the 

Sedd on system. 

While the present Government is strong 
in numbers, strong in supporters, it 
is not strong enough in resolution to 
be able to withstand the pressure that 
seems to be brought to bear by honourable 
members who are most subservient.24 

The vote in exchange for public works and other 

government assistance was a necessary part of the 

system that allowed Seddon to enact his pro g ramme. 

Pirani believed the Left-Wing's ideas would be 

passed in a House in which party loyalties were weak; 

Seddon believed Pirani would have to decide which 

side of the House he wished to be on. 

In an 1896 Want of Confidence debate Pirani seemed 

no closer to the Opposition t han in the previous year. 

He insisted that Left-Wing criticism had only the 

intention of improving the government, 25 and 

analysed the disunity of the Opposition. After 

speak ing at length on what the Left-Wing stood for 

Pirani said he believed it had nothing in common with 

the Opposition, an antipathy which was reciprocated. 

Do you imagine for one moment that we did not 
rP.alise from the earliest exactly where the 
left-wing would be found when - the division is 
taken - that it is more socialistic and more 
advanced Liberal eien than my honourable 
friends opposite? 2 

But Pirani had been sharply critical of the government, 

and _was moving toward a position of independence. He 

solved his immediate dilemma by not voting on the con­

fidence motion at a11. 27 
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Seddon's 1896 election spe eches sug~est that 

continued obstruction by the Legislative Council; 

defence of the Lands for Settlement pro g ramme; the 

passage cf electoral reform; economic progress, and 

the reduction of tariffs, especially on necessities 

were the ma in issues. Seddon made a defence of party 

government, but made only passing reference to the 

Left-Wing. 28 In a major speech Pirani29 supported 

the abolition of duties on necessities, and the 

absence of a means test for old age pensions, in both 

cases this went further than Seddon's position. 

Pirani gave considerable time to administrative reforms, 

of the Legislative Council, which he suggested should 

be elected either by the Lower House or by local bodies, 

a proportion at a time; the elective executive was 

advocated, as was classification of the civil service, 30 

and reform of the local government structure, where 

Pirani advocated fewer bodies of greater res p onsibility 

and an improved fina ncial base. In the area of human 

rights Pirani suggested e qual divorce laws, the removal 

of women's political disabilities, and the consolidation 

and simplification of statute law. On education Pirani 

repeated the views of previous years, views which 

remained basically unaltered in 1902. Abolition of all 

bankruptcy laws completed the specific proposals. The 

meeting gave Pirani a vote of confidence. Seddon spoke 

at Feilding, Apiti and Pahiatua, but made no reference 

to Pirani. 31 Pirani won a two cornered fight by a small 

majority, 1603 votes to 1553. 32 There would appear to 

be only one extant reference to a meeting of Buick's, at 

which to a question he advised that t .he Longburn Freezing 

Works was ruined long before he took over the chairman­

ship.33 In the absence of a speech it is difficult 

to assess why Buick came so close to victory, it is 

possible that at a transition point in Pirani's career, 

it was the latter's weakness rather than the farmer's 

strength which caused the close result. At one of' 

Pirani's meetings, at Spur Road School, a Mr Conway 
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took the chair, advising that he would not have done 

so three years previously, as he was a thorough con­

servative, but Pirani and Buick were so widely 

dirferent in qualifications that he believed voters 

should 

vote for the man who had fearlessly and 
honestly done his duty in Parliament in 
preference to one who would never be a 
success there. Therefore he intended to 
vote for Mr Pirani and he advised all 
those who had the true interests of the 
settle{s at heart to vote against Mr 
Buick3 

Nany who had supported Pirani in 1890 and/or 1893 

might not have been so enthusiastic, and may simply 

have been confused as to where Pirani stood. 

1 NZPD, 83,6 (21 June 1894). 

2 NZPD, 85, 490-491 (6 Sept. 1894). 

3 They included G. J. Smith, Graham, Kelly, 
McNab, Tanner, O'Regan, Stout, Earnshaw, 
Hall-Jones, Collins, Millar, Pinkerton and 
Reeves. See NZPD, 88, 271 (26 July 1895). 

4 NZPD, 88, 256 (26 July 1895) 

5 ibid. 

6 Rogers F. "The Single Tax Movement in New 
Zealand". (unpublished M.A. thesis, 
University of Auckland), 1952 p. 21. 

7 ibid, p.65 • . 

8 ibid. 

9 NZPD, 90, 238, (13 Sept. 1895). 

10 NZPD, 90, 267 (13 Sept. 1895, F. Pirani). 

11 NZPD, 90, 48J (24 Sept. 1895) 
The Left-Wing split, Hall-Jones, Pirani, 
J. W. Kelly, G. R. Russell, G. J. Smith, 
Tanner and Earnshaw all voted with Ward; 
while Hogg, McNab, Montgomery and O'Regan 
voted against him. Ward lost 28-24. 
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JO 'classification' was a descriptive term by 
which Pirani meant that civil service 
appointment and promotion should cease to 
be influenced by political factors, and the 
administrative structures of the various 
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was possible. No overall reform 
was achieved until 1912. 
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Overall the liberal majority went down in the 1896 

election, and the rural blocks within the party was 
1 

reduced both relatively and absolutely. Though 

there was no wholesale attack on the Left-Wing 

successful efforts were mad e to defeat individuals, 

McNab and Russell lost their seats, J. W. Kelly and 

G. J. Smith were returned, like Pirani, as independents. 

T. E. Taylor was elected, and b e came the leader of the 

Left-Wing, in which Taylor, J. W. Kelly, G. J . . Smith 

and Pirani were the hard-core. Relations between 

Seddon and the Left-Wing b ecame more personalis e d, and 

bitter; the Left-Wing of 1897-1899 can be dis­

tinguished from that of 1894-1896 by a preparedness to 

vote against the government on confidence motions. 

This happened for the first time in 1897.
2 

Within a week of the session opening the Left-Wing had 

opposed Seddon in the Sergeant-at-Arms affair, then 

Rolleston moved a critical motion on Seddon's connection 

with the Anglo-Continental Gold Syndicate. From a 

caucus meeting Seddon knew that many liberals were 

unhappy, so he made the motion one of confidence, and 

even then secured a majority of only four. The 

Left-Wing voted en bloc against Seddon. To them the 

conflict of interest was clear, and Pirani viewed 

Seddon's action as a classic misuse of a no-confidence 

vote, because the issue was a personal one, not a 

matter of policy.J The Premier's defence that such 

appointments were not new, and that no conflict of 
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interest existed, was not accepted by the Left-Wing. 

The years 1897-1899 were probably Sedd on's most 

difficult. The Opposition had good debaters in 

Rolleston and Scobie MacKenzie, while beyond 

himself and J. MacKenzie, Seddon lacked equal talent, 

and the Left-Wing increased its nuisance value. 

Thirteen liberals, led by T. E. Taylor, opposed the 

sending of a military contingent to the 1897 Jubilee, 

which was passed with opposition support. 4 

Seddon's defence of Ward was another issue which 

infuriated the Left-Wing in 1897. Some confusion 

exists as to when the Left-Wing were excluded from the 

liberal caucus, mainly, it would seem, because they 

were not treated as a block. On the vote on Ward's 

status Graham, Joyce, Tanner, Montgomery and 

B. Thompson joined the Left-Wing, and in an adjourn­

ment vote the government received a fri ght. At the 

subsequent caucus G. Fisher was bitterly critical of 

the radicals, and Clarke said that Taylor, Smith, 

Montgomery and Pirani were excluded from caucus for 

the rest of the ses s ion. 6 Pirani said it was not 

until two more meetings that they were excluded, 

after J. McKenzie had said that he would no longer 

attend if the Left-Wing were present. 7 In a 

subsequent debate McKenzie explained Smith's 

ignorance of government amendments by advising that 

"they did not allow traitors at their caucus. 118 

"Prior to the 1898 session Pirani announced that he 

would not support the continuance in office of the . 

Government. 119 During 1898 the liberal caucus 

met weekly. This tightened the discipline of those 

within, but increased the estrangement of those 

excluded, including Pirani. Like other innovations 

under Seddon which had so disturbed the Left-Wing 

the weekly caucus also worried those who accepted it. 

The New Zealand Times, the official liberal organ, 

believed it could mean rule by unknown people by 

unknown means, and would remove effective discussion 
10 of policy from the chamber. As with other aspects 

of the Seddon system the weekly caucus caused qualms 
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at the time, and was seen by some as just another 

example of Seddon's autocratic behaviour, but it 

became an integral part of twentieth-century party 

politics. 

Seddon had defended himself and Ward vigorous ly 

against attack, and it was viewed by the Left-Wing 

as done purely to preserve power; but in part at 

least Seddon equated the party leadership with the 

party itself, a concept which was to be much 

stronger in subsequent years. 

It was during this period that the Webbs visi ted 

New Zealand. c. Trevelyn wrote to Reeves that the 

Left-Wing was the most e ffective political grouping 

after Seddon' s fol.Lowers. Taylor and Pirani were 

praised, and the Left-~·ling regarded as "the best set 

in Parliament as far as opinions g o and promise of 

ability. 1111 The Webbs regarded any corruption 

Seddon was guilt y of as minor, and blown out of 

proportion. They had come to New Zealand via the 

U.S./), ... Pirani was probably in greater agreement with 

the Left-Wing at this time than any othe r. The land 

issue receded into the background, and the corruption 

issue allowed strong personal attacks on Seddon. 

The stress that forced members to pick sides meant 

Pirani could be more certain of his friends. The 

member praised more than any other was not the fiery 

Taylor but the quieter Montgomery, who had voted with 

the Left-Wing on the Sergeant-at-Arms, Anglo-Con­

tinental Gold Syndicate, seizure of Sinking Funds, 

and Ward issues, and believed that 

i:f the Government went on legislating on 
the lines laid down by · Mr Ballance, no 
one would be more enthusiastic supporters 
than the Independent Libe rals, who had no 
desire to frustrate anything contained in 
a policy of true liberalism,12 

and insisted that on essential liberal matters -
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industrial and lab our legislation, land and taxation 

policy, the Left-Wing voting had b een impeccably 

liberal. 

Once the split between the Left - Wi ng a nd the govern­

ment b e came i rreconcilable the liberals developed a 

c ampaign to e liminate the independents from politics . 

Ward said that rather than see the Left-Wing act as a 

balance, as T . E . Taylor expecte d, "the Government 

would stand s houlder to shoulder with t he Opposi tion. 111 3 

Reflecting upon past events Cairncross shows the 

g rowth of sentiment for party unity and a party syst em . 

t hey were a ll brainy, clever men, capable 
of being a g r eat help to either party 
they loyally allied themselves with. The r e 
was no room for free l ances . Men had to g o 
straight with one party or the other. 14 

The breach between the Left - Wing and the Liberal Party 

required the form e r to clarify its posit ion, and they 

became prepared to recognise a separate prog ramme of 

objectives. In early 1899 Pirani l isted these as 

fo llows,15 - elective executive , r eferendum , elective 

Legislative Council; t h e taking of administration out 

o f direct political control - non-political board 

answerabl e to Parliament to run the civil service, 

s t atu s and remuneration of judiciary down to S . M. 

should be independent, the police should be under a 

commissioner and answerable only to Parliament. On 

land r eform there was aboli tion of the ballot system in 

favour of list approved by Land Board , elected Land 

Boards independent of mini s t er , revaluation of all 

l eases issued in future at periodical intervals, all 

Crown tenants t o have the right to freeho l d after 

specified improvements made, a limi t on the area of 

crown land any one person can t ake up, all purchases 

unde r Land for Set tlement Act to be approved by 

Parli a ment and all lands purchased to b e controll ed 



by Land Boards; on local government the 

amalgamation of small bodies, increased functions 

for local bodies, all parliamentary grants to be 

subsidies added to local contributions. Pirani 
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also included state farms, abolition of duties on 

necessities of life, simplication and consolidation 

of statute law, removal of political disabilities 

on women and popular control of the liquor traffic. 

The influence of Pirani is clear in some of these 

items, which he had long pushed for, the only one 

likely to have caused controversy within the 

Left-Wing was the revaluation of leases, which seems 

in conflict with the support for freehold, and was 

never mentioned by Montgomery when he made a major 

address to his electorate. 16 

Early in 1899 Pirani made his position quite clear to 

his constituents. 

So far as Mr Seddon was concerned he did 
not believe that as Premier he was worthy 
of the confidence of any one. He thought 
a change of Government would do good, by 
allowing some of the dirty corners to be 
swept out. 17 

He added that 

he was quite prepared to give a Ministry 
formed by Captain Russell an opportunity 
of proving itself worthy of support, but 
he did not attach so much importance to 
the personnel of a Ministry as to its 
principles. 18 

That Pirani believed he could so separate personnel 

and principles gives a crucial insight into his 

political attitudes. The broad social and economic 

interests of the liberals and conservatives were lost 

upon him, he was pre-occupied with matters such as 

'purity' and for these either side was possible. 

Quite clearly . it was the Seddon manner to which 

he objected. 



There is a large section of the public 
which is weary and sick of the 
administrative abuses that have marke d 
the recent political history of the 
colony •••• Act after Act has been 
placed upon the Statute Book in such a 
form that, while ostensibly furthering 
worthy objects, it has tended to throw 
the distribution of patronage, the allot­
ment of public moneys, and the control of 
the resources and industries of the 
country more and more into the arms of 
the Government. The essential principle 
of these ••• measures are excellent, but 
there is an undoubted objection to the 
discretionary powers they confer upon the 
Government of the day. 19 
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For this Pirani was prepared to join the conservatives. 

The Evening Post saw a combination of the Progressives 

and the Opposition as necessary to the early defeat of 

Seddonism, and it believed Pirani had shown he was 

prepared to meet the Opposition half-way. Now it was 

necessary for the Opposition to make clear that it was 

in no way the reac tionary group Seddon labelled it. If 

this was done, and all who opposed the Seddon system 

united on the basis of that opposition the Evening Post 

did not believe Seddon would survive another election. 

Both the Evening Post and Pirani ignored the real 

political gulf between the Left-Wing and the Opposition, 

the fact that they represented quite different political · 

outlooks. Most of the Left-Wing were not prepared to 

follow Pirani into the conservative camp, or form any 

kind of alliance with them. 

The Hawkes Bay Herald noted that "there is much more 

bitterness and personal feeling between the two $ections 

of the Liberal party than between the Government and 

Opposition. 1120 Seddon was obliged to accept the 

existence of the Conservatives; indeed terming them 

reactionary encouraged liberal unity and presented the 

electorate with clear alternatives. The Left-Wing not 

only blurred this picture, but were 'traitors' into 

the bargain, and treachery is generally viewed rnore 

heinously than simply being the enemy. In the 1899 . 
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election a major Liberal objective was the destruction 

of the Left-Wing, and Montgomery, J. W. Kelly, 

T. E. Taylor and G. J. Smith all stood as independents 

and were defeat8d. The New Zealand Times insisted that 

the Left-Wing knew it could only damage the Liberals, 

so its persistence meant that it must be counted with 

the conservatives. If the people had a clear-cut choice 

the government would easily win; to ensure this "the 

spurious pretence of the so-called Left Wing Liberals 

must be swept aside, and they must be shown in their 
21 true colours as foes of Liberalism and progress". 

A. Morrison was equally critical of independents, 

advising electors that if they did not like Seddon 

they should vote for Captain Russell, "but for goodness 

sake let them avoid the independent candidate, who was 
. 22 

neither £ish nor fowl nor good red herring." Seddon 

quoted Rolleston to show that the Left-Wing was not 

accepted on either side, 23 and said that he h0ped to 

see the left-Wing wiped out, and would prefer to see 

the Conservatives in office than the Left-Wing increase 

in strength.
24 

Judging by his speeches Seddon saw the main points of 

the election as - do not vote for the Left-Wing, 

opposition to the elective executive; and emphasise 

on the success of the land policy. Electors were told 

that though the conservatives now accepted liberal 

legislation they could not be trusted, electors were 

reminded of the faults of the Atkinson government, 

and in a mild fashion the memory of Ballance was 

evoked. It was mainly part of Seddon's continued 

insistence on the two-party structure of politics, but 

now that detailed memories were fading the use of 

Ballance by Seddon was probably particularly galling 

to the Left-Wing. 

The New Zealand Times termed Pirani the leader of the 

Left-Wing in the north, and Pirani had for some time 

been baiting Seddon to come to Palmerston North. He 
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did so in 1899 for the first time, and his speech 

clearly _ fits into the general campaign against the 

Left-Wing. 

The platform Pirani presented to his electors
26 

included much that was unaltered since 1896 -

elected executive, elected Legislative Council, and 

abolition of duties on the necessities of life, 

other points which were new but fitted in with the 

spirit of the previous proposals, - the referendum, 27 

the replacement of all local body subsidies by a single 

one at a £2 for £1 rate; ort land Pirani 1 s proposals 

remained unaltered since 1893. Also, naturally, Pirani 

gave prominence to the methods and 'abuses' of the 

Seddon government, the misleading financial 

figures, the Wrigg and Marine scandals, and the 

commission of investigation into the police force. 

Pirani explained bis lack of formal resignation from 

the liberals or the House by pointing out that Seddon 

had never made a policy issue a confidence vote, hence 

he had not been given an appropriate occasion to do so. 28 

Seddon's meeting in Palmerston North in 1899 is worth 

considering in some detail. Because we have lengthy 

reports from both sides29 it is possible to see why 

relations were so bad, and it is an example beyond 

election results of the degree of local support Pirani 

enjoyed. 

The meeting was the largest public meeting held in 

Palmerston North to that date. There was standing room 

only well before 8.00 p.m., and when the doors were 

locked hundreds were turned away. Seddon started his 

speech by saying that public men should be judged on 

policies, not personalities. He denied that Pirani 

had ever been offered a cabinet post; neither himself, 

Mr Ward or Mr Cadman could remember such an offer; and 

if Mr Reeves had made one it was without cabinet 

approval. Seddon continued that it had been difficult 

getting Pirani on the Wellington Land Board, and all 

ministers had objected to his re-appointment as inimical 
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ridiculous to believe he had been considered for 
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cabinet. Seddon then analysed Pirani's own position, 

arguing that he was distrusted by all and liked by 

none. By Pirani's own confession he worked through 

other members of the House for anything he wanted, 

but Seddon said he believed it would be better for the 

district if it sent to Parliament a member who could do 

his own work. Seddon argued that only two lobbies 

existed in the House, the 'aye' and the 'no', and 

that these interests were represented in Palmerston 

by Mr W. T. Wood, and Buick, conservative. They were, 

so far as Seddon was concerned, the only two men in 

the contest. It was a continuance of the campaign 

against the Left-'iving as a separate entity, designed 

to force the Left-Wing either to rejoin the Liberal 

Party or openly join the conservatives, rather than 

remain as independents who split and confused his 

party. Seddon then referred to land nationalisation, 

and to a Knigh t s of Labour manifesto signed by 

Pirani, which had been brought to light by the 

Manawatu Daily Times; adding that he understood 

Pirani was a prominent member of the Knights. This 

was clearly an attempt to discredit Pirani with the 

small settlers, and presumably referred to a document 

some years old. 

Seddon then defended the government's record, arguing 

that despite the number of c~rruption charges, very 

little had been proven, and Seddon gave at length 

his side of the bun-tuck affair, the marine inquiry 

and the Wrigg scandal. The earlier attacks on Pirani 

had led to considerable interjection, and either from 

disagreement or boredom disturbances erupted at the 

back of the hall which caused the meeting to be halted 

until they were sorted out. Seddon continued to 

defend past legislation, and stated his position on 



79 

some of the current issues. On some his statements 

were close to what Pirani wanted, but did not ring 

true, on others his disagreement with Pirani was 

clear. Seddon argued that the government should take 

over the Manawatu railway or tell the directors that 

for a certain period there would be no government 

interference. This was exactly Pirani's position, 

but in reality the government did neither. 1\'hile 

unable to agree with the company over a selling price, 

the government refused to grant anything but short-term 

understanding. On the Legislative Council Seddon argued 

that if it needed reform it should be abolished, and 

said he believed that a referendum would favour such a 

move. Pirani agreed with this. On the other hand 

Seddon said he would oppose to the last an elective 

Legislative Assembly as this would restrict access to 

those with the money to afford it. This was Seddon at 

his more disingenuous. There seems to be no reason 

why his latter point should be any more true of the 

Legislative Council than it was of the House, and in 

practice Seddon never seriously considered abolishing 

the Council, he had found appointments to it to be too 

useful a political plum. Seddon then opposed an 

independent Board to run the Civil Service, as this 

would take the Service beyond democratic control, and 

argued that classification would achieve all the 

necessary reforms. Pirani preferred to see both 

classification and an independent Board, but more 

importantly, wanted to see classification pushed ahead 

at a much :faster pace than was actually the case. 

Seddon opposed the universal old age pension on the 

grounds that it would by excessive cost wreck the 

scheme. He argued that the penny post could be 

introduced the next day by the govern.~ent, but that 

the main benefit would go to commercial interests • . 

A motion was put giving a vote of thanks and support 

for the Premier, but Pirani had during Seddon's speech 

entered the hall, and he now rose to put an amendment. 



The meeting erupted, With Seddon' s and Pirani ' s 

supporters each trying to shout the other down . 
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Pirani was by now on the platform, and forcefully 

insisting to the chairman that he had a right to be 

heard, and Seddon too was trying to get him a hearing . 

The chairman said this was clearly impossible, and 

that he would put .the original motion. According to 

the Manawatu Daily Times this wa s put and carried by 

acclamation. The New Zealand Times reported that 

the uproar effectively prevented any formal business 

being done, while the Evening Post said that it had 

been quite impossible to tell what happe ned to the 

chairman's motion. As all agree on the prevailing 

confusion and uproar it seems likely that the motion 

was not put. At this stage Seddon left, and this was 

taken by the c a re-taker as a sign to switch off the 

lights, plunging the hall into darkness, apparently 

at about 10 .JO p.m. A burly supporter raised P irani 

on one shoulder and held a candle in the other, while 

Pirani tried to make himself heard . He was as much 

hindered by his own s u pporters as anyone, as they h ad 

formed a solid phalanx around him on the stage, and 

tried to drown out Liberals who remained. The 

chairman, W. T. Wood, and the p olice all asked Pirani 

to leave, but he refused. The Evening Post termed the 

scene as probably unexampled in the history of the 

colony, while the New Zeala nd Times said that the 

police were quite unable to control the situation. 

The Manawatu Daily Times said that the threatened 

bedlam was controlled by determined police action, but 

then said that the crowd surged from one end of the 

room to the other, with the stage in the wildest 

confusion, with chairs and forms being overturned in 

all directions. The police were slowly emptying the 

hall, and some people were leaving. At 11.30 Pirani 

put his amendment 'that the meeting had no confidence 

in the Premier or his government.• ~hough Pirani 

declared it carried unanimously both the New Zealand 

Times and the Evening Post agreed that it met with 
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considerable opposition. Pirani continued talking 

outside in the Square from the b a ck of a bug gy, 

claiming that the government had brought supporters 

from Ashhurst and Longburn to act as interj e ctors, 

as well as trying to stack the meeting . His final 

statement to supporters was that des p ite the attempt 

to silence him that night he would be heard on 

election day. 

Seddon later said that he had received a fair hearing 

until Mr Pirani had arrived, and the general chaos 

which ensued had been due to a majority desire not to 

grant Pirani a hearing. This was because Pira ni's 

supporters had previously disrupted a meeting of 

ll . T. Wood, so both Liberal and Conservative 

supporters had decided to ensure that Pira ni did not 

interfere with the Premier's meeting. It is a moot 

point wh ether this is the true expla nation of the 

meeting 's live liness. Sed don agreed tha t a serious 

riot had seemed likely, and that though he h a d 

experienced pretty lively meetings on the West Coast, 

none had matched the latter part of the Palmerston 

North meeting. He claimed that the tele g raphed report 

of the meeting had been sent out by Pirani himself, 

as the Press Association agent in Palmerston North , 

and also that both the Palmerston North papers were 

biased a gainst him. The Poverty Bay Herald said that 

the Press Association report was done by a conscientious 

and impartial employee of the Association, and they had 

been informed tha t the hostility to Pirani which caused 

the uproar was due largely to a contingent of butchers 

and other workers from the Longburn works. Over a 

week later Seddon persisted with the statement that 

the telegraphed report had been written by Pirani , . and 

at a Wanganui meeting said it was quite untrue that he 

had met with a hostile reception, and that he had never 

left the platform until he had seen Mr Pirani and his 

friends out of the hall. The latter cannot be regarded 

as a difference of opinion, it is simply untrue. 
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All reports were agreed that Seddon left the platform 

after the chairman h a d proposed a vot e of thanks. 

The Ev ening Post suggests that Seddon remained in the 

vicinity after he left the platform, but this can 

h a rdly be stretched to cover Seddon's account at 

. wanganui. 

Pirani had probably the rowdiest meeting he ever f aced 

as speaker at Napier. 30 He was pelted with rotten 

eggs, and at first quite unable to get a hearing. The 

police at first were una ble to act, as they could only 

arrest on instructions from the cha irman. Volunteers 

tried to restore order but failed, Pirani himself 

ejected a prominent barracke r from the front row. 

When a second a ppeal to the police failed the 

chairman , a Mr Logan, spec i f ically named two people, 

who were then removed. It was no t until after 

11.00 p . m. that Pirani by sheer persistence presented 

most of his spee ch. 

Pira ni apparently sensed the streng th of his position 

in Palmerston North. Though the Left-Wing in general 

fared badly in 1899 , the election rasult31 

F. Pirani 1980 , 1:-l . T. Wo od 1465 and D. Buick 638 was 

for Pirani a personal triumph, and one that he felt 

confident enough about to spend part of the campaign 

making speeches in other centres. At first glance 

Pirani could have expected a very tough battle. No 

information about Buick's c ampaign appears to have 

survived, but he much earlier attended and spoke at 

a conservative political garden party, held in 

appreciation of R. C. Bruce by supporters in Rongotea. 32 

Captain Russell, F . Y. Lethbridge and J. G. Wilson also 

attended. While in 1899 Pirani stood as an opposition 

candidate, it was with the same spirit of independence 

a s when he had stood as a liberal. Buick could be 

expected to have drawn votes from Pirani . The liberal 

candidate, W. T . Wood , was a strong one . 33 
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Nationally the year 1899 was particularly successful 

for Sedd on. 34 In the midst of Seddon's vi c tory 

"the most surprising result of all perhaps is the 

wonderful success of Mr Pirani, whose most sanguine 

friends only dared to hope that he would win by a 

small majority."JS Pirani had firmly established 

his ability to win, essentially as an independent 

candidate, when facing candidates of both conservative 

and liberal hue, and in an election when the general 

trend was against such achievements. 

The 1899 election left Pirani as the only front-rank 

member of the Left-Wing of the 1890 1 s remaining, but 

also saw the election of a group of inde p endent 

radicals - A. R. Atkinson, H. G. Ell, G. Fowlds and 

G. 

as 

Laurenson, who were individually at least as able 

the Left-Wing, 36 and who were added to in 1902. 

Pirani was uniquely placed to act as a mentor, and as 

a bridge between the old and the new, but he did not do 

so. Rather than lead a group Pirani espoused the 

rather extraordinary position that no parties ex.isted 

at all, 

there were now no parties in the House, 
and it was impossible for any one set 
of members to say that they alone were 
the supporters of the Government. Every 
member supported the Government - when 
they were right - and conscientious 
members opposed them when they were 
wrong.37 

There remained the refusal to make concessions that 

were necessary if any sizable grouping of anti-

Seddon liberals was to be formed. In 1899 Seddon 

had said that a vote for Laurenson was as · good as 

voting for the 0pposition, 38 and in 1905 he was to 

become ch~irman of the New Liberals, 39 but the 

Manawatu Evening Standard persisted in regarding him 
40 

as a Seddon man. Having decided that no parties 
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existed Pirani returned, in the y e ars 1900-1902, 

to a pre-occupation with issues, in particular 

education and local government reform. In this Pirani 

was being true to his own view of politics, his 

distaste for factions and parties was so strong that 

rather than take the opportunity that existed to 

lead one he pretended they did not exist at all. 

