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PR~FAC!i: 

The focus of this study is the National Party, in action, 

in two electorates: Ashburton (1964-67) and South Canterbury 

(1968-71). Within this context the emphasis is on the party's 

electorate organisation, and on the events and activities which 

have been relevant to, and which have operated as a backdrop 

for, the activities of the party. 

Although much of the area covered by the Ashbu.rton li:lecto

rate in the 1964-67 period was included in the South Canterbury 

Electorate following the 1967 revision of electoral boundaries, 

the boundaries of the two electorates were not identical; nor 

did they in either case conform to regional boundaries. It 

is for this reason that the term Southern Canterbury has been 

adopted as a general term for the total area covered by these 

electorates. 

Southern Canterbury is an area where farming is the 

dominant industry, and where the towns and townships, with the 

exception of the hydro towns, exist mainly as service areas for 

the rural community. It is an area that has consistently. 

returned National Party Members of Parliament. In the period 

under study it has exhibited many of the problems faced by 

other rural areas in recent years: problems created by 

climatic variations, problems associated with falling farm 

product prices and increasing farm costs, and the problems 

associated with a declining rural population. It has also 

shown, in the 1966 and 1969 elections, a marked reluctance to 

support the National Party with the same degree of enthusiasm 

as of earlier years. 



In covering the years 1964-71 this study has as its 

beginning the Ashburton Electorate in a period when the 

(i V) 

National Party appeared to be completely dominant, and as its 

ending a South Canterbury Electorate that the National Party 

may be able to win in 1972 only because the provisional 

boundary changes (as announced on 6 December 1971) have proved 

more favourable than National Party officials had expected. 

Yet the boundaries of the Ashburton Electorate in 1963 (when 

the sitting National Party Member of Parliament had a majority 

of 3419) were not very different from the provisional boundaries 

as announced for the South Canter.bury Electorate for 1972 (the 

only significant difference being the exclusion of the 

traditionally Labour voting Hampstead and Netherby areas·of 

Ashburton Borough in favour of the likely Labour voting hydro 

town of Twizel). In between these two dates the National Party 

has been presented with many problems in the area, They have 

included, in summary, the retirement of a sitting Member of 

Parliament, two selections, an election fought on local issues, 

boundary changes, and a growing mood of dissatisfaction with 

both the National Party and. with the new JV1ember of Parliament, 

particularly on the part of farmers; with resultant problems 

of finance and membership. These problems and difficulties 

have proved a very good test of the effectiveness of the National 

Party's electorate organisation and activities in the area, 

"The whole purpose of Party organisation" according to the 

National Party Handbook "is to elect a majority of National 

Party candidates every three years" •1 In 1966 and 1969 this 

area played its part in assisting the National Party to win the 

1The National Party Handbook (4th edition, 1969), p. 31, 



desired majority by electing the National Party candidate. 

Whether it will do so again in 1972 must remain an open 

question. 

* * * 

(v) 

There are many reasons why this topic has been chosen for 

a thesis. Most of my childhood and subsequent years have been 

spent on the family farm which is within the area under study; 

for many years my father was involved, as a branch chairman, 

in the National Party electorate organisation; and a neigh

bouring farmer, A,J. Srhoy, was the Labour Party candidate in 

the Ashburton Electorate in 1966 and in a much-altered 

Ashburton Electorate in 1969, and could well be the candidate 

in South Canterbury in 1972. But these were not the major 

reasons. The original suggestion that the activities of the 

National Party within the area be the focus of this study was 

.Professor W, K, Jackson's rather than mine, and the reasons for 

this choice are related to the rather unusual combination of 

problems which the party has been forced to handle in this 

particular area in a short space of time, However, an 

intimate knowledge of the area, and personal contact with many 

of the actors, as well as an involvement in some of the 

situations discussed, has been invaluable in the collection of 

material, Indeed, had I been without personal knowledge of 

the earlier period in the Ashburton Electorate certain 

difficulties may have arisen because of the deaths, prior to 

the commencement of this study, of some of the principal actors 

of that period, Among these earlier contacts the most 

important would be my friendship with E, (Ted) O'F'ee, for a 
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time Organiser of the Ashburton Electorate and subsequently 

Chief Organiser for the party's Canterbury/Westland Division, 

and a considerable amount of background information on the 

1964-67 period came originally from conversations with him. 

Because, however, my memory and impartiality could be. 

questioned if such subjective data was relied upon, information 

gained prior to the commencement of this study has only been 

utilised if it has proved possible to verify it by other means, 

Apart, then, from the method of participant observation, two 

other forms of data collection have been employed, 

Firstly, there has been the utilisation of such written 

material as has been available. This has included the 

minutes, records and files of the National Party organisation in 

the Ashburton and South Canterbury Electorates; local 

newspapers, particularly the Ashburton Guardian and Timaru 

Herald but also the Christchurch Star and The Press (Christ

church); and material from other relevant local organisations, 

Secondly, a number of detailed interviews and many 

informal conversations have been held with present and past 

members of the party's electorate organisation, and with people 

who have been involved in other organisations whose activities 

have proved relevant to this study. 

* * * 

I am indebted to many people for the co-operation, assis

tance, and advice I have received during the preparation of 

this thesis, Professor W,K. Jackson, who has shown so much 

interest in this study, and Dr. R.R. Macintyre, whose work-in

progress seminars proved so useful, have both given much 
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helpful advice and directi.on. The co-operation I have 

received from National Party officials has been invaluable, 

and I would like to thank in particular the Secretaries of the 

two electorates, J.E. Ross and Miss J. Hayter, for the material 

they have made available to me, and the Chairman of the South 

Canterbury Electorate Committee, J, Elworthy, for his continuing 

interest and assistance. As the area's Member of Parliament 

since 1966, and as the Ashburton Electorate Committee Chairman 

before then, R,L,G. Talbot is a key figure in this study and 

his full co-operation has been very much appreciated. 

There are many others who have assisted me in a variety of 

ways, and to whom I should like to express my thanks. These 

include: D.M. Bruce, A.J. Cameron, J.R. Cocks, J.W. Davidson, 

D.C.I. Edgar, Mrs J,H, Elworthy, R.L. Engelbrecht, D.J. Hulston, 

J,G. Humm, G. Johnston, Hon. A.E. Kinsella, G.J. Knight, 

A.G. Lloyd, D.G. McFarlane 1 D.K. Mackenzie, M.R. Rawlinson, 

N,R. Roberts, Professor B.J. Ross, R,M, Sinclair, A.J. Srhoy, 

D.G. Tait, and Mrs M,E. Thompson. 

But the one who, above all others, has made this thesis 

possible has been my wife, Glenys. Without her contribution 

round the farm and in many other ways this thesis may never 

have been written. 

Finally, I would like to pay tribute to my late father. 

It was his interest in politics which first lead me to become 

involved in political activities, and later to study politics 

as a science. 

* * * 



CHAPTER I 

THE SETTING 

1 

A number of factors are relevant as a backdrop to the 

study of the National Party in action in Southern Canterbury. 

These include firstly, the general form of National Party 

electorate organisation; secondly, the relationship of the 

National Party and rural New Zealand (of which Southern 

Canterbury is part); thirdly, the general features of the 

Southern Canterbury area; and fourthly, the problems that 

have beset mainly the farmers, but also the service towns of 

Southern Canterbury in the 1964-71 period. 

are discussed in this chapter. 

National Party Electorate Organisation 

These factors 

The corner-stone of the New Zealand political system is 

the electoral district (or electorate). The Electoral Act 

(1956) lays down that each electoral district shall elect one 

member to the House of Representatives, 1 and this is the only 

way in which membership of that body can be attained. This 

being so the only way a political party can win office is to 

nominate candidates in the electoral districts and win in 

sufficient to gain a majority. It is, therefore, necessary 

for any political party with hopes of winning office to develop 

some form of organisational structure at the electorate level. 

This the National Party has done. 

Within each electorate the National Party's key structural 

unit 1s the Electorate Committee. This committee, "composed 

of representatives elected by branches , •• from their own 

1 New Zealand Statutes, Eleetoral Act, 1956, Clause 11. 
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members in the proportion of 1 representative for each 

complete 20 members and 1 further representative for a 

fraction thereof over 10 11 ,
1 usually meets about four times a 

year. It is obliged to carry out the directives of the 

Divisional Committee, but none the less has considerable local 

autonomy. 

The National Party has always given great emphasis to 

the theme of democracy within the party2 and the constitution 

of the Electorate Committee reflects this. In theory any 

person qualified to be an elector under the Electoral Act may 

join the party and attend branch meetings, and all members 

are eligible for election to the Electorate Committee. Thus 

if branches did give a true coverage of the whole electorate, 

as they are supposed to do, the Electorate Committee could, in 

theory, be fully representative of the electorate as a whole. 

In practice this is not so. The National Party, as Mitchell 

has noted, "bases itself on the farmers and the better off 

elements in towns and cities 11 • 3 Not surprisingly then the 

electorate committees tend to be dominated in the cities by 

professionals and businessmen, and in the rural areas by 

farmers. But whether representative of the electorate or not, 

the Electorate Committee is composed of people who are part 

of that electorate and who will have roles other than that of 

being members of the National Party. The role of each 

1New Zealand National Party, Constitution and Rules, Rule 67, 
p. 20. 

2see for example the National Party Handbook (Fourth Edition, 
1969) p. 10. 

3A.V. Mitchell in R.M. Chapman, W,K. Jackson and A.V. Mitchell, 
New Zealand Politics in Action (Oxford University Press, 
London, 1962) p. 15, 
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individual within the Electorate Committee ls likely to be 

affected by the role each plays in other organisations. 

Likewise, members of the Electorate Committee may utilise 

their membership within other organisations, and in informal 

situations to promote the cause of the party. 

Apart from the more general function of advocating the 

aims and objects of the party, the Party Handbook lists six 

specific functions for the Electorate Committee. It is 

required to "Exercise control over branches, and ensure that 

branch territories cover the whole electorate", "Appoint and 

control electorate staff", "Arrange collection of membership 

subscriptions and other contributions to Party funds", "Keep 

a roll of all Party members in the electorate", "Arrange an 

annual meeting each April or May 0 , and "Arrange for selection 

of parliamentary candidates and provide an efficient election 

organisation" . 1 

Between meetings of the Electorate Committee administra

tive matters tend to be handled by an Electorate Executive 

and/or sub committees, these bodies being set up by, and 

delegated powers by, the Electorate Committee. In most 

electorates the Electorate Committee has some form of 

professional assistance; there may be a full or part time 

organiser; there is likely to be some form of secretarial 

assistance; and canvassers made available by Division may be 

utilised. Each Electorate Committee has its own system, 

and considerable variety exists from electorate to electorate. 

Whatever the organisational detail the principle task of 

each Electorate Committee is to maximise support for the 

1Nat1onal Party Handbook, p. 29. 
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National Party in its particular electorate. At any parti-

cular time, however, a number of factors will impose limita

tions on the effectiveness of the Electorate Committee as it 

pursues this goal, There are, firstly, a number of external 

factors. These include the social composition of the 

electorate, the strength or weakness of the party organisation 

at other levels, the degree of effectiveness of the parliamen

tary party in its role as the Government or Opposition, and 

the economic and social situation within New Zealand at any 

given time. Within the Electorate Committee a different set 

of ·factors is important: the loyalty and enthusiasm of the 

party activists (and they may be affected by the external 

factors), the ability and expertise of the Electorate Committee 

officebearers, and the relationships which exist with other 

organisations within the electorate, One other factor is 

also important. That is the role of the local Member of 

Parliament in relation to the Electorate Committee. 

electorate where the party has little hope of winning, 

In an 

loyalty can only be to the party. But in an electorate in 

which there is a sitting National Party Member of Parliament 

the Electorate Committee has a double focus for loyalty, to 

the party, and to the Member. The Electorate Committee 

should (according to the Party Handbook) "help build up the 

standing of the member to ensure a good majority at the next 

election", 1 It has an obligation to the Member. However, 

the Member would seem to have certain obligations to the 

Electorate Committee, Within the electorate he is the front 

man for the party. His effectiveness ma.y make the task of 
1 Ibid., p. 31. 
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the Electorate Committee just that little bit easier, or that 

much more difficult. Likewise, his effectiveness within the 

committee in generating (or not generating) enthusiasm and 

loyalty appears to be important. After all, he needs the 

Electorate Committee rather more than the Electorate Committee 

needs him. 

To what degree effective organisation is important in 

determining the results of elections is difficult to assess. 

To some extent this depends on how broad a view of the role of 

organisation is adopted. Mitchell has argued "Organisation 

does not win elections 111 and again "campaigns have but a slight 

influence in deciding election results 11 • 2 In so far as 

Mitchell is discussing the role of organisation in a narrow 

sense, that is in terms of the election campaign and election 

day organisation, it is possible to agree with his arguments. 

But it would be misleading to discuss organisation only in 

those terms. 

perspective. 

There is value in adopting a rather broader 

Chapman has argued that "organisation should be 

justified in terms of morale and image building rather than 

by its specific immediate nature". 3 This is the view that is 

adopted throughout this study, 

Three functions which the National Party Electorate 

Committees are required to fulfil seem particularly relevant 

in the context of Chapman's statement. 

The first of these is the general function of advocating 

1Mitchell in Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, 
p. 89. 

2 Ibid., p. 108. 
3chapman in Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, 

p. 288. 
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the aims and objects of the party. Party activists have the 

opportunity to promote ·the cause of the party through personal 

contact with other people within (and outside) the electorate. 

In this role party activists can be conceived of as mediating 

between the party and the voter. 1 It may be difficult to 

measure precisely how important party activists are in 

influencing the thinking and eventual ballot box behaviour of 

those with whom they associate. 

disregarded entirely. 

But their role can not be 

The second relevant function is the more specific one of 

collecting membership subscriptions. In so far as individual 

voters become members of the National Party and make financial 

contributions they have identified with the party. 

Thirdly, there is the function of selecting the candidate. 

As the prerogative of the Electorate Committee {reformed as a 

Selection Committee) the party organisation at higher levels 

has very little official control over the process. Mitchell 

and others have tended to regard the individuality of the 

candidate as relatively unimportant compared to his party 

2 label. But within each electorate the candidate is more than 

1This is the view taken by J. Orbell and G, Fougere in their 
paper. (Fougere and Orbell, "A Formal Theory of Parliamen
tary Parties" (Unpublished. Manuscript, University of Canter
bury Political Selene~ Department, Christchurch, 1971.)) 

2 Mitchell writes "The candidates in a modern general election 
are unimportant figures. Their personalities, their occu
pations, their educational backgrounds, their ages and even 
their abilities mean little when compared with one all 
important factor: their party colours. 11 (Mitchell in 
Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, p. 139,) 

Robinson makes the same point with more precision. He 
argues "Both aggregate data and survey data suggest that local 
issues or candidate personalities are seldom responsible for 
more than about 2 percent of the votes", although he also 
notes "this may be sufficient to gain, lose, or retain 

- continued -
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merely an individual. Glven the smallness of scale of the 

New Zealand political system it can be argued that he helps to 

shape the image of the party within that electorate, particu

larly in the case of a sitting member. 

Many factors combine to create the image any elector has 

of the relevant political parties. Within an electorate 

these may include contact with and/or knowledge of the party 

organisation, direct or indirect association with party 

activists, membership of the party, and direct or indirect 

knowledge of the candidates (including the sitting member). 

It is readily conceded that this may still be only a very 

small part of the total image of the party as projected at the 

national level, But it is none the less a part. 

* * * 
The National Stronghold Hural New Zealand 

In the 1950s and early 1960s the National Party was 

identified with two sections of New Zealand society: the 

professionals and businessmen of the cities, and the farmers 

and residents of the service towns that make up the rural 

community •1 Of the two it; has been the rural supporters 

rather than the city supporters that have been able to provide 

the party with its greatest representation in the House of 

Representatives. As Mitchell wrote in 1969, "The rural 

- continued -
individual marginal electorates". (A.D, Robinson, Class 
Voting in New Zealand, in S.M. Lipset ands. Rokkan, Party 
systems and Voter Alignments (New York, The Free Press, 
196 7 ) , p. 111 • ) -

1Robinson, for example, suggests that "there is a high 
political distinctiveness of the professionals, businessmen, 
and farmers who vote mainly for the National Party ••• 11 

(in Class Voting, p. 96). 
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electorates ••• are solidly National" •1 In the elections of 

1960, 1963 and 1966 there were 33 such electorates out of a 

total of 80. National, in winning J1 of them, was well on 

the way to a Parliamentary majority. 

The great strength of the National Party in the rural 

electorates has been the strength of farmer support. 

"Farmers II observes Robinson "vote overwhelmingly for the 

National Party". 2 

It is therefore no surprise to find that the National 

Party has dominated in those electorates 1n which farmers are 

in a majority. However, it is significant that the party has 

been able to gain so much support in the more urban electorates 

where farmers, though still of importance, do not dominate 

numerically. Chapman, in discussing a group of electorates 

which fall into this latter category, 3 comments on the homoge

neity of attitudes to be found in these electorates, and on 

their quality as "intermed:tate and mediating" between town and 

country. 4 In so far as the urban areas are service areas for 

the farming community a rural orientation remains. This makes 

1Austin Mitchell, Politics and Peo}le in New Zealand (Christ
church, Whitoombe and Tombs, 1969, p. 31. 

2Robinson, Class Voting, p. 98. 
3In his analysis of the 1960 election Chapman divided the 
electorates into five categories, of which two are relevant 
to this discussion, These were the "farmer" electorates, 
defined as having "half or more of their population living 
outside any borough or town district" (and there were 20 such 
electorates in 1960), and the "mixed" electorates, defined as 
those with "between 50 and 79% of the population urban and, 
conversely from 20 to 49% of it rural" (13 in 1960), and 
these definitions will be followed. (Chapman in Chapman et 
al, New Zealand Politics in Action, pp. 235-6.) Where the 
term rural electorate is used in this text it can be taken to 
cover both these categories of electorate. 

4 Chapman in Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, 
p, 236. 
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for the development of close relationships between the farmer 

and the townsman, for the sharing of many attitudes in common, 

and for a common involvement in many organisations. 

In the 1950s and early 1960s prosperity for the farmer 

meant prosperity for the service towns and, despite population 

growth in these towns {which should, theoretically, have 

favoured the Labour Party), the voters tended to show a 

preference for the party of the farmer. This tendency has 

been referred to by Chapman as the "capture of larger and 

1 larger town centres by farmer or rural attitudes ••• " 

Whether in times of economic adversity farmers and townsmen 

will continue to share the same attitudes and perform politi

cally in a similar manner is a more difficult question. 

Milne has pointed to the close economic relationship of the 

farmer and the townsman. "Those who dp business in a country 

town" he writes "are speedily made aware of a drop in agricul

tural prices when they find that the farmers are spending 

less money", 2 And Chapman, writing of the 1908-35 period, 

has noted a tendency for the residents of the service towns to 

respond more rapidly, politically, than farmers in times when 

farmer income and thus farmer spending is in deoline. 3 This 

1chapman in Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, 
p. 237. 

2R.S. Milne, Political Parties in New Zealand (Oxford, Claren
don Press, 1966), p. 89. 

3chapman writes: 
It was always possible for the farm family to live lean on 
the farm's ancillary products, but a shopkeeper with full 
shelves and little trade in a stagnant district was driven 
to strike back by blaming the Government or demanding of 
candidates that they secure development money and works or 
fresh settlers to get the district moving. These demands 
were not different from some, at least, of the pure farmer 
demands: they were simply made more sharply and more spee
dily by sufferers from the economy who lived in small towns. 

Chapman in Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, 
pp. 2)6-70 
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point will be discussed further in subsequent chapters. 

As befits a party that has received such strong support 

from farmers the National Party in Parliament has always 

contained within its ranks a significant number of farmers. 

Since 1938 farmers have made up about half the party's Parlia

mentary membership and about twenty five percent of the total 

membership of the House of Representatives. 1 This strong 

farmer representation in the party was probably one, but was 

certainly not the only, factor in the good relationships which 

the party enjoyed with the farmer organisations in the 1950s 

and early 1960s. Although there is no official link between 

Federated Farmers and the National Party there was throughout 

that period a considerable overlap of membership. Mitchell, 

for example, has written: "In rural areas the meetings of 

Federated Farmers branches and National Party branches often 

appear to be substantially the same people sitting in different 

rooms at different times." 2 Farmers could be active at 

leadership levels in both the National Party and farmer 

organisations with little real conflict of interest, In fact, 

in many cases farmer Members of Parliament have utilised 

leadership positions within the farmer organisations as the 

"stepping stones" 3 to parliamentary membership, 

But for all its close links with the farming organisations, 

and its large contingent of farmer Members of Parliament, the 

1see for example Austin .Mitchell, The New Zealand Parliaments 
of 1935-60, in Political Science, Vol. 13, No. 1 (March 1961), 
pp. 32-8, and particularly Table III, p. 35. 

2 . . 
Mitchell, Politics and People, p. 41. 

3Term used by W.J. Gardner. See Gardner, The Farmer Politi
cian in New Zealand History (Palmerston North, Massey Univer
sity Occasional Publication, 1970), p. 17. 



11 

National Party has never been, nor has ever claimed to be, a 

purely farmer party. From the outset the party was aware of 

the need to win some electorates in the cities and provincial 

towns to give it the majority necessary to win and retain 

office, This became even more necessary as urbanisat.ion 

continued and as the five yearly adjustments of electoral 

boundaries increased urban representation at the expense of 

rural representation. 

It has not always been easy for the National Party to 

unite urban and rural interests within the party. Within 

twelve months of the Nation.al Party•s formation the Press 

wrote "The Nationalists were striving to unite the interests 

of all sections, but it was not easy to get the rural and city 

interests to see eye to eye." 1 But despite the potential 

that existed for damaging divisions developing within the 

party it has been able to attract sufficient rural and urban 

support to win a majority in the House of Representatives in 

all but one election since :l949. 

In the late 1960s an increasing rate of urbanisation made 

it even more necessary for the National Party to win electorates 

in increasing numbers in thE~ urban areas to remain in office. 

The crucial question for the party related to its ability to 

win increasing support in the urban areas while retaining the 

support built up in the rural areas, In the 1969 election 

there were indications that the National Party was gaining 

increased support in certain urban areas, particularly in 

Auckland and Wellington, and it has been suggested that it was 

1Press (Christchurch), 17 April 1937 (Quoted by Milne, 
Political Parties, p. 54). 
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this phenomenon that enabled the party to remain in offlce. 1 

But on the other hand there were indications in both the 1966 

and 1969 elections that the party was losing some of the 

support it had previously enjoyed in the farmer and mixed 

electorates. And since the 1969 election there have been 

some very clear indications of farmer dissatisfaction with the 

National Government, and of the existence of tensions between 

the leaders of the farmer organisations, and at least some 

members of Government. 2 This drift of support from the party 

has been as .obvious in Southern Canterbury as in other rural 

areas of New Zealand, and since 1969, so has the dissatisfac

tion of the farmer organisations. 

* * * 

Southern Canterbury 

As already noted the geographic setting for this study is 

the area covered by the Ashburton Electorate (1964-67) and/or 

the South Canterbury Electorate (1968-71) as shown in Fig. I. 

Ashburton Electorate in the 1964-67 period covered all of 

the Mackenzie and Geraldine Counties, half of the Ashburton 

County, and part of the Levels County, and included the 

Boroughs of Ashburton, Geraldine and Temuka. (See Fig. II, 

page 29.) In this form it was an electorate of two distinct 

parts, with the Rangitata River operating as a natural geogra

phic barrier between the two. 3 With the redistribution of 

1chapman, Point of View, N.Z.B.C. Radio Programme, JO November 
1969. (This point was further discussed with Chapman in 
personal conversations, JO July 1971.) 

2see Chapters X and XI. 
3North of the Rangitata River the .electorate covered about half 
of the Mid Canterbury region, and south of the Rangitata River 
it covered more than half of the South Canterbury region. 



Figure I SOUTHERN CANTERBURY 
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Source: Composite of the Boundaries of the Ashburton and South 
Canterbury Electoral Districts as defined by the 

Representation Commission, May 1962 (Ashburton) and September 
1. 967 (South Canterbury). 
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electoral boundaries in 1967 part of the northern and all of 

the southern boundaries were moved south, and the boundary 

with the Timaru Electorate was adjusted. In the north the 

boundary was moved south by only some twelve miles, but this 

was sufficient to exclude all of Ashburton Borough and another 

small piece of Ashburton County. In the south the boundary 

was extended to take in Waimate Borough, practically all of 

Waimate County and half of Waitaki County (see Fig. III, page 

142). Although this post-:L967 electorate contained all but a 

very small area of the pre-1967 Ashburton Electorate the name 

Ashburton was not retained, 1 

South Canterbury. 

The new electorate was called 

Geographically the total area covered by these two elec

torates includes most of the South Canterbury region, half of 

the Mid Canterbury region, and part of the North Otago region, 

This is the area that has been termed Southern Canterbury for 

the purposes of this study. 

Southern Canterbury extends some ninety miles from east to 

west and approximately 120 miles from north to south. The 

bulk of the population of the area is to be found on farms and 

in towns within twenty miles of the coast, for it is in this 

coastal strip that the best soils are to be found, and this is 

where farming is at its most intensive and yet, at the same 

time, most diverse. Further inland the coastal plains and 

rolling downlands give way firstly to hill country and tussock 

grasslands, and then to the mountains of the Southern Alps, 

and population becomes increasingly spars.a .• The Upper Waitaki 

1However, the name Ashburton was subsequently adopted for the 
electorate which now contained Ashburton Borough. 
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Valley provides the major exception to this pattern of people 

and communities becoming more scattered further inland, for 

hydro development schemes in this area have given rise to 

firstly, the town of Otematata and, in 1971 further up the 

valley, Twizel as Otematata's successor, 

Timaru City, with its port and range of service industries, 

is the logical centre of the area, and an integral part of it. 

Much of the farm produce of the surrounding rural area is 

processed in Timaru, and/or passes through Timaru on its way 

to destinations further afield. Farmers shop in Timaru, and 

often retire to Timaru, and many people in Timaru owe their 

income and employment to the rural community which they service. 

The city's daily newspaper (the Timaru Herald) circulates 

throughout the Southern Canterbury area keeping the rural 

community informed of city activities and vice versa. 

Timaru is a growing city. At the time of the 1966 

census it had a population of 27,322, and this had grown to 

28,327 by 1971. And this has meant that despite the close 

links of city and rural Southern Canterbury there could not be 

one electorate to cover both. Along with a small area of 

surrounding countryside (and including the two freezing works 

of Smithfield and Pareora) Tima.ru City has traditionally been 

an electorate in its own right. It is therefore not directly 

part of this study, but because of its importance to the area 

it can not be altogether ignored. The Timaru Electorate has 

consistently returned a Labour Party Member of Parliament 

since 1935. During the 1964-71 period the Member has been 

Sir Basil Arthur, a man who has riot been afraid to venture 

from his Timaru City base to promote the interests of the 
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Labour Party in the Southern Canterbury area. 

Of the remaining towns of the area Ashburton (population 

12,672) is by far the largest. Other population centres in 

order of size are Waimate (3, JOO), Temuka (J , 147 ) , Geraldine 

(1,876), Pleasant Point (858), and Fairlie (8.34). 1 Of these 

Ashburton, Waimate, Geraldine and Fairlie are predominantly 

service towns, and each acts as the administrative centre for 

the county for which it is the focus (Ashburton, Waimate, 

Geraldine and Mackenzie respectively). Ashburton Borough in 

the centre of Ashburton County draws on a much larger and more 

productive farming area than any of the other service towns. 

It has a greater range of light industry, and is not over

shadowed by Timaru in the way that the other service centres 

are. Pleasant Point also services the surrounding farming 

community to some extent, but has been rapidly developing as a 

dormitory suburb for Timaru. Temuka has developed for 

reasons other than its ability to act as a service town. It 

has a large insulator works, it is a railhead, it gains a 

limited amount of retail and accommodation trade through being 

on the main south highway, and it is popular as a fishing 

resort. But most importantly it is a dormitory town for 

people who work in the freezing works on the outskirts of 

Timaru, or in a variety of occupations in Timaru. 

The hydro towns of the Waitaki Valley do not belong in a 

list of permanent towns because of their transitory nature. 

Otematata had a population of 2,8J8 in 1961, and .3,993 in 1966, 

but by late 1971 the town had v:ir.t.ually.ceased to exist. In 
1 ...... . 

New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings 1966 (Welling
ton, Department of Statistics). 
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its place, Twizel, non-existent in 1969, had grown to more 

than 3,000 by mid 1971. otematata tended to identify more 

with the North Otago region, and in particular with Oamaru, 

than with the South Canterbury region, and the indications are 

that the same will be true of Twizel, 1 And unlike the close 

relationship of the farming community and the service towns 

there is very little contact between the farming community and 

the hydro town. 

But despite hydro towns and dormitory towns there can be 

little doubt that farming is the most important industry of the 

area, Farming is important for three broad reasons. 

Firstly, it is important to the farmer because it provides him 

with a living, Secondly, 1 t is important as a source of 

employment and income to those who work,on farms, and in 

occupations closely related to farming, such as shearers, 

contractors, freezing work.ers and truck drivers. Thirdly, it 

is important to the retailers of the service towns as a deter

minant of the spending power of the first two groups. Thus 

any factors which affect farm production and farmers' incomes 

are likely to be filtered through to the other groups, 

affecting employment opportunities and/or income levels. 

Throughout New Zealand farmers prospered during the 1950s 

and early 1960s and in Southern Canterbury farmers shared in 

the relative prosperity of the time. 2 With farmers prosperous 

the service industries and service towns also benefited. And 

1see for example report in the Timaru Herald, 28 October 1971. 
2rn 1964 a Department of Industries and Commerce publication 

An Economic Survey of the South Canterbury Region wrote of 
"South Canterbury's high farm land prosperity•••" (p. 257). 
(Department of Industries and Commerce, Wellington, 1964.) 
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as in other rural electorates during this period the National 

Party benefited politically in the electorates which covered 

this area during that time. 

* * * 
Voting in Southern Canterbury : Pre-1964 

Politically the Southern Canterbury area has shown a 

strong preference for the National Party since the late 1940s, 

and despite boundary changes and the fluctuating fortunes of 

the party nationally, electorates which included parts of the 

area have consistently returned National Party Members of 

Parliament since that time. As in similar areas of New 

Zealand this has been an area where the political divisions of 

the townsmen has enabled a minority of farmers to ensure a 

sound majority for the candidates of the National Party. 1 In 

the 1963 election, for example, 60.39% of the votes were cast 

in the towns, 8,07% in the townships, and 31,54% in the rural 

districts, and yet, as Table I shows, the majority for the 

National Party in the area was very largely determined by the 

dominance of support for the party in the rural districts. 

The close relationship of the farmer and his service towns is 

reflected in the voting in Southern Canterbury in 1963. 

Three of the service towns, and three of the townships gave the 

National Party a majority. Temuka, less a service town than 

the others, gave the Labour Party a small majority, and 

Otematata, with its very limited links With the farming 

1chapman, writing of the political behaviour of the mixed 
electorates in 1960, wrote: "However they lived, together or 
apart, the townsmens divisions left the decision to a 
relatively unanimous minority of farmers." (Chapman in 
Chapman et al, New Zealand Politics in Action, p. 236.) Had 
Southern Canterbury been just one electorate in 1963, 
Chapman's comments would have been equally applicable. 
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TABLE I 

VOTING PATTERNS IN THE 1963 ELECTION IN SOUTHERN CANTERBURY 
(Polling .Place Figures) 

Area National 

TOWNS 
(more than 1000 voters) 

Ashburton 
Geraldine 
Waimate 
Temuka 
otematata 

TOTALS: 

Percent 

TOWNSHIPS 
(250 to 1000 voters) 

Hinds 
Pleasant Point 
Winchester 
Fairlie 

TOTALS: 

Percent 

RURAL DISTRICTS 

3016 
62J 

1056 
693 
288 

44.t$5 

207 

292 

210 
206 

915 

5.3.86 

(less than 250 voters) 

Total 
Percent 

SOUTHERN CANTERBURY 

Total 
Percent 

4680 

70.49 

11,271 

5.3.54 

Labour 

2539 
414 

1018 
814 

1030 

5815 -
45.74 

76 
168 

90 
249 

583 

34.31 

1422 

21.42 

7,820 
:n .15 

Social 
Credit 

640 
82 

220 

214 

65 

1221 

9.61 

22 

57 
JO 
92 

201 

11.83 

537 
8.·09 

1,9.59 
9 • .31 

Majority 

477 N 

209 N 

38 N 

121 L 
742 L 

139 L 

131 N 

124 N 
120 N 

4.3 L 

332 N 

3256 N 

J,451 N 

Source: Computed from the Polling Pl.ace Figures; Appendices 
to the Journals of the House of Representatives 
(A.J.H.R.), The General Election 1963, H.JJ, 1964, 
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community identified with the industrial worker and trade 

unionist of the city in voting strongly for the Labour Party. 

Fairlie, with its narrow Labour majority, stands as the one 

exception to a consistent pattern of support for the National 

Party declining as identification with the farming community 

lessens. But the anomalous position of Fairlie can be 

explained, In 1963 it was the home town of both the Labour 

and Social Credit candidates of the electorate of Which it was 

part. 

Southern Canterbury, prior to 1964, was then a National 

Party stronghold. It was so very largely because of the 

strong support the farming community gave to the National 

Party, and because of the tendency of the service towns to 

support the same party as the farmer. 

* * * 

The Problem of Declining Farm Profitability 

In the 1950s and early 1960s farming went through a 

particularly profitable period. Since the mid 1960s, however, 

the situation has changed quite significantly, and this 

changing situation exists as a very important backdrop to this 

study. This section is included to give a brief summary of 

the situation as it developed in Southern Canterbury during the 

1964-71 period. 

Despite the diversity of farm sizes and farm types to be 

found in Southern Canterbury the bulk of farmers' income in this 

area comes from two sources: from sheep, and from cropping. 

In any one season three external factors 1 will affect 
1 . 

As opposed to such internal factors as the ability of the 
individual farmer, his financial structure, and the physical 
limitations of his farm. 
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These 

are firstly, climatic variations from the normals secondly, 

the prices received for farm produce sold; and thirdly, the 

costs associated with farm production, 

The first of these, climatic variation, has been -an 

important factor in Southern Canterbury in the 1964-71 period. 

Drought has been the most persistent feature, more particularly 

so south of Timaru in the early and mid sixties, and north of 

Timaru since 1969·. But in no other year were drought condi-

tions so extensive and so severe as in 1969. In August of 

that year The Press described the drought conditions as "the . 

most withering in history 11 , 1 and in September a writer in the 

Sixty-ninth Pyne Gould Guinness Ltd. Annual Review described 

the situation as· "severe to desperate" and went on to note 
2 "Many farmers have been forced to sell capital stock 0 • It 

was not until December that that drought broke, after having 

imposed severe financial strains not only on farmers but also 

on the retailers of the service towns, particularly in 

Waimate. 3 But drought has not been the only climatic problem. 

In November 1967 a very unseasonal snow-storm caused 

considerable stock losses in parts of the Waitaki, Mackenzie, 

Geraldine and Ashburton Counties and had a detrimental effect 

on crop yields. 4 And in the autumns of 1968 and 1970 pro

longed damp weather affected harvest operations, increasing 

1Press (Christchurch), 13 August 1969. 
2Pyne Gould Guinness Ltd., Sixty-ninth Annual Review (1968-69), 

pp. 4-5. 
3The effects of this drought will be discussed further in 
relation to the 1969 election. , (See Chapter IX.) 

4 . 
It was estimated that 70,000 sheep and JOO head of cattle died 
as a result of this storm. (Pyne Gould Guinness Ltd., 
Sixty-eighth Annual Review (1967-68), p. 5.) 
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costs and detrimentally affecting yields. 

Price levels tended to move against the farmer rather 

than favour him during the 1964-71 period. Gross income from 

sheep is largely determined, directly or indirectly, by the 

price the farmer receives for wool and fat lamb. A drop in 

the price of wool in the mid sixties (see Table II) affected 

the income levels of all sheep farmers, and hit particularly 

hard the high country farmer for whom wool was the principal 

source of income, Fat lamb prices tended to fluctuate 

markedly from season to season, as Table III indicates. Had 

TABLE II 

AVERAGE AUCTION PRICE, NEW ZEALAND GREASY WOOL 
(Cents per Pound) 

1963- 1964- 1965- 1966- 1967- 1968- 1969- 1970-
64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 

45.9 35, 1 34,7 29.4 22.9 28.1 25.62 24.26 

Source: Pyne Gould Guinness Ltd., Sixty-ninth, Seventieth, 
and Seventy-first Annual Reviews, 

1965 

17.08 

*Meat 
Source: 

TABLE III 

OPENING SCHEDULE PRICES : LAMB 
(Prime, 29 to J6 Pound : Cents per Pound) 

1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 

12.5 11.7 14.7 21.8 18.J 12.4* 

Board Schedule 

1965-69; New Zealand Meat Producers Board, Forty-
eighth Annual Report, p. 62. 
1970-71; Canterbury Frozen Meat Company, Kill sheets 
(Mrs E.K. Lloyd). 

it not been for the intervention of the New Zealand Meat 

Producers Board in 1971 the Opening Schedule prices in 
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Canterbury would have been. considerably lower than the 12.4 

cents per pound shown in Table III and this would then have 

represented the lowest price over the whole period. 

Gross income from cropping has been affected more by 

climatic variations and variations in costs than by variations 

in price. Although the baste price for wheat (which usually 

makes up about one third of the crop acreage) was increased by 
I 

ten cents per bushel during the 1964-71 period, the introduc

tion for the 1968-69 and subsequent harvests of a retention 

fee of up to twenty cents per bushel to Qover costs incurred 

in exporting surplus quantities minimised any gain to the 

farmer. In the case of other crops - whether they be crops 

for which a contract price is set at the beginning of each 

season, or alternatively crops for which the price is set by 

the forces of supply and demand - there has been equally little 

long term upward movement in price. 

Farm costs~ on the other hand, have increased and, as 

Table IV shows, at a rate that has been accelerating ~var the 

1964-71 period, Associated with the rise in farm costs in 

that period w~s a rise of more than 25 percent in the Consumer 

Price Index. This meant that in 1971 a farmer wanting to 

maintain his 1964 standard of living would find it necessary 

to draw approximately 25 percent more from farm income for this 

purpose than had been the case in 1964.1 

W1.th changing price and cost levels the farmers of 

southern Canterbury, like their counterparts in other rural 

1The Consumer Price Index had risen in this period by J54 
points (from 972 in 1964 to 1J26 for the last quarter of 
1970). (Monthly Abstract of Statistics; Depa~tment of 
Statistics, Wellington, March 1971.) 
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TABLE IV 

ANNUAL MOVEMENT IN FARM COSTS ON FOUR RELEVANT FARM TYPES, 
1962-71 

Period Type of Farm Average 1 & 2S JS 4se 5S 

Percentage change 
from 
1962 to 1963 6.7 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 

1963 to 1964 0.5 0.3 0.1 -0.1 0.2 

1964 to 1965 3.7 2.7 2.4 2.2 2.7 

1965 to 1966 2.6 3,0 3.1 3. 0 2,9 

1966 to 1967 2.6 2.9 3. 3 3,1 J.O 

1967 to 1968 2.2 3.3 3.8 J.6 3.2 
1968 to 1969 3.2 3.1 3 .1 3,3 3.1 
1969 to 1970 3. 3 J.2 3.0 3.0 3.1 
1970 to 1971 6.6 .5.2 4.7 4,7 .5. 3 

Cumulative Percentage Change 
from 1962 to 1971: 

28.5 27,3 26.8 26.3 27.2 

1 & 2S High Country, South Island. 
JS Foothills. 
4se Fattening Breeding, South Island. 
5S Mixed Sheep and Cropping, South Island. 

Source: New Zealand Meat and Wool Boards Economic Service, 
Annual Review of the Shee Industr 1 0- 1 

August 1971 • Extracted from Table 2C, p. ?,) 

areas, have tended to adopt measures aimed at preserving and 

increasing their income levels. In the early and mid sixties 

sheep numbers increased rapidly as farmers sought to maximise 

their return from lamb and wool. But for many farmers the 

increase in production was not necessarily matched by an 

increase in net income. 1 As sheep became less profitable 

1see for example the New Zealand Meat and Wool Board Economic 
Service Sheep Farm Surveys for the 1963-64 to 1969-70 period. 
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relative to other avenues of production, and with the effect 

of snow and drought, sheep numbers in Southern Canterbury 

levelled out and then, in 1970, began to drop. 1 In the place 

of sheep, farmers turned increasingly to cattle, and to 

cropping, where these options were feasible. Ma~ farmers 

sought to strengthen their position by buying more land, aiming 

to counter cost increases with the economies of scale that this 

move often allows. There has also been a turning to irriga-

tion, particuiarly spray line irrigation, as a way to overcome 

drought, increase production, and hopefully, keep ahead of 

increased costs. Various attempts have been made to reduce 

farm expenditure, and in numerous cases farmers have cut back 

(wisely or unwisely) on farm labour, fertiliser, equipment, 

and repairs and general maintenance, and on their own personal 
I") 

expenditure as well.~ 

But despite the various attempts mad·e by Southern Canter

bury farmers to retain financial viability, and despite general 

assistance to the farming industry by Government in terms of 

drought relief, suspensory loans, and a variety of taxation 

incentives and cost subsidies, the combination of cost, price 

and climatic factors had left a marked effect on the farmers 

and service towns of Southern Canterbury by late 1971, A 

survey carried out by a committee set up by the South Canterbury 

Federated Farmers Provincial Executive indicated very clearly 

how serious the situation was, In reporting on behalf of the 

committee to the Provincial Executive, D,J, Hulston stated: 

1 Farm Production Statistics; Department of Statistics, Welling-
1967-68 and 1969-70). ton (years 1961-62, 1965-66, 

2 R.L. Engelbrecht; Farming Consultant, Ashburton; Interview 
3 June 1971. 
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The committee considered that approximately 10 percent 
(160 farmers) were farming under impossible conditions 
with no hope of recovery, With lamb returns averaging 
$4,50 or less, a further 20 percent (320 farmers) could 
not survive, while a further 15 percent stand little 
chance because of very heavy indebtedness. This, in 
total means that close to 50 percent of all farmers are 
in a serious situation, and that JO percent need 
emergency aid, 1 

The farmers of Southern Canterbury were not alone in 

facing their financial problems. In March 1971, B,J. Ross 

(Professor of Agr_icultural Economics at Lincoln College) had 

argued: "There can be few informed people left who dispute 

the assertion that at least some sections of the farming 

industry are in need of assistance of one sort or another," 2 

And he went on to give his view as to where the blame lay, 

To the extent that it is the result of inflation in New 
Zealand over the past 15 months or so, a large part of 
the blame for the industry's present situation can be 
laid at the door of Government. 