Pirani announced to his electorate on 3 February 1902 

that he would not be contesting the Palmerston North 

seat in 1902, and was retiring from politics for 

personal reasons. Despite a lengthy address he gives 

no details, but was apparently alluding to the 

break-up of his family. He was reported as clearly 

under stress, and speaking only with considerable 

difficulty to a large and sympathetic audience. 41 

Two daughters, Dorothy and Molly, sided with their 

mother and left home; the son, Louis, remained with 

his father.
42 

It was quickly suggested that the real 

reason was a belief that he would lose, to which 

Pirani replied by keeping open for a week an offer to 

contest the seat against any government nominee, 

including Seddon. 43 Either pressure was brought on 

Pirani to reconsider, or he had second thoughts, or 

both; for as late as July the Evening Post reported 

him as "definitely and f'inally decided not to seek 
4h 

re-election at the next elections," as if this 

was fresh news. To his private reasons were soon 

added reasons of health. He went to Rotort.1a for two 

weeks before the opening of Parliament, which could 

well have been for health reasons. 45 In early 

October he wired R. Essex regretted inaction over 

the local drainage scheme, but "I have been too ill 

to attend to anything. 1146 Shortly after this he 

had an operation to save his eyesight, which was 
. 4 

successful; 7 but this did not end his problems. 

He advised a meeting that he was going to Wellington 
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f t · f · .t 1 · . 48 
· or an opera ion or an in erna inJury. This 

too was apparently successful, two weeks later the 

Evening Post reported him as pro gressing satis­

factorily and having taken his first walk abroad. 49 

These health difficulties were probably the com­

bination of personal stress and the accumulative 

effect of years of late sittings in the House, the 

years of constant travel between ~ ellington and 

Manawatu, not just as M.H.R., but to attend the 

Wanganui Education Board meetings. The Education 

Board would also have required fr e quent visits to 

back-country schools, in difficult conditions. 

After the 1900 session Pirani apologised for not having 

been able to meet his constituents because of physical 

exhaustion. Clearly health problems were not new in 

1902, and they probably contributed to his domestic 

difficulties. It seems quite likely that Pirani was 

too conscientious for his own g o od, and had worn 

himself out. Pirani's decision to retire was still 

firm when the session ended, but was abruptly reversed 

after the second successful operation. This suggests 

Pirani was in part influenced by a mental depression which 

was lifted by the success of his medical treatment. He 

received many offers to stand for the Manawatu seat, and 

admitted strong temptation, but believed that he could 

not interfere with the chances of Vale, the official 

opposition candidate; instead he announced himself a 

candidate for the Hutt seat, 50 and, according to the 

Evening Post, was greeted with messages of support from 

throughout the electorate, 5 \,rhich was probably the case. 

The seat was held by Wilford, 52 a staunch supporter 

of Seddon. Earlier a Dr Newman had denied having any 

interest in the seat, and a Rev. W. A. Evans considered 

a request to stand, 53 but apparently decided not to. 

The only other candidate was J. H. Collier, a weak 

Independent-Liberal, which meant that before Pirani 

arrived there was no strong candidate of any kind to 

oppose Wilford. Pirani worked under two difficulties, 

he was an outsider to the district, and his campaign 

• 



86 

sta rted v ery late. Wilford held a meeting in 

l ate October fully thr ee weeks before Pirani's first, 

where he b alanced loca l matters - the straightening 

of the Hutt line, and the r e lief of local au t hority 

from the n eed to build abbatoirs , with wider issues . 

Wilford advised the purchase of all Maori land, to b e 

t : ten split between the Maoris and the Public Trustee 

and opposed paying£½ million to the Midland Debenture 

Holders. 54 Even before he was standing Pirani had an 

ally in the Evening Post which peppered Wilford with 

criticism , suggesting that the government promise of 

straightening the Hutt line was far less c e rtain than 

Wilford suggests, and this was more important than the 

new station for Petone , which was in any case clearly 

a bribe. 55 

Pirani ' s first meeting was the largest ever held in 

Petone. The most notable aspect of his speech was that 

Pirani did not sound l ike a loca l candidate , the 

speech wa s dominated by wha t had be c ome h is pre­

occupations a fte r nine years in the House . Ile 

criticised the Public Revenue Act,"adding it was 

d esirable that any me mber of the House should b e able 

to inspe ct the items of expenditure, and see the 

vouchers for any money expended. 11 56 He believed that 

local bodies should automatically get the 2 fo r 1 

subsidy, so as to become more independent. He said 

he believed there should be a referendum on the Bible-in­

Schools issue, but that if it came b efore the House he 

would sup port scripture lessons in schools, and that 

if this was carried assistance for Catholic schools 

should be considered. Pirani had never given 

prominence to the bible-in-schools position, and this 

marked a cha nge from previous beliefs, where he had 

fully supported the secular principles of the 1877 

Acto He then spoke in favour of a system of education 

administration which involved strengthening school 

committees , and the replacement of Education Boards by 

a centra l Council ; this despite Pirani h a ving b een 

on the Wanganui Edu cation Board f or some years , and 
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where he was to continue to serve for another twenty 

years. On the land question he merely summarised 

existing views on tenure, the ballot and Land Boards. 

For Pira~i one of the most important results of the 

meeting was that Collier's committee came over en 

masse to his support when Collier refused to 

withdraw. Collier termed himself an Independent-

Liberal, but would not say how he would vote in 

no-confidence motions. 57 Lacking any clear position, 

policy or impact, he was squeezed out between 

Pirani and Wilford. Pirani's campaign experience 

enabled him to score off interjectors, when in the 

middle of his speech someone called for three cheers 

for Tom Wilford, and silence followed, Pirani presumed 

the interjector had been trying to quieten the meeting, 

and believed that calling for three cheers for Tom 

u·1f d th b t t d ·t SB I l t ~ i or was e es way o o 1. n a er 

meetings Pirani argued that the penny post and 

reduced tele g ram fees helped the merchant more than 

the working man. He was critical of Wilford's poor 

attendance at the House and at Harbour Board meetings, 59 

the Evening Post termed Wilford "a dillettanti 

politician who contrives to sandwich short attendances 

at the House in between other occupations. 1160 

Pirani's campaign gives the impression of being a 

large number of small meetings. In the time he had, 

it being too late to organise many large meetings, 

he relied on visiting as many parts of the electorate 

as possible. This could not avoid the loss of the 

election by a wide margin. The result was Wilford 

6 61 
2115, Pirani 1 73, and Collier 90. 

The Evening Post accurately assessed the victory. 

Mr Wilford was born and bred in the district ,. 
he had behind him Ministerial influence, with 
all that it means in an electorate containing 
many Government employees, and he had a long 
start. 11 62 



To defeat him was virtually impossible for a con­

valescent. Evidently Pirani's health was still not 

100 percent; he had told the Hutt electors t hat he 

had not stood for Palmerston North for 11 physical 11 

reasons, and when he met Wilford after the election 

8 8 

and found he was going to England for medical reasons, 

he remarked to him that nothing drew people together 

like physical pain. 63 Despite this the election had 

decided Pirani against retirement from politics. He 

believed that his defeat was in part due to his being 

a stranger, and in a farewell letter to the Hutt 

electors he advised that he was "not politically dead 

but merely taking a rest until an opening presents 

itself, when I hope to be in better form to take my 

proper place in a contest. 1164 He said he intended 

to settle in the Hutt and contest the next election, 

but then denied having sold the Manawatu Evening 

Standard and/or purchased the Petone Chronicle, 

believing "the publication of such a statement is 

detrimental to his interes ts and very unfair to him. 1165 

Nevertheless he was shortly to sell his interest in the 

Palmerston North paper and buy the Pe tone Chroniol.e. 

In Palmerston North W. T. Wood won by a wide margin 

despite the existence of an independent-liberal in 

the field. The Manawatu Evening Standard had 

supported T. R. Hodder, the Opposition candidate, who 

had also received Pirani 1 s personal endorsement. 66 

The paper put Wood's victory down to his long 

residence and local popularity, noting that he had 

done better in the country booths. 67 Wood was to 

hold the seat until 1908, when it was captured by 

Reform. 

The question is inevitably raised as to whether 

Pirani would have won had he stood in Palmerston 

North. Wood had certainly improved his position 

since 1899, but Pirani's local support had proved too 
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strong then, and there is no reason to suppose that 

it had diminished in the intervening three years. 

In 1900 Pirani had introduced his freehold bill, and 

in 1908 the seat was taken by Reform. The long-term 

trend of a seat strongly influenced by an in­

creasingly-conservative small settler is clear, and 

it was a trend Pirani was going with, not against. 

The 1902 election in general was a heavy defeat for 

the Opposition, but it was also a good election for 

independents.
68 

It therefore is reasonable to 

conclude that Pirani would have won in Palmerston 

North if he had stood, and could have continued to 

hold the seat for many years. 

Pirani did try once more, in 1905, to win the 

Palmerston North seat. He stood as an Opposition 

candidate, officially endorsed by Ma ssey; his 

committee cha irman was Hodder, the c andidate of 

1902. Pi rani was critical of what h e termed the 

gove rnment's 'bastard-freehold,'. He argued that as 

the government had parted with the land for 1,000 

years, it was ridiculous to expec t users to pay 

present value for freehold. 70 Pirani made it 

clear that he did not oppose the freehold, so long as 

individual holdings were limited. In other areas -

government reform, local government reform, education 

reform, Pirani's views remained unchanged, and it is 

indicative of the degree of common ground in 

New Zealand politics by this time that Pirani's 

platform, which had remained largely unchanged for 

over ten years, could on nearly all points, have 

suited the Liberal Party just as well as it could 

Massey. After a vigorous campaign, which centred 

around who could do most :for the district, Wood won 

by a comfortable margin, 3551 votes to 3037. 71 
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Chapter Six 

Pirani and the Land Question 

Land legislation was the outstanding political issue 

in nineteenth century New Zealan~, and probably the 

debate over it reached a new level of excitement in 

the 1890's, but to understand this some discussion 

of preceding legislation is necessary. 
1 

The Land 

Act 1877 consolidated the provincial legislation, 

and divided the country into ten land districts, each 

with a Commissioner of Crown Lands. Land was 

classified as town, suburban or rural, and could not 

be sold in blocks of more than 320 acres, except for 

third class and pastoral land. To assist settlement 

deferred payment was adopted, the bulk of the price 

was paid in instalments, spread over 10 years for 

rural land. The settler also had to cultivate one-fifth 

of his land within four years, and make improvements of 

£1 per acre within 6 years. Local authorities received 

one-third of the purchase price to provide roads. 

Holdings of pastoral land could be up to 5,000 acres, 

and payment was spread over 15 years, but residence was 

compulsory. Where there was more than one applicant 

blocks were auctioned. Between 1877 and 1892, 7,687 

selections totalling 1,028,023 acres were taken up 

under deferred payment. The next significant legislation 

was the Land Act amendments by Rolleston in 1882-1884. 

Pastoral leases were extended to 21 years, and endowment 

reserves were allowed to be leased by Land Boards; but 

the important innovation was the perpetual lease. This 

imposed an annual rent of 5 percent of the cash value, 

with a maximum holding of 640 acres. The lease was for 

JO years, with a right of renewal for a further 20 years. 

Regulations on residence, cultiv1tion and improvements 



were the same as for the 1877 Act. Rolleston had 

wanted to encourage closer settlement, but had been 

concerned that freehold tenure would lead to the 

aggregation of holdings into large estates, and to 

the permanent alienation of most, if not all, crown 

land. A right to purchase freehold was imposed by 

the Legislative Council against his better judgement. 

The tenure proved popular, by 1892 4,525 selectors 

had taken up 1,327,632 acres; and by 1901 1,760 

lessees had purchased the freehold of 608,314 acres 

for £494,872. 

Ballance in 1885 tried a more varied approach. Small 

grazing runs of up to 5,000 acres were introduced. 

Rent was 2f percent of the capital value as deter­

mi ned by the Land Board, and the land was held on a 

21 year base, with a right of renewal. The sma ll 

grazing run was found very useful for good quality 

bushland which needed breaking in. No lessee could 

occupy more than 6,000 acres in total. Special 

Settlements used deferred payment on the perpetual base, 

holdings were small, up to 200 acres. Residence could 

be by substitute, and within the association the 

ballot was used to assign blocks. By 1892 98,018 acres 

had been taken up, the system was amended in 1892 and 

in 1893, after which 1,919 persons applied for 

380,399 acres, nearly all in the North Island. The 

Village-homestead Special Settlement system placed 

small groups, 10-30 families, on plots with a 

maximum size of 50 acres. Additional income was to 

come from outside labour while the plots provided 

necessities and a small income. Rent was 5 percent 

of the capital value, and money was loaned at 5 percent 

to assist with the house and land clearing. The 

scheme was intended to help the unemployed, and though 

by 1901, when suitable land ran out only 30,000 acres 

had been taken up, rent and interest totalled £44,110, 



with arrears of only £692. 

scheme had been successful. 

In its small way the 
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Richardson in 1887 switched direction by making it 

considerably easier for the settler to acquire the 

freehold, for which he was strongly criticised by the 

liberals. Deferred payment was spread over fourteen 

years, not ten, the pastoral holding held under a 

deferred payment could be switched to a small grazing 

run. Lot superseded auction and tender as the method 

of sales and an applicant could decide his tenure. 

The freehold could be acquired under deferred payment 

or perpetual lease as soon as the improvements were 

done, by cash at the outset, or payment could be 

spread over fourteen years. In 1889 Richardson pa~sed 

the Selectors Land Revaluation Act which allowed 

wholesale downward revaluations, and hence reduced 

rents. 

During this period, 1877-1890, New Zealand was under­

going an econ.omic depression. The years 1877-1878 

had seen a boom in land prices, the final fling of the 

Vogel period, but the longer term effects of this were 

unfortunate. The large estates had been purchased at 

inflated prices and became encumbered with mortgages. 

As the depression continued and worsened the owners 

hung on to their lands, to sell at the prevailing 

prices would have meant bankruptcy. All governments 

agreed on the need for closer settlement, but the problem 

remained, as to how. The estate-owners could not sell 

except at crippling losses, and would-be settlers could 

not purchase without considerable assistance. Into this 

nest of difficulties stepped John McKenzie. No dis­

cussion of the land in New Zealand politics in the 

1890's can leave out the character and beliefs of 

McKenzie. His early years in the Scottish Highlands had 

made a deep and lasting impression. He had seen crofters 



98 

turned out of home and livelihood by the estate-owners, 

and he was determined that no similar situation should 

arise in New Zealand. McKenzie made his name on a 

Parliamentary committee looking at dummyism in Otago. 

"It seemed that the big Highlander was a victim of an 

obsession on the subject. In truth he was haunted by 
2 the fear of large estates." The crofters had been 

powerless just because the land was freehold, as a 

result McKenzie was implacably opposed to the freehold, 

he "believed that freehold tenure was the source of all 

human misery."3 McKenzie's other overriding con-

sideration was to see the settler upon the land. His 

greatest difficulty arose in 1892 when political 

realities meant that the two considerations clashed. 

McKenzie devoted himself to the land issue with a 

single-minded fanaticism that meant he knew the 

extremely complex land legislation better than anyone 

else, while being able to retain a general outlook. 
4 The result was a "deadly earnestness", and an almost 

total lack of humour, that had little feeling for 

opposition or criticism. The bad relations with Pirani 

were probably due as much to a clash of personalities 

as anything. Pirani had his own very strong ideas 

about some aspects of the land issue, and had about as 

much sense of compromise as McKenzie. That Pirani 

was a journalist hardly helped matters. McKenzie's 

size, accent, and temper made him an easy target for 

the press, and McKenzie replied with a dislike close to 

hatred, which could be turned on friendly or hostile 

papers alike. "Horsewhipping was the punishment that 

he always prescribed for editors of newspapers, 115 

afterwards adding libellous journalists to the list. 

Richardson's policy was to sell land to open it up, 

and to gain government revenue. His aims were laudable 

enough, but McKenzie believed this solution did nothing 

to halt dummyism, speculation, aggregation, or the 
6 

state loss of good land. 



During the three years of Richardson's 
administration 1,325,842 acres of 
Crown Lands had been disposed of, leaving 
only 2,800,000 acres of first or 
second-class Crown Land 7 
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By the time McKenzie was minister virtually all the 

good crown land was sold. Richardson was hence 

heavily censured by Reeves despite some useful 

reforms, such as the replacement of auction by ballot 

at a notified price, and rent reductions. 8 

Pirani's clashes with McKenzie started early. A long 

speech by Pirani during the 1894 Lands for Settlement 

Bill suggests that Pirani, with Land Board experience 

behind him, was telling McKenzie what the Bill 

should include, and McKenzie had not appreciated being 

instructed on land legislation by a first-session 

member. Equally clear is Pirani 1 s high regard for the 

rights of the House apropos the cabinet. McKenzie had 

moved the third reading, and apparently hoped for a 

short debate, but was to be disappointed, the third 

reading covered forty pages of Hansard. This cannot 

be expected to have improved his feelings, for which 

Pirani showed little sympathy, in a lengthy self­

justification.9 Pirani believed that the attempt to 

rush the bill through only delayed it further. It 

became a fairly regular complaint of Pirani's, that 

McKenzie listened to no-one. "The unfortunate part of 

the administration of the present Minister of Lands is 

that he rarely takes advice from anybody who is smaller 

than himself", lO which would exclude not only Pirani, 

but just about everybody else in the House. "Those 

members who know the Minister of Lands know he is about 

the best man to adopt any man's suggestions but his own., 

and I am sorry that is the case. 1111 Pirani was to 

argue that this was particularly regrettable as neither 

McKenzie or Seddon had any practical knowledge of North 

Island bush conditions. At first Pirani was probably 

trying to be merely helpful, but as his relations with 

~fASSEY UNIYEJtS~ 
1.IBRAR'l 
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Seddon worsened, so did they also with McKenzie, who 

was criticised for 'corruption'. 

If he discarded political colour in regard 
to the reading of these sett l ements, and 
expended money in districts where it is 
wanted, without any o ther consideration, 
then I feel sure his land-settlement 12 
policy would be a very much greater success. 

McKenzie had equally strong feelings about the liberal 

rebels. It was only libe r al unity, and then only with 

great difficulty, that enabled McKenzie to get his 

bills through. As a consequence he held it in high 

regard. Pirani became keen on finding fault with 

Mc Kenzie 's administration, and McKenzie on ducking 

wherever possible. When McKenzie was asked for 

details about particular valuations and advances, he 

refused point-blank, and said he would regard 

insistence as a matter of confidence in the Department. 

Pirani complained that McKenzie was hiding behind his 

colleagues, as such a vote could not be separated from 

a vote of confidence in the government, adding that he 

would have thought McKenzie would we lcome the airing of 

possible irregularities. 13 When Pirani asked an 

innocuous question about the possibility of holding 

cro,m land ballots outside \-/ellington McKenzie reacted 

v ery sharply indeed. 

He was very much astonished at this question. 
When he said h e was astonished he was not 
astonished; because the honourable member 
for Palmerston was, no doubt, endeavouring to 
make political c apital out of this question. 14 

Pirani had a natural distrust for bureaucrats, and when 

there was added to this the belief that Seddon and 

McKenzie used departmental funds for purposes of bribery 

and to hide policy mistakes it was inevitable that he 

would be looking at every possible mistake by the 

Department of Lands, and McKenzie would view every such 

suggestion as a personal attack, which in some instances 
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was true. Pirani used a letter in the Otago Daily Times 

to suggest that a loan at first refused by the Advances 

to Settlers Board had been granted, even though it was no 

longer needed, rather than have it broadcast that Poma-

haka rents were too high. Pirani believed this showed 

how far the government would go to prove that settlements 

were successful. McKenzie replied that he had not been 

on the Board at the time, and that Pirani was "very good 

at insinuating motives. 1115 Pirani termed the purchase 

of an estate in the Momahaki district as an example of 

bad administration, an estate of 1,200 acres was sold 

"in such areas and at such prices as to insure failure 1116 

despite resolutions of the Land Board and an appeal to 

Seddon by Pirani, and now all the orig inal settlers had 

abandoned their land. Pirani said the fault lay with 

the department rather than the ~1inister, but that such 

errors were bound to continue while McKenzie spent so 

much time travelling the length of New Zealand, and was 

copied by the departmental chiefs, so that clerks were 

left to run matters in :vellington. Pirani' s complaint 

may contain an element of truth, but one doubts that 

Pirani would have been happy had McKenzie travelled less, 

as one of Pirani's other complaints was that McKenzie 

understood little of the problems of the North Island 

bush settler. After a time McKenzie ceased to even 

answer all of Pirani's questions. 17 

Richardson's approach had been to sell land to generate 

government funds. McKenzie's was the opposite, to 

borrow money to buy the land. This can be seen in the 

1892 Land Act and Ward's Advances to Settlers Act of 

1894. McKenzie introduced his first Land Bill in 1891, 

including compulsory purchase of estates by the govern-

ment. This was so badly mangled by the Legislative 

Council that he withdrew the entire bill rather than 

enact what was left. In 1892 McKenzie did get a bill 

through, but at a price. Compulsory purchase was 

dropped, and a new tenure the lease-in-perpetuity, 
18 

created. This granted a 999 year lease, with the 



102 

usual restrictions about size of holding, residence 

and improvements, at a rental of 5 percent of the 

capital value. A right to freehold after ten years 

also existed. An alternative tenure was perpetual 

lease at 4 percent rental. Other changes were that 

no person or company could hold more than one run, 

the conditions for small grazing runs were improved, 

associations could take blocks under the lease-in-per­

petuity or occupation with the right of purchase, and 

under improved-farm settlements workers who cleared land 

could occupy it. The latter worked for a few years only, 

when suitable land ran out. Ballance had intended the 

lease-in-perpetuity as a tactical compromise only, but 

once it was passed McKenzie became its staunchest 

defender. It was leasehold, however attenuated, and it 

put settlers on the land; but this could not stop it 

causing splits within the Liberal Party. H. S. Fish, 

a single-taxer, regarded McKenzie as a traitor for 

replacing the perpetual lease by the lease-in-perpetuity 

because the latter, without revaluations, gave up the 

unearned increment. 19 McKenzie was opposed by two clear 

groups of liberals, middle class radicals Collins, 

Hall-Jones, Maslin, R. McKenzie, O'Regan, G. W. Russell 

and G. ,J • Smith; and urban representatives J. A. Millar, 

Earnshaw, w. Hutchison, J. W. Kelly, A. Morrison, 
20 

D. Pinkerton and w. W. Tanner. Against this McKenzie 

found sentiment in the North Island bush settlements 

strongly in support of the new lease. 

representing Masterton, admitted that he altered 

from an opponent after consulting his constituents; 
21 Pirani too gave strong support to the leasehold. 

Urban radicals saw land as relieving unemployment; 

they tended therefore to always maximise settler numbers, 

sometimes advocating absurdly small holdings from the 

l t . . 22 ong- erm economic view. 

Running parallel to the tenure of the settler was the 

legislation which acquired the land .in the first place. 
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This had two sides - the Lands for Settlement Acts, 

which enabled the purchase of estates, and the 

purchase of Maori land; as the latter is but one 

part of Maori policy it will be mentioned only in 

passing here. McKenzie tried to pass compulsory 

purchase powers in 1891 and 1893, but failed. In the 

1893 election 17 of the 27 who had opposed the Bill 

lost their seats. In 1894 the Lands for Settlement 

Bill granted compulsory purchase with a budget of 

£250,000. It was criticised on one side as likely 

to be a financial burden, and as a danger to freehold; 

and from the other as giving huge sums to landlords, 

and creating a new form landlordism. 23 In 1895 the 

constitution of the Land Purchase Boards was fixed at 

three public servants, the Land Purchase Inspector, and 

a locally-knowledgable person appointed by the minister. 

Separate again from tenure and land purchase had been 

the 1891 Land and Income Tax, indeed it was this very 

separation which annoyed land radicals. The Land Tax 

was at ld in the £1 on properties over £500, plus a 

graduated tax, which reached a further 1d in the £1 at 

over £50,000 with absentee owners paying a further 

20 percent. 
24 

at all. 

Only one in seven landowners paid any tax 

Collectively this legislation caused considerable 

controversy at the time and amongst later historians~ 

Though Reeves said the Land Tax had had little impact 

upon either the fiscal system or ownership the Liberal 

myth was that primarily due to its legislation there 

was during the 1890's a major redistribution of land, 

and this was initially accepted by some historians. 

More recent studies do not however support this 

generalisation. It has been pointed out that many 

run-holders remained after the legislation,
26 

that 

the compulsory classes were only used twice before 1900,. 

that the government was offered far more land than it 

wished to buy, that new holdings come more from new land 
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than a decreased size in old holdings, and that larger 

estates disappeared after 1902 rather than before, for 

economic rather than legislative reasons. 27 

Having obtained land for the settlers the government 

also needed to help settlers develop it. Like most 

liberal legislation this principle was not new when 

actually enacted in the 1890's, but Ward was the first 

person to make a large-scale scheme practical, under 

the 1894 Advances to Settlers Act. This authorised the 

borrowing of £3m. in 1894, a further £1.Sm. being 

authorised in 1895; it was lent on first mortgage, 

initially up to £2,500 at 5 percent for up to ten 

years. From the start Pirani was critical of many of 

the details of the scheme, but could not argue with 

its basic principle; as a result in its first years 

while hims e lf critical he defended it against attack from 

the conservatives. Pirani had no doubt tha t a public 

agency could make a profit, though conservatives had, 

pointing out that the Government Insurance Department 

and Public Trust Office already did so; and he was sure 

the government should borrow to lend to settlers, but 

"I do not for a moment believe in the system laid down 

by this Bill. 1128 Pirani had championed an alternative 

scheme, which would have avoided any possible adverse 

effect in England which he believed might follow from 

the government itself raising large sums annually on 

the English money-market. 29 Undoubtedly Pirani was 

not the only one concerned that Ward's scheme involved 

large-scale borrowing overseas, but unlike some others 

Pirani was not prepared to cramp the scheme because of 

this. Montgomery moved to reduce the amount to be 

borrowed from £1.5m. to £1m., and when this failed,to 

make the £1.5m. a ceiling figure, not just a first-year 

limit. The votes were close, Ward won the second by a 

single vote, and agreed to a limit of £Jm. over two 

years. Hogg and Pirani supported Ward on both votes. 29 

Pirani was also concerned at the apparent growth in 
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bureaucracy the Act entailed. He objected to the 

appointment of valuers, arguing that the Crown Rangers 

were quite competent to do this work, he objected to the 

number of 'hi ghly-paid' officials, and was concerned that 

the legislation would lead to an increased number of 

lawyers31 (lawyers were a particular dislike of 

Pirani). W~rd replied that the government lawyers would 

also be doing the work of other government departments, 

and in fact valuation and legal fees were kept to a 

minimum. Pirani was quick to praise the reduced interest 

rates that were one result of the scheme. 32 

Natural interest and his constituency made the land laws 

a major concern of Pirani, and added to this from 1893 

was the practical experience with the Land Board of a 

large and complex body of legislation. The result was a 

stream of major and minor amendments to the laws, some 

of which were acc e pted, and some of which strained 

Pirani's relations with the c a bine t, as can be seen in 

the case of the Advances to Settlers Bill. "The 

proposal in this Bill to lend on leas ehold is a 

perfectly fallacious one 11
,
33 because the loans could 

only be made when covenants are complied with, and for 

perpetual leas eholders this includes six years of 

improvements and t~n years of residence. 

It would be much better for the Bill and 
for the perpetual-lease holder if this 
class were left entirely out of the Bill, 
and they were enabled to raise money by 

34 means of the Trustee Act Amendment Bill. 

Pirani also noted a lack of provision for the tenure 

of occupation with the right of purchase which in 1892 

had superseded perpetual lease, and he did not see why 

it should be disadvantaged as against perpetual lease 

with the right of purchase or lease in perpetuity. 

Ward advised that it had originally been intended 

to include advances to leaseholders in the Trustee Bill, 

but was trans f erred in case the Trustee Bill did not 
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go through, which answers only part of Pirani's 

point. 35 Pirani later"moved to strike out subsection 

(3), with the view of inserting, 'crown lands held under 

Parts III and VI of The Land Act, 1892' 11 36 which 

covered Land on the Optional System, Lands for 

Occupation with Right of Purchase, Lease-in-Perpetuity, 

Special Settlement Associations, and Village Settle­

ments. Stout moved to add small-grazing runs, and all 

this was agreed to without a division. 

Pirani's attitude to the Advances to Settlers Act 

continued to be mixed. He noted the success of the 

J percent loan, despite his doubts about external 

borrowing, but remained certain that the Act was not 

working satisfactorily, partly be8ause the public 

servants concerned were too busy to give many loans 

the attention they deserved. 37 The next year Pirani 

defended the legislation against the criticisms of 

J. Allen, argued that the writing off of preliminary 

expenses in the first year was a standard commercial 

practice, and hence the first year's results should not 

be taken as typical, adding that 

the Advances to Settlers Department, I say, 
has been an unexampled success. I think it is a 
notable thing that, although this department 
has hardly been in working order for a year, 
it is able to do as well as it has done.JS 

Pirani pointed out that the 1892 Land Act had not 

included licence within the definition of lease, as 

had been the case in the 1885 Arit. As a result land 

taken under licence cannot be registered, and cannot 

therefore receive loans. 37 This was just the kind 

of arcane point Pirani would pick up. On occasions 

Pirani's suggestions were not welcomed. Once when 

he asked if a particular clause could be altered 

McKenzie replied "I feel sick at heart that we should 

waste the whole of this afternoon in discussing this 

Bill •••• and it has been wasted owing to the action 
· 40 
of the honourable member for Palmerston," adding 



that he had nothing to do with the clause 

and if the honourable member for 
Palmerston attended to his duties in 
the House as he ought to do, as a 
representative of the people, he 
would not have been ignorant of that 
f'act.41 
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McKenzie was clearly annoyed at the Bill's delay, but 

contrary to his suggestion Pirani had not said that 

the clause was McKenzie's, so could not have caused any 

delay just because of that. 

Crucial to the development of' Pirani's opinions on 

land legislation was his term of office on the 

Wellington Land Board. There is little in published 

sources on the work of Land Boards, but they dealt with 

the detailed administration of the Acts, and could at 

times have an important influence on policy. The . 

Board minutes for the period July 18 94- J anuary 189 7 

are not extant, which is unfortuna te
42 

as this 

covers the second h a lf of the period Pirani was on the 

Board, and saw some sharp clashes between the new-broom 

Commissioner, J. H. Baker, and Board members. The 

constitution of Land Boards had caused considerable 

debate ove r the years, and elective Land Boards were a 

popular platform amongst radicals, one which Pirani 

always supported. As with other rad:i_cals this was at 

first because it was more democratic, and would 

presumably ensure that settlers had the predominant 

influence on the composition of what was for them 

an important body. Later the proposal had the added 

incentive of ~utting down ministerial power. 

In 1892 McKenzie himself proposed elective Boards, 

but withdrew in the fac~ of opposition. Pirani 

continued to regard elective Boards as better when he 

served on a Board as a nominated member, and indeed 

regarded elective Boards as necessary to a satis-
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factory administrat~on of the land laws. 4J One 

less obvious disadva ntage of nominated Board s was 

tha t the Minister could cramp a Board's working by not 

appointing a full Board, and hence making transaction 

of business more difficult. Pirani was very critical 

when the Wellington Land Board had only three members 

instead of five for a considerable period. 44 

The Otago Daily Times criticised elective Boards because 

it believed this would mean that they would be composed 

of legislators, not administrators, 45 but this was a 

somewhat separate issue, legislators were regularly 

appointed to the nominated Boards. When it was moved 

in 1897 that MHR's should not be on Land Boards Pirani 

said that he had originally agreed with the idea, but 

that his own experience had convinced him MHR's made 

very e f fective members, and that the job was far from 

a s inecure; he h a d average d 225 letters a year about 

Boa rd business . The tra vel and expens e i nvolved was 

confirmed by A . \,f . Ho g g. 46 When S e d don said that he 

had doubts about the me rits of members serving on 

Boards he received some sharp replies from members who 

did serve, 47 sugg esting that Pirani was not the only 

one who f ound serving on a Land Board useful, even 

when arduous. 

It seems clear from the Land Board's minutes that some 

of Pirani's concerns existed before he was on the 

Board, but tha t others grew out of his experience 

while on it. The first meeting Pirani attended was 

on. 26 January 1893 (A. W. Hogg was already a member, 

and was to serve for some years after Pirani); Pirani 

was appointed just after an inquiry by the Board into 

the affairs of the Palmerston North Forest Reserve 

Farm Homestead Association, in which the Board decided 

that the chairman, Secre tary and Treasurer of the 

Association were "the principal instigators and abettors 

of the proposed transfers for money considerations. 1148 

The Board normally met in Wellington but this affair had 
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required a special me e ting in Palmerston North, and 

Pirani's appointment may reflect a desire to mollify 

local feeling by granting r e presentation on the Board 

to defend local interests. Pirani certainly showed 

a strong interest in the needs of Special Settlements, 

and was particularly keen that they should succeed. 

Pirani's first motion as a member of the Board was 

that 

the Board approve of Messrs Canton being 
allowed to take up the section in the Te 
Kapua Special Settlement Blocks of the 
Knights of' Labour Special Settlement 

49 transferred to them by Mr J. o. Donnell. 

This was carried. Special Settlements had a high 

failure rate, partly due to incompetent or corrupt 

officers, partly due to incorrect financial 

arrang ements - especially with respect to roading , and 

partly, the Land Boa rd b e lieved, b e caus e the Dep artment 

rather than itself dealt with a dmini s trative details. 

Pirani a sked in the House why control of Villag e and 

Special Settlements had been transferred to the Com­

missioners, and would it be transfe r red back to the 

Land Boards, but McKenzie replied that traditionally 

the control lay with the Commissioners from administrative 

convenience, and the transf er had been done as advised 

by the Crown Law officers. 50 

The Board also agreed to ask the Minister of Land 

if a test case could be stated for an opinion before a 

Supreme Court Judge to decide whether the Commissioner 

aione could regulate for deferred payment Special 

Settlements, Village Homestead Special Settlements, 

and Farm Homestead Special Settlements, or whether such 

regulations should be made and issued by the Land Boarct. 51 

At his first meeting on the Board Pirani had given a 

notice of a motion on the administra tive procedure in 

relation to Small Farm Homestead Associations, again 

sugg esting that his appointment was due in part at least 
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to the 'Forest Reserve' sc a ndal. Pirani moved 

1st. that applications for Blocks of Land for 
Small Farm Homestead Associations shall not be 
entertained until the 3aid land is declared open 
for such selection, and at least one month's public 
notice has been given of such fact. That Hhen 
there is more than one Association applying for 
one block it shall be decided by ballot which 
association shall have first choice. 

2nd. That with the application for a block of 
land the association shall forward the survey fees, 
which sum shall be repaid in conformity with 
subsection 2 of section 65, of "The Land Act 1892". 

Jrd Directly a Block of Land is granted to an 
Association the administration of the affairs of the 
Association, so far as the Board deems necessary 
shall vest in the Land Board. Previous to the 
ballot for sections transfer of interests in the 
Association shall only be granted at meetings of 
the Land Board, subject to the following procedure :-

(A) A list of persons desirous of becoming members 
of any Association who have made the necessary 
declarations shall be kept by the Commissioner of 
Crown Lands, and upon a notification being received 
by the Board that any member of an association 
desires to give up his interest, the Board shall 
select from such a list by ballot, the name of any 
person to fill the vacancy, such person to repay to 
the original member the cost of Survey and any sums 
of money he may have legitimately expended in 
connection with his membership. 52 

Clearly at least one object of these controls was to 

maximise the authority of the Land Board, so that it 

could protect the settler from corrupt or incompetent 

officers. Evidently this procedure was not or could 

not be transferred to all types of settlement, as 

Pirani said in regard to Special Settlement Associations 

that the appropriate land should be taken en masse by 

an association, and then parcelled out, by division or 

ballot, as this would give a much better type of 

settler, and mean that transfers of such land could be 

forbidden53 (the latter is certainly too optimistic). 
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When by 1896 half of the original special settlers 

had left their holdings Pirani acknowledged that the 

schemes were a failure, but he was far from prepared 

to admit that failure was due to a faulty concept. 

He blamed instead the department, as ill-suited to 

helping the settlers; the lack of roads and bridges 

which made access so difficult; the poor quality of 

land chosen; 

settlers. 54 
and lack of selectivity in choosing 

Pirani added to this corrupt officers. 

Captain Russell claimed in the House that an 

informant, Whibley, had told him that people in Hawkes 

Bay had been refused the right to take up land under 

special settlement schemes, and then asked how they 

had voted in the last election, in a letter signed 

by J. McKenzie. This McKenzie denied. Pirani 
&:'-

defended McKenzie by attacking Wbibley's integrity.---'.) 

Pirani produced copies of an agreement Whibley had 

proposed to a lessee of the Salisbury settlement, the 

net effect of which was that if certain bush-felling 

was done the section would be transferred. Pirani 

called this "as distinct a violation of the Land Act 

as has ever come under the notice of a member of the 

Land Board. 1156 Pirani said he did not believe 

McKenzie's supposed letter was ever sent, or that 

Whibley will ever produce it, "and I say the majority 

of instances where associations have failed . . . arise 

because men like this Whibley get hold of the 

affairs and are able to work their own sweet will. 1157 

Faith in the essential virtues of the schemes remained 

despite all their problems, and though Lloyd, a very 

sympathetic observer, termed small-farm associations 

the least successful ventures New Zealand had made in 

land disposa1, 58 the Manawatu Evening Standard noted 

with pride the annual report on village settlements, 59 

which it believed showed a success despite all the 

abuse it had received, and the initial mistakes madeo 

Land valuations were an important topic to settlers, 

because they frequently determined not just rates, but 



with the leasehold tenures the rent as well. It 

was an issue the Land Board gave considerable time 

to while Pirani was a member, and another in which 

the Board believed it could do a better job than 

McKenzie's department. Hogg moved that the Board 
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inform the Minister that in its opinion the current 

method of valuing bush land was unsatisfactory, that 

the job should be taken from the Surveyors and be 

done by professionals who would take account of local 

features and access in an expert manner, and not 

classify by area as was presently done. This was 

supported b y Pirani and carried 3-2. Ho g g later 

successfully moved that in the Board's opinion it 

should approve all valuations of bush land before 

they are finalised.
6 0 

Pirani too was critical of 

valuation by surveyors, which he believed judg ed 

mainly by n e arness to settle ment, whereas he believed 

v a lue should reflect productive potential, and the 

need for improvements. He was also crit i cal of the 

proposal to have revaluation for tax purposes by 

Assessment Courts controlled by Stipendiary 

Magistrates, who were strangers to the land concerned. 

It could only, Pirani believed, lead to anomolies. 61 

Years later Manawatu settlers remained dissatisfied. 

The Mana watu Evening Standard noted even greater anger 

than the previous year with the valuations within the 

Manawatu Road Board district, which had been increased 

despite the storm of the previous year. 62 

The Board clashed with the Lands Department over 

specific projects, as well as the general method of 

valuation. It asked the Department to withdraw the 

plans and conditions of sale of the Momahaki Village 

Settlement as they differed with those authorised by 

Order in Council. The Board also believed that the 

proposed rents were too high, and that some of the 

best sections could be sub-divided for homestead sites. 

Adherence. to the existing procedure, by which the ~oard 
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considered and approved all plans for selling Crown 

Lands, was also requested. 63 The Board's fears 

with respect to the Momahaki Village Settlement were 

apparently justified. Pirani noted that only 7 of 

the 11 sections were applied for, and two years 

later after the sections were surrendered and re­

valued downward, only the original applicants 

appliect. 64 Seddon claimed that the first valuation 

had been made by the Land Board, but this does not 

appear to be true. Pirani also complained about the 

way the Wellington Land Board had been illegally 

pressured by the Minister into making downward re­

valuations in the Makuri and other di s tricts. 65 

The Land Board also devoted considerable time to 

reading in settlements. This was partly due to their 

importance, and partly due to the complex method of 

finance. Funding came from the 'thirds', which uas a 

part of the purchase price which was handed to the 

relevant local authority, and could be used only for 

roads for the settlement from which the money had come. 

Initial requests for roads came from the settlers, 

and filtered through the road board to the Land Board, 

which could accept or alter the proposal. 

Pirani argued that the priorities in planning settlement 

were the wrong way round. The existing system was to 

have the sections created first, then they were surveyed 

and roaded, the outcry for roads following settiement. 

Pirani argued that an engineer should go into new blocks 

first, mark the roads, then a valuer should go in to 

assess its potential for different uses, and lastly the 

surveyor would cut the block into suitable sections. 

This order, he believed, would result in a more 

satisfactory settlement.
66 

Normally the Land Board collected the 'thirds' on behalf 

of the local body, and this could cause delays, con-

fusion and buck-passing. The Commissioner replied to a 

report in the Evening Post t h at accrued thirds had not 
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been paid to the Pahia tua County Council b e cause the 

Council h a d dela ye d sending in proposal s for ro a d 

projects. 67 When later asked by the Pahiatua County 

Council to collect back rates the Board asked for 

exact details as the gove rnment had remitted some 

rents in the releva nt area.
68 

The Board also needed 

to approve the plans before a Road Board could obtain 

a loan under the Loans to Local Bodies Act. Early in 

his parliamentary career Pirani moved for a return 

showing the amount o:f roadwork done for t h e Palmerston 

North Small-Farm Homestead Association, in return for 

the 'loading' for roads, and years later was to be 

compla ining of the six-foot tracks that passed for 

roads in his di s trict, which in some cases were merely 

goat-tracks. 

When a R. Kent applied for more time to build a house 

and reside on his section at the Le vin Village 

settle ment t he Bo a rd 

r e solved to inform Gove rnment the Villag e 
S e ttlers in this settlement cannot comply 
with the conditions of their leases or 
get timber to build their houses unless 
the roads are cleared and recommend tg~t 
a grant be provided for this purpose. 

Pirani pointed out to Ward that und er the Government 

Loans to Local Bodies Act special settlements were 

unable to get loa ns for roadworks, but Ward, though 

sympathetic, said that the matter was a complex one. 

Pirani suggested that roads for which settlers had 

been waiting years should take priority over further 

land purchases. 70 The Manawatu Evening Standard 

was critical of Ward for supporting improved access 

to tourist spots while thousands of settlers regarded 

a road as a luxury rarely seen. The paper reported on 

a meeting at Te Kapua where settlers opposed using 

'thirds' on roads as the sections already carried a 

5/- loading , despite the fact t hat accidents showed 

the poor condition of local tracks. 71 
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The various tenures, and attempts to make transfers 

from one type to another probably occupied more space 

in Land Board Minutes during Pirani's term that any 

other issue, and Pirani favoured the maximum freedom 

in tenure. 

You will have to have the system of land 
tenure such that a man may have the choice 
of any system he pleases, and that, if he 
has taken up his land, he shall be at 
liberty to convert that holding into any 
other tenure he thinks is better for his 
purpose.72 

Pirani asked McKenzie whether he regarded it as 

reasonable that owners of small-grazing run leases 

could convert to perpetual lease with the right of 

purchase, occupation with the right of purchase, or 

lease-in-perpetuity; but village settlers did not 

have a right so extended to owners of 2,000 acres. 

McKenzie said he doubted that owners of small­

grazing runs would transfer to tenures with higher 

rentals and greater restrictions, 73 but it remained 

true that others had rights which the small settler, 

Pirani's particular interest, did not. Pirani also 

requested a general proclamation that would allow all 

farm-homestead settlements to convert to lease-in­

perpetuity if they wished, to replace the system of 

ad-hoc proclamations that were granted only on 

request. McKenzie's answer was ambiguous, saying the 

Department accepted the need for a Proclamation, but 

not clarifying what type was meant. 74 

The Land Board received requests to change tenure to 

lease-in-perpetuity, and it granted these wherever 

possible, but depending on what type of lease the 

original was, legislation did not always allow a 

change. To the owner of a small-run section the best 

the Board could suggest was that the lease be 

surrendered and put up for selection again. 75 
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On the question of exchanging Small Grazing Runs for 

leases-in-perpetuity the Board decided to obt a in an 

opinion from the Crown S olicitor, 76 but when this 

was received it was decided to forward the opinion 

to the Government and ask them •.vhether in their 

opinion such an exchange should be allowed, 

eventually a later letter from the Surveyor General 

suggested a liberal interpretation, allowing an 

exchange wherever possible, and the Board decided to 

do that. 77 Between March and June 1894 the Board 

argued with the Land Department tha t it had inter­

pretive powers which allowed it to approve exchanges 

of Special Settlement leases granted before 1892 for 

lease-in-perpetuity tenures, and at one point the 

Board agreed to request McKenzie that a test case be 

t aken to the Supreme Court. Pirani and Hogg moved and 

seconded all the relevant motions, so the y apparently 

took the lead on this issue and were in full agreement. 

Then in committee the Board decided to drop the 

matter for the moment. 78 

The later 1890 1 s saw Pirani shift to support for the 

freehold. In 1897 he believed that McKenzie "will have 

to give settlers the right to get freehold. 1179 Pirani 

pointed out that many believed the 999-year leases were 

over-valued, and would press for reductions. He 

expected these to be granted, even though illegal, and 

in preference to this he believed the freehold should be 

granted. From 1899 the picture was complicated by the 

campaign of the Farmers' Union for freehold purchase 

at original price plus 1 percent compound interest. 

The Farmers Union played especially on tenants' fears 
80 that radicals would force revaluations of leases. 

In 1900 Pirani introduced the Freehold to Crown Tenants 

Bill, which allowed lease-in-perpetuity tenancies to 

be converted to freehold, but Seddon withheld support 

as a matter of policy, and a first reading was refused 

42-21.
81 

The Manawatu Evening Standard always gave 
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full encourageme nt to the Farmers' Union, defended 

it agains t l a bour criticisms, and ridiculed Seddon's 

Producers' Union; but the support was for the 

Farmers' Union as a settlers' interest group, rather 

than concern with the freehold. Pirani spoke at a 

Farmers' Union conference held in Palmerston North, 

but did not take a prominent role.
82 

The complex regulations on improvements naturally 

occupied a considerable portion of the Land Board's 

time, particularly because many cases had to be 

treated individually. Partly this was straightforward 

administration such as the granting of extensions, 83 

but it could also involve interpretation of regulations 

that came close to making policy. 

Speculation and dummyism were important concerns of the 

Board, and they framed rules to try and prevent bo t h. 

The Boa rd granted the Commissioner the ri ght to reject 

multiple applica tions for unsurveyed land unless the 

applications were for contiguous lands, and later 

granted similar powers for lease-in-perpetuity and 

occupation with the right of purchase sections. 

Dummyism was a particular bete-noire of McKenzie's, 

but Pirani believed it could be simply solved by 

restricting the area registered to one person under the 

Land Transfer Act, "if there were a limitation according 

to quality or value of the land, we should not have all 

th d d th t t . d t th t t · ,,S4 e o ges a are rie a e presen ime. 

Despite Pirani's sanguine hopes it seems unlikely, 

given the variety of tenures, that a solution was as 

simple as that. 

Piranits independence and hard-work on the Land Board 

could hardly go unrecognised. 

Without dotibt F. Pirani has been the life 
and soul of the Wellington Land Board, and 
.the services he has rendered to the 



settlers in this capacity cannot be over­
estimated. He has championed their just 
rights, fought for the redress of their 
grievances, and shown an all-round 
capacity and intelligence that are not 

85 often to be met with in our public men. 

1 1 8 

Unfortunately it was Pirani's independence, and his 

preparedness to continually push his own ideas that 

was probably the main reason for his not being re-

appointed to the Land Board. Typical of this was his 

ideas on the ballot. The existing system was that all 

who wanted a section entered the ballot, and sections 

alloted by chance. Pirani condemned this as unfair, 

immoral, and "one of the greatest curses of our 

land selection system" 86 at almost every 

opportunity. As an alternative Pirani argued that 

there should be a system of selection before the 

ballot, so that dummyists and speculators are removed 

from the list, leaving only the genuine settler; the 

selection being done by the Land Boa rd or some similar 

body. At first Pirani accepted ballot for residue of 

applicants, but later said sections should be assigned 

in accordance with priority of application. Pirani was 

naive enou~h to see the selection process for lands 

for settlement leases as the first stage to the 
87 

complete removal of the ballot. One of Pirani's 

more surprising statements was his acceptance of his 

dismissal from the Land Board, accepting that because he . 

and McKenzie differed markedly over the role the Board 

should play in land administration, and the degree of 

independence they should have, McKenzie was quite right 

not to re-appoont him; nor did Pirani believe there was 

any ill-will in either direction because of it. 88 

As relations worsened between Pirani and the govern­

ment he increasingly questioned the principles of 

legislation that he had previously accepted, but he 

continued to be willing to give the government credit 

over minor points. It was also true that some debates 
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drew Pira ni closer to the g overnment, while on some 

general principles o n e can detect differences 

between Pirani and the g ove rnment at an early date. 

Pirani's movement away from the g overmnent on land 

issues was not, therefore, a step by step pro g ression, 

and it is not possible to say that at a particular 

point in time a clean break was ma de. Pirani welcomed 

the Threshing - Machine Owners Lien Bill, which gave the 

machine owners a lien on a crop to the extent that it 

had been threshed, and suggested that it should be 

extended to grass-seed cutting. 89 Unfort unately this 

was a private bill, and it was not passed. Pirani 

congratulated McKenzie on the 1895 Fencing Bill, 

which he believed would remedy an issue which had 

caused injustice and hi gh feeling in his district for 

years. 9O On the other hand he moved tha t when sheep 

were found to be infect e d with lice at public y a rds 

the Ins pector s h ould be abl e to procee d a gainst the 

person who own e d t he stock prior to t he s ale h e did 

not receive government supp ort, and the a mendment was 

lost JO-7 in committee. 9 1 Pirani also asked if 

compensation could be give n for cattle ordered to be 

destroyed, but Mc Kenzie said that this was done in 

limited cases, and he would be wary of giving blanket 

compens a tion. 

Pirani lined up behind the government against more 

radical land legislation. He was as critical of 

O'Regan's Free Land Bill as he had been of Russell's 

revaluation measure. O 1 Regan openly said he 

introdu ced the measure to enable a debate on the 

Single-tax, but Pirani said that 

there are no doubt, many diff iculties in 
the way of land-settlement, but no b ody 
will say for a moment that the introduction 
of the single-tax in connection with our 
land-laws at the present time will remove 
those difficulties.92 
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Pirani's first concern was the sma ll settler, but he 

lacked commitme nt to any theoretic a l solution to 

settlement prob l ems. 

Pirani sug gested to Ward that the Land-Tax could be 

col l ected from crown-tenants over a s p ecific value. 

This he believed would increase revenue wit h out 

creating any hardships. 93 P resumably those affected 

would only be the larger leaseholders; Pirani was 

critical when rebates were granted to lands for settle-

ment tenants who paid promptly. He believed that those 

who could pay promptly, by definition, needed the help 

least, and that there was no demand for g e neral rebat es. 

Pirani joined the stone-wallers who tried to delay the 

measure, speaking at length, but with little relevance, 

and threatening to bring up 40 clauses during the 

committee st age. When there was add ed the libera ls wh o 

wanted to extend the rebate to all crown leaseholders 

Seddon at one stage was relying on t he Opp o s i t ion for a 
· 94 

quorum, but h e e v e n t u a lly forced the b ill through. 

Piran i grew increasing ly critical of the Lands for 

Settlement legislation. In 1894 he h a d suggested that 

for any district where estates were to be compuls orily 

purchased those with least improvements should be 

purcha sed first, and those wi t h the most last. He 

later elaborated this to no compulsory purchase where 

unsold Crown land existed, and compulsion should be ~sed 

in the sequence - absentee unimproved land, unimproved land, 

improved lanct. 95 Pi.rani's objectives were to ensure 

that purchases were so far as possible fair, and that 

purchases were carried out under a uniform policy. For the 

same reasons Pirani tried but failed to restrict the Cheviot 

Estate Disposition Bill so that only unoccupied crown land 

could be taken, rather than any land. He did make 

one technical improvement to the Bill, which had 

allowed repossession if any Order in Council made 

und er the Act was not complied with; Pirani extended 
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repossession to include non-compliance with the 

Act itself. 96 The 1897 Lands for Settl e me nt 

Amendment Act allowed the purchase of areas of under 

500 acres, if within five miles of large cities, for 

workmen's homes. Pirani believed that this "justifies 

the strictures passed upon compulsory acquisition of 

land by the opponents of the Government several years 

ago 11
,

97 that compulsory purchase endangered not just 

the large land-owner, but the small as well. Pirani 

grew increasingly critical of the actual purchases, 

saying that the land was unsuitable, 98 which in some 

cases was fair comment, even the sympathetic Drummond 

had to admit that Pomahaka had not been successfu1. 99 

Pirani never switched to wholesale condemnation of' the 

government, and the Manawatu Evenin~ Standard was 

reluctantly forced to admit that the government 

sincerely desired to encourage closer settlement, and 

that the Land for Settlement Bill, though it could be 
100 improved in many ways, had g eneral approval. The 

promotion of J. W .A. :Marchant to Surveyor-General was 

regarded as due recognition, "there are few men in the 

service with such a grasp of the principles of land 

settlement, and so well able to apply t h em to practical 
101 use." while T. Duncan was equally praised. 

If painstaking inquiries, untiring energy 
and a careful attention to the wants of 
settlers will make a successful Minister 
of Lands, the Hon. T. Duncan is bound to 
satisfy the people of the colony, 11 102 

elaborating on the favourable impression Duncan had 

made at a local meeting. 

Always Pirani was looking for ways to minimise the 

difficulties of the settler, he regarded this as his 

sole purpose on the Land Board. 103 He argued against 

the provision that every applicant who does not pay 

a deposit in advance must attend the sale in person to 

pay it. Pirani suggested that all should pay a deposit 
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to the nearest Post Office, and receive it back if 

they did not obtain any land. Pirani believed this 

would be less confusing than paying the Land Office. 

This would also have the advantage that it would be 

certain that all applicants had the deposit, and hence 
. · 104 any need for a second ballot would be avoided. 

Pirani also suggested a change in the law that 

required each settler to pay £20-£30 for survey fees; 

he regarded this as too much cash to expect every 

settler to find. He also tried to get the dates of 

Wellington land sales altered, so that they didn't 

clash with Land Board meetings, which inconvenienced 

people who had to come to Wellington for Board 

t . 105 mee 1.ngs. 

Pirani pointed out that the 1892 Land Act had made it 

"impossible for a married woman to become the lessee 

of any Crown land in the colony11106 and that attempts 

to correct this had failed. McKenzie admitted that 

the failure was due to clerical error, but was somewhat 

casual about having it corrected. Pirani also 

believed that holders of perpetual leases or leases in 

perpetuity should be able to sub-divide, so long as the 

lt . t· . 107 p· . d resu ing sec 1.ons were econom1.c. 1.ran1. oppose 

the regulations that restricted, he believed unfairly, 

the number of sections that a family could take up. 