The continuing high level of demand for labour ••• and 
the maintenance of import controls on goods made tn New 
Zealand, during a period of substantial balance of 
payments surpluses, are indications of less than whole
hearted or, at best, misconceived, attempts by Government 
to control inflation, 3 

During 1970 and 1971 there were many indications that the 

farmers of Southern Canterbury shared Professor Ross's view; 

that they too tended ·to blame the Government for allowing.their 

financial position to be so eroded during this period. The 

dilemma for many of them was that the political party in office 

1o.J, Hulston, as reported in the Timaru Herald, 2J October 
1971, (The criteria for 'in a serious s1 tuation' were "the 
ability to .service loan commitments, maintain a modest stan
dard of living - $1200-$1500 personal expenditure per annum 
- and to maintain essential farm upkeep 0 • ) (Ibid.) 

2 B.J. Ross, Cost Adjustment Plan a Is This the Best Way to 
Dispense Necessary Aid? Article in the New Zealand Farmer, 
Vol. 92, No. 1 (March 1971), p. 4, · 

)Ibid. 
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was the party which they had traditionally supported. 

Farmers were not, however, the only sufferers from 

declining farm profitability. The release of the provisional 

figures of the 1971 Census of Population and Dwellings showed 

another facet of the problem, and indicated how important 

farm profitability is to continued growth in the service towns. 

* * * 
Declining Farm Profitability : Declining Rural Population 

With the amalgamation of farm holdings, and with the 

pruning back of the farm labour force the Counties of the area 

showed a marked reduction in population in the 1966-71 period, 

as Table V shows. Compared to the 1961-66 period, when no 

county registered a population decline of more than 2.2%, the 

1966-71 period saw a decline of 3% in Geraldine County, J.5% 

in Ashburton County, and a large 9,9% in the drought affected 

Waimate County. Had it not been for the growth of Twizel, 

Mackenzie County may well have shown the same trend. As the 

figures show, Waimate Borough has been unable to isolate itself 

from the effects of drought and declining farmer spending 

during this period, and a decline of 0.3% in the 1961-66 period 

became a decline of 2.5% in the 1966-71 period. Ashburton, 

Temuka and Geraldine have been able to maintain population 

increases during this period, although all are growing at a 

slower rate than the national average. 

* * * 
This chapter gives a setting for this study. The 

National Party's electorate organisation, the relationship of 
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TABLE V 

POPULATION OF SOUTHERN CANTERBURY BY COUNTIES AND BOROUGHS 
1961-71 

1961 1966 1971 Change Change 
61-66 66=71 

BOROUGHS % % 

Ashburton 11,602 12,672 13,209 + 9.2 + 4.9 
Temuka 2,8601 3,147 3,315 + 10.0 + 5.3 
Geraldine 1,831 1,876 1,936 + 2,5 + 3.2 
Waimate 3,310 3,300 3,216 - 0.3 - 2.5 

COUNTIES 

Ashburton2 11,607 11,617 11,205 + 0.2 - 3.5 
Geraldine 4,7201 4,613 4,476 - 2.2 - 3.0 
Levels 4,7631 4,789 4,806 + 0.5 + o.4 
Mackenzie 3,310 3,293 5, 1624 - o.4 + 56.84 

Waimate 6,058 5,926 5,337 - 2.2 - 9 ,,9 
Waitaki 3 1,016 1,086 + 6.9 

1Adjusted to allow for boundary changes. 
2All of Ashburton County (of which half was in Ashburton 
Electorate and about one third in the South Canterbury 
Electorate) • 

3only that part of Wa1tak1 County that was in the South 
Canterbury Electorate (computed from localities and 
Township figures not available for 1971). 

4rncludes Twizel. 

Source: New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings, 1961, 
1966, 1971, Department of Statistics, Wellington. 

the National Party and rural New Zealand, the'Southern Canter

bury area, and the farming profitability problem have all been 

introduced and discussed. With this as a background the 

National Party's activities in the Ashburton and South Canter

bury Electorates can be examined. 

* * * 
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CHAPTER II 

ASHBURTON ELECTORATE : 1964-65 

In common with other :rural electorates, Ashburton Elec

torate has shown a marked preference for the National Party 

since the mid 1940s. In 1946, R.G, Gerard, the National Party 

candidate, won the newly created Ashburton Electorate with a 

majority of 1453 and he was re-elected at each of the six 

succeeding elections. 1 It was the sixth of these elections, 

that of 1963, that provided the electoral high point both for 

Gerard and for the party's electorate organisation. In that 

year Gerard was re-elected with a majority of )419, his highest 

in his 23 years as a National Party Member of Parliament. 2 

The electoral success of 1963 was matched by organisational 

success. That year the Ashburton Electorate contained more 

financial members of the National Party than was the case in 

any other electorate. And the Electorate Com.mi ttee made a-

financial contribution to the Canterbury/Westland Division of 

the party £200 ($400) in excess of the relatively large quota 

set by Division, 3 

The finance and membership pattern of 1963 was repeated 

in 1964 and 1965. In each year the electorate again provided 

the National Party with more financial members than did any 

other electorate: 4267 in 1964; 4024 in 1965. 4 And finance 

1Gerard had first been elected to the House of Representatives 
in the Mid Canterbury Electorate in 1943. This electorate 
subsequently disappeared in the boundary changes that created 
Ashburton Electorate. 

2rn the 1963 election Gerard received 8986 votes, and his 
opponents, A.G. Braddick (Labour) and A.W. Earwood (Social 
Credit) received 5567 and 1552 respectively. 

3N.Z.N.P,, Records of the Ashburton Electorate Committee. 
4Ibid, 
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again proved no problem. After paying quite substantial 

quotas to Division there still remained a comfortable excess 

of income over expenditure each year. 1 

At the 1966 Electorate Committee Annual Meeting the Elec

torate Committee Chairman (R,L.G, Talbot) made the claim that 

"Mr Gerard has represented the top National Party seat from 

2 an organisational point of view .•• " The membership and 

finance figures supported his claim, and so did the members 

majority, 

Branch and Electorate Activity 

As in most other electorates, organisation in the 

Ashburton Electorate began at the branch level. There were 

fourteen senior branches, and they were well spread throughout 

the electorate. But though geographic cover appeared to be 

achieved, the appearance was to some extent illusory. In an 

electorate in which the majority of the voters lived in the 

towns, the branches were largely rurally based and oriented. 

Of the fourteen, eleven were based on rural communities, and 

only three made any claim to represent townsmen. Even then, 

in the case of the Geraldine and Temuka/Waitohi branches, of 

those who attended branch meetings, retired farmers and farmers 

from the neighbourhood of the-town outnumbered the townsmen. 

Only in the Ashburton Branch was there a significant number 

of non~farmer activists. 3 

1Ibid. 
2chairman's Annual Report to the Electorate Committee, 
17 May 1966. 

3rnterviews: D.M. Bruce, 23 June 1971; R.L.G, Talbot, 
8 August 1971. 
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There was no Women's Section, although women were 

involved at the branch and electorate level, and held branch 

office. Nor, in 1965, was there a functioning junior branch, 

despite efforts 1n 1963 and 1964 to establish junior branches 

in Temuka and Ashburton. 

Branch activity appears to have been limited to an Annual 

Meeting plus occasional consultations among branch officers. 

Often on the day of a branoh annual meeting the Electorate 

Organiser would work in the area, canvassing for members and 

reminding people of the meeting. But despite his efforts, 

attendance at these meetings was for the most part small, being 

limited to a group of enthusiasts and in no way reflecting the 

high general membership. But despite the small numbers 

present (usually no more than twenty), the branch meetings were 

taken quite seriously. Remits were passed, to be forwarded to 

the Electorate Committee, branch officers were elected, as was 

a committee,and delegates to the Electorate Committee meetings 

were chosen. It was usual for the Electorate Chairman and 

Organiser to attend these meetings, and when possible so did 

the Member of Parliament, and these men would address the 

meeting and answer questions. As the 'grass roots' of the 

organisation the branch meetings were regarded as important. 1 

However, they were not as important as meetings and 

organisation at the electorate level. Each year the most 

important meeting was the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting. 

In 1964 and 1965 this was the best attended meeting of the 

year, all branches were represented, and a number of women were 

present as delegates. The Annual Meeting discussed reports 

1 R.L.G. Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. 
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(from the Electorate Chairman, Treasurer and Organiser), 

elected officers, an executive, and delegates to meetings of 

the Canterbury/Westland Division and the party's Dominion 

Conference; passed, amended, or rejected remits; listened to 

addresses from and asked questions of the Member of P~rliament 

and visiting party officials; and dealt with other business. 

Between Annual Meetings both the Electorate Committee and 

the Electorate Executive held meetings {see Table VI), the 

former more particularly to hear reports and discuss general 

TABLE VI 

ASHBURTON ELECTORATE MEETINGS : 1964-65 - 1965-661 

Date Level Number of 
Delep;ates2 

Number of 
Officials 3 

6/5/1964 Annual Meeting 82 6 

17/7/1964 Executive 24 2 

31/8/1964 Electorate Committee 50 J 
9/12/1964 Electorate Committee 48 3 
4/3/1965 Executive 24 -
6/5/1965 Annual Meeting 61 5 
20/8/1965 Electorate Committee 44 2 

8/9/1965 Emergency Meeting 10 -
29/10/1965 Executive 21 1 
10/12/1965 Executive 2J 4 

25/2/1966 Electorate Committee 53 3 
21/3/1966 Executive 34 1 

1From the 1964 Annual Meeting up to (but not including) the 
1966 Annual Meeting. 

2As the presence of observers was not recorded, the 
attendances at some of these meetings may well have been 
higher than the figures shown. 

3offic1als: includes representatives of Canterbury/Westland 
Division, Dominion Council and Dominion Executive, and R.G. 
and Mrs Gerard • 

Source: Minutes of Electorate Meetings 1964-66. 
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matters, the latter more for the purpose of discussing matters 

of organisation and administration, although.this divis1'011 was 

in no way clear cut. 

With over 4,000 financial members in the electorate, the 

Electorate Committee should, in theory, have been more than 

200 strong. In fact less than half that number attended 

Electorate Committee meetings as Table VI shows. However, 

that still made for well attended meetings. Attendance at 

Executive meetings bore a much closer relationship to the 

number entitled to attend (i.e. about 40), 

As well as branch delegates, personnel from higher levels 

of the party attended these meetings during this period, 

c.c.A. MoLaohlan, Chairman of Canterbury/Westland Division of 

the party, was a frequent attender, and from time to time 

other members of Division also attended, There was also a 

visit from R.F. Wilson, General Secretary of the party. 

Officebearers appear to have been reasonably satisfied 

with attendance at both electorate committee and executive 

meetings, 1 Branches may not have provided the number of 

delegates to Which they were entitled, but they were usually 

represented at each meeting, and from an organisational point 

of view that appears to have been all that was necessary, 

And as many of the regular attenders were active in other 

organisations within the electorate the party had contact 

through their activists with these other organisations. 

1Ibid. 
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Aspects of Organisation 

A number of factors appear to have been responsible for 

the strong position of the National Party in Ashburton Electo

rate in the 1964-65 period. 

Firstly, there was the role played by the Chief Divisional 

Organiser (E. o•~ee). In 1960 O'Fee had replaced F.J.H. 

Grattan as full time Organiser for the electorate, and in the 

1960-63 period he worked very hard at maximising support for 

the party. He had the advantage of working in an electorate 

where there was already a sound organisational base, and he 

built on this. It was largely as a result of his efforts that 

the latent support for the party in the electorate was able to 

be converted into the high party membership figure of 196J. 

During the ·1960-63 period O'Fee and his caravan became well 

known as he moved from one area to another canvassing for 

members and donations. In 1964 he was appointed Chief 

Divisional Organiser, and he shifted from Ashburton to Christ-

church. But he still paid particular attention to Ashburton 

Electorate, and continued to be regarded as the Electorate 

Organiser. In the earlier period O'Fee did virtually all the 

canvassing throughout the electorate unaided. During 1964-65 

it became necessary for him to utilise professional canvassers 

in the towns, but he still continued to cover most of the 

farming areas himself. In theory each branch was allocated a 

financial quota which the branch was to try to meet and if 

possible exceed, In practice about the only contribution the 

branch made was to occasionally provide someone to accompany 

O'Fee when he canvassed in the branch area, largely to inform 
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When 

O'Fee was first appointed to the Divisional position comments 

were made as to the possible effect this move would have on 

organisation within the electorate, 2 The results in 1964 and 

1965 must have been reassuring for those who had expressed 

doubts as to the wisdom of the move. In his report to the 

1966 Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, Talbot stated: 

Our organiser Mr. Edward O'Fee has just completed perhaps 
the busiest year he has had with us, As well as being 
Chief Organiser for the Canterbury Division he seems to 
find the time to attend to even the smallest details in 
our Electorate, Without his assistance I feel sure we 
would not hold the honour of being the best organised 
Electorate in N.z. 3 

A second factor was the status and experience of R,G, 

Gerard M,P, By 1964 Gerard was in his 21st year as a Member 

of Parliament, and his fifth as a member of Cabinet (1957, 

1961-64), and during that time Ashburton Electorate had proved 

a very solid base for him, His image and standing within the 

electorate appears to have been at a very satisfactory level 

(from the point of view of the National Party), and his large 

1963 majority hinted at a personal vote, Within the 

Electorate Committee he was held in high regard, and party 

activists were loyal both to the National Party, and to Gerard 

personally, 

Gerard was present at seven of the twelve meetings held 

during the 1964-65 period, When present it was normal practice 

for him to address the meeting and answer questions. Usually 

1The one exception was the Woodbury Branch which assisted each 
year with the canvass in the branch area, 

2As, for example, at the Executive Committee Meeting of 17 
July 1964 (Minutes of that meeting). 

3chairman's Report presented to the Electorate Committee 
Annual Meeting, 17 May 1966. 



37 

in his address he would discuss recent Government decisions, 

and/or issues before Government, and would give the background 

to Government thinking in these areas. He was quite prepared 

to take these meetings into his confidence (or to convey the 
1 impression he was doing so) in discussing topical issues. 

As a member of Cabinet he was in the position of knowing the 

background to Cabinet decisions, and the impression left with 

delegates was that he and his Cabinet and caucus colleagues 

were in control of the situation, and that Government was in 

competent hands. 2 

A further factor was the loyalty and experience of the 

leadership group within the Electorate Committee. Tradi-

tionally the dominant group had been the sub-executive, a 

group of about 14 persons including several who had been 

associated with Gerard through much of his parliamentary 

career. This sub-executive centred on Ashburton (Borough) 

and meetings were usually held in the office of the Electorate 

Secretary, W.H. Dalton. As the electorate moved south with 

successive boundary changes leaving Ashburton Borough less and 

less the geographic centre, it became less satisfactory to 

have a sub-executive centred on Ashburton. In 1964 changes 

were made to the executive system to give better geographical 

cover, 3 and as with Electorate Committee meetings this 

1The decision, in May 1965, of Government to commit troops to 
Vietnam was a case in point. At the electorate committee 
meeting some days before the formal Government announcement, 
Gerard made it clear to delegates that troops would be 
committed, and he gave a number of reasons for the decision 
(not all of which were used in the formal announcement). 

2 Conversations with delegates. D.K. Mackenzie, Interview, 
6 November 1971. 

3The 1964 Electorate Committee Annual Meeting decided that the 
Electorate Executive should consist of the Electorate Chair

- continued -
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But to 

a large extent the same group of people still controlled the 

organisational and administrative detail. Apart from O'Fee, 

the key men in the electorate organisation in 1964 were Dalton, 

the electorate secretary over a long period of time; .H,C,B, 

Withell, D.M. Bruce, and W.H. Sarney, former electorate 

chairmen; R,L.G~ Talbot, the current chairman; and J.E. 

Mulvihill and W.R. Currie, the deputy chairmen, Dalton and 

Sarney were accountants, Currie, Bruce and Withell retired 

farmers, and all five lived in Ashburton and had been key men 

in Ashburton Electorate over a long period of time. Talbot 

and Mulvihill, both farmers, were from the south end of the 

electorate, and had not the same length of identification with 

the Ashburton Electorate organisation. Each of these seven 

men in their own way made an important contribution, but it 

seems that the most important contribution was that made by 

Currie. In the words of one party activist of this period, 

"Will Currie had his finger on the pulse of the electorate", 1 

Currie had worked in very closely with Gerard over a number of 

years, and had been secretary of his campaign committee for 

several election campaigns. He played an important role in 

ensuring that Gerard, particularly once a member of Cabinet, 

did not lose touch with local problems and local issues, and 

many comments and statements by Gerard which were printed by 

local newspapers owed their appearance to Currie as the 

- continued -

1 

man, Deputy Chairmen, past chairmen, the chairman and secre
tary of each branch, plus four others elected by the 
Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, plus up to four extra 
members to be added by the executive itself at its first 
meeting. (Minutes of the Electorate Committee meeting, 
6 May 1964.) 
D.K. Mackenzie, Interview, 6 November 1971. 
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initiator and ghost writer. With Currie, Dalton, O'Fee and 

the others looktng after the organisational detail, a de ra·cto 

sub-executive still existed, still largely based.on Ashburton 

Borough. But despite the possibility of tensions and rivalry 

between the northern (Mid Canterbury region) and southern 

(South Canterbury region) portions of the organisation, there 

is little evidence to suggest that this was any more than a 

very minor source of irritation during 1964. 

During 1965 three of these men died, Sarney just prior to 

the Electorate Annual Meeting in May, Dalton and Currie in 

quick succession in September. The deaths created gaps in the 

organisation, but they also gave younger men an opportunity to 

step up into leadership positions. Dalton's partner in 

business, J.E. Ross, agreed to take over as Secretary-Treasurer, 

and with the election of H.J. Royds as deputy chairman in place 

of Currie the gaps appeared to be filled with equally capable 

younger men. 

To these three specific factors must be added one important 

general factors the years 1964 and 1965 were part of a period 

of farm prosperity. In 196J-64 wool prices were higher ·than 

they had been for some time, and farm incomes were at compara

tively high levels •1 And with farming prosperous .the service 

towns benefited. There was little reason for persons who had 

voted National in 1960 and 1963 to be dissatisfied in 1964 and 

1965. Membership figures certainly indicated continuing 

satisfaction with the National Government. 

The tone and mood of meetings in this period reflected this 

1For further information on farmers' incomes in this period 
see for example the N.Z. Meat and Wool Board Economic Service 
Sheep Farm S"urveys. 
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Delegates appeared to be satisfied 

with the performance of their National Government and prepared 

to work towards its re-election in 1966. Remits and resolu-

tions discussed, and questions asked of Gerard and other 

speakers reflected minor concerns rather than major discontents. 

In 1964-65 remit~ and resolutions passed by the meetings 

covered the questions of financial assistance to young farmers, 

land settlement, PAYE taxation payments, local body amalgama

tions, estate duty, land valuation, import controls, and land 

tax. 1 These were, to a large extent, farmer concerns. The 

latter three issues appeared to be the ones on which the 

farmer delegates had strongest views. Land valuation is a 

contentious question. Some farmers regard a high value as 

beneficial, partioularly if they want to sell, lease, or 

borrow against their property. But a more general view, as 

expressed in these meetings, was that as the level at which a 

farm was valued affected the rates and land tax payable, and 

could affect gift duties (in the case of a farmer passing a 

farm on to a son), and estate duties, the lower the valuation 

the better. Land tax was a perennial issue in this 

electorate, and in passing remits.in 1964 and 1965 asking the 

Government to abolish land tax, the Electorate Committee was 

repeating an exercise it had carried out many times before. 

The reasons for opposition to this tax were, to some extent, 

as much ideological as economic. Land tax was seen as a 

direct tax on capital, bearing no relationship to farm income. 

It imposed a direct cost on the farmer which there was no way 

of avoiding or passing on. The other issue on which farmer 

1Minutes of Electorate Committee meetings, 1964-65. 
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delegates expressed strong views related to import controls. 

As they saw it, the farmer was required to compete on world 

markets and accept the ,,ruling market price for his produce, 

but he was not free to procure his imputs at world market 

price; instead, he was required to use a locally made product 

which was often of inferior quality and higher price than the 

comparable imported article. 1 However, these were not at 

this stage issues over which farmer delegates were likely to 

turn to alternative parties. Labour certainly did not appeal 

as the party likely to abolish land tax, estate duties, and 

import licensing, 

When O'Fee was asked at the Executive meeting on 29 Octo-. 

ber 1965 what impression he had of the general public reaction 

to National Party policies, he replied by stating that he had 

experienced less refusals than in other years, and that 

generally there had been an improvement in the rate of 

donations. 2 

able. 

In other words, the general reaction was favour-

* * * 

Ashburton Electorate ln the 1964-65 period was much the 

same as Ashburton Electorate in 1963, as far as the National 

Party was concerned, Membership remained high, finance was 

no problem, and party activists appeared to be contented. 

Despite deaths, the electorate appeared to have sound leader-

ship, and to be well organised, In fact, all the indications 

late in 1965 seemed to be pointing to another very comfortable 

1Remits relating to import·controls were passed at both the 
1964 and 1965 Electorate Committee Annual Meetings. 

2Minutes of Executive meeting, 29 October 1965. 
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National Party victory in the Ashburton Electorate in the 1966 

election. 

However, in 1966, Ashburton Electorate moved into a 

different phase. The year proved to be a very difficult one 

for the National Party electorate organisation as a number of 

problems developed within the electorate and as the candidates 

of both the Labour Party and the Social Credit Political League 

made every effort to capitalise on the opportunities presented 

to them. 

The National Party's problems were of two kinds. Firstly, 

there were organisational problems; and secondly, there were 

political problems. These problems are discussed in the next 

two chapters. 

* * * 



4J 

CHAPTER III 

A CHANGING SITUATION: ORGANISATIONAL PROBLEMS 

The major organisational problem faced by the party during 

1966 arose as a result of the decision of R.G. Gerard to 

retire from politics. The selection of R.E. Buick as Gerard's 

replacement as National Party candidate, Buick's subsequent 

withdrawal, and finally the selection of R.L.G, Talbot only two 

months before the 1966 election, all produced repercussions for 

the National P!:l,I'ty. 

The First Selection 

Although the official announcement by Gerard of his inten

tion to retire was made at an Electorate Committee meeting on 

February 25, a meeting called expressly for this purpose, 1 

rumours of impending retirement were circulating locally· by 

mid February, and had reached the news media. 2 Prior to the 

announcement there had been consultations with Electorate 

Officers, Divisional personnel, and with the party leadership, 

At Divisional and party leadership levels the preferred 

successor to Gerard was C.C.A. McLa.chlan, the current Chairman 

of the Canterbury/Westland Division of the party,J and at this 

level there was confidence that he would win the selection. 4 

1Minutes of Electorate Committee meeting, 25 February 1966 .. 
2rn announcing his retirement to the meeting Gerard commented 

on newspaper reports speculating on the possibility of his 
retirement, and claimed that he had not made any statement to 
the press. (Minutes, 25 February 1966.) However, earlier 
in the evening on which the announcement was made, the tele
vision news carried a report of the impending retirement. 
(CHTV.J: 7,JO p,m. News.) 

3conversations with E. O'Fee, April 1966; confirmed in inter
views with other party officials, July 1971. 

4Th1s was also the view of the news media. The T.V. news item 
referred to in footnote 2 also carried a photo of McLa.chlan 
and the information that he was the probable successor to 
Gerard. 
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The party hierarchy apparently felt that McLachlan had a 

legitimate claim to be the party's representative in the 

electorate. McLachlan had started his political career while 

farming at Barrhill, at that time part of the Ashburton Elec

torate, where he became firstly Chairman of the local branch, 

and later a Deputy Chairman of the Electorate Committee. But 

with subsequent boundary changes his area was excluded from 

the Ashburton Electorate, and not long after that he moved to 

Christchurch to become Chairman of the Canterbury/Westland 

Division. As Chairman of the Division he once again became a 

regular attender at Ashburton Electorate Committee meetings, 

and he continued to refer to the electorate as his 'home' 

electorate. 

But for a number of reasons McLa.chlan was not acceptable 

to a number of influential persons (not necessarily party 

activists) within the Mid Canterbury portion of the electorate. 

As a result a particularly well organised campaign was launched 

with the aim of ensuring that McLachlan would not win the 

selection, and that in his stead the first choice of the 

selection committee would be R.E. Buick. 

On February 26 the Ashburton Guardian reported Gerard's 

decision to retire and commented editorially, on the 28th an 

article commented on the "envious eyes" which were "being cast 

on the Ashburton Seat ••• " and an advertisement invited appli

cations for nomination as National Party candidate for the 

Ashburton Electorate, and by March J four persons had indicated 

their intention to contest the selection for nomination. These 

four were McLachlan; R.L.G. Talbot, the Electorate Committee 
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Chairman; N.S. Brown, a Deputy Chairman; and J.G. Humm, a 

member of the Electorate Committee. 1 All four had a history 

of service to the National Party, but not one had been 

involved for any length of time in Mid Canterbury activities. 

McLachlan, apparently, was not regarded as a 'Mid Canterbury 

man', and his main support appears to have come from the 

southern end of the electorate. 2 Talbot was from Waitohi, 

near Temuka, Brown from Pleasant Point, and Humm from Mt. 

Somers, although Humm had not long been in the area, having 

shifted from Rangiora in 1963. 

The Mid Canterbury move came on the evening of March 3. 

That night in Ashburton 

A meeting of 31 members of the National Party representing 
a cross section of town and country interests considered 
a list of prospective candidates ••• and decided to ask 
Mr. Buick to accept nomination. 3 

The 31 persons attending may have been members of the party, 

but only a small proportion of them had any previous history 

of involvement with the party, and of attendance at Electorate 

Committee meetings. Rather they were friends and associates 

of R.A. Burnett, the Ashburton businessman who spear-headed 

the drive to secure Buick the selection. Many reasons have 

been advanced for the decision to oppose McLachlan and to 

promote Buick, and many rumours circulated at the time and 

subsequently. It is difficult to be certain which were the 

real reasons and which were merely propaganda in the pursuit of 

1Ashburton Guardian, 26 February 1966, 28 February 1966, 1 
March 1966, 3 March 1966. 

2The Ashburton Guardian, for example, reported that "Mr McLach
lan accepted nomination ••• at the request of a deputation of 
Ashburton electors led by Mr J. Royds of Temuka ••• " (1 March 
1966). 

3Ashburton Guardian, 5 March 1966. 
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a cause. The reaction to McLachlan may have been partly 

personal, but it was also a reaction to what was seen to be an 

attempt by the party hierarchy to foist their candidate choice 

on the electorate, McLachlan was regarded with disfavour 

because he had retired from his farm at an early age, .and had 

left Mid Canterbury to become a man of the city, of big 

business (he had been appointed a Director of the Reserve 

Bank), and of the National Party hierarchy. The choice of 

Buick was largely based on parochial considerations. The 

Burnett group wanted the new Member of Parliament (and there 

seemed little doubt in the minds of those involved that it was 

a Member of Parliament and not just the candidate of the 

National Party that was being chosen) to be a true representa

tive of Mid Canterbury. Buick was the choice because he 

conformed to the concept this group had of a Mid Canterbury 

representative. He was, at the time, Chairman of the 

Ashburton County Council and a member of the Ashburton College 

Board of Governors, and he had close connections with business 

interests in Ashburton Borough. He was promoted as a success

ful farmer, and a colourful personality. But he did have one 

failing. He had only had a very nominal association with the 

National Party prior to that time, and had at no stage been 

involved at any level of the party structure. His knowledge 

of party organisation, of party policy, and of Parliament, 

appear to have been very limited, and for this reason he was 

not immediately the unanimous choice of the'meeting of 31'. 

Had there been a contender from among the officebearers and 

committee members of the Mid Canterbury branches of the 
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National Party who had a record of involvement in Mid Canter

bury activities, this group may well have backed him. But 

there were only two possible contenders, D.M. Bruce and D,K. Mac-

kenzie, Mackenzie was approached by a deputation from this 

meeting with a request that he make himself available .for 

nomination, and Bruce was sounded out by Burnett to ascertain 

what his intentions were. But when both men made it clear 

that they were not contenders, Buick became the unanimous 

choice and a statement was made to the Ashburton Guardian. 1 

Buick himself did not actively seek the nomination. He 

appears to have been reluctant to enter the selection contest, 

and only agreed to do so after the group seeking to promote 

him had persuaded him that this was another way in which he 

could promote the interests of Mid Canterbury. Once his 

nomination was assured his promoters set to work to ensure that 

he would win the selection. 

The National Party has always prided itself on the 

democratic nature of the party, and this is particularly true 

in the methods available for selecting candidates. Two 

methods are available: the postal ballot and the selection 

committee. The Ashburton Electorate Committee meeting on 

February 25 had decided that the -selection committee method 

would be used. 2 The Party Handbook current at the time set 

out quite clearly the manner in which the selection committee 

was constituted, It stated: 

1rnformation for this section has been drawn from a number of 
conversations and interviews, some at the time of the event, 
others in June and July 1971, 

2Minutes, 25 February 1966. 
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Each branch shall in general meeting elect from its 
qualified members, whose names appeared on the roll of 
qualified members on the date and at the time nominations 
closed, one representative for every complete twenty 
qualified members, and one further representative for a 
fraction thereof over ten, The number so elected shall 
form the selection committee, 1 

In Ashburton Electorate this system proved so democratic 

that the party activists lost control of the situation, The 

key figures in the bid to ensure Buick the selection were men 

whose party affiliations were as nominal as those of the man 

they were promoting although they did have the support of· 

some and acquiescence of other party activists. Their tactics 

showed how effective a determined effort to influence the 

selection process could be. Yet at all times the group 

worked within the rules laid down in the Party Handbook 

concerning the selection of candidates, 

Buick's selection was achieved in three ways. Firstly, 

in those areas where support for Buick was assured, every 

endeavour was made to increase the financial membership of the 

branch so that more delegates committed to support Buick could 

participate in the selection, and in one area, Greenstreet, a 

new branch was formed. 2 Table VII shows how successful this 

tactic was·, particularly in the Mid Canterbury portion of the 

electorate. Twenty-one extra delegates were able to attend 

the selection as a result of increased membership in the 

Ashburton, Tinwald/Eiffelton, and Mayfield branches, and the· 

1Party Handbook (3rd edition 1960) p, 48. 
2This branch was formed on Mar.ch 9, after the calling of 
nominations, but before nominations closed. Four delegates 
attended the selection, but there is no record of any Green
street delegate attending any other meeting, either in 1966 
or in subsequent years (to 1971). 
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TABLE VII 

BRANCH MEMBERSHIP AND DELEGATE ENTITLEMENT . ASHBURTON . 
ELECTORATE 1966 

Branch Members Delegates 
1/1/66 24/3/66 1/1/66 24/1/66 

SOUTH CANTERBURY 

Albury 272 273 14 14 
Fairlie 397 459 20 23 
Geraldine 512 512 26 26 
Milford/Clandeboye 169 184 8 9 
Pleasant Point 302 J02 15 15 
Rangitata/Peel Forest 179 179 9 9 
Temuka/Waitohi 292 295 15 15 
Woodbury 268 272 13 14 - - - -

TOTAL: 2391 2476 120 125 -- - - -
MID CANTERBURY 

Ashburton 961 1079 48 .54 
Greenstreet - 79 - 4 
Hinds/Ealing 137 1 .51 7 8 
Mt. Somers 111 131 6 7 
Mayfield 147 232 7 12 
Tinwald/Eiffelton 208 314 10 16 
Lowcliffe/Coldstream 69 72 3 4 - - - -

TOTAL: 1633 2058 81 10.5 - - - -
Source: Records, Ashburton Electorate Committee. 

formation of the Greenstreet branch. Secondly, the group 

virtually took control of the Ashburton Branch, the largest 

branch in the electorate, and ensured that delegates were 

chosen on the basis of commitment to support Buick rather than 

on the basis of previous activity within the branch, and this 

meant that several persons who were delegates to the Electorate 

Committee were not able to participate in the Selection Commit-
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Thirdly, delegates from other branches, both in Mid 

and South Canterbury, were approached and an effort was made 

to secure their support for Buick. With selection based on a 

preferential voting system it was not necessary to ensure that 

Buick be given first preference, and all that was sought was 

the highest preference possible for Buick, and the placement 

of McLachlan last. 2 

The group promoting Buick may have been a 'cross section 

of town and country interests• as the Ashburton Guardian 

implied. But in many ways it was a one-time coalition, and 

owed much of its success to the drive and organisation of 

R.A. Burnett, the Ashburton businessman who lead the group. 

Although Burnett does appear to have had some prior knowledge 

of Gerard's intention to announce his retirement from 

politics, 3 he none the less had a very limited time in which 

to work, 4 and given this, the speed and effectiveness of the 

1This aspect caused considerable concern to O'Fee and to other 
party officials, and it appears that it was largely this 
situation that gave rise to the subsequent change in the 
rules regarding the composition of the Selection Committee. 
The appropriate rule now states: "The Selection Committee 
shall comprise the members for the time being of the Electo
rate Committee together with such additional members, if any, 
as may be necessary •.• " (Constitution and Rules of the 
N.Z.N.P. (5th edition 1969) Rule 118, p. JO.) 

2 . . 
Apparently Burnett endeavoured to contact every delegate per
sonally and, in so far as interviews and conversations have 
not revealed one delegate who was not so contacted, he 
appears to have been particularly successful in this 
endeavour. 

3He was present at the meeting at which Gerard announced his 
retirement, having not previously been an attender at Electo
rate Committee meetings, and was involved in an attempt to 
postpone the calling of nominations, a move opposed by O'Fee. 
It seems that Burnett wanted more time to organise the 
selection, and this O'Fee, committed to ensuring McLachlan's 
selection, did not want. 

4Presuming that the campaign started the day after Gerard's 
announcement there were 17 days available for the membership 
drive, and a further 20 to contact all 230 delegates (as well 
as re-organise Ashburton Branch). 
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campaign was quite remarkable. Organiser O'Fee and Electo-

rate Secretary Ross were both taken completely by surprise by 

the speed of the developments, and both appear to have been 

unsure how they should react to the situation. 1 Had Dalton, 

Currie and Sarney still been alive and active, their experience 

and influence in Ashburton (Borough) may have enabled the 

party to exercise a degree of control over the situation. 

But without them there was little O'Fee and Ross could do, and 

by the time Division and Head office personnel became aware 

that all was not going according to plan in Ashburton, the 

selection of Buick had been virtually assured. 

When nominations closed on March 14 six nominations had 

been received by the Electorate Secretary. The sixth and last 

to enter the selection was .J. Woodhead from Milford in the 

south of the electorate. On April 4 these six men went 

before the Selection Committee with five of them having done 

very little pre-selection campaigning. 

It does seem surprising that the other five contenders 

had not made a greater effort to win pre-selection support. 

There seems to have been little real effort to approach dele

gates, or to increase delegate entitlement in their home 

branches. 2 Talbot and Humm both regarded McLachlan as the 

front runner and appear not to have considered their own 

selection likely, and the same appears t~ have been the case 

With Woodhead and Brown,3 However, it was surprising that 

1o•Fee, Conversation, April 1966. Ross, Interview, 15 
September 1971. 

2Talbot, Brown and Woodhead of the Temuka/Waitohi, Pleasant 
Point, and Milford/Clandeboye branches respectively, appear 
to have made little or no attempt to increase their branch 
strength, as Table VII shows. 

3rnterviews: R.L.G, Talbot, 8 August 1971, J.G. Humm, 
JO July 1971. 



McLachlan did not make more of an effort to ensure he had 

control of the situation, particularly in the north {Mid 

Canterbury) portion of the electorate. It appears that 
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McLachlan, in Christchurch~ like Talbot and the others in the 

south, and Humm at Mt. Somers, were not aware of what was 

being organised in Ashburton (Borough) until far too late, and 

that Buick, because of his lack of involvement in the party, 

was discounted. 

Even without the pre-selection campaign of the Burnett/ 

Buick group, interest in the selection was bound to be high. 

In a seemingly safe National electorate the winner of the 

selection was almost certain to become the new Member of Parlia-

ment. In 1964 and 1965 the Electorate Committee Annual 

Meetings had attracted 82 and 61 delegates respectively. On 

April 4 1966 the Selection Committee was 230 strong and included 

many people who had never previously attended an Electorate 

Committee meeting, And even though this was an electorate in 

which the majority of votes would be cast in the towns, farmers 

were dominant on the Selection Committee. 1 However, there was 

never any doubt that the selected candidate would have a 

farming background. Five were farmers, and McLachlan had been 

one, even if he was no longer acceptable as one in some quarters. 

In Ashburton Borough there seems to have been an acceptance 

amongst those involved of the need to promote a farmer, and the 

1rt was possible to obtain the names of all 230 delegates to the 
selection, and the addresses of all but the Ashburton and 
Fairlie delegates. Of 153 addresses only 20 were not rural. 
It seems unlikely that a large percentage of the Fairlie dele
gates were from the townshlp, and there were retired farmers 
among the Ashburton delegates. From this evidence it seems 
safe to assume that in the vicinity of two thirds of the dele
gates were, or had been, farmers. Gardner has referred to 
this dominance of farmers on National Party Selection Commit
tees as a "de facto country- quota". Gardner, The Farmer 
Politicianp p. 17. 
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1 Ashburton Guardian in an editorial supported this view. But 

this was not the point at issue. 

Four days before the selection the Ashburton Guardian, in 

an editorial, discussed the choice facing the Selection Commit-

tee: 

There is one vital point, however, on which the selection 
could hinge. and that is whether the committee will place 
the party above the electorate. If the committee feels 
that the candidate best qualified to represent the electo
rate should be the one well versed in the party's 
policies, orie who has been closely identified with its 
activities over a considerable period, then one particular 
candidate stands out above the others and he may gain 
selection. 

If, and it is an important if, the committee feels that 
the needs of the electorate should be the main basis of 
consideration, then the field narrows considerably, 

After all is said and done, whoever is finally elected as 
the representative in Parliament of this district will be 
expected to represent not just thos.e people whose 
political leanings favour the National Party, He will 
be the representative of all the people and will be 
expected to attend to the wants of all, That being the 
case, a man who has been closely identified with the 
Ashburton district in particular and the electorate in 
general would be preferable. 2 

The choice was seen as being between McLachlan, the 

representative of the party, and Buick, the representative of 

the Ashburton district, and Buick was preferred, 

The Selection Committee, meeting on April 4, appeared to 

share the view expressed by the writer of the Ashburton Guardian 

editorial, Buick, despite delivering a very poor speech,J 

1rn noting that all the candidates were farmers the editorial 
commented: "To that extent, whoever is chosen should be well 
equipped to serve the interests of the district which is, in 
the main, dependent on pr~.mary production," {Ashburton 
Guardian, JO March 1966.) 

2Ashburton Guardian, 30 March 1966. 
3Even some of Buick's supporters have been prepared to volun
teer the opinion that his speech was the worst of the six on 
the night. 



won the selection by a comfortable margin. 
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The indications 

are that Talbot and McLachlan were close together, and some 

way behind, and that the other contenders were closely spaced 

behind them. 1 Delegates from Mid Canterbury branches appear 

to have supported Buick fairly solidly, 2 and he also won some 

support in the south.3 The other five contenders had their 

supporters, but in the face of the support organised for Buick 

no one could challenge him. The Mid Canterbury group had 

successfully imposed their will on the selection process: 

the man with a close identification with Mid Canterbury affairs 

had won, and was now to be the candidate of the National Party 

in Ashburton Electorate. 

The Selection Committee decision left the National Party 

organisation,with two problems. Firstly, there was the 

problem of regaining the support of those party activists who 

were bitter and disillusioned with the way in which Buick won, 

A number of delegates who had not supported Buick, and even 

some who had, were surprised to find so many people with no 

previous history of activity within the Electorate Committee 

present as members of the Selection Committee. It was not 

until the night of the selection that many of the delegates 

not involved in the pro-Bu:Lck campaign fully realised how 

intense that campaign had been, and how Buick's victory had 

been assured, Post-selection discussion was widespread, going 

1conversations with E. O'Fee, April 1966; confirmed by D.M. 
Bruce (Interview, 23 June 1971). Both these men acted as 
scrutineers at this selection. 

2one Mid Canterbury branch which did not support Buick was the 
Lowcliffe/Coldstream Branch. Their first choice was 
McLachlan. 

3Particularly from Fairlie Branch delegates. 
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well beyond those who were present at the selection, leaving 

the image of the party somewhat tarnished in the process, 

Secondly, there was the problem of promoting a candidate who 

had virtually no knowledge of party organisation, party policy, 

and of Parliament. Buick's lack of knowledge of things 

political had been apparent in the selection speech, and was 

worrying some delegates and party officials even before they 

left the Geraldine Town Hall on the night of the selection, 1 

This weakness became increasingly apparent over the following 

months. 

Electorate Chairman Talbot appears to have played an 

important role, post-selection, in endeavouring to deal with 

these two problems, 2 Firstly, he made a very real effort to 

unite the party organisation behind Buick as the candidate, 

And secondly, he sought to ensure Buick every opportunity to 

become conversant with the policy, structure, and organisation 

of the National Party, and with the workings of Parliament. 

As an alternative contender in the selection, Talbot would have 

been entitled to compare his length of service to the party 

with Buick's lack of involvement, and to have reacted against 

Buick's candidature. He admits he was 11 staggered 11 by the 

Selection Committee decision. 3 But placing loyalty to the 

party ahead of any personal feelings he may have had, he 

appears to have taken the view that as Buick was now to be the 

1E. O'Fee, conversations, April 1966; G. Johnston, D.M. Bruce, 
Interviews, June/July 1971. 

2 D.M. Bruce, D.K. Mackenzie, J.E. Ross and G. Knight, in inter-
views (June-November 1971), all commented very favourably on 
Talbot's role and activity in what they all regarded as a 
difficult period, both for Talbot and for the party organisa
tion. 

3Not because he was beaten, but because Buick (rather than 
McLachlan) won. Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. 



candidate the important thing was to work for his election. 

During April and May all 15 branch annual meetings were attended 

and addressed by Buick and Talbot. Talbot was able to report 

to the Electorate Committee of "greatly increased attendances" 

at the branch meetings, and he went on to comment "I am very 

pleased to be able to tell you that the whole of the electorate 

is right behind Mr. Buick as he prepares to face the electors 

at the end of the year 11 • 1 But despite Talbot's note of 

confidence the round of branch meetings only helped to heighten 

the general awareness of Buick's lack of knowledge of politics 

at the national level. 2 His promoters in the pre-selection 

period appear to have hoped and expected that he would be able 

to successfully bridge the gap from local body to national 

politics. But after the round of branch meetings even some 

of them were beginning to doubt that h~ could do so. At the 

Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, at the subsequent Divisional 

Annual Meeting, and at the party's Dominion Conference, the 

impression was left that Buick was out of his depth. But 

during this period there were a number of indications that he 

was aware of his own limitations, and having second thoughts 

about all that was involved. 3 

Even so, the decision to withdraw came as a surprise to 

many of the delegates to the Electorate Committee meeting at 

which the decision was announced. In a letter to the Electo-

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 17 May 
1966. 

2The Secretary of the Lowcl:Lffe/Coldstream Branch, for example, 
wrote in the minutes: "Mr Buick was then asked to speak. 
He apologised for not having much knowledge of Parliament, but 
he gave us a very interesting address and discussion on the 
Ashburton County and various other counties of our country." 
Branch Annual Meeting, 19 April 1966. 

3rnterviews with party officials, May-November 1971. 
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rate Committee Meeting of August 16 he advised "that because 

of circumstances beyond his control he had been forced to with-

draw as candidate of the electorate". 1 In the official 

release to the newspapers lt was stated that Buick 11has with

drawn for family health reasons" 2 and this does appear to 

have been one factor in the decision. There is, however, very 

little evidence to suggest that this was the main factor. 

Whether his decision was largely his own, based on a heightened 

awareness of all that would. be involved if he became a Member 

of Parliament, or whether other influential people at higher 

levels of the party structure had persuaded him to withdraw, is 

a question which must remain unanswered. Rumours of a strong 

reaction by the party hierarchy to the result circulated in the 

electorate shortly after the selection and, following the 

withdrawal of Buick, rumours again circulated, this time to the 

effect that the party hierarchy had pressured Buick into 

withdrawing. There is an absence of substantive evidence to 

support these rumours, but that does not make the effect that 

they had at that time any less damaging for the National Party, 

The Second Selection 

With the General Election less than four months away, and 

with a number of the issues which had developed within the 

electorate taking on political overtones, the National Party 

was placed in the unsatisfactory position of having no candi-

date. Of necessity, the first task for the Electorate 

Committee had to be the selection of another candidate. Sub-

sequent to the first select:Lon, two of the six contenders had 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee meeting, 16 August 1966. 
2Ashburton Guardian, 17 August 1966. 
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been selected to stand for the party as candidates in other 

electorates, McLachlan in Selwyn Electorate (safely National), 

and Humm in Timaru Electorate {safely Labour). With Buick's 

withdrawal, Humm sought release from his candidature so that 

he could again offer himself for selection as candidat.e in the 

Ashburton Electorate, and this was agreed to {reluctantly) by 

the Executive of the Timaru Electorate Committee. 1 
' ' 

Once aga~n the procedure laid down in the Party Handbook 

concerning the s.election of candidates was followed by the 

Ashburton Electorate Committee, and by the time the candidates 

faced the Selection Committee more than five weeks had elapsed. 

The selected candidate would have exactly two months in which 

to campaign before the General Election. Again six candidates 

offered themselves, and again all six were farmers. Three 

{Talbot, Humm and Brown) had contested the first selection, 

three (H.J. Royds, J. Brand and T.M.F. Taylor) were new 

contenders. Talbot, Brown and Royds were from the South 

Canterbury portion of the electorates Humm and Brand were 

from Mid Canterbury, although Brand's farm was Just outside the 

electorate boundary; and Taylor was from the Rakaia Gorge, 

well outside the electorate. All six had a history of activity 

in the party, although Brand was better known for his activity 

in the Federated Farmers organisation, and at that time for his 

activities in promoting the cause of a farmers' co-operative 

fertiliser works for the area. Taylor's activity in the party 

had been in an earlier period, and this was to be his final 

exercise within the party. 2 

1 

2 
Ashburton Guardian, 23 August 1966. 
Two years later Taylor became the Dominion President of the 
N.Z. Country Party, and in 1969 he fought the Ashburton 
Electorate as that party's candidate. 
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With the number of delegates to the Selection Committee. 

set at the figure for the first selection a similar membership 

campaign could not recur. But pre-selection canvassing of 

delegates by candidates could, and this took place at a much 

more intensive level as all candidates sought to build up 

support. 1 But this time there was no campaign from Mid 

Canterbury in support of any particular candidate. Burnett 

did let it be known that Talbot was his preferred choice, 2 but 

he did little active campaigning on his behalf, and a number 

of the men who had been involved in the pro-Buick campaign 

were not present for the second selection. 

The Selection Committee met in the Geraldine Town Hall on 

the evening of September 26, the six candidates addressed the 

delegates, the votes were cast, and Talbot won, apparently by 

a wide margin. 3 It appears that he had the backing not only 

of many of the party activists but also of a significant number 

of the delegates who had supported Buick in the first selection, 

His loyalty to the party, and his loyal support of Buick after 

the first selection, had not gone unnoticed, It appears that 

the failure of Buick convinced many delegates of the futility 

of selecting as candidate a man with little or no history of 

involvement in the party, and this time, in reaction, the man 

with the best history of involvement in the party organisation 

was the choice. The other candidates were no threat to Talbot; 

Humm lost favour by withdrawing from Timaru, Brown had been 

1on one particular afternoon, for example, four of the 
candidates were active in the Pleasant Point area (Edgar, 
Interview, 11 July 1971). 

2 Bruce, Interview, 23 June 1971; Edgar, Interview, 11 July 
1971. 

3Bruce, Interview, 23 June 1971; Mackenzie, Interview, 
6 November 1971. 
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beaten in a ballot within the Electorate Committee for the 

position of Deputy Chairman earlier in the year, Brand had some 

support in the north but was an unknown quantity in the south, 

and Royds was supported in the south but not in the north. 

Taylor, the least well known of the six candidates, appears to 

have given the best speech on the night, 1 but in many ways his 

speech was a blistering attack on the party, and as such it ran 

completely counter to the reassertion of party loyalty that 

seems to have characterised. the strong support for Talbot. 

With the selection of Talbot the National Party once again 

had a candidate for Ashburton Electorate, a candidate quite 

different from the earlier choice. The selection of Buick had 

been in response to a. mood expressed strongly in Mid Canterbury, 

that the new Member of Parliament should be firstly a represen

tative of the district, and only secondly the representative of 

a political party. Talbot was in many ways the opposite of 

this. He came from the south, rather than the north of the 

electorate, and he was not at all well known in the Mid Canter-

bury portion. His predominant interest had been the National 

Party, and while this meant he had a sound knowledge of party 

policy and organisation it also meant he had very little history 

of involvement in other organisations in the electorate. 2 

Given this background it was to be expected that he would put 

loyalty to the party first and, where there was a conflict, 

representation of the electorate second. 

1Bruce described Taylor's speech as "A display of real 
artistry". (Interview, 2.3 June 1971.) 

2Talbot's biographical note, as distributed to delegates prior 
to the first selection, made the point "The National Party has 
been Mr. Talbot's predominating interest for many years". 

r 
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But with other factors operating, the choice in Ashburton 

Electorate in 1966 was not going to be a simple choice between 

the standardbearers of the contesting parties. The mood 

behind the original selection of Buick had shown that it was 

not sufficient for a candidate to have a history of close 

involvement in the party. 

area was also sought. 

A history of involvement in the 

The Labo~ Party was in the fortunate position of being 

able to offer the electorate just such a candidate. Their 

chosen candidate was the JJ-year-old Lowcliffe farmer, A,J. 

Srhoy. 

There were a number of similarities between Srhoy and 

Buick, besides that of being farmers. Both were outspoken 

personalities, both had a history of involvement in Mid Canter

bury affairs, both had been involved in farmer organisations 

and had shown themselves to be forceful advocates of farmer and 

local interests, and both came from, and were well known in, 

the northern part of the electorate where the larger portion of 

the votes would be cast. Buick, as a member of the Ashburton 

College Board of Governors, was able to be critical of Govern

ment handling of the school-siting issue in Ashburton Borough 

and so appear as a man seeking to promote the interests of the 

area. Srhoy, at the time of his selection as candidate, was 

closely identified as a promoter of the farmers' co-operative 

fertiliser works idea, and had canvassed much of the Ashburton 

County seeking support for the venture. As candidates there 

was a possibility that they could win votes on the basis of 

their involvement in the area. Srhoy, like Buick, could be 
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seen to be a man who was unlikely to put loyalty to the party 

ahead of representation of the area if there was a clash of 

interests. However, there was one very significant difference; 

Srhoy was much more politically aware than was Buick. 

Talbot lacked the advantage of being seen to be involved 

in any of the issues that became important during 1966. He 

had only two months to make himself known, and to establish his 

position on these local issues. Unless he was particularly 

impressive in those two months his appeal as a candidate could 

barely go past his party label. The fact that Srhoy had been 

busy exploiting local discontent virtually from the announce

ment of his candidature on July 24 left Talbot at a considerable 

disadvantage. 

* * * 



CHAP'l1ER IV 

POLITICAL PROBLEMS 
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Of the local issues which developed in the electorate 

during 1966 at least four appear to have been of some political 

significance, in so far as they contributed to a mood of 

dissatisfaction with the National Government, and added to the 

problems of the National Party's electorate organisation, 

A Co-operative Fertiliser Works? 

Considerable local dissatisfaction was aroused, particu

larly among farmers, with the apparent reluctance of the 

Government to authorise the use of Meat Industry Reserve Account 

finance for the building of a farmers' co-operative fertiliser 

works in the area. 

For some time the idea that a farmer-owned co-operative 

fertiliser works be established in South Canterbury to service 

the South and Mid Canterbury area had been canvassed by a 

number of farmers in the area. When the Dominion Fertiliser 

Company opened a mixing store at Seadown (just south of Temuka) 

during 1964 the idea took on more of a sense of urgency, With 

farmer distrust of monopoly an important factor in the opposi-

tion to the company's expansion. Not long before this time, 

Kempthorne Prosser Ltd., the other major supplier of fertiliser 

in the South Island, had acquired £500,000 ($1,000,000) worth 

1 of shares in the Dominion Fertiliser Company. To these 

1Th1s theme of monopoly control was used extensively by the 
proponents of the scheme as, for example, by R.H. Kerr (Chair
man of Directors of the South Island Fertiliser Company) at a 
meeting at Lowcliffe and the figures used above are his, 
(Reported in Ashburton Guardian, J August 1965.) 
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farmers it looked as though fertiliser supplies were under 

monopoly control throughout all of the South Island, except 

Southland. A co-operative fertiliser works in Southland had 

provided the farmers of that province with fertiliser at cheaper 

rates than was available to the farmers of Canterbury, and the 

promoters of the co-operative idea were quick to quote South-

land as an example, In theory a co-operative works in South 

Canterbury would provide competition and ensure that supplies. 

of fertiliser would be available to farmers at competitive 

prices. Profits would be rebated to farmers on the basis of 

the quantity of fertiliser used each year. 

In January 1965 a group of farmers formed the South Island 

Fertiliser Company, and application was made to the Meat 

Producers Board for the Board to recommend to Government that 

Meat Industry Reserve Account finance be made available for the 

setting up of such a works. 1 After investigation, the Meat 

Producers Board made a favourable recommendation to Government, 

and on 21 July 1965 Government indicated that: 

Should farmers give firm undertakings to subscribe 
£400,000 in cash within twelve months of allotment of the 
shares, ••. the Government would authorise the use of 
Meat Industry Reserve Account finance to cover the balance 
of costs as recommended by the Meat Board. 2 

This amount, one quarter 'of the estimated total cost, was high 

in comparison to the contribution demanded of Southland farmers, 

and the rate of interest on the money so loaned from the 

Reserve Account was to be 5%, which at that time was not 

regarded as a particularly generous rate. Later the criticism 

1A.J. Srhoy, Interview, 23 June 1971, 
2Report of statement by the Minister of Agriculture (Hon, B.E. 
Talboys), Ashburton Guardian, 22 July 1965. 



would be raised that Government set these stringent terms with 

the intention of ensuring that they would not be met, and thus 

1 the project would be killed in this way, But in July 1965 

the directors of the farmers' company accepted the terms as 

reasonable and set out to see if they could be met. With the 

Mid Canterbury and South Canterbury Provincial Executives of 

Federated Farmers acting as the sponsoring bodies, meetings 

were called and farmers addressed on the need for the works in 

the area, Local newspapers gave good coverage of the meetings, 

and carried reports of the progress being made with the canvass, 

The first meeting of the canvass, held in the Lowcliffe-Cold

stream Hall on 2 August 1965, drew an attendance well in excess 

of 100, some of whom had travelled quite some distance to 

attend, and received very good coverage in the Ashburton 

2 Guardian the next day. 

The canvass proved a success. On 20 April 1966 the 

Chairman of Directors of the South Island Fertiliser Company 

(R.H. Kerr) was able to report that the target of £400,000 had 

been oversubscribed, and that the Minister of Agriculture and 

the Chairman of the New Zealand Meat Producers Board had been 

advised of the success of the canvass, 3 By April JO, 2279 

farmers had committed themselves to investing in excess of 

111 ••• conditions that were unprecedented in their severity had 
been set by the Government". Srhoy, as reported in the 
Ashburton Guardian, 4 October 1966. 

2 . 
The Guardian reporter talked of a "packed house", and of the 
"great deal of enthusiasm" of the meeting. He also wrote: 
"The aftermath of last night's address was that almost the 
whole of the gathering pressed executive members for immediate 
shares, Cheque books were drawn as soon as the meeting was 
concluded, and although Mr Kerr would not say how much had been 
gathered, it was obvious the amount was substantial." 
(Ashburton Guardian, 3 August 1965.) 

3Ashburton Guardian, 21 April 1966. 



66 

£430,000 in the proposed co-operative fertiliser works, and 

had already paid 10 percent of this figure to the company. 1 

The Directors of the Company, local farmer leaders, and local 

National Party officebearers, all appear to have been of the 

opinion that they had met in full the conditions laid down by 

the Government, 2 and this was echoed by the political 

journalist who, in a report to the Ashburton Guardian from 

Parliament Buildings included the comment"••• the co-operative 

company has duly met the full conditions laid down by the 

Government ••• " 3 

During May and June reports of discussions between the 

Meat Producers Board and representatives of the South Island 

Fertiliser Company, and of deliberations at Cabinet level, were 

carried in the local papers, and the indications were that the 

Meat Producers Board had made a favourable recommendation to 

Government. 4 

At the same time Labour Members of Parliament were asking 

questions in the House on the matter, with Timaru Labour Party 

Member, Sir Basil Arthur, taking a lead. 5 Although only some 

1Ibid., 30 April 1966. 
2Talbot, in his report to the Electorate Committee Annual 
Meeting, had commented: "'.rhe primary producers of this area 
have recently complied with the conditions laid down by the 
Government for the establishment of a co-operative fertiliser 
works." (Meeting of 17 May 1966.) And R.W. Johnston, 
Chairman of the Agricultural Section of Mid Canterbury Fede
rated Farmers, had commented that he was "considerably 
heartened to learn that thanks to the satisfactory canvass 
conducted by the South Island Fertiliser Company a co-operative 
works to serve our area is assured for the future". 
(Ashburton Guardian, 7 May 1966.) 

3Ashburton Guardian, 11 May 1966. 
4Ibid., 11 May 1966, 14 June 1966, 18 June 1966, 27 June 1966. 
5New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (N.Z.P.D.), Vol. 346, pp. 
181-2 (3 June 1966), pp. 554-5 (16 June 1966), p. 598 (17 June 
1966). 
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of the House debate on this subject was reaching the local 

newspapers it would seem that sufficient information was coming 

through for farmers and others to realise that Government was 

going to be some time in making a decision, and that Government 

was raising aspects of the question that to them seemed irrele-

vant. On 17 May the National Party Electorate Committee 

Annual Meeting passed a remit calling on Government to 

"expedite the approval to establish a co-operative fertiliser 

works in South Canterbury" •1 -
Further expressions of opinion 

on this matter were not so polite as other organisations sought 

2 an early and favourable Government response to the proposal. 

Sir Basil Arthur was quick to draw to the attention of Parlia

ment farmer discontent on this matter, noting that "The 

Fairlie branch of Federated Farmers: only last week passed a 

vote of no confidence in the Government over the fertiliser 

issue", 3 

An examination of the debates in Parliament shows an 

apparent difference between local thinking and Government 

thinking on this matter, In his answers to Labour Members' 

questions in the House, Minister of Agriculture Talboys, and 

later A.E. Kinsella on his behalf, showed that Government 

regarded the question of whether or not sufficient financial 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 17 May 
1966. 

2Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers Provincial Executive (M,C, 
F.F. Prov.Exec.), for example, sent telegrams to the Prime 
Minister and the Minister of Agriculture urgently requesting 
support in arranging Meat Board funds for the project after a 
meeting at which such terms as 'breach of faith' were used. 
(Reported in the Ashburton Guardian, 26 May 1966.) And the 
Ashburton Labour Representation Committee (L.H.C,) passed a 
resolution which ran as follows: "That this L.R,C, deplores 
the action of the Government in obstructing, the formation of a 
co-operative fertiliser works in South Canterbury." 
(Ashburton Guardian, 8 June 1966. ) 

JN.Z.P.D,v Vol. J47v p. 1108 (5 July 1966). 
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support was forthcoming as one of two questions on Which 

Government wanted information. The other question concerned 

the economics of the proposal. Kinsella's reply in the House 

on 16 June to Mrs McMillan set this out quite clearly, 1 Yet 

this statement was not carried by local newspapers, although 

subsequently a similar reply to a similar question in the 

House was. 2 What did reach local newspapers, however, were 

statements by W.B. Trotter, South Canterbury member of the 

Electoral Committee of the New Zealand Meat and Wool Board and 

C. Hilgendorf, a producers' representative on the Meat Board, 

disagreeing with the position adopted by Government. 3 Hilgen

dorf, in an address to the Meat and Wool Section of Mid Canter

bury Federated Farmers, stated: "The Government could not stop 

the establishment of a co-operative fertiliser works on the 

ground that it would not prove economical. 114 He went on to 

point out that 80 percent of the farmers of the area had 

committed themselves to the project, and argued that this was 

proof that the project would be economically sound. 

Government appears to have suffered from a very real 

communications problem on this issue. Talboys, in his original 

letter to the Meat Producers Board, spelt out quite clearly the 

need for the Board to give very careful consideration to the 

1Kinsella stated in part: "I should explain that the South 
Canterbury Fertiliser Company was to establish its works after 
it had fulfilled, certain conditions. The first of these 
conditions was that it should have the support of the farmers. 
That has been fulfilled. The second condition as laid down 
by the Electoral Committee and Federated Farmers has not yet 
been fulfilled, to the extent that no information has been 
given to the Government to decide whether the works would be 
economic," (N.Z.P.D., Vol. 346, p. 555 (16 June 1966).) 

2Ashburton Guardian, 18 June 1966. 
3otago Dail~ Times (Dunedin), 9 June 1966, Ashburton Guardian, 
18 June 19 6. 

4Ashburton Guardianp 18 June 1966. 



economics of any proposal, given the presence of the Dominion 

Fertiliser Company in the area and the fact that the area could 

not support two fertiliser works, and he went on to suggest 

that the Board should "consider the advisability of prospecting 

the possibility of the two companies establishing a joint 

venture prior to making its final recommendation to Government 11 ,
1 

At the time of the original announcement he had made public 

2 statements to the same effect. But it would seem that it 

was left to the Meat Producers Board and/or the Directors of the 

South Island Fertiliser Company to spell this out to the farmers 

of the area. This they do not appear to have done. All 

through the canvass the emphasis was on raising the money; it 

appears to have been taken for granted that the proposal was an 

economic one. 

However, the responsibility for the gap between local and 

Government thinking is not as important as the effect in 

political terms. The impression had been created that if 

£400,000 was raised locally the proposal to build a farmers' 

co-operative works would receive Government approval. 3 

Farmers, expecting a quick decision from Government, became 

dissatisfied with the delay. While Government sought informa-

tion on the farmers' proposal, the Dominion Fertiliser Company 

pressed ahead with an extensive building programme. Not 

surprisingly, some farmers started to draw the conclusion that 

Government delays were part of a deliberate policy aimed at 

1Quoted by Talboys in the House of Representatives, 5 July 1966 
(N.Z,P,D,, Vol. J47, p. 1085). 

2Report of Dunedin statement, Ashburton Guardian, 26 July 1965. 
3Many farmers in the area still hold strongly to this view, 

(Interviews and conversations, 1971.) 
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allowing the Dominion Fertiliser Company time to strengthen 

its position in the face of the potential threat from the 

farmers' company. 1 

Had Government refused to accede to the original request 

they may have only upset the group of enthusiasts who initiated 

the scheme. Alternatively, having given the conditional 

approval they should have ensured that farmers were in no doubt 

as to what those conditions were. 2 Politically it could only 

be to the National Party's disadvantage to encourage full scale 

local involvement, and then give the appearance of being 

opposed to the proposal. W:L th 22.79 farmers committed finan-

cially to the scheme, most of them in the Ashburton Electorate, 

an election issue had been created, It was one which Srhoy, 

because of his involvement as a promoter of the co-operative, 

could turn to his advantage. Through the latter part of 1966 

little happened to modify the dissatisfaction of farmers, and 

the possibility of the National Party losing support over this 

issue was emphasised with the report carried by local newspapers 

on 1 November 1966, that there could be an Independent National 

candidate stand for the Ashburton Electorate. D,C. McKechnie, 

a former Mayor of Geraldine, made it clear that the reason he 

was considering standing was because of the attitude of the 

Government over the co-operative fertiliser works. 3 Farmer 

attitudes were being reflected in the service towns; McKechnie 

1srhoy also promoted this view, both informally and publicly, 
(See for example the report of his Temuka meeting, Ashburton 
Guardian, 4 October 1966.) 

2This is something the local Members of Parliament (Gerard in 
Ashburton Electorate and A.D. Dick in Waitaki Electorate) 
could have been emphasising. 

3Ashburton Guardian, 1 November 1966. 
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was not a farmer, he was in fact an employee of the South 

Canterbury Electric Power Board, and as such was hardly likely 

to be personally affected by the issue. It 1s most unlikely 

that his announcement was responsible for the press statement 

on the issue the following day, although the latter may have 

had some bearing on McKechnie's final decision not to contest 

the election. Talboys, it was reported, had said in a letter 

to the Meat Producers Board "that as the attempt to bring the 

parties together had failed, the Government was prepared to 

approve the use of Meat Industry Reserve Account funds, provided 

the board reaffirmed its earlier recommendation to that effect" 

and this was the situation as the election campaign started, 1 

The Ashburton Schools Issue 

The dissatisfaction expressed by farmers and others over 

Government handling of the fertiliser works proposal was 

matched in the Mid Canterbury half of the electorate by the 

dissatisfaction that was voiced over Government handling of the 

schooling situation in Ashburton Borough. 

In 1965 the two secondary schools which had serviced the 

Ashburton Borough and most of the Ashburton County for .many 

years (Ashburton High School and Hakatere College, formerly 

Ashburton Technical High School), were amalgamated, not without 

some local opposition, at the insistence of the Minister· of 

Education (A.E. Kinsella). Amalgamation was viewed as a way 

to end the inefficiencies and antagonisms inherent in a situa

tion in which the two schools were increasingly offering 

similar rather than alternative courses. 2 

1Ashburton Guardian, 2 November 1966. 
2A.E. Kinsella, Interview, 2 August 1971. 

But though in theory 
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amalgamated, in practice the new Ashburton College continued 

to operate as if there were still two schools, with forms three 

and four utilising the site and buildings of the former 

Hakatere College, and forms five and six the site and buildings 

of the former Ashburton High School. With two sites more than 

one mile apart numerous administrative problems and difficulties 

arose. But to all who were involved, particularly in Ash-

burton, this was regarded as a temporary measure, a prelude to 

the consolidation of the new college on one .site. The 

important question was whether the college could be consolidated 

successfully on one of the two existing sites, thus utilising 

some of the existing bui.ldings, or whether it was preferable to 

move to a new site with a complete set of new buildings. 

There was a new site available. At an earlier date the 

Canterbury Education Board had purchased land in the Middle 

Road area with the intention of utilising this land as the site 

for an intermediate school at a future date. 1 Thus a number 

of possibilities were open to the Minister of F.ducation. 

Equally a number of possibilities were apparent to the people 

of Ashburton. When the people of Ashburton and the Minister of 

Education ca.me to different conclusions the issue became 

politically significant. 

The first indications of a possible disagreement concerning 

choice of site were given during 1965, During that year 

Kinsella, on more than one occasion, indicated that the college 

would be consolidated on the site of the former High School. 

The Ashburton College Board of ·Governors, for its part, 

1There was not, at that time, an intermediate school in 
Ashburton. 
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expressed the view that a completely new site was more 

desirable, But recognising that it would be difficult to 

dispose of both existing sets of buildings if a new site was 

chosen, the Board at that stage, and with some reluctance, 

agreed to consolidation on the High School site. The Board 

did, however, specify one condition: that more land be 

acquired adjacent to that site. 1 There were, however, other 

organisations in the town, even at that time, which were 

opposed to consolidation on the High School site, regardless 

of whether more land was acquired or not. 2 

During 1966 a growing mood of dissatisfaction with the 

Minister's choice of site, and with the slowness of progress 

toward consolidation, was apparent. In March the College 

Principal (D.R. Thurlow), in a strongly worded statement, 

expressed his concern. He was, he said, "extremely sorry 

little, if any, progress had been made toward the development 

of Ashburton College on a single site" and he went on to 

suggest that the High School site should be used for an inter

mediate school, with the new college being developed on the 

Middle Road site. 3 Ashburton College teachers supported their 

Principal with a statement drawing attention to the inadequacies 

of the two-site situation and rejecting the High School site as 

unsuitable for consolidation. 4 

But it was a letter to the Ashburton College Board of 

Governors from the Minister of Education which suggested that 

1Ashburton Guardian, report, 17 September 1965; article, 
16 March 1966. 

2As, for example, the Ashburton College Parent Teacher Associ
ation. 

3Ashburton Guardian, 18 March 1966. 
4Ibid. 
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the Government might not be prepared to acquire the land adja

cent to the High School site that produced the strongest local 

reaction. The Board members, in the meeting of 17 March, 

expressed in strong terms their dissatisfaction with the infor

mation contained in the letter, and with.the way in Which the 

Minister of Education had handled the whole question. 1 The 

Board went on to express concern with "the Education Depart

ment's delay in•releasing its preliminary development plans", 

and with the insistence of the Minister in linking the inter

mediate school proposal with the college consolidation issue. 2 

As a result of this Board meeting a letter was sent to the 

Minister of Education (with copies to-local Members of Parlia

ment Gerard (Ashburton) and McAlpine (Selwyn)) expressing the 

Board's view on four points. The Board emphasised as its 

first point that i t·s primary concern was to see Ashburton 

College consolidated on the one s.i te, and that it regarded the 

intermediate school question as irrelevant. Secondly, the 

Board sought preliminary plans for the consolidated college as 

soon as possible. Thirdly, "It considered the whole of the· 

Walnut Avenue block a basic requirement of consolidation" (i.e. 

if consolidation were to be on the High School site), and 

fourthly, "If the whole of this block could not be obtained, it 

considered a new school on a completely new site was the only 

suitable al terna ti ve 11 • J 

The March meeting of the College Board of Governors was 

1The tone of this meeting can be gauged from some of the terms 
reported as used, for example, "disgusted", "frustrated", 
"sadly neglected" and "poor treatment". (Ashburton Guardian, 
18 March 1966.) 

2Ashburton Guardian, 18 March 1966. 
Jibid. 
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given a very full coverage by the Ashburton Guardian, and as 

well this newspaper involved itself in the growing dispute with 

a hard-hitting editorial. The newspaper criticised the 

Minister and his Department for the way in which firstly the 

amalgamation and then the consolidation issues had been 

handled, and argued that the Minister, in pressing amalgamation, 

must have recognised that neither of the existing sites would 

be satisfactory for the consolidation of the new school. 1 

By the time of the April meeting of the College Board of 

Governors a reply had been received from the Minister concerning 

the four points raised with him, but the tenor of the reply 

only served to increase the dissatisfaction of the Board. 

Board member R.E. Buick (by this time National Party candidate 

for the Ashburton Electorate) was highly critical of the 

Minister's reply. "It is like a pot of spinach", he said. 

"It boils down to nothing." He went on to say: "We shouldn • t 

be considering public money at the expense of our charges. A 

direct approach is necessary. The time for politeness has 

past• u2 The direct approach decided upon by the Board was to 

be a three-man deputation,comprised of J. Lane (Chairman of the 

Board), R.T. Baker (Deputy Chairman) and Buick, to the Minister 

of Education, and these men met with the Minister on 12 May. 3 

As the dispute between the Board and the Minister and his 

Department developed, other organisations of the Ashburton 

Borough and County involved themselves in the issue, making 

their views known, both locally and to the Minister. 

1Ibid. 
2 . 
Ashburton Guardian, 15 April 1966. 

)Ibid., 1J May 1966. 

The view 
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that Ashburton College should be consolidated on a new site 

appears to have been virtually unanimous, being expressed by 

the Ashburton Borough and County Councils, the College Parent 

Teacher Association, the Home and School Associations of the 

contributing primary schools, the Mid Canterbury Provincial 

Executive of Federated Farmers, the Mid Canterbury Primary 

School Committees Association, the Ashburton Branch of the 

Post Primary Teachers Association and the Labour Representation 

Committee, 1 

By June the College Board had reached the stage where it 

was no longer prepared to consider. consolidation on the High 

School site. It too was demanding a new site, preferably the 

Middle Road site, for the consolidation of the College, and 

the Ashburton Guardian, in a further strongly-worded editorial, 

also supported this demand. 2 

Although there were differences of opinion locally as to 

the need for an intermediate school, t~ere·appears to have been 

equally unanimous criticism of the Minis.ter for his handling 

of the intermediate school question. The Minister had made it 

apparent that he was giving serious consideration not only to 

consolidation of the secondary school on a site considered 

locally to be far too small, but also to developing the .inter .. 

mediate school on the Hakatere site, a site Which local organi

sations regarded as no longer suitable for educational purposes 

of any kind. Strong opposition was voiced to this latter 

1Ibid., 23 April 1966, 24 May 1966, 7 June 1966, 8 June 1966, 
10 June 1966, 15 June 1966, 16 July 1966. 

2Ibid., 10 June 1966, 31 May 1966. 
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proposal, and to the linki.ng of the intermediate school proposal 

1 to the consolidation issue. Indicative of the conflict that 

was developing over the intermediate school siting was the 

decision of the Mid Canterbury Primary School Committees Asso

ciation to tape-record a meeting between representatives of 

their committee, the Education Department, and the Canterbury 

Education Board. As reported by the Ashburton Guardian, "a 

tape recorder would ensure that no statements were made by the 

Board and Department officials which they had no intention of 

honouring". 2 

Even those involved primarily with the intermediate school 

question made it apparent that they regarded the consolidation 

of the secondary ·school as of prime importance. 3 In June the 

School Committees Association informed all interested parties 

that they would be prepared to agree to the release of the 

Middle Road site (bought initially for an intermediate school) 

so that it could be utilised for consolidation of the secondary 

school, and to accept the High School site as suitable for the 

development of the intermediate school. 4 

With the local community apparently united in demanding 

that the secondary school be consolidated on the Middle Road 

site, and prepared to accept the High School but not the 

Hakatere site for the development of the intermediate school, 

and with the Minister and his Department continuing to show 

that they were still firmly of the view that the_ secondary 

1 Ibid., 24 May 1966, 26 May 1966. 
2 Ibid., 24 May 1966. 
Jibid. 
4 Ibid., 10 June 1966. 



78 

school would be consolidated on the High School site and the 

intermediate school developed on the Hakatere site, a conflict 

situation existed. 

This conflict was further publicised by the Ashburton 

Guardian of 15 July following a further College Board meeting. 

Under the headline "Minister Chides People of Ashburton: 

Adopting Emotional Attitude Over College Future", the text of 

a letter from the Minister to the Board was printed, part of 

which ran as follows: 

If I may respectfully say so, it would appear to me that 
the idea is widespread in Ashburton that a question such 
as this can be brought to a satisfactory conclusion from 
the local point of view provided it is dealt with in an 
emotional manner, and the Minister concerned is bombarded 
with resolutions from every direction. ••• I would 
suggest that any further action which may be contemplated 
by interested organisations should be through the Board 
of Governors. 1 

The Minister's letter was not well received. The Board 

decided to inform the Minister that "We respectfully submit that 

neither explanation of, nor apologies for, the unsolicited action 

of other organisations can be deemed to be the responsibility 

of either the Board of Governors, or the Chairman personally 11 • 2 

And the Ashburton Guardian, in an editorial headlined "Emotional 

Outburst in Ashburton", took the Minister to task in no 

uncertain manner. 3 

Local discontent was very apparent on this issue by mid 

July. By the time R.L.G. '1'.albot was selected as National Party 

candidate on 26 September little had happened to alter the 
1 Ibid., 15 July 1966. 
2Ibid. 

Jibid., 16 July 1966. 
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As the General Election drew closer the issue came to be 

seen more so in political terms than had been the case earlier, 

On 20 September the Ashburton Guardian, in a further editorial, 

had commented: "It is too much to hope that a matter of such 

vital importance can be elevated above party politics ,,1 
• • • 

It was indeed. By that date both the Labour and Social Credit 

candidates were commenting on this issue, criticising Govern

ment and presenting their alternatives. 

The Temuka Schools Issue 

In Temuka there was also a 'schools' issue, but it was 

neither as complicated, nor as controversial as the Ashburton 

'schools' issue. It was, however, sufficiently an issue to 

be acceptable to the Labour candidate as further evidence of 

Governmental neglect of the electorate. 

For a number o.f years the condftion of the Temuka Primary 

School buildings had been a source of local concern, and to 

some extent so had the status of the District High School, 

which many potential pupils were by-passing to attend secondary 

schools in Timaru. In 1964 it had been announced that new 

buildings would be erected for the District High School, and 

that upon their completion, the pupils of the primary school 

would move into the buildings vacated by the secondary school. 2 

This move appears to have been reasonably acceptable to the 

people of Temuka. What was not acceptable were the delays in 

1Ibid., 20 September 1966, 
2A.E. Kinsella, Interview, 2 August 1971, 
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The parents of the primary school pupils appear 

to have been particularly anxious to have their children 

shifted from the existing primary school buildings as quickly 

as possible. 

With the plans for the District High School buildings 

nearly ready for tender (in mid 1965) the Minister of Education 

decided to upgrade the status of the secondary school to that 

of a full hig~ school, and the net effect of this was to set 

back the building programme by more than twelve months. 

had to be revised to allow for the additional facilities 

Plans 

necessary, and a private architect was employed to draw up the 

1 new plans. 

The delay so caused by this change of plan did not prove 

to be at all acceptable to the parents of the primary school 

pupils, even though there was general satisfaction with the 

upgrading of the secondary school. As a result of the delay 

a protest meeting was called by the Mayor of Temuka (M.A. 

Cameron), and threats were made to keep children home from 

school because of the state of the primary school buildings. 2 

Further delays were caused when the Minister, on discovering 

that the estimated cost of the new plans as submitted by the 

architect would be £70,000 more than the original Departmental 

estimates, decided further investigation was necessary. 3 

This lead to a further protest meeting in Temuka, with the 

Member of Parliament for Timaru {Sir Basil Arthur), the local 

Labour Representation Committee, and Labour candidate Srhoy all 

1 Ibid. Also N.Z.P.D., Vol. 348, p. 2644 (20 September 1966). 
2N.Z.P.D., Vol. 348, p. 26~-4 (20 September 1966). 
Jibid, 
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involving themselves in the issue. 1 

Late in October (1966} tl.G. Gerard was able to announce 

that the Minister of Education had informed him that tenders 

were to be called for the buildings for the new secondary 

school, and that the intention was that the new school would 

be opened in 1968. 2 But dissatisfaction caused by delays, 

along with the Labour Party's exploitation of the issue, could 

not be comple~ely neutralised by an announcement five weeks 

before the General Election. 

Land Tax 

Land tax, as already noted, had been a continuing source 

of annoyance to farmers in the area. That this continued to 

be the case was quite apparent during 1966. 'rhe revaluation 

of Ashburton County in 1965 (effective in 1966) and the 

revaluation of Geraldine County in 1966, gave added urgency to 

farmer demands for abolition of this form of taxation. 

Increased unimproved values had resulted from the revaluations, 

and this meant higher land tax assessments, bringing a signifi

cant number of farmers with smaller holdings ;.into the category 

of farmers assessed for land tax. In Ashburton County, land 

valuations, according to a Federated Farmers survey, had 

increased by 51 percent, whereas land tax because of the 

graduated nature of the 'scale by which it was applied was up, 

on average, by 140 percent.3 

The Annual Meeting of the National Party Electorate 

1A,J. Srhoy, Interview, 23 June 1971. 
2Ashburton Guardian, 27 October 1966. 
3M.C.F.F., Land Tax Survey (1967), 
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Committee once again expressed itself on this form of taxation, 

All fourteen branches represented at the meeting co-sponsored 

a remit which ran: "That :ln view of the recommendation of the 

Agricultural Development Conference that land tax be abolished 

the Government take immediate steps to implement the recommen

dation,111 

Also active during 1966 in pursuing the abolition of land 

tax was the Mid Canterbury Provincial Executive of Federated 

Farmers. Resolutions were passed, and letters and telegrams 

dispatched to the Prime Minister and the Ministers of Finance, 
. 2 

Agriculture, and Lands, Comment at Federated Farmers meetings 

appears to have been highly critical of Government on this 

issue, with some farmers arguing strongly for non-payment of 

the tax. R.G. Gerard, as Minister of Lands, and Minister in 

charge of the Valuation Department, was the focus of some 

critical comment for his failure to alter the system of valua

tion, and for being prepared to allow land valuations to 

increase considerably with each revaluation. 3 A.J. Srhoy, a 

delegate to these meetings, had made his opposition to this form 

of taxation apparent before he was selected as Labour Party 

candidate. 4 

Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers also set up a sub committee 

to gather information concerning the incidence of land tax 

within Ashburton County and this sub committee decided to carry 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 17 May 
1966. 

2 M.C.F.F., Records. 
3M,C.F.F., Records, Also Ashburton Guardian, 2J April 1966, 
25 June 1966, 2J July 1966. 

L~ 
Ashburton Guardian, 25 June 1966. 
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In a deliberate political move, the 

sub committee sent out their questionnaires, with a covering 

letter drawing attention to the increase in land tax as a 

result of the revaluation, some five to ten days before the 

General Election. 1 

These four issues appear to have been the most important, 

politically, but there were others. 2 One common theme runs 

through all four: a theme of dissatisfaction arising largely 

from Government inaction. The Ashburton Guardian, reflecting 

this mood of dissatisfaction, was prepared to give full 

coverage to these local issues, to print comments highly 

critical of the National Government, and to attack Ministers 

and the Government editorially.J 

Such public comment as that found in the columns of local 

newspapers was merely an indication of views that were being 

expressed more often and with more force in unreported discus-

sions and conversations. Publicly there had been hints that 

political opposition in the area would be helpful as a way to 

get satisfaction from Government, and that if Ashburton Electo

rate were marginal rather than safely National, more interest 

1A.G, Lloyd, Interview, 21 October 1971. Also Ashburton 
Guardian, 16 November 1966. 

· 2n1ssatisfactlon had also been expressed over, for example, 
the charge levied for water used by the irrigators on the 
irrigation schemes within the electorate, the quota system of 
allocating wheat to flour mills, and the indications that the 
Fairlie Branch railway would probably be closed. 

3However, in an editorial two days befo~e the election, the 
newspaper still expressed a preference for the National Party, 
suggesting that nothing would be gained if electors changed 
their political allegiance as a form of protest, and arguing 
that electors "should not make up their minds in a parochial 
way ••. " (Ashburton Guar~, 24 November 1966. ) 



84 

vould be taken in the problems of the area. 1 This view was 

being expressed quite freely within the electorate, and at 

times by persons with a strong history of support for the 

National Party. 

Taken together, these four issues could not help but be 

relevant to many of the voters of Ashburton Electorate. The 

two schools issues involved the parents of past, present, and 

potential puptls of the Ashburton and Temuka primary and 

secondary schools, and there would appear to have been very few 

farmers in the electorate who were not paying land tax, or 

committed to the fertiliser works proposal. 

* * * 

Political Opposition 

Faced with both organisational problems and political 

problems the National Party was vulnerable. The situation was 

one which could be exploited by the National Party's political 

opponents, particularly given that 1966 wai election year. 

Sir Basil Arthur, Labour Party Member of Parliament for 

the Timaru Electorate, lost 11.ttle time in interesting himself 

in and commenting on these issues as they arose, and he asked 

questions in Parliament on all but the land tax question during 

1966. 2 The involvement of' the Mayor of Temuka in the Temuka 

schools issue may also have been politically motivated to some 

1For example, the Chairman of the Mid Canterbury Primary School 
Committees Association (J.W. Davidson) at one stage made 
comparisons between educational advances in marginal electo
rates and the lack of progress in Ashburton, and made the 
comment: "It appears that the education vote is, in fact, 
being used as a form of political patronage." (Ashburton 
Guardian, 5 October 1966.) 

2N.Z.P.D., Vol. J46, pp, 181-2, (J June 1966); p. 598, (17 
June 1966); pp. 867-8, (28 June 1966); Vol. J48, p. 2644, 
(20 September 1966); Vol . .349, p. JJ99, (18 October 1966); 
p, 3556, (21 October 1966)" 
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extent. Cameron, though Mayor, was also a close associate of 

Sir Basil Arthur, and was involved in the Labour Party (he was 

to be the party's candidate in the South Canterbury Electorate 

three years later). 

On July 5 a Fairlie farmer, A.W. Earwood, was again 

adopted as Social Credit candidate. He had contested the 

electorate in 1963, polling 9.6J% of the total vote. In his 

first stateme~t following the announcement of his candidature, 

he attacked the Government for its handling of the fertiliser 

works issue, claiming "The Government is committing a breach of 

faith and protecting the interest of monopoly in the fertiliser 

ind us try". 1 Later he commented on the schools issue and 

criticised both the Labour and National Parties for their 

neglect of the educational needs of the electorate, maintaining 

that the money always seemed to be available to provide educa

tional facilities in the clties while rural schools suffered 

from neglect. 2 He was also prepared to utilise the marginal 

electorate argument: "Because Ashburton has been a safe 

National seat", he argued, "development has been retarded", J 

and he kept pointing to the development Which had taken place in 

the Hobson Electorate once it became politically marginal. But. 

Earwood was not the real threat. 

Any challenge to the National Party's hold on the electorate 

could only come from the Labour Party and with the selection of 

Srhoy as their candidate the Labour Party was in a position to 

launch a vigorous challenge. Srhoy had a reputation as an out-

spoken individual who was not afraid to say what he thought. 

1Ashburton Guardian, 7 July 1966. 
2Ibid,, 15 October 1966, 
3rbid,, 5 November 1966. 



86 

He had been interested in politics from an early age, and had 

always been prepared to advocate the cause of the Labour Party 

whenever the opportunity arose to do so. Once chosen as the 

official candidate he sought to turn the situation in the elec-

torate to his advantage. By early August his campaign was 

underway, and for the three months prior to the election it 

was virtually a full time effort. 1 Every endeavour was made 

to meet as many people as possible throughout the electorate, 

and house-to-house campaigning, the use of the tavern and hotel 

bar, and visits to factories, offices, and similar places of 

employment were integral parts of the campaign. In the words 

of one member of the National Party's campaign committee, 

"Srhoy was everywhere". 2 The formal meeting, the press 

release, the householder and other usual aspects of a campaign 

were regarded as of secondary importance, although they were 

in no way ignored. 