Applicants were restricted to one son over 21 per family, 

but Pirani argued that dummyism could be avoided 

without hurting families with several sons, especially 

as it is not sons, but daughters, who are normally 

used as the 'dummy'. Pirani tried to get the 

restrictions of only 2 members of a family being able 

to apply for allotments in the same block to 

applications for the same allotment, but this failed. 

He also tried to get the definition of family for this 

purpose defined as father, mother and children, and 

not all who are in prohibited degrees of relationship 

for marriage, but this too failed. Some years later 
108 a clause allowing family transfers was also lost. 
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Given the frequently poor land, and difficult access, 

the residence requirements often caused settlers 

difficulties, and these too received Pirani's 

attention. McKenzie opposed a blanket easing of the 

four years compulsory residence, as likely to lead to 

dummyism and speculation which would be difficult to 

regulate. Some years later Pirani moved a clause 

which would allow the residence requirements to be met 

by a substitute so long as the improvements were done, 

and the leaseholder was in permanent employment 

elsewhere. Pirani's normally uncritical admirer, 

the Evening Post, termed this a well-intentioned but 

debatable amendment which would greatly assist 

absentee speculators. 109 

Always with land legislation Pirani's first concern 

was the interest of the sma ll settler, especially the 

specia l settlements because they were particularly 

numerous in his d i strict. He wa s only too well aware 

of the many difficulties of the bush settler, and he 

approached those difficulties without pre-conceptions. 

Pirani may once have believed in the Single-tax, but 

soon realised that it was of little of practical 

value to the pioneer. Part of the reason for 

Pirani's disagreements with the government over land 

legislation was that the government had half its mind 

on the 1880 1 s. Pirani remarked quite truthfully that 

the Lands for Settlement legislation ~ight work in 

Canterbury, but was of' little value in North Island 
110 

bush areas. 

The government spent nearly five million 
pounds between 1893 and 1906 on the 
purchase of one million acres of freehold 
land. Over the same period it spent about 
£650,000 on the purchase of some three 
million1t1res of Maori land in the North 
Island. 



124 

The government did not fully appreciate the economic 

importance of the North Island bush area, and hence 

did not pay it the attention it deserved. 
112 

Added to 

this was Pirani's natural distrust of bureaucracy, and 

his championing of the Land Board on which he had 

served. This came into direct conflict with the 

methods of McKenzie, and with neither McKenzie or 

Pirani readily prepared to give up an idea once 

adopted, a considerable part of Pirani's disagreements 

with the Liberal government must be regarded as due to 

personality clashes. The one important point in 

Pirani's favour was his nearness to what the dis­

agreements were all about. He was more likely to be 

able to gauge settler needs; also it seems unlikely 

that Pirani could have been returned to the House in 

1896 and 1899 as an independent unless the settlers 

believed he had a good understanding of their problems. 
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Chapter Seven 

Pirani and Financial Policy 

Over financial policy as with other matters Pirani 

was initially full of praise for government's 

efforts despite the departure by Ward in 1894 from 

Ballance 1 s policy of self-reliance. While Pirani 

had doubts about the extent of the borrowing, and the 

use to which the funds were put, he remained in 1895 
a defender of the Ministry. When Stout and others 

accused the government of illegal use of sinking 

funds 1 Pirani pointed out that it was legal when 

the permission of the Auditor-General had been 

obtained, under an act that Stout had himself passed. 

Pirani lo oked at the sinking fund s issue and the 

borrowing with a d egr ee of' pragmatism, not to say 

confusion, which was most unusual, and probably 

indicative of Pirani's continued desire at that stage 

to defend the government during major debates, while 

himself having increasi.ng doubts over both major and 

minor matters. 

It appears to me ••• that all this cry 
about the sinking fund ••• is really so 
much wasted time, because the honourable 
members themselves, if they were in 
power, would do it just as readily as it 
is done now, provided it is legal. No 
one argues that these moneys are not taken 
for the benefit of the colony; no one 
argues that they are not used properly, 
instead of being wasted as loan-moneys have 
been wasted in the past.2 

This speech was particularly ironic when one 

realises that after 1896 the misuse of sinking funds 

was a major plank of the Left-Wing. Pirani was 

concerned with the re-commencement of borrowing, and 

clashed with the government during the tariff debates. 
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Ward had initially said that increas ed g overnment 

expenditure would be supported by current account 

surpluses, not borrowing, but from 1895 the annual 

loans were raised to cover public works, and 

despite surpluses with the return of prosperity 

loans became an automatic part of the government's 

financial policy. Pirani objected to this on 

principle, and to the way he believed Seddon passed 

his financial measures, arguing that Seddon de­

liberately delayed the Public Works estimates until 

after the financial statement, fearing that those of 

his own supporters who were dissatisfied with the 

former might block the latter. 3 Pirani also attached 

what he regarded as misuse of the Public Accounts 

Committee, and the deliberate hiding of expenditures 

by transferring amounts between accounts, sometimes 

illegally. The tagging of accounts became so regular 

as to be normal, and estimates were habitually out by 

hundreds of thousands of pounds. All the particular 

objections of Pirani to Seddon's financial policy 

were to him symptoms of one fundament a l issue - whether 

the Ministry or the House should control finance. 

Behind all Seddon's actions and procedures in finance 

was the determination that he should control finance, 

to ensure that it was used to continue the liberals 

in power. For Seddon liberalism was a matter of 

policies, such as old age pensions; so long as these 

were passed he was not concerned with the methods used 

to pass them, or, more exactly, with the methods used to 

ensure the continuance of a liberal majority. Pirani 

was far more of a purist; Liberals had to be right 

also over the way a thing was done. To Seddon this was 

a kind of inexplicable heresy with which he was not 

prepared to compromise; he was not prepared to have the 

carefully balanced inter-relationshi~bet~een depart­

mental estimates, loans and public works handed on a 

plate to a House which, deliberately or otherwise, 

might mangle them beyond repair. 
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Pirani was critical of the l.aw which allowed amounts 

to be shifted from one part of the railways vote to 

another, making nonsense of what the House had 

approved. He admitted that Seddon was not the first 

to do this, but instead of reform he believed such 
4 

abuses had increased under Seddon. Pirani made 

pointed criticism of £32,000 of stock sold by the 

Railways to Public Works near the end of the 

financial year, supposedly to give the accounts a 

better appearance, and then sent back to the Railways 

shortly afterwards. The transaction became public 

when the Auditor-General refused to approve the 

transfer back. 5 He contended that·at least £81,000 

of the railway surplus was bogus, as it had been taken 

from special funds, and in committee he tried to limit 
6 the scope of such transfers, but this was lost 24-17. 

Seddon replied by admitting that special transfers were 

made into railways, but argued that revenue had been 

anticipated to allow work to proceed, that the fuss 

was quite unnecessary as there was nothing unusual in 

this and in any case the House was now approving the 

t . 7 ac ion. This was a little disingenuous, as had it 

not been for the Auditor-General, whom Seddon termed 

'over-zealous', the House would probably have never 

known the details. 

Pirani was aceptical of the value of taking any such 

matter to the Public Accounts Committee. He pointed 

out that the Committee had extensively investigated 

the matter of the Railways accounts, but no report 

had been seen, while the session was close to its end; 

nor indeed, was the Committee under any obligation to 

disclose anything. 8 Pirani did not always fail; 

when the government tried to have correspondence 

between the Treasury and the Auditor-General on a 

4 percent Debenture Loan sent direct to the Committee 

he started reading parts of it to the House, and when 

the Deputy-Speaker supported his right to do so Ward 
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agreed, with reluctance, to have the papers printed. 9 

In general, however, Pirani saw the Committee as 

principally a successful method of frustrating the 

House; he noted that during the 18 ? 9 session it had 

been termed the 'Premier's burial ground', somewhere 

which a difficult problem could be sent with the 

assurance that it would not emerge again, while 

simultaneously ensuring that the matter could not be 
10 

discussed by the House. During his parliamentary 

career Pirani had a series of personal clashes with 

G. Fisher, one probable reason for which was that 

Fisher was chairman of the Public Accounts Committee 

in the late 1890's. 

Pirani also had strong objection to the order in which 

financial matters were handled by the House. He argued 

that it was made difficult for the House to control 

both totals and individual items, or even discover the 

actual state of events. 

In fact no one is more at sea in that 
respect than the Colonial Treasurer 
himself, whose efforts at forecasting 
the current year's prospects, even 
after a third of it has expired, excite 
derision by the ludicrous inaccuracy of 
the anticipations. 11 

Pirani made a lengthy criticism of expenditure 

incurred after 30 June, which had not been authorised 

by the House, and which Pirani therefore believed to 

be illegal. When the Auditor-General had for the 

same reason declined to approve the expend itures he had 

been by-passed by Order-in-Council. When Seddon 

replied that the Auditor-General had misread the law, 

Pirani argued that the Solicitor-General had not be.en 
12 given all the facts. When the A~propriation Bill 

came down early Pirani believed it was very difficult 

to tell what expenditure was. and members objected to 

'wasting time' during the Bill's passage; but by the 

time the estimates came down half the money had been 
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spent, so the colony was virtually committed. To 

this problem Pirani had two answers. One was to 

lay before the House the full details of items of 

expenditure, instead of members having to request 

information on specific points, and frequently 

meeting a smoke-screen of delays. Pirani went so 

far as to say that were this done he would not 

object to the Audit Office being abolished, 13 as 

the House would then be equipped to function in its 

place. The other answer was to alter the order in 

which financial measures were presented. Pirani 

asked why the British system was not followed, 

where they are actually not allowed 
to spend a penny after the end of the 
ordinary financial year unless not only 
the imprest but the estimates as well 
have been passed by Parliament. 14 

It worked p e rfectly well, and the only objection which 

Pirani could see was tha t it might be inconvenient for 

the government. Seddon, of course, would have regarded 

that as more than sufficient reason for not adopting 

the system. 

Seddon's response to criticisms in the House, and the 

tagging by the Auditor-General was predictable, but 

quite the opposite to what Pirani wanted. It came 

in the form of the Public Revenues Bill of 1900, of 

which Pirani was to be bitterly critical. Introduced 

during the .final days of the session, it had the 

effect of giving a vote legal authority over an Act. 

Pirani saw this new principle as very important 

because he believed it was easy to smuggle a vote 

past the House, while the Auditor-General was now 

virtually abolished. Seddon said that the Bill arose 

from a specific case in which the . Auditor-General had 

refused to sign debentures which were to be rebated at 

above par, arguing that the extra was not authorised. 

Under pressure of the consequences, termed by Seddon 
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"too awful to contemplate", 15 the Auditor-General 

agreed to approve the rebate on condition that the 

matter was raised in the House. Seddon admitted 

that the Public Accounts Committee (apparently not 

so servile as Pirani sometimes sugg ested) had agreed 

tJ1at in law the Audi tor-General had been correct in 

his original position, and also that he had been wise 

in waiving the issue. Even so Seddon believed that 

"there ought not to be this confining to the strict 

letter of the law without deviation whatever when it 

is a question o:f interferring with the administrationi116 

This was the crux o:f the matter, to Seddon the 

Auditor-General's principle occupation seemed to be 

putting tags on the Public Accounts. To dismiss him 

when he was acting within the legal :function of his 

office might cause a storm which could damage even 

Seddon's position, so he tried to by-pass him. To 

Pirani the Auditor-General was the last and best 

defence of democracy aeainst the 'autocrat', given 

Seddon's grip on the House. Seddon argued that as 

debentures were issued under several Acts, and he did 

not want a repetition of the previous incident, a 

general act was required, hence the present Bill. The 

debate started on a mild tone, but Seddon had probably 

deliberately left the measure until the last moment, 

hoping to rush it through without difficulties. When 

the flak started the tone changed. He bluntly accused 

Pirani of having special access to information from 

the Auditor-General. In describing the essentially 

minor difference which had started the affair, 

debentures changing from £100 at 4 percent to £103 at 

3 percent, his arguing became a plea, almost a whine, 

for sympathy. 

That was the whole trouble, and no one 
knew what he went through. It was no 
fault of his, it was through no action 
of his •••• :for his own part he had 
never yet gone on his knees •••• but 
was every little thing, from .a penny 
stamp upwards, to be made the subject of 
a tag? 17 
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It was not vintage Seddon. 

In criticising the legislation for being rushed Pirani 

was able to prove his case when he pointed out that 

the clause dealing with debentures was absent from the 

first draft presented to the House. Seddon admitted 

this was an administrative error, but it was 

particularly embarrassing as altering the law in 

relation to debentures was a principal objective of 

the bill. Despite this Pirani's attempts to alter 

the bill in committee were to no avai1. 18 The 

Manawatu Evening Standard pointed out that in addition 

to the main issue also all6wed were transfers of money 

from one express vote to another at Treasury dis-

cretion; the ceiling on unauthorised expenditure by 

Ministerial approval was raised to £150,000; and the 

Post Office could allow payments to any departmental 

limit, wi thout r eference to Parliament. The latter 

h ad been allowed in small amounts previously, but 

larg e amounts had b een questioned by the Auditor-

General. It was also the Public Revenue Bill which 

allowed the Government to raise members honorariums 

beyond the existing statutory limit, and was hence 

authority for wha t critics termed the 1£40 stea1. 119 

Pirani's opposition to borrowing has already been 

note.ct. Not unexpectedly he grew more critical of the 

increase in the national debt under Seddon. During 

1895 he defended the increased debt, just as he 

defended the use Ward made of Sinking Funds; he also 

supported loans raised to repay other loans, but 

reduce the overall debt; 20 but this soon changed. 

He argued that the effect of money borrowed to 

purchase Maori lands was greater than realised because 

the resultant rents were not off-set against the money 

borrowed, but credited to the Consolidated Funds, and 

hence gave a false impression of the current situation. 

He also argued that the level of borrowing was itself 

encouraging the growth in the Civil Service, and that 
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borrowing could be reduced i:f the Civil Service was 

also reduced to reflect the 'true' economic position.
21 

Pirani suggested that much more benefit would flow if 

any surplus that did exist was used to reduce the 

duties on the n2cessities of li:fe, rather than increasing 

the Civil Service. Some criticism of borrowing was 

made as early as 1895 when Pirani said that Ward 

actually asked the House to believe that, 
because the debt had decreased so much per 
head, that there was an actual decrease in 
the public debt of the colony; and it is 
surprising that there were actually 
'Hear, hears' and cheers :from honourable 
members in support o:f such a ridiculous 
statement.22 

Ward's more sophisticated approach was far more tenable 

than Pirani suggested. The absolute increase in the 

debt could be quite easily sustained in the long term if 

the economy grew at least as fast, and to this the 

popula tion total was a reasonable rule of thumb for Ward 

to use. 

In his final three years Pirani increasingly adopted a doom 

and gloom attitude to the economy, predicting collapse 

the short or long term. The Manawatu Evening: Standard 

argued that a surplus need not be a good thing because 

it was a sign that the country was being taxed beyond 

its need, and that the ideal Treasurer would balance 

the books exactly. 23 To expect anyone to balance the 

national accounts exactly was clearly unreasonable, and 

to make its point at all it was necessary for the paper 

to accept the government's figures at :face value, which 

Pirani had not b e en doing for years. Within six weeks 

the paper was not only predicting financial disaster, 

but doing so on the basis o:f alternative :figures. 24 

Talking to his Ashhurst constituents Pirani said that 

taking the financial outlook altogether, 
there was considerable cause for alarm 

in 



at the extraordinary manner in which the 
expenses of administration were mounting 
up, and if, in sympathy with the rest of 
the world, a time of depression came on 
New Zealand in the near future, he 
regretted that we were never worse pre­
pared to meet it.25 
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The Manawatu Evening Standard readily quoted govern­

ment supporters who were critical of government 

financial policy, but three such editorials in one 

week suggests a shrillness born of desperation.
26 

The paper also said that "surely the politicians hardly 

know what they are about when they commit the country 

inconsiderately to this huge extra amount of interest. 1127 

Ward had a fairly exact idea of what he was doing. New 

Zealand still had a frontier, and still needed large 

swns for capital development. Notwithstanding 

Pirani's distaste of borrowing, especially from 

overseas, the London money ma rket remained necessary to 

New Ze a l and 's future economic g rowth. 

Pirani made continued criticism of the late delivery 

or complete absence of returns which had been requested; 

he said that he believed one return he had asked for had 

not yet been furnished only because its content would 

assist in criticism of government policy during the 

financial debate. Two other members, Wilson and 

McGuire, used the opportunity to make similar 
28 remarks. During 1898 Pirani made a campaign of 

continued requests for the B-I, the government's 

accounts, and refused to take the need for complete 

accuracy as any kind of excuse, while admitting that 

the return was no later than norma1. 29 

From the late 1890's at least until Pirani left the 

House the Auditor-General put a series of tags on the 

public accounts, over both major and minor matters, 

and on several occasions refused to approve trans­

actions which he believed illegal or contrary to the 

accepted procedures. With others Pirani became a 



139 

cha mpion in the House of the Auditor-General and 

his office. Be h ind the disputes was a wid er 

principle, the function of audit as a check in-

dependent of ministerial control. Seddon regarded the 

difficulties as a nuisance without any b e nefit to the 

country. Pirani saw them as a necessary check on the 

Seddon system, an absolutely nec e ssary supplement to 

the control of finance by the House, especially as the 

House as a whole could not be relied upon to 

exercise its independence if the result was a severe 

embarrassment for the government. 

Seddon was not the only Minister who did not appreciate 

audit tags, or who had little understanding of the 

function of an independent audit. Cadman, a minister 

for whom Pira ni normally had considerable respect, 

said on one occasion that he b e li e ved he was being 

hounded for p e rsonal reasons by the Au dit Department, 

and tha t if the Public Accounts Co mmitt e e could prove 

he h a d done wrong h e would resign . JO The Fe ilding 

Star believed events had shown that the Auditor-General 

was doing his job fearlessly, and hoped this would 

continue. 

Seddon argued that Pirani's support did the Auditor­

General more harm than good, and that Pirani could 

only raise many of the matters which he did because he 

had special and improper access to the Auditor-Genera1. 31 

Pirani never refuted this or asked for a retraction. 

Pirani had particularly sharp things to say about the 

Solicitor-General when his legal opinions allowed 

actions which the Auditor-General had not approved. 

On one occasion the Auditor-General had blocked public 

works under the Land for Settlement Bill, but the 

Solicitor-General allowed it to proceed by saying that 

under the Bill 'laying of roads' included their 

construction. This appears a not unreasonable inter­

pretation but caused Pirani to comment that "an 

elastic conscience like that is a convenient 
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possession for a Solicitor-General under the present 
. ,,32 regime. 

During 1899 there was a particularly strong clash 

between Pirani and Seddon over a tag of technical 

education funds. 33 The problem arose from mistakes 

which appear to have occurred in both Education and 

Audit Departments, which meant that the payments in 

question could not be made from unauthorised allow-

ances. Pirani asked for correspondence from the 

Audit Department, but Seddon chose to believe he was 

requesting correspondence from the Dunedin and 

Wellington Education Boards, then expressed surprise 

that Pirani knew of the existence of correspondence 

from the Audit Department. Seddon seemed concerned 

principally to talk at great length without adding to 

anyone's understanding, while Pirani concentrated on 

exonerating the Audit Department from even the 

slightest bla me, though Seddon said this was only 

causing the Auditor-General more trouble. "It is a 

pity, for the sake of a deserving public servant such 

as the Auditor really is, that he should have as an 

acquaintance the member for Palmerston, who is ever­

lastingly bringing him into trouble. 1134 To Seddon 

the continuous enquiries in the House were an 

embarrassment :for which he in part blamed the 

Auditor-General personally. One minor result of the 

publicity caused by the Audit Department's actions was 

that salaries within the department were relatively 

low, Ward himself reluctantly admitted that this was 

possibly true. 35 

The Public Revenue Act did not muffle completely the 

differences between the Audit Department and govern-

ment. In 1901 the Bank of New Zealand was due to 

repay £500,000 in shares issued to the government 

in 1896. According to the Act of 1895 payment was 

to be made to the Public Trustee, but the government 
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wanted to pay the accrued dividends, £5,637 10s 6ct, 

into Consolidated Funds, and this the Auditor-General 

opposed. Asked for a le ga l opinion the Solicitor-

General said that it could be done, if, using the 

Interpretation Act, the Banking Act received such 

interpretation as would best achieve its intent. 

The J\Ianawatu Evening Standard re garded this as little 

more than the government doing what it likect, 36 and 

the paper would seem to have a case, the Interpretation 

Act does not allow one to go contrary to the clear 

wording of an Act, even if doing so would be closer to 

the act's general intent. A £1.5 million repayment 

from the Bank of New Zealand . was put into the common 

fund, not a special account, hence the Auditor-General 

tagged the Account of the Public Trustee. Ward was 

now faced to admit that both he and the Solicitor­

General were wrong in his disagreement with the 

Auditor-General's action. 37 The Manawatu Evening 

Standard r eported that relations between Warburton 

and Seddon were at a new low, and that Seddon was 

considering bring ing a request to the House that the 

Auditor-General be suspended. 38 Not for the first 

time Pirani said that if Seddon could prove that the 

Audi tor-General had knowingly made wrong d e cision.s with 

the intent of harassing the government then Seddon 

should dismiss him. 39 Despite his difficulties Seddon 

was not prepared to go that far. 

Financial policy and administration was not one of 

Pirani's strong points. Seddon's financial manage-

ment techniques included a strong element of 

expediency, but Pirani's criticisms lacked focus. 

Possibly his moralistic attitudes, sho"~ in condem­

nation of gambling, and his lack of sympathy for 

financial institutions, caused his simplistic approach 

to financial policy. Certainly his strictures against 

borrowing generally lacked precision, and where they did 

not they showed ignorance of even elementary economics. 

His defence of the Audi.tor-General was in 

line with his appreciation of clean, 
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correct administration, but was probably also due 

to Pirani viewing ~arburton as a hold-over from the 

Ballance days. It seems very likely that Pirani 

did have access to confidential information, and it 

may be that Warburton was a personal friend, though 

there is no formal evidence of this. Neither 

borrowing nor accountability were issues that were 

likely to do fundamental damage to Seddon while the 

economy improved, as it clearly did from 1896. The 

shrillness of the Manawatu }:::Vening Standard, and the 

economic doomsday that Pirani saw as just round the 

corner, from about 189 9 , only decreased Pirani's 

effectiveness. He could be on occasions a n ui sance 

to Seddon, but in the financial field Pirani's own 

l i mitations left him without any more solid 

achievements. 

1 A sinking fund is a fund accumulated from 
normal income during the term of a loan to 
enable repayment of the capit a l sum. A 
number of sinking funds were created due 
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5 

6 

7 

8 

to Ward's borrowing , but most controversy 
existed ove r the supposed misuse of sinking 
funds designed to repay the capital sums of 
loans for local body developments. The 
accumulated reserves of sinking funds can 
represent a temptation to a government in 
need of cash to balance annual accounts. 
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Chapter Eight 

Pirani and the Maori Policy 

1 
Pirani's consideration of Maori policy was mainly 

with reference to Maori land, with only slight con­

sideration given to the much broader question of 

the possible Maori role in New Zealand society. This 

reflected not only the interests of his constituency, 

but the contemporary outlook of pakeha, and to a 

lesser extent Maori, society. A series of Native 

Land Acts dominate legislative concern with the Maori 

in the 1890's; until the turn of the century the 

p~inciple objective was to purchase Maori land for 

settlement in a way believed fair and satisfactory to 

the Maoris. The presumed settlement need meant that 

the possibility that only by not purchasing the land 

could the pakeha be just to the Maori was not con­

sidered. The attitude was readily tolerable to 

pakeha conscience because until after 1900 it was 

generally accepted that the Maoris were a dying race, 

and hence had no long term need for their land. 

As his own solution to the Maori land question Pirani 

championed the principles of the West Coast Settlement 

and Reserves Act of 1892. The Act had never been 

intended as a general solution to the treatment of 

Maori land, and was never so regarded by the govern­

ment. The legislation was concerned with Maori land 

in Taranaki which was leased by pakeha settlers. The 

legal disputes had been lengthy and complicated. 

Under the original agreement the value of improvements 

was to go to the Maori owners, but an Act of 1887 had 

given the improvements to the lessees. This in turn had 

beeninvalidated by the Supreme Court, and here matters 

rested until 1892. Ballance introduced the 1892 Act• 

and evidently had considerable influence upon its 



draf ting. This may expla in in part Pirani's attitude 

to it, but the major reason was probably that it both 

allowed settlement, and k e pt ultimate land ownership 

in Maori hands. · The p:r:-inciple of the Act was that 

rent was on unimproved, not improved, value; and the 

lessees were to pay the Maoris the full value of 
. t 2 improvemen s. If the lessee was unable to meet the 

full value of improvements the Public Trustee could 

advance the full amount and take a mortgage. In return 

for accep ting this the lessees are granted security of 

tenure in the form of 21-year renewable leases. The 

position of the Public Trustee was an extremely 

powerful, pivotal one. He decided values in the event 

of disag reements, and he negotiated with the lessees 

on behalf of the Maoris; he also had control of the 

disburseme nt of the funds to the Maori owners. Though 

in theory the land r e ma ine d owned by the Maoris, the 

Act appears to give fe e simple title t o the Public 

Tru s t ee, 3 and t h e Gove rnment could in any case 

purcha se the fr e ehold for its own purp oses. It was 

feared this could b e used by lessees as a back-door 
4 way of gaining the freehold. Carroll later added t h at 

the 1892 Act " g ave the wh ole power of administration to 
II 5 

the Public Trustee. In general the leg islation was 

greeted on both sides of the House as a genuine attempt 

to be fair to both settlers and Maoris. Rolleston and 

others were wary of the powers granted to the Public 

Trustee, but few were seriously opposed to the measure 
6 

as a whole. It is indicative of attitudes to the 

Maori that in 1893 the Act was amended to allow native 

owners themselves to lease the land without having to 

tender for doing so. 7 When the Act was originally 

drafted control was completely taken out of the hands 

of the Maori, and the possibility that they might wish 

to work their .own land overlooked. Th is fitted 

Pirani's attitude, while he believed in justice for the . 

Maori he had no faith in the Maoris ability to control 

their own affairs. 8 



Pirani firmly believed that purchase of the Maori 

land by the state would not only allow settlement, 

but would end the speculation, corruption of the 
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Native Department, and endless legal disput es , which had 
q 

characterised the Maori land issue in the past. · 

Pirani's belief that this could be done by tak ing the 

principles of the 1892 West Coast Act, and using them 

for all Maori purchases was never accepted by the 

government, which regarded the Act_ as a specialised 

piece of legislation only, intended to end a 

particular difficulty. Pirani believed this was in 

part due to a refusal by Seddon to follow through 

legislation passed by Ballance. Pirani argued that 

Ballance had intended the 1892 Act to be a try-out of 

the new principle, but there is no evid ence that this 

was Ballance's intent. The Nat ive Land Purchase and 

Acquisition Bill of 18 93 allowed for leasing of Maori 

land by settlers, as well as purchase , but it did not 

become law, thoug h it was given a third reading. 

Pirani's beliefs meant Maori policy became to him one 

area where Seddon had betrayed the Ballance legacy. 

To Pirani one of the big gest advantages of the 1892 

Act was that it avoided the need to spend public 

money on the purchase of the land, and hence 

t . b . ·ct d 10 p· . d ex ensive arrowing was avoi e • 1ran1 use every 

available chance in the House to repeat his ideas, 

until he admitted that "I am tired of repeating the 

truism that in the West Coast Reserves Act the Govern­

ment have the solution of the Native-land difficulty 

• 1 ff • • t t • f t d • t II 
1 1 economica, e 1c1en, sa is ac ory, an Jus 

Certainly one would not be surprised to learn that 

the government was tired of hearing it. Pirani's 

refusal to mute his support for ideas which clearly 

were not going to gain general approval was one of 

the reasons for his worsened relations with the 

government. 