His tactic was to develop the theme of Ashburton Electorate 

the neglected electorat.e, neglected because the National Party 

regarded it as safely theirs, and he used the local issues to 

support this theme. 3 He spoke out strongly on these issues as 

he developed his theme, both in his public statements and as he 

canvassed the area. For example: 11 The National Party obviously 

think that this is a safe electorate. The National Party 

believes the •remuka and Ashburton protests about school condi

tions are unimportant and will make absolutely no difference to 

the voting patterns in this electorate 
1 Srhoy, Interview, 23 June 1971. 
2 D,M. Bruce, Interview, 23 June 1971, 
3srhoy, Interview, 23 June 1971, 
4Ashburton Guardian, 15 October 1966, 

,,4 
••• '"rhis electorate 
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has been neglected for far too long ,.1 . . . "I would like to 

point out that a vote for National ls a vote of approval for 

Government handling of the Temuka High School issue, and its 

plans for the development of Ashburton College, It is a vote 

of approval for the handling of the Co-operative Fertiliser 

Company's request, and for the present 'temporary.-permanent' 

policy on irrigation charges, Let this continue as a safe 

National Party seat and we can expect more of this sort of 

progress, 112 

He presented himself as a 'fighter', using this term in 

some of his advertisements and playing to it in some of his 

speeches, "I am not prepared to see Ashburton given second 

best", he argued,J "If I am elected I wi.11 fight for the 

electorate - the whole electorate, and for everyone in it, 114 

He challenged the National Party candidate "to debate 

important local issues with him at a public meeting 115 (a 

challenge which was not accepted) and in general took the 

initiative throughout the period leading up to the election, 

Srhoy had begun canvassing before Buick's withdrawal as 

National Party candidate, and was able to add some thoughts of 

his own to the rumours that circulated when Buick withdrew, 

lvhile the National Party was sorting out another candidate he 

was able to campaign virtually unchallenged, and. even once 

Talbot was selected he continued to maintain the initiative, 

* 
1Ibid,, 23 November 1966, 
2 Ibid,, 2 November 1966. 
Jibid., 6 October 1966, 
4 Ibid., 23 November 1966. 
5Ibid., 15 November 1966. 

* * 
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CHAPTER V 

NATIONAL'S RESPONSE : BEFORE THE ELECTION 

As the local issues developed in Ashburton Electorate 

during 1966 there seemed to be a very real need for the National 

Party to respond in some way if there was not to be a loss of 

political support. In the period prior to the commencement 

of the election campaign no such response was apparent, 

Pre-campaign :· A Minimum Response 

In many ways the initiative was lost when the party 

activists allowed themselves to be outmanoeuvred prior to the 

first Selection Committee meeting. Once lost, the initiative 

was not regained, And yet, despite the negative aspects of 

Buick's selection, the party need not have lost the initiative 

at that point. In the three months prior to the announcements 

by the Labour Party and the Social Credit Political League of 

their candidates the National Party was in the position of 

having two 'front men' for the electorate: the newly selected 

candidate, and the sitting Member of Parliament. Both these 

men were free to comment on the local issues as they arose, and 

to become involved with them if they so chose. The problem 

was that neither of them did this to any extent at all. 

Gerard, following the announcement of his intention to 

retire, did little to involve himself further in the affairs of 

the electorate. In his speeches in the House of Representatives 

during the year he made little reference to the local issues1 

1one exception was the statement he made on the Temuka schools 
issue in reply to criticisms made by Sir Basil Arthur. 
(N.Z.P.D., Vol. J48, p, 2644, (20 September 1966).) 
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and local newspapers carried very few reports of comments or 

statements by him, either on the local issues, or on any other 

matters. 1 

Buick was associated with the Ashburton schools issue -

as a member of the Ashburton College Board of Governors it would 

have been difficult for him not to be - and as a member of the 

deputation which travelled to Wellington to present the local 

view to the :Minister of Education, he was identified as a 

promoter of a local cause at that stage. But apart from the 

round of branch meetings he appears to have done little else to 

promote himself, or the National Party. There is no record of 

any public comment by him on any of the other local issues, and 

no evidence of any campaigning of any kind, 

Paralleling the inactivity of both Gerard and Buick was 

the inactivity of the electorate organisation. The branch 

meetings held during April were part of a normal year's acti vi

ties, as was the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting in May. 

But during June and July there were no further meetings. 

While the National Party remained inactive a political 

vacuum developed in the electorate. In 1964 or 1965 this would 

have been of no significance, In 1966 this vacuum coincided 

with the development of the local issues, and appears to have 

operated to the party's disadvantage, It became more serious 

for the National Party as the other candidates became active 

within the electorate. 

1Apart from his attendance at the Electorate Committee Annual 
Meeting of 17 May 1966, Gerard appears to have been equally 
withdrawn from the affairs of the electorate organisation 
during this period, 
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With the announcement of the names of the other candidates 

in July, Electorate Committee Chairman Talbot seems to have 

realised that the National Party was losing control of the 

situation, and his reaction was to contact Buick and suggest it 

was time for Buick to become more active in the electorate. 1 

Buick's response was to inform Talbot of his intention to with-

draw, a response that only heightened the problem. Buick's 

withdrawal, followed by the withdrawal of Humm from his Timaru 

commitment, left the party in a difficult position, Lacking 

candidates in both the Ashburton and Timaru Electorates, and 

faced with the continuing non-involvement of Gerard, the party 

was in the position of not having an effective spokesman in 

either electorate, Not only were Srhoy and Earwood going 

largely unchallenged; so was Sir Basil Arthur. 

As the local issues became increasingly important within 

the electorate there was little response from the electorate 

or gani sa ti on, It does seem surprising that a greater effort 

was not made by party officials within the electorate to convince 

Government of the need to take action on the contentious issues, 

or to convince Gerard of the need to become involved with them, 

or to ensure that statements were being made locally by_ someone 

in the name of the party, It was not as though the party 

officials had decided to adopt a policy of non-involvement; it 

was much more a case of there being no policy at all. 

This lack of local ac ti vi ty seems all the more surprist:ng 

given that party officials were not altogether unaware of the 

situation, At the Electorate Committee Meeting of 16 August 

bot~ the Electorate Chairman and the Organiser reported that 

1 Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971, 
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problems were being encountered with collections, and that it 

seemed likely that the Electorate Committee would find it 

difficult to reach the quota set by Division, They were agreed 

on the reason for this: farmers were expressing their dissatis

faction with the continuing lack of a Government response to 

the fertiliser works proposal by withholding their financial 

contributions to the party. 1 But this was the meeting at 

which Buick announced the withdrawal of his candidacy, and that 

matter took precedence over the other developing problems 

within the electorate. 

It was not until after the selection of Talbot that the 

party organisation made any real attempt to look towards the 

election, and to view the electorate issues in that context, 

Several reasons can be advanced for the virtual absence of 

a local National Party response in the pre-campaign period, 

The first of these relates to the previous role of the 

party organisation within the electorate, Ashburton had been 

safe for the National Party since 1946, and few local problems 

of any political significance had been encountered in the 1946-

65 period. The main emphasis within the party organisation 

had been on finance and membership, and in this respect success 

had been achieved, However, the situation in the electorate 

during 1~66 required a political response, and this the office

bearers and candidate, inexperienced in,the handling of 

political problems, were unable to give, Currie's death in 

September 1965, and Gerard's withdrawal from the scene early in 

1966, appear to have been particularly important in this. 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee meeting, 16 August 1966. 
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respect: these were the two men who had previously handled 

any local problems within the electorate. Had Currie still 

been alive and active within the organisation during 1966 he 

may have worked at ensuring a vacuum did not develop, state

ments in the name of Buick, or Gerard, or the Electorate 

Chairman, may have continued to appear in local newspapers, and 

he may have persuaded Gerard to remain active within the elec

torate. But no one had taken up where Currie left off, and 

party officials allowed the situation to drift. 

A second reason relates to the attitudes of delegates. 

They too were affected by the events of this period. The first 

selection had created divisions as delegates declared their 

support for different contenders, and many delegates were left 

disillusioned by the way in which Buick won. The second 

selection again created divisions, and even though Talbot was 

strongly supported he was by no means a unanimous choice. As 

well as the dissatisfactions created by the selections there was 

continuing dissatisfaction with the failure of Government to 

take favourable action on the local issues, Many delegates 

were committed to the fertiliser works proposal; many were 

paying land tax. What they required was a Government response, 

and they appear to have given little thought to the role the 

local organisation could play in seeking to minimise the 

political effects of these issues. In the absence of a Govern

ment response many activists appear to have become considerably 

less than enthusiastic about promoting the cause of the party in 

the.quest for the highest possible majority. It was as if they 

too accepted the argument that there might be more interest 

taken in the electorate by Government if it were not so safe for 
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National. 

And yet, paradoxically, there appears to have been a 

failure on the part of the local party officials to recognise 

what the full political importance of the local issues might be. 

Because of the tendency of the electorate organisation to 

concentrate on farmer concerns there appears to have been a 

failure to recognise the importance of the 'schools issues' in 

Ashburton and Temuka, despite the fact that farmers were 

involved in, and affected by, these issues; more particularly• 

in the Ashburton case, And the threat posed by Srhoy, partt-

cularly in the Mid Canterbury half of the electorate, does not 

appear to have been recognised until quite close to the 

election, Despite all the indications that the National Party 

could lose support in the electorate, local party officials do 

not appear to have considered defeat a remote possibility, or 

to have even considered that the electorate could become 
. 1 

marginal rather than safe for National. Party officials were 

not particularly concerned about a pre-campaign response 

because they had little doubt that the electorate would be won 

anyway, 

It was not until the Electorate Committee Meeting of 11 

October that discussion of the campaign strategy became impor

tant to delegates and party officials. 

National's Campaign 

Following his selection, Talbot, conforming to the standard 

practice, nominated his campaign committee, This committee 

had 17 members and included. the Electorate Secretary and the 

1rnterviews with party officials, June-November 1971. 
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Organiser, but only_one of the unsuccessful contenders from 

the two selections. H.C.B. Withell, chairman of previous 

campaign committees, was again appointed Chairman. While he 

was experienced in other campaigns, as were four other members 

of the committee, at the age of 79 he could not be expected to 

be the advocate of a changed approach to meet the changed 

situation in the electorate. However, there seems to have 

been little thought of a change of approach. In planning the 

1966 campaign the campaign committee followed closely to the 

pattern of 196J. Meeting on 17 October the campaign committee 

decided that the campaign would be based on the usual round of 

campaign meetings, on one personal pamphlet to be posted to all 

households in the electorate, on newspaper advertising and press 

releases, and on visits to places of employment and institutions 

within the electorate. 1 Twenty three meetings, all hall 

meetings, were to be held, The two notable omissions from the 

list of meetings were the townships of Hinds and Winchester, 

In omitting Winchester the 1963 practice was being followed, 

but to omit Hinds was a new development. However, the thinking 

seems to have been that if Hinds were omitted, Lowcliffe, the 

home district of Srhoy, could be given a full evening meeting, 

This campaign committee meeting also decided that the candidate 

would not address any combined meetings, 2 and this decision was 

adhered to despite subsequent challenges from Srhoy, 

The campaign was being planned, but even then there seems 

to have been a reluctance to actually start campaigning, In 

contrast to Srhoy, Talbot did nothing that attracted newspaper 

1Minutes of the Candidate's Campaign Committee Meeting, 17 
October 1966, 

2Ibid, 
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reports, nothing that helped to make known what his views were 

on the local issues. 

At the Electorate Committee meeting of 11 October Talbot 

outlined what he considered to be the election issues. These 

were leadership, the continuing growth ·and expansion of the 

economy, overseas borrowing and the development of New Zealand, 

and the Vietnam involvement. 1 Talbot obviously wanted to 

concentrate on the national issues and wanted to downplay the 

local ones~ His personal pamphlet to householders, which was 

sent out early in November, displayed the same concern with 

national rather than local issues. This pamphlet of four sides 

featured a photograph of Talbot, introducing him as the 

National Party candidate; a personal message; a summary of 

the achievements of the National Party Government along with 

photographs of the Prime Minister and his deputy; and a list 

of the meetings which would be held in the electorate. Talbot, 

in his message, stated: "We are fortunate to be living in an 

electorate where there is still an amazing potential for 

development, both in our towns and rural areas." But the 

nearest he came to mentioning the local issues was to comment: 

. "After the 26th November I will accept the challenge of exten-

ding our electorate still further." It was left to the 

campaign meetings, the reports of those meetings, and other 

press releases to acquaint the electors of the area with the 

position he would adopt on the local issues if elected Member 

of Parliament for the electorate. 

During the campaign itself Talbot endeavoured to widen the 

scope of the debate so that the national issues were to the 

1M1nutes of th~ Electorate Committee Meeting, 11 October 1966. 
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electorate, In answer to Srhoy's claim that this was a 

neglected area he argued: "Under the National Government we 

have seen spectacular development in our electorate, both in 

our towns and in our rural areas ••• 111 and he pointed to 

developments in the area in farming, in roading, in river 

control, to the development of the Mount Cook area, to the 

developments as a result of irrigation, and to the activities 

of the Ministry of Works. In speech after speech he criticised 

Srhoy for endeavouring to bog the campaign down in local issues, 

He consistently returned to the Vietnam involvement, and he 

challenged Srhoy to indicate "in view of his party's Vietnam 

policy, at what stage he would stand up against the movement of 

Communist aggression toward New Zealand". 2 

But it was not possible for him to ignore the local issues 

and during the campaign he commented on them. In Ashburton he 

expressed the view that the secondary school should be consoli

dated on the Middle Road site, that the High School site should 

be used for an intermediate school, and that the Hakatere site 

should be abandoned for educational purposes, 3 and in taking 

this stand he was in accord with the local view. Discussing 

the Temuka school issue he played down the delays and pointed 

to the achievements of an up-graded high school and the 

tendering for new buildings. 4 Of the fertiliser works question 

he argued: "I have always been a firm supporter of the co-

1Ashburton Guardian, 23 November 1966. 
2Ibid., 17 November 1966. 
3Ibid., 18 November 1966. 
4 Ibid., 9 November 1966. 
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1 operative fertiliser company." His aim was to show that he 

was aware of the issues, and that once elected he would seek 

their resolution. 2 

At all times he sought to present his party's handling of 

these issues in the best possible light. "These so-called 

issues", he argued, "are all being resolved under a National 

Government."3 He was prepared to chide his party a little, 

particularly ~ver the Ashburton schools issue, but he was not 

prepared to be critical in anything more than a low key manner. 

His speeches reflected his intense loyalty to his party. 

Srhoy held the initiative, but once campaigning, Talbot 

made every effort to match him, Besides the challenge and 

counter-challenge of the campaign speeches, they made every 

effort to meet as many people of the electorate as possible, 

But with the advantage of an early start, Srhoy appears to have 

made the greater impact, particularly in the Mid Canterbury 

portion of the electorate. It appears that he was known to 

more people within the electorate than was Talbot prior to the 

announcement of their candidatures: he had certainly made 

more of an effort to identify himself with the local issues. 

During the campaign Srhoy was assisted by the presence of 

other Labour Party Members of Parliament in the electorate, 

Sir Basil Arthur and P.A. Amos both addressed meetings, and Amos 

visited the Ashburton and Temuka Schools; talked to several of 

the people involved with these issues, and in effect committed 

the Labour Party to the desired course of action. 4 

1Ibid, 
2'ralbot, Interview, 8 August 1971, 
3Ashburton Guardian, 14 November 1966, 
4rbid., 10 November 1966. 
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Talbot was not given this form of assistance. Gerard 

made no effort to assist in the National Party campaign, and 

there were no visiting Members of Parliament, Party officials 

nationally appeared to share the view of local officials that 

the local issues would not be particularly important, and that 

because Talbot would win comfortably outside assistance was not 

necessary. 

Interest during the campaign appears to have been high, 

and both candidates report high turnout at meetings, 1 Even so 

those who do attend meetings are but a small proportion of total 

electors, and tend to be supporters of the party of the candi

date they have gone along to hear. 

In Ashburton Electorate the election campaign was merely 

the last phase in a year of political developments. It seems 

unlikely that the election result was determined just by the 

actual campaigning. The National Party had been steadily 

losing support throughout 1966. 

* * 

1Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971; Srhoy, Interview, 23 June 
1971. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE ELECTION RESULT: NATIONAL LOSES SUPPORT IN ASHBURTON 

On 26 November (1966) the General Election was held. As 

the progress reports of the polling figures for Ashburton Elec

torate were announced that evening it became obvious that the 

National Party majority was going to be considerably less than 

in previous elections. With the results in from 42 of the 72 

polling places, Talbot had a lead of only 131 votes and, 

although this lead increased to eJ9 when the results from the 

other JO polling places became known, it was still well short 

of Gerard's election night majority of J185 in 1963. 1 Talbot 

had obviously won the election, but it was Srhoy and Earwood 

who had the most reason to feel satisfied with the result, 

Srhoy had come closer to winning than had any non-National 

candidate for more than 20 years, and Earwood had gained the 

highest ever Social Credit vote in the electorate. 

Special votes favoured the National Party and increased 

Talbot's margin from 8J9 to 983. But as Table VIII shows, 

Talbot had still polled 1524 votes less than had Gerard in 1963. 

In contrast, Srhoy had gained an extra 912 votes for the Labour 

Party, and Earwood an extra 502 for the Social Credit Political 

League. 

When the result is analysed in terms of total qualified 

electors the pattern of the election is even more apparent (see 

Table IX). I,n 1966 only 41.J2 percent of total qualified 

electors voted for the National Party candidate compared to the 

1963 figure of 50.J4 percent. Labour, Social Credit and non-

1Ashburton Guardian, 28 November 1966. 
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TABLE VIII 

ASHBURTON ELECTORATE : ELECTION RESULTS, 196J AND 1966 

Party 1963 
'I, 

1966 
% Candidate Votes Candidate Votes 

National Gerard 8986 55.80 Talbot 7462 46,65 

Labour Braddick 5.567 34.57 Srhoy 6479 40. 51 
Social Credit Earwood 1.552 9,63 Earwood 20.54 12.84 

-- -
NATIONAL MA,JORITY: 3419 983 
Percent of qualified electors 1963 . 90.61% . 
who voted: 1966 . 88.89% . 

Source: A,J .H.R., The General Election 1963, H33 (1964); 
The General Election 1966, H3J (1967). 

TABLE IX 

ASHBURTON ELECTORATE : ANALYSIS OF THE 1966 ELECTION RESULT 
Percent of Total Qualified Electors 

1963 1966 Difference 

National .50.34 41.32 - 9.02 
Labour Jl.19 35,88 + 4.69 
Social Credit cl. 69 11.38 + 2,69 

Non-Voting 9,39 11.11 + 1.72 
Informal .J9 .Jl - .08 

100.00 100.00 

Number of electors qualified 1963 . 17,849 . 
to vote: 1966 . 18,057 . 

voting all made gains at National's expense. Put simply, for 

every 27 votes lost by National, 14 went to Labour, 8 to s·ocial 

Credit and 5 to non-voting, 

This is not a result that can be explained just in terms 

of the general trends of the 1966 General Election, despite some 

similarities in terms of voter movements. The general trend 

throughout New Zealand was for National to lose support, for 
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Social Credit to gain support, and for non-voting to increase, 

These were movements which the Ashburton Electorate reflected 

although National's loss of support was 9.02 percent of total 

enrolment, compared to the general movement of 4,5 percent; 

Social Credit's gain was only 2.69 percent compared to the 

general movement of 5,3 percent; and the movement to non-

voting was 1. 72 percent compared to the general figure of J.6 

percent. 1 The general movement which Ashburton Electorate 

did not reflect was the movement of voters away from Labour, 

Throughout New Zealand the Labour Party lost J,5 percent of 

total enrolment. In contrast, Srhoy in Ashburton Electorate 

was able to increase his party's share of total enrolment from 

31.19 percent to 35,88 percent. 

Nor was this a result which could be explained solely in 

terms of regional trends, There were only four other European 

electorates in which the National Party lost more than 9 percent 

of total enrolment in 1966, and only two other electorates in 

which the Labour Party was able to add 4 percent or more to its 

total enrolment share. 2 Ashburton was the only electorate to 

be found in both these categories. 

In the absence of other factors which might have been 

significant3 it seems reasonable to assume that in Ashburton 

Electorate in 1966 a significant number of electors changed 

their political allegiance in response to local, rather than 

national, factors. 

In turning to an examination of voting movements within 

1The figures for the New Zealand trends are taken from 
Mitchell, Politics and People, p. 165. 

2Ibid,, p. 166. 
3such as boundary changes or significant population movements 
into or out of the electorate, 
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various segments of the electorate a different method of 

analysis is utilised, Comparisons can be made by summing the 

voting figures for various groupings of polling places and 

comparing the 1963 and 1966 figures. To give percentage as 

well as numerical comparisons the votes gained by each party in 

each segment in 1963 have been used as a base and the 1963-66 

difference calculated as a percentage. Two problems arise in 

analysing voting at the polling place level. Firstly, as, it is 

not possible to determine with any degree of accuracy how many 

electors should have voted at any particular polling place, it 

is difficult to ascertain the movement into or out of non-voting, 

Electors do not necessarily vote at the nearest polling place. 

Secondly, because special votes are not allocated to particular 

polling places it is not possible to include them in this type 

of analysis. For this reason they will be examined as a 

separate category, 

Ashburton Electorate did not behave as a completely consis

tent whole in the 1966 election. As Tables X and XI show, 

within the general trend there were some important variations 

from segment to segment, 

Table X shows that the National Party lost rather more of 

its 1963 vote in the Mid Canterbury portion than in the South 

Canterbury portion of the electorate, although the loss (at 

18,87 and 15.91 percent respectively) was high in both portions. 

It also reveals an important variation in terms of the destina

tion of the votes moving from National, In Mid Canterbury the 

Labour vote increased by 26.35 percent and the Social Credit 

vote by 17,34 percent, In South Canterbury, however, the 

Labour vote was up by only L~. 62 percent whereas the Social 
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TABLE X 

I THE RESULT IN THE TWO HALVES OF ASHBURTON ELECTORATE 
(Polling Place Figures) 

Diffe- Difference as a 
Party 196:, 1966 percentage of rence the 1963 vote 

Mid Canterbur;y: 

National 456B 3706 - 862 - 18.87 
Labour 293L~ 3707 + 773 + 26. 3 5 
Social Credit 761 893 + 1J2 + 17,34 

TOTALS: 826J 8J06 + 43 + O, 52 

South Canterbury 

National 3827 3216 - 611 - 15.91 
Labour 2286 2391 + 105 + 4.62 
Social Credit 725 1044 + 319 + 44.oo 

TOTALS: 6838 6651 - 187 - 2,73 

Credit vote rose by 44 percent. There was also a slight diffe-

rence in voter turnout, In Mid Canterbury slightly more votes 

were cast in 1966, in South Canterbury voting was 2. 73 percent 

down, To summarise: for every seven votes lost by National in 

Mid Canterbury six transferred to Labour and one to Social 

Credit; for every six votes lost by National in South Canterbury 

three transferred to Social Credit, two to non-voting, and one 

to Labour. 

When the electorate is divided into five segments (Table 

XI) other variations emerge, Firstly, it can be seen that there 

was some variation in the movement of support from National, 

In the townships and rural districts of Mid Canterbury, National 

lost one out of every five of its 1963 total of votes, and in 

Ashburton Borough and in the South Canterbury townships and 
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TABLE XI 

THE RESULT IN FIVE SEGMENTS OF ASHBURTON ELECTORATE 
(Polling Place Figures) 

Segment Party 

I : VOTING MOVEMENTS IN 
THE TOWNS 

Ashburton 
Borough 

TOTALS: 

Temuka 
Borough 

TOTALS: 

Geraldine 
Borough 

TOTALS: 

National 

Labour 
Social 
Credit 

National 
Labour 

Social 
Credit 

National 

Labour 

Social 
Credit 

1963 1966 Diffe
rence 

3016 2467 - 549 
2539 3114 + 575 

640 692 + 52 

61.95 

693 
814 

214 

6273 

601 
869 

277 

+ 78 

- 92 
+ 55 

+ 63 

1721 1747 + 26 

623 552 - 71 
4-14 447 + 33 

82 164 + 82 

1119 1163 + 44 

II s VOTING MOVEMENTS IN THE 
TOWNSHIPS AND RURAL DISTRICTS 

Mid 
Canterbury 

TOTALS: 

South 
Canterbury 

TOTALS: 

National 

Labour 

Social 
Credit 

National 
Labour 

Social 
Credit 

1552 
395 

121 

1239 
593 

201 

2068 2033 

2511 
1058 

429 

3998 

2063 
1075 

603 

3741 

- 313 
+ 198 

+ 80 

- 448 
+ 17 

+ 174 

- 257 

Difference as a 
percentage of 
the 1963 vote 

- 18.20 
+ 22.65 

+ 8.13 

+ 1.26 

- 13.28 
+ 6.76 

+ 29.44 

+ 1. 51 

- 11.39 
+ 7.97 

+100.00 

+ 3.93 

- 20 .17 
+ 50 .12 

+ 66.11 

- 2 .13 

- 17.83 
+ 1.60 

+ 40.56 

- 6.43 

(N,B. It should be remembered in interpreting these figures 
that population movements in the electorate between the 

1961 and 1966 census were as follows: Boroughs: Ashburton 
+ 9.2,%, Temuka + 11.2%, Geraldine+ 2,5.%; Counties: Ashburton 
+ 0.2,%, Geraldine - 2.l.%v Mackenzie - 0.,4,,%,) 
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rural districts the party fared little better. However, in 

the Boroughs of Temuka and Geraldine the trend against National 

was not so pronounced, although it was still very evident. 

The variation in the movement to Labour is much more pro

nounced when comparisons are made between the five segments. 

Labour's greatest gain, in percentage terms, occurred in the 

same area a~ National's greatest loss: in the townships and 

rural districts of Mid Canterbury, Yet in the other rural 

segment of the electorate the movement to Labour was very 

slight; a movement of 1.60 percent as compared to the Labour 

gain of 50,12 percent in the former area. The Labour vote 

increased by 22.65 percent in Ashburton Borough, but only by 

7,97 and 6,76 percent in the Geraldine and Temuka Boroughs 

respectively. 

The movement to Social Credit also showed considerable 

variation when viewed in percentage, rather than numerical, 

terms. In Geraldine the Social Credit vote doubled, in Ash

burton Borough the increase was a mere 8 .13 percent. The other 

three segments fell between these two extremes. 

The other variation of importance relates to the number of 

votes cast in the various segments. In the Boroughs more votes 

were cast, and in the townships and rural districts less votes 

were cast than in 1963. The increased vote in the Boroughs 

can be explained in terms of the population increases which took 

place in each of the Boroughs in the 1961-66 census period 

rather than in terms of any increase in interest. It is, 

however, rather interesting that it was Geraldine, with the 

lowest population increase of the three Boroughs, and with no 
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issue particularly its own, that showed the greatest increase of 

the three. The decline in votes cast in the townships and 

rural districts can be attributed partly to the lack of popula

tion growth in the rural areas in the 1961-66 period, and partly 

to the general pattern of increased non-voting which characteri-

sed the 1966 election. However, the figures for the townships 

and rural districts of South Canterbury hint at an increase in 

non-voting greater than could be expected from a combination of 

these factors. 

Special voting also reflected the general trend within the 

electorate although yet again with some variations, as Table XII 

shows. 

TABLE XII 

SPECIAL VOTING IN ASHBURTON ELECTORATE 

Diffe- Difference as a 
Party 1963 1966 percentage of rence the 196'3 vote 

National 590 535 - 55 - 9.32 
Labour 347 388 + 41 + 11.81 
Social Credit 66 120 + 54 + 81.82 - - -

TOTALS: 1003 1043 + 40 + 3.99 

The shift from National was less pronounced than elsewhere, 

the shift to Social Credit greater than in four of the five 

segments analysed in Table XI, and the shift to Labour an 

average of the general pattern within the electorate, 

* * * 

This, then, was an election in which the National Party lost 

a significant amount of support throughout Ashburton Electorate. 
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That support was lost largely because of the unusual combina

tion of circumstances which arose in the electorate during 1966. 

It is possible to relate the dominating issues .in the 

electorate to the voting patterns discussed above, The three 

areas where the National Party lost the greatest amount of 

support were the Ashburton Borough, centre of the Ashburton 

schools dispute; and the townships and rural districts of both 

the Mid and South Canterbury portions of the electorate, where 

it is known that farmers were dissatisfied with the National 

Government because of land tax and the lack of action over the 

fertiliser works proposal, Although the movement from National 

in Temuka was not so great as in these other three segments, it 

was sufficient to suggest that the Temuka schools issue was 

also relevant. The actual extent to which each of these issues 

was an important determinant of the voting patterns can only be 

a matter for speculation, 

There can, however, be little doubt that the party suffered 

a severe setback throughout the electorate as a result of 

general dissatisfaction with the party, Apart from the issues 

there were other factors on which discontent could feed, The 

schisms of the two selections, the inability of the party 

activists to subdue their own feelings of discontent with the 

National Government, and the feeling expressed strongly in Mid 

Canterbury that the new Member of Parliament should be a person 

with a history of involvement in Mid Canterbury affairs, all 

appear to have been of some relevance. Talbot as an individual 

appears to have won little personal support, either in his home 

area, or in other parts of the electorate, and his campaign 
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appears to have done little to halt the movement of support 

from·his party. Srhoy, in contrast, appears.to have won 

support as an individual. His history of involvement with the 

local issues meant that he was known to the electors, particu

larly in Mid Canterbury, and that he could be identified as a 

promoter of the needs of the electorate. He was able to 

recognise the political potential of the local issues, and to 

play to the feelings of dissatisfaction, In this way he was 

able to win votes for the Labour Party in an election in Which 

the other Labour Party candidates were, on average, losing 

support. Being a farmer in a situation where farmers were 

dissatisfied appears to haV'e been an advantage. Had the Labour 

Party put forward a less effective candidate the dissatisfaction 

with National may have been expressed in terms of support for 

Social Credit, and in abstentions. It is also possible that 

the movement from National may not have been so great. By 

collecting the greatest share of the votes leaving National, 

Srhoy was able to ensure that the National majority would be 

reduced by a considerable margin. 

The National Party had won, both in Ashburton Electorate 

and nationally. But the party could no longer regard Ashburton 

Electorate as safe. The question to ask was whether those who 

had ceased to support the party in the electorate in 1966 had 

made a temporary or permanent decision. 

* * * 
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CHAPTER VII 

NATIONAL'S RESPONSE : AFTER THE ELECTION 

Twelve days after the election the Ashburton Electorate 

Executive met and the election result was discussed. Executive 

members expressed surprise that the majority in the electorate 

had been reduced by so much, although there seems to have been 

an acceptance that some reduction was inevitable, There was 

general agreement that the campaign went well, and that atten-

dance at meetings was somewhat higher than in 1963. Discussion 

of the result centred round. the failure of Government to handle 

the local issues in a satisfactory manner. Delegates had few 

doubts as to which were the important issues: land tax, the 

fertiliser works proposal, and the schools issues were all 

discussed, and so was the suggestion that rising farm costs and 

falling product prices could have been important. Talbot, now 

the Member of Parliament for the electorate, addressed the 

meeting and.discussed the campaign and the result. He also 

commented on the need for organisational improvements, but he 

did not suggest in specific terms what these improvements should 

be. But apart from an appeal from Electorate Chairman Mulvihill 

for branches to bring forward constructive remits as a way to 

assist Government in formulating policy for the electorate, there 

was little comment as to the role the National Party organisation 

should now adopt within the electorate. 1 

. As before the election, delegates continued to show that 

their preoccupation was with the concerns of the electorate 

rather than with the needs of the party. This was particularly 
1 Minutes of the Electorate Executive Meeting, 8 December 1966. 



110 

obvious in the discussion of finance. O'Fee, at the October 

meeting of the Electorate Committee, had indicated that the 

electorate collections were likely to be down by at least 

£1,000 ($2,000) for the year1 and at the December meeting he 

confirmed that this was indeed the case. Refusals, he 

reported, had been common from people who had formerly been in 

the habit of giving substantially, After discussing the 

question of the payment of the remainder of the quota owing to 

Canterbury/Westland Division, delegates decided "That this 

electorate pay to Division whatever is available from current 

account after meeting current commitments, and that the Elec

torate take no steps to realise on the Government Stock Reserve 

or to seek overdraft accommodation". 2 In explaining this 

decision the Electorate Secretary recorded in the minutes: 

as the Electors had expressed their disapproval of Govern
ment policy .•• the executive would be losing faith with 
this expression of dissatisfaction if it authorised the 
sale of Government Stock Reserves to meet quota obliga
tions.3 

During 1967 the electorate organisation continued to follow 

closely to the pattern of earlier years in the electorate. 

The usual round of branch meetings was held and branch members 

were given the opportunity to express their concerns, either to 

the party officials present, or in the form of reml ts to .the 

Electorate Committee, Talbot and electorate officials attended 

these meetings, and they endeavoured to reassure the branch 

members that Government was now aware of the problems of the 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee Meeting, 11 October 1966. 
2Minutes of the Electorate Executive Meeting, 8 December 1966. 
3rbid. 
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A similar 

reassurance was given to those branch delegates who attended 

the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting. This meeting, held 

on 18 April, attracted 80 branch delegates, and was attended by 

the Chairman of the Canterbury/Westland Division (H, Cordery) 

and the Dominion President of the party (E.D. Holt), who both 
. 2 

addressed the meeting. 

There was, however, one subject on which the Electorate 

Committee decided to adopt a different approach, the subject of 

land tax, The usual remit calling for the abolition of land 

tax was once again passed by the Electorate Committee Annual 

Meeting. 3 But it was also decided "That this Electorate should 

form a small committee to make a thorough investigation into 

the land tax question with a view to providing a different 

approach to present to Government and those persons connected 

with policy decisions". 4 A three-man committee was appointed, 

and the three men, N.S, Brown, G.B. Gerard and J.G. Humm, 

prepared a well documented case. It was decided that the best 

approach would be a direct one to the Minister of Finance,5 

The appropriate arrangements were made and in due course the 

submissions were presented. The submissions which were 

1The Secretary of the Lowcliffe/Coldstream branch, for example, 
wrote in the Minutes of the Branch Annual Meeting: 

Mr. Rob Talbot in his address said that what had happened 
during the last election could be a lesson to the National 
Party as the Government, and that every endeavour would 
have to be made to keep on side with the electors. He 
also stated that the Ashburton Electorate now being a 
marginal seat was in line for extra assistance, and that a 
team of men and Mr. MacIntyre would be having an inspection 
of the electorate ••• (Minutes, 4 April 1967), 

2Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 18 April 
1967, 

3rbid. 
4Ibid. 
5 Humm, Interview,. JO July 1971. 
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presented are interesting in so far as they show how party 

members were prepared to utilise the fact that this was now a 

marginal electorate as an argument for favourable Government 

action on the controversial issues, After giving a number of 

reasons for the abolition of the tax the committee, i~ a section 

of their submissions headed "Political Implications", went on 

to argue: 

From the point of view of the National Party members who 
wish to retain a National Government in office, we are 
greatly alarmed at the political dangers of retaining this 
tax. For many years loyal members of the party have 
called for abolition of land tax at all levels of the 
organisation. The dissatisfaction of our members with 
the action of their Government in not heeding the wishes 
of the organisation has now become dramatically apparent 
in our area, With the constant build up of urban popula
tion within the rural electorates, we can not afford 
defections from the party of the magnitude now occurring 
in our rural support. We believe that abolition can be 
justified today by removing an unproductive cost. 

The attitude of the Labour Party, of necessity, is today 
more tolerant towards the farming community than in the 
past. We also believe that this year is the opportune 
time to abolish this tax, and that by next election it 
Will be forgotten as a political issue. 1 

The Minister of Finance (R.D. Muldoon) did not accede to 

the request of the deputation during that year. Apparently he 

was not at that stage influenced by the political considerations. 

This was not the only activity of the Ashburton Electorate 

organisation on the land tax question during 1967, The matter 

was pursued vigorously by delegates from the electorate at both 

the Canterbury/Westland Division meetings and at the party's 

Dominion Conference, with Electorate Vice Chairman H.J. Royds 

informing the Dominion Conference that "We in Ashburton are 

1 N.S. Brown, G.B. Gerard and J,G. Humm, Submissions on the 
Abolition of Land Tax (Unpublished Manuscript, Ashburton 
Electorate Committee Records, 1967), 
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rapidly running out of time and patience 11 • 1 

In 1967, recognising the political significance of the 

land tax issue, the electorate organisation sought its resolu

tion, utilising political as well as economic arguments to 

support their case. This was, however, the only issue on which 

the electorate organisation gave their new Member of Parliament 

any appreciable degree of assistance. Talbot was left to a 

very large extent on his own in seeking to win back to his party 

those voters who had deserted it in 1966. 

R.L.G. Talbot : The New Member of Parliament 

Talbot did not expect to match Gerard's 1963 majority. 2 

However, he did expect to win by more than turned out to be the 

case. But he regarded the size of the majority as of less 

importance than the fact that he had won. As the new Member of 

Parliament for Ashburton, he took the view that there were now 

three years ahead of him in which he could work towards streng-

thening his claim on the electorate. He regarded the issues 

which had been important du.ring 1966 as the logical issues with 

which to first concern himself. In his view, the key factors 

in the reduced National majority were, in order of importance, 

the Ashburton schools issue; the image of disarray presented by 

the National Party locally, highlighted by the two selections; 

the fertiliser works issue; and the land tax question. To 

consolidate his position and to regain support for his party he 

saw it as necessary for him to show that the National Party had 

made a good choice in selecting him as their candidate, and he 

1 Ashburton Guardian, 1 August 1967. 
2Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. 
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felt he could only do this by becoming better known in the elec

torate and by taking up the 1966 issues and other issues as 

they arose, 1 

As the new Member of Parliament, Talbot needed to consoli

date his position both within the electorate as a whole, and 

within the local National Party organisation. He needed to 

establish himself within the Parliamentary section of the party, 

and to show that he could adequately represent his electors at 

Government level. 

There are a number of ways in which a Member of Parliament 

can become well known in an electorate, The Member can make 

himself freely available within the electorate for interviews 

and consultations. He can seek to establish close liaison with 

local bodies and with organisations within the electorate. He 

can attend in person as many functions as possible within the 

electorate, taking up invitations extended to him as far as 

time Will allow. He can seek to establish a close liaison with 

local newspapers by making available texts of speeches, by 

forwarding prepared statements and other material, and by being 

available to be interviewed by reporters when requested, He 

can take (or at least appear to take) a lively interest in.the 

things that concern his electors. And there are a number of 

ways in which the wife of the Member can assist and promote her 

husband. 

1As the interview on which this paragraph is based took place 
more than five years after the event it is difficult to be 
certain that Talbot's perception of the situation has not 
changed with the passage of time. However, there does appear 
to be considerable similarity between Talbot's comments during 
the interview and his comments as recorded in the Minutes of 
Electorate and Branch meetings shortly after the event. 
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How much time a J.Vlember decides to give to making and 

developing personal contacts within his electorate, and which 

organisations he chooses to liaise with most closely, are 

difficult decisions which he alone can make. 

However, no Member can operate solely within his electorate. 

His task is to represent the interests of his electors to 

Government. He needs to be able to show his electors that he 

is pursuing their interests, that he is seeking the resolution 

of issues that are of concern within his electorate, be they 

purely local issues or issues that are more national in charac

ter, 

A Member can go about this in a number of ways. There are 

times when he can go direct to the appropriate Government· 

Department, particularly on matters of minor administrative 

concern. He can go to the appropriate Minister. He can raise 

matters in caucus. And he can raise matters j_n Parliament 

either through the use of questions or, if the opportunity 

arises, during debates. His tactics may depend to some extent 

on whether the party of whlch he is a member is the governing 

party, or whether it is in opposition, and whether his party 

stands to gain by an issue being discussed publicly rather than 

privately. He may also need to distinguish between tactics 

which may give maximum short-term political advantage, and 

tactics which in the long term will advance the cause of the 

electorate. 

There is also the problem for the Member of making sure 

that within the electorate he is receiving the credit for the 

efforts which he is making on behalf of his electors. A 
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Member can be seen to be working for his electorate in a number 

of ways. He can be seen to be familiarising himself with the 

particular issue of concern, for example by a personal visit 

to the problem area (farm, factory, school, town, etc.). He 

can be seen to be responsible, at least in part, for a 

Ministerial inspection of the problem. If an issue with which 

he has been seen to be involved is resolved to the satisfaction 

of local opinion, some credit may be seen to be his. An 

important determinant of the amount of credit that the Member 

can gain for his activities is the local news media. The 

Member needs to ensure that his activities are being reported, 

and that they are being reported in a sympathetic rather than a 

critical manner. 

How hard a Member is working for his electorate, and how 

hard he is perceived to be working, need not necessarily be the 

same thing. Nor need effort be equated with effectiveness, or 

with success. And it does not always follow that the interests 

of the electorate as a whole, and the interests of the local 

party organisation, will be identical, although it is likely 

that often they will be. The Member may find that the 

activities which win him support in the electorate are not 

always the same as those which win him support within the party 

organisation, 

As the new Member of Parliament, Talbot responded in a 

number of ways. From the outset he made himself freely avail-

able to his electors. Not only was he available at set times 

in different parts of the electorate for interviews, he was 

always prepared to make himself available at short notice for 
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interviews, consultations and deputations. 1 

He appears to have established a satisfactory liaison with 

local authorities within the electorate, and he developed the 

habit of forwarding copies of proposed legislation, reports and 

other relevant information to these authorities. 2 He also 

appears to have established a satisfactory liaison with the 

more important interest group organisations within the electo-

rate. He was co-opted to the Provincial Executives of both the 

Mid Canterbury and South Canterbury Federated Farmers organisa

tions, and he moved quickly to develop links with the organisa

tions which were involved in the Ashburton schools dispute. 

Within his first six months as Member he attended, and spoke at, 

a variety of functions including the Ashburton College prize

giving, a Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers Provincial Executive 

Meeting, and a meeting of the Ashburton Homeservicemen's 

Association, and he opened a new classroom block at the 

Eiffelton School.3 Often Mrs Talbot accompanied her husband, 

and there were occasions when she performed functions in her own 

right. 4 

Talbot seems to have received rather different treatment 

from the two locally published newspapers which circulated Within 

the electorate. The Ashbu.Tton Guardian, circulating in the Mid 

Canterbury portion of the electorate, appears to have been 

ready to print prepared statements forwarded to them, to inter-

1 J.E. Ross, Interview, 15 September 1971. 
21nterviews with local body officials, July 1971. 
3Ashburton Guardian, 8 December 1966, 17 March 1967, 5 June 
1967, 13 June 1967. 

4 As, for example, the opening of the new Plunket Rooms in 
Tinwald (Ashburton Guardian, 20 March 1967). 
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view Talbot and carry reports of his comments, and to publicise 

his activities both within the electorate and on the 

electorate's behalf. The Timaru Herald, circulating in the 

South Canterbury portion of the electorate, does not appear to 

have extended to Talbot the same degree of co-operation, and 

appears to have been more reluctant to give him sympathetic 

news coverage. This appears to have been partly because of the 

close relationship Sir Basil Arthur enjoyed with this newspaper, 

and partly because Ashburton Electorate was regarded as outside 

that newspaper's sphere. There may also have been an element 

of personal antagonism, both to Talbot and to other members of 

the National Party. 1 

During the election campaign Talbot had sought to convince 

the electors that if elected Member he would take up the 

concerns of the electorate and seek their resolution. He 

continued to show that he was interested in these concerns in 

the post-election period. Early in 1967 he took the initiative 

in calling a meeting in Ashburton of the representatives of the 

various groups within the electorate who were seeking the 

resolution of the schools situation in Ashburton, and he 

continued to promote the Middle Road site as the logical place 

on which to consolidate the secondary school, with the interme

diate school to eventually be developed on the High School site. 

During 1967 he pursued the case for the abolition of land tax 

with enthusiasm, and he involved himself With the grass grub 

problem which affected numerous farms in the electorate during 

that autumn. And early in 1968 he was seen to be involved in 

1Reports circulated widely in the area of a Timaru meeting at 
which the Editor of the Timaru Herald and Finance Minister 
Muldoon expressed a very strong personal distaste for each 
other. (J. Elworthy, Interview, 1 7 October 1971. ) 
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persuading Government not to go ahead with its announced inten

tion to lower the price to be paid for milling wheat for the 

1968-69 harvest, He also took up the more localised issues of 

the projected closing of the Mt. Somers and the Fairlie branch 

railway lines, the sealing of the Timaru Airport runway, the 

Main Highway speed limit through Tinwald, and water charges 

paid by irrigators on the irrigation schemes within the electo

rate. 

Before assessing Talbot's role in the resolution of these 

issues the way in which these issues developed during 1967-68 

and the way in which Talbot and the National Party handled them 

will be looked at in more detail, A local Member on his own 

is often not in a position to resolve a local issue. It may 

well be that the necessary decision can only be made by the 

appropriate Cabinet Minister, taking into account many more 

considerations than the local Member need concern himself about. 

Often the final decision may be made in Cabinet, or caucus. 

National and the Ashburton Electorate Issues · 

Two of the issues of 1966, the Temuka schools issue and 

the fertiliser works proposal, had just about run their course 

by the time of.the 1966 election, 

The Temuka schools question had been virtually resolved 

with the announcement by R.G. Gerard in October 1966 that tenders 

were to be called for the new secondary school, Talbot did 

raise the matter in the House through questions, and did comment 

in the subsequent discussion, but his main aim appears to have 

been to show that as a result of a small delay created by re

examining estimates of the cost of the buildings, the taxpayer 
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The National Party 

could anticipate that by the time of the 1969 election the new 

secondary school buildings would be in use, and that the pupils 

of the primary school would have moved out of the buildings 

that had caused so much concern. 

With the November 1966 announcement, the fertiliser works 

issue was also to a large extent removed from the field of 

political decision-making. Agriculture Minister Talboys had 

informed the Meat Board that the Government was prepared to 

approve the use of Meat Industry Reserve Account finance so 

long as the Meat Board reaffirmed its earlier recommendation. 2 

Early in December.the Meat Board was able to do this and the 

Ashburton Guardian was able to report: 11A farmers co-operative 

fertiliser works will be built in South Canterbury 11 • 3 The 

Ashburton Guardian went on to state: "The Meat Board is 

prepared to back fully the establishment of a co-operative 

works in South Canterbury in the interests of the primary 

producer". 4 Subsequent reports indicated that the farmers' 

company had options on sites, and that plans were being drawn 

up,5 But during 1967 little obvious activity occurred, and 

6 farmers started to ask questions. In December 1967 their 

questions were answered, In a circular to potential share-
1 . 

N.Z,P.D., Vol. 350, p. 350 (10 May 1967), p, 807 (24 May 1967), 
p, 813 (29 May 1967). 

2Ashburton Guardian, 2 November 1966. 
3Ibid., 10 December 1966. 
4Ibid. 
5Press (Christchurch), 17 December 1966. 
6 The Hinds Branch of Federated Farmers, for example, showed 
their desire for more information by forwarding a remit to 
that effect to the July meeting of the Mid Canterbury Federa
ted Farmers Provincial Executive. (M.C.F.F. Records, 1967.) 
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holders, R.H. Kerr announced that the money paid by farmers to 

the company was to be returned. 1 The company had decided to 

abandon its plans to establish a co-operative fertiliser works 

in South Canterbury, even though the company was not being 

wound up. Mr. Kerr went on to explain why this decision had 

been made, He noted that the Government had decreed that 

Meat Board Reserve Account finance could not be used for the 

purchase of the Dominion Fertiliser Company, and went on to 

comment that "the economic position ruled out any possibility 

of the successful establishment of a co-operative works in 

competition with the existing facilities in the area at the 

present time". 2 While the final decision was not a Government 

decision, Government came in for criticism. Delays during 

1966 had operated to the advantage of the Dominion Fertiliser 

Company and against the farmers' company. Mr. Kerr commented 

on the "tremendous interest" shown by farmers in the proposal, 

and the co-operation the company received from the Meat Board. 

But he also stated "Under normal economic conditions, and with 

a sympathetic Government it may well have come to fruition". 3 

In the changed economic situation some farmers may have been 

quietly relieved that it would no longer be necessary to find 

the remaining ninety percent of the share money to which they 

had committed themselves. But this did not mean that the 

National Party had redeemed itself on this issue. If Talbot 

involved himself in any way with this issue following the 

election there is little evidence of this, and he did not 

comment in Parliament on the two occasions on which this matter 

1Press (Christchurch), 2 December 1967', 
2Ibid. 
JI bid. 
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was raised by Sir Basil Arthur. 1 

Land Tax 

The significant increase in the amount of land tax levied 

in the Ashburton County following the 1965 revaluation has 

already been mentioned, as has the role of the National Party 

electorate organisation in seeking to have this tax abolished. 

The National Party organisation was not the only organisation 

to pursue this end. Prominent in taking up the cause was Mid 

Canterbury Federated Farmers Provincial Executive. Their 

survey conducted late in 1966 (just prior to the election) 

produced the factual information on which their case for aboli-

tion was based. The results of the survey were made available 

to Talbot and to C.C,A, McLachlan (who had been elected in the 

Selwyn Electorate)., and through these two men, arrangements 

were made for a deputation to wait on the Minister of Finance. 

On 5 April a four-man deputation lead by D.K. Mackenzie (Vice 

President of the Provincial Executive) were introduced to the 

Minister by Talbot and the land tax question was discussed. 

This deputation appears to have been better received than was 

the deputation from the Electorate Committee, possibly because 

this was the first of the two deputations, with the Electorate 

Committee deputation reiterating much of what had already been 
. 2 

said, and to the same Minister, 

1N.Z.P.D., Vol. 351, p, 1575 (5 July 1967); Vol. 353, p. 3060 · 
· (15 September 1967) . 

2D.K. Mackenzie, Interview, 6 November 1971, The personnel 
involved in these two deputations reflected the overlap of 
National Party and Federated Farmers involvement which existed 
in the electorate at that time. Mackenzie, leading the 
Federated Farmers deputat:1.on, was a member of the Electorate 
Executive; Brown, Gerard and Humm were all closely associated 
with Federated Farmers. 
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During 1967 Talbot pursued the case for the abolition of 

land tax. There seems no reason to doubt his claim that ·he 

was raising the matter in caucus. 1 On several occasions _he 

discussed the matter in the House of Representatives. In his 

maiden speech, utilising the information forwarded to him _by 

Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers, he stated: "A recent survey 

of farms in Mid Canterbury shows an average tax payable of 

£110 a property 11, and he went on to call for the abolition of 

the tax. 2 He raised the matter in a question to the Mini.ster 

of Finance and he also discussed the issue in his Budget 

speech. 3 

Although these efforts went unrewarded during 1967 there 

would seem to be little doubt that the continuing represen'ta

tions from local organisations, 4 and the activities of Talbot 

(and McLachlan) were among the factors responsible for the 

Government decision to take action on the land tax question 

during 1968.5 With the presentation of the 1968 Budget the 

Minister of Finance announced that although land tax would' not 

be abolished, the exemption would be raised to $60,000 of 

6 unimproved value. Talbot was able to comment: "This will be 

very well received by farmers in Canterbury 11 • 7 It certainly 

was. The Government move ensured that very few Canterbury 

1Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. 
2 N.Z.P.D., Vol. 350, p. 392 (10 May 1967). 
3Ibid,, Vol. 350, p. 474 (12 May 1967); Vol, 351, p, 1636· 

(6 July 1967). . 
4 ' 
Such as the second Federated Farmers deputation early in 1968 
(D.K. Mackenzie, Interview, 6 November 1971), . 

5one other factor which may have been important was the recom
mendation of the Taxation Review Comm1 ttee that ''Land tax 
should be abolished" (A. J. H .R., Taxa t1on in New Zealand 1 

Report of the Taxation Review Committee, B18 (1967) p, 415), 
6 A,J.H . .R., Financial Statement : House of Representatives, 18 
July 1968, B6 (1968). 

?Christchurch Star, 19 July 1968. 
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farmers would still be required to pay land tax. ':L1al bot, 

having been seen to be involved with the issue, gained credit 

for the effort he had made on behalf of his electorate. 

Ashburton Schools 

Of the 1966 election issues the one which took longest to 

be resolved was the Ashburton schools issue, largely because 

of the reluctance of a number of individuals of Ashburton 

Borough and County to accept any decision other than the one 

they wanted, and of the reluctance of Government to accede to 

their demands, It is only possible in this context to give a 

brief summary of the main developments between the election 

and the final resolution of the problem, with particular 

reference to the role played by Talbot, 

Within Ashburton Borough the election result tended to be 

interpreted in terms of the schools dispute. The National 

Party was rejected, it was said, because of dissatisfaction 

with Government over the failure to resolve the siting issue 

in favour of the local view, and the failure to proceed with 

consolidation of the college with due haste. 1 

initial reaction of the National Government may tend to 

indicate that Government to some extent shared this view. 

Within days of the election the Ashburton School Committees 

Association received a letter from the Prime Minister informing 

them that the Minister of Education would visit Ashburton "to 

personally discuss the future development of primary and 

secondary education with the people of Ashburton before a 

1Ashburton Guardian, editorials, 28 November 1966, 6 December 
1966; report of college prize-giving speeches, 8 December 
1966. 
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Talbot, in his first visit to Wellington 

following the election, discussed the matter with the Minister 

of Education and reported progress to the Ashburton Guardian. 2 

And the Minister of Education informed the Ashburton College 

Board of Governors of his proposed visit, and stated that he 

would defer a decision unt:l.l he could discuss the matter on 

the spot with the responsible parties. 3 

The Government response, in terms of the proposed visit of 

the Minister, and the early activity of Talbot drew apprecia

tive comment within Ashburton Borough, 4 However, the initial 

pace was not maintained, While the visit of the Minister was 

awaited there was little that could be done locally, During 

February, Talbot took the initiative in arranging for a meeting 

to be held of representatives of those organisations which were 

concerned with this issue, and this meeting, "to discuss and 

plan a combined approach to the Minister during his visit 11 , 5 

was held on .30 March with McLachlan also in attendance, Despite 

representations by the two Members of Parliament to Kinsella 

early in April, 6 and the emphasis given to this issue by 

McLachlan in his maiden speech in the House of Representatives 

on 2 May, 7 the date for Kinsella's visit was not announced until 

10 May. On that date Talbot, in the course of his maiden 

speech, announced that the Minister had informed him that the 

1 Ibid., 5 December 1966. 
2Ibid. 
3rbid., 16 December 1966, 
4rbid., 6 December 1966, 7 December 1966, 
5Talbot, Letter to A.G. Lloyd, Secretary, M,C.F.F, Provincial 
Executive. 

6Ashburton Guardian, 8 April 1967. 
7N.Z.P.D., Vol • .350, p • .39 (2 May 1967). 
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visit to Ashburton would take place on 22 May. 1 Talbot, like 

McLachlan, drew the attention of the House to the schooling 

problem in Ashburton, and to the need for Ashburton College to 

be consolidated on one site '~ithout delay". 2 

Kinsella duly visited on 22 May as announced and, 

accompanied by officials of the Education Department and the 

Education Board and by Talbot, inspected the sites and 

discussed the matter with the various interested local organi-

sations. He acknowledged that the Middle Road site did have 

certain advantages but he pointed to the problem which he faced 

regarding the buildings on the Hakatere site and noted that 

the suggestion that they be used to house Departmental offices 

in the town had already been rejected as "the Departments were 

not interested".) Earlier he was reported as saying he was 

coming to Ashburton with an ''open mind", 4 but in an interview 

with an Ashburton Guardian reporter he made it obvious that he 

felt the best solution was to consolidate the college on the 

High School site and establish an intermediate school on the 

Hakatere site.5 And with this hint from the Minister, organi-

sations in Ashburton Borough and County once again made their 

views known by passing resolutions, making statements, and 

sending letters to the Mintster and to the local Members of 

Parliament. · But despite hints of an °early decision 11 , 6 and 

local speculation as to when the decision would be announced 
1 Ibid., Vol. 350, p. 393 (10 May 1967), 
2Ibid. 
3Ashburton Guardian, 2J May 1967. 
4 Ibid., 18 May 1967, 

5Ibid., 2J May 1967. 
6rb1d. 
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and what it would be, it was not until 16 August that a definite 

announcement was made. On that date Kinsella once again 

visited the town and, after discussing the matter with the 

Chairman of the Ash bur.ton College Board of Governors, made his 

announcement in the form of a prepared statement to local news-

papers. "Ashburton College" he said, "will be consolidated 

and developed on the site in Walnut Avenue now occupied by the 

senior school, An intermediate school will be established on 

the junior site, formerly Hakatere College." 1 The statement 

went on to defend the decision. His defence did little to 

alter opinion in the town, or the opinion of the Canterbury 

Education Board for that matter. Two days later the Education 

Board "refused to accept the Hakatere site in Ashburton for an 

intermediate school ••• ", 2 and three days after that, represen

tatives of the various Ashburton organisations attending a 

meeting called by Talbot - a meeting which he chaired - passed 

two resolutions aimed at changing the Minister's decision. 3 

But in the face of this and other reactions to the decision, 

Kinsella stood firm. Talbot and McLachlan made it known to the 

Minister that the decision was not accepted in the town but 

the response i•,as a reaffirmation and defence of that decision, 4 

At this point the two Members appear to have accepted the 

decision and to a large extent opted out of the dispute. 

Talbot, in a statement to the Ashburton Guardian, pointed to his 

role in the issue, noted the various approaches made to the 

Minister, and the dissatisfaction over the decision, but in 
1 Ibid., 17 August 1967. 
2 Ibid., 19 August 1967, 
3rbid,, 22 August 1967, 
4Ibid,, 6 September 1967. 
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effect accepted that consolidation must now go ahead on the 
1 Minister's terms, and should proceed with all urgency. 

There would seem to be little doubt that up to that point 

in time Talbot had won a degree of prominence for his role in 

promoting the local view on this issue, Letters and telegrams 

of commendation were sent to him at various stages along the 

way, and the Ashburton Guardian had reported several favourable 

comments ma.de of Talbot's role at different times. But if 

Talbot was now prepared to accept the Minister's decision, an 

influential group of people within the Borough and County was 

not, and over the next twelve months this group took the 

initiative in a strong bid to have the decision changed, 

During this period Talbot co-operated with them but he and his 

party no longer held the initiative on the issue. 

As the result of a meeting held in Ashburton on 21 September 

a Citizens Action Committee was formed, This committee was 

set up to pursue but one objective: that of persuading the 

Government to change its school siting decision. The committee 

included the Deputy Mayor, two Borough Councillors, a number of 

prominent town businessmen, several Federated Farmers office

bearers, and A.J. Srhoy. 2 And in the face of telegrams from 

Kinsella ("I have given my final decision ••• 11 ) 3 and the Prime 

Mlnister, and an appeal from Talbot and McLachlan to "Let the 

Education Department get on with the job ••• ", 4 this committee 

went ahead with its announced plan to hold a public meeting 

"to ask the Government to consolidate a new college on the 

1Ibid, 
2 Ibid, , 22 September 1967. 
3 Ibid. , 26 September 1967. 
4 Ibid. , JO September 1967. 
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Middle Road site". 1 By means of letters to the editor, 

statements to, and large scale advertising in, the Ashburton 

Guardian, and by use of a loud hailer through the commercial 

area of the town, attention was drawn to the proposed meeting 

and to the case for the Middle Road site. Over 600 people 

attended the protest meeting, and the Action Committee were 

given the mandate they wanted. The meeting decided unanimously: 

"That Ashburton College be consolidated on the Middle Road 

site"; "That a deputation carry this message to the Prime 

Minister ••• " ; and "That a petition be prepared ,, 2 ... 
Eight days later at a meeting arranged by Talbot, a four-man 

deputation met with the Prime Minister (K.J. Holyoake) in 

Wellington, with Talbot, McLachlan and Kinsella in attendance. 

The deputation, consisting of D.o. Digby (the Deputy Mayor), 

B.W. Smallbone (Chairman of the Action Committee and a Borough 

Councillor), D.K. Mackenzie (by this time President of Mid 

Canterbury Federated Farmers Provincial Executive), and, as 

spokesman, J.R. Cocks, carried with them a petition signed by 

6402 persons, and resolutions of support from the Ashburton 

Borough Council, the Ashburton College Board of Governors, and 

the Ashburton College Parent Teacher Association. 3 The Prime 

Minister met with the deputation for one and a half hours, 

discussed all aspects of the situation with them, and showed 

himself to be well informed on the whole question. 4 At the 

end of the discussion the Prime Minister indicated that the 

matter would be reconsidered, and members of the deputation 

1Ibid., 22 September 1967. 
2Ibid., 5 October 1967. 
3rbid., 12 October 1967. 
4Mackenzie, Interview, 1 November 1971. 
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subsequent to the deputation, a series of meetings were 

held between Talbot, McLachlan, Kinsella and the Prime Minister, 

and on lJ February 1968 the Minister of Works (P,B. Allen) 

visited Ashburton, inspected the sites, and discussed the 

matter with members of the Action Committee. But as at the 

earlier stages of the dispute the disposal of the buildings and 

site of the Hakatere College remained the key question. In 

the absence of any viable local proposals for alternative use, 

and with the Minister of Works apparently also unable to offer 

any solution, Cabinet reaffirmed the original decision. 2 

The decision was once again rejected in Ashburton despite 

Talbot's call for acceptanee. 3 This time, however, the response 

in Ashburton related more closely to the crucial problem of the 

Hakatere site. On 16 May a telegram was sent to the Prime 

Minister over the signatures of the Mayor (J. Davidson) and the 

Ashburton County Chairman (K.N. Baxter) protesting at the 

decision and stating that "The Borough and County Councils of 

Ashburton would co-operate in any feasible way possible toward 

the purchase, sale arid dissipation of the Hakatere College 

area 11 • 4 And on 17 May the Citizens Action Committee were able 

to announce that 0 A firm offer of $100,000 for the purchase of 

the Hakatere site and buildings 'as is' had been received ••• " 5 

(by the Committee). 

1Ashburton Guardian, 12 October 1967. 
2 Ibid., 15 May 1968. 
Jibid, 
4 Ibid., 16 May 1968. 
5 Ibid., 17 May 1968. 
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In the light of these two proposals and a further protest 

meeting in Ashburton, Kinsella agreed to meet a further 

deputation to discuss the disposal of the Hakatere site. 1 

This meeting duly took place, and on 1 June it was announced 
2 that Cabinet would re-examine the new proposals. This re-

examination took a further three months, and it was not until 

P.B. Allen, in his capacity as Minister of Police, stated that 

Government was giving consideration to the utilisation of the 

Hakatere site for a police station, that it became obvious that 

the issue was likely to·be resolved to local satisfaction. 3 

On 17 September 1968 Kinsella announced that Cabinet had 

decided to consolidate Ashburton College on the Middle Road 

site, 4 and he went on to congratulate Talbot and McLachlan for 

being "particularly dogged" on the matter.5 The Ashburton 

Guardian the following day carried the headline "Middle Road 

Chosen by Cabinet: Three Year Row Ends" and gave a full page 

to discussion of the dispute and the decision, and to statements 

by Talbot, McLachlan and others who had been involved in the 

issue. 6 

The Ashburton schools issue was a difficult issue for a 

new Member of Parliament. At different stages of the issue 

the dilemma in which Talbot was placed was apparent as he 

vacillated between defending his party's decision, and 

promoting the interests of his electorate, But the dilemma 

1Ibid,, 22 May 1968. 
2 Ibid., 1 June 1968. 
3rbid,, 6 September 1968. 
4Ibid., 18 September 1968. Also N,Z.P.D., Vol. 357, p. 18)6 

(17 September 1968). 
5Ashburton Guardian, 18 September 1968. 
6rbid. 
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appe~rs to have been even more complex than that. He was 

also indirectly involved in a dispute between Kinsella, other 

members of Cabinet, and Treasury •1 Kinsella, it would appear, 

was at all times keen to accede to the local demands 2 but his 

proposal that the Hakatere site be utilised for Government 

Departments was not acceptable to his Cabinet colleagues, parti

cularly those whose Departments were likely to be involved. 

Faced with this problem his tactic was to encourage opposition 

in Ashburton as a way to strengthen his position within 

Cabinet, and he encouraged Talbot to involve himself in 

promoting that opposition. 3 

Talbot was prominent during the earlier post-election 

period, and was able to play a continuing role through to the 

final resolution. He received due recognition for the role 

he played in the form of letters and congratulatory motions. 4 

But even so the final decision to consolidate on the Middle 

Road site could be seen to be made only after the vigorous 

promotion of the case by the Citizens Action~Committee, Had 

the issue been seen to be resolved as a result of the earlier 

initiatives when Talbot was prominent, he and his party may 

have gained credit for the decision. But in finally responding 

to the representations of the Action Committee and the other 

involved organisations after rejecting those sponsored by 

Talbot, Government left the local Member somewhat less advanta-

1A.E. Kinsella, Interview, 2 August 1971. 
2Ibid, Other interviews tend to confirm Kinsella's comments. 
J.W. Davidson (Interview, 28 September 1971) and D,K. Mackenzie 
(Interview, 6 November 1971) were both of the opinion that 
Kinsella was in sympathy with their views and that it was his 
Cabinet colleagues that most needed convincing. 

3Kinsella, Interview, 2 August 1971. 
4 Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. For examples see Ashburton 
Guardian, 18 September 1968, Christchurch Star, 28 September 
1968, 
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geously placed than may otherwise have been the case. 

In interviews, two general views of Talbot's role with 

regard to this issue have been e~pressed. It has been argued 

that he was able to identify with Ashburton interests in 

promoting this issue, and in so doing strengthened his position. 

But it has also been argued that Talbot was quite ineffective 

in his presentations of the case, particularly in comparison 

with the efforts of the Action Committee. 1 The presence of 

Srhoy on the Action Committee plus his statements in his capa

city as chairman of the Ashburton Labour Representation 

Committee to some extent may have neutralised the earlier 

activity of Talbot. Srhoy, in making comparisons between 

Talbot's campaign promises and his lack of success as a Member 

on this issue was seeking to minimise any gains that Talbot 

could make through his promotion of the issue. 2 

Grass Grub and Porina Control 

During the autumn of 1967 a new problem arose. This 

problem, to which Talbot gave due attention, concerned the 

control of grass grub and porina caterpillar. 

These pasture pests have been a part of the Canterbury 

farm scene for many years and in some years can be quite 

destructive of pastures if control measures are not taken. 

For a time the chemical compound known commonly as D.D.T. 

provided a cheap and effective means of control for the grass-

land farmer. But as residual effects in meat became a 

problem, particularly with regard to overseas markets, the 
1 Interviews with selected persons involved with this issue, 

June-November 1971. 
2see, for example, his comments in the Ashburton Guar~, 

15 May 1968. 



134 

Minister of Agriculture deemed it necessary to ban the use of 

certain forms of D.D,T., and place stringent restrictions on 

other forms, thus limiting considerably the methods of control 

available. 

In the autumn of 1967 considerable areas of Mid and South 

Canterbury became badly infested and farmers became very 

concerned that a cheap and effective form of control was no 

longer available. The matter was raised at the March meeting 

of Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers Provincial Executive in 

the form of a remit from the Carew-Ealing branch, 1 Talbot, 

as a co-opted member of the Executive, was present at this 

meeting and was thus able to listen to the discussion and 

comment on the problem, offering farmers his sympathy and 

support. 2 In effect he recognised this to be a situation 

where he as the local Member of Parliament could make a contri-

bution, The meeting accepted Talbot's offer to go direct to 

the Minister of Agriculture with the problem, although it was 

still decided that the remit would be forwarded to the federa-

tion's national executive, Talbot was invited to inspect 

the worst affected areas, and his response was to suggest that 

not only would he come, but that if at all possible he would 

bring the Minister of Agriculture, or his Under-Secretary, with 

him, so that they could see for themselves the damage being 

done, 3 

Subsequently he did pursue this matter with the Minister, 

and the following month the Under-Secretary (D,J. Carter), 

1christchurch Star, 17 March 1967. 
2Ibid, 
3 Ash bur ton Guardian, 17 Me.rch 1967. 
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accompanied by Talbot, inspected farms in the infested areas, 

Talbot also pursued the me,tter in the House of Representatives, 

raising the subject in his maiden speech, and keeping it before 

the House by means of questions and comments during the course 

of the Parliamentary Session. 1 He was not alone, however, in 

pursuing the problem. A special sub-committee was set up by 

the three Federated Farmers Provincial Executives within Canter-

bury and the matter was further investigated. Representations 

were made by them to the Minister of Agriculture and his Under

secretary, to the Agricultural Chemicals Board, and to the 

Federated Farmers Dominion Council, and Canterbury Members of 

Parliament were kept informed of developments. During the 

winter, visits were made to the worst affected areas by members 

of the Agricultural Chemicals Board, by the Chairman of the 
? 

Meat Board (J. Ormond), and by the Minister of Agriculture.,., 

1ra1 bot remained involved. In statements to local news-

papers he commented on developments and offered suggestions, 

he referred to the situation as a "national emergency" and he 

noted that Government had "a full knowledge of all aspects of 

the problem".3 He accompanied Talboys on a further inspection 

of some of the worst affected properties and he visited others 

on his own. 

On 8 September 1967 it was announced that the Minister of 

Agriculture had responded to the problem by allowing farmers to 

once again use a form of D.D.T. which for a time had been 

1 

2 

N,Z.P.D., Vol. J50, p, 391 (10 May 1967), p, 867 (25 May 1967); 
Vol, 351, p, 1411 (29 June 1967), p, 1808 (12 July 1967); 
Vol, 352, p. 2646 (29 August 1967); Vol. 354, p. 4000 (7 
November 1967). 

A.G. Lloyd, Interview, 21 October 1971, 
3Ashburton Guardian, 26 July 1967. 



banned. 

1.36 

So long as they complied strictly with certain regu-

lations, farmers would be permitted to use D.D.T. in an oiled 

wet mix form on those pastures affected by grass grub and 

1 porina. Talbot was able to commend the Minister for his 

decision but, recognising the short term nature of this 

decision, he continued to argue the case for upgrading research 

2 in this field. 

This, then, was a situation where Talbot, having estab

lished a liaison with the Federated Farmers organisation, was 

able to grasp the opportunity so presented to appear as a 

sympathetic advocate of a matter of considerable concern to 

many of the farmers of the area. 

1968 Wheat Price Decision 

One other issue Which was important for farmers of the 

area and for Talbot arose early in 1968. On 25 January 1968 

the Chairman of the Cabinet Committee on wheat prices (L,R. 

Adams-Schneider) announced that it had been decided that the 

basic price for wheat for the 1969 harvest would be 10 cents 

per bushel less than that to be paid out for the 1968 harvest, 

with the price for the Arawa variety to be reduced by 1.3 cents, 

and for the Hilgendorf variety 15 cents. 3 This announcement 
~ 

came as something of a shock to Canterbury farmers, growers 

of the bulk of New Zealand's wheat, and their reaction was a 

strong one. It also posed something of a dilemma for Canter-

bury's rural National Party Members of Parliament. But as 

backbench rather than Cabinet members, and thus in this case 

1Ibid., 8 August 1967. 
2Ibid. 
3Press (Christchurch), 26 January 1968, 
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not involved in the decision-making process, it was possible 

for them to object to the decision of their Cabinet colleagues 

and this they chose to do. First in to comment were McLachlan 

and the Member of Parliament for Rangiora (H.E.L, Pickering), 

with McLachlan stating that "Farmers just could not go on. 

absorbing additional costs and at the same time take reductions 

in the prices they are paid for their cornmodi ties" •1 He also 

maintained that "Government had made the decision without con-

2 sulting the people who should have been consulted", and 

Pickering claimed that he should have been consulted, 3 At the 

time of the announcement Talbot was on a visit to the Antarctic, 

and by the time he returned McLachlan and Pickering had already 

taken the initiative in objecting to the decision, However, 

he too was quick to make it known that he objected to the 

decision, and he was able to point to earlier representations 

he had made to Government to have the price retained, 4 But it 

would seem that his statement made less impact than had the two 

earlier statements, and it was Pickering and McLachlan who 

appeared to take the major initiatives in opposing the Govern

ment decision, along with F'ederated Farmers leaders who were 

also protesting most vigorously. 

On 7 February a deputation of farmer representatives lead 

by the Acting President of Federated Farmers (A,C, Begg) met 

with the Prime Minister in the presence of Cabinet Ministers 

Marshall, Shand and Adams-Schneider, and backbench Members 

Talbot, McLachlan, Pickering and Dick and the matter was 

1Ashburton Guardian, 27 January 1968. 
2Press (Christchurch), JO January 1968. 
3Ashburton Guardian, 27 January 1968. 
4rbid., 29 January 1968. 
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discussed. Later in the day the Prime Minister made the 

announcement that the matter would be referred back to Cabinet 

for further consideration. 1 

In the face of further representations from the farmer 

organisations and the continuing involvement of Talbot, 

Pickering and McLachlan, the decision was reversed, On 6 May 

Adams-Schneider announced that the basic price for wheat would 

remain unchanged, as would the price for the Hilgendorf 

variety. 2 However, in place of the price reduction provision 

was made for the retention of up to 20 cents a bushel to cover 

any loss incurred in the marketing of surplus wheat, 

There seems little doubt that McLachlan, Pickering and 

Talbot enhanced their reputation with wheatgrowers for their 

stand on this issue, Letters and telegrams of congratulation 

were received by them from the farmer organisations and indivi-

dual farmers, 3 and at least one member of the first farmer 

deputation is strongly of the opinion that without the initia

tive of the Members of Parliament a reconsideration of the 

issue would not have been achieved. 4 

Talbot, although more in a supporting rather than leading 

role in this dispute, still appears to have come out of it with 

considerable credit, and he was prepared to point to the 

achievement, and his role, with considerable pride, 

* 

1Press (Christchurch), 8 February 1968. 
2 Ibi.d., 7 May 1968. 
3Talbot, Interview, 8 August 1971. 
4 J.R. Cocks, Interview, 22 October 1971. 

* 
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There were other issues with which Talbot became involved 

during the 1967-68 period, but these were the main ones. On 

the surface his effort to represent his electors to Government 

was quite impressive. He showed himself to be interested in 

the problems within the electorate, and he worked closely with 

local organisations towards their resolution. He raised 

matters with Ministers, he co-operated with the local organi

sations in arranging for meetings with Ministers, and he was 

associated with the visits of Ministers to the area. He 

raised matters in the House of Representatives, and apparently 

in caucus. His efforts did not go unnoticed in the electorate. 

But more important than his efforts were the results to 

which he could point. Ashburton College was to be consolidated 

on the Middle Road site, concessions had been won concerning 

land tax, D.D.T. was again available for grass grub control, 

and a reduction in the wheat price had been avoided. Within 

the electorate he received credit for the part he played in the 

resolution of these issues. 

But despite his enthusiastic endeavours, and the results 

to which he could point, Talbot was not without weaknesses, 

nor without critics. His main weaknesses appear to have been 

his 'platform image' and the way in which he approached 

problems. As a speaker, Talbot lacked fluency and style, 

particularly in impromptu situations, and often his speeches 

lacked content. In discussing problems he tended to deal in 

generalities rather than detail, and in so doing he tended to 

convey the impression that he had not grasped all aspects of 

each problem, 
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As a result of these weaknesses he appears to have failed 

to win unqualified support in two important areasi within the 

pressure group organisations, and within the electorate organi

sation. 

Some of the leaders of the relevant pressure group orga

nisations during 1967-68 do not appear to have regarded 

Talbot's endeavours as particularly important in the resolution 

of their problems. They appreciated his efforts, but had 

some doubts about his effectiveness. 1 

Within the electorate organisation some delegates tended 

to share these doubts, and to compare Talbot unfavourably with 

Gerard, These delegates appear to have appreciated the way 

in which Gerard sought to keep them informed of Government 

thinking, and of his tendency to take them into his confidence. 

Talbot, in contrast, was seen to make little effort to do this, 

or even to keep himself as well informed as was deemed neces-

2 sary, 

But these were criticisms that for the most part were 

limited to a small number of individuals, and to private 

1rnterv1ews, June-November 1971. 
2Ibid, On one occasion during 1967 the Electorate Committee 
allowed itself to be placed in an embarrassing position because 
it was not sufficiently well informed about a particular Bill 
which was before the House of Representatives at that time, 
On 21 August the Electorate Committee passed a resolution 
accusing the Minister of Electricity of "unethical and dicta
torial action 11 in promoting the Electricity Distribution Bill 
No. 2 rather than the Eleetricity Distribution Bill No. 1, 
and claiming that his action constituted "a breach of political 
integrity", Eighteen days later the Electorate Committee met 
again, and in the light of a reply from the Minister and 
information from other sources, rescinded the earlier motion 
and tendered "an unqualified apology to the Minister for the 
aspersions expressed in that resolution". (Minutes, 21 
August 1967, 8 September 1.967.) 
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1~ 

Within the electorate his efforts, and the 

results which were evident, could have operated to his advan

tage in the 1969 election in the absence of other factors. 

However, the boundary changes announced during 1967 ensured 

that Talbot would not be able to campaign in a similar Ashburton 

Electorate in 1969. 

* * * 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE NEW ELECTORATE : SOUTH CANTERBURY 

On 26 June 1967 the provisional boundaries of the Electoral 

Districts as defined for the 1969 election.were announced by 

the Representation Comm1ss1on. 1 The proposals as they applied 

to the Southern Canterbury area anticipated substantial changes. 

The Ashburton and Wa1taki Electorates were to disappear, and a 

new electorate to be called South Canterbury, and covering a 

much larger area, was to be created. In the north and south 

of the area objections to the proposals were_voiced, 2 and sub

missions were made to the Representation Commission, but with 

little effect, In September the boundaries were confirmed and 

a south Canterbury Electorate, as shown in Figure III, oame 

into existence. 

Geographically the largest part of the new electorate was 

drawn from the former Ashburton Electorate, with a large portion 

of the former Waitaki Electorate and a small area that had 

formerly been part of the Timaru Electorate also included. In 

the 1966 election, 13,756 electors had voted at polling places 

within the boundaries of the new electo~ate1 8,073 in the 

Ashburton portion, 5,306 in the Waitaki portion, and 377 in the 

Timaru portion. 

The new electorate looked to be one the National Party 

would win comfortably, as Table XIII indicates. It was more 

rural in composition than any of its immediate predecessors, 

and in both the 1963 and 1966 elections all three portions had 

1Press (Christchurch), 27 June 1967. 
2 See, for example, reports and comment in the Ashburton 

Guardian, 11 July 1967, 14 July 1967, 18 July 1967, 2 7 July 
1967. 
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TABLE XIII 

A COMPOSITE SOUTH CANTERBURY ELECTORATE 
(Polling Place figures) 

Former 1963 1966 
Electo- Nat. Lab. s.c. Majo- Nat. Lab, s.c. Majo-
rate rity rity 

Ashburton 4929 2582 805 2347 4059 2816 1198 1243 
Timaru 295 97 21 198 259 82 36 177 
Wai taki 2581 2503 452 78 2410 2232 664 178 

-- - -- -- -- -- - -·-
TOTALS: 7805 5182 1278 6728 5130 1898 

Majorities (National): 2623 1598 - -
Party 
percen-
tages: 54,71 36.JJ 8,96 48.91 37.29 13,80 

TOTAL VOTES: 14,265 1.3,756 

shown a preference for the National Party candidates, However, 

in the former Waitak1 area that preference had been rather 

slight. In both those elections the Waimate Borough had been 

very evenly divided between the two maj'or parties, and the 

Labour margin in the hydro town of Otematata was only just off-

set by the National majority in the rural districts, But in 

contrast to the Ashburton portion this area had not shown a 

pronounced movement from National in 1966. 

Two sitting Members of Parliament could be seen to have 

some claim on the new South Canterbury Electorate: Talbot, and 

the Member for the Waitaki Electorate (A.D, Dick), Dick, 

however, chose to regard the newly-created Oamaru Electorate, 

containing as it did the more heavily populated portions of his 

former electorate~ as Waitaki's more logical successor, thus 

leaving the way open for Talbot to establish his claim in South 

Canterbury. 
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Towards Union 

The New Zealand electoral practice of redrawing the boun

daries of the electoral districts every five years (following 

the five yearly census) can be somewhat disruptive for any 

political party; particularly if, as is the case within the 

National Party, the electorate is a key unit in the organisa

tional structure, and if the changes are substantial. 

In the South Canterbury Electorate the organisational task 

faced by the National Party was no easy one. Not only was the 

Representation Commission bringing together areas Which had 

never before been united in the one electorate,as far as the 

National· Party was concerned it was bringing together areas 

which had formerly been in different parts of the National 

Party• s Divisional structure •1 And the size of the electorate 

meant that it was almost 1.nevi table that communications would 

at times be a very real problem. 

There were three factors which would make the task a little 

easier. Mackenzie County, in the centre of the new electorate, 

had a previous history of involvement with both the Waitaki 

(1957-62) and Ashburton (196J-67) electorates and thus had some 

degree of organisational identity with both these parts of the 

new electorate. Timaru, although not part of the new electo-

rate, was, as the focus of the South Canterbury region, the 

logical place for electorate meetings and activities, and there 

was the added advantage that organisational efficiencies could 

be achieved by sharing staff and facilities with the Timaru 

1Waitaki Electorate had been part of the Otago/Southland 
Division; Ashburton Electorate part of Canterbury/Westland 
Diviston, and it was this latter division to which South 
Canterbury Electorate was attached. 
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Electorate organisation. The third factor related to the 

sense of community shared by the people of the area between the 

Waitaki and Rangitata Rivers. This was the South Canterbury 

region, and within it people were already linked in a number of 

South Canterbury organisations. To unite National Party 

members in the Geraldine, Waimate, Levels, and Mackenzie 

Counties was a reasonable task, To incorporate into the elec-

torate organisation parts of the Ashburton and Waitaki Counties 

was likely to be more difficult. 

The initial moves toward union came from the Ashburton 

.E:lectorate. Meeting on 21 Augµst 1967 the Electorate Committee 

decided to set up a sub-committee from among those who were to 

be within the boundaries of the new South Canterbury Electorate, 

this sub-committee to meet with similar sub-committees from the 

Timaru and Waitaki Electorates to discuss the reorganisation of 

the party in the new electorate. 1 Following an exchange of 

letters these representatives met in Timaru on 25 September 1967, 

However, it was not until the inaugural meeting, held on JO 

April 1968, that any real decisions could be inade concerning 

organisation in this new electorate, 

The inaugural meeting attracted an attendance of 117 dele

gates from the 22 branches that would now be part of the new 

electorate, It also attracted sufficient observers to give an 

attendance in excess of 150, 2 Not only were delegates from 

the three contributing electorates present, so were the three 

former electorate chairmen: J.E. Ivlulvihill (Ashburton), J,D, 

1Minutes of the Ashburton Electorate Committee Meeting, 21 
August 1967. 

2 l\'linutes of the South Canterbury Electorate Cammi ttee Inaugural 
Meeting, JO April 1968, 



Mcilraith (Waitaki), and J.H. Elworthy (Tim.aru). 
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With all the 

potential present for tensions and divisions developing it was 

important that this inaugural meeting be well conducted. 

Well conducted it was. H, Cordery (Chairman of the Canterbury/ 

Westland Division) took the chair, and he exhibited considerable 

tact and skill in ensuring that delegates concentrated on the 

task of uniting within a new organisation. One potential 

source of conflict was avoided when Mulvihill and Mcilraith 

both declined nomination for the position of Electorate Chair

man, leaving Elworthy, from the centre of the new electorate 

and neutral between the former Ashburton and Waitaki portions, 

as the obvious choice. Care was taken by the meeting to ensure 

that in choosing two Deputy Chairmen geographical spread was 

achieved. In electing P.W. Hayman of the Studholme/Willow-

bridge branch in the south, and D.K. Mackenzie of the Hinds/ 

Ealing branch in the north, this was ensured. Besides electing 

officers, and deciding on the composition of the Electorate 

Executive, 1 the meeting made some recommendations concerning 

other aspects of organisation in the new electorate, But for 

the most part organisational detail was left to the Electorate 

Executive. 

Organisation Within the South Canterbury Electorate, 1968-69 

As in the Ashburton Electorate, organisation in South 

Canterbury began at the branch level, At the time of the 

inaugural meeting 22 branches were in existenole within the elec

torate, and these provided the delegates to the Electorate 

1The Executive was to be of the same composition as had been 
-the case in the Ashburton Electorate; the Electorate office
bearers, plus the Chairman and Secretary of each branch plus 
co-options. (Minutes of the South Canterbury Electorate 
Committee Inaugural Meeting, JO April 1968,) 
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Committee. These branches were, however, largely rurally-

based and oriented. otematata was without a branch, and 

although the other towns had branches bearing their names very 

few townsmen were involved. With farmers dominant at the 

branch level it was inevitable that the electorate organisation 

would be farmer-dominated and, to a large extent oriented. 

Electorate Committee meetings were not frequent, the 

committee meeting but twice in each of the two years 1968 and 

On each of these occasions attendance was high (in 

excess of 100 on three occasions) and branches were well repre-

sented. The Electorate Executive met more often, three times 

during 1968, four times during 1969, with an average attendance 

of J1. As well, a small sub-executive was appointed, and it 

met regularly, mainly to deal with the smaller details of 

electorate administration. 1 

The key figures in the electorate organisation during 1968 

and 1969 were the Chairman (J.H. Elworthy), the Treasurer (A.J. 

Cameron), the Secretary (Miss J, Hayter), and the Organiser 

(W.F. Bisset). Elworthy and Cameron, both farmers, held office 

in an honorary capacity; Bisset and Miss Hayter were salaried 

officials. Miss Hayter had been employed as a full-time party 

worker for a number of years and was, during 1968 and 1969, 

Secretary-Organiser for the Timaru Electorate (a position she 

had held for many years) as well as Secretary for the South 

Canterbury Electorate, Bisset, a retired farmer, was new to 

his position. His task was to establish liaison with branch 

officebearers, and to canvass throughout the electorate for 
1 Minutes and Records, South Canterbury Electorate Organisation. 
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members and donations. In theory Bisset and Miss Hayter were 

employed by the Canterbury/Westland Division, and their 

salaries were paid by that body. In practice the quota Which 

Division levied the electorate was more than sufficient to 

cover Bisset's salary and the electorate's share of Mi.ss 

Hayter's salary. 