Pirani remained able to score useful points for the 

Maoris, within the limitations he imp osed upon 
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himself. He defended the position and actions of the 

Public Trustee in respect to Maori lands, arging that 

the SUF,gestion that the Public Trustee be replaced by 

a Board, or at least t h at a new trustee, "do as he 
12 ought, in fairness to the settler," was trying to 

by-pass the fact that the trustee was obliged to 

administer solely in the interests of the beneficiaries. 

Pirani did not see the object of the exercise as 

merely taking land from the Maoris, he genuinely wished 

the end-result to be satisfactory to the Maoris. 

Pirani made a blistering attack upon the air of virtue 

behind which, he believed, the government muddled and 

tinkered while the Maoris gained little benefit 

be c ause so much of the ir income was eaten up by costs. 

He gave an example of an income of £750 from which 

£2 8 8-1 9-l Od was subtra cted for le gal fees. 13 P irani 

called for a review of the legislation as a whole by a 

special committee unconnected with land administration 

or transactions. His object was to replace the annual 

d t t b d h . 1 . 1 t· 14 amen men ac s y new an compre ensive egis a ion, 

then, Pirani believed, the Maoris would get the 

benefit of the revenues in full. 

In 1898 Pirani introduced his own bill, the 

Administration of the Lands of Natives Bill. Seddon 

immediately raised the objection that it dealt with 

public money and with public reserves, as well as the 

Maori lands vested in the Public Trustee, and hence 

could not be introduced as a private measure. Pirani 

challenged this, so Seddon then argued that it was 

really only Seddon's own Bill of 1893 with a few 

additions. With this Pirani agreed, adding that as 

Seddon had so often made private members' bills 

goverrunent measures, he could hardly baulk at the 

reverse. 15 The Speaker withheld judgement until the 

order of the day was reached, but Pirani had made his 
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point that he was only r eturning to ideas that the 

government had supported, and then dropped, but which 
16 

he beli e ved would solve all their problems. 

The Bill never went beyond a first reading . 

By 1901 Pirani was willing to consider other solutions, 

though he remained as convinced as ever that 

Ballance's bill was the best. His support for Captain 

Russell's ideas may simply have been recognition that 

they were more likely to be accepted by the House, or 

may have been a reflection of his political shift to 

the conservatives and/or the prominence of the freehold 

issue. 

If Maori titles are prope rly individualised 
under the system sugge sted by the member for 
Hawke's Bay, and if those individual titles 
were made incapable of alienation, I feel 
certain that it would result in very much 
greater s atisfaction to the ~~oris than 
administration by any commit tee or Council 
of Management, or any hybrid orga~isation, 
such as is proposed under this Bill 
·Maori Lands Amendment Bill. You wi ll ge t 

.no result, no satisfaction, but, as occurred 
in the case of Maori trustees and committees, 
heavy expense, with a good

1
~eal of waste 

and a good deal of humbug 

If Pirani believed strongly in justice for the Maori 

he just as strongly believed neither the Maoris or 

their institutions would achieve it alone. "The 

present system of holding Maori lands in common is 

detrimental to the natives from both a physical and 

financial point of . ,, 18 view. Defending Pirani against 

Maori criticism of his attitude to the 1900 Maori 

Land Act the Manawatu Evening Standard said that 

it is admitted by all who have had anything 
to do with Maori lands that, as a general 
rule, the Maoris themselves are utterly 
unfit to have complete control of their own 



lands, that they are only too willing to 
sacrifice any future advantage for present 
gain. 19 

Pirani saved some of his heaviest scorn for Haori 

trustees. 

It is notorious, from one end of this 
Island to the other, wherever there is 
such a person as a Maori trustee, that 
he is not in the slightest degree aware 
of what a trust really is,20 
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and as a consequence money goes astray, and income 

is far less than it could be. Pirani made no attempt 

to hide his belief that Maoris needed to be protected 

from themselves. 

Like all idle people, Maoris are rather 
fond of litiGation •••• I think therefore 
it is necessary in connection with Maori 
legislation to protect the Maoris against 
themselves and against t!!9se who are always 
ready to prey upon them. 

Pirani believed that the Land Titles Protection Bill 

made a mistake when it gave Maoris the initiative to 

start action, suggesting that an independent tribunal 

would be better. In committee he tried to have the 

initiative transferred to a Supreme Court judge, but 

this was heavily defeated. 22 

Motivated with good intentions Pirani was wary of 

carrying such a policy too far in case it removed 

innate rights of a British subject. This and the 

support for inalienable, individual holdings are the 

only pointers which suggest that Pirani saw the Maoris 

as having a permanent future in New Zealand, in which 

the Maori was the social and economic equal of the 

pakeha, but as Pirani never elaborated, one cannot be 

certain that he believed the Maoris would survive as 

a race, and if they did what their place would be in 



New Zealand society. Reaction to the sugg estion 

tha t :Maoris go to the Boer 1var showed that, though 

qualified by protestations that no offence to the 

Maori was intended, it was going too far to have 

Maoris kill fellow whites, even Boers. 

It is not surprising that the proposal to 
send a hundred Maoris with the sixth con­
tingent has aroused a storm of indignation 
throughout the colony, Not that there is 
any intention to belittle the Natives or 
to cast a slur upon the fact that they 
could not in any sense of the term be 
called white troops, but because it would 
be a highly improper thing to raise the 
question of employment of aboriginals in a 
war between white races.23 
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One is told droves about racial~titudes in Pirani's 

day if, while no 'slur' was intended, the suge;estion 

remained 'highly improper'. Evidently London agreed 

with the Manawatu Evening Standard the Secretary of 

State for the Colonies cabled Seddon that "political. 

considerations peculiar to South Africa render it 

impossible 1124 to accept l''laoris for service. 

Pirani wa s quick to come to the defence of Maoris where 

he believed they were unfairly treated, whether the 

matter was large or small. He made the Horowhenua land 

issue a particular interest, speaking on it at 
2-

considerable length for several years.) Under the 

1897 Native Land Act the Public Trustee had both to 

administer the land and advance money that was derived 

from it. Pirani argued that the Public Trustee had 

only to lend to himself for the Act to be misused to 

create a source of funds for the government. To 

avoid this Pirani "had succeeded in having the name 

of the Public Trustee strtick out, with the result 

that not a single acre of land had been treated under 

the Act. 1126 It ·was frequently complained in the 

House that Maoris received preferential treatment in 
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the payment of taxes and rates, but Pirani argued on 

more than one occasion that this was more than com­

pensated by special taxes that the Maoris paid. He 

pointed out that in addition to special taxes at 

Pa.rihaka a new government official had tried to 

impose full death duties, though this was beyond the 

means of the Maoris, but fortunately had been reversed 

by the Supreme Court. 27 When R. Thompson, Marsden, 

said that Maoris paid no taxes on their lands Pirani 

listed a series of taxes pairl by some Maoris in 

Taranaki which were not paid by pakehas - a wheel-tax 

on every vehicle; two tolls within a distance of 

32 miles; half the local rates levied by local 

bodies; the accumulated rates under the Crown and 

Native Lands Rating Act, something no European paid, 

which could be substantial; and 10 percent, he thought, 

on lands leased for more than 21 years. Pirani 

believed "the taxation was entirely out of proportion 

to the benefits received. 1128 To cap it all the Land 

Registrar tried to impose a tax equivalent to what 

would have been paid had the land been freehold and 

held by a pakeha; which, Pirani pointed out, would on 

occasions have been many times the rental. He said 

that he believed in equal taxation, but applied with 

commonsense. · "They should not put such burdens on the 

Natives as would make their land not only unprofitable 

to hold, but a positive nuisance to those who 

possessed it. 1129 

The same preparedness to learn the dry details which 

characterised Pirani on the land issue showed itself 

on the question of Maori policy. We have seen above 

his knowledge of local taxes. On another occasion 

Pirani ,v-as able to prove both Seddon and Stout wrong. 

Stout had said there was a 10 percent tax on Maori 

leases, but Seddon said that it had been abolished. 

Pirani said that it had been abolished in 1893, but 

re-enacted in 1894 at 7½ percent for leases over 
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21 years, and this was confirmed by Ward to be the 

correct position. 30 Ward said that when annual 

revenue came from the land he regarded a Maori 

contribution as only reasonable, but was willing to 

follow the feeling of the House, Pirani took the 

opportunity to say that it was "an iniquitous tax 

on the Maoris, and, if anything can be done to take 

that tax off, I think it certainly ought to be done. 1131 

Pirani's strictures on Maori administration of the 

past, that it had been unjust, inefficient, and 

corrupt, were to a considerable extent justified. He 

had expected Ballance to alter this with broad, new 

policies, and when Seddon did not provide them, 

particularly when Seddon clearly had no intention of 

following Pirani's own suggestions; he came to 

believe not just that the g overnment were not 

listening because they simply disag reed, but because 

they had more dubious reasons of their own. He 

argued that Ca rroll, by claiming that the Native 

Reserves Bill was largely a machinery one, was hiding 

the real purpose of the Bill, which was "to tak e 

away :from the poor and distressed Maoris their share 

in the rents of the l a nd, 1132 adding that "the 

honourable member for Waiapu would soon earn the 

title o:f the Minister who was divesting the Maoris of 

their lands; at the rate he was going. 1133 Pirani 

also pointed out that in addition to granting the 

Public Trustee the machinery to handle the appropriate 

money, the bill allowed appeal against the Public 

Trustee to the Minister and a judge of the Native 

Land Court; but Pirani argued that the latter, as a 

ministerial appointee, ,-ras unlikely to be completely 

independent; and that this granting to political 

officers powers which should be handled by non-political 

officers ran right through the government's Maori 

policy. This was something which Pirani had expected 



would be chang ed by the Liberals but was not. The 

politicalisation of the public s e rvice was something 

which concerned Pirani in all g overnment departments, 

but his objective of a 'cle aner' public service ran 

against a part of the Sedd on system, Hhich ma de use of 

government appointments to repay supporters. It was 

one area where Pirani found common ground with the 

conserva tives, who call e d for the removal of politics 

from public service administration and appointments, 

and actually achieved it in 1912. Sedd on was quite 

unwilling to alter his policy, pointed out that the 

Public Trustee had accumulated funds instead of 

disbursing them only because of a legal issue that 

was still being clarified, and said to Pirani that 

his "ignorance on the subject was in keeping with 

his consummate audacity. 1134 

During the Gove rnment Adva nces to Se ttlers Amendment 

Bill in 18 9 6 Pirani a s k ed Mc Ke n z ie t o cons ide r the 

effect of a cla u se introduced by Hone Heke, which he 

believed woul d take from the Maoris all ri ghts to 

gain loans under the Bill, despite the fact that 

Maoris had obtained them in the past, and more were 

pending, and were likely to succeed as some Maoris 

could offer quite adequate security . 35 Unfortunately 

the debate which followed became quite wide-rang ing, 

and McKenzie became intensely annoyed at the delay 

caused in the passage of the measure. Pira ni was an 

assiduous attender and participator of debates, and 

it was this which allowed him to raise points such 

as the above, when the less conscientious might miss 

the raising of Maori rights during a debate whose 

principle concern was not with the Maoris. 

Unusually for Pirani he saved his kindest comments 

till last. He praised the 1902 East Coast Native 

Land Bill as a genuine attempt to solve a difficult 

problem, believed the freezing of the Bank of New 
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Zealand from litigation would prove beneficial, and 

commended Ward for his cooperative attitude in 

committee. A belief that Me mbers should be excluded 

froffi the Board of Manag ement, and that the term on the 

Board should be three years and not six, this did not 

alter the principle regret, that such satisfactory 

legislation had been delayed for so long. 36 It was 

the highest level of support Pirani had offered govern­

ment sponsored Maori legislation since he had entered 

the House. 

Pirani's general position on Maori policy remained 

unaltered. In his first two years in the House Pirani 

had termed government legislation the most just in 

New Zealand's history, but as the break with the Liberal 

Party came, though Pirani's actual ideas had not changed, 

his attitude towards government policy was quite 

different. 

They the g overnment have taken more of 
the Native lands away from them than any 
previous Government, and they have paid 
less for the Native lands. They have put 
more taxation on the Natives than any 
previous Government •••• what the Govern-
ment have done for the Native is promise, 
promise, promise; but so far as performance 
is concerned, they have not done very much. 37 

In his valedictory address Pirani chided members for 

their lack of interest in Maori affairs, emphasised 

the need for this to alter, and the benefit to be 

gained. 

One matter, I think, is somewhat neglected 
by us, and that is that pakeha members do 
not take the interest they ought to take in 
Maori matters which come before this House. 
It is astonishing, if you do take a little 
interest in Maori affairs, what little 
games you discover going on, in spite of 
every attempt to do what is right in re gard 
to Native affairs. And the Maori memberG are 
by themselves utterly helpless.JS 



There is no evidence that Pirani had any special 

knowledge of "Maori culture, and he does not see_m to 

have envisag ed any culturally independent future 

for the Maori people. What evidence there is 

suggests that Pirani expected the Maori people to 

merge with the pakeha. There is no evidence that 

Pirani's ideas on Maori land had the support of 

either the Maori members or the Maori people, and in 

fact history before and after Pirani appears to 

prove conclusively that the Maoris would not have 

accepted a solution which involved their alienation 

from the land, even if, in one sense, they remained 

the owners. The Manawatu Evening Standard supported 

equality in law. 

The Natives should be brought under the 
same laws as the Europeans, and be 
called upon to pay their just share to­
wards defraying the cost of roadmaking 
and other improvements which were 
directly benefiting the ir lands.3 9 

This could be no more than reflecting the expectations 

of the average settler in the :Manawatu, who had to 

himself strugg le long and hard for the s~me benefits. 

In a notice of amendments to the electoral law 

Pirani included the proposal that the Maori polls 

should be by ballot, as it was with pakehas.
40 

Taken together this is not sufficiently conclusive 

to be certain about Pirani's general beliefs about 

the future of the Maori. His constituency did not 

require that Maori policy be a major concern of his. 

In the Manawatu the land disputes had all been settled 

before the 1890 1 s, the settlers had the land, it was 

breaking it in that was the problem. This could 

partly explain why despite the evidently genuine 

concern for the Maori it was concern which seems 

unconnected with a realistic appraisal of either the 

Maori's present or his future. Unconnected · with any 

constituency demand Pirani supported a solution to 
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Maori land which was compatible with what had 

happened in the Manawatu , the Maoris had sold the 

land and it was being developed by Europeans, but 

which was unrealistic in terms of the actual position 

in regions where large areas of Ma ori lan~ remained 

unsold. The :Maoris were not in fact interested in 

losing control, and settlers were only initially 

interested in taking land on the basis of long-term 

leasehold. They would soon have wanted the freehold, 

just as they did when the land was leased from the 

government. 

Again, in the ab s ence of constituency basis, Pirani's 

concern for Maori rights probably stemmed not so much 

from a concern for Maoris as such, but from the fact 

that Pirani was prepared to champion any group which 

he believed was getting less than a fair deal, any 

group which he believed the political process was not 

granting an equal hearing . It was in this sense an 

impersonal concern, not a concern which came from any 

knowledge or inner understanding of the Maori people. 

Such a concern was encourag ed by the discovery of 

'corruption' in Maori policy, it became another stick 

with which t o attack Seddon , and may also have been 

influenced by a belief that Seddon as a South Islander 

had no understanding of the Maori question, though 

Pirani never actually said this. 

1 In Pirani's day 'native' was the standard 
term, Maori was used only infrequently, 
but as it is now virtually impossible to 
use native as a value-free word 'Maori' 
has been substituted throughout the 
thesis, except where the change would 
clearly be confusing or misleading e.g. 
in the middle of a direct quotation, or 
the title of statutes. 
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Chapter Nine 

Pirani and Railways 

Railways were a key factor in the economic development 

of late nineteenth-century New Zealand. They in some 

cases caused development, more usually they followed 

closely behind the frontier, allowing large-scale 

movement of goods out of the region, and materials 

and people in. This was particularly true for the 

Manawatu, and hence as we have seen, gave railways a 

crucial role in the development of Palmerston North. 

Pirani on one occasion denied the importance of a 

railway line to Palmerston North, but he was merely 
1 

trying to score a debating point off Seddon. The 

railways had allowed the economic exploitation of 

Manawatu's forests, and thereby carried the re g ion's 

economy firmly beyond the subsistence level. In 

later years they were equally important to the 

movement of meat and dairy products exports from the 

region. Pirani once moved successfully to make Tanner 

and Wilson members of the House Railways Committee, as 

representatives of the southern half of the north 

island. 2 

The liberals were opposed to the control of the railways 

by three independent Commissioners, but Ballance in the 

years 1890-1893 was not prepared to dismiss them before 

the end of their terms. Pirani had advocated their 

abolition during the 1890 and 1893 elections. He argued 

that Parliament was now democratic, would reflect public 

_needs, and therefore should control the railways. The 

Commissioners, he continued, made profits at the 

expense of the workers, and by letting rolling stock 

deteriorate. 3 After the Commissioners were abolished 

in 1895, Pirani maintained that ministerial control had 

fulfilled his expectations of improvements, equipment; 

had been improved, the service was superior, and the 
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vorker safer. Personal conversation with railwaymen 

confirmed that morale had improved.
4 

Pirani's criticism of railway policy was always 

low-key in com~arison with most major issues. This 

may have been in part because there was no major 

departure from the 'Ballance tradition', the one clear 

Ballance policy plank on railways, abolition of the 

Commissioners, was achieved. The critical importance 

of railways to Palmerston may also have been a factor, 

but it is also likely that personalities were signifi-

cant. In 1896 Pirani said of Cadman, the Minister for 

Railways, that "there was no member of the Ministry 

for whom he had greater admiration, or of whose 

abilities he had a higher opinion. 115 When Cadman 

retired Pirani praised him as the only Minister who had 

dealt even-handedly with the Left-Wing.
6 

Considering 

Pirani's strictures of the government's financial 

policies one might expect criticism to increase when 

Ward became Minister, but Ward pushed through a 

classification system of the railway service which 

Pirani had advocated in principle, and which he praised 

in detail. It is probably worth remembering also that 

Ward was the only person who ever looked a possible 

alternative to Seddon as leader. 

Pirani had a continuous concern for working conditions 

within the railway service, frequently arguing that 

the railwaymen deserved special consideration because 

of the inconveniences which they accepted to provide 

the public with the desired service. In 1894 in reply 

to a question from Pirani Seddon said that a clause 

granting rail_waymen a Court of Appeal would be 

inserted in the Railway Bill. 7 Shortly afterwards 

Pirani objected to a clause which removed railwaymens' 

rights held under the Civil Service Act. Seddon did 

not believe, on grounds of expense, that the hours and 

conditions of railwaymen merited special treatment, 



8 but he removed the clause. P irani tried to gain 
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half-day holidays for platelayers, claiming tha t this 

had been granted in the past; but Cadman said no, 

listed special privileg es already open to pla t e layers, 

and added that public safety, the n e ed for platelayers 

in the event of an accident, must come first. 9 Pirani 

argued for a greater away from home allowance for the 

lowest grades, pointing out that Seddon had promised 

it the previous session. Seddon mentioned the 

expense of even a small increase, Cadman the difficulty 

of a solution to suit all types of work, but both 

h d d . t t· 10 s owe goo in en ions. 

continued in later years. 

The mild tone of criticisms 

The Manawatu Evening Standard 

believed that Ward's administration of the railways had 

been generally satisfactory in difficult circumstances, 

but took "exce ption to the paltry manner in which the 

railwaymen are being treated in connection with the 
1 1 

Queen's funeral." The paper did not believe that 

the railways cou l d not be stop ped for a day, as a 

concession "to the harde st worked Governme nt s e rvants 
12 

in the colony," especially as the service all but 

stopped on Sundays anyway, when only a few excursion 

services :from the four main centres ran. When in 

1902 the government introduced a superannuation for 

railwaymen Pirani suggested that provision should be 

made to allow employees of the Manawatu Railway 

Company and the Midland Railway to enter the scheme at a 

later date. 13 To ensure satisfactory administration 

of the railways Pirani was prepared to waive his usual 

aversion to highly paid officials. He objected to the 

Under-Secretary of Public Works being paid an extra 

£100 to be Under-Secretary of Railways as well, on the 

grounds that the latter required a full-time person. 

Seddon replied that the arrangement had worked quite 

well, and brought all construction work under the one 

official; but a year later Pirani was still expressing 
14 doubts about the arrangement. 

When the Railways Classifica tion Bill was first 



introduced Pirani gave it general praise, though he 

said the salaries were pitched somewhat low, and 

he questioned whether fines for minor .errors would 

work satisfactorily. He also mentioned rights held 

163 

by railwaymen under the Commissioners which had since 

been lost. In committee Pirani had fines of less than 

£5 removed, but appeals over fines still went to the 

Minister, not the Appeal Board. 15 That he had not 

yet broken with the Liberals had not restrained 

Pirani on other issues, so it is far more likely that 

in not mixing abuse with his criticisms Pirani 

reciprocated Cadman's o,vn fairness. The following 

year, 1897, Pirani asked if an employee could be 

allowed to appeal against his classification as of 

right, instead of only by leave of the Minister. 

Cadman replied that the Government was prepared to give 

any complaint a hearing, but he was clearly not willing 
16 

to make the change Pirani had requested . This may 

have been simply to keep the number of appeals 

manageable, it is significant that Pirani did not use 

Cadman's refusal as grounds for an attack on 

'ministerial power' and 'autocratic government.' He 

found the government accommodating when he moved to 

strengthen the importance of length of service. 17 

Pirani's relations with the government over railway 
not 

matters were/always so smooth. In 1901 a ballast gang 

at Palmerston North went on strike over presumed 

grievances, and Pirani became their champion, even 

though he believed the men were wrong in striking. 

There was considerable correspondence between Pirani 

and the Railways Department over the facts of the case, 

each step of which was reported. Significantly, 

Pirani blamed the Department, not the Minister, for any 

disagreements. "I can hardly believe that the Railway 

Department have placed a correct statement of all the 

f t . bf 1118 ac s ••• e ore you. The crux of the issue was 
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the demand of the men for either a rise to 1/-

per hour or a travelling allowance. The Manawatu 

Evening Standard pointed out that no travelling 

allowance was paid, even when delays -were no fault of 

the men. They had recently spent a whole day 

travelling from New Plymouth to Palmerston North, and 

on another occasion had been delayed for two hours at 

a station waiting for the express to pass; but on 

neither occasion had they received compensation. 19 

Mills saw things somewhat differently. He said that 

the men lived in Palmerston North, and worked at 

Taonui, near Feilding. As they were granted free 

travel by rail from Palmerston North to the place of 

work, instead of camping, as was usual, the 

travelling allowance had been refused. When this was 

done all sixteen of the men had struck without warning. 

He repeated the departmental position that the men's 

origina l requests had been unreasonable, they had been 

replaced, and the department did not believe tha t it 
20 could now re-employ them . Pirani, contended that 

much of this was untrue. Mill's reply to Pirani shows 

the different perspective on the issue of the two men. 

Mills wired that when men strike, despite the 

existence of appeal procedures, "the discipline of a 

service such as the railway, where the employees number 

over four thousand, must be maintained in all cases, or 

the service would become disorganised. 1121 :Mills did 

also say, however, that full enquiries would be made 

into Pirani's statements, to ensure that justice may 

be done to all. The latter hope was probably a little 

optimistic, especially as Mills clearly rated 'the 

discipline of the service' somewhat higher than Pirani, 

who concentrated on getting a 'fair deal' for the few 

immediately involved, with little regard for the 

general implications of the result. The government 

compromised to the extent that the strikers chances 

of future employment would not be harmed by the 

incident, but the men hired to replace the strikers 



were not to be fired.
24 

This did not satisfy all 

parties because the dispute continuect. The paper 

printed the full text of a letter from Pirani to 

Mills, which was critical of railways procedures as 

star-chamber methods. Pirani said he believed Mills 

would agree that 7s a day was insufficient for casual 

work which involves travel. "To show the spirit of 

intolerance displayed by the Department 1123 Pirani 

noted that passes were refused the men for them to 

return home despite the distances they had to travel. 

Whatever it showed about the department it also showed 

Pirani's unwillingness to see other than his side of a . 

question. The department could quite reasonably point 

out that as the men had been dismissed they hardly 

qualified for free passes. Pirani's letter had started 

with that combination of c e rtitude and self-righteousness 

which probably annoyed far more than it convinced. 

"As you know I generally take up the right side - if it 

is not always the popular one - and in this case I am 

convinced I h a ve made no mista ke. 1124 This continued 

pressure resulted in an inquiry which was held at 

Palmerston North, at which Pirani represented the men, 

and from which a report went to Wellington. 25 Some­

what surprisingly the matter is never referred to again 

by the Manawatu Evening Standard nor did Pirani mention 

it in the House. This complete silence is difficult to 

account for, but one can only presume that the inquiry 

made no difference to the existing situation. 

A running sore of New Zealand politics during the 1890 1 s 

was the Midland Railway. The English company building 

the line ran into . financial difficulties. The Govern­

ment was obliged as a matter of good relations with the 

London money-market to reach an agreement satisfactory 

to the Eng lish debenture-holders. In addition some 

South Island interests continued to support the line, 

at least in part to ensure that the money was spent in 

the South Island rather than on the No-rth Island Main 



Trunk. As Pirani gave both the South Island and 

foreign financial interests a low priority he was 

always critical of doing anything for the line, a 

position common in members of North Island seats, and 

with radicals. On one occasion Pirani suggested that 

the line should be seized, 26 while a year later he 

argued that rather than the government take over a 

white elephant it should be given to the debenture 

holders, whether they wanted it or not. 27 

The Vaile railway system in the long run was of less 

historical importance than the Midland Railway but 

probably is of more historical interest. The Vaile 

system was invented by Samuel Vaile, of Auckland, and 

was advocated from the mid-1880 1 s until after Pirani 

left the House. Put simply Vaile suggested that 

railway charg es work according to a very limited 
2 8 number of zones, structurally similar to that used 
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by the Post Of fice. On a visit to London Vaile had been 

horrified by conditions in the slums, and his system was 

intended to assist settlement, and hence the develop-

ment of rural areas. He argued that if railways had a 

uniform charge for a large zone covering a rural area, 

rather than charging on a mileage basis, settlement 

would be encouraged. Carriage over long distances in 

rural areas would in effect be subsidised by high 

charges over shorter distances in the more densely 

settled areas. Ideally Vaile proposed that a single 

uniform rate exist for the entire railway system. 

Supporters of the system advocated, on the expectation 

that it was more immediately attainable, a trial of the 

system over a selected section of the railway network. 

Amongst other virtues supporters viewed the Vaile 

system as more 'equal' and hence more 'democratic.' 

Ballance's position is not entirely clear. He made 

sympathetic statements, but did nothing to implement 

them. Given his widespread support from small and 

intending settlers it would probably have been unwise 

for him to oppose the Vaile system, whatever his actual 



beliefs. s. Vaile was an assiduous correspondent, 

but Ballance's replies were dominated by polite 

evasions, which emphasised a preparedness to give the 

Commissioners a fair opportunity to make the existing 

system work. 29 During the 1890 1 s the Vaile system 

had considerable support amongst back-bench liberals, 

but at no time was it a matter over which any 

liberals were prepared to break with the party. 