In centring on Timaru not only was the electorate organi

sation able to share Miss Hayter's services with Timaru 

Electorate, it was also able to share in the same office accom

modation, and thus share the costs. 

In 1967 there had been over 4,000 National. Party members 

in the area to be covered by the new electorate, and over 

1 $8,000 had been contributed to party funds. Despite evidence 

of dissatisfaction with the party in the area, as expressed in 

the Ashburton Electorate portion in 1966, the new electorate 

still appeared to have the potential to match the membership 

and finance figures that had been achieved in Ashburton Electo-

rate in the 1964-65 period. However, neither in 1968 nor in 

1969 was that potential fully realised. In 1968, membership 

was down to 2,871, and although there was an increase in 1969 

(being election year) to 3,578 this was still more than 500 

below the 1967 figure. 2 But despite this membership drop the 

electorate was still able to raise sufficient finance to be 

able to meet all its commitments during 1968, and although it 

was short on its quota to Division in 1969 this was only because 

that quota had been raised by $1,00o, 3 The 1968 membership 

1Minutes of the Electorate Executive Meeting, 8 May 1968. 
2Records, South Canterbury Electorate organisation. 
Jibid. 
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drop could be explained in terms of the problems associated 

with the task of reorganising in a new electorate. Bisset 

was not appointed until June, and by the end of the year had 

not found it possible to canvass through all the electorate. 

This was not the case, however, in 1969. 

In an electorate of the size of South Canterbury the 

problems presented by distance ensure that organisational costs 

will be high. In 1968 and 1969 three of the largest items 

were advertising; printing, stamps and stationery; and tele

phone charges; all essential costs if communications were to 

be maintained throughout the electorate. 1 And in both years 

a large percentage of the finance collected by the Organiser 

merely went to pay his costs, both in terms of his salary, and 

his running expenses, In 1966 Talbot had informed the Ashbur-

ton Electorate Committee that"••• JO percent of the money 

collected in this electorate goes in the cost of collections ... 
and had spoken of the need to reduce costs. Had officials of 

the South Canterbury Electorate found it possible to bring their 

collection costs down to that figure there seems little doubt 

that they would have been delighted. 

During 1968-69 the electorate organisation adopted a much 

more active approach than had been the case in the Ashburton 

Electorate during the 196L~-67 period. 

cular stand out. 

Three features in parti-

1 The cost of advertising, for example, was compounded by the 
fact that six different newspapers circulated in different 
parts of the electorate with no one covering all parts. 
These six were the Press (Christchurch), the Christchurch Star, 
the Otago Daily Times, the Timaru Herald, the Ashburton 
Guardian, and the Waimate Advertiser. 

2Minutes of the Ashburton Electorate Committee Meeting, 17 May 
1966. 

,.2 
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The first was the formation of a women's branch. This 

branch was formed following the holding of ladies meetings in 

Waimate and Geraldine, both of which were well attended and, 

in the opinion of party officials, highly successful; and its 

first annual meeting was held on J1 March 1969. In its first 

year the Women's Branch organised a series of discussion groups, 

and as well were addressed by the Minister of Defence (D.S. 

Thomson), the Member of Parliament for Wairarapa (H.V, Donald), 

and R.L,G, Talbot, 

The second was the formation, early in 1969, of an Inter

mediate Group, This group operated largely in conjunction 

with the Intermediate Group of the Timaru Electorate, and during 

1969 the main functions were a fashion parade, a buffet dinner, 

and a panel discussion. 

The third feature related to the preparedness of party 

officials to utilise speakers both within the organisation, and 

within the electorate, During 1968 open meetings featuring 

outside speakers were held in Fairlie, Waimate and Geraldine, 

and as well outside speakers were invited to address party 

meetings. Ministers and Members of Parliament who visited the 

area were utilised where possible for public meetings or 

private functions. During 1968 those involved in this way were 

the Ministers of Defence (D.S. Thomson), Finance (R,D. Muldoon), 

and Broadcasting (L.R, Adams-Schneider), and the Members of 

Parliament for Hawkes Bay (J,R. Harrison), and North Shore (G.F, 

Gair). 

At both Electorate Committee and Executive meetings dele

gates showed a readiness and a desire to discuss matters that 
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concerned them. During the 1968-69 period many topics were 

raised, and over JO remits and resolutions were brought before 

meetings. Farmer concerns were to the fore as delegates 

discussed such matters as the price of wheat and sales tax on 

farm vehicles; but they were by no means dominant. Often 

broader subjects were raised, and during this period these 

included the National Development Conference, the Taxation 

Review Committee Report, transport policy, industrial relations, 

the trade union movement, and international aid, 1 The discus-

sions, and the remits, often reflected the rural orientation of 

the delegates, but for all that they endeavoured to be positive 

and constructive in their approach, Although a large number 

of remits and resolutions eame before meetings during this time, 

there was little indication of major discontents on the part of 

delegates with their party, 2 Rather it was a case of dele

gates utilising the party structure to draw Government's atten

tion to the matters which concerned them, 

As well as discussing these issues delegates discussed 

their political opponents, and views were expressed on the 

Labour Party, the Social Credit Political League, and the newly 

formed Country Party, And at one stage delegates discussed 

the political content of university capping magazines, 

From the time of the inaugural meeting of the Electorate 

Committee, delegates had given some consideration to their 

choice of a candidate for the 1969 election, The inaugural 

1Minutes of the South Canterbury Electorate organisation, 
1968-69. 

2 A remit reading "That the National Party give as much consi-
deration to the farming community as to other sections of the 
community" did come before the Electorate Executive at one 
stage during 1968, but it was withdrawn before being put to 
the meeting. (Minutes, 8 May 1968,) 
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meeting had recommended ''that a candidate be selected for the 

1969 election as soon as possible", 1 and the matter was 

discussed further at subsequent meetings. The final decision 

was that a selection, if one was necessary, would be held as 

soon as possible after the 1969 Annual Meeting. Delegates 

had no Wish to see a repetition of the situation which had 

occurred in the Ashburton Electorate in 1966. At the same 

time, however, it was not being taken for granted that Talbot 

would be the automatic choice. 

During 1968 Talbot made it clear that he regarded South 

Canterbury as the logical successor to his Ashburton Electorate. 

He was present at the inaugural meeting of the electorate, and 

at other meetings. He took the opportunities given him to 

address these meetings and answer questions. He liaised. 

closely with electorate officials, and took responsibility for 

ensuring that Ministers and Members of Parliament were available 

to address meetings and attend other functions. 

On 16 December 1968 Talbot informed the Electorate Execu

tive that he would allow his name to go forward for selection 

as candidate, 2 and the following day local newspapers carried 

a report of this announcement.3 In choosing their candidate 

for the 1969 election delegates could accept him or reject him. 

Following the announcement some delegates, in informal 

discussions, continued to express the view that, because there 

had been boundary changes, a selection would be desirable. 

However, in the absence of a viable alternative, Talbot was 

Minutes, 30 April 1968. 
2Minutes, 16 December 1968. 
3Press (Christchurch), 17 December 1968. 
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able to win the backing of a number of community leaders within 

the South Canterbury Electorate, 1 and his was the only nomina

tion to be received before the closing of nominations on 2 

April 1969. This nomination was confirmed, unanimously, by 

the 1969 Electorate Committee Annual Meeting. 

* * * 

Twelve months after the inaugural meeting the South Canter

bury Electorate organisation was well established and functio-

ning smoothly. That this was so was largely because of the 

efforts of the electorate officebearers, and in particular of 

the Electorate Chairman. Elworthy chaired the meetings with 

considerable tact and skill, and he endeavoured, quite delibe

rately, to minimise discussion of organisational detail so as 

to ensure that time would be available for delegates to discuss 

the political issues and concerns which they deemed to be 

important. 2 He encouraged the intermediates and the ladies in 

their activities, he liaised closely with Talbot, and he kept a 

close watch on organisational detail. He was greatly assisted 

by the efficiency with which Cameron and Miss Hayter performed 

their duties, and by the increasingly important role played by 

Bisset as he learned what his job involved. 

With the candidate selected, the organisation, by mid 

1969, was well set to focus on the election. 

1Among those who signed his nomination form were A,J. McHae 
(Mayor of Waimate), H,W. Williamson {Mayor of Geraldine), 
w.J. Fletcher (Chairman of Waimate County Council), M.J. Kirke 
(President of South Canterbury Federated Farmers), D.J. Hulston 
(Vice-President of South Canterbury Federated Farmers), s.J. 
Lister (Chairman of the Dominion Agriculture Section of Fede
rated Farmers), and Lady Acland. . However, of these community 
leaders only two (Hulston and Kirke) were active members of 
electorate organisation, 

2Elworthy, Interview, 17 October 1971. 
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CHAPTER IX 

THE ELECTION IN SOUTH CANTERBURY, 1969 

In 1969 the election campaign in South Canterbury Electo

rate was fought against a somewhat different background to 

that present in Ashburton Electorate during 1966. The 

National Party had not experienced a repetition of the selection 

problems of 1966 1 and despite some localised dissatisfactions1 

there were no major local issues. 

But the area was not without political activity, nor of 

situations that could be of some political importance. 

Farm Profitability, and Drought 

As in other parts of New Zealand the farmers of South 

Canterbury were affected financially by the drop in the price 

of wool during 1967 (see Table II, page 22), and by the conti-

nuing increase in farm costs. To this problem could be added 

the climatic problems experienced in South Canterbury during 

the 1967-68 period {as discussed in Chapter I). During 1969 

this growing profitability problem was accentuated by very 

severe drought conditions throughout Virtually all the electo

rate, and in many ways this was the most important local back

drop to the 1969 election. 

Drought conditions had first become serious during the 

autumn of 1969 as it became increasingly apparent that the feed 

necessary for overwintering livestock would not be available. 
1 . 
Locally some dissatisfaction existed over the closing of the 
Fairlie branch railway line, the charges levied for water on 
the irrigation schemes, and delays in proceeding with the 
Morven-Glenavy irrigation scheme, but these were not issues 
that affected large numbers of people. 
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The difficulties with which farmers were faced during the 

winter months were not eased in the spring. In the absence 

of significant rainfall, pastures remained bare and the problem 

of feeding livestock remalned, Farmers had three options; 

they could attempt to keep their stock on their properties by 

buying supplementary feed in the form of hay, grains, and 

concentrates; they could sell their stock locally on a 

depressed market; or they could send them to grazing else-

where. For the most part farmers opted for a combination of 

these alternatives, Many sheep went out of the area, mainly 

to Southland, to grazing; many were sold at the special 

drought sales that were held; and some, mainly breeding stock, 

were maintained on supplementary feed. 

During early November rainmaking attempts were made, but 

by the time of the election the drought had still not broken. 

On many farms livestock were no longer to be seen, and many of 

the grain crops looked little better than the bare pastures 

that surrounded them, In a number of cases farmers had taken 

other forms of employment in an attempt to alleviate to some 

extent the seriousness of their cash position. 

At the time of the election many farmers would not have 

known exactly how much the drought had cost them, in financial 

terms. 1 Nor were they to know how much longer the drought 

conditions were to last. 2 There can, however, be little doubt 

1Parkhill has argued that for a farmer running 2,000 ewes the 
direct cost of the drought was in the vicinity of $7,000, but 
he does not attempt to convert to financial terms such things 
as income lost through lowered crop yields, or the costs 
involved in establishing new pastures, and restocking. (W.A. 
Parkhill, Perception of the Drought Hazard by the Dry Land 
Farmer in South Canterbury {unpublished M.Sc. thesis, Univer
sity of Canterbury, 1970) pp. J4-J6), 

2rn most areas the drought conditions ended with heavy rains 
during mid to late December. 
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that they were well aware that the drought conditions had 

detrimentally affected their cash position and that there were 

many more costs ahead of them. 

Farmers were not, however, the only persons affected 

financially by the drought conditions. By late 1969 ·the 

farmer's loss of purchasing power was having an effect on the 

service towns of the area. This effect was most apparent in 

Waimate Borough, centre of the area affected most severely by 

the drought conditions. 

During 1969 the usual drought relief measures were made 

available by Government, and Talbot, as a member of the Drought 

Relief Committee, interested himself in the problem, and sought 

to make it apparent that his sympathies were with the drought

affected farmer. 

The drought conditions were not something for which 

Government could be held responsible. However, in so far as 

the drought conditions accentuated the downturn in farm profi

tability which farmers were experiencing it was not without 

political significance. Some comments by Parkhill are relevant 

in this context. Firstly he has argued that the drought was 

more serious because it came at a time when farmers were over

stocked, and he adds that to a large extent farmers overstocked 

as a way to maintain profits during a period of increasing farm 

costs and lower income returns. 1 Secondly, in examining the 

strategies adopted by Government during the drought, he notes 

that while the majority of farmers were reasonably satisfied 

with the Government response, there was a significant minority 

who were both dissatisfied and disillusioned with the short 

1Parkhill, Perception of the Drought Hazard by the Dry Land 
Parmer in South Canterbury 1 p. 106, 
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The drought conditions 

had, to some extent, helped to sharpen farmer criticism of 

Government policies. 

However, even before the onset of the drought conditions 

there were some farmers within the South Canterbury Electorate 

who were sufficiently disenchanted with the policies of the 

National Party to actively promote the cause of a specifically 

rural political party. 

A Rural Political Party 

During 1968 news items carried by various newspapers 

indicated that there was a possibility of one or more specifi

cally rural political parties contesting some of the rural 

electorates in the 1969 election, By late 1968 two such 

parties had been formed, the New Zealand Country Party, and the 

Dominion Party. Of the two it was the Dominion Party which 

first emerged in South Canterbury. 

Active support for the Dominion Party in South Canterbury 

appears to have been limited to a small group of farmers from 

the Cave-Fairlie area. These farmers appear to have been 

dissatisfied with the National Party for three main reasons; 

firstly, because of the effect the party's policies were seen 

to be having on the farming industry; secondly, because_ of the 

way in which the fertiliser works proposal had been handled 

(several of those involved had been prominent as promoters of 

the fertiliser works proposal); and thirdly, because of the 

decision to close the Fairlie branch railway line, Although 

the chief local spokesman of this party was G,H, Squire, its 

1 Ibid . , p , · 16 J , 
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most prominent member was W.B. Trotter, a member of the Electo

ral Committee of the New Zealand Meat Producers Board, and a 

former contender for National Party selection in the Waitaki 

Electorate.1 

On 24 July 1968 Squire informed local newspapers-that his 

party would contest the South Canterbury Electorate in the 1969 

election. 2 But a candidate was never nominated. During 1969 

the Dominion Party failed to win sufficient support to build up 

any degree of national organisation, and on 8 August the 

national chairman of the party (G.H. Jones) announced that the 

party would not be fielding candidates at the 1969 electio·n. 3 

Squire and his supporters were left with the choice of joining 

the Country Party (which had been able to build up some degree 

of national support), fielding a candidate unsupported by a 

national organisation, or withdrawing from the political arena, 

and despite overtures from the Country Party it was the latter 

course which was chosen, 

With the collapse of the Dominion Party, the Country Party 

made a greater effort to field a candidate in South Canterbury, 

and a number of individuals from within the National Party 

organisation were contacted by different Country Party members 

in their search for a sufficiently disillu:Honed National Party 

supporter who would be prepared to stand for their party, 4 

However, when nominations closed for the general election 

1Trotter had contested the selection in 1962 following the 
death of T.L. Hayman, but he was defeated by A.D. Dick. 
(Austin Mitchell, Waitaki Votes (Dunedin, University of Otago 
Press, 1962) p. 17. 

2Press (Christchurch), 25 July 1968. 
JI bid., 9 August 1969. 
4rnterviews, June-November 1971, 
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on 6 November 1969 only three candidates had been nominated to 

contest the South Canterbury Electorate, these being the 

nominees of the three main parties. 

While the Dominion Party group were actively seeking 

support in the electorate, National Party officials chose to 

ignore them. Squire, as the potential candidate, was not 

regarded as a serious threat. 1 

The activities of the Country Party were watched a little 

more closely, and following a visit to the electorate by 

Country Party leader c.s. Emeny the Electorate Chairman made a 

statement to the Timaru Herald in which he drew attention to 

the futility of basing a political party on narrow sectional 

interests. 2 

But there was little real need for the National Party 

organisation to take the rural party threat particularly 

seriously in South Canterbury Electorate. The fact that the 

Dominion Party and the Country Party could not co-operate 

worked to the National Party's advantage. 

Some farmers in South Canterbury may have been dissatisfied 

with the National Party, but apparently only:a few were prepared 

to actively advocate the merits· of a rural political party as 

an alternative. 

National's Opponents 

With the inability of the Dominion and Country Parties to 

field candi.dates, the National Party once again had only two 

opponents with which to be concerned. As in previous elections 

1 J. Elworthy, Interview, 17 October 1971. 
2Ibid. 
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the Social Credit Political League was represented by A.W. 

Earwood. Given his previous lack of success there was little 

reason why the National Party should take his challenge parti-

cularly seriously. Once again the most serious challenge 

would be that posed by the Labour Party candidate. 

Boundary changes had operated to the disadvantage of the 

Labour Party candidate of 1966 (A.J. Srhoy), and he chose to 

offer himself for selection in the new Ashburton Electorate, 

thus leaving the way open for M.A. Cameron to be selected as 

Labour Party candidate in South Canterbury, 1 While rather a 

different type of candidate to Srhoy, Cameron none the less had 

a number of factors in his favour, He had been Mayor of 

Temuka for two terms, and this meant that he was at least a 

familiar name throughout most of the electorate, Although a 

signwriter by trade, Cameron had at an earlier time gained 

some farming experience, and he was prepared to utilise this 

fact in attempting to broad.en his appeal and gather in some 

farmer votes. As a returned serviceman and a former prisoner 

of war, and as a contender at an earlier time for a National 

Party nomination, he was able to appear as a reasonable, middle 

of the road contender, rather than a doctrinaire socialist. 

Cameron's nomination had been announced late in 1968, and 

during 1969 he proceeded to build up his challenge, For a 

time he purchased a weekly column in the Timaru Herald, and he 

proceeded to promote his own views, and those of the Labour 

Party, on local and national issues, In a similar manner 

to Srhoy he made use of the tavern and hotel bar to meet and 

talk to people, particularly in the areas closest to his home 

1 8rhoy, Interview, 23 June 1971, 
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town of Temuka. In so far as these included the areas where 

the Dominion Party was endeavouring to build up support, his 

activities may have been a factor in their final decision not 

to field a candidate, 

Cameron was prepared to take up the cause of the. farmer. 

"I am standing because I feel this Government is no longer a 

private enterprise Government •.• " he argued. "Farmers are 

being pushed out when they should be diversffying, 111 He took 

up the question of irrigation, a topical subject in a drought 

situation, and pointed to the great need for water to be made 

available in the Morven-Glenavy area. 

He also pursued the argument that two Labour Members of 

Parliament (that is, Cameron and Arthur) would be able to do 

more for the South Canterbury region than was the case when 

each party had one member. 2 

But in contrast to Srhoy in Ashburton Electorate in 1966 

he had little in the way of local issues on which to build his 

campaign. 

National's Campaign 

By July 1969 the National Party organisation was focusing 

on the election, The Campaign Committee was formed, and over 

the next four months the Campaign Committee and the Electorate 

Executive met regularly. Some delegates may have had mis-

givings about their candidate, but they were still prepared to 

discuss at length the way in which the campal.gn should be 
/ 

organised. 
1 . 

Press (Christchurch), 4 November 1969. 
2 As, for example, on his pamphlet sent to all households in 
the electorate, 
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One decision of the Campaign Committee which created 

considerable discussion at subsequent Executive meetings was 

the decision not to send out a personal pamphlet from the 

candidate to householders. Despite the cost factor some 

delegates to Executive meetings were very reluctant to see this 

departure from previous practice, and they argued strongly 

that the Campaign Committee should reverse its decision. 

Eventually a compromise was arrived at. It was decided that 

a personal letter from the candidate would be sent to all 

households in the towns of Waimate, Temuka, Geraldine, Fairlie 

and Otematata, and to all new voters in the rural districts 

(on the basis of lists provided by branches). 1 

One other departure from previous practice was the 

decision of the Campaign Committee to accept the invitation from 

the Waimate Jaycees for the candidate to appear with other 

candidates at a combined campaign meeting. In both 1963 and 

1966 in Ashburton Electorate invitations of this kind had been 

refused, In 1969 it was decided that invitations of this kind 

had to be accepted, but that this type of meeting should not 

be promoted. 2 "Panel discussions" it was considered, "placed 

a sitting member at a disadvantage ••• 113 Some party members 

in South Canterbury were of the opinion that this had indeed 

been the case following the Waimate meeting. 4 

The Campaign Committee also decided that advertising would 

be confined mainly to the Timaru Herald, and that car stickers, 

1Minutes of the South Canterbury Electorate Organisation. 
2Minutes of the Electorate Committee Meeting, 4 August 1969 . 
.3Ibid. 
4rnterviews, June-November 1971. 
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posters, and visiting cards would be utilised. As well the 

usual arrangements for the collection of special votes, and 

for election day transport and so on were made. 

Attempts were made to get Ministers and other Members of 

Parliament to visit South Canterbury during the campaign, but 

with little success. Apart from a visit by the retiring 

Minister of Education (A.E. Kinsella), who spoke in support of 

Talbot at a joint meeting in Temuka, Talbot was left to campaign 

on his own. 

From July onwards Talbot increased the tempo of his 

activities within the electorate, and as well party members 

organised a series of coffee mornings and other functions, at 

which he could be present, throughout the electorate. 

The campaign proper began on 29 October and during the 

following month Talbot addressed 23 meetings, and as well as 

visiting many places of employment and public institutions he 

campaigned vigorously from house to house. 

Theoretically, Talbot was in a much stronger position than 

had been .the case in 1966. As a sitting Member of Parliament 

he was much better known, particularly in the former Ashburton 

portion of the electorate. He could point back to three years 

of activity on behalf of the electorate, and to his role in the 

resolution of the issues already discussed. But despite his 

advantages Talbot's campaign was not particularly impressive. 

His lack of skill as a public speaker, and his failure at times 

to gauge correctly the mood of meetings, or the relevance of 

his material, continued to be a source of concern for party 

officials. 1 

1rnterviews, June-November 1971. 
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But in the absence of important local issues party 

officials had little doubt that Talbot would win. What was of 

more interest was whether he could win back some at least of 

the support lost in the former Ashburton portion of the electo

rate in 1966, 

The Result 

National Party officials could afford to feel confident of 

their prospects. South Canterbury was an electorate in which 

the majority of the electors lived in the townships and .rural 

districts, and as such belonged in a category of electorates 

which traditionally returned National Party Members of Parlia-

ment. As well it was recognised that on the basis of the 1966 

polling place figures a majority of at least 1,600 was possible, 

and more seemed likely given that the predominately Labour 

voting town of Otematata would not be providing as many electors 

in 1969 as had been the case in 1966. 

But even though the National Party, in remaining in office, 

increased its share of the votes in the European Electorates, 1 

in South Canterbury the substantial majority which National 

Party officials had hoped :for did not eventuate. 

Talbot won, as Table XIV shows, but his majority of 1,215 

was little better than the majority of 983 which he received in 

Ashburton Electorate in 1966. In a 'farmer' electorate the 

National Party candidate had been unable to win 50 percent of 

the vote, The Labour Party candidate, in contrast, had, in 

winning 41.04 percent of the vote, received a higher share than 

1Both the National and Labour Parties increased their share of 
the total European vote in 1969, the National Party from 44.32 
percent to 46.04 percent, and the Labour Party from 40.61 to 
4).24 Social Credit suffered most in this process: the 
Social Credit share fell from 14,62 to 9.15. 



TABLE XIV 

SOUTH CANTERBURY ELECTORATE 

>arty 

fational 

Labour 

Social Credit 

National Majority: 

Candidate 

Talbot 

Cameron 

Barwood 

ELECTION RESULT 1969 

Votes Percent 

7362 49.15 
6147 41. 04 
1469 9.81 

1215 

Percentage of qualified electors who voted: 91.22 • 

. 3ource: A.J.H.R., The General Election 1969, H33 (1970). 
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had any Labour Party candidate in either Waitaki or Ashburton 

Electorate in the two preceding elections. 

Unfortunately, because of boundary changes it is not 

possible to make comparisons in terms of total qualified 

electors. Polling place figures can still be utilised, however, 

and these are the basis for Tables XV and XVI. 

TABLE XV 

SOUTH CANTERBURY ELECTORATE: 1966 AND 1969 COMPARED 
(Polling Place figures) 

Former 1966 1969 
Electo- Nat, Lab. s.c. Majo- Nat. Lab, s.c. ·Maje-
rate rity rity 

Ashburton 4059 2816 1198 1243 (N) 4362 3294 815 1068 (N) 
Timaru 259 85 36 177 (N) 266 83 23 18.3 (N) 
Waitaki 2410 2232 664 178 (N) 2106 2312 538 206 (L) ---- - -- -- -------
TOTALS: 6728 5130 1898 6734 5689 1376 

------ ----
Majorities (National) : 1598 1045 - --
Party 48.91 48.80 
percen- 37.29 41.23 
tages: lJ.80 9.97 

TOTAL VOTES: 13, 7 ~;6 13,799 

Special votes 1969: 628 458 9.3 
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TABLE XVI 

THE RESULT IN EIGHT SEGMENTS OF 
THE SOUTH CANTERBURY ELECTORATE 

Area Party 1966 1969 Diffe- As a % 
rence of 1966 

I : URBAN AREAS 
Temuka National 601 623 + 22 + 3.66 

Labour 869 1129 + 260 + 29. 92 
Social Credit 277 173 - 104 - 37.54 

-- - -
TOTAL: 1747 1925 + 178 + 10.19 

Geraldine National 552 601 + 49 + 8.88 
Labour 447 557 + 110 + 24.61 
Social Credit 164 108 - 56 - J4.14 

-- -- -
TOTAL: 1163 1266 + 103 + 8.85 

Waimate National 924 844 - · 80 - 6.83 
Labour 937 1147 + 210 + 23,47 
Social Credit 278 264 - 14 - 5.04 

-- -- -
TOTAL: 2139 2255 + 116 + 5.44 

Otematata National .314 170 - 144 - 45,86 
Labour 882 610 - 252 - 28.47 
Social Credit 101 46 - 55 = 54,45 

-- - -
TOTAL: 1297 846 - 451 - 34. 94 

II . TOWNSHIPS AND RURAL AREAS . 
Former National 1172 1092 - 80 - 6.8J 
Waitaki Labour 413 535 + 122 + 29.54 

Social Cred:l t 285 228 - 57 - 20.00 - - -
TOTAL: 1870 1855 - 15 - a.so 

Former National 259 266 + 7 + 2,70 
Timaru Labour 82 83 + 1 + 1.22 

Social Credit 36 23 - 13 - 36.11 
-- -- -

TOTAL: 377 372 - 5 - 1 • .32 
Former National 2063 2220 + 157 + 7.61 
Ash bur ton Labour 1075 1269 + 194 + 18.04 
{South Canter-Social Credit 603 460 - 14.3 - 23,71 
bury portion) - -- -

TOTAL; .3741 3949 + 208 + 5,54 
Former National 843 918 + 75 + 8.89 
Ash bur ton Labour 425 339 - 86 - 20.23 
(Mid Canter- Social Credit 154 74 - so - 51. 95 
bury portion) -- - -

TOTAL: 1422 1331 - 91 - 6,39 
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As can be seen in Table XV both the percentage of the 

vote, and the number of votes, received by Talbot in 1969 were 

very similar to the theoretical 1966 figures, Cameron, in 

contrast, was able to increase the theoretical Labour vote by 

more than 500, and the party percentage by just under.4 percent, 

with the Social Credit loss paralleling the Labour gain, On 

the figures for the whole electorate it would be easy to. 

conclude that while the National Party retained the support of 

those who voted National in 1966, the Labour Party was able to 

capture former Social Credit voters and in so doing effectively 

reduce the National Party majority. Once the electorate is 

divided into segments it becomes apparent that the pattern was 

much more complicated, In the former Ashburton portion more 

votes were cast, Social Credit lost support, and both the 

National and Labour Party candidates gained votes, With Labour 

making the greater gain. The Timaru portion showed very 

little change between elections, In th~ Waitaki portion the 

Labour Party candidate was able to increase his share of the 

vote and establish a lead over the National candidate despite 

the loss of electors in the Labour-voting town of Otematata, 

Table XVI shows the numerical and percentage changes in 

eight segments of the electorate, The first point of signifi-

canoe relates to population movements within and out of the 

electorate, Despite a slightly higher percentage turnout of 

voters1 and the extension of the franchise to 20-year-olds, 

only 43 more votes were recorded in South Canterbury polling 

places in 1969 than in 1966. Movement out of Otematata and 

1 91,22 percent in South Canterbury Electorate compared to 88.89 
percent in Ashburton Electorate and 90.89 percent in Waitaki 
Electorate in 1966. (A.J .H.R., The General Election 1966, 
H33 (1967), The General Election 1969, HJJ (1970).) 
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thus probably out of the electorate was one reason for this 

phenomenon, lack of population growth in the rural districts 

was another. If 0tematata is excluded then there is seen to 

be a consistent pattern of more votes being cast in the urban 

areas and less in the rural districts, with one exception, 

that one exception being the rural districts of the South 

Canterbury portion of the former Ashburton Electorate, where 

208 more votes were cast in 1969, This was still, however, 49 

less votes than had been cast in that area in 1963. As this 

was the area which showed the biggest numerical decline in votes 

cast in 1966 in the Ashburton Electorate (-257) the subsequent 

increase in 1969 tended to confirm the theory that abstention 

had been an important factor in this area in 1966. 

The Labour candidate was the main beneficiary of the 

increased urban vote, and of the movement from Social Credit in 

the urban areas. In Temulca, Geraldine and Waimate, Cameron 

received, in sum, 580 more votes than had the Labour Party 

candidates in these towns in 1966, and this more than offset his 

loss of 252 votes in 0tematata, Talbot also won more votes in 

Geraldine and Temuka, but only 71 more, and this was more than 

offset by his loss of votes in Waimate. 

Cameron he also lost votes in 0tematata, 

In common with 

In the townships and rural districts both Cameron and 

Talbot won, in sum, slightly more votes than had their parties' 

candidates in 1966, with Cameron making the greater gains of the 

two. Talbot's greatest percentage gain occurred in the Mid 

Canterbury portion of the electorate. In this segment the 

Labour vote, the Social Credit vote and the total vote all fell 
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while the National vote increased. Talbot also gained votes 

in the other rural segment of the former Ashburton Electorate, 

but in this segment he was not able to match the gains made by 

Cameron, In the former Waitaki rural segment Talbot won 80 

less votes than had the National candidate in 1966. .Cameron, 

in comparison received 122 more votes than had his party's 

contender in 1966. The net effect, over the four rural 

segments, amounted to an increase in the National vote of 159, 

an increase in the Labour v-ote of 2J1, and a decrease in the 

Social Credit vote of 29J, 

Talbot had not polled as well throughout the electorate as 

National Party officials had hoped he would. In the former 

Ashburton Electorate portion he had regained very little of the 

support lost in 1966, In the former Waitaki portion a National 

Party majority had now become a deficit. 

Had the 1969 election been fought on the same boundaries 

as the 1966 election Talbot's majority could well have been even 

smaller, In the Ashburton Borough, and that portion of the 

Ashburton County which remained in the Ashburton Electorate, 

McLachlan (who had moved into this electorate) was able to 

regain only a little of the support which the National Party had 

lost in 1966, Despite the fact that he had been involved with 

Talbot on the Ashburton schools, the land tax, the wheat price, 

and to some extent the grass grub issues, McLachlan remained 

over JOO votes behind Srhoy in that part of that electorate, 

For Talbot to have bettered his 1966 margin it appears that he 

would have needed to poll somewhat better in that portion of 

1 that electorate than McLachlan had found possible, 

1 
The issue is, however, confused by the fact that Srhoy, as the 

- continued 
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To help put the 1969 election result in perspective it is 

useful to examine the voting patterns over the whole Southern 

Canterbury area in the 1963, 1966 and 1969 elections. Table 

XVII shows the number of votes, and the percentages obtained by 

TABLE XVII 

VOTING IN SOUTHERN CANTERBURY, 1963-1969 
(Polling Place figures) 

Election Votes Percent 
Nat. Lab, s.c. Other Nat, Lab. s.c. Other 

I : TOTALS 

1963 11271 7820 1959 53. 54 37. 15 9,31 
1966 9591 8412 2637 46.47 40.75 12,78 
1969 10210 9466 1590 202 47.56 44,09 7. 41 0.94 

II r TOWNS 
(more than 1000 voters) 

1963 5676 5815 1221 44.65 45.74 9.61 
1966 4858 6249 1512 38.50 49,52 11.98 
1969 5274 7096 796 172 39,54 53.20 5.97 1,29 

III . TOWNSHIPS . 
(250 - 1000 voters) 

1963 915 583 201 53.86 J4.J1 11.83 
1966 743 619 262 45,75 38,12 16.13 
1969 786 733 189 46. 02 42. 91 11.07 

IV : RURAL DISTRICTS 
(less than 250 voters) 

1963 4680 1422 537 70. 49 21. 42 8.09 
1966 3990 1544 863 62.37 24.12 1J.49 
1969 4150 1637 605 JO 64.61 25.48 9.35 o.46 

each party in each of the three elections. The most significant 

and consistent aspect of these voting figures is the growth of 

support for the Labour Party candidates. This increase in 

• - continued -
candidate, may not have been able to poll as well as Cameron 
in the South Canterbury portion of a theoretical 1969 
Ashburton Electorate. 
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support has been evident in the towns, in the townships, and 

in the polling places of the rural districts. Despite the 

declining voting strength of Otematata the Labour Party 

increased its share of the vote in the towns from a slight 

margin over National in 1963 (45,74 percent to the National 

Party's 44.65 percent) to an absolute majority (53,20 percent) 

in 1969. In the townships the increase was from J4,31 to 

42.91 percent, and in the rural districts from 21.42 to 25.48 

percent. Between 1963 and 1966 the National Party lost support 

in all categories. In 1969 National regained a little of the 

support lost in 1966 but in all categories remained well behind 

the 1963 figures, both in numerical and percentage terms. 

The Social Credit candidates in 1969 received a smaller share 

of the poll than had Social Credit candidates in either of the 

two previous elections. But even so, the share gained by 

Social Credit candidates in 1969 was more than twice the margin 

between the National and Labour Parties. 

In 1963 the National and Labour Parties were evenly matched 

in the towns. However, the National Party had been able to 

win both the Ashburton and Waitaki Electorates by substantial 

margins because of the very strong support the party received 

in the townships and rural districts. In 1969 the towns were 

lost, the townships only just held, and in the rural districts 

less than two thirds of the voters gave their support to the 

party. 

Following the 1966 election in Ashburton Electorate there 

had been a tendency·to regard the local issues as a key factor 

in the National Party's loss of support, particularly on the 
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part of those pursuing the resolution of these issues. The 

activities of Talbot (and McLachlan) and the resolution of the 

contentious issues was not apparently all that was required 

for the support lost during 1966 to be regained. 

Local issues, as such, do not appear to have been a signi

ficant factor in the National Party's loss of support in the 

former Waitaki portion of the South Canterbury Electorate in 

the 1969 election. However, it does seem that the financial 

burdens imposed by the drought conditions may well have been 

important in both the rural districts, and in Waimate Borough. 

Some farmers, frustrated by drought conditions, may have found 

it easier to vote against the National Government than they 

would have done given more normal climatic conditions. The 

same could well be true of a number of people engaged in occupa

tions which were affected financially because of the farmers' 

lack of purchasing power. 

But despite differences of issues and climate it does seem 

that one parallel can be drawn between the situation in Ashburton 

Electorate in 1966 and the situation in the former Waitaki 

portion of the South Canterbury Electorate in 1969. In both 

cases a seemingly well known and well respected Member of 

Parliament was replaced by a new contender, and in both cases 

the new contender was unable to retain the support which the 

previous Member had attracted. Talbot, both in his electton 

campaigns, and in his other activities, appears to have made 

little impression on the electors. 

South Canterbury Electorate, following the 1969 election, 

did not look much more a safe Nattonal electorate than had 
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174 

The only 

difference was that a sit~~tion which could originally have 

been regarded as temporary had a much more permanent look 

about it following the 1969 election. 

* * * 
In looking ahead to the 1972 election National Party 

officials in South Canterbury could not take a great deal of 

comfort from the 1969 election results. Over two successive 

elections the Labour Party had increasingly become a threat to 

continuing National Party representation of the area. 

Even given no major national or regional movements of 

support away from the National Party it still seemed likely that 

trends and developments within the Southern Canterbury area 

prior to the 1972 election would favour the Labour Party. 

Firstly, there was the likelihood that Temuka, and to some 

extent Pleasant Point, would continue to develop as dormitory 

suburbs for Timaru, with an increasing tendency to vote like 

worker suburbs (favouring the Labour Party) and less like 

service towns (divided, or favouring the National Party). 

Secondly, there was the anticipated development of Twizel, 

a new hydro complex likely to contain 1500 electors by 1972 

(compared to Otematata's 8~-6 in 1969), a substantial majority of 

whom could be expected to support the Labour Party candidate. 

Thirdly, in the rural districts, still the area where the 

National Party was most strongly supported, population was 

falling. 

Fourthly, there was the fear that the boundary changes d.ue 
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to be announced late in 1971 were unlikely to be as favourable 

for the National Party as they had appeared to be in creating 

the South Canterbury Electorate. An electorate containing 

Temuka, Twizel and Ashburton Borough seemed possible, and this 

would be no easy electorate for the National Party to win. 

The task facing the National Party organisation as it 

approached 1970 was such that it was essential that it should 

be able to re-examine the situation, reassess the strengths 

and weaknesses of the party organisation, and set about 

bolstering the sagging fortunes of the party. 

There were, however, to be further problems for the party 

during 1970 and 1971. Coming on top of the previous problems 

the party had encountered in the area, these problems posed a 

very real challenge to continuing National Party representation 

of the area, particularly by the sitting Member. 

* * 
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CHAPTER X 

THE RURAL PROBLEM : SOUTH CANTERBURY 1970 

In many ways 1970 must have been a year that the South 

Canterbury Electorate organisation, and the South Canterbury 

Member of Parliament would have liked to forget, Organisa-

tionally the year began with an Electorate Committee Annual 

Meeting that was dominated by expressions of considerable dis

satisfaction with the National Government, and it ended with 

membership and finance at an uncomfortably low point, and with 

the National Government and the local Member of Parliament 

under heavy attack both within the party organisation, and 

within the electorate. 

The main purpose of this chapter Js to examine the situa

tion within the electorate during 1970, However, before 

looking in detail at the problems and activities of the 

electorate organisation and the performance of the local Member 

of Parliament it is necessary to discuss briefly the background 

against which the local action took place, Matters which were 

of concern to the South Canterbury Electorate organisation 

during 1970 were as much national as they were local in 

character. 

The Background; New Zealand 1970 

The general impression given by newspaper reports and 

headlines, and by editorials and interpretative articles, was 

that 1970 was a year of inflation, industrial disputes, large 

wage and price increases, and of protests at the failure of 

Government to control the situation, 
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Inflation, running at 4 percent for 1969, increased to an 

annual rate of 8,64 percent for the first quarter of 1970, and 

to 16.32 percent for the last quarter to average just below 10 

percent for the full year, 1 

Industrial disputes and stoppages were a regular occurrence 

throughout the year, The Seamen's Union, prominent at the time 

of the 1969 election because of the drawn-out Wainui dispute, 

continued to make headlines, and at one stage Government deemed 

it necessary to pass legislation to enable it to deal with a 

particular dispute in which the Seamen's Union was involved, 2 

Freezing workers were also involved in disputes, go-slows and 

stoppages, in the process creating difficulties for farmers in 

areas badly affected by drought as these farmers sought to 

have stock killed before feed supplies were exhausted, Hotel 

workers, fertiliser workers, railway workers, drivers, school 

teachers, and many others engaged in action of one form or 

another as a way to gain the wage increases and/or better 

working conditions to which they felt they were entitled, 

Wage rates rose quite rapidly, 3 and not just as a result 

of industrial action, and at times new wage and working agree

ments were brought into force some time before old agreements 

were due to expire. Price increases were.also common, with 

the Consumer Price Index increasing from the 1969 average of 

1B.J. Hoss, "The State of the Economy and the Farming Industry" 
(unpublished paper delivered to the "Grasshoppers", Ashburton, 
19 April 1971). 

2The Shipping and Seamen Amendment (No. 2) Bill amended 
several clauses of the Shipping and Seamen Act, (Press, 
(Christchurch), J July 1970, 6 July 1970, 9 July 1970.) 

3Professor Ross has argued that during 1970 wage rates rose 
by 14 percent (Interview, 11 May 1971). 
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1180 to a 1970 average of 1271 and a last quarter average of 

1326. 1 

During 1970 farmers were affected quite significantly by 

these developments. Industrial stoppages, particularly in the 

freezing industry, proved particularly difficult for some 

farmers in the drought-affected. areas, and the rapid increase 

in farm costs, which were not matched by any increase in farm 

product prices and which could not be passed on, did little to 

improve the temper of farmers. During March and April a number 

of large and hostile farmer protest meetings were held, and 

there were demands that Government take action to remedy the 

situation in which farmers found themselves. 2 

As early as January 1970 the Dominion President of Federated 

Farmers (P.S. Plummer) had drawn attention to the inflationary 

pressures in the economy, and had commented on the rise in the 

Consumer Price Index, the "rapid" rise in ruling wage rates and 

awards, and the evidence of "considerable industrial dishar

mony".3 He went on to point to the detrimental effect this 

trend, if left unchecked, would have on the export industries, 

and he criticised Government for allowing the situation to 

develop. "The Government did not check these pressures at a 

stage when more gentle measures would have sufficed", he argued. 

"Unless these pressures are dampened prices and wages will 

increase even more rapidly. 114 This indeed proved to be the 

1Monthly Abstract of Statistics, Department of Statistics, 
Wellington, March 1971, p. bf:" 

case. 

2see, for example, the Press (Christchurch), 6 March 1970, 1 April 
1970, 2 April 1970; and the Ashburton Guardian, 13 April 1970, 
29 April 1970. 

3Press (Christchurch), JO January 1970. 
4Ibid. 
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During the year farmer deputations met regularly with 

local Members of Parliament, and with Cabinet Ministers. 

Their aim, in the words of one delegation leader, was to "bring 

to the Government's attention the extreme dissatisfaction of 

farmers". 1 

By mid 1970 many Federated Farmers officebearers were very 

genuinely concerned about the effect inflation and the cost-

price squeeze was having on the farming industry. The report 

presented by the President of the Mid Canterbury Federated 

Farmers Provincial Executive {J.R. Cocks) to that Executive's 

1970 Annual Conference, was a fairly typical example of the 

type of argument being developed by Federated Farmers office-

bearers at that time. Cocks' report stated, in part: 

Department of Statistics figures show that since 1960-61 
although the volume of agricultural production has 
increased by 31%, the actual net incomes of farmers have 
declined. During this same period the consumer price · 
index rose by 32%. Taking sheep farmers as an example, 
their actual net returns declined by 33% in spite of the 
production increases I have mentioned. Current wage and 
price increases are likely to considerably worsen this 
position. Statistics also show that capital expenditure 
on farms dropped progressively from $136 min 1966 to · 
$99 min 1969. In other words farmers have balanced 
their budgets by deferring capital expenditure. This 
cannot continue indefinitely or the industry will stagnate. 

Another disturbing feature was the serious decrease in the 
rate of expansion of the national.sheep flock. There 1s 
now no hope of the National Development Conference sheep 
target for 1972-73 being achieved. 

In spite of my belief that farming can play its part in 
the 1970's there are very real signs that this might not 
be the case, and the standard of living of all New 
Zealanders could suffer as a consequence. Government 
had a major responsibility to ensure that the present 
inflationary price spiral did not get out of hand. 2 

1c.w. Green (President, Taranaki Federated Farmers Provincial 
Executive), as reported in the Press (Christchurch), 2 April 
1970. 

2 J.R. Cocks, as reported in the Press (Christchurch), 29 May 
1970. 
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But despite the merit of the case, in the eyes of the farmers 

at least, and despite pressure from other sections of the 

community, Government seemed reluctant to take bold measures, 

Inflation was not brought under control during 1970. 

Perhaps it was very fortunate for the National Party that 

1970 was not an election year, for all the indications were that 

the party would have fared very badly. In the Marlborough 

Electorate a by-election was held on 21 February, and the 

National Party saw its 1969 General Election majority of 2460 

converted to a Labour majority of 140), thus reducing the 

Parliamentary majority to four. 1 At least one branch of the 

party went into recess "in protest against alleged Government 

2 apathy and lack of action", and others may well have done the 

same. Plummer, visiting farms in the Nelson area, commented 

that "If a general election were held in the next few months 

he was quite convinced many farmers would not vote for a 

National Parliament 113 and this seemed a fair comment on the 

situation, In November 1970 a National Research Bureau Survey 

showed that the Labour Party was well ahead of National in 

popularity (by some 16 percent) and this poll must have 

confirmed the view of many political commentators and others. 4 

A few days before the South Canterbury Electorate Committee 

Annual Meeting a Wellington political correspondent summed up 

the general situation by writing: 

At the moment things are confused, The farmers are 
expecting the Government to pull a rabbit out of the hat. 
The Government seems to be waiting for the rabbit to pop 
out by itself, And, there is a fear that the hat may be 

1A.J.H.R., The General Election 1969, H33 (1970). 
2Press (Christchurch), 24 March 1970, 
3Ashburton Guardian, 9 April 1970, 
L~ 
Press (Christchurch) p 31 May 1971. 
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empty. 1 

Discontent Expressed Within the National Party Organisation; 
the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting 

In many ways the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 

held on 6 May 1970, was a microcosm of rural New Zealand at 

that time. The mood and tone of this predominantly farmer 

meeting was one of anger and frustration. Having been through 

a severe drought, and having suffered financially as a result 

of this, the farmer delegates now sensed that their financial 

position was being further eroded by the cost increases for 

which they judged inflation, industria.l disputes, and wage 

increases to be responsible. The worst part of all was that it 

was their own National Government that was allowing this to 

happen. 

The meeting was well attended, but delegates had not come 

to discuss the 1969 election result, or to pass congratulatory 

motions or express sentiments of loyalty. Very early in the 

meeting one delegate rose to his feet to move "That we set 

aside the order outlined by the Chairman, and allot time after 

the break for discussion of the effectiveness of our Government 

over the last twelve months 112 and this motion was promptly 

seconded, 'After the break' was not, however, soon enough for 

other delegates, and the amendment "that we now move into 

general dtscussion" was carried,J 

It was significant that it was persons with a long history 

of close association with the party that sought this discussion, 

Ashburton Guardian, 2 May :L970, 
2 Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 6 May 1970. 
)Ibid, 
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J.D. Mcilraith, mover of the original motion, had been Chairman 

of the former Waitaki Electorate and for a time a member of the 

party's Dominion Council, while his seconder, P.W. Hayman, was 

the son of a Minister of Agriculture in an earlier National 

Government, 

As the Electorate Secretary put it in the minutes, "There 

followed a prolonged and widely-based discussion on the causes 

of present dissatisfaction with the state of the country and 

of possible remedies for current troubles". 1 Delegates 

commented on industrial disputes and the trade union movement, 

on wage and price increases, on inflation and the problems 

faced by farmers, and they criticised Government in no unc.ertain 

terms for its failure to "be seen to be taking firm steps to 

regulate the economy and to counteract the effects of over

employment 11 • 2 

Criticism was being made at two levels. Firstly, 

delegates were critical of the lack of, or at least lack of 

effectiveness of, Government policies, and the failures and 

shortcomings of decisions and policies in particular areas were 

criticised, Secondly, delegates expressed considerable concern 

at the failure of Government to communicate to the general 

public what the policies actually were that Government was 

following. It was argued that it was essential that Government 

make better use of the news media, particularly television, to 

keep the public informed on Government thinking on topical 

issues. 
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There was also some criticism of the composition of 

Cabinet, and again this was not criticism that was confined to 

this meeting. The heavy load being carried by J.R. Marshall 

was the main focus of attention, although the suitability of 

other Ministers for the portfolios they had been allocated also 

came in for comment, with some delegates maintaining that a 

Cabinet reshuffle was essential. 

At the end of the discussion the delegates decided, 

unanimously, that their concern should be expressed in the form 

of a resolution, to be sent to the Prime Minister, Cabinet, 

caucus, and the Dominion Executive of the party. 

tion stated: 

This resolu-

That this Electorate Annual Meeting expresses grave 
concern at the deteriorating public image of the National 
Government, precipitated by the failure of Government to 
control inflation, and the recession in the primary 
industry, and by the lack of action in the field of 
industrial relations. We wish it to be known that we 
would wholeheartedly support the Government in any 
decisive action it may take. 1 

Not satisfied that this resolution was sufficient, this 

meeting also passed a remit expressing concern at the "economic 

deterioration in the primary industries", and urging Government 

to take "immediate, positive, and even dramatic steps to remedy 

the situation and so safeguard the standard of living of all 

New Zealanders". 2 A further remit sought "more extensive use 

... of the news media, with special emphasis on Television 

Press Conferences, as a means of regularly communicating Govern

ment thinking on topical issues to the public 11 • 3 

1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
JI bid. 
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Delegates wanted better information to be available 

concerning Government thinking and the reasons for Government 

decisions. They also wanted action on inflation, industrial 

unrest, and farm costs. They were not, however, certain that 

action in these fields would be sufficient to enable farm 

profitability to be maintained. In the view of some delegates 

the stage had now been reached where direct Government support 

of the farming industry was essential. 

Delegates may have been a little less antagonistic toward 

their National Government had they been able to listen to 

addresses by the Electorate Chairman and the Vice Chairman of 

the Canterbury/Westland Division before, rather than after, 

moving into the general discussion. Electorate Chairman 

Elworthy, in his annual report, sought to put the situation in 

perspective with a thoughtful analysis of the problems facing 

Government, and he pin-pointed lack of communication between 

Government and the public, and vice versa, as one significant 

problem. He went on to comment "While we clamour for all 

kinds of Government action, and among the clamourers are those 

who in any other circumstances deplore any form of Government 

intervention, I wonder if we are in a position to really under-

stand the total picture". 1 M.F, Hunter, representing Division, 

commented more on party organisation and on the Marlborough 

by-election, but he also showed that he was aware of the 

problems facing farmers, and his address, like Elworthy's, 

helped to moderate the tone of this meeting. 

It seems less likely that Talbot could have had a moderating 

effect had he addressed delegates earlier in this meeting. An 

1chairman's Heport to the Annual Meeting, 6 May 1970. 
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early involvement may have merely ensured that he, too, came 

under attack. However, he was not asked to address the 

meeting until late in the evening, and he remained relatively 

uninvolved up to that point. His address was not particularly 

relevant to the concerns which delegates had been expressing 

earlier in the meeting. Not long returned from a two-month 

overseas trip he claimed that he was somewhat out of touch with 

events in New Zealand, and indeed his brief comment on the 

situation as it affected farmers showed this to be substantially 

so. But apart from discussing the activities of the Progres

sive Youth Movement1 and suggesting that the New Zealand Broad

casting Corporation was to some extent politically biased 

against the Government, he concentrated on aspects of his 

overseas trip, and in so doing ignored the issues which were of 

such real concern to delegates. 

But despite exhibiting a degree of restiveness during 

Talbot's address, delegates did not attack him personally. At 

this point in time it was the Government collectively, rather 

than the local Member, that was the focus of attention. The 

main aim of the delegates was to encourage Government to take 

the bold and decisive action that they considered necessary to 

remedy the problems. Talbot, it was hoped, would convey the 

concern of the electorate to Government. 

1The Progressive Youth Movement first achieved prominence during 
the 1969 election campaign because of its activities in dis
rupting campaign meetings, particularly National Party 
meetings. Following the election, this organisation continued 
to gain publicity for its activities, most of which took the 
form of protest gatherings and demonstrations of one form or 
another, with New Zealand'' s foreign policy and Vietnam war 
involvement the focus of many of these activities. 
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Organisational Problems : Discontent and Death 

Given the general mood of farmer discontent apparent in 

this electorate in which farming was important, it was 

reasonable to expect that the party organisation could be 

affected, and it was necessary for officebearers to take this 

into consideration in planning the year's activities, What 

could not be planned for, however, was the equally disruptive 

problem which arose when the Electorate Organiser (W.F. Bisset) 

suffered a coronary attack a short time after the annual 

meeting, subsequently dying some two months later. 

Bisset had proved a competent and capable organiser. He 

had built up good relations with branch officers throughout 

the electorate, and he had, to a large extent, taken over the 

responsibility for the collection of subscriptions and donations. 

The effect of his death was to require electorate and branch 

officers to focus on matters of finance at a time when it could 

have been more valuable for the emphasis to be placed on 

activities aimed at bolstering the sagging image of the party 

within the electorate. The Electorate Chairman, Secretary and 

Treasurer were all required to shoulder a heavier administrative 

load, and although all responded willingly there were limits 

to the extent to which they could fill the gap left in the 

or gani sa ti on, 

Prior to his illness Bisset had organised the branch 

meetings, and had canvassed through some parts of the electorate 

seeking members and donations. However, he had been finding 

it difficult to gain the financial support so necessary for the 

electorate organisation, and the party at higher levels, to 
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While he was ill it was not deemed diplo-

matic to appoint another organiser, and indeed hopes were held 

that he would recover sufficiently to continue in. the position, 

at least on a part-time basis. After his death it did not 

prove possible to find a suitable replacement, and there were 

suggestions that given the reluctant response of farmers and 

others to requests for financial support, the electorate was 

no longer in a position to support a full-time organiser. 1 

Electorate officials tackled the financial problem created 

by Bisset's death in three ways. Firstly, a circular letter 

was sent to all present and past party members explaining the 

situation and asking them to co-operate by mailing their sub-

scriptions to the office, Secondly, branches were asked to 

co-operate. Their task was to contact, by phone or in person, 

those persons in their branch area to whom the circular letter 

was sent. Thirdly, professional canvassers, made available 

by Canterbury/Westland Division, were used to cover Waimate 

Borough. The response was disappointing. The circular 

letter netted approximately $1200 and the Waimate Borough 

canvass a gross figure of $J82. 2 Some branch officers co-

operated, others did not. Only four branch areas exceeded the 

target they were set, with the others failing to reach thei.r 

targets by varying amounts. Part of the problem was that not 

only was discontent with the National Party Government being 

expressed by those from whom it was hoped to collect subscrip

tions, it was also being expressed quite strongly by some of 

those who were being asked to assist with the canvassing for 

subscriptions. 

1As, for example, at the Subexecutive l"Jeeting of Jl August 
1970. 

2 Records: South Canterbury Electorate Organisation, 



188 

By the end of 1970 only 1751 National Party members had 

been enrolled in South Canterbury Electorate, this being but 

half the 1969 figure of 3581. Equally, income received was 

but half the 1969 figure, and because of this only forty 

percent of the levy due to Division was met. Not surprisingly 

electorate officials were less than satisfied with this result, 

and, as the Divisional Treasurer pointed out when he visited 

the electorate early in 1971, so were Divisional personnel. 1 

It is difficult to be certain whether farmer discontent 

was more important than the organisational factor in producing 

these results, or whether the reverse was the case. The 

discontent with the National Government as expressed both 

within and outside the electorate organisation was a very 

important aspect of the problem. But for all that there were 

areas within the electorate where the circular letter was 

never followed by a personal approach, and more members may 

have been enlisted had that approach been made. 2 

1The Divisional Treasurer (A.J, Scott) was rather critical of 
the inability of the electorate to make a greater financial 
contribution to Division, and he drew attention to the fact 
that South Canterbury's performance in 1970 was one of the 
poorest, relative to other performances, of all the electorates 
in the Division. However, several of the delegates who were 
present at this particular Executive meeting were quick to 
make it clear to Scott that Division was unlikely to fare much 
better financially until Government took action to solve the 
problems that were affectlng the farming industry. (Executive 
Meeting, 17 March 1971,) 

2on this point it is useful to make a comparison with the 
neighbouring Ashburton Electorate, which was fully covered by 
professional canvassers during 1971. In that year Ashburton 
Electorate had 3362 financial members, and set the same quota 
as the South Canterbury Electorate, was able to exceed it by 
$800. However, there is one other point which may be equally 
significant. Ashburton Electorate, on the whole, was not as 
badly affected by drought conditions as was South Canterbury 
Electorate during 1969, 
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Despite the negative aspects of the finance and membership 

problem during 1970, two positive aspects could be detected. 

The first related to the positive response elicited from~ 

branch officebearers and members. In a situation of adversity 

they appeared to identify more closely with the electorate 

organisation and its problems. Secondly, with branch delegates 

reporting to each meeting on progress with the canvass, the 

organisation was kept well informed on the mood, particularly 

of farmers, throughout the electorate. 

Activities 

Farmer discontent, the death of the organiser, and the 

financial problem did not, however, unduly disturb the pattern 

of National Party activities within the electorate. :Meetings 

continued to be held regularly, with the Electorate Committee 

meeting more frequently than had been the case in 1968 and 1969, 

and these meetings continued to be well attended. Delegates 

may have been dissatisfied with their party, but it seemed that 

they preferred to come to meetings and protest rather than stay 

at home in protest, 

Of necessity much time was taken up in these meetings With 

discussion of finance, membership, and other aspects of organi

sation. It was usual, however, for Talbot to address these 

meetings, and this address was usually followed by questions, 

and discussion of the issues of the day. Delegates, for the 

most part, continued to be interested in farming matters, 

industrial problems, and other matters of general concern. 

Talbot, almost in contrast, tended at times to be much more 
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concerned with parochial matters. 1 

Apart from these meetings a number of other activities 

were held during the year. Early in June the Minister of 

Finance (R,D. Muldoon) visited Waimate and addressed a party-

sponsored public meeting. For two days during July L.W. 

Gander M.P., W.G. Tolhurst M.P., and v.s. Young M.P., accompa

nied by Talbot and Elworthy, visited various parts of the 

electorate, meeting with party members and various organisations. 

They also addressed a large public meeting in Timaru. Later 

in the year the Minister of Transport addressed a further public 

meeting in Timaru. Electorate officials were reasonably 

satisfied that these were successful activities, both in terms 

of the support given to them, and in terms of the opportunity 

it presented for National Party and Government policy to be 

explained to party members and the general public of South 

Canterbury. 

As well as these party-sponsored meetings, Cabinet 

Ministers took other opportunities to address public and 

private meetings in the Timaru and South Canterbury Electorates, 

and during the year these included the Deputy Prime Minister 

(J.R, Marshall), the Minister of Industries and Commerce (N.L. 

Shelton), the Minister of Education (B.E. Talboys), the 

Minister of Lands (D. MacIntyre), and the M.inister of Agricul

ture (D, J. Carter) • 

The Women's Branch, and the Intermediates, continued to 

1on several occasions, for example, Talbot discussed with dele
gates his activities in promoting the case for the sealing of 
the runway at '11imaru Airport. But al though this was an 
issue which both the Tima:ru Herald, and Sir Basil Arthur were 
promoting, it was not an issue in which delegates exhibited 
any great interest. 



191 

play a role in the electorate organisation, and they held 

functions of their own. The function generally considered to 

be the most ambitious and most successful for the year, both 

socially, and as a fund-raising activity, was the 'November 

Fiesta' organised by the Women's Branch. 

Despite their problems the National Party organisation 

continued to be reasonably active in the electorate during 1970. 

Positive and Negative Features 

Within the electorate organisation five significant 

features were apparent during 1970. 

positive features. 

The first three were 

Firstly, there were indications that the original regional 

divisions, based on identification with former electorates, had 

to a large extent ceased to be important. This was emphasised 

at the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting when delegates 

insisted that the best men available for office be chosen, 

regardless of regional considerations. 1 Although a part of 

the apparent cohesion within the electorate organisation may 

have stemmed from the common identity of delegates as farmers 

in times of adversity, there seems little doubt that in part, 

at least, this cohesion was due to the efforts of the Electorate 

Chairman as he sought to involve delegates, and give them a 

sense of 'belonging' within the organisation. 

Related to the first feature, and again reflecting the 

efforts of the Electorate Chairman, was, as a second feature, 

the increased involvement of a group of younger persons within 

the organisation. For the most part these younger members had 

1However, it so happened that the 'best men' were well spread 
throughout the electorate, 
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gained organisational and public speaking skills through 

earlier or concurrent activity in the Young Farmers' Club orga-

1 nisation, and several had a background of study at University 

level. With little depth of identity with the former electo-

rates their prime loyalty was to the South Canterbury Electorate 

organisation. Balancing this, to some extent, was the with-

drawal from the organisation of some of the men who had been 

prominent in the earlier electorates prior to the 1967 boundary 

changes. 

The third feature was the growing strength of the Women's 

Branch. Indeed, their enthusiasm and activities during 1970 

were such as to lend support to the theory that women are more 

loyal than men to their chosen political party, particularly 

2 in time of adversity. In a number of cases husbands refused 

to pay the party subscriptions as a form of protest, only to 

find that this protest was to some extent undermined by the 

fact that their wives still insisted on joining the Women's 

Branch and supporting their functions, 3 And on more than one 

occasion the Chairman of the Women's Branch (Mrs E.W. Kerr), 

in reporting to electorate meetings, chided male delegates for 

their lack of loyalty and expressed her displeasure at the 

attitude of the "bloody minded" farmers of South Canterbury. 4 

1 Included in this group were two former Dominion Presidents of 
the Young Farmers' Club movement, and others who had held 
office at high levels within that organisation. 

2Mitchell, for example, in discussing his Christchurch surveys, 
noted that "women were more inclined to be 'strong' supporters 
than men .•• " (Mitchell, Politics and People, p. 182), And 
writing on the 1962 Waitak:i by-election he suggested that 
"men are more likely than women to change sides" (Mitchell, 
Waitaki Votes, p, 57). 

3A source, apparently, of some matrimonial tensions in some 
cases. 

4 As, for example, at the Electorate Committee meeting of .14 
December 1970. 
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But more than balancing these three positive features were 

two negative features. The first was the continuing dissatis-

faction of the farmer delegates with their National Government, 

which was articulated once again with the introduction of the 

Local Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill into the House of 

Representatives, and which became more vocal as Government 

showed that it was determined to pass that Bill through all 

stages before the end of the 1970 Parliamentary Session. The 

second, and in part a product of the first, was the widening 

gap between Talbot the Member of Parliament and the farmer 

delegates, particularly those delegates who held office in the 

farmer organisations within the electorate. 

Delegates as Dissatisfied Farmers - and the Local Authorities 
(Petroleum Tax) Bill 

Although the mood of the Electorate Committee Annual 

Meeting was not sustained throughout the year, aspects of 

discontent continued to be exhibited at subsequent meetings. 

The resolution which was sent to the Prime Minister, Cabinet, 

caucus, and the Dominion Executive from the Electorate Committee 

Annual Meeting was replied to by the Prime Minister, and his 

reply was sent to delegates. But while delegates appeared to 

appreciate that the Prime Minister had taken the time to reply 

they seemed to be little reassured by the information contained 

therein, Nor did delegates convey the impression that they 

were completely satisfied with the proposals outlined in the 

Budget, despite the insistence of their member that it was a 

"farmers' budget". 1 

1 
As, for example, at the Executive meeting of 28 September 
1970. 
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At the two Electorate Committee meetings held during May 

remits had been passed seeking, amongst other things, a 

substantial lime and fertiliser subsidy, the abolition of land 

tax, the raising of the exemption levels for estate duty, and 

the remission of sales tax on vehicles used exclusively for 

agricultural work. 1 The Budget went some way toward meeting 

these requests, and as well included a suspensory loan scheme 

of a maximum of $1,000 to assist farmers 11who had encountered 

serious financial difficulties in their farming ventures for 

reasons beyond their control". 2 But within days of the Budget 

a further shipping dispute developed, and it was this dispute 

rather than the Budget that attracted the attention of delegates 

at the next meeting. 

During the year delegates had been prepared to utilise the 

channels open to them through the party organisation as a way 

to draw the attention of Government to the problems faced by 

farmers. However, for many delegates the National Party 

organisation was not the only organisation through which their 

concerns could be expressed. A number of delegates were members 

of the Federated Farmers organisation, and they showed that they 

were prepared to make their concerns known through that organi

sation also. This was particularly so in the case of two 

members of the Electorate Executive who held leadership positions 

within the Federated Farmers organisation. These were D.J, 

Hulston, Presj_dent of the South Canterbury Provincial Executive 

of Federated Farmers; and an Electorate Committee Vice Chairman, 

J.G, Humm, in his role as Vice President of the Mid Canterbury 

1Minutes of the Electorate Committee meetings, 6 ~ay 1970, 
18 May 1970, 

2A.J,H.R., Financial statement, House of Representatives, 25 
June 1970, B6 (1970), p. 10. 
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Provincial Executive of Federated Farmers; both men with a 

long history of support for the National Party and activity 

1 
within the party organisat:lon. 

During October, for example, both these men showed by their 

activities that they were concerned about the effect inflation 

was having on their farming industry. Hulston in a prepared 

statement to the October meeting of the South Canterbury 

Provincial Executive of Federated Farmers discussed the ec9nomic 

situation, and outlined in full the emergency measures he 

deemed to be necessary. His call for positive Government action 

to halt the wage price spiral, and his demand that Government 

implement an immediate freeze on prices and wages received the 

unanimous support of tne meeting. 2 Humm, in a rather different 

approach, at the October meeting of the Mid Canterbury Provin

cial Executive of Federated Farmers, was instrumental in 

securing the passage of a motion calling for a meeting of the 

executive officers of Federated Farmers in North, Mid and South 

Canterbury "to formulate a policy to improve the position of 

farming for the future in Canterbury". J His motion continued: 

"When this common policy has been formulated a meeting with the 

Canterbury rural Members of Parliament be convened in order to 

acquaint them with the combined provincial executive's views, 

and to solicit their support to have them implemented. 114 

1Both these men had, at an earlier time, contested a candidate' 
selection within the party structure, Hulston in Waitaki 
Electorate in 1962 following the death of T,L. Hayman, and 
Humm in the two Ashburton selections already discussed, 

2Press {Christchurch}, 24 October 1970. 
31bid., JO October 1970. 
4Ibid. 
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However, it was not until the Local Authorities (Petro

leum Tax) Bill was introduced into the House of Representatives 

(on 4 November 1970) that these two men became outspokenly 

critical of the National Government, or of the local Member of 

Parliament. 

The Local Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill was a Government 

response to representations which had been made to Government, 

particularly by the Municipal Association, seeking an alterna-

tive to rating as a source of local body finance, The Bill, 

if passed into law, would give local authorities within clearly 

defined regional areas the right to impose a tax on petrol, 

diesel oil and other fuel, and the right to determine which of 

three alternative rates would apply. But.regional areas were 

left no choice as to which petroleum products would be taxed. 

Although not part of the Bill, part of the agreement relating 

to this Bill was that the freight differential which had applied 

to petroleum products would be removed so that the basic price 

of each grade of petrol and diesel would be the same through-

1 out New Zealand prior to the imposition of this tax, The 

effect of this would be to increase the price of these petroleum 

products in the vicinity of the main ports and to decrease the 

price in areas more than a certain distance from the main 

ports. Government appears to have anticipated that farmers 

would gain as much from the abolition of the differential as 

they would lose from the imposition of the tax and thus rather 

than objecting to the tax would appreciate the fact that they 

were being saved from large increases in their rates. The 

1This was spelled out very clearly by the Minister of Transport 
(J.B. Gordon) in defending the Government's action in 
promoting this Bill to a public meeting in Timaru on 20 
November 1970. 
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speeches of the three rural Canterbury Members of Parliament 

in the House debate accompanying the introduction of the Bill 

give little indication that these Members anticipated a strong 

1 adverse response from Canterbury farmers to this proposal, 

Talbot, for example, in rejecting the claim that the tax would 

have a "terrific effect in increasing the farmers' costs", 2 

argued that "An average farmer would use about 500 gallons of 

diesel oil a year, and that would cost him approximately $7.50 

more than he pays at present for the same quantity". 3 

went on to state "This legtslation is good". 4 

He also 

Canterbury Federated Parmers members and officebearers 

were, however, quick to show that they had rather different 

ideas as to the merits of this Bill. The meeting between the 

officers of the three Canterbury Provincial Executives of 

Federated Farmers, which arose as a result of Humm's initiative, 

and which had been arranged prior to the introduction of this 

Bill, proved an ideal forum for the discussion of the petroleum 

tax proposal. Because it was felt that the effect of this 

Bill, if passed into law and acted upon, would be to increase 

fuel costs and freight charges on many Canterbury farms 5 it was 

decided that the Bill would be opposed vigorously, and the 

1 N.Z.P.D., Vol. 370, pp. 4580-1 (4 November 1970) (C.C.A. 
McLachlan), pp. 4578-9 (4 November 1970) {H.E.L, Pickering), 
pp. 4600-1 (4 November 1970) (R,L,G. Talbot). 

2His words. The Member whom he claimed to be quoting (C,J, 
Moyle) had actually said: "I am opposed to this Bi 11 too 
because it directly affects the cost of production of the 
farmer." (N.Z.P.D., Vol. 370, p. 4598 (4 November 1970). 

JN.Z,P,D., Vol, 370, p. 4601 (4 November 1970), 
4Ibid, 
5In Canterbury, farmers with the greatest fuel usage were, for 
the most part, those engaged in intensive cropping, and to a 
large extent the intensive cropping areas were too close to 
the ports of Timaru and Lyttelton for the abolition of the 
freight differential to offset the increased fuel cost that 
seemed likely. 
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1 upon. 

That meeting did not, however, just discuss the Local 

Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill, In an interview given 
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following the meeting the three provincial presidents (D,J, 

Hulston, J.R, Cocks and W.N. Dunlop) stated that the meeting 

had been held "because of a genuine concern by members of 

branches at the rapid deterioration in the farmers' financial 
2 position compared with other sectors of the community", and 

they stated that the factors contributing to this situation 

had been discussed. These had included "the Government's 

aloofness, in farmers' opinion, when freezing works had been 

idle at a time when Canterbury producers would have been 

reaping the benefits of an early kill with premium payments; 

••• the apparently meek acceptance by the Minister of Overseas 

Trade (Mr. Marshall) of the British intention to place a Jd per 

lb duty on New Zealand lamb" and the "increasing prices for 

essential farm commodities ,,J 
••• They went on to state that 

"there seemed to have been an unwillingness on the part of the 

Government to govern" and that ''they wanted to see the Govern

ment start to do the job that presumably it had been elected 

to do". 4 

The farmer leaders wanted to see strong Government action 

that would assist farmers. What they did not want to see was 

Government go ahead with a proposal that would have the effect 

1Press (Christchurch), 9 November 1970. Also J.G, Humm, 
Conversations, 16 November 1970, 

2Ibid. 
Jibid. 
4Ibid. 
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The Local Authorities (Petro-

leum Tax) Bill came to be seen as a test of the willingness of 

the National Government and the rural Canterbury Members of 

Parliament to recognise the general cost problems facing 

farmers, and the particular effects this tax could have for 

many Canterbury farmers. 

Following this meeting the Federated Farmers officebearers 

made arrangements to meet with both National and Labour Party 

Members of Parliament in separate meetings, 1 and these meetings 

duly took place; with National Party Members of Parliament 

on 14 November and Labour Party Members of Parliament on 16 

November; and the concerns of farmers were spelled out to those 

Members of Parliament present. Along With their other concerns 

the Federated Farmers officebearers made their attitude 

regarding the Local Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill very 

apparent, and they threatened action if Canterbury Members of 

Parliament continued to support the Bill. 

Humm, attending a meeting of the South Canterbury Electo

rate Sub-Executive later in the same day on which he and his 

fellow Federated Farmers officebearers had met with the Labour 

Party Members of Parliament, felt it necessary to raise the 

matter of the Local Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill in that 

meeting also, no doubt in part at least because Talbot was 

present. Obviously annoyed with Talbot because of his absence 

1Apparently the original intention of the Federated Farmers 
officebearers was only to meet with the National Party Members 
of Parliament, but in response. to the newspaper headline 
"Farmers want meeting with M.P.s" (Press 9 November 1970) 
N.~. Kirk (the Leader of the Labour Party) contacted the 
Federated Farmers officebearers and made arrangements for the 
meeting with Labour Party Members of Parliament. All six 
Christchurch Members duly attended the meeting and promised 
that they would continue to vigorously oppose the Local 
Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill. (Humm, Conversations, 16 
November 1 970. ) 
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from the Federated Farmers meeting with National Party Members 

of Parliament, 1 he sought to convey to him and to the meeting 

the reasons for, and the strength of, farmer opposition to 

the Bill, and in this he was supported by other members of 

the Sub-Executive. Talbot, in reply, made it apparent that 

he did not agree with the attitude adopted by the Federated 

Farmers officebearers, and that he would continue to support 

the Bill in its passage through the House. 2 

On 18 November the Bill was again debated in the House. 

Urgency was taken, and the Bill was given its second reading 

with the three rural Canterbury Members of Parliament voting 

With the Government in support of the Bill. 3 

Two days later, at a meeting of the South Canterbury 

Provincial Executive of Federated Farmers, the Bill was 

discussed. Hulton reported to the meeting on the discussions 

Which the Federated Farmers officebearers had held With the 

Canterbury National Party Members of Parliament and said that 

although the Members of Parliament had been asked to give 

their reasons for supporting the Bill, "the farmers did not get 

one acceptable reason .•• "4 He went on to comment: 

If they do support the passing of this Bill in its 
present form, then as far as Federated Farmers is 
concerned we must actively discourage the return of 
the representative for the local area as the parlia~ 
mentary candidate at the next election. 5 

His opposition to the Bill was strongly supported by other 

1Talbot was on a previously arranged sponsored walk, 
2Meeting, South Canterbury Electorate Sub-Executive, 16 

November 1970. 
3N.Z.P.D., Vol. 370, pp. 5051-5110 (18 November 1970). 
4Timaru Herald, 21 November 1970. 

5rbid. 
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speakers, who discussed the "indecent haste" with which the 

Bill had been introduced, the anomalies that would be created, 

and the disincentive the increased costs resulting from the 

passing of the Bill would be for farmers seeking to increase 

production. 1 In response the meeting decided to send a 

strongly worded telegram to the Acting Prime Minister (N,L, 

Shelton) stating: "The South Canterbury executive of Federated 

Farmers is violently opposed to the imposition of tax on fuel 

used on farms in primary production and suggests that the 

carrying of the Petroleum Tax Bill in its present form could 

seriously jeopardise the future of the present Government. •• 2 

Within days the Mid and North Canterbury Provincial Execu

tives of Federated Farmers had also responded with telegrams of 

protest to Government and to local Members of Parliament, with 

North Canterbury Federated Farmers ·sending all three rural 

Canterbury Members a telegram reading, in part: "Should the 

Bill be passed it will have to be accepted by rural members of 
-•-.:\t, 

Parliament who support it that they will no longer be regard~d 

as representing the interests of the farming community."J 

By mid December the Local Authorities (Petroleum 'l'ax) Bill 

had passed through the committee and third reading stages (with 

urgency taken) and into law, and all the indications were that 

the municipalities, with their greater voting strength within 

the regional areas, would override any objections from Counties 

to the imposition of the tax, and that the maximum tax of J 

cents per gallon on motor spirits and 1,5 cents per gallon on 

l Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
? 

..,,Press (Christchurch), 25 November 1970. 
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diesel fuel would be levied. 1 

on 14 December the South Canterbury Electorate Committee 

met and delegates were given the opportunity to express their 

views concerning the tax. In many ways this meeting was 

similar in mood and tone to the Electorate Committee Annual 

Meeting of seven months earlier, with delegates once more in 

the role of dissatisfied farmers rather than loyal party 

activists. Delegates were angry with their Government, angry 

that after all the calls which.had been made for Government to 

take action on inflation, industrial unrest, rising prices, 

rising wages, and rising farm cos~s, Government had chosen to 

reserve its most determined stand for a piece of legislation 

which would effectively increase farm production costs, And 

they were also angry with their local Member of Parliament, 

angry that he had failed to represent their interests in so far 

as he had supported a Bill which they felt, strongly, that he 

should have opposed. Hulston, present at the meeting and 

supplied with figures from a survey which South Canterbury 

Federated Farmers had conducted, took Talbot to task for failing 

to acquaint himself with the true cost the tax would impose on 

South Canterbury farmers. He contrasted Talbot's figure of 

$7.50 with survey figures which showed that, for an average 

farm the tax, if imposed at the maximum scale, as expected, 

would be equi val.ent to an increase in rates of 22 percent, and 

went on to point out that for some farmers the increase would 

be in excess of $300. 

Talbot, throughout the debate on the Bill, both within and 

1As, for example, in reports in the Press (Christchurch), 
12 December 1970, 15 Decembe~ 1970, 18 December 1970, 
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outside the House, appeared as an advocate of a petroleum tax 

as the only way to supplement the revenue available to local 

authorities. At no stage does he appear to have conveyed the 

impression that he had any misgivings about the principle of 

the Bill, or that he was prepared to consider alternative 

approaches to the problem. He appears to have failed to grasp 

fully the degree to which the tax would affect the cost 

structure of the cropping farmer on the arable land within JO 

miles or so from Timaru. In addressing the Electorate Committee 

he continued to argue the case for the tax, using figures of 

his own to support his arguments, and he made it clear that he 

would never cross the floor of the House and vote against his 

party. Some delegates may have liked to have seen him do that 

on this occasion. Others, however, may well have been satis

fied had he merely shown that he was fully aware of the effect 

this tax would have in his area, and had he given the impression 

that he had fought the Bill hard in caucus and only supported it 

in the House with considerable mi?givings. To Federated Farmers 

leaders, and to delegates, Talbot's performance on the Local 

Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill, coming at the end of a year 

in which Government was seen to be failing to respond adequately 

to their problems, brought into question the ability of Talbot 

to adequately represent the farmers within his electorate when 

times were difficult. By taking the stand he did he isolated 

himself from the electorate organisation, he lost credibility 

with the Federated Farmers organisation, and he lost the support 

of several of the individuals who had signed his nomination 

form in 1969. Delegates, in theory, should have been working 

to "build up the standing of the member to ensure a good 



majority at the next election" . 1 

discussing his replacement. 

* * 
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Instead, some of them were 

1 Party Handbook (4th edition, 1969), p. Jl. 
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CHAPT.ER XI 

THE CONTINUING PROBLEM - AND THE RESPONSE 

DuTing 1971 it continued to be obvious that Federated 

Farmers officials and other farmers within Southern Canterbury 

were less than satisfied that the various actions taken by the 

National Government were sufficient to meet the cost-price 

dlfficulties facing the farming industry, Expressions of 

dissatisfaction with both the National Party and the sitting 

Member of Parliament were widespread, and farmer confidence 

could be seen to be at a low point, 

Continuing Discontent - Within the Electorate Organisation 

This mood of dissatisfaction was again reflected within 

the South Canterbury .Electorate organisation, With the 1971 

Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, in particular, giving 

delegates the opportunity to express their views and concerns, 

This meeting dealt with 24 remits, of which 11 related specifi

cally to farming matters (such as the petroleum tax as it 

applied to on farm usage, the price of milling wheat, and 

freight rates), and another eight to matters which delegates 

deemed to be closely related to the problems of the farming 

industry (such as industrial relations, and the protection of 

secondary industry by the use of import controls). 1 In the 

discussion of these remits, and in other discussions during the 

meeting, delegates showed that they were less than satisfied 

with the attitude being adopted by their Member, and by 

Government, to the farming problems. This was particularly 

obvious in the discussion of the five branch remits concerning 

11Vlinutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 13 May 
1971. 
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1 the petroleum tax and in the three remits concerning the 

pr1ce of wheat. 2 It was equally apparent in the comments 

made concerning the Federated Farmers Cost Adjustment Scheme3 

and in the response of delegates to Talbot's claim that the 

1970 Budget had been a 'farmers'' budget, 4 

A remit presented by delegates from the waihao Valley 

branch was indicative of the general concern and tone of this 

meeting. Identical to one put forward in the previous year 

by the same branch, the remit stated: 

That this Electorate Annual Meeting expresses very grave 
concern at the deterioration in the primary industry, 
and urges the Government to take immediate, positive, 
and even dramatic steps to remedy the situation, and so 
safeguard the standard of living of all New Zealanders. 5 

1The Cave-Cannington branch, in a note circulated to branch 
delegates with the remits, prior to the meeting, stated: 

This tax is a further blow to the farmers' means of 
production, an unfair and added burden to an industry 
already facing increasing costs and diminishing returns, 
Dissatisfaction with our M.P. and his handling of this 
Bill concerning exemption for primary producers. 

2one delegate, for example, in expressing his dissatisfaction 
with the basic price set for the 1971/72 harvest, pointed to 
the fact that there were about 3,100 wheatgrowers in the 
electorate and commented "I would like to remind the Member 
that his majority is 1215", (B,P. Foley, 13 May 1971,) 

1 
✓ The Cost Adjustment Scheme was a proposal put before Govern-
ment by the Federated Farmers organisation early in 1971. In 
simple terms the aim of the Scheme was to adjust farmers' costs 
of production to the realisations for produce sold. Delegates 
to this meeting were critical of the generally unresponsive 
attitude of Government to this proposal, and in particular to 
comments which had been made by the Minister of Finance, 

4 . 
Several delegates rose to their feet to object to Talbot's 
claim that the 1970 Budget was a 'farmers'' budget, and it was 
made clear that much greater assistance would be expected in 
the 1971 Budget. Talbot, for his part, continued to insist 
that the 1971 Budget would indeed be a farmers' budget, and 
that aspects of the Cost Adjustment Scheme would be included. 

5Minutes of the Electorate Committee Annual Meeting, 13 May 
1971, 
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Not only did the meeting once again pass the remit unanimously, 

to be forwarded to Division, it was also decided that it 

should be sent to the Prime Minister (K.J. Holyoake), and that 

a copy of his reply to the resolution which he had been sent 

the previous year should be included. 

Continuing Discontent - Within the Electorate 

Within the electorate similar concerns were being voiced 

by farmers formally and informally, with the Federated Farmers 

organisation continuing to act as a forum. The petrol tax, 

the increases in freight charges, and the failure of Government 

to agree to an 'adequate' increase in the price of wheat drew 

strong criticism. 1 

Although Government spokesmen had made it apparent that 

the Cost Adjustment Scheme would not be implemented in full, 

the Minister of Finance (R.D. Muldoon) (and other Government 

Members) had indicated that the 1971 Budget would be a 

"farmers' budget", 2 and Federated Farmers leaders and members 

were hopeful that this would indeed be the case. The Budget, 

as presented to the House of Representatives on 10 June 1971 

did not satisfy farm leaders either nationallyJ or within the 

South Canterbury Electorate. Hulston, for example, commented: 

I must express extreme concern that though the Budget did 
cater in a limited degree for a number of requests made 

1see, for example, reports of meetings of Mid Canterbury Fede
rated Farmers Agricultural Section (Press (Christchurch), 22 
April 1971), and Meat and Wool Section (Press (Christchurch), 
15 May 1971); and of Waimate branch of Federated Farmers 
( Ti maru Herald, 8 May 1971 ) • 

2Press (Christchurch), 4 May 1971. 
3The Acting President of Federated Farmers (J. Parsons) referred 
to the Budget as a "smoke screen" and went on to comment that 
"farmers facing a crisis cost situation would feel cheated", 
(Press (Christchurch), 11 ~rune 1971.) 
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for assistance to the industry, the amount granted was 
too little, and, I suspect, too late if the country 
hopes that the primary industry will contribute to an 
increased standard of living at a rate at Which it 
assuredly is capable of doing. 

Though the Budget does make across-the-board concessions 
which should help, the total estimated grants are in fact 
less than the grants made last year, and the Minister 
knows well that last year's grants did not stop 
declining profitability. 1 

And a short time later the Chairman of the Agriculture 

Section of Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers (J.W. Davidson), 

in reporting to his Provincial Executive on the Dominion 

Conference of Federated Farmers, commented 0 A distinct breach 

has arisen between the Government and Federated Farmers and 

though lines of communicat:lon are open there appears to be 

mutual hostility and antipathy." He went on to add "Federated 

Farmers view the Minister of Finance (Mr Muldoon) with 

distaste and distrust". 2 

The Budget and other Government activities had failed to 

satisfy farmers. At a public meeting held in Waimate late in 

July so did the explanations of Government policies as given 

by A.D. Dick {the Parliamentary Under-Secretary to the Minister 

of Agriculture) and by Talbot. Members of the Waimate branch 

of Federated Farmers were so dissatisfied with the explanations 

offered them that, at their next meeting, they decided to 

invite a Labour Party spokesman to address a meeting of farmers 

in the area. This latter meeting was given full coverage by 

the Timaru Herald, which reported, in part: 

1 

Owing to acute dissatisfaction with Government spokesmen, 
with Mr A.D. Dick, the under-secretary to the Minister of 

As reported in the Timaru Herald, 12 June 1971, 
2Press (Christchurch), 24 July 1971. 
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Agriculture, as a criterion, the Waimate branch of 
Federated Farmers agreed without dissent last night to 
invite a Labour Party speaker to address local farmers. 

In criticising Mr Dick, who had spoken at a public 
Wa.imate meeting a fortnight ago, Mr J.A. Foley said that 
the gathering had been assembled for farmers to get first 
hand knowledge of the political climate. "All questions 
were fair, but not one reasonable answer was obtained 
from Mr Dick, " he said. 

Mr Foley contended that the under-secretary did not appear 
to have the knowledge to give answers and reflected the 
"fairly stark state of affairs that farmers politically 
are in incompetent hands. 111 

The most significant aspect of both these Waimate meetings 

was in the role played within them by persons with a history of 

involvement within the National Party organisation. Within 

the public meeting some of those most ·vocal in their criticism 

of Dick-and Talbot were members of the Electorate Committee. 