In his first session Pirani moved that a trial of the 

Vaile system be made, arguing that the existing 

tariff structure, covering seventy-two pages, was 

beyond comprehension. 30 Pirani was forced to deny 

that the Vaile system was a differential one, which 

proposed cheap rates for particular products. As the 

system had already been advocated for eight years any 

misunderstanding was probably deliberate, to confuse 

the issue. More cogently Seddon argued that a trial 

over a section of the railway network was not workable, 

that the change required virtually handing the railways 

to s. Vaile, which would require new legislation, and 

for this reason Seddon argued that a decision should be 

delayed until the Railways Bill was before the House. 31 

Pirani's motion was lost 27-20. Pirani continued to 

advocate the Vaile system, but unlike some other 

issues his attachment to the idea did not increase as 

it became apparent that it was a lost cause. The 

Manawatu Evening Standard argued that if a trial 

succeeded the benefits would be immense, but in the 

unlikely event of a failure little would be lost. 33 

The government feared a failure would not be accepted 

by the scheme's proponents as evidence of intrinsic 

flaws, and could prove costly. This risk the govern-

ment was not prepared to take, while blaming the failure 

of negotiations over a number of years on s. Vaile's 

refusal to compromise. 33 

Of far more concern to Pirani was the future of the 

Manawatu Railway Company. This line ran from h'ellington 
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up the west coast to Palmerston North, and was 

completed in 1886. It had been financed by private 

capital; though it was generously treated by the 

government, for example with respect to land 

grants. 34 Originally the line was to be purchased 

by the government when it was finished, but this 

did not happen, and negotiations continued in 

intermittent fashion until the line was eventually 

purchased in 1908. Atkinson refused to purchase the 

line because of his policy of austerity, Seddon 

because he believed he could pressure the company 

to lower its price. 35 Everyone, including the 

company, agreed in principle with government purchase, 

disagreement existed only over the terms. 36 The 

situation was complicated by the building of the 

Rimutaka line by the government in the 1890's. This 

line went from the Hutt Valley over the Rimutaka 

Rang e and up the Wairarapa, and through the Manawatu 

Gorge to Palmerston North. It was claimed that the 

principal function of the line was to as ~ist the 

development of the Wairarapa, and for this it could 

be justified despite the engineering problems, as 

there was no alternative way of providing an outlet 

for Wairarapa produce. 37 The line was also put in 

direct competition with the Manawatu line for 

traffic going north and south; this was losing sight 

of commonsense. As a main trunk route the Wairarapa 

line was too long, while the Rimutaka Hills imposed 

severe restrictions on the total weight that could be 

hauled. 38 Mills in his thesis said that he believed 

Seddon was- trying to bankrupt the company, so that 

its assets could be purchased cheaply. 39 At the 

time the New Zealand Times believed that the govern­

ment was trying to slowly break the company, and 
40 

termed such tactics 'unworthy'. Despite govern-

ment policy the logic of geography ensured the 

d f . . l h" t 41 h" h company a soun inancia is ory; w ic 

encouraged the company to hold out. 



Pirani found himself in a difficult position. In 

the long-term he wished the government to take 

over the Manawatu Railway Company, but in the short 

term he defende d the company and those who used it 

against what he re garded as unfair method s of 

competition. This problem was not unique to 

Pirani, nor was it new in the 1890's. In 1887 the 

Feilding Star noted that, either by error or design 

(with the latter being strongly implied) Palmerston 

North was not on the railway maps of New Zealand 

issued for the guidance of tourists.
42 

In 1892 

J. G. Wilson M.H.R h a d urg ed the purchase of the 

Railway, but had also argued that if the government 

was not prepared to buy it should state a period for 

which this would hold true, so tha t the company 

could plan ahead. 43 In the House four years later 

Pirani repeated those sentiments. 

In justice to that the Mana~atu Railway 
company , the Government should take steps 
to as sure them either that they did not 
intend to take the line out of their 
h ands or that they iu4ended to do so 
within a short time. 

The company's charter put it in an essentially 

dependent position. The company was not allowed to 

undercut government rates, so that the company 

found its own charges tied to whatever the government 

decided to fix for the Wairarapa line. The longer 

distance of the government line was no protection, 

as the government cut its prices in an attempt to 

impoverish the company. 45 The Christchurch Truth 

noted that wool from the Manawatu via the Wairarapa 

cost 4/11d a bale for 145 miles, while in the south 

the same distance cost 8/-.
46 

Natural suspicion meant 
that the company was open to accusations of over-charging. 

The Evening Post gave considerable space to such 

accusations by the Farmers' Union. 47 Unrealistic 

rates on the ~v'airarapa line was not the only form of' 

government pressure. Pirani complained that the 
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block on the line at Woodville meant that people 

going from Napier to Wellington or vice-versa 

faced a considerable delay as they changed lines, 

or were obliged to take the longer government 
l~8 

route. 

Publicly Seddon never admitted that the Manawatu 

Railway Company was given anything more than 

normal, commercial competition, nor did he admit 

that any disadvantages existed in both lines 

competing for the same traffic. He did not even 

admit at first that the government was particularly 

interested in the Manawatu line. "The Government had 

never been approached by the Company to take over 

the railway by purchase or lease, and they were not 

going to run after them. 1149 

Seddon professed to believe that any money available 

could be better spent on closer settlement. The 

Manawatu Evening Standard continued to believe that 

government efforts to harm the company were hurting 

the district, without bringing a solution any nearer. 

A public meeting showed considerable dissatisfaction, 

but also uncertainty.so 

When the government under Seddon did negotiate with 

the company, disagreement seems to have been over 

relatively small amounts. Seddon was not prepared to 

buy at over thirty shillings a share. The company 

said it would accept thirty-five shillings, and then 

lowered this figure, t h ough not to thirty shillings. 51 

The government believed that time was on its side, so 

it continued its campaign of 'friendly rivalry', while 

letting the negotiations take a leisurely course. 

The one disadvantage with this approach was that until 

the Manawatu line was integrated with the governm~nt 

system the North Island network could not be used to 

full effectiveness. The company lowered its offer to 
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thirty-two shillings and ninepence a share, but 

Seddon would not go over thirty shillings, and 

said that many shares were held by speculators, 

which was a red-herring. 52 

When by mid-1902 negotiations remained stalled 

Pirani led a deputation to Joseph Ward, the 

Minister. The deputation included Field and 

Haselden, fellow members of the House, plus 

representatives from Palmerston North, Feilding, 

the East Coast, and the live-stock industry. As 

spokesman Pirani said that the deputation was not 

concerned with the railway's purchase, but the 

continued uncertainty which stemmed from the 

failure to conclude negotiations; he emphasised in 

particular the need for uninterrupted communication, 

for both people and frei ght. Ward denied any desire 

to injure any district or inconvenience settlers, 

and emphatically insisted that the Government had 

never had any intention of breaking the connection 

between Wellington and Palmerston North. On the 

point, however, of the company's tenure, Ward was 

more evasive. He was not prepared to guarantee the 

company independence for more than a year, should 

the negotiations over purchase fail. 

Were the government to purchase the Manawatu Line 

full utilization would only follow the completion 

of the North Island Main Trunk line. In his final 

years in the House Pirani played a prominent role 

in the pressure for just that. 

Because the issue affected interests in much of 

the North Island he was associated with a grouping 

of Parliamentarians which crossed party lines. 

The Manawatu Evening Standard reported _ that 

Parliament was inundated with petitions from the 

North Island, particularly Auckland, urging a 



rapid completion o f the Main Trunk Railway . 
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About 

the same time, at a meeting of t wenty North Island 

:M . P. 's on the Main Trunk Rai lway Pi r an i was elected 

chairman, and it was decided that Pirani, O'Meara, 

Witheford and Napier should make arrangements for 

sending a deputation to Seddon to request that the 
53 

Main Trunk receive a vot e of £ 25 0 ,000. Seddon's 

announcement that the Main Trunk's needs would be 

considered along with other projects, but would not 

have a special priority, was greeted with con-

sternation. When Witheford, subsequent to Seddon 

giving what he saw as an unsatisfactory reply to a 

deputation of North Island M.P.'s on 15 September 

1900, threatened to move that the g ove rnment's 

railwa y proposals were inadequate, Seddon said . 
that he would make such a motion a matter of con-

54 
fide n c e . Seddon clearly believed that back-bench 

res entment was a lesser evil than a cross-party 

North Island alliance. To some extent Seddon failed. 

A subsequent meeting of M.P.'s was c al led by 

Witheford and chaired by P irani. In addition 

R. Thompson, Stevens, Lang , Symes, Harries, r'Ionlc, 

I. I~thbridge , J. Hutchson, Houston, Smith, Napier 

and Hogg were present, and they unanimously agreed 

that all effor t should be made to have the Main 

Trunk finished within four years . 
55 

On the other 

hand the grouping never achieved a major embarrass­

ment of Seddon, and the Main Trunk was not finished 

for a further eight years. At no time did the issue 

look like creating a major cleavag e in Liberal ranks. 

It was another sign that the parliamentary Liberal 

Party of 1900 was very different from that of 1890. 

Considering the importance of railways to Palmerston 

North Pirani raised its particular needs on re-

latively few occasions. One issue that neatly 

combin ed railway facilities and settlers was pressure 

for improved stock-loading facilities. In 1896 

Pirani sugge sted that the Department apparently 
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expected the settlers to catch and handle bullocks 
56 

as if they were sheep. In 1897 Pirani raised 

the issue again. Though the work had been delayed 

t wo years because of lack of funds Pirani said that 

he hoped it would be included in the current vote, 

as some exhibitors at the recently held A. and P. show 

had been so badly served by the lack of facilities 

that they had said they would not return unless they 
. d 57 were improve • 

Pirani also pressed for a new railway station for 

Palmerston North. Initially Ward sugg ested that 

this await the purchase of the Manawatu Railway so 

that experience of the increased traffic flow was 

gained, but six months later the Evening Post 

reported tha t a start has been made on a new 
58 

station. Pirani communicated to the Minister the 

local demand for a twice daily service betHe en 
59 Palmerston North and Foxton. As with more 

general questions, Pirani's approach was more sub-

dued than on other issues. This could be because he 

had greater respect for the successive Ministers, or 

because he did not wish to embarrass Ward, or because 

personal experience brought home to him the very real 

administrative difficulties. The truth probably 

includes something of all of these elements, but the 

most important element of' all was probably Pirani's 

own sense of' honesty, his loyalty to his conception 

of' how politics should be, which did not allow him 

to press local needs any further than he believed 

should be necessary to have them satisfied. 
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Chapter Ten 

Pirani and Education 

Education, not politics, was the nearest thing Pirani 

had to a consuming passion; education in the 

political sphere, and also as an administrator, after 

and independent of his political career. Pirani had 

clear and firmly stated ideas as to what changes the 

education system required. In the House he spoke 

with greater precision and at greater length about 

education than any other topic. This may have been 

one of the less obvious reasons for Pirani's antagon-

ism to Seddon. With the passage of the Education Act 

of 1877 education had ce a sed to be a matter of major 

public controversy in New Zealand, except for the 

bible-in-schools issue, which was periodically 

controversial. Reeves as minister was primarily 

concerned with his labour portfolio, and in the years 

between his departure and 1900 one hears little of 

education. This is followed by five years of 

considerable activity, as it became clear that the 

structure established by the 1877 Act had become in-

adequate. Even so when education is considered no 

major change, or piece of legislation, is thought of 

as attached to Seddon's name or his period. It is the 

civil servants, W. J. Habens, and for reform, G. Hogben, 

whose names spring to mind. Studies of Seddon relegate 

education to a skimpy mention, almost an aside, towards 
1 

the end. Seddon's approach to education would to 

Pirani appear as another example of the unprincipled 

approach to politics of the Premier. McKenzie's view 

that beyond the limited, severely practical curriculum 

education was a waste of time was probably another 

reason for his poor relations with Pirani. 
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In the first decades after Palmerston North was 

established education had to make do with primitive 

conditions a nd meagre facilities. More remote 

settlements were even worse off. The Stoney Creek 

School wa s opened on 4 October 1877, the first building 
2 

being notable chiefly for its draughts and leaks. 

It was progress when a swing for the playground was 

suggested, followed by the idea that the playground 

should be fenced. "In wet weather, with only one 

fireplace at the end of the building, conditions were 

very miserable." J 1fuen the Terrace End school opened 

in April 1884, with a roll of 130, half the pupils had 

to remain outside the one room shed that constituted 

the school. Partly because of the conditions the school 

had four headmasters in the years 1884-1893. Some 

stability was given by Fairbrother, who was headmaster 

from 1893 to 1922, though accommodation r emained 

inadequ a te. 4 Pirani was cha irman of the school 

committe e in 1892 , 5 but it has not proven possible 

to ascertain when he was first elected to the 

committee. The Education Boards h ad only limited 

resources, but inevitably each local school, and each 

district, believed that its needs justified priority. 

This may in part explain Pi rani's election to the 

Wanganui Education Board in 1895,
6 

and hard work was 

the principal reason for his topping the poll for three 

vacancies to the Board in 1896, 7 but Pirani would 

have been attracted by the wider sccpe election to the 

Board allowed him to influence education. Pirani 

always kept the wider issues, and longer-term viewpoint, 

in mind. In the 1902 election he repeated his belief 

that Boards should be replaced by a system in which an 

elected Central Council administered through district 

committees, the latter with considerably increased 
8 . 

powers. 

Pirani was clearly aware of the advantages of a more 

centralised system, but he was critical of reforms that 
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originated with Hogben, nor was this simply to give 

himself another topic with which to attack Seddon. 

The essential difference between Hogben and Pirani 

was that the former centralised by increasing the 

powers of the Department, Pirani favoured democratic 

(in the sense of elective) control at the centre, so 

it was quite logical for him to support abolition of 

the Boards, but oppose the reforms of Hogben. Doing 

the latter, however, meant allying in the House with 

the quite large group of members who opposed Hogben 

because they supported the existing administrative 

structure. This, and Pirani's opposition to Seddon, 

probably caused Roth's judg ement that Pirani's 

criticisms of Hogben were politically motivated. 

Pirani had a vitriolic tongue, and he 
carried on a personal feud with the 
Premier. He seldom failed to speak on 
educat ional ma t ters and as often as not 
atta c ked Hogben a s a means of 
embarrass ing Seddon."9 

As I have suggested above, neither the making of 

political points, nor the conflict of two strong 

personalities, in Hogben and Pirani, should be seen 

as the main reasons for Pirani's criticisms of Hogben. 

Pirani 1 s attention to detail led to an early criticism 

of the Department during Hogben's tenure. In July 1899 

a list of recommended texts included Bible lessons, 

and Pirani in a question in the House sug gested that 

this was religion-in-schools; 

were not compulsory, 

Seddon said the texts 

Pirani then questioned the right of the 
Department to recommend religious 
readers at all, and, though Seddon stood 
by his previous reply, a new Order-in­
Council was gazetted which omitted the 
offending book. 10 · 

When the Stoke school scandal about gross mal-treatment 

of children at a private school raged Pirani and 
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G. W. Russell tried to make Hogben scapegoat for the 

whole thing for making his first report to Seddon, not 

the police. Seddon resolutely defended Hogben, 

insisting that any blame must be tal,;:en by the govern­

ment as a whole, not one recently appointed official.
11 

Seddon never publicly criticised Hogben, though 

privately he probably did restrain him. The Manawatu 

Evening Standard reported in 1901 that Seddon, on his 

return from Australia, sensed the resentment of the 

Education Boards, and he bluntly told Hogben to halt 

his campaign against the Boards, and to use them as 
12 the proper administrative channel. It was never 

part of the Seddon approach to unnecessarily 

antagonise a powerful interest group, and collectively 

the Education Boards were just that. 

Pirani's criticism of the Department of Education did 

not start with the appointment of Hogben; in 1897 

Pirani h ad argued that proportionately the South Island 

was getting far more funds for education tha n was the 

North Island, that over the previous six years the 

South Island h a d received £69 for eve ry new pupil, and 

£849 for every new school, while the North Island had 

received £8 and £662 respectively; but that despite 

this the North Island had built more schools. He 

pointed out with respect to the Hanganui Board that while 

the grant for schools in special settlements was in­

creased, the ordinary grant was lowered, so that overall 

the Board was no better off. The Board had asked for 

£17,000, and been given £4,ooo, Pirani argued that much 

more was needed if the back-country districts were to 

fulfill the requirements of the Education Act. 13 

From the turn of the century Seddon appears to have 

t aken a greater interest in education. He realised that 

some overhaul of the structure laid dmm by the 1877 Act 

had become necessary, and he preferred to take direct 

charge of the reforms. There being a limitation to the 
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workload of even Seddon the move did not improve 

the quality of d ay to day administration, and was an 

admission of dissatisfaction with his Minister. 

Pirani made pointed criticism of the Education 

Department for its back-tracking and evasion since 

W. C. 1Jalker took "nominal charg e. 11 Specifically he 

noted that £400 had been promised for a technical 

school in Palmerston North, if the Wanganui Education 

Board and local residents each provided £200, but 

when they did the Department delayed two years before 

coming up wi th only £200. Pirani also pointed out that 

the Wanganui Board had some time before included 

residences in the costs of sch ools for newly settled 

districts, while the Department had refused to regard 

this as requiring subsidy, but had then in recent 

discussions with Dr McArthur of the Auckland Board 

conceded just this principle . 14 In the following 

year Pirani made a long , bi tte r attack on the Minister , 

while the Evening Post r e ported t hat widespread dis­

satisfac tion wi th the administration of the Department 

had been rife for s ome time, which allowed the House, 

on the motion of Ell, to reduce the Department's vote 

by £1. 15 The Department's difficulties with the House 

at this time was in part due to its Minister sitting in 

the Legislative Council. Some members took this as 

a slight against the House of Representatives as a 

whole, others were piqued that they could not quiz the 

Minister directly. 16 

The continuous reports in local papers of Pirani's 

movements between Wellington and the Manawatu, and 

within the Manawatu, confirm that he conscientiously 

did all that was required of him as a board member. 

Visiting back-country schools was not easy in the 

Manawatu in the 1890's, even at the best of times. 

The files of the Feilding Star, and the available files 

of the Manawatu Evening St a ndard, until 1902, include 

only one letter critical of Pirani's performance on 
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the Educ a tion Boa r d . 17 This att a cked Pira ni for 

moving at an Educ a tion Boa rd mee ting the u s e of 

funds for the Pa lmerston North District Hi gh School 

that should have gone to back.block schools, and also 

for chang ing the regulations with re gard to the sixth 

form, so as to increase the District High School's 

roll. The writer contrasted this with Pirani's 

statements during the 1899 election which had been 

sympathetic of the problems of back-country schools. 

Inevitably Board s had to continually disappoint because 

they only had the resources to do a part of what people 

wanted, hence only one letter of criticism is 

remarkable. 

As a membe r of the Education Boar d Pirani was one of the 

Governors of Wa nganui Girls' Colle g e, and he wa s later 

to become cha irma n of the Board of Governors. This 

meant still more tra vel. 18 Typic a l ly whe n conne ct e d 

with an organ isat ion Pirani defe n ded its exist i ng r ight s, 

even if this a p p e ared to clash wi t h his norma l b e liefs . 

Wanga nui Colleg i a te School was e x clude d from the 1900 

Manual and Tech nical Instruction Act, and the 1903 

Secondary School Act, which allowed for the granting of 

free places. "Wang anui Girls' College did not open 

its doors to free p upils until forced to do so by the 

Education Act of 1914. 1119 To a person who could for 

decades serve on an Education Board, while believing in 

general that Boards should be abolished the exclusiveness 

of Wanganui Girls' College presented no problems. 

The impression given of Pirani's educational activities 

is that he lacked interest in the tertiary level, but 

this may be false. In the early 1890 1 s Pirarii took 

considerable interest in the campaign to establish a 

University Colle g e in Wellington. By the time one was 

established Pirani was fully occupied. 

The Senate of the University of New Zealand passed a 
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series of resolutions supporting the case for a 

University College in Wellington, in 1881 (twice), 
?O 

1883, 1888, 1889 and 1890.- In reply to a 

question in the House the government advised that 

it "could not see its way to establish at present 

a College in 1follington. 1121 

Stout introduced his Middle District of New Zealand 

University College Bill in 189l~. Some questioned 

the need and expense of the measure but in general 

it was passed with very little 22 comment. 

voted for the measure but did not speak. 

Pirani 

Getting 

the Bill passed was only Stout's first problem. He 

asked when the Middle District University Council 

would be appointed and Reeves replied when Cabinet 

found the time, which obliged Stout to repeat the 

question. 23 Though the Act made elaborate 

provision for a Council, through a combination of 

1 t · d · t t 24 . t t t . 1 th e ec ion an appoin· men , i was no un i · . e 

followin g year that Gazette notices appeared on the 

electoral procedure, and the first Council was 

formed. 25 As the Council was never given any 

funds to use its existence remained a shadowy one. 26 

The 1897 Cyclopedia noted Pirani as having been a 

member of the Middle District University Counci1. 27 

When Stout asked when endowments were to be made to 

the Council Reeves said this would be done when 

McKenzies found the time.
28 

Given McKenzies own 

antagonism to higher education this was not an 

encouraging reply. In response to further questions 

Pirani, Dr Newman and Stout received at best non­

committal answers. 29 Stout's motion that the 

Middle District University Council receive a cash 

grant was easily defeated.JO 

The following year Seddon altered his stance. He 

now felt that the colony "should insist on an 

opportunity being given to the sons and daughters 
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of poor people to obtain a university education. 1131 

The Victoria College Bill was passed with 

relatively little debate. ~~'hen the Legislative 

Council made amendments Seddon termed this a breach 

of privilege and threatened to drop the Bill. 

Pirani argued that Seddon had intended to use the 

original draft as a move towards a denominational 

system of education. 32 Pirani's fear appears to 

have been that open scholarships would be available 

to students from private schools, but in the late 

1890 1 s Pirani on a number of occasions accused 

Seddon of breaking the non-denominational principles 

of the 1877 Act, on the basis of very little 

evidence. Pirani felt strongly enough about the 

clauses to vote against them, 33 and thus 

threaten passage of the Bill as a whole. Clause 47 

of the Victoria College Act repealed the Middle 

District of New Zealand University College Act of 

1894, and all the elections and appointments made 

under it. 34 

The most that can be concluded is that Pirani's 

connection with the Middle District University 

Council shows that he had definite interest in 

tertiary education, but that as his time became 

occupied with his other responsibilities he ceased 

active interest without particular concern. 

Pirani's work on the Education Board existed at 

several levels, the important and the mundane, the 

financial and the non-financial. The Education 

Boards were a critical part of the administrative 

structure of New Zealand education, on both 

financial and adminis~rative matters, and in~ 

evitably the question of funds was vital, both with 

regard to the general level of capitation, and the 

detailed allocation of expenditure. Predictably 

there was continuous tension between the Boards and 
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~ ellington, the Boards were a very powerful group, 

the resources of the Department in ~elling ton were 

limited, but it was from Wellington that in the 

end power and finance came. The Boards were con-

tinually concerned with protecting their position 

from encroachment by the public serva nts in 

Wellington. In 1899 the primary function o f the 

Department was to distribute funds to the Boards, 

and to regulate the 1877 Act. 

The education boards, on their part, 
carefully scrutinized every action of 
the Department to prevent any en­
croachment on their privileges (and 
the political patronage that went with 
them) and their weighty representations 
in Parliament, which transcended party 
divi s ions, ensured vigorous defence of 
their interests. 11 35 

Pirani and Hogg were not e d as prominent Parlia­

mentary s pokesmen for the Boards. 

Pirani had complained to Reeves as far back as 

1895 that for funds supplied, and considering the 

number of new schools and pupils being catered for, 

Taranaki and Wanganui were amongst the worst off of 

any boards in the country, and '.1!ellington only 

fractionally better. 36 The three boards between 

them covered a considerable part of the North Island. 

The appointment of Hogben, however added a new 

tension, because his 'new-broom' ideas involved 

increased control from the centre, and hence 

threatened the power of the boards. Pirani argued that 

costs at the certtre were excessive because the Depart­

ment duplicated work which should be done by the 

Boards, and was being done by them. 37 The 

Manawatu Evening Standard showed what was probably 

an excessive sensitivity on the tone of correspondence. 

"No one would dream that such a thing as courtesy 

had found a place in the curriculum of the Department, 



186 

cool threats of what would be done to the Board in 

certain contingencies being mingled with sentences 

of cutting brevity." 38 

The system of capitation was a source of con-

siderable controversy. Pirani suggeste d that 

education boards capitation should be determined 

by the size of the roll, not the average 

attendance, so long as attendance is 80 percent. 

Not surprisingly he was supported by the Manawatu 

Evening Standard but Hall-Jones was somewhat 

doubtful. He said he would give the idea thought, 

but believed it would lessen encouragement to 

attend. 39 

Pirani objected to the way the government made 

protestations of encouragement to boards on the one 

hand, while the 1{anganui Board found one g rant 

reduced from £200 to £45, plus suffering the removal 

of fare-concessions for teachers.
40 

The attempt to 

maximise available funds involved the Board in 

lengthy disputes with the Department over minor 

points, as when the Department declined to pay the 
41 exchange on teachers' cheques. When Seddon took a 

real interest in education, and Hogben was appointed, 

a degree of confusion as new legislation faced 

criticism, was inevitable. Pirani said the govern-

ment should give an extra five shillings capitation, 

whether or not the Public School Teachers Salaries 

Bill, which set uniform salaries, was passed; · 

Seddon said the two were linked, and that the 

Government had never been committed to automatically 

giving the five shillings, nor did it intend to do 
42 

so. When new regulations were passed Pirani's 

attention to detail, and previous experience from 

the debates meant that he alone of the Wanganui 

Board understood what the government meant. Even 

as the Department clarified the Board's uncertainty 

it advised that further help would come :from 
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regulations yet to be issued. 43 

His position on the Board was something of a 

platform from which Pirani could both expound and 

encourage his educational ideas. Pirani supported 

giving leave to teachers to receive training for 

kindergarten teachin~~ It was on Pirani 1 s motion 

that the Board asked all the women teachers 

whether they could teach singing to infant 
· 45 

classes. When the government made available 

money to encourage the teaching of swimming Pi rani 

obtained the word of the Chairman that a portion of 

the grant given to the Board would be available to 

Palmerston North, so long as the necessary 

conditions were complied with.
46 

It is worth 

· remembering that Board members were elected by 

school committees, and Pirani had in part at least 

to put the needs of Palmerston North before the 

needs of the district as a whole. 

believer in the value of drill. 

Pirani was also a 

It was decided, on Mr Pirani 1 s motion, 
to apply for the services of a Govern­
ment drill instructor for teachers to 
give instruction at Hawera, Wanganui, 
and Palmerston, free passes being 
offered by the Government to teachers 
to attend such instruction.47 

A Mr L. G. West had requested that his daughter be 

allowed to by-pass the first year of a scholarship 

and take up the second. The chairman of the board 

opposed this, but Pirani moved successfully that 

it be allowed.
48 

Such actions on behalf of the 

individual was typical of Pirani. 

A somewhat shadowy group whose meetings Pirani 

attended regularly were the Wellingt on School 

Commissioners. They regularly disbursed quite large 

sums, as when they gave £1,200 to the Wanganui and 
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Wellington Education Boards for primary schools and 
L~9 

£150 for secondary schools, but as the reports 

of the meetings are terse, the exact function of 

the Commissioners remains unclear. 

The years 1900-1902 saw a series o:f Acts concerned 

with education. In the case o:f some measures Pirani 

had considerable agreement with at least the 

principle o:f the measure, but he was :frequently 

critical o:f the way a bill was handled. Partly 

this was his usual objection to the Seddon system, 

but it was also a mark o:f zealous regard :for the 

rights o:f education boards, and antagonism to the 

centralising tendencies of the Department o:f 

Education. 