This was also true of some of those involved in the decision.to 

invite a Labour Party spokesman. Foley himself was a branch 

deputy-chairman, and amongst those supporting him were D.J. 

Hulston and the Electorate Committee Publicity Officer (R.~. 

Sinclair). 

Having failed to elicit the desired response from Govern

ment as a result of their activities within the party, it could 

be seen that party members were increasingly prepared to seek 

other ways in which to achieve this response. 

Political Opposition 

Prior to the invitation of the Waimate branch of Federated 

Farmers to the Labour Party, Parliamentary members of that 

party had already been active in the area in seeking to 

capitalise on the dissatisfactions of farmers with the National 

1T1rnaru Herald, 7 August 1971, 
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Government. Most prominent in this role was the Labour Party 

spokesman on agriculture (C,J. Moyle). 

Moyle's opening first came when he was invited to speak 

to the March meeting of the Meat and Wool Section of Mid 

Canterbury Federated Farmers, He appears to have been well 

1 received by the farmer delegates present at that meeting, and 

to have utilised the opportunity to establish a liaison with 

Mid Canterbury Federated Farmers officials. Subsequently he 

returned to the area and accompanied by Sir Basil Arthur and 

B.G. Barclay M,P., spent some time visiting farms and talking 

informally to farmers and to Federated Farmers officials. 

During these visits he emphasised his interest in the problems 

of the area, and made it quite apparent to Federated Farmers 

officials that he would welcome such information concerning the 

farming problems of the area as they cared to forward to him. 

He showed a particular interest in the lucerne processing 

industry, and in irrigation, and in this latter respect drew 

an appreciative response from those Federated Farmers officials 

who were already dissatisfied both with the Government policy 

concerning water charges, and with Talbot because of the super

ficial approach which they deemed him to have adopted on this 

2 issue. 

The decision of the Waimate Branch of Federated Farmers 

gave Moyle a further opportunity to present his views on the 

1one National Party branch chairman who was present at this 
meeting subsequently commented that Moyle was well received 
because he showed himself to be sympathetic at a time when 
farmers were looking for sympathy and were receiving very 
little from the National Government (D,G. Tait, Conversations, 
1 J May 1971) • 

2A.G. Lloyd, Interview, 21 October 1971, D,K. Mackenzie, 
Interview, 6 November 1971. 
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farming industry to another group of farmers. Again accom-

panied by Sir Basil Arthur, Moyle addressed this meeting on 

27 September, and appeared to be well received, 1 Once again 

too, he .was able to follow up the invitation by visiting farms 

in the area, by talking informally to Federated Farmers 

officials, and by addressing other meetings. 

The liaison which Moyle was able to establish with the 

Federated Farmers organisations in Mid and South Canterbury 

would appear to be a quite significant aspect of his activities, 

particularly when the attitude of these organisations in respect 

of the sitting Member of Parliament is taken into account. 

However, it would be incorrect to imply that these two 

Federated Farmers Provincial Executives had altogether accepted 

the view that a Labour Government and a Labour Party Minister 

of Agriculture would be preferable. Some officers may have 

held to this view, but others seem merely to have recognised 

the value and wisdom of establishing good relations with the 

man whom they recognised as likely to be the Minister of 

Agriculture in a future Labour Government. They appreciated 

his interest and his quest for information, and were only too 

happy to give him as much information as possible concerning the 

farming problems of the area. 2 

Supplementing the activities of Moyle were visits, during 

the course of the year, by the Leader of the Labour Party (N.E. 

Kirk), and by other Labour Party Members of Parliament, and as 

well Sir Basil Arthur continued to address farmer meetings and 

1R,M. Sinclair, Telephone Conversation, 4 October 1971. 
2 

A.G. Lloyd, Interview, 21 October 1971. J,R, Cocks, 
Conversations, 10 November 1971. 
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comment upon farming problems. There were also indications 

that M.A. Cameron and A.J. Srhoy had every intention of 

remaining active in a political role within the area, and 

local newspapers continued to report the activities of these 

two men and to print comments made by them during the course 

of the year. 1 

In addition the area was visited, during the latter part 

of the year, by the Leaders of the Social Credit Political 

League (J.B. O'Brien), and the Liberal-Reform (former Country) 

Party (c.s. Emeny). The former was able to obtain Federated 

Farmers sponsorship for one meeting in Waimate, and addressed 

other well attended meetings while in the area, The latter 

had less success in his attempts to win support from the 

2 
farmer organisations. 

* * 

The Approach to the Problem 

National Party officials within the South Canterbury Elec

torate were, therefore, faced with a very difficult situation 

during 1971, Strong criticisms of Government policy were 

being made by those who could normally be expected to give the 

party the greatest degree of support, that is by farmers in 

general, and by members of the Electorate Committee in particular. 

In this respect the situation was comparable to the one which 

1As for example Srhoy•s statement, at the time of the Budget, 
that ttthe Government has lost complete contact with the 
farming community", (Ashburton Guardian, 11 June 1971,) 

2rn Mid Canterbury, for example, Emeny was unsuccessful in his 
attempt to win Federated Farmers sponsorship for meetings in 
the area, and the request that he be allowed to address a 
meeting of the Provincial Executive was also refused. Some 
Federated Farmers officials did meet with him, however, in a 
closed meeting. (A.G. Lloyd, Interview, 21 October 1971.) 
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developed in Ashburton Electorate during 1966, But in other 

respects it was different. In 1966 the issues which, in part 

at least, were the cause of dissatisfaction were local in 

character and it was possible to put forward specific proposals 

for their resolution. The situation in South Canterbury Elec

torate during 1971 was much more complex and confusing, with 

problems which were largely national in character accentuating 

the local problems. It was easy to demand, in general terms, 

that Government take action to restore profitability to the 

farming industry; but it was much more difficult to put 

forward specific proposals that could be seen to be anything 

more than partial solutions to that problem. 

The situation was also different in so far as party 

officials could be seen to be fully aware of the problem. 

They were concerned about the effect of the situation on 

membership, finance, and general organisation throughout the 

electorate; and the potential political effect, in terms of 

the 1972 election, was also recognised. Party officials knew 

that their Government was unpopular, and that their Member of 

Parliament had lost the confidence of the farmer organisations 

within the electorate. 

During the year the situation continued to be discussed, 

both in sub-committee meetings, and informally; sometimes in 

the presence of Talbot, more often in his absence. The 

problem posed by the general dissatisfactions of farmers was 

assessed, as was the role which the party organisation should 

adopt in this situation, The desire to respond to the 

situation in a positive way was quite evident, but the problem 



for party officials was to know how best to do this. 
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With a 

selection challenge promised, and growing rumours throughout 

the year that this would eventuate, the dilemma was to decide 

whether the fortunes of the party could best be served by 

giving support to Talbot, or by accepting his replacement as 

inevitable. This dilemma was not resolved during the year. 

The approach adopted by party officials during 1971 was 

in many ways a continuation of that of the three previous years, 

and again it reflected to a large extent the style of Elworthy 

as Electorate Chairman. In effect it involved three over

lapping aspects. Firstly, the discussion of farming issues, 

and other issues was encouraged within the electorate organi-

sation. At Electorate Committee and Electorate Executive 

meetings the discussion of organisational detail was kept to a 

minimum so that delegates would be able to debate remits and 

resolutions, and discuss issues of concern. Elworthy usually 

gave the lead and direction to these discussions, with Talbot 

being given every opportuntty to address delegates and answer 

questions. As well other speakers both from within and outside 

the party structure were involved in this process, During the 

year these included R.l'll. Sj_nclair, who spoke on his Rotary 

sponsored visit to the United States of America; D,J, Hulston, 

who lead a discussion on farming problems; A.A. Smith, who 

spoke of his experiences as a member of the students party 

visiting the People's Republic of China; and in a joint 

meeting, H,C, Templeton M.P. (Awarua) and W.K. Jackson 

(Professor of Political Science of the University of Canterbury) 

who discussed a wide range of subjects with each other and with 

delegates. 
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Secondly, every effort was made to ensure that the Govern

ment, and the party organisation at higher levels, was aware 

of the mood and of the problems of the area, with the hope that 

this would encourage Government to act on these problems. 

Branch delegates within meetings were able to make their views 

known, both to Talbot, and through remits and resolutions to 

higher levels of the party structure. Electorate representa-

tives pursued these matters of concern further, with Divisional 

delegates being given the opportunity to present both the 

Waihao Valley remit and one of the petrol tax remits in the 

presence of the Prime Minister at the Annual Meeting of the 

Canterbury/Westland Divisional Committee. Some issues were 

also taken up at the Dominion Conference and at meetings of the 

1 Dominion Council and the Dominion Executive of the party. 

Efforts were also made to ensure that National Party Members of 

Parliament visiting the area were given the opportunity to meet 

with farmers and discuss their problems, and the visits to the 

electorate by T,F. Gill (Waitemata), J,F, Luxton (Piako), 

L.F. Sloane (Hobson) and Templeton were used in this way. 

Thirdly, an endeavour was made to ensure that the Govern

ment view was being expressed and explained both within the 

electorate organisation and within the electorate as a whole 

during the year. The public meetings addressed by Talbot, 

Gill, Luxton and Sloane could be seen in this context, as could 

the organisation meetings addressed by Talbot and Templeton. 

Other public meetings were held as well, such as those 

addressed by the Minister of Education (B,E, Talboys), and his 

1Two members of the Electorate Committee (J.H. Elworthy and 
D,G, McFarlane) were members of the party's Dominion Council, 
with the former also a member of the Dominion Executive. 



216 

Parliamentary Under-Secretary (G,F, Gair). There was also an 

invitation meeting addressed by the Minister of Finance (H,D. 

Muldoon). 

Talbot continued to be freely available throughout the 

electorate during the year, and attended many meetings and 

functions, making a particular effort to become well known in 

Twizel as the hydro workers and their families moved into that 

town. If at times his activities, particularly in the rural 

districts, appeared to be somewhat counter-productive he could 

not be criticised for lack of effort, 1 

But for all his efforts, his style and approach could be 

seen to be somewhat out of character with that which Elworthy, 

and other party officials, deemed to be necessary in the 

situation. 

A Contrast of styles : Elworthy and Talbot 

Elworthy could be seen to regard the policy formulating 

role of the electorate organisation as important. In his 

Annual Report to the 1971 Electorate Committee Annual Meeting 

he had argued "this organisation can and should play a worth

while part in the formulation and discussion of ideas ••. " 

His basic attitude was that the National Party as a whole, and 

in this electorate Talbot in particular, would gain more support 

by giving evidence of being fully aware of the issues that were 

of concern rather than by relying on the reiteration of party 

dogma; and that within meetings the interest and morale of 

1rn fact at one stage party officials, taking note of the mood 
of farmers and of the apparent inability of Talbot to ade
quately control farmer meetings, discussed whether it might 
be a better tactic for Ta1bot to be less readily available 
for farmer meetings, and thus less likely to be held 
personally responsible foI' the financial problems of the 
farming industry, ( Informal meeting, party rooms, 24 
September l 971. ) 
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delegates could best be sustained by encouraging the discussion 

of issues. 1 In chairing discussions during the year he gave 

a definite lead as to the level at which these discussions 

should take place, He encouraged delegates, and the Member of 

Parliament, to be positive, constructive and objective in their 

approach, and to go beyond the trite phrase and the vague 

generalisation. The emphasis was on informed discussion and 

debate, and on the analysis of problems in depth. In 

inviting speakers to address meetings and lead discussions the 

aim was to provide delegates with information, and due consi

deration was given to the calibre of speakers so invited. 

Elworthy himself showed considerable ability in the way in 

which he summed up the poj_nts made, and in which he sought to 

draw out the key aspects of any discussion. 

Talbot, in contrast to Elworthy, could be seen to be 

party, rather than issue, oriented, and to regard the electorate 

organisation as a vehicle for promoting the cause of the party 

rather than for the discussion of issues. In addressing 

meetings, and in answering questions he tended to operate at 

a very general level, and often in terms of statements of party 

dogma. His defence of his party's policies was largely 

unqualified, and criticism of other political parties, parti

cularly the Labour Party, tended to be an integral part of any 

address. 

Thus, whereas Elworthy was prepared to encourage the 

critical evaluation of Government policies within meetings, it 

was obvious that Talbot found it difficult to accept this 

approach. He showed little ability or desire to analyse 

1 Elworthy, Interview, 17 October 1971, 
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problems and issues in depth and it was obvious that he had 

misgivings about using outside speakers within the organisa-

tion. 1 It could be seen that he tended to equate criticism 

of his party's policies with disloyalty to the party. Thus, 

his response, when his party's policies were under attack, was 

to defend his party, and to turn to external causes - as for 

example •world-wide trends', 'communist influences', 'militant 

unions', and the Labour Party - for the problems which were 

being encountered, In the discussions of the financial 

problems faced by farmers his contribution tended to be in terms 

of an emphasising of what had been done rather than in terms of 

a forward looking approach. Delegates were reminded that the 

1970 and (after 10 June) the 1971 Budgets were 'farmers' 

budgets', that the National Party was the 'farmers' party', 

and that the Labour Party was really very 'anti-farmer'. 

The Electorate Executive meeting of 14 June was a very 

good example of the obvious contrast between these two styles, 

Although this meeting took place only four days after the 

presentation of the 1971 Budget, delegates showed little interest 

in the Budget, giving no real indication that they regarded it 

as in any way relevant to the problems faced by the farming 

industry. What delegates did show considerable interest in, 

however, was the industrial dispute which had developed during 

the preceding week, and the threat by the Government to impose 

the mandatory clauses of the Stabilisation of Remuneration Act2 

at midnight that night, Talbot, asked by the Chairman to 

1This was particularly so in the case of Jackson, Talbot 
expressing the view, prior to that meeting, that Jackson was 
"left-wing" in his views, 

2New Zealand Statutes; stabilisation of Remuneration Act, 1971. 
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address this meeting, was requested to limit himself to 

discussing this dispute and in particular to informing dele

gates as to what the situation would be once the mandatory 

clauses were in force, At the Electorate Committee Annual 

Meeting Talbot had expounded, in general terms, the virtue of 

this Act as an instrument to control the wage-price spiral, 

and had been critical of the attitude adopted by the Labour 

Party at the time the legislation was passing through the 

House of Representatives, Now asked specifically to discuss 

the detailed provisions of the Act, Talbot showed that he was 

not sufficiently well informed to do so. He responded by 

discussing, firstly, the Budget, seeking to convince delegates 

that it was a good Budget, and indeed another "farmers' budget 11 , 

and secondly, the Labour Party Conference in an endeavour to 

refute earlier statements to the effect that it had been much 

more live and vigorous than the Annual Meeting of the Canterbury/ 

Westland Divisional Committee, 1 Moving on to the topic on 

which he had been asked to talk Talbot discussed the dispute, 

and the Act in very general terms, and claimed that the Govern-

ment was in the process of its "first victory". But he failed 

to answer the more specific questions that had been asked, and 

as delegates pressed him for further information it became 

increasingly apparent that he was unable to supply this. 2 

Elworthy, obviously exasperated with Talbot's performance, 

terminated the discussion, and the meeting, with some haste in 

an endeavour to spare Talbot further embarrassment, Subse-

quently he made a point of discussing this incident with Talbot, 

1comments by Elworthy, D.G. McFariane, and other delegates to 
the Divisional Committee meeting. 

2rndeed it was apparent that some delegates were better 
informed as to the relevant clauses of the Act than was Talbot. 
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emphasising how important it was for Talbot to show that he had 

a full understanding of legislation which had been passed 

through the House, and in particular of legislation the merits 

of which he was expounding in general terms. 1 

During the year it was abundantly obvious that the 

Elworthy style and orientation was very acceptable to the 

members of the electorate organisation, and that the Talbot 

style was inappropriate to the situation. Elworthy could be 

seen to be in accord with the mood of delegates, and to be 

searching for ways in which the concerns of delegates could be 

conveyed to Government. His comments and statements produced 

a positive response from delegates, and expressions of appre

ciation of the way in which he was pin-pointing and approaching 

issues were common. 

Talbot, in contrast, continued to remain somewhat isolated 

from the electorate organisation. In a situation in which the 

demand was for factual information, and in which Government 

policies were being subjected to considerable criticism, it 

seemed to be necessary for the Government to show quite clearly 

that it fully understood the problems, and for Talbot to show 

that he had a full grasp of the issues. Talbot's continuing 

inability to deal in specifics, his unqualified defence of his 

party, his reiteration of party dogma, and his attacks on the 

Labour Party at a time when the Labour Party, largely through 

the activities of Moyle, was courting farmers, only served to 

heighten the discontent of delegates. Increasingly his 

addresses were subjected to interjections and interruptions as 

delegates demanded that he concentrate on subjects of concern 

1Elworthy, Interview, 17 October 1971. 
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to them, and delegates, both within and outside meetings 

continued to express doubts as to his ability to adequately 

renresent their concerns to Government. 

Towards the end of the year two meetings were held which 

gave an added emphasis to this contrast between an issue 

orientation and a party orientation. These two meetings were 

also important in so far as they revealed, firstly, the full 

impact of the farm profitability problem in South Canterbury, 

and secondly, the failure of the Minister of Finance to 

recognise the seriousness of the problem, and the mood of the 

farmers of the area. 

The Crisis Revealed 

The first of these meetings was the Electorate Executive 

meeting of 1 November, a meeting which was addressed by D.J, 

Hulston in his capacity as President of the Provincial Executive 

of South Canterbury Federated Farmers. Equipped with facts 

and figures from the survey which a Federated Farmers sub

committee had carried out into the financial position of South 

Canterbury farmers, Hulston proceeded to describe in detail the 

seriousness of the situation, and he went on to discuss the 

social and political effects that he saw as following from the 

financial problems of the farming industry. 

In discussing the financial problems he referred to the 

report of the Federated Farmers survey which had already been 

carried by the Timaru Herald1 and he confirmed that the figures 

as given in that report were substantially correct. While 

recognising that external factors were to some extent respon-

1As referred to in Chapter I. See pp. 25-26. 
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sible for this situation, he went on to argue that the problem 

had been accentuated quite considerably by the failure of 

Government to control j_nternal costs, and that 1 t was in this 

area that Government could, and should, take action to assist 

the fa:cming industry. 

Referring to the social implications he pointed to the 

declining population of the rural districts of South Canterbury, 

and he noted. the effect of this trend in terms of empty houses, 

declining school rolls, the closing of country stores, and the 

loss of medical and other services. He also drew attention to 

the effect that the farmers' loss of purchasing power was 

having on the profitability of the businesses of the service 

towns, noting in particular the effect that had been apparent 

on the smaller businesses in Waimate. 

Commenting on the political effects of the situation he 

referred to the frustrations and concerns of farmers and to 

the distrust with which the Federated Farmers organisation 

viewed the Government in general and. the Minister of Finance 

(R,D. Muldoon) in particular. He pointed. to the way in which 

Government had "rubbished" the Cost Adjustment Scheme, noting 

that the Scheme had been researched by Federated Farmers at 

the request of Government in the first place. He referred to 

the Petroleum Tax, and to the unsatisfactory attitude adopted 

by Government and by the local Member of Parliament at the time 

of the passage of the Bill through the House. He confirmed 

that Talbot remained unacceptable to South Canterbury Federated 

Farmers, and that if a suitable candidate offered himself for 

selection in opposition to Talbot the Federated Farmers 
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organisation would actively support that nomination. 

He went on to suggest that one way 1n which the electorate 

organisation could seek the resolution of the problems faced 

both by the farmers and by the party in South Canterbury would 

be to arrange a closed meeting between one or more Government 

Ministers, and a number of invited opinion leaders from within 

the South Canterbury Electorate. The idea was that this would 

enable the problems of the area to be put before the Mlnister(s), 

and would enable the Minister(s) to show whether or not the 

Government was aware of the problems of the area. 

Later in the meeting {after Talbot had. been given the 

opportunity to reply to Hulston's statements, and after consi

derable discussion by delegates of the points.made by Hulston) 

it was decided that the idea of a closed meeting had much to 

commend it, given the tendency for open meetings to be utilised 

for political speeches rather than for the discussion of issues, 

and it was left to the Publicity Committee to arrange such a 

meeting. 

An Unsatisfactory Response 

In theory the concept of a small closed meeting seemed to 

be one that could operate to the advantage of the electorate 

organisation. In fact it did not work out that way. In 

retrospect the Publicity Committee could be seen to have made 

three mistakes. The first was to accept Talbot's offer to 

arrange for the Minister of Finance, rather than another Minister 

whose style may have been more suitable for such a meeting, to 

participate; the second was to fail to ensure that Muldoon was 

adequately briefed as to the anticipated nature and form of the 
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meeting; and the third was to send out printed invitations, 

With the meeting arranged for 24 November, and with 

invitations printed and sent to branch officers, Federated 

Farmers leaders, Borough and County Councillors and other 

opinion leaders within the electorate, the Timaru Herald chose 

to question the right of the Electorate Executive to hold such 

a meeting and to exclude the news media, On 16 November that 

newspaper reported that the Minister of Finance would address 

''a widely representative gathering in Timaru ••• 111 and that the 

news media would not be allowed to record his speech, By the 

time of the meeting Sir Basil Arthur had raised the question in 
. 2 

the House of Representatives; the Timaru Herald had reported 

the House discussion and had commented critically on the 

decision to exclude reporters in an editorial;J Elworthy had 

deemed it necessary to make a statement to the Ti:maru Herald 

concerning the purpose of the meeting and the reason for 

excluding the news media; some persons had expressed their 

displeasure at not being invited while others had contacted 

electorate officials to see .if they could attend; the Chairman 

of the Timaru Electorate Committee (D.J. Walker) had made a 

statement to the Timaru Herald disassociating his Electorate 

Executive from the decision to hold such a meeting and apologi

sing to National Party members within the Timaru Electorate who 

may have felt slighted because they were not invited; and the 

Minister of Finance had informed Elworthy that he was most 

displeased with the decision of the Executive to exclude 

reporters. 

1Timaru Herald, 16 November 1971. 
2N,Z.P,D. (unbound), pp. 4762-J (19 November 1971), 

3Tirnaru Herald, 19 November 1971, 20 November 1971. 
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The publicity given to the meeting by the Timaru Herald 

aroused considerable interest and ensured a.large turnout for 

the meeting. A round table discussion of the type originally 

planned was rendered impossible, and it became a matter of the 

Minister addressing the meeting and answering questio:t1-s. 

As the Minister opened his address it quickly became 

apparent that it was his intention to give the very kind of 

political address that the Electorate Executive had been ·t·rying 

to avoid. In a rather more sophisticated style the speech 

followed a similar pattern to that which had been followed by 

Talbot during the year, with considerable time spent in 

discussion of communist and militant influences in the trade 

union movement, in criticism of the Labour Party, and in praise 

of the Stabilisation of Remuneration Act as an instrument to 

control wage increases and inflation. Although he did discuss 

farming problems to some extent, there was not the degree of 

sympathy and understanding for which members of the Executive 

had hoped. He maintained that the 1971 Budget had been a 

"farmers' Budget" and that aspects of it had been intended as 

the farm support scheme for the rest of the year. He went on 

to state that as freight rates had increased by a little more 

than had been anticipated, and as the price for lamb was a 

little lower than had been expected, Government had decided to 

take further action. It had already been decided that interest 

free loans would be available to certain categories of farmers, 1 

and at that time Government was looking at a proposal to pay 

out a subsidy on sheep numbers as at JO June 1972. But having 

said this he went on to malce it clear that he did not regard 

1As announced on 28 October 1971 (Timaru Herald, 29 October 
1971). 
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Federated Farmers figures, statements and criticisms particu

larly seriously and t~at far from making available to the 

farming industry the $107 million which Federated Farmers 

regarded as necessary, he would be reluctant to see more than 

$25 million of Government money used in this way, He also 

indicated that to justify the scheme to the taxpayer, Meat 

Industry Reserve Account Finance would have to be used in 

conjunction with the Government grant. He concluded his 

address by returning to criticism of the Labour Party, drawing 

comparisons between the National Party as the 'farmers party', 

and the Labour Party as a party with little sympathy for 

farmers, 

Electorate officials were, for the most part, quite dis

satisfied with the way in which Muldoon addressed the meeting, 

and with his apparent lack of understanding of the seriousness 

of the problem, In their view the meeting had failed to 

achieve either of the original aims, It had not proved 

possible to convey the concerns of the area to the Minister, 

and the Minister had failed to show that Government was fully 

aware of the financial crisis faced by many farmers within the 

area, 1 

Electorate officials were equally dissatisfied with 

Muldoon because of his attitude concerning one other matter, 

In conversations with Elworthy he made it abundantly clear that 

any challenge to the sitting Member would be regarded with 

considerable disfavour by the party hierarchy, He instructed 

Elworthy to make this clear to the Electorate Executive, and to 

1niscussions with party officials following this meeting; 
also comments made at the Electorate Committee Meeting of 
1 7 December 1971 . 
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ensure that appropriate steps were taken to deter any potential 

challengers from making such a challenge. 1 

By late November 1971 all the indications were that, 

despite the efforts of electorate officials and of Talbot, the 

image of the National Party in the rural districts of Southern 

Canterbury was at a very low ebb and that the Muldoon visit, 

which had been intended to restore the sagging morale of 

members of the Electorate Committee, had not had this effect, 

Pointers for 1972 

In the three months following the Muldoon visit a number 

of events appear to have operated to the advantage of the 

National Party in the area, 

On 6 December 1971 the provisional boundaries for the 

Electoral Districts for the 1972 election were announced by the 

Representation Commission. In Southern Canterbury the 

boundaries have once again been changed, and in a way that may 

prove to be more favourable for Talbot, and for the National 

Party, than party officials had expected. If these provisional 

boundaries are confirmed the new South Canterbury Electorate 

will no longer contain the area south of the Waitaki River, or 

the Borough of Waimate, and part of the Waimate County is also 

to be excluded. Replacing these areas will be a rural area 

taken from Timaru Electorate, a portion of Ashburton County, 

and half of the Borough of Ashburton, to give an electorate 

containing all but a very small part of the area that was 

captained in the Ashburton Electorate of the 1964-67 period, 

r.rhe most significant aspect of the new boundaries relates to 

1Elworthy, Conversations, 24 November 1971, 
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the way in which the town of Ashburton has been divided, with 

the Tinwald and Allenton areas, which together slightly favour 

the N~tional Party, placed in the South Canterbury Electorate 

and the strongly Labour supporting Hampstead and Netherby 

areas excluded. Had the Borough been split the other way, so 

that the Labour voting Hampstead and Netherby areas were in 

the same electorate as Temuka Borough and Twizel - as could 

easily have been tl;le case - the National Party's chances of 

winning would have been slight. As it stands, however, on the 

basis of the 1969 Polling Place figures (adjusted to allow for 

1500 votes being cast in Twizel) it would appear that the 

National Party candidate will go into the 1972 election with a 

theoretical margin very similar to that with which the South 

Canterbury Electorate was won in 1969 (that is, about 1200 

votes). 

These changes will also affect quite significantly the 

compositio'n of the Electorate Committee. Some of those who 

have been most vocal in their criticisms of Talbot during 1970 

and 1971, both within the Electorate Committee and within the 

electorate as a whole, 1 do not reside within the boundaries of 

the redrawn electorate. Within the Electorate Committee they 

wi 11 be replaced by delegates from the Ash bur ton and Tinwald

Ei ffel ton branches, some o:f whom, at least, are likely to judge 

Talbot more by his earlier activities in Ashburton Electorate 

than by his recent activities, and this could be to his 

advantage. His position eould also be strengthened if he 

obtains the backing of D.0. Digby, a man with whom he was 

associated during the prolonged school siting dispute, and who 

1As, for example, D,J, Hulston, J,A, and B.P. Foley, J,E, 
Fletcher, and R,M, Sinclai.r, 
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is now both Mayor of Ashburton and Chairman of the Ashburton 

branch of the party. 

The effect of the boundary changes, therefore, has been 

to strengthen Talbot's position. The changes, along with 

Muldoon's earlier comments, reduced the possibility of a 

selection challenge. They also ensured that if one occurred 

Talbot would be more strongly supported than would have been 

the case in the former electorate, 

Three days after the announcement concerning the provisional 

boundaries of the Electoral Districts came news of the Sheep 

Retention Scheme to which :Muldoon had referred in his meeting, 

In a special Radio and Television announcement on 9 December 

the Prime Minister (K.J. Holyoake) informed the nation that 

Government had decided on the form of special assistance that 

would be made available to sheep farmers, He announced that 

for all sheep after the first 250 and up to 5000 held by each 

farmer at JO June 1972 a taxable payment of $1 per head would 

be made, this payment to drop to 60 cents on all sheep between 

5,000 and 10,000, and to 20 cents on all sheep beyond 10,000, 

It was stated that the scheme would cost $45 million, of which 

Government would provide $JO million, with the remaining $15 

million to be drawn from the Meat Industry Reserve Account, 

Despite some dissatisfaction concerning the decision to use 

Meat Industry funds and the exclusion of the first 250 sheep, 

farmer reaction to the scheme appears to have been generally 

favourable, Hulston, for example, was reported as saying that 

he had no doubt that. all sheep farmers in South Canterbury 

would be "delighted" with the announcement, 1 However, he did 
1 Tirnaru Herald, 10 December 1971, 
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make it clear that he regarded this as but a temporary measure 

and he went on to argue "until the whole cost structure is 

adjusted all export industries must find themselves in diffi-

cul ties" •1 The use of taxpayers' money in this way proved to 

be something which the Labour Party found difficult to accept 

and statements by Moyle, and by other members of the Labour 

Party to this effect could be seen to detract from the good 

impression which Moyle appeared to have created in the area 

earlier in the year. 

Early in 1972 came further reassuring news for sheep 

farmers as prices for both fat lamb and wool showed an 

unexpected upward movement. 2 

And finally on 2 February came the long awaited announce

ment from the Prime Minister of his intention to step down 

from the leadership of the National Party, to be replaced by 

his deputy (J.R. Marshall), 3 and in due course this was 

followed by a Cabinet reshuffle. The initial reaction of 

members of the South Canterbury Electorate Executive was a 

favourable one, 4 which was not surprising given that they had 

been calling for a Cabinet reshuffle, and at times a change of 

leadership, from early 1970. 

Morale, at a low ebb during 1971, could be seen to be 

building up during the early weeks of 1972. 

* * * 
1Ibid. 
2At a time, however, by which many Canterbury fat lamb farmers 
would have sold the bulk of their fat lambs, and in many cases 
their main wool clip also. 

3Pres·s (Christchurch), 3 February 1972. 
4 . Electorate Executive meeting, 17 February 1972, 
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SOUTHERN CANTERBURY 1964-71 - IN CONCLUSION 

During the eight years 1964-71 the National Party lost a 

significant degree of support in the Southern Canterbury area, 

as is readily apparent if the years 1964 and 1971 are compared. 

In the Ashburton Electorate 1964 was a year of National 

Party dominance, related largely to the farm prosperity of the 

time, and to the way in which the service towns shared in that 

prosperity. The degree of support which the party enjoyed had 

been quite apparent in the 1963 election results, and the 

membership and finance figures of 1964 indicated that this 

support still existed, R.G, Gerard, the sitting Member of 

Parliament, had attracted considerable personal loyalty within 

the organisation, and was well regarded throughout the electo

rate, Party activists were satisfied both with their party 

and with their Member, and morale within the electorate organi-

sation was high. The situation was cumulative, with party 

activists in their roles as members of other organisations 

acting as advocates of the cause of the party and the Member, 

thus reinforcing an already favourable situation. 

By 1971 continuing National Party representation of the 

area was threatened. Many farmers were in financial 

difficulties, and the service towns were affected along with 

the farmer. Criticism of the party, particularly by farmers, 

was widespread, and membership and financial support had fallen 

to a low level. R.L,G. Talbot, as the Member of Parliament 

for South Canterbury, was not regarded with any degree of 

enthusiasm by members of the electorate organisation, and with 

a selection challenge prom:lsed his image and standing within 
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the electorate was at a low ebb, Again the situation was 

cumulative, with party activists in their roles as members of 

other organisations tending to act as critics of the party and 

Member. Rather than seeking to maximise support for their 

party at the time when the need was greatest they were reinfor

cing the mood of discontent. 

There were many factors at work in this changing situation, 

each affecting in different ways the image of the party Within 

the electorate, the degree of financial support and the number 

of members which the party could attract, and the morale of 

members of the electorate organisation. The important factors 

can be discussed under four broad headings. These are the 

role of Government, the role of factors beyond the control of 

Government, the role of the Member of Parliament, and the role 

of the electorate organisation. 

The Role of Government 

There seems little doubt that the most important ingredient 

in the situation was the failure of Government to take actions 

of the kind deemed necessary by local opinion leaders to 

resolve firstly, the local issues of 1966 1 and secondly, the 

farm profitability problem, 

The local issues of 1966 were important within the context 

of the election of that year. They provided the setting 

against which the charges of neglect could be made by the 

Labour Party, and in particular by Srhoy; and they were a 

contributing -factor in the loss of support which the party 

sustained at the polls. They also contributed to the party's 

loss of financial support, and to the declining morale of party 
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activists. To some extent these issues were of short term 

importance, but they were not altogether without more lasting 

significance. The land tax and fertiliser works issues, in 

particular, had raised doubts among farmers as to the degree to 

which the National Party was prepared to look after their 

interests before the farm profitability problem became 

important. 

The farm profitability problem was important over a longer 

period of time, and the effects were more widespread. This 

problem, which had its beginnings in the wool price slump of 

1967 and was amplified by the drought conditions of 1969, was 

further aggravated by the inflation which assumed such 

importance during 1970 and 1971. Although the political 

significance of the problem was not revealed to any great extent 

in.the voting patterns of the 1969 election, the effect was 

clearly revealed during 1970 and 1971 as membership, financial 

support, and the morale of party activists slumped considerably. 

Like the land tax and fertiliser works issues the farm 

profitability question was important because it directly 

affected those to whom the National Party looked for its greatest 

degree of support in the area, that is, farmers and members of 

the Electorate Committee. 

Factors Beyond the Control of Government 

· The loss of support was also accentuated by factors beyond 

the control both of Government, and of the electorate organisa

tion. The climatic problems, and particularly the drought of 

1969, were important because of the way in which they amplified 

farm profitability trends that were already present, and thus 
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contributed to the general downturn in farmer confidence. The 

way in which the Labour Party capitalised on the situation, with 

Srhoy winning votes at the National Party's expense in 1966 and 

Moyle exploiting the dissatisfaction of farmers during 1971, 

was also significant. The pattern of population growth has 

also tended to work to the National Party's disadvantage, 1 In 

addition the electorate organisation suffered from the deaths 

of a number of key men at crucial times during this period, 

The deaths of Currie, Dalton and Sarney during 1965 meant that 

not only was there a change of member during 1966, but also of 

most of the leadership personnel in the organisation, thus 

leaving a leadership vacuum within the organisation at a time 

when leadership was most needed. And, in particular, the death 

of the Electorate Organiser (W.F, Bisset) during 1970 accentuated 

the financial problems of that year. 

The Role of the Member of Parliament 

Within the limits imposed by those factors beyond his 

control all Talbot, as the Member of Parliament, could hope to 

do was to build up support where possible, to minimise the loss 
-

of support when events were not favourable for his party, and 

to build up personal loyalties regardless of the political 

climate, Talbot was not particularly successful in his efforts 

towards these ends. While local issues were to the fore, as 

they continued to be following the 1966 election, he was able 

to gain credit and publicity for his efforts, and to win a 

limited amount of personal support. But as the farm profit-

ability problem became more important farmers became more 

1This is likely to be a more important consideration in the 
1972 election, particularly with the growth of Twizel. 
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critical in their appraisal of their Member of Parliament, and 

in that situation Talbot's credibility, both within the 

Electorate Committee, and within the electorate at large, 

declined substantially. During 1970 and 1971, in particular, 

he not only showed that he was unable to explain Government 

policies to the satisfaction of his farmer critics, but he also 

failed to convince opinion leaders in the electorate of his 

ability to represent their concerns to Government. In the 

matter of the Local Authorities (Petroleum Tax) Bill, for 

example, he allowed himself to be placed in a dilemma that a 

more astute Member may have been able to avoid. Forced to 

choose between supporting the caucus decisions and representing 

the concerns of the electorate he chose the former, thus 

precipitating the selection threat, and other criticisms, and 

these can only have operated to his and his party's disadvantage 

in the electorate. 

The Role of the Electorate Organisation 

Although to a considerable extent the local party organisa

tion, like the member, was required to work within a situation 

which it could not control there were times when the local 

organisation inadvertently contributed to the party's loss of 

support. This was particularly so during 1966, when the 

limitations of the party's selection process were graphically 

illustrated. The events of the first selection took party 

officials at both the electorate and higher levels rather by 

surprise. Local autonomy and high membership, rather than 

working to the overall advantage of the party in this situation 

worked only to the advantage of the Ashburton group promoting 
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the candidature of Buick. The selection process was manipu

lated, and McLachlan, the choice of the party hierarchy, was 

defeated. With Buick as candidate the local organisation 

was not in a position to project a positive image within the 

electorate. After his withdrawal, Talbot was selected as the 

only viable alternative, thus ensuring that for the 1966 

campaign, and in subsequent years the organisation would be 

handicapped by the limitations of the man whose image and 

standing it was their task to promote. In effect the selec

tion process damaged the image of the party within the electo

rate and created divisions and disillusionment among party 

activists. 

While the failure of party officials to e]{:ercise any 

degree of control over the first selection could be explained 

in terms of the selection procedure, their failure to recognise 

the importance of the local issues of 1966 1 and to take some 

form of action to minimise their political effect can only be 

explained in terms of a lack of effective leadership. 

Affected by the deaths of key personnel in 1965, disillusioned 

with the way in which the selection was manipulated, and 

complacent after a long period of National Party dominance in 

the area, party officials allowed the situation to drift, thus 

making it easier for Srhoy to exploit the situation to the 

National Party's disadvantage. 

In contrast to the lack of leadership that characterised 

the organisation during 1966, however, was the positive lead 

which was given in the South Canterbury Electorate during 1968-

71. The effect of the 1967 boundary changes had been to 
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provide the organisation with a leadership group who were much 

more prepared to search actively for positive ways in which to 

promote the cause of the party and to minimise the political 

significance of events beyond their control. These leaders 

encouraged party activists to continue to use the organisation 

as a forum through which their views could be expressed, they 

endeavoured to ensure that the views and concerns of party 

members were being made known to Government, and they. created 
I 

opportunities for Talbot, and for other National Party Members 

of Parliament, to explain Government policies, Thus, despite 

the growing mood of dissatisfaction, both with Government and 

with Talbot, party officials were able to maintain a significant 

degree of internal cohesion within the organisation, But, as 

the events of 1970 and 197:L showed, they were considerably 

limited by the environment in which they were required to 

operate. 

* * 
Although the cumulative nature of the problems with which 

the National Party was faced in Southern Canterbury was rather 

unusual the actual problems themselves were of a type likely 

to be encountered in other rural areas, Such problems as 

those of finding a suitable successor when a popular sitting 

Member decides to retire, of rebuilding the electorate organi

sation after boundary changes and/or the loss of key personnel, 

and of handli-ng local issues as they arise, are common 

organisational problems, and are usually capable of resolution 

at the electorate level, 

Crucial to the stiuation in Southern Canterbury, however, 

were two further problems which highlighted the limits within 



which the electorate organisation is forced to operate. 

238 

These 

were the problems which arose beoause of the failure of the 

National Government to satisfy its own traditional supporters, 

and because the Member of Parliament was not able to inspire 

loyalty and confidence in that situation. 

Had the National Party been in Opposition during 1970 and 

1971 there seems little doubt that. the attitude of farmers 

toward the party would have been much more positive, and that 

the morale of party activists would have been much higher. In 

that situation Talbot's limitations would not have been so 

important. But as the Government the National Party was 

exposed to the political repercussions that followed from a 

situation in which the financial position of farmers had 

deteriorated. 

In this difficult situation organisational effectiveness 

was much more dependent on the ability of the Member of Parlia

ment to .project a good image than had been the case in more 

favourable times. Talbot needed, at least, to be able to 

reassure farmers, both within the Electorate Committee and 

within the electorate at large, that he understood their 

problems and was working on their behalf. He needed to be 

able to convey the impression that his first loyalty was to 

them. In fact, however, his stance on the Local Authorities 

(Petroleum Tax) Bill confirmed what had already been apparent: 

that his first loyalty was to his Parliamentary colleagues 

rather than to his electors. Because of this attitude he lost 

much-needed support. Party activists were dissatisfied, and 

they were prepared to act in a critical role, both informally 
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In a rural 

area this was important because of the community network that 

exists within the rural districts, the close relationship of 

the farmer and the res1dents of the service towns, and the 

presence of a local newspaper which was quite prepared to print 

public comment critical of the National Party Member of Parlia

ment. 

Because he was unable to build up morale within the 

organisation, and to project a positive and .competent image 

within the electorate, Talbot, rather than minimising the drift 

of support from his party could be seen to be accentuating the 

trend. 

For a time it appeared as though the local autonomy which 

the electorate organisation theoretically enjoys over the 

selection process would be utilised to reject the sitting Member 

in favour of a candidate deemed more suitable. However, 

events late in 1971 again showed quite clearly the limits within 

which local organisation must operate as first the party 

hierarchy intervened, and then boundary changes altered the 

whole situation. 

The effectiveness of organisation at the electorate level 

can, then, be seen to be related, to a considerable extent, to 

three important variables: the role of the party as Government, 

the role of the Member of ~arliament, and the role of party 

officials. The importance of the first was never in doubt, 

and indeed this study has shown quite clearly what can happen 
I 

when party activists become dissatisfied 1'11 th their party as 

Government. More significant, however, has been the way in 
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which the study has demonstrated the importance of the Member 

of Parliament, particularly in a situation in which the 

Government has failed to satisfy its own party supporters. 

Talbot, during 1970 and 1971 failed to inspire the necessary 

loyalty and confidence both within the organisation and within 

the electorate as a whole. His failures, and the cumulative 

effect they produced seem to suggest that, in rural areas at 

least, there are times when the image and standing of the party 

depends rather more on the abilities and activities of the 

local Member of Parliament than is often recognised. Voting 
I 

studies have tended to concentrate on the number of votes an 

individual candidate can win independent of his party label. 

The events of 1970 and 1971 in Southern Canterbury indicated 

that at times it is not possible to make this distinction. 

Talbot, by his activities, was clearly affecting the image of 

the party. And against this background a particularly capable 

group of electorate officials could do little to alter the 

situation. 

Thus in terms of the three variables stated above, with 

good Government, little economic -stress and active party 

officials, the party can expect to hold its ground even with a 

poor Member. In times of adverse Government policies and 

economic stress it might be expected to hold its ground with a 

good Member a.nd g~:>od electoral organisation. The real danger 

arises, therefore, when adverse Government policies are 

combined with an unsatisfactory Member in conditions of 

economic instability because to a much greater degree\in a 

rural electorate than an urban electorate the Member is the 

party. 

* * * 
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