The Public School Teachers' Salaries Bill, first 

introduc ed in October 1900 , proposed the principle o:f 

a national pay-scale, but left the details to the 

Department. 50 The Educat ion Boards were not prepared 

to give the Department ca~te blanche; Hogg was 

critical of the government's motives, especially those 

of Hogben. In debate the opposition was not very 

successful in forcing out details, bu t it was clear 

some had been leaked to Pirani. The Bill was 

severely treated in committee, and a compromise was 

proposed. This allowed :for an interim increase of 

5 shillings in the capitation to the boards, but only 

after the boards and the Department had agreed on how 

it would be distributed. The latter proved impossible. 

Pirani advised the Wanganui Board to accept the 

interim agreement, leaving its objections until later, 

to avoid the scheme simply lapsing, and this the 

Wanganui Board did. The Wellington Board, including 

Hogg, could not accept the Department's proposal, 

hence did not receive any additional assistance. 51 

In a move which was probably designed largely to 
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spike a major critic the government e stabli she d under 

Hogg a Roya l Commission to suggest some more 

permanent solution. Hogben's proposals had met 

criticism not only because of the manner of in­

troduction, but also because of the content. His 

staffing provisions were "too liberal even for the 

New Zealand Journal of Education, while the 

principle of equal pay was still more hotly 

attacked 11
•
52 

Here at least Pirani and Hogben were on common ground. 

In 1899 Pirani had asked if the capitation could be 

increased to allow equa l pay for women teachers. 

Pirani had pointed out that some areas could not get 

adequate teachers, yet women were doing the job 

equa lly as well as men, but not receiving the same 

financial encouragement. 53 Sedd on took charge of the 

salaries bill in 1901 to ensure its p a ssage. 

Opposition to the bill crossed party lines. About 

30 members who were particularly concerned 1.;i th the 

reduction in the powers of the Education Boards held 

a meeting, with Meredith in the chair. 

A committee consisting of Captain 
Russell, and Messrs T. MacKenzie, 
Pirani, Meredith, Buddo, and Hogg 
were appointed to draw ip reasons 
for opposing the Bill.5 

The committee suggested that the existing bill be 

dropped, that a tentative salary scale be sent to 

Education Boards and Teachers' Institutes for 

comment, and the -result referred to a select 

committee. 55 Clearly the concern here was more with 

the method of approval than with merits or otherwise 

of a particular scale. 

Any new measure such as the one on uniform salaries 

was likely to have its faults, and probably the 
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government's attitude could have been more 

accommodating, but the measure's critics appear to 

have opposed from fear of government power, rather 

than on the measure's own merits or disadvantages. 

The critics were not prepared to concede that 

centralisation and uniformity were being pressed with 

the best of intentions, and not by a Department pre-

occupied with self-aggrandisement. The ~[anawa tu 

Evening Standard had itself decried the lack of 

uniformity in text-books used, even within Education 

Boards, let alone on the national scale. Uniformity 

of p ayment to teachers was surely a more essential 

change. 

I\ / 

The melee of 1900 had some beneficial effects, the 

government realised the need to accommodate some of 

its critics, and as a result disag reement in 1901 was 

concerned far more with concrete details than with 

emotive and unproductive generalisations. The 

Manawatu Evening St a n dard conc e rned itself with. 

precise statement of the faults which it believed 

existed in the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission that better qualified teachers received 

no financial benefit, that only two teachers are 

allowed until attendance averages over 91, which 

could mean a roll of up to 1JO. The paper argued 

that the drop in the number of pupil-teachers would 

create openings in the short-term, but have the 

opposite effect for cadets in the long-term. 

Overall the increased ratio of permanent teachers 

was expected to result in greater stability, and was 

welcomect. 56 Likewise in the House Pirani's 

objections were exactly detailed, in contrast to the 

previous year. He was critical of the absence of 

equal pay for women, and regarded payment according 

to the rate of work as unfair. He doubted that the 

railway or post office workers would have accepted 

it. Payment on attendance figures alone he 

believed could be unfair, attendance could drop for 
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or school, such as a n ou t break o f me asles. 

191 

Pirani suggest e d a sys tem based h a lf on attendance, 

and half on the nominal roll. He believed Boards 

needed p owers to trans f er teache rs not suited to a 

post, but who could be very useful elsewhere, that 

there should be an allowance to cover relieving 

teachers, instruction of pupil teachers, and that 

the house allowance should be on the size of the 

school, not the teachers family. 57 These were all 

suggestions which, when present e d without rancour, 

could be considered by the government on their 

merits. Ev e n with two years' d ebate it was left to 

the Department to work out the details of the 

scales, and the Manm -1atu Evening Sta nda rd doubted 

that the De p artment had the expe ri e nce to h a ndle the 

job, unles s it s ought con s iderable h e lp f rom the 

educa tion boards , which i t h ad no t y e t done. Th e 

pape r d id admi t, h owever, tha t t he comp l exity of 

the mat t e r ma d e it virtua lly imp ossible to b e fa i r 

to eve ryone, espe cially as attendance f luctuated 

wildly. 58 This was an improvement on blaming 

everything on departmental arrogance and 

ineptitude. 

Despite the attention the bill had received, not all 

the results were satisfactory. The Feilding Star 

insisted that Lethbridge and Pirani do something to 

assist a local teacher whose sick: leave had been 

stopped to cover the costs of the relieving teacher. 

The Manawatu Evening Standard said that nothing 

could be done, and that Pirani had pointed out this 

possible eventuality when the bill was being passed, 

but had b e en ignored. A month later the govern-

ment announced temporary arrangements for p a yment of 

relieving teachers until Parliament approved permanent 

rules. 59 
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During a debate on a School Attend ance Bill in 

1894 Pirani had moved that School Commit t ees, not 

education boards, should be able to grant exemption 

from attendance, the boards being, he argued too 
60 

distant to know the facts. As with salaries, 

however, attendance regulations were not given 

detailed examination until years later. In 1900 

Pirani introduced his o wn bill. Though it did not 

receive government support, it apparently had some 

influence. In 1901 the g overnment introduced a 

measure which differed only slightly from Pirani's 

of the previous year. During recess Pirani had 

received comments from education boards and their 

officers, and as a consequence had mad2 several 

modifications to his draft, so he introduced his bill 

again, in the modified form. This became in 1901 

the School Attendance Bill No. 2. The ?\eiv Zealand 

Times summari sed the c han ge s Pirani had made from his 

bill of the previous y ear, and the l a w as i t would 

stand were Pirani' s Bill passed. 

The alterations to the existing legis­
lation briefly consist of including 
Maori and half-caste children attend ing 
public schools; the age of compulsory 
attendance is altered from thirteen to 
fi f teen, and an attendance is defined as 
at least t wo hours instruction. The 
grounds for exemption include residing 
more than four miles from a public school, 
or that a child cannot reach school by 
railway, that sickness, danger of in­
fection, temporary or permanent infirmity 
or other unavoidable cause; that the 
child is under efficient and regular in­
struction elsewhere; that the road 
between the child's residence and the 
school is not sufficiently passable; or 
that an inspector or head-teacher has 
certified that the child has passed the 
standard prescribed by regulations. Parents 
are required to send their children to 
school within one week of receiving notice 
to that effect, four attendances have to be 
made when the school is open six times, 
six attendances whe re the school is open 



eight times, and eight times Hhen the 
school is open ten times; the onus of 
proving that a child is not liable to 
attend school is placed on the parent 
or guardian; and provision is made for 
the payment of fines into the Board 
funct.61 
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The extension of the age limit to fifteen, the 

definition of attendance as two hours of instruction, 

the requirement for parents to act within seven days 

of receiving notice, and fines going to the 

Education Board were all modifications on Pirani's 

bill of 1900, but the change which concerned the 

government most was that Pirani's bill gave control 

to native committees, and took it away from the 

Department. Hall-Jones said this should be looked 
· 62 

at very carefully before being accepted. 

The government appears to have been somewhat uncertain 

how to proceed. The need for some measure was accepted. 

Their own bill was similar to Pirani's of the previous 

year, and Pirani's current bill was only a modification 

of this. Pirani 1 s measure obtained a second reading, 

and Pirani thanked the House for its kind treatment, 

even that of Fisher, a member with whom Pirani had 

had several very sharp cla shes. 63 It seems likely 

that this was followed by some behind the scenes 

negotiations and agreement. In committee Pirani 

moved a series of amendments to his own bill, in­

cluding the striking out of compulsory attendance at 

native schools, and the return to control by 

ministerial regulation. Later Pirani successfully 

moved a series of amendments to the government 

bill; 64 evidently with prior understanding. The 

only amendment Pirani moved which did not get passed 

would have allowed police of.ficers · to act as Truant 
6~ 

Inspectors. ::> The Act appears to have had an 

immediate effect according to the monthly report by 

the truancy officer for Palmerston North schools.
66 
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What seems particularly surprising is that at this 

stage in his parliamentary career, when Pirani had 

become a bitter critic of the Seddon government, he 

should meet this degree of cooperation, and that 

Pirani himself was able to put pe rsonalities aside. 

One reason is certainly Pirani's deep interest in 

education, which allowed him to approach the issue 

without a political axe to grind. For his more 

usual sarcasm and seeking after abuse of power 

Pirani could substitute his wealth of practical 

experience. Seddon had recognised the need for 

changes, and when Pirani showed willingness to 

eschew his usual flamboyance, S eddon ~as prepared to 

meet him half way. 

On several occasions Pirani pressed the need for 

assisting with the cost of teachers r esidences, as 

well as new schools . In 1898 Pirani asked if there 

was any objection to the 1.l'anganui Board spending part 

of the grant for new areas on residences as well as 

schools, because they were viewed as essential, 

whether t hey received a g rant for that specific 

purpose or not. 67 Evidently Pirani did not receive 

any satisfaction, as he raised the is s ue the following 
68 

year. In 1900 Pirani asked if the £5 ,000 surplus 

could be spent on teachers' reside nces in the back­

blocks, as the Boards were fully aware of the need, 

but the schools themselves were relatively ex~ensive 

to run, which meant that Boards could not meet the 

expense from their own budget. Hall-Jones, on behalf 

of the Minister, sympathised with the diff i culties 

Pirani had pointed out, and advised that the £5,000 

would be spent according to applications received. 69 

This issue suited Pirani ideally, combining his 

concern for education with his concern for the back­

block settler. 

The feeling of dissatisfaction which existed in 

ma ny of the education boards with many aspects vf 
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ference in 1902 when P irani represented t h e 

Vanganui Board. 70 Pirani moved that capitation 
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be increased by 3s Jd to cover administrative 

expe nses, but he was effectively diverting to 

incidental purposes the extra 2s 6d set apart for 

teachers by the 1901 Teachers Classification Act, 

and the ninepence allowed for school committees. A 

formal protest was made against the increased number 

of returns demanded by the Department. Increased 

funds were requested for building funds, for 

tra ining teachers, and for extending free secondary 

education. It Has proposed that all primary and 

secondary education should come under the Boards. 

The unanimity at the conference was impressive, and 

six out of ten delegates supported election to the 

Boards by a wider constitutency, so the represent­

atives were generally prepared to be influenced by 

those whom the ir decisions affected. One possible 

reason for the unanimity was that the Auckland 

Board, which had more faith in the government than 

the others, chose not to be represented, because it 

believed too short a time had elapsed to form a 

mature judgement upon the new financial and other 

arrangements. 71 

Pirani was a strong advocate of technical 

education, which in this period meant emphasis on 

specific manual and artistic skills, and learning 

by doing, rather than education in the usual 

academic subjects. The issue was the extent to 

which technical education should be a part of the 

syllabus, and how much help it should be given. 

Seddon introduced a series of bills in the late 

1890's, before an Act was passed. His early 

efforts came under strong criticism as attempts by 

stealth at denominational education, a viewpoint 

which Pirani agreed with. Seddon dropped his first 

bill in 1897 after it was strongly criticised by 
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to religious schools?
2 

Seddon's measure fared no 

better in 1898, and Seddon refused to grant one 

for subsidies, arguing that piecemeal legislation 

would cause confusion and be "ineffective 11
•
73 

As Pirani had on many occasions objected to piece­

meal legislation he could not directly object, but 

argued that Seddon had been insincere from the 

start, and that the legislation had been blocked 

because Seddon had linked it with the denominational 
. 74 issue. 

Pirani regarded the Manual and Technical Instruction 

Bill of 1900 as an improvement on those of previous 

years, but that did not stop the usual fierce 

debate. Pirani sug gested that assistance be 

limited to primary schools, as district high schools 

could not benefit. 75 Seddon delayed debate until 

the early hours, but was soon forced to accept the 

removal of two Church of England schools from those 

getting assistance. In the debate on the 

Industrial Schools Bill Seddon cajoled and stone­

walled until he thought he had a majority, but when 

J. A. Miller moved the halting of assistance to all 

private schools, not just those supported from 

outside the colony it was carried 28-27. 76 Seddon 

ascribed the striking out of the Wanganui Collegiate 

School in part to Pirani, but Pirani replied that 

if he had helped remove denominationalism from the 

technical education act he was proud. 77 

This deeply-held belief that Seddon was trying by 

back-door methods to dilute one of the chief 

principles of the 1877 bill affected the passag e of 

several acts in the late 1890's, and to a consider­

able extent shifted the focal point of the debates. 

In general debates such as the address in reply 

Pirani frequently spoke in favour of technical 
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more conc e rned with the supposed dire consequences 
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of extending the proposed benefits to private schools. 

There is no reason to suppose that Seddon was acting 

deviously, he simply saw no reason why the private 

schools should not benefit. One apparent con-

sequence of this emphasis in the debates on private 

schools was that the merits of technical education 

were lost on the public. The Manawatu Evening 

Standard lamented that many parents remained unaware 

of the courses offered in technical education in 

Palmerston North. 78 

Industrial schools, state and private, uere for boys 

who for various reasons were committed to the care of 

the schools. Their function was therefore both 

educational and social, and there were diverse 

suggestions on how they should be orga nised. In the 

House Pira ni pra is e d the 'cottage -home' system 

whereby each boy lived with a family in a separate 

dwelling as quite good, but regarded the 'scattered­

home' system, whereby small groups of children are 

supervised by a married couple, as best, doubting 

that any alternatives would be as effective or as 

cheap. 79 

Government policy on Industrial Schools became 

entangled with the Stoke School scandal, in which brutal 

treatment of children was proven. The school was 

private, but opposition members blamed government 

negligence for the events, and criticised Hogben and 

Seddon for trying to cover-up the affair. Pirani had 

become so important a figure on the issue that 

according to the New Zealand Times his absence from 

the House held up consideration of the Private 

Industrial Schools Regulation and Industrial Schools 

Amendment Bill.so 

Having a firm idea of the type of education that 
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would benefit children most, Pirani was not a 

believer in self-education. There was widespread 

support for drill in school. To a combined 

Palmerston North schools committee Pirani outlined 

ideas drawn from Victoria and the North CantGrbury 

Schools Association for organised drill and 

athletic activities. 81 Pirani supported the 

State School Children Compulsory Drill Bill. Ever 

mindful of the position of Education Boards Pirani 

had in committee a clause removed which allowed for 

the fining of Boards which did not comply with the 

Act. Pirani argued that if the Defence Department 

provided instructors for all boards, as it had done 

for the North Canterbury Board, there would be no 
82 problem. 

It was in the area of education that Pirani was 

to lead the nearest thing to a monument in Pa lmerston 

North, in the form of the District High School. Its 

be g inning c an be traced back to the late 1890's, but 

the school was not established until 190 2, and it 

required considerable nurturing at both the local 

and parliamentary level. Pirani was one of the four 

or five people vital to the school's foundation. 

Pirani first pressed for government assistance in 

1898, for a Palmerston North Technical School. He 

was told that assistance had been delayed because 

of the difficulties legislation on technical schools 

had met, and because of the lack of necessary returns 

from the Wanganui Board. 83 Pirani believed the 

· delay was because the government favoured town over 

country. Pirani believed the technical school 

would act as a focal point for the rural area 

around Palmerston North, and hence encourage skills 

which would otherwise be available only in the main 

centres. 

A subsidy was again requested in 1899 , when Pi rani 

pointed out that the W::.:tnganui Board sent a teacher 
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weekly to Palmerston North to conduct the classes. 

Seddon said that the government would not provide 

its £400 unless it was advised who had provided the 

£LWO lot;ally, even though Pirani said that the 

amount was made up of ma ny small contributions. 8 l~ 

In 1900 at a meeting of local school committee 

representative~5Pirani said that the Minister had 

offered £400, but this had been repudiated by 

Seddon, a statement which was probably less than 

fair to the Premier. Pirani said that he did not 

favour a high school in conjunction with a primary 

school, instead he proposed a combined technical 

and High School, which would not be attached to any 

one primary school. Pirani's ideas were adopted 

unanimously, and a deput a tion formed of local 

people, but no t including Pirani himself. Pi rani 

introduced the deputation to Seddon, who said that 

the Minister of Education would consider the 

1 d 1 · k 86 s dd d proposa an r ep yin a wee • e on express e 

a preference for secondary schools attached to 

primary schools on economy g rounds, but also said 

that other proposals were acceptable. To W. T. Wood 

he said that he believed legislation to assist 

technical schools would be passed that session, as it 

was. 

Nothing appears to have happened for the following 

six months, but from subsequent events it is likely 

that Pirani and others were reluctantly realising that 

government assistance was far more likely for a 

district high school, as opposed to a high school. At 

t . 87 
a mee ing of the combined schools committee 

Pirani explained the position as follows. A district 

high school was attached to a primary school, a high 

sehool was not. Pirani advised that both he and the 

Wanganui Board were against district high schools, 

but the Minister favoured them, and gave them special 
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financial assistance, and that advantag e should 

be taken of this as a district high school did not 

preclude the possibility of a high school at a 

later date. He explained that the Education Boa rd 

was proceeding with the building of the technical 

school from its own resources, and defended the 

technical school from criticism that its pupils 

would not be on a par with those learning on the 

job by full-time work. Others expressed similar 

sentiments to Pirani, but the impression is that 

Pirani was a dominant figure at the meeting. 

Shortly thereafter Seddon came to Palmerston North, 

ostensibly to attend the flag unfurling ceremony 

of Campbell Street School, which was a major public 

event, and saw quite a gathering of local notables. 

W. T. Wood was the school committ ee cha irman , and he 

introduc ed Seddon, who gave a speech emphasis ing the 

fla g as a n at ional symbol, sentiment s which even 

the Manawatu Evening Standa rd could not disagre e 

with. 8 8 At the ceremony itself Pirani kept well 

in the background. After the ceremony, however, 

Pirani, Wood, and others from the Wanganui Board 

discuss ed the high school with Seddon. The idea 

of attaching the high school to the technical 

school, which would be built anyway, was emphasised 

by Wood and Pirani. Pirani pointed out that with 

three loca l schools having a claim to the district 

high school, to choose would have the appearance of 

giving that school an advantage. Dr Smyth, the 

chief inspector for the Wanganui Board, added that 

a high school provided a good chance for experi-

mentation. Seddon replied that he supported them 

if they could devise a way of including fifth and 

sixth formers, but he was sceptical of high schools 

because they sometimes became schools of the 

wealthy. 
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Shortly afterwards an official deputation of 

Pirani, W. T. Wood, Larcomb, Perrin and Dr Symth 

saw Seddon, who promised to take to cabinet 

detailed proposals when they were receivect. 89 

At a combined school committee meeting the 

deputation made its report. To the meeting Dr 

Smyth emphasised a preference for the existing 

technical school being enlarg ed to a high school. 

He argued that high schools had a classical bias, 

which aimed at feeding the universities, where 

only a few of their pupils would actually go. The 

school he proposed would cater for the other 

90 percent, by replacing Latin with English 

Literature, and emphasising· commercial subjects such 

as arithmetic and shorthand. Syllabuses would be 

flexible, to suit local needs, rather than cut and 

dried. 90 General support was expressed for 

Smyth's ideas, and an executive was formed to look 

at the site question, and other matters; Wood was 

on this executive, but Pirani was not. At the 

next Borough Council meeting Pirani introduced a 

deputation from the combined schools commi t tee, 

which requested that the existing site for the 

technica l school be exchanged for a nine acre site 

in Featherston Street, to be used for a combined 

Technical and High S chool. Pirani spoke on the 

value of the proposal, and the need for urgency if 

the necessary local legislation was to be passed 

quickly. On the motion of Pirani and Wood the 

Council agreed not to oppose the legislation's 

passage. 91 

The technical school continued to expand, 

L. J. Wa tkins reported 46 students the previous 

quarter, and more in the current, 92 but the 

meetings of April and May were followed by months 

of apparent inactivity, though there was probably 

further private discussion on the extent to which 
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Palmerston North should hold out for a high 

school , and i f not ~hich school should g et the 

district hi gh s chool. 

In the end a further deput a tion went to see Seddon , 

with 1.{a lker, the Minister of Educ a tion, and Hogben, 

also present. P irani, Dr Smyth, and Lethbridge, 

who like Pirani was a member of the House and on 

the Wanganui Board, formed the deputation. 93 

Pirani said that since Seddon•s visi t to Palmerston 

North Dr Smyth h a d developed his ideas in g reater 

detail. Both he and Dr Smyth said that it had been 

impossible to reach a g reement on which of the three 

primary schools to attach the district high 

school, and Palmerston North would in a ny case 

benefit more from a techni c a l or commercial school 

of independent status . Seddon was told tha t the 

borough h a d grant ed nine acres, and tha t if the 

g overnment Gave the cost o f the building s less the 

£200 raised locally for a technical school this 

would be no more than would in any c as e be given 

to a district high school. Likewise wi th re gar d to 

running costs, if the government gave the normal 

district hi gh school grant, plus a £400 subsidy 

similar to that whi ch had been giv e n to the 

Blenheim high school, this plus fees ,,-ould cover 

normal expenses. Dr Smyth pointed out that 

Palmerston North was less well off with rega rd to 

secondary education t han some very much smaller 

towns, and with the local disagreements being what 

they were, his scheme had practical and 

educational advantages. 

Pirani then asked what the department's objections 

to Dr Smyth's scheme were. Hogben replied that 

he could see no reason why Dr Smyth's scheme could 

not work in a district high school attached to a 

primary school, and added that if Palmerston North 

received a special subsidy every other town would 



ask for it, and this would cost between £6,000 

and £10,00 0. He saw no reason why Palmerston 

North could not adopt the Department's scheme. 

Seddon then asked for a statement of costs for 

both schemes. Hogben asked if this was for the 

whole colony, Seddon said yes, but particularly 

for Palmerston North. 
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On this inconclusive note the meeting ended. Its 

chief value, to us and possibly to the participants, 

was its clarification of positions. The 

Palmerstonians were concerned principally in 

obtaining a school, which involved, as well as the 

possibility of educational advantages, the least 

ruffling of local feathers. Hogben represented 

the national administrator. His department has 

evolved a structure which it believed suited New 

Zealand's needs and could be readily assimilated 

by the existing system. Hogben had a natural and 

practical avers i on to changes in that structure, 

particularly changes which to him were being 

requested principally to avoid the pa.tty, parochial 

outlook of local school committees. It is clear 

that Hogben believed giving ground on Palmerston 

North could lead to a plethora of local schemes 

which would be expensive to run and impossible to 

coordinate. Pirani was concerned with the problems 

of Palmerston North, the need to find some scheme 

acceptable to all local interests; and the 

possibility for experiment provided by a school not 

directly linked with the administration, 

curriculum and methods of a primary school. Seddon 

retained a fluid position. Clearly he was concerned 

with the economic cost, and more aware even than 

Hogben that what he gave to Palmerston North he 

must be prepared to give to others, or accept the 

political price of not doing soo He was also aware 



204 

of how important to Pa lmerston North the school 

was. Not to provide a solution acceptable to 

that community was to present Pirani with a 

superb gift for the 1902 election. By bringing 

matters back to finance Seddon gave himself 

breathing space, and depending on what the costing 

information showed, could provide a basis for 

supporting or rejecting the proposed scheme. 

It was a compromise that eventuated. The 

Manawatu Evening Standard reported that the govern­

ment was unlikely to accept the proposals of the 

Wanganui Education Board, and that Pirani was to 

propose at a board meeting a scheme which linked a 

district high school with one of the primary 

schools, but made use of the Featherston Street 

site, and incorporated most of the ori g inal 

concept. 94 

A final agreement still required considerable 

pressure, both in Wellington and Wang anui. On the 

6th November Pirani emphasised to the Minister the 

need to reach a decision on the £1,000 for the 

Featherston Street site by that Friday, ,1hen the 

Education Board met. The Minister advised he would 

be writing to the Board that same day. 95 At the 

Board's special meeting Pirani was authorised to 

convene a meeting of Palmerston North school 

committees to discuss the new proposals. If that 

meeting approved them the list of thirty-three 

applicants for headmaster was to be sent to the 

College Street committee, with a recommendation in 

favour of one of the applicants. 96 

The meeting of school committees was held on 

12 November. 97 Pirani outlined the history of 

events, and that after discussions with Dr Smyth 

it had been decided to ask government to establish 

a district high school, and to build on the 



Featherston Street site, with a nominal con-

nection to College Street School. Pirani made it 

clear that he regarded this as a compromise, not 

the ideal. 

Personally, he was averse to the 
establishment of a district high 
school, if they could get a Commer­
cial College proper, but for the 
present he thought it advisable that 
they should take all they could get. 98 

Pirani added that the Department of Education had 

approved the scheme, but required exact plans 

before committing specific sums. College Street 

School had accepted the Education Board's 

recommendation of Mr Gray as headmaster. The 

intention was that eventually the new school 
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would take all local seventh standard pupils. This 

meant that College Stree t would b e come a district 

high school, ,vi th Comm e rcial ancl Technical Colle g es 

· attached but separate. This arrangement, as outlined 

by Pirani, was carried unanimously. Mr G. S. Bridge, 

the chairman of the 1'.'anganui Board, went to 

Wellington to acquaint the Minister and Secretary 

for Education with the latest plans, and Hogben 

agreed to visit Palmerston North within the fort­

night to get full details. 99 Hogben was met at 

the station by Pirani, and by the Rev. C. C. Harper, 

chairman of the College. The plans were explained 

in detail to him by Pirani, and he visited the 

three existing schools as well as the site of the 
100 . 

new one. The Presbyterian Church granted 

temporary use of the Sunday school room while the 
101 

permanent building was being erected. 

It was only by this step at a time procedure that 

the District High School became a reality. · Many 

administrative details remained settled, and 

avenues of financial support uncertain. At a meeting 



of the Wanganui Board it was passed after being 

moved by Pirani 

that during the existence of the 
District High School at Palmerston 
no pupils who have passed Standard 
VI be taught at Terrace End, 
Campbell Street and College Street 
(Palmerston North), and Longburn, 
Kairanga, Taonui, Kelvin Grove, 
Stoney Creek, Fitzherbert East and 
Tiritea Schools. 102 

At the request of the College Street School 

Committee it was agreed to form an advisory 

committee for College Street, of the chairman 

of each of the Palmerston North school 

committees, and Pirani. 

At a meeting of the Wellington School 
Commissioners yest e rday, at which i'!r 
Fred Pirani, M.H.R., presided, a 
lega l opinion was read to the effect 
that secondary school reserve revenue 
could be paid to district high schools, 
providing the money was used ex-

10 elusively for secondary education. J 
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This meant that so long as the Wanganui Board 

supplied vouchers which showed that the money 

was being spent on secondary education, the 

Palmerston North District High School would get 

£60 out of £350. Pirani also suggested that 

income from secondary school reserves that was 

not earmarked for a particular school should be 

used only for district high schools, contending 

that the urban schools would stiil flourish when 

deprived of the income, but that it could b~ the 

making of rural schools. 

In January Pirani was authorised by the Wanganui 

Education Board to make the necessary arrangements 

for the opening of the District High School in 
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St Andrews Hall, on a temporary basis. 
104 

Pirani's concern had been for the technical school 

rather than the District High School, and he con­

tinued to fight for every obtainable benefit in 

that direction. He formed part of a deputation to 

Seddon to try and obtain a grant towards a building 

for the technical school. Seddon and Ward were 

sympathetic, but the regulations created 

difficulties, 105 Hogben, a little later, advised 

Pirani that the Department had put a proposal to 

C b . t 106 a ine • 

The history of the technical school's establishment 

was to some degree separate to that of' the District 

High School, functionally the two were quite 

separate. In reality the same people were 

responsible for the founding of' both, and the two 

schools had facilities in common. The technical 

school had first been raised in the House by Pirani 

in August 18 99 . In 1902 a public meet ing was held 

in connection with the starting of continuation 

classes. 107 Pirani was the first speaker, and he 

said all credit for the classes should go to Mr 

Gray, of the Palmerston North District High School, 

and emphasised the many advantages that would accrue 

to young people who availed themselves of the 

opportunity the techni8al classes offered, he added 

that the successful art classes of Mr Watkins would 

be extended. Dr Smyth in his speech noted the 

success of similar classes in Dunedin, and also 

overseas, particularly in Germany. 

At first the technical school and the District High 

School were controlled by the one principal, but 

early in 1903 they kept separ~te minutes. When the 

District High School was formally established in 

1903, and a Board of Governors established, the 

Wanganui Education Board retained control of 
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technical education. 108 In May 1905 the District Hi gh 

School Board advised the Hanganui Education Board that it 

intended t o assume control of the technical classes 

at the year's end, and receiving no objection, did 

so in 1906. A year later the roll required a 

separate principal for the technical school, and 

in 1908 a new and separate main building was opened. 

Gray had originally applied for headmaster of the District 

High School in 1901, and when he first arrived in the 

North Island he proceeded to Wanganui to confer 

"th th u . Ed t· B d d "th p· · 109 wi e ,. anganui uca ion oar, an wi 1ran1. 

Gray wrote to Murray of the early days "we were all 

keen and enthusiastic and everything boded well. Of 

the men who were active with me at my right hand I 

remember Fred Pirani. 11110 Gray also sing led out 

three others for mention by name. Murra y himself 

believe d Pira ni was at l e ast as responsible for the 

school as any one othe r individual. Gra y had barely 

taken up his appointme nt when P irani persuaded him 

to succeed Dr J. Smyth as Chief Inspector of 

Schools for the Wanga nui district. 

Pirani prevailed on me to accept what he 
argued was a position with greater scope 
and one in which I could influence the 
education system, and particularly be of 
service to the teachers at a period of 
transition and change. This 'wider idea' 
decided me. 111 

At the opening ceremony on 4 March 1903 Mr Bridge, 

the chairman of the Wanganui Education Board 

indicated that the very existence of the school was 

due to the efforts of Pirani. 
112 

In his own 

speech Pirani said the school owed its existence to 

Dr Smyth as much as anyone. He admitted that he had 

underg one a week of internal doubts before deciding 

to take Gray from the school, for services of wider 

value to the Wanganui Education Board, adding that 

Gray's appointment to such an important post without 



inviting applications was probably without 

precedent. Pirani then used the opportunity to 

discuss future expectations, particularly with 

respect to technical education. 

The work already accomplished was only a 
beginning, for he desired to see a 
training college for teachers established 
at the school, the inauguration of ex­
tension lectures in connection with the 
Victoria College Council, and a very much 
wider technical school curriculum, 
embracing instruction in subjects likely 
to prove useful in agriculture, dairying 
and kindred subjects, as well as contin­
uation classes for those ·who could not 
attend school in the daytime. 113 

209 

Pi r ani r eturned to the topic when he attended the 

1905 break-up ceremony. 

In respect to t echni c a l educat ~ on ••• 
he l ooked upon it simply as the 
application of knowledge acquired in 
schoo l days. He did not think they 
had t aken more than the very first 
step forward in the direction of true 
technica l education. There were many 
vays in which this side of the subject 
might be developed. The end and aim 
of existence was not to make money, 
but school life should certainly fit 
the children to become be t ter men and 
women. 114 

It seems likely that Pirani's political activities 

pre-date his educational though he was chairman of 

the Terrace End School in 1892 115 and the latter 

may at first have been nothing more than a support 

for the former. It is probably not without 

significance that Pirani's successor as Palmerston 

North's representative in the House, w. T. Wood, 

first gained local prominence through his work in 

the field of education. In the case of Pirani, 

however, the tail did in the end wag the dog. 



Though he continued an interest in politics, and 

tried on three occasions to re-enter the House, 

it was his many years on the Wanganui Education 

Board, and the many duties associated with his 

position, that became his chief interest in later 

life. In 1902 he remaine d on the College Street 
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School Committee; and was frequently attending 

school functions, such as the annual picnic of the 

Stoney Creek School, the opening of the West End 

School, and the presentation to Miss Curtis for her 
1 1 6 long service to the Terrace End School. 

Pirani's move to Feilding subsequent to 1905 need 

not, and did not, affect his ability to serve the 

Manawatu in the education sphere. It did however 

shift his local focus of attention somewhat. Even 

so the re is no monument to Pirani in Fei lding such 

as is provided in Palmerston North by the District 

High School. It was not all that Pirani had 

wanted, but Pirani was a difficult man to please. It 

remains fitting that the one outstanding, lasting 

asset to Palmerston North that dates from Pirani's 

years in Parliament should be in t h e field of 

education. 
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Conclusions 

This thesis has been primarily concerned with out­

lining and explaining the political career of an 

individual. For reasons of time and space it has 

not proven possible to make a complete study of 

Pirani's political career. His service on the 

Palmerston North Borough Council, and some issues 

in which Pirani was deeply interested e.g. local 

goverrunent reform, and individual rights (particu­

larly equality for women),have been mentioned only 

in passing. While chapters on these topics would 

have improved our understanding of Pirani, and 

made the study much nearer a definitive one , it is 

most unlikely they would have altered the con­

clusions. 

As the first stud y of a back-bencher of the 1890's 

it was suggested in the introduction that fresh 

light might be shed on the politics of the period. 

The result, in my opinion, has justified the 

expectation. Pirani 1 s career has shown the 

importance of the changes in the parliamentary 

Liberal party in the 1890's, particularly with 

regard to organisation. His career also suggests 

that the electorate may well have been considerably 

more complex than the series of sweeping liberal 

victories suggests. 

The complete absence of any studies o~ local 

Manawatu politics was noted in the introduction. 

Some consideration of the economic and social 

e nvi ronment of the Manawatu, of the needs and 

expectations of the electorate, has been essential 

to an understanding of Pirani 's career. It is hoped 

that this thesis .will encourage other researchers to 
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look in greater detail at this topic. Paradoxically, 

by concentrating on the career of an individual the 

importance of local factors to parliamentary politics 

has been made abundantly clear. There c an be no 

definitive answer to the question of the correct 

balance between local and national factors in a study 

such as this, and the division is to some extent an 

artificial one. If anything the attempt to avoid what 

has probably been an excessive pre-occupation with 

local factors in some previous theses has resulted in 

an insufficient study of local factors as 

illuminants of local history in the present work. 

However it is suggested that the result has shown the 

truth of the proposition suggested in the introduction, 

that local politics should be taken in conjunction 

with parliamentary politics, by an approach designed to 

explain the link between the two, if correct con­

clusions are to be dra,m about the significance of 

events at both levels. While the biog raphical need 

not be the only way to achieve this it is suggested 

that this thesis has sho,m that it is a possible way. 

The primary concern of this thesis has been to study 

in detail Pirani's political career so as to explain 

how it was possible for Pirani to enter the House as 

a liberal in 1894, be voting with the conservatives 

in 1902, yet be able to regard himself as a 'true 

liberal', and give plausibility to this description 

by pointing out that on no major issue had his views 

altered in the years since he had entered the House. 

That Pirani's views had actually altered on the land 

issue is hardly alone sufficient to discredit 

Pirani's view of himself. As has been shown the 

explanation involves several strands. 

There was the circumstances surrounding Pirani's 

entry into politics. Whil.e it has not been possible 



to prove a personal relationship with Ballance, 

Pirani's admiration for the liberal leader is 

certain. Also there is the influence on Pirani 
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of the somewhat radical political ideas of the 

Knights . of Labour. While Pirani's concern with 

labour le g islation weakened he continued unstinted 

support for the rights of indi victuals, such as 

orphans 1 Maoris and women. Tn addition 

Pirani almost invariably supported the "democratic" 

method of administration. He had faith in the 

judgement of people, and always supported the 

elective principle, whether it be the executive, an 

education board or a land board. This would be 

clearer had it proved possible to include a chapter 

on human ri ghts and Pirani's attitude to the 

political and administrative system. Pirani believed 

that while Ballance had been leader the Liberal party 

had always been true to t hese principles because 

Ballance himself had believed in them. Essent ially 

this was for Pirani the reality of the Ballance-myth, 

and the main area where ~ddon had betrayed the 

Ballance inheritance. Financial policy, thoug h 

important, was secondary in comparison. Where Pirani 

believed Seddon's betrayal of Ballance was complete 

was in the organisation of the parliamentary 

political party. As has been explained, with respect 

to the power and unity of cabinet, of caucus, the use 

of the 'pledge' at elections etc., what Pirani regarded 

as Seddort's new and immoral 'autocracy' was but the 

growth pains of the new party system. Much of the rest 

of Seddon's system, such as the use of patronage, was 

a continuation of previous practices, and they dis­

appeared as the new party system of government 

matured. 

Pirani believed that while the political cement of 

patronage and public works bribery should be dispensed 
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with there was no requ irement to re p lace it with 

a new c ement. While one is forced t o admit t h at 

Seddon was at times brutal in his handling of 

people, and rather too prone to lying his way out 

of difficulties it is equally clear that Pirani's 

admirable ideals were also hopelessly unrealistic, 

and that much of the Seddon system was essential 

if the Lib e ral party was to enact its prog ramme. 

A further strand in explaining Pirani 1 s career was 

his personality. -While he was quick to point out 

the errors of others, and was a biting deba ter, he 

was at times t~in-skinned. This resulted in many 

of his speeches b e coming more concerned with 

personalities than issues. In this he reflected 

his profession a nd his constitue ncy. Small-town 

journalism in New Zealand was not a ble for a style 

tha t could be do wnri ght vicious , and rarely was it 

ele va t ing . When P irani c a rrie d t hat style o f 

journalism irito the d e bates in t h e House h e r apidly 

accumula ted enemies. Th e t wo ind ivid u a ls with 

whom Pirani clashe d most were Seddon and Mc Kenzie. 

In both cases, particularly the latter, the 

differences were in part a matter o f personalities. 

Consid eration mus t also be given to Pirani's personal 

values. They were what one mi ght expect in the 

representative of a small-to,m, which was barely 

thirty years old when Pirani's term ended. There is 

emphasis on hard-work and honesty, but it is combined 

with a certain intellectual narrowness. Sincerity 

and logic have this in common; 

anything to do with the truth. 

neither need have 

To r e alise this, to 

try and a p preciate and imde rstand the other view, was 

never part of Pirani's philosophy. It is impossible 

to say to what extent Pira ni's sense of moral purity 
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reflected th~ town he represented, and almost 

certainly it was largely a question of genuinely 

held personal values, but they were also the 

values of many in Palmerston North, who probably 

believed that such values were essential if the 

town was to shed many of the features of its 

frontier years. Add this sense of self-righteousness 

to Pirani's abrasive style and it is not surprising 

that despite his good points Pirani was never a leader 

of even a small group in the House. 

In Pirani's mitigation it should be pointed out that 

some of Pirani's policy criticisms of the government 

were valid. In 1890 the Liberals, with respect to 

the land issue had been concerned primarily with the 

big estates. In the Manawatu there were no big 

estates to break up. The settlers in the :-ranawatu 

had a different set of problems, and Pirani, with a 

certain amount of justification, believe d that neither 

Seddon or McKenzie had much understanding of the needs 

of North Island bush settlers. 

The flaw in Pirani which caused him to follow an 

essentially dead-end path was his intellectual 

narrowness. It is not finally a question of whether 

or not there was much in Seddon's methods which 

could be criticised, and which were even dangerous to 

New Zealand democracy, though certainly this was true. 

The critical point about Pirani was that he offered no 
real alternative. His idealism mixed with his 

obstinacy led Pirani to avoid not only party politics, 

but even faction politics. After 1899 Pirani refused 

the possibility of leadership of the newly-elected 

radicals and denied even the existence of parties. 

His personal honesty and hard-work won him the 

admiration of his electorate, but Pirani had no 



political vision, pro~ramme, or method that could 

be of practical v a lue to the country a s a whole. 

He entered the House at a particular point ~n time 

and thus combined with his personality and values 

a particular pro g ramme and method of parliamentary 

politics. What Pirani completely failed to 

appreciate was the place of all this in the broad 

sweep of New Zealand politics. 

This was unfortunate because Pirani had much to 
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offer. He had a tremendous capacity for hard-work, 

and on several issues a preparedness to study the 

problem and related legislation in detail. His 

honesty, allied with other aspects of his personality, 

was almost a liability, but this need . not have been 

so. Because Pirani could see the small things more 

easily tha n the large, he drifted into the con­

servative camp without ever realising the full 

implic a tions of wha t h e had done. In the same way 

Pirani was prepared to deal with the short-term as it 

was, so as to be useful in the im:nediate situation. 

Hence he a ~cepted nomination for the Land Board, even 

when he believed it should be elected, and hence also 

he served for over twenty years on an education board 

he believed should be abolished. ~lliat he failed to 

appreciate was that the short-term could become an 

end in itself'. For Pirani criticism of the government 

and opposition to the Seddon system became ends in 

themselves, and Pirani joined with whoever agreed with 

him. Incongruously this led him to join ranks with 

the conservatives, with whom he remained in funda­

mental disagreement, and whom he would surely have 

pilloried had they been the government. All this, 

however, was lost on Pirani while he focused on 

Seddon as the enemy. 

The question clearly arise s wha.t value has this study 

of' Pirani been in a general way, if it is accepted 

that Pirani's own career was quite exceptional, and 
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due largely to unique features . It r emains true 

that on many i s sues a detailed study such as t h is 

tells us something about t ha t issue's pl a ce in 

the politics of the period. Pirani 's political 

career may have been unique, but Palmerston North 

was not, and it must be remembered that Palmerston 

North certainly approved of Pirani, hence his 

suc cess also tells us a great deal about the to-wn. 

Pirani's success could not have withstood the 

pressures it did unless Palmerston North h ad not 

believed in the values and policies that Firani 

put forward. 
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Appendix 1 

1 : Native Land Blocks 

NATIVE LAND BLOCKS 
WANGANUI BLOCK 

RANGITIKE.l BLOCK 
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® AWAHOU BLOCK 
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SCALt. Of MILES 
IO 0 IO io so ,--,,....., . I I ; 

Saunders and Anderson p J , . . 
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Source : 

Appendix 1 

Figure 2 The Manawatu 
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Saunders and Anderson. Un­
numbered pages at the front. 
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Appendix 1 

The Growth of Railways in the Manawatu 
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Source Warr and Saunders, 1964 p. 187. 
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Appendix 1 

Figure 4 Palme rston North Population Totals 

DATE 

18 72 

1874 

1877* 

1878 

188 1 

1886 

1887 

1888 

1889 

1890 

1891 

1892 

1893 

189l~ 

1895 

189 6 

1897 

1898 

1899 

1 900 

1901 

1902 

1903 

1904 

1905 

1906 

1907 

1908 

1909 

1910 

SOURCE ClTY 

Hadfield " P recious Years" (1962). 61 families 

Census : Oliver Unpub M.A. Thesis. 193 persons 

Buick "Old Manawatu 11
• 800 

Manawatu S tandard 2. 1963. 880 

Hadfield "Precious Years" (1962). 1,J64 (1,366) 

28th March Census. 2,606 

Manawatu Standard 2. 1963. 

Gavey J.E. P.N.C.C. 

" " " 
" II " 

5th April Census. 

Gavey J. E . P . N.C. C . 

" !I " 

II !I II 

!I !I !I 

12th April Census. 

Gav ey J.E. P .N. c .c. 

1st Apri l est. N. Z . Year Book 
(1 898 ) 

Gavey J.E. P . N .C.C. 

31st March Census. 

Gavey J.E. P .N.c.c. 
!I " II 

II II " 
" II II 

29th April Census. 

Ga vey J. E . P.N.C.C. 

January est. N.Z. Year Book. 

December est. 11 II II 

2,610 

J,000 

3,500 

4,000 

l~, JOJ 

5,000 

5 ,793 

5 , 730 

6,543 ( ?) 

5,910 

6,000 

6 ,200 

6,260 

6 ,53L~ (6,450 ) 

7,154 

7, 828 

8 , 975 

9,795 

10 ,239 

10,243 

11,650 

12,000 

*Palmerston North declared a borough. 
N.B. Early records excluded Maori s (until 1920 ). 

Source : Population of Palmerston North 1872-200 0 
Palmerston North City Corporation Town Planning De­
partment , Research Section Report No. 5, Jan. 1969. p.2. 
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Preamble and Declaration of Principles of the 
Knights of Labour 
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The alarming development and aggressiveness of the 

power of great capitalists and corporations under 

the present industrial system will inevitably lead 

to the pauperization and hopeless degradation of 

the toiling masses. It is imperative, if we desire 

to enjoy the full blessings of life, that unjust 

accumulation and the power for evil of a ggravated 

wealth sha ll be prevented . This much desired 

obje~t can b e a c complished only by the united 

efforts o f t h ose who obey the divine injunction 

"In the sweat of t h ey brow shalt thou eat bread ." 

The refore , we have form ed the orde r of the Kni ghts 

o f Labour for the purpose of organising, educating, 

and directing the power of the i ndust rial masses . 

It is not a political p a rty - it is more - for in it 

are crystallised sentiments and measures for the 

benefit o f the whole people; but it should be borne 

in mind, when exercising the rights of suffrage, that 

most of the objects herein set forth can only be 

obtained throug h le e;islation; and that it is the 

duty - re g ardless of Party - of all to assist in 

nominating and supporting with their votes such 

candidates as will support these measures. Under no 

circumstances shall any member be compelled to vote 

with the majority. 

Calling upon all who beli e ve in securing "the greatest 

good for the greatest number" to j oin and assist us, 

we declare to the world that our aims are 
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1. To make industrial and moral worth 

- not wealth - the true standard of 

individual greatness. 

2. To secure to the workers the full 

enjoyment of the wealth they create; 

sufficient leisure in which to develop 

their intellectual, moral, and social 

faculties; all of the benefits, re­

creations, and pleasures of 

association; in a word, to enable them 

to share in the gains and honours of 

advancing civilisation, and securing a 

universal half-holiday. 

In order to secure these r esults, we 

demand at the hands of Parliament 
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J. The land - including all the natural sources 

of wealth - is the heritage of all the people, 

and should not be subject to speculative 

traffic. Occupancy and use should be the only 

title to the possession of land. The taxes on 

land should be levied upon its full value for 

use - exclusive of improvements~ and should be 

sufficient to take for the community all un­

earned increment. 

4. The abrogation of all laws that do not bear 

equally upon capitalists and labourers; and 

the removal of unjust technicalities, delays, 

and discriminations in the administration of 

justice. 

5. The enactment of laws to compel corporations 

to pay the employees weekly, in lawful ~oney, 
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for the labour of the preceding week. 

6. The abolition of the contract system on 

Colonial and Municipal works. 

7. The prohibition, by law, of employment of 

children under 15 years of age. 

8 . To prohibit the hiring-out of convict 

labour. 

9 . The establishment of a national monetary 

system, in whi ch a circulating medium in 

nec e s s ary quantity shall issue directly to 
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the people, ,vi thout the intervention of b anks ; 

that all the national issue s h a ll b e full 

le gal t e nder in payment o f all debts, public 

and priva te ; and that the Government shall 

not guarantee or recognise any private b anks, 

or create any banking corp ora tions. 

10. That interest bearing bonds, bills of credit, 

or notes shall never be issued by the Govern­

ment; but tha t when need arises, the 

emerg ency shall be met by issue of legal 

tender, non-interest-bearing money. 

11. That the importation of foreign labour under 

the contract be prohibited. 

12. That the Government shall retain possession 

of all telegraphs, telephones, and railroads; 

and that hereafter no charter or licence be 

issued to any corporation for construction or 

operation of any means of transporting 

intelligence, passengers or frei ght. 
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13. And, while making the foregoing demands 

upon the Government, we will endeavour 

to associate our own labours. That a 

uniform set of school books for the whole 

Colony be furnished at the expense of the 

State. 

14. The system of Party Government be abolished, 

and an Executive, elected by the House of 

Representatives, be substituted. 

15. That the Government bring into force a system 

of State Fire Insurance. 

16. That National, District, and i\ lunicipal 

Courts of Arbitration be set up for the 

administration of civil, criminal, and 

national disputes as they may arise. 

17. The acquisition and working by the State of 

all coal mines. 

18. The establishment by the State of a Coastal 

Marine Service. 

19. A system of Old Age Pensions for all persons 

over the age of 65 years who have been in the 

Colony for 25 years, be instituted. 
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20. The extension of the Municipal Franchise to 

all householders of over 12 months' residence. 

21. The Abolition of Customs Duties on all the 

Necessaries of Life. 

22. That the Poll Tax on Chinese be increased to 

£100, and Asiatic Hawkers' Licences be abolished. 



Appendix 2 continued 

23. To establish co-operative institutions, such 

as will tend to supersede the wage system, by 

the introduction of a co-operative industrial 

system. 

24. To secure for both sexes equal pay for equal 

work. 

25. To gain some of the benefits of labour-saving 

machinery by a gradual reduction of the hours 

of labour. 

26. To persuade employers to agree to arbitrate 

all differences which may arise between them 

and their employees, in order that the bonds 

of sympathy between them may be strengthened, 

and that strikes be rendered unnecessary. 

Source Salmond, the History of the New Zealand 

Labour Movement pp. 498-501. 
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Appendix l 

1893 Election Result, Palmerston North 

Polling Places Lear:r Pirani Snelson 

Palmerston 186 1096 895 

Longburn 23 75 28 

Oroua Bridge 1 23 7 
Linton 4 26 27 

Fitzherbert West 2 6 15 

Tokomaru 2 1 1 3 
Fitzherbert East 0 15 28 

Kairanga 1 5 1 1 35 
Taonui 18 23 55 
Awahiri 21 9 63 

Bunnythorpe 20 70 68 

Colyton 19 66 65 

Upper Taonui 3 1 9 2J 

Harbour Board Block 1 1 6 15 
Pohangina 1 1 29 18 

Apiti 10 37 15 

Bell's Woolshed 1 5 6 

Coal Creek 1 16 1 

Pohangina River 0 6 3 
Foxton SF Block 4 23 23 

Ashhurst 31 11 5 86 

Stoney Creek 7 40 35 
Hiwinui 2 1 1 9 
Jackytown 8 6 18 

390 1754 1541 

Majority 213 

Source 1893 Feilding Star 
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Appendix 3 

1896 Election Result, Palmerston North 

Polling Places Buick Pirani 

Court House 393 361 

Fire Brigade Station 296 268 

Campbell St 150 164 

College St 82 121 

Terrace End 1 51 90 

Long burn 55 62 

Oroua Bridge 20 8 

Linton 42 22 

Tiritea 1 1 7 

Fitzherbert East 27 26 

Kairangi 41 39 

Taonui L~8 46 

Awahiri 18 12 

Bunnythorpe 74 85 

Uppe r Taonui 10 5 

Ashhurst 70 138 

S toney Creek 38 l~ 3 

Hi winui 3 28 

Jackytown 36 32 

Kelvin Grove 14 26 

1553 1603 

Majority 50. 

Source Seddon Papers J/12 p. 23. 
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App e ndix l 

1899 Election Result, Palmerston ~orth 

Polling Places 

The Courthouse 

Fire Brigade Station 

Terrace End 

Campbell S treet 

College Street 

Longburn 

Oroua Bridge 

Linton 

Tiritea 

Fitzhe rbert East 

Kairanga 

Taonui 

Te Awahuri 

Bunnythorpe 

Upper Taonui 

Ashhurst 

Stoney Creek 

Hiwinui 

Jackeytown 

Kelvin Grove 

Spur Road 

Midland Road 

Buick 

217 

92 

38 

35 

47 

9 

9 

28 

6 

8 

2 2 

14 

7 

21 

8 

38 

17 

1 

10 

9 

1 

0 

638 

Pirani 

519 
294 

18 1 

110 

116 

68 

12 

44 

23 
46 

52 

87 

1 5 

94 

6 

138 

4J 

41 

25 

44 

8 

14 

1980 

Source : HES , 26 Nov. 1902 p. 2. 

'.-: ood 

444 

236 

128 

85 

58 

86 

20 

45 

4 

1 1 

1 8 

JO 
26 

9l~ 

1 1 

99 
24 

2 

17 

10 

14 

__J_ 

1465 

:;-Iajority 525 
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1902 Election Result Hutt 

Polling Places Wilford Pirani Collier 

Petone 9J5 682 33 
Kaiwarra 172 103 12 

Wades town 110 1 11 6 

Khandallah 50 94 3 
Ngahauranga 54 26 8 

Belmont 20 26 13 

Lo,_.,rer Hutt 404 244 0 

Muritai 35 20 1 

Wainui-o-mata 26 15 14 

Taita 4 9 113 0 

Silverstream 72 34 5 
Upper Hutt 1J9 1 81 0 

Kai toke 29 15 J 

Akatarawa 20 __ 9 0 

2115 1673 90 

Source : EP, 26 November 1902 p. 4. 
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1902 Election Result Palmerston North 

Polling Places Wood (L) Hodder (Opp• ) Manson (I-L) 

Courthouse 726 464 119 

Campbell St. 102 123 22 

Terrace End 215 147 38 

College St 62 119 16 

Fire Brigade 507 382 150 

Longburn 100 61 10 

Oroua Bridge 38 1 6 4 

Linton 52 59 8 

Tiritea 1.4 32 3 
Fitzherbert East 23 45 3 

Taonui R.L. 49 46 39 

Awahuri 41 21 1 1 

Bunnythorpe 83 90 29 
Upper Taonui 18 20 4 

Bogan's 7 10 4 

Stoney Creek 36 43 9 

Hiwinui 17 25 1 

Jackytown 25 37 5 
Kelvin Grove 24 22 18 

Conway's 4 6 1 

Lower Aorangi 6 1 1 8 

Trass (Ashhurst) 56 58 2 

Kairanga 21 _..2§. _J_ 

2226 1893 511 
-·- . 

Source : MES, 26 Nov. 1902 p. 2. 
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1905 Election Result Palmerston North 

Polling Places 

Zealandia Hall 

Campbell Street 

College Street 

Terrace End 

Longburn 

0roua Bridge 

Linton 

Tiritea 

Fitzherbert East 

Kairanga 

Taonui 

Awahuri 

Bunnythorpe 

Upper Taonui 

Bogan's 

Stoney Creek 

Hiwinui 

Jackytown 

Kelvin Grove 

Conway' s Spur Road 

Tattersall's 

Trass (Ashhurst) 

Linton 

Ridge Road 

McGregor's 

Aorangi 

Wood 

1616 

379 

245 

370 

163 

46 

69 

15 

41 

44 

61 

43 

124 

18 

9 

69 

16 

40 

38 

7 
21 

57 
14 

10 

19 

---1.7. 
3551 

Source : MES, 7 Dec. 1905 p. 6. 

Pirani 

1187 

345 
252 

296 

100 

14 

71 

38 

49 

64 

81 

JS 
138 

9 

20 

54 
23 

45 
40 

8 

28 

91 

0 

0 

10 

2·2 

3037 

Majority 514 
